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CHAPTER ONE

L ord  Z.EU8, o f  Dodona, P e l a s g i a n ,  d w e l l i n g  a f a r ,  r u l i n g  
o v e r  h a r d - w i n t e r e d  Dodona, an d  a ro u n d  d w e l l  t h e  S e l l i  
y o u r  i n t e r p r e t e r s ,  o f  unw ashen f e e t ,  s l e e p i n g  on t h e  
g round.^-

The above p r a y e r  i s  sp o k en  by A c h i l l e s  i n  H om er 's  I l i a d  

and i s  t h e  o l d e s t  w r i t t e n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  O ra c le  o f  Zeus a t  

Dodona. These t w e n t y - s i x  words s t i r  t h e  mind o f  t h e  h i s t o 

r i a n  t o  s e e k  th e  an sw ers  t o  many q u e s t i o n s .  Where i s  Dodona?

How d id  i t  o r i g i n a t e ?  Does th e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona compare w i t h  

th e  o r a c l e  a t  D e lp h i?  How was th e  o r a c l e  c o n s u l t e d ,  and by  

whom? What t y p e s  o f  q u e s t i o n s  w ere  p u t  t o  th e  o r a c l e ?  What 

was t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  r o l e  o f  t h e  o r a c l e ?  What w ere  th e  i n s t r u 

m en ts  u s e d  by Zeus t o  an sw er  h i s  p e t i t i o n e r s ?  Was t h e r e  a n  

o r g a n i z e d  p r i e s t h o o d  a t  Dodona?

The R e s e a r c h e r ' s  P ro b lem

The o r a c l e  a t  Dodona, a l t h o u g h  im p o r t a n t  i n  a n c i e n t  

t i m e s ,  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  unknown t o d a y .  B a s i c a l l y  t h e r e  a r e  

two r e a s o n s  f o r  t h i s  o b s c u r i t y :  th e  l a c k  o f  a n c i e n t  w r i t t e n

s o u r c e s ,  and in c o m p le te  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  w o rk . The w r i t e r s  o f  

a n t i q u i t y  were c o n t e n t  m e re ly  to  a l l u d e  t o  th e  o r a c l e ' s  p r e s e n c e

■^Horner I l i a d  1 6 . 2 3 6 .  T r a n s l a t o r s  f o r  t h i s  and  s u c c e e d in g  
p r im a r y  s o u r c e  e x c e r p t s  a r e  l i s t e d  i n  t h e  b i b l i o g r a p h y .

1

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



w i th  s u c h  comments as legend, t e l l s  o f  an o r a c l e  o f  Zeus a t  

Dodona. P e rh a p s  th e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  o v e r s i g h t  

i s  b e c a u s e  th e  o r a c l e ,  t h r o u g h o u t  i t s  h i s t o r y ,  p r e f e r r e d  to  

d e a l  w i th  th e  common man and h i s  p ro b le m s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  w i t h  

th e  w e ig h ty  p ro b lem s  o f  s t a t e .  The l a c k  o f  co m p le te  a r c h a e 

o l o g i c a l  work has  a l s o  s e r i o u s l y  hampered th e  a c c u m u la t io n  

o f  k n o w ledge . Lack o f  fu n d s  c u r t a i l e d  th e  work o f  D. 

E v a n g e l id e s  i n  th e  1930’ s ,  and th e  work o f  C a rap an o s ,  done 

b e f o r e  th e  t u r n  o f  th e  c e n t u r y ,  has  l o s t  much o f  i t s  v a lu e  

due to  th e  h ap h az a rd  m ethods u s e d .

Because o f  th e  l a c k  o f  k n o w ledge , modern w r i t e r s  pre=> 

f e r  t o  t a k e  th e  same view as  t h e i r  a n c i e n t  c o u n t e r p a r t s  

and m e re ly  ad m it  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  th e  o r a c l e .  A lth o u g h  

t h e r e  w i l l  be many q u e s t i o n s  r a i s e d  h e re  w hich  a r e  u nan 

s w e r a b le  to d a y ,  t h i s  s tu d y  i s  an a t t e m p t  to  s e t  f o r t h  

what i s  known and b e l i e v e d  by modern s c h o l a r s  a b o u t  Dodona 

and t o  show th e  im p o r tan c e  o f  th e  o r a c l e  in  c l a s s i c a l  t im es*

G reek  O r a c l e s

B efo re  an u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  Dodona and i t s  im p o r ta n c e  

can  be u n d e r t a k e n ,  some b a ck g ro u n d  know ledge o f  o r a c l e s  i n  

g e n e r a l  i s  n eed e d .  To th e  a n c i e n t  G reek , th e  most s a t i s 

f a c t o r y  means o f  a s c e r t a i n i n g  th e  f u t u r e  was th e  u se  o f  an  

o r a c l e .  At th e s e  s a c r e d  s i t e s  men c o u ld  a c t u a l l y  a s k  q u e s 

t i o n s  o f  some m o u th p iece  o f  th e  g o d s .  T hroughou t th e  a g e s
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man has  so u g h t  to  l e a r n  th e  m y s t e r i e s  o f  th e  f u t u r e  and  th e  

r i d d l e s  o f  th e  p a s t .  T h is  a p p e a r s  to  have been  th e  f u n c t i o n  

o f  th e  o r a c l e .

A u t h o r i t i e s  have numbered o v e r  2b0 o r a c l e s  i n  t h e  a n 

c i e n t  G re e k - s p e a k in g  w o r ld .  Some o f  th e s e  were o f  g r e a t  im

p o r t a n c e  and were r e g u l a r l y  c o n s u l t e d  by heads  o f  s t a t e  and 

o t h e r  p u b l i c  o f f i c i a l s .  O th e r s  were o f  a lm o s t  no im p o r ta n c e

and a p p e a r  to  have been  u sed  o n ly  l o c a l l y  and d ie d  o u t  r a t h e r  
2

q u i c k l y .  The m ajo r o r a c l e s ,  th o s e  t h a t  l a s t e d  f o r  an  ex 

te n d e d  p e r io d  o f  t im e  and a c h ie v e d  a d e g re e  o f  fame, were 

a t  C o lophon , X an th u s ,  C la r o s ,  B ra n c h id a e ,  O lym pia, Amun, and 

o f  c o u r s e ,  D e lp h i  and Dodona.

A Greek o r a c l e  was s im p ly  a c e n t e r  o f  r e l i g i o u s  w o rs h ip  

where some form o f  d i v i n a t i o n  was s y s t e m a t i z e d .  O r a c l e s  

were j u s t  one o f  a  g r e a t  many d i f f e r e n t  c u l t  p r a c t i c e s ,  b u t  

no o t h e r  p r a c t i c e  was more u n i v e r s a l  th a n  th e  c o n s u l t a t i o n  

o f  o r a c l e s .  P e o p le  i n  a l l  w a lk s  o f  l i f e  c o n s u l t e d  them f o r  

h e lp  w i th  e v e ry  ty p e  o f  p ro b le m . Many o f  th e  q u e s t i o n s  a sk e d  

r e f l e c t  th e  w i s t f u l ,  u t t e r l y  human c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  p ro b lem  

s u b m i t t e d . ^  O r a c le s  were n o t  a lw ay s  c o n s u l t e d  f o r  a d v i c e  o r  

a n sw e rs  to  p rob lem s b u t  a l s o  to  s e e k  b l e s s i n g  on an e n t e r p r i s e

S i r  Henry Lunn, Aegean C i v i l i z a t i o n  (London: E r n e s t
Beun, 1 9 2 5 ) ,  p . 231.

^ F r e d e r i c k  C. G ra n t ,  H e l l e n i s t i c  R e l i g i o n  (New York: 
L i b e r a l  A r t s  P r e s s ,  1953)* P* 33»
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a l r e a d y  begun* A l th o u g h  th e  p r a c t i c e  o f  c o n s u l t i n g  o r a c l e s  

i n  p u b l i c  and  p r i v a t e  i n t e r e s t s  was w e l l  d e v e lo p e d  by H om er 's  

t im e ,  i t  i s  s a f e  to  assum e tfe s t  t h e r e  w ere  no a c t i v e  o r a c l e s ,  

i n  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  s e n s e ,  b e f o r e  800 B .C . I t  was common b e 

l i e f  t h a t  i n  th e  h e r o i c  age  t h e  gods s p o k e  d i r e c t l y  t o  man 

and d id  n o t  need  a m o u th p ie c e .  However, w i th  t h e  dawn o f  

t h e  c l a s s i c a l  age  th e  gods c e a s e d  t h e i r  d i r e c t  c o n t a c t  w i t h

man and sp o k e  o n ly  th r o u g h  o r a c l e s  w h ic h ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  n eed e d
5

to  be i n t e r p r e t e d .  ___

I n  th e  b e g in n in g  a l l  o r a c l e s  w ere  d e l i v e r e d  by  t h e  

E a r t n - g o d d e s s ,  whose a u t h o r i t y  was so  g r e a t  t h a t  p a t r i a r c h a l  

i n v a d e r s  made i t  a  p r a c t i c e  t o  s e i z e  h e r  s h r i n e s  and e i t h e r  

a p p o i n t  new p r i e s t s  o r  r e t a i n  t h e  o l d  o n e s .  T hus , i t  i s  

p r o b a b le  t h a t  Z eu s ,  a t  Dodona, to o k  o v e r  th e  c u l t  o f  t h e  

o r a c u l a r  oak  w h ich  had been  s a c r e d  t o  D ia  o r  D io n e .^

I t  m ust be u n d e r s to o d  t h a t  th e  G reek  r e a l l y  b e l i e v e d  

i n  t h e  l e g e n d s  we r e f e r  t o  a s  m y th o lo g y .  To him t h e y  w ere  

th e  t r u e  a d v e n t u r e s  o f  h i s  gods  and w ere  a s  s a c r e d  t o  him 

a s  th e  B ib le  i s  t o  C h r i s t i a n s  t o d a y .  The s e a r c h  f o r  p a s s a g e s

L
T. Dempsey, The D e lp h ic  O r a c le  (O x fo rd :  B. H. B la c k w e l l

1 9 1 8 ) ,  p .  8 1 .

^Howard Frem ont S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona ( P h i l a d e l p h i a :  By th e
A u th o r ,  1 9 3 7 ) ,  P» 7 ^ .

^ R o b e r t  G ra v e s ,  The G reek  M yths (E d in b u rg h :  R. and  R.
C la rk  L t d . ,  1 9 3 5 ) ,  p p .  l 8 0 - 8 l .
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and omens from  tj-Ete god's to  man e x i s t e d  ev ery w h ere  and  th e

p e o p le  p a id  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  a t t e n t i o n  to  what th e  gods ”had

to  s a y . ” The o r a c l e s  were e s p e c i a l l y  im p o r t a n t  t o  t h e  r u r a l

p e o p le  who r e t a i n e d  t h e i r  more p r i m i t i v e  b e l i e f s .  C i t i e s

o f t e n  t r i e d  g r a f t  to  o b t a i n  f a v o r a b l e  r e s p o n s e s ,  and  th e

o r a c l e s  became l i n k e d  w i th  p o l i t i c s ,  w hich  s t a r t e d  t h e i r  e v e n -  
7

t u a l  d o w n f a l l .

The G reek god d id  n o t  sp e a k  i n  u n e q u iv o c a l  te rm s  b u t  

gave h i s  r e s p o n s e s  i n  am biguous p h r a s e s .  Thus th e  p e t i 

t i o n e r  when he had r e c e i v e d  h i s  an sw er  was l e f t  w i t h  th e  

p ro b le m  o f  r e a d i n g  i t  i n  a t  l e a s t  one o f  two w ays. I f  he 

m is ju d g e d  th e  a d v ic e  i t  was h i s  own f a u l t .  To t a k e  an  o r a c 

u l a r  an sw er a t  f a c e  v a lu e  o f t e n  l e f t  th e  p e t i t i o n e r  u n p r e 

p a re d  f o r  h i s  f a t e  to s p i t e  o f  t h e  w a rn in g  he had r e c e i v e d .

In  any  c a s e ,  th e  god was n e v e r  w rong .

The G reeks  d id  n o t  r e l y  on a s t r o l o g i c a l  w e a th e r  p r e 

d i c t i o n s .  No o r a c l e  was e x p e c te d  t o  p ro p h e sy  d r o u g h t s  o r  

p e r i o d s  o f  p l e n t y  from th e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n s ,  a s  was t h e  p r a q -  

t i c e  o f  th e  B a b y lo n ia n s .  U nder ex trem e  p r e s s u r e  t h e  p r i e s t s

m igh t h a z a rd  a  ' 'g u e s s ” b u t  t h e y  much p r e f e r r e d  to  s t a y  c l e a r
8o f  w e a th e r  and s t i c k  to  l e s s  r i s k y  h o ro s c o p e s .

“̂ M artin  P .  N i l s s o n ,  G reek  F o lk  R e l i g i o n  (New York:
H a rp e r  B r o t h e r s ,  19^+0), p .  132 . 

c
R ic h a rd  L ew in so h n , S c i e n c e ,  P ro p h ec y  and P r e d i c t i o n  

(New Y ork : H a rp e r  & B r o t h e r s  P u b l i s h e r s ,  1 9 6 1 ) ,  p .  17$«
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The L o c a t io n  an d  S i t e  o f  Dodona

I n  o r d e r  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  th e  o r a c l e  a t  

Dodona, how i t  r e t a i n e d  i t s  i n f l u e n c e  a s  lo n g  a s  i t  d i d ,  and  

why i n  th e  end i t  gave way t o  th e  o r a c l e  o f  A p o l lo  a t  D e lp h i ,  

i t  i s  o f  im p o r ta n c e  to  know th e  g e o g rap h y  o f  t h e  a r e a .  Dodona 

i s  i n  E p i r u s ,  a  c o l d ,  s to rm y ,  w indsw ept c o u n t r y  i n  n o r t h w e s t 

e r n  G reece  a lo n g  t h e  I o n i a n  S e a .  Mount Tom aros, t h e  home o f  ♦
th e  o r a c l e ,  l i e s  a  tw o-day  m arch from th e  s e a  i n t o  t h e  h e a r t  

o f  E p i r u s .  The g ro v e  o f s a c r e d  oaks  i s  l o c a t e d  1600 f e e t  

above  s e a  l e v e l  on th e  w e s t e r n  s i d e  o f  t h e  m o u n ta in  to w a rd  

t h e  head  o f  th e  d eep  v a l l e y  o f  T c h a r a c o v i s t a ,  some tw e lv e  

m i l e s  from  th e  m odern town o f  <.Ta n n in a .  The r e g i o n  was e a r 

l i e r  w e l l  wooded and  s t i l l  i s  f r e e l y  s c a t t e r e d  w i t h  d e c i d u 

ous  t r e e s .  The b o tto m  o f  t h e  v a l l e y  i s  m a rsh y , an d  Mount
9

Tomaros p r o v i d e s  p l e n t i f u l  s p r i n g s  and w e l l s .  The P in d u s  

M o u n ta in s  form s u c h  a b a r r i e r  a g a i n s t  t h e  t r a v e l e r  from  th e  

e a s t  o r  s o u t h  t h a t  th e  G reek  who w ished  t o  c o n s u l t  t h e  o r a c l e  

w ould g e n e r a l l y  a p p ro a c h  from th e  s o u th w e s t  by way o f  t h e  s e a ;  

t h i s  m eant a  lo n g  jo u rn e y  and n o t  a  s h o r t  o n e .  Thus, th e  p e r 

so n  who w ish ed  t o  c o n s u l t  t h e  god e i t h e r  had  t o  be  e x t r e m e ly

Q
E. W. P a r k e ,  G reek O r a c l e s  (London: H u tc h in so n

U n i v e r s i t y  L i b r a r y ,  19^7)» P* 20; R o b e r t  F l a c e l i e r ,  G reek  
O r a c l e s  (L ondon: E le k  Books, 1 9 6 1 ) ,  p .  1 5 ;  H. W. P a r k e ,
The O r a c l e s  o f  Zeus (O x fo rd :  B a s i l  B la c k w e l l ,  1967 ) ,  P» 5*
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d e v o u t  and r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  i n  th e  answ er he w ould  r e c e i v e  o r  

e l s e  he must have had  a  b u r n in g  s e n s e  o f  c u r i o s i t y

The v e ry  name Dodona may have some c o n n e c t io n  w i t h  th e  

g eo g rap h y  o f  th e  a r e a .  German h i s t o r i a n s  have e s t a b l i s h e d  

th e  f a c t  t h a t  a t  Dodona i t  t h u n d e r s  on more d ay s  o f  th e  

y e a r  and  more v i o l e n t l y  th a n  anywhere e l s e  i n  E u ro p e .  I t  

i s  a t  Dodona t h a t  t h e  p e a l s  a r e  l o u d e s t  due t o  th e  echo 

among th e  P in d u s  M o u n ta in s .  Thui>, th e  t h e o r y  h a s  b e en  p u t  

f o r t h  t h a t  th e  name Dodona may be d e r iv e d  from  th e  sound o f  

a t h u n d e r c l a p . ^

The a n c i e n t  G re ek s  b e l i e v e d  i t  was h e re  th e  v o ic e  o f  

Zeus c c u ld  be h e a rd  when th e  wind s t i r r e d  th e  f o l i a g e  o f  

th e  o ak .

H esio d  i s  th e  f i r s t  to  d e s c r i b e  t h e  a r e a  h i s t o r i c a l l y .

In  h i s  poem th e  E o i a i  he s t a t e s :

There  i s  a  c e r t a i n  H e l l o p i a  o f  much c o r n l a n d  and 
good meadow r i c h  i n  f l o c k s  and sh a m b l in g  c a t t l e ,  
and i n  i t  d w e l l  men o f  many sheep  and  many k i n ,  
many th e m s e lv e s  i n  number, p a s t  t e l l i n g ,  t r i b e s  
o f  m o r t a l s .  T h e re  a  c e r t a i n  Dodona i s  b u i l t  a s  
a  town a t  th e  f u r t h e s t  bound . Zeus lo v e d  i t  
and a p p o in te d  i t  t o  be h i s  o r a c l e  r e v e r e n c e d  by  
men and th e y  [ t h e  doves ] d w e lt  i n  t h e  h a l lo w  
o f  th e  oak  [ LACUNA] where th o s e  ?.'ho l i v e  on 
e a r t h  and f e t c h  a l l  t h e i r  p r o p h e c ie s ,  w hoever 
o f  them h as  come t h i t h e r  and i n q u i r e d  o f  th e

^ G e o f f r e y  C r o s s ,  E p iru s . ...(C am bridge : C a m b r id g e -  
U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 3 2 ) ,  p .  5»

^ T .  W. H. M y ers ,  SssayB C l a s s i c a l  (L ondon: 
M acm illan  & C o . , 188 3 ) .  P« 23 .
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im m o r ta l  god b r i n g i n g  g i f t s  when he came and  accom pan ied  
by good omens w i th  a u s p i c i o u s  [ f l i g h t  o f  b i r d s  ] .

T h is  p a s s a g e  shows Dodona to  be p r o s p e r o u s  a s  a n  o r a c u l a r

s i t e  and f u n c t i o n i n g  a s  l a t e  a s  t h e  s e v e n th  o r  e i g h t h

c e n t u r y  B.C.

At th e  s i t e ,  a  dove i s  s a i d  to  s p r e a d  i t s  w ings  o v e r

th e  to p m o s t  b r a n c h e s  o f  t h e  a n c i e n t  t r e e s ,  a ro u n d  w h ich  were

tw in e d  g a r l a n d s  o f  f l o w e r s .  About th e  c i r c l e  o f  s a c r e d  oaks 

s to o d  th e  s a c r e d  t r i p o d s  i n  w h ich  in c e n s e  fumed and  a n  army 

o f  p r i e s t s  an d  p r i e s t e s s e s  r e c e i v e d  th e  o f f e r i n g s .

G e n e r a l  Background

The s i t e  a t  Dodona was i n h a b i t e d  a s  e a r l y  a s  1 9 -1700

B.C. a s  i s  d a t e d  from t h e  p o t t e r y  re m a in s  w h ich  have  b een

r e c o v e r e d  i n  t h e  a r e a .  T hese  re m a in s  a r e  v e r y  s i m i l a r  i n

s t y l e ,  p a t t e r n  and  ty p e  t o  t h o s e  found  on s i t e s  i n  M acedonia

and T h e s s a ly  w h ich  have b e en  d a te d  t o  t h e  same p e r io d *  There

a r e  no p r e h i s t o r i c  d w e l l i n g s  r e m a in in g ,  w h ich  s u g g e s t s  t h a t

t h e s e  e a r l y  s e t t l e r s  w ere  nomadic o r  m ig r a to r y  i n  t h e i r

h a b i t s  and t h a t  t h e y  a r r i v e d  s e a s o n a l l y  w i th  t h e i r  f l o c k s
13

t o  g r a z e  on th e  r i c h  meadows d e s c r ib e d  by H e s io d .

12H esiod  The C a ta lo g u e s  o f  Women and  E o ia e  9 7 .

1 3 I b i d .
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The o r a c l e ,  a c c o r d in g  to  S t r a b o ,  was e s t a b l i s h e d  by th e

P e l a s g i  who a r e  s a i d  to  be th e  most a n c i e n t  p e o p le  t h a t  were

14s o v e r e i g n s  i n  G re e c e .  O th e r  s o u r c e s  w h ich  p o i n t  to  th e

fo u n d in g  o f  th e  o r a c l e  by th e  P e l a s g i a n s  a r e :  th e  H e s io d ic

poems, w hich  d e s i g n a t e  th e  s e t t l e m e n t  n e a r  th e  oak o f  Dodona

a s  P e l a s g i c ;  H e ro d o tu s ,  who c a l l s  i t  t h e  s e a t  o f  th e  P e l a s g i a n s

and E p h o ru s ,  who s t a t e s  t h a t  th e  P e l a s g i a n s  were th e  fo u n d e r s  

15o f  th e  o r a c l e .  These P e l a s g i a n s  seem  t o  have been  N o r th -  

Aegean p e o p le  u p r o o te d  by Bronze Age m i g r a t i o n s  and f o r c e d  

down i n t o  E p i r u s . ^  They a r e  g e n e r a l l y  th o u g h t  to  have i n 

h a b i t e d  t h e  a r e a  a ro u n d  Dodona b e f o r e  t h e  e a r l y  m ig r a t i o n s  

were c o m p le te d .  At th e  t im e th e  m i g r a t i o n s  were e n d in g ,  

some o f  t h e s e  P e l a s g i a n s  a p p a r e n t l y  d e c i d e d  to  rem a in  a t  th e  

s i t e  and s e t  up a  p r i e s t h o o d .  The f a c t  t h a t  th e s e  p e o p le s  

were th e  f i r s t  t o  i n h a b i t  th e  s i t e  i s  acknow ledged  by th e

f a c t  t h a t  th e  o r a c l e  i s  g e n e r a l l y  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  th e  ’’home

17o f  th e  P e l a s g i a n s . n

14S t r a b o  G eography 7 . 9.

15 H e ro d o tu s  H i s t o r i e s  2 .  5 6 .

^ The O xfo rd  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , (1 9 4 9 )»  6 5 8 .

^ N .  G. L . Hammond, E p i r u s  (O x fo rd :  C la ren d o n  P r e s s ,
1 9 6 7 ) ,  P . 368 .
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I t  i s  a t  Dodona t h a t  t h e  a lm ig h ty  Z eu s ,  who announced  

h i s  p r e s e n c e  i n  th e  s p e a k in g  o f  t h e  o a k ,  g ave  h i s  s i g n  to  

m an k in d . The o r a c l e  i s  s a i d  t o  have r e t a i n e d  i t s  im

p o r t a n c e  f o r  o v e r  1500 y e a r s  from th e  t im e  o f  i t s  fo u n d in g  

to  i t s  s a c k i n g  by t h e  C h r i s t i a n s .  H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  t h e  s h r i n e  

h a s  b e en  r u l e d  by a number o f  p e o p l e s .  O r i g i n a l l y  th e  

P e l a s g i a n s  c o n t r o l l e d  t h e  o r a c l e  b u t  t h e y  g a v e  way t o  t h e  

T h e s p r o t i a n s  who w ere i n  t u r n  fo l lo w e d  by t h e  M o lo s s i ,  I t

i s  u n f o r t u n a t e ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  no r e c o r d  o f  e x a c t  d a t e s  f o r  th e

l8ch an g e  o f  r u l i n g  pow ers* A f t e r  th e  M o l o s s i ,  t h e  l a n d  w ent 

to  t h e  M a c e d o n ia n s .  The f i r s t ,  s i g n  o f  M acedon ian  t a k e o v e r  

was d u r i n g  th e  r e i g n  o f  A le x a n d e r  I  o f  M o l o s s i ,  who r u l e d  

from  3 ^ 2 -3 3 0  B.C. The r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  M acedon ian  l e a n i n g s  i s  

q u i t e  e a s i l y  u n d e r s to o d  when i t  i s  rem em bered t h a t  A le x a n d e r  

was p l a c e d  on h i s  th r o n e  by P h i l i p  I I  o f  M acedon.

Dodona has  l a i d  c la im  to  b e i n g  th e  o l d e s t  o r a c l e  i n  t h e  

G reek  w o r ld ,  and t h i s  c la im  seem s to  have a  c e r t a i n  amount o f  

v a l i d i t y  t o  i t .  The p r o o f  f o r  t h i s  c la im  i s  tw o f o ld :  

l i t e r a r y  and  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l .  D i v i n a t i o n  by n a t u r a l  m ani

f e s t a t i o n s ,  su ch  a s  t h e  r u s t l i n g  o f  th e  oak and  th e  sound  o f  

t h u n d e r ,  w h ich  need  t o  be i n t e r p r e t e d  by a  p r o p h e t  i s  c o n s i s 

t e n t  w i t h  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  s t a t u s  o f  G reek  r e l i g i o n  a s  i l l u s t r a t e d

lS S t r a b o  G eography  7 .  11 .
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by e p i s o d e s  i n  th e  Greek e p i c s .  I t  i s  t h i s  e v id e n c e  w h ich  

c o n f i r m s  D o d o n a 's  c la im  to  b e in g  th e  o l d e s t  o r a c l e  i n  G re e c e .  

The e x c a v a t i o n s  done a t  th e  s i t e  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  do n o t  r e v e a l

any s u b s t a n t i a l  number o f  d e d i c a t i o n s  b e f o r e  639 B.C. I t

20i s  a f t e r  t h i s  d a t e  t h a t  th e  h ey d ay  o f  Dodona b eg an .

Zeus had t h r e e  m ajo r o r a c u l a r  s i t e s .  They w ere Dodona,

O lym pia , and Amun, b u t  i t  was o n ly  a t  Dodona t h a t  Zeus sp o k e

th r o u g h  a  t e m p l e - o r a c l e .  The f i r s t  m e n tio n  o f  th e  o r a c l e

( s e e  page one) seems t o  i n d i c a t e  i t  was a  dream o r a c l e  w here

th e  ru d e  S e l l i  drew t h e i r  v i s i o n s  from th e  e a r t h  on w hich

th e y  s l e p t .  But th e  o r a c l e  i n  th e  w orks o f  H esio d  i s  s p o k e n

o f  a s  h a v in g  i t s  s e a t  among th e  l e a v e s  o r  i n  th e  h o l lo w  o r

b a se  o f  an  o a k ,  and t h i s  i s  th e  i d e a  t h a t  p r e v a i l e d  i n  c l a s s -  

21i c a l  t i m e s .

B ecause  th e  o r a c l e  i s  th e  o n ly  one m en tioned  i n  th e

w orks o f  Homer, i t  may be t h a t  Homer knew o f  no o t h e r

m a jo r  o r a c l e .  In  b o th  o f  h i s  w o rk s ,  th e  I l i a d  and O d y sse y ,

h i s  h e ro  to u c h e s  b a se  w i th  t h e  o r a c l e .  Thus Dodona l i k e l y

22p r e d a t e s  D e lp h i  s im p ly  by p r o o f  o f  s i l e n c e .

19P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p . 25 .

20Hammond, E p i r u s , p .  ^3 6 .

2^M yers, E s s a y s , p .  22.

22P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s ,  p . 16 .
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T h ere  i s  l i t t l e  w r i t t e n  c o n c e r n in g  th e  o r a c l e  u n t i l  t h e  

t im e  o f  H e ro d o tu s .  A f t e r  he v i s i t e d  th e  o r a c l e  i n  t h e  f o r t i e s  

o f  th e  f i f t h  c e n tu r y  B .C . ,  he s u g g e s te d  an  o r g a n i z a t i o n  q u i t e

d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  o f  Homer. No S e l l i  a r e  m e n t io n e d ;  i n s t e a d

' 23t h r e e  p r i e s t e s s e s ,  P ro m en e ia ,  T im a r e ta  and N ik a n d ra  a r e  named.

The s a c r e d  oak and doves a r e  n o t  t r e a t e d  a s  m ethods o f  co n 

s u l t i n g  th e  g o d s .  They o n ly  f i g u r e  i n  l e g e n d  c o n n e c te d  w i th  

th e  fo u n d in g  o f  th e  o r a c l e .

In  s p i t e  o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  H e ro d o tu s  g i v e s  th e  p r i e s t e s s e s  

G reek  names and s u g g e s t s  t h a t  th e  v e ry  name o f  H e l l a s  came 

from  t h i s  a r e a ,  i t  does n o t  e x c lu d e  th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  b le n d

o f  r a c e  and  custom  which o r i g i n a l l y  d e te rm in e d  th e  c u l t  o f

2Ath e  Dodonaean Zeus was n o t  t y p i c a l  o f  th e  r e s t  o f  G re e c e .

Dodona, u n l i k e  D e lp h i ,  D e lo s  and O lym pia , was f a r  to o

re m o te  to  have a  p o l i t i c a l  ax t o  g r i n d .  Thus, t h e  o r a c l e  a t

Dodona c o u ld  d e v o te  i t s  t im e  and  e n e r g i e s  t o  f u r t h e r i n g  th e

25c a u se  o f  r e l i g i o n  among th e  G re e k s .

I t  s h o u ld  be a l s o  n o te d ,  w i th  i n t e r e s t ,  t h a t  a t  Dodona 

t h e r e  n e v e r  seem s to  have b een  any  form o f  c r u e l t y  p r a c t i c e d  

i n  th e  te m p le  r i t e s  d u r in g  th e  c l a s s i c a l  p e r i o d .  At Dodona, 

no a s s a s s i n  p u rs u e d  h i s  v i c t i m  a ro u n d  th e  t r u n k  o f  t h e  t r e e ;

23 H e ro d o tu s  H i s t o r i e s  2 . 55*
2*fP a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p .  91* P a r k e ,  Zeu6, p .  253»

25̂R. L . Beaumont, ' 'G reek  I n f l u e n c e  i n  th e  A d r i a t i c  Sea 
B e f o re  th e  ^ t h  C e n tu ry  B . C . , "  J o u r n a l  o f  H e l l e n i c  S t u d i e s , LVI 
( 1 9 3 6 ) ,  198 .
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i n s t e a d  t h r e e  g r a y - h a i r e d  p r i e s t e s s e s  l i s t e n e d  to  t h e  murmurs 

o f  th e  s a c r e d  doves  o r  t h e  r u s t l i n g  o f  th e  l e a v e s  a s  mediums

o f  th e  g o d ' s  a n s w e r s .  I n s t e a d  o f  b e in g  e sc a p e d  c o n v i c t s ,  th e

26p r i e s t s  seem to  have v o l u n t a r i l y  a c c e p te d  an  a s c e t i c  l i f e .

The power and i n f l u e n c e  o f  th e  o r a c l e  l a s t e d  and  grew  

w i th  th e  p a s s a g e  o f  t im e .  P l a t o ,  w r i t i n g  h i s  Laws i n  th e  

3 5 0 ‘ s  B .C . ,  makes r e f e r e n c e  t o  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  th e  o r a c l e .

" I t  i s  l a i d  down a s  an  axiom  t h a t  t h e  l e g i s l a t o r  w i l l  n o t  

a l t e r  w h a te v e r  has b een  e s t a b l i s h e d  o f  in d ig e n o u s  o r  f o r e i g n

c u l t *  i f  i t  has  r e c e i v e d  th e  s a n c t i o n  o f  t h e  o r a c l e s  o f
^  „27D e lp h i ,  Dodona, Or Zeus AmUn."

The s a n c t u a r y  o f  Dodona seemed t o  form a l i t t l e  i s l a n d

o f  H e l le n i s m  among th e  b a r b a r i a n s  o f  n o r t h e r n  G re ec e .  Dodona

was th e  p l a c e  where th e  s u b s e q u e n t  n a t i o n a l  name o f  t h e  G reeks

can  f i r s t  be p ro v e n  to  have p r e v a i l e d .  The name i s  d e r i v e d

from th e  ch o sen  few o f  t h e  p e o p le  who a d m in i s t e r e d  th e  w o rsh ip

o f  Zeus and  were c a l l e d  b o th  S e l l !  o r  H e l l i  and a f t e r  them

28th e  s u r r o u n d in g  c o u n t r y ,  H e l l o p i a  o r  H e l l a s .  For th e  name 

o f  an i s o l a t e d  p r i e s t h o o d  to  become so  im p o r ta n t  a s  t o  be 

a d o p te d  by th e  r e s t  o f  G reece  a s  a n a t i o n a l  t i t l e  s e r v e s  to  

show th e  im p o r ta n c e  a t t a c h e d  to  t h i s  o r a c l e .

26S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona, p .  7 5 .

27P l a t o  Laws 5 .  738 .
28 E r n e s t  C u r t i s s ,  The H i s t o r y  o f  G re e c e , V ol. I  

(New York: C h a r le s  S c r i b n e r ' s  S o n s ,  1 & 9 7 ) » p .  116.
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CHAPTER TWO

The: M y th ic a l  F o u n d in g  o f  Dodona

The a n c i e n t  G reek s  had  s e v e r a l  l e g e n d s  a s  to  how th e  

o r a c l e  a t  Dodona o r i g i n a t e d .  These  l e g e n d s  were so sh ro u d e d  

i n  m y s te ry  and s t e e p e d  i n  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  n o t  even  th e  G reeks 

c o u ld  d e c id e  w ha t wsis t r u t h  a n d  w hat was f i c t i o n .  On th e  

f o l l o w i n g  p a g e s  a r e  t h e  f o u r  p r i n c i p a l  m yths  r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e  

f o u n d in g  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona w i th  some comments a s  to  

t h e i r  a p p a r e n t  v a l i d i t y .  Only t h e  l e g e n d  r e l a t e d  by H e ro d o tu s  

was fo u n d  i n  i t s  c o m p le te  form  i n  a  s i n g l e  s o u r c e .  The r e s t  

o f  t h e  s t o r i e s  h a v e  b een  p i e c e d  t o g e t h e r  from s e v e r a l  s o u r c e s  

a s  a c c u r a t e l y  a s  p o s s i b l e .

Because, o f  a l l  t h e  e v i l  t h a t  e x i s t e d  i n  th e  world, Zeus 

and h i s  b r o t h e r  P o s e i d e n . s e n t  a  g r e a t  f l o o d  to  d e s t r o y  a l l  

t h a t  l i v e d  on th e  e a r t h .  D u c a l io n ,  a  k i n g  o f  E p i r u s ,  and 

h i s  w i f e ,  P y r r h a ,  managed to  s u r v i v e  by c l i n g i n g  to  a  s m a l l  

r a f t .  F o r  n i n e  d a y s  th e y  were, t o s s e d  a b o u t  b e f o r e  Zeus 

rem em bered t h e i r  p i e t y  and a l lo w e d  them t o  come t o  r e s t  on 

to p  o f  Mount T om aros . As th e  w a te r  r e c e d e d ,  th e  c o u p le  saw 

a te m p le  i n  r u i n ,  and  c o v e re d  w i th  d e b r i s . .  They d e c id e d  t o  

go t o  t h e  te m p le  t o  th a n k  th e  g ods  f o r  p r o t e c t i n g  them and 

a s k  a d v ic e  a s  t o  w ha t th e y  s h o u ld  do a b o u t  r e p o p u l a t i n g  th e  

e a r t h . .  The gods  i n s t r u c t e d  them  t o  go f o r t h  and th row  the '

I k
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b o n e s  o f  t h e i r  m o th e r  b e h in d  them.. T h is  t h e  p a i r  w ere  a f r a i d  

to  do f o r  f e a r  o f  p r o f a n i n g  t h e i r  dead  a n c e s t o r s .  However,, 

t h e  k i n g  rem em bered  t h a t  th e  e a r t h  was the . m o th e r  o f  e v e r y 

o n e ,  and  so  t h e y  l e f t  t h e  tem p le  th ro w in g  th e  s t o n e s  o f  e a r t h  

b e h in d  them . When th e  s t o n e s  la n d ed ' th e y  im m e d ia te ly  became 

s o f t  an d  warm. Those s t o n e s  which h ad  b e en  th ro w n  by D u c a l io n  

became, men, and  th o s e  th row n  by h i s  w if e  became women. T h e s e  

new p e o p le  w ere  a  h a rd y  r a c e ,  w e ll ,  s u i t e d  f o r  t h e  work t h a t  

l a y  ahead... They c a l l e d  th e m s e lv e s  P e l a s g i a n s  and  s e t t l e d  a t

t h e  f o o t  o f  Mount Tomaros where th e y  e s t a b l i s h e d  th e  s a n c t u a r y

~  ̂ox •uoaona.'"

W ith in  t h i s  s t o r y  an  a t t e m p t  a p p e a r s  t o  h av e  b een  made 

to  a t t r i b u t e  ag e  and h i s t o r i c a l  im p o r ta n c e ,  t o  th e  o r a c l e  a t  

Dodona. H owever, a s  t h i s  same myth h a s  b e en  t o l d  o f  s e v e r a l  

o t h e r  s i t e s  i n  G re e c e ,  i n c l u d i n g  D e lp h i ,  i t s  v a l i d i t y  may be. 

do u b ted .-  Two o f  th e  o r a c l e s  o f  Zeus., t h o s e  a t  Amun a n d  

Dodona, show from  an  e a r l y  d a te  a  l i n k a g e  b e tw een  th e i r ,  

m ethods o f  o r a c u l a r  r e s p o n s e  and t h e i r  p r i e s t h o o d s .  E v id en ce  

h a s  a l s o  b een  fo u n d  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  t h e s e  two o r a c l e s  w orked to  

g e t h e r  t o  c o u n t e r  t h e  r i s i n g  i n f l u e n c e  o f  A p o l lo  a t  D e lp h i .

In  t h e  above, m yth t h e r e  i s  no a t t e m p t  t o  show t h i s  l i n k a g e  o r  

c o n n e c t i o n * The myth h a s  a l l  th e  a p p e a r a n c e s  o f  b e in g  a  

c l a s s i c a l  c o n c o c t io n  i n v e n t e d  to  g iv e  h i s t o r i c a l ,  b ack g ro u n d  to  

th  i  o r a c l e .

^•S trabo G eography  7 .  H *
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The seco n d  s t o r y  c o n c e r n s  a  w o o d c u t t e r  named H e l lo s *

Qne  ̂ day  a s  he was s e a r c h i n g  f o r  a  t r e e  t o  c u t ,  he  h a d  th e  

good f o r t u n e  to  s tu m b le  i n t o  t h e  g ro v e  o f  o ak s  a t  Dodona.

He s e l e c t e d  a  l a r g e  t r e e  and  was a b o u t  to  c u t  i t  down when a  

dove f l e w  by h im , p e rc h e d  i n  t h e  b r a n c h e s  o f  th e  t r e e ,  and 

spoke  t o  him i n  a  human v o ic e  s a y i n g  n o t  t o  damage the. 

s a c re d -  t r e e  o f  Z e u s -  The w o o d c u t t e r  im m e d ia te ly  l a i d  down h i s  

a x  and  d e c id e d  to  become a  p r i e s t  o f  Z e u s .2

The n a t i o n a l  name o f  G re e c e ,  H e l l a s ,  h a s  been  shown t o

o r i g i n a t e ;  i n  t h e  name, o f  t h e  p r i e s t s  a t  Dodona. T h is  myth 

a t t e m p t s  t o  show t h i s  c o n n e c t io n  i n  t h e  name o f  t h e  wood

c u t t e r ,  H e l l o s .  H e l lo s  i s  m e n t io n e d  as . e s t a b l i s h i n g  th e  

p r i e s t h o o d ,  a l o n e ,  y e t  a l l  o t h e r  a n c i e n t  s o u r c e s  r e f e r  to  

th e  p r i e s th o o d ,  a t  Dodona i n  t h e  p l u r a l .  The s t o r y  a l s o  

t e l l s  o f  th e  dove s p e a k in g  to  th e  w o o d c u t t e r  from the- 

b r a n c h e s  o f  th e  oak;. In  o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g s ,  su ch  a s  

t h e  A r g o n a u t i c a , th e  oak i t s e l f  h a s  t h e  power o f  s p e e c h .  I f

t h e  oak  h a s  th e  power to  s p e a k  by i t s e l f ,  why c o u ld  i t  n o t

do so  h e r e ?  Then to o ,  t h e r e  i s  no i n d i c a t i o n  o f  a  c o n n e c t io n  

w i th  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Amun. I t  would, seem t h a t  the. s t o r y  i s  a. 

l a t e r  f a b r i c a t i o n  u s e d  t o  e x p l a i n  w ha t had  a l r e a d y  hap p en ed ..

2 E h i l o s t r a t u s .  Im a g in e s  2 . .  33 •
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The t h i r d . l e g e n d  c o n c e r n s  a  s h e p h e r d  who k e p t  h i s  sh eep

i n  t h e  m a rs h e s  o f  Dodona.- D e s i r i n g  t o  i n c r e a s e  th e  s i z e  o f

h i s  f l o c k ,  he s t o l e  h i s  n e i g h b o r ' s  b e s t  sh e e p  and  lo c k e d

them i n  h i s  own f o l d .  The fo r m e r  owner t r i e d  t o  f i n d  th e

-sh eep  among t h e  f l o c k s  o f  h i s  f e l l o w  s h e p h e r d ,  b u t  c o u ld  n o t .

He th e n  d e c id e d  to  p e t i t i o n  t h e  go d s  f o r  h e lp  i n  f i n d i n g  h i s

s h e e p  and  t h e  t h i e f  who had  s t o l e n  them.- I t  i s  s u p p o se d ly

a t  t h i s  t im e  th e  oak f i r s t  sp o k e  and  s a i d  t h a t  i t  was th e

y o u n g e s t  o f  t h e  f o l l o w e r s  who w a s . g u i l t y .  A f t e r  th e  s h e p h e rd

had  s e a r c h e d  o u t  th e  m ean ing  o f  th e  g o d ' s  m essage he found

h i s  s h e e p  a t  th e  house  o f  t h e  man who .had m ost r e c e n t l y  come

t o  t h e  p a s t u r e .  The t h i e f  ' s  name was M ard y lae ,  and i t  i s  s a i d

t h a t  i n  a n g e r  a t  t h e  oak  he s e i z e d  an a x  and w ent to  c u t  i t

down,. J u s t  a s  he was a b o u t  t o  l a y  t h e  t r e e  lo w , a  dove spoke

to  him from, a  h o le  i n  t h e  t r u n k  and o r d e r e d  him n o t  t o  harm

th e  s a c r e d  t r e e  o f  Z e u s .  He became so  f r i g h t e n e d  t h a t  he
3

l a i d  h i s  ax  a s i d e  and d id  n o t  harm t h e  t r e e .

As i n  t h e  p r e c e d in g  s t o r y ,  t h e r e  a g a i n  seems to  be a  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n  h e re  by  h a v in g  th e  oak s p e a k ,  and th e n  l a t e r  

when t h e  l i f e  o f  th e  t r e e  i s  i n  d a n g e r ,  a  dove m ust sp ea k  to  

s a v e  t h e  t r e e .  T h is  s t o r y  a l s o  f a i l s  t o  show any  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  

o f  a  p r i e s t h o o d  and makes no a t t e m p t  t o  c o n n e c t  th e  o r a c l e s  

a t  Amun and  Dodona.

•^Horner O dyssey l^f. 3 2 7 .
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The f i n a l  s t o r y  comes to  us  from H e r o d o tu s .  A cco rd in g  to  

h i s  a c c o u n t ,  " tw o b l a c k  doves  to o k  f l i g h t  from  E g y p t ia n  T h e b e s .

One o f  t h e s e  d o v e s  f l e w  to  Dodona i n  E p i r u s  and  a l i g h t e d  i n  

th e  g ro v e  o f  o a k s  and  began  to  c h a t t e r  i n  a  s a c r e d  m anner .

The o t h e r  dove f l e w  t o  L ib y an  Amun and t h e r e  l i k e w i s e  began  

t o  c h a t t e r .  I n  t i m e ,  t h e  doves  a c q u i r e d  human sp e e c h  and p r o 

c la im e d  t h a t  an  o r a c l e  s h o u ld  be e s t a b l i s h e d  on th e s e  s i t e s  
if

t o  Amun."

I t  becom es n e c e s s a r y  t o  b re a k  down t h e  sym bolism  u sed  

by H e ro d o tu s  t o  s e e  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t  w hich  h a s  h e r e  been  

v e i l e d .  I t  was common f o r  a  Greek to  r e f e r  to  t h e  E g y p t ia n s  

a s  " b l a c k , "  t h u s  g i v i n g  c o l o r  to  th e  d o v e s .  The Greek word 

f o r  "d o v e"  and  " o l d  woman" have  s i m i l a r  r o o t s  ( s e e  s e c t i o n  

on th e  Doves) an d  a r e  o f t e n  c o n fu sed '.  T h u s ,  t h e  two b la c k  

doves  sy m b o l iz e  p r i e s t e s s e s  o f  Amun-Ra, t h e  c h i e f  E g y p t ian  

g o d .  T h e i r  f l i g h t  was p r o b a b ly  c a u s e d  by c a p t u r e ,  u n d o u b te d ly  

by P h o e n ic ia n  s a i l o r s  who th e n  s o ld  them i n t o  s l a v e r y ;  one. 

a t  L ib y a  and one a t  Dodona. The r e f e r e n c e  to  c h a t t e r i n g  i s  

e x p l a i n a b l e  i n  t h a t  the. "d o v es"  would n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  know

if
H e ro d o tu s  H i s t o r i e s  2 .  55.-
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Greek when th e y  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e i r  new hom es. In  t im e ,  a s  t h e  

doves  a c q u i r e d  human s p e e c h ,  t h a t  i s  G re ek ,  th e y  p r o c la im e d  

t h a t  an  o r a c l e  s h o u ld  be e s t a b l i s h e d  t o  t h e  k in g  o f  t h e  g o d s ,  

E g y p t ia n  Aniun-Ra and G re c ia n  Zeus..

T h i s  l e g e n d  th e n  e x p l a i n s  th e  c o n n e c t io n  w i th  th e  o r a c l e  

a t  Amun w hich  was so  i m p o r t a n t  th r o u g h o u t  Dodona*s h i s t o r y .  

A lth o u g h  a  c o n n e c t io n  to  th e  S e l l i  and  t h e  oak  a r e  n o t  men

t i o n e d ,  t h e r e  i s  a  p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n .  Assuming t h a t  th e  

two s t o l e n  "d o v e s"  w ere p r i e s t e s s e s  o f  th e  same te m p le  i n  

E g y p t ,  t h e  o r a c l e s  th e y  fo u n d ed  i n  G reece  s h o u ld  have  been  

s i m i l a r .  S in c e  th e y  a r e  n o t ,  and s i n c e  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  

e v id e n c e  a t  Dodona shows  t h e  s i t e  t o  be  i n h a b i t e d  from 

e a r l y  t i m e s ,  c o u ld  i t  n o t  be  c o n j e c t u r e d  t h a t  a  form o f  

t r e e  w o rs h ip  was p r a c t i c e d  a t  t h e  s i t e  b e f o r e  th e  "dove"  

a r r i v e d ?  Then, a s  th e  p r i e s t e s s  l e a r n e d  G reek , h e r  n a t u r a l  

r e a c t i o n  w ould be t o  b e t t e r  h e r  p o s i t i o n .  As c h i e f  p r i e s t 

e s s  to  t h e  k i n g  o f  th e  gods, h e r  p o s i t i o n  w ould  d e f i n i t e l y  

im p r o v e .

The Gods o f  Dodona

At t h e  p e ak  o f  i t s  c a r e e r ,  Dodona was th e  home o f

Olym pian Zeus and  h i s  c o n s o r t  D io n e , b u t  t h i s  had n o t  a lw ay s

been  t h e  c a s e .  H e ro d o tu s  p r e s e r v e s  th e  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e
5

had  once  b e en  a  t im e  when t h e  gods w ere  n a m e l e s s .  T hus , th e  

5
H e ro d o tu s  H i s t o r i e s  2 .  5 5 .
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g o d s ,  o r  s p i r i t u a l  f o r c e s ,  w ere  to o  num erous to  name, f o r  

o n ly  i n  t h i s  m anner c o u ld  s u c h  an  i m p o r t a n t  c o n c e p t  a s  a  

name be i g n o r e d .  The w o rs h ip  o f  Zeus a t  Dodona p r o b a b ly  

a r r i v e d  a s  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  m i g r a t i o n s  o f  In d o -E u ro p e a n  p e o p l e s  

a ro u n d  1900 B .C . A t t h i s  p o i n t ,  Zeus was th e  Aryan s k y  

go d , and  o n ly  a f t e r  c e n t u r i e s  d id  he e v o lv e  i n t o  th e  k i n g  o f  

t h e  Olympian g o d s .

The f a c t  t h a t  Zeus was a s s o c i a t e d  a t  so  e a r l y  a  d a t e  

w i th  th e  o r a c l e  o f  Dodona and  t h a t  th e  c u l t  i s  c o n n e c te d  w i th  

so  many a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e :  o a k s ,  s p r i n g s ,  e c h o e s ,  and  w in d ,

s u g g e s t  t h a t  Zeus was a  l a t e r  a d d i t i o n  t o  a c u l t  w h ich  was 

o r i g i n a l l y  t h a t  o f  t h e  m o th e r -g o d d e s s  i n  t h e  manner o f  o t h e r  

p r e - H e l l e n i c  c u l t s . ^  T h e re  i s  even  a  t h e o r y ,  a l t h o u g h  n o t  

a  p o p u la r  o n e ,  t h a t  t h e  a d v e n t  o f  th e  god came from  a  fo rm  o f  

a n c i e n t  t r e e  w o r s h i p .

At Dodona th e  c u l t  name o f  N a io s  i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith Zeus* 

The word N a io s  r e f e r s  t o  th e  G reek  v e r b  r,to  f l o w . ” Thus 

i n  h i s  c a p a c i t y  a s  Zeus N a io s ,  th e  A ryan sk y  god was a l s o  

r e f e r r e d  to  a s  t h e  god o f  f lo w in g  w a t e r ,  t h e  f e r t i l i z i n g  

r a i n  and  th e  thsw. The num erous s p r i n g s  w h ich  f lo w e d  from  

Mount Tomaros p r o v i d e d  t h e  a r e a  w i t h  an  a b u n d a n t  s u p p ly  o f  

w a te r  and  s o  t h i s  c o n n e c t i o n  was o n ly  n a t u r a l .  L a t e r

^Hammond, E p i r u s . p .  3 6 9 .

^ P a rk e ,  Z e u s , p .  68 ; F a r n e l l ,  G reek  S t a t e s , V o l .  I ,
P . 3 9 .
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s c u l p t u r e s  d e p i c t  t h e  god o f  Dodona w i th  d r i p p i n g  b e a r d  

and. h a i r ,  t h e  oak  w re a th  on h i s  h e a d ,  a s  i f  th e y  were t r y i n g  

to  f u r t h e r  t h e  c o n n e c t io n  to  A c h e lo u s ,  t h e  r i v e r  .god, to
g

whom the. o r a c l e  o f t e n  commanded s a c r i f i c e s  s h o u ld  be m ade.

C o n t r a r y  to  p o p u la r  b e l i e f ,  H era  was n e v e r  c o n c e iv e d  o r  

r e c o g n i s e d  a s  Zeus* a c c e p te d  w i f e .  I t  h a s  j u s t  been  con 

v e n i e n t  t o  a t t a c h  t h e  avowed qu een  o f  t h e  gods  to  th e  k i n g  

a s  h i s  w i f e .  I t  was o n ly  i n  t h e  w orks  o f  the: l a t e  c l a s s i c a l

w r i t e r s  t h a t  r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  fo u n d  i n  w h ich  H era i s  th e  w ife

9o f  Z e u s .  T h u s ,  a t  Dodona, Zeus was r e g a r d e d  a s  th e  h usband  

o f  t h e  e a r t h - g o d d e s s .  The e a r l y  l e g e n d s  a r e  p ro b a b ly  r i g h t  i n  

s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  s k y -g o d  and  th e  e a r t h - m o t h e r  

b eg an  i n  p o s t - E o m e r ic  t i m e s .  T here  a r e  two v e r s i o n s  show ing  

t h e  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw een  Zeus and  t h e  e a r t h - g o d d e s s , .  Dione*.

The f i r s t  i s  t h a t  D ione  i s  the . e a r t h - g o d d e s s .  Her p r i e s t e s s e s ,  

t h e  P e l e i a d e s ,  and  th e  p r i e s t s  o f  Z e u s ,  t h e  S e l l i ,  j o i n t l y  

a t t e n d e d  t h e  s a n c t u a r y .  The s e c o n d  t h e o r y  comes from th e  works, 

o f  A r i s t o t l e . ,  who in fo r m s  u s  t h a t  t h e  e a r l i e s t  home o f  th e  

H e l l e n e s  was th e  c o u n t r y s i d e  a ro u n d  D odona. I t  was h e r e ,  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  h im , t h a t  H era  was c a l l e d  D ione  o r  D ia  w hich  i s

8Max: D u n c h e r , H i s t o r y  o f  Greece: (London t. R ich ard .
B e n t l e y  & Son,. 1 8 8 3 ) ,  p .  169 

9
S t r a t t o n ,  D odona. p .  57*

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



s im p ly  th e  fe m in in e  form  o f  Zfeus.-̂

O th e r  s o u r c e s  a t t e m p t  t o  c o n n e c t  A p h ro d i te  w i th  th e .

w o rs h ip  o f  Zeus a t  Dodona, h u t  t h e r e  i s  no e v id e n c e  o f  t h i s

i n  t h e  i n s c r i p t i o n s  fo u n d  a t  t h e  o r a c l e , .  K e r e n g i ,  i n  h i s

book The Gods, o f  t h e  G r e e k s , s t a t e s  t h a t  A p h ro d ite ,  was n o t

th e  lo v e - g o d d e s s *  o n ly  n am e. ,r5he a l s o  had th e  G reek

name o f  D io n e ;  t h i s  i s  t h e  f e m in in e  form  o f  Zeus and m eans

'g o d d e s s  o f  t h e  b r i g h t  s k y , '  a  f i t t i n g  c o n s o r t  f o r  Z e u s . " ^

At Dodona, A p h ro d i te  was w o rs h ip p e d  t o g e t h e r  w i th  Zeus i n

h i s  c a p a c i t y  a s  Zeus N a io s ,  b e i n g  r e g a r d e d  a s  w ife  o f  th e

12suprem e go d , a  s p r i n g  g o d d e s s ,  and a  g i v e r  o f  o r a c l e s . -1'

Whate.ver th e  c o n n e c t io n  o f  D ione t o  Zeus,., sh e  r e m a in s  

a  m in o r  g o d d e s s ,  and  a t  Dodona sh e  i s  a lw ay s  s e c o n d a ry  to  

Zeus i n  t h e  i n s c r i p t i o n s  an d  q u e s t i o n s .  Zeus may be. p e t 

i t i o n e d  a l o n e  b u t  Dione i s  n e v e r  t h u s  a d d r e s s e d .

Zeus was n o t  o n ly  t h e  god o f  t h e  G re ek s .  He ,was 

c o n n e c te d  th ro u g h o u t  th e  r e s t  o f  t h e  M e d i t e r r a n e a n  w o r ld  

w i th  t h e  suprem e god o f  o t h e r  p e o p l e s .  The Zeus o f  t h e  

O a s i s  i s  te rm e d  Zeus A s b y s t e s  a f t e r  th e  A s b y s t a i ,  a  L ib y an  

t r i b e  o c c u p y in g  th e  h i n t e r l a n d  o f  Cyrene* and u n d e r  t h a t

" ^ L o u i s  D yer , S t u d i e s  o f  the . Gods i n  G reece  (New York:. 
M acm illan  & Co. ,  1 8 9 1 ) ,  p ,  ^1 8 ,

11C. K e r e n g i ,  The Gods o f  th e  G reeks  (New York::
Thames & Hudson, 1 9 5 1 ) ,  p .  6 8 .

1 2 T, . ,I b i d  »■
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d e n o m in a t io n  i s  com pared w i th  th e  Z eus  o f  Dodona::

Lo Zeus A s b y s t e s 1 n ew -fo u n d  a n s w e r in g  v o i c e  
The t h i r s t y  s a n d s  o r a c u l a r  s e n t  f o r t h  
To th e  C haon ian  do v e .

The same co m p ar iso n  o f  th e  E g y p t ia n  w i th  t h e  Dodonaean

Zeus was made: by H e ro d o tu s  who d e c l a r e d  t h a t :

The o r a c u l a r  u sag e  o f  Thebes  i n  E gyp t and  th e  
o r a c u l a r  u sag e  o f  Do£j|na i n  p o i n t  o f  f a c t  
re s e m b le  o n e a n o th e r .

T hus, Zeus was w o rsh ip p e d  a t  Dodona w i th  r i t e s  s i m i l a r

to  t h o s e  u s e d  f o r  t h e  w o rs h ip  o f  Theban Amen-Ra and w i th  th e

15P u n ic  B a ' al-Hamman.

Human S a c r i f i c e  a t  Dodona

The o r a c l e  a t  Dodona seem s to  have  b e e n  c o n s i d e r a b l y  

more humane th a n  many o f  t h e  o t h e r  o r a c l e s  i n  th e  a n c i e n t  

w o rld . .  T here  does  n o t  a p p e a r  to  have b een  a  g r e a t  number 

o f  human s a c r i f i c e s  p e r fo rm e d  a t  Dodona. I n  f a c t ,  t h e r e ,  

i s  o n ly  one such  i n c i d e n t  r e c o r d e d  and t h a t  i s  by D io n y s iu s  

o f  H a l i c a r n a s s u s .  S in c e  i t  i s  the. o n ly  su ch  i n c i d e n t  

r e c o r d e d ,  one w onders  w h e th e r  i t  i s  f a c t  o r  o n ly  m y th .

The a c c o u n t  o f  human s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  r e a c h e s  us  to d a y

13 A .B . Cook, Z eus : A S tu d y  i n  A n c ie n t  R e l i g i o n  
(New. York:: B ib lo  and Tannen , 196^-), p .  363*
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i s  n o t  a s  b r u t a l  a s  one m igh t e x p e c t .  A c c o rd in g  to  th e  s t o r y ,  

C o re s u s ,  a  p r i e s t  o f  D io n y s iu s  a t  G alydon , l o v e d  th e  m aiden  

C a l l i r h o e .  Eow ever, C a l l i r h o e  d id  n o t  r e t u r n  h i s  lo v e  and  

i n s t e a d  d i d  h e r  u tm o s t  to  a v o id  any  c o n t a c t  w i th  him a t  a l l .  

The god, D io n y s iu s ,  i n d i g n a n t  t h a t  a  p r i e s t  o f  h i s  s h o u ld  be 

so  r e p u l s e d ,  s e n t  "m adness and  d e a th "  on  C a ly d o n . At t h i s  

p o i n t  th e  o r a c l e  o f  Dodona i n t e r v e n e d  and  o r d e r e d  t h a t  to  

remove th e  m adness and  d e a t h  from C a ly d o n ,  C o re su s  must 

s a c r i f i c e  C a l l i r h o e ,  o r  someone" who would w i l l i n g l y  d i e  i n  

h e r  p l a c e .  A d i l i g e n t  s e a r c h  was made b u t  no one was w i l l i n g  

to  t a k e  h e r  p l a c e  on th e  a l t a r ,  n o t  even  h e r  ag ed  p a r e n t s .  

T hus , i n  an sw er to  th e  o r d e r  o f  th e  o r a c l e ,  C a l l i r h o e  s to o d  

up b e s i d e  th e  a l t a r  to  be s l a i n .  When C o re su s  lo o k e d  on 

h e r ,  h i s  lo v e  overcam e h i s  a n g e r ,  and  he s le w  h i m s e l f  i n  

h e r  s t e a d .  C a l l i r h o e ,  upon s e e i n g  th e  s a c r i f i c e  C o resu s  

had made f o r  h e r ,  t u r n e d  h e r  h e a r t  t o  him and  b e s i d e  th e  

f o u n t a i n ,  to  w h ich  h e r  name h as  s i n c e  b e en  g i v e n ,  she  d ie d  by 

h e r  own hand and  fo l lo w e d  him to  th e  u n d e r w o r l d . ^

The h o r r o r  o f  t h e  c r im e  h a s  b e e n  somewhat subdued  i n  

th e  m anner i n  w hich  i t  was c a r r i e d  o u t .  T h e re  i s  no o t h e r  

r e c o r d  a t  Dodona o f  t h e  b lo o d y  t a l e s  o f  d e a t h  and  human 

s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  a r e  r e c o r d e d  a t  t h e  o t h e r  m a jo r  o r a c l e s  i n  

th e  G reek  w o r ld .

M yers , E s s a y s , p .  2 6 .
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A C om parison  o f  D e lp h i and D odona

W ith o u t  a d o u b t  th e  two m ost p o w e r f u l  o r a c l e s  i n  th e  

a n c i e n t  w o r ld  w ere th e  o r a c l e s  o f  Zeus a t  Dodona and. A p o llo  

a t  D e l p h i .  T h ro u g h o u t th e  c l a s s i c a l  e r a  t h e s e  two s i t e s  v ie d  

w i th  e ac h  o t h e r  f o r  th e  r o l e  o f  th e  sup rem e o r a c l e .  T hat 

Dodona lo n g  p re c e d e d .  D e lp h i  a s  a  p l a c e  o f  c o n s u l t a t i o n  i s  

to d a y  w id e ly  a c c e p te d ,  s i n c e  i t  h a s  b e e n  d a t e d  a s  an a c t i v e  

o r a c l e  t o  t h e  Mycenaean ag e . .  However,., t h e r e  i s  some e v id e n c e  

t h a t  b o th  o r a c l e s  w ere f u n c t i o n i n g  on a  l i m i t e d  s c a l e  a t  th e  

t im e  o f  th e  Achaean and D o r ia n  i n v a s i o n s .  T he re  i s ,  h ow ever , 

no r e a l  s u b s t a n t i a l  c la im  t o  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  th e  o r a c l e s  i n  

t h e i r  c l a s s i c a l  form u n t i l  t h e  t im e  o f  Homer.

The o r a c l e  a t  D e lp h i  b eg an  to  h a v e  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s u l 

t a t i o n s  a t  a  l a t e  d a t e .  I n  Homer i t  i s  m e n t io n e d  o n ly  once and

even  t h a t  i s  i n d i r e c t .  Homer r e c a l l s  how Agamemnon " s t e p p e d

17o ' e r  t h e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  s t o n e  i n  H a llo w ed  P y t h o . "  S in c e  

Homer f a i l s  to  d e a l  more d i r e c t l y  w i th  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  D e lp h i ,  

i t  i s  e n t i r e l y  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  o r a c l e  was n o t  f u n c t i o n i n g  

on a  m a jo r  s c a l e  d u r in g  t h e  p e r i o d  i n  w h ich  Homer w r o te .  A l

th o u g h  the. o r a c l e  a t  D e lp h i  was s low  i n  d e v e l o p i n g ,  i t s  fame 

grew so r a p i d l y  t h a t  by th e  s i x t h  c e n tu p y  B .C . A p o l l o ' s  

o r a c l e  c l e a r l y  r a n k e d  h i g h e s t  i n  th e  e y e s  o f  th e  G re ek s .

17 Dempsey, D e lp h ic  O r a c l e ,  p .  8L.
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T h is  h a s  been  s u b s t a n t i a t e d  by th e  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  work done 

a t  t h e  two s i t e s .

A lso  d u r in g  t h e  s i x t h  c e n t u r y  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona was

b e g in n in g  to  u n d e rg o  some c h a n g e s  w hich  c a n  be t r a c e d  t o  t h e

i n f l u e n c e  o f  A p o l l o ' s  o r a c l e .  At Dodona th e  s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f

th e  t h r e e  p r i e s t e s s e s  f o r  t h e  S e l l i  to o k  p l a c e .  These women

q u i c k l y  became t h e  m a jo r  i n s t r u m e n t s  o f  t h e  god a t  Dodona

i n  much th e  same m anner a s  t h e  p r i e s t e s s  a t  D e lp h i  s e r v e d

A p o l lo .  From t h i s  t im e  on th e  o r a c l e  d i d  r e p ly  th ro u g h  t h e

u se  o f  v e r b a l  p a s s a g e s ,  b u t  f o r  t h e  m ost p a r t  t h e  god s t i l l

r e p l i e d  by  s i g n s .  At a b o u t  t h i s  t im e  d i v i n a t i o n  by l o t  was

b e in g  a d o p te d  and  t h i s  a l s o  can  be t r a c e d  t o  t h e  o n ly  o t h e r

m a jo r  o r a c l e  i n  t h e  G reek w o r ld ’, t h a t  a d o p te d  t h i s  sy s tem  o f

d i v i n a t i o n  d u r in g  th e  p e r i o d - — t h e  o r a c l e  a t  D e l p h i .  A lth o u g h

th e  o r a c l e s  w ere m i l e s  a p a r t ,  t h e s e  c h a n g e s  t e n d  to  show t h a t

19t h e r e  m u s t  have  b e e n  some c o n t a c t  a l o n g  p r o f e s s i o n a l  l i n e s .

Dodona was t h e  o n ly  p l a c e  i n  Greece, where Zeus spoke  

th ro u g h  a  t e m p l e - o r a c l e ,  t h a t  i s ,  from  a s e t  and  s a c r e d  p la c e :  

and n o t  j u s t  th ro u g h  t h e  m outh o f  a  p r i e s t  o r  p r i e s t e s s ,  a s  

a t  Amun. A lth o u g h  th e  fame and  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  Dodona p a l e d  

b e f o r e  t h e  r i s i n g  s t a r  o f  D e l p h i ,  i t  s t i l l  r e t a i n e d  e n d u r in g  

r e p u t e  among th e  n o r t h w e s t e r n  G reeks  down t o  th e  C h r i s t i a n  e r a .

18 John  P o l l a r d ,  S e e r s ,  S h r i n e s  and  S i r e n s  (London: 
George A l le n  & Unwin L td . . ,  1 9 6 5 ) ,  p .  1 5 0 .

19  I b i d . .
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I n  i t s  b a t t l e  w i th  D e lp h i  f o r  th e  p r e m ie r  p o s i t i o n  o f

G reek  o r a c l e s ,  Dodona had two p o i n t s  i n  i t s  f a v o r .  F i r s t ,

i t  was t h e  o l d e s t  o r a c l e ,  a  f a c t  acknow ledged  by a l l  G reeks

and by D e lp h i .  S eco n d , i t  was th e  o r a c l e  o f  Zeus, th e  f a t h e r

o f  th e  gods and  men. The p r i e s t s  o f  A p o llo  c o u ld  o n ly  r e p l y

by a r g u i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  god was th e  a c c r e d i t e d  spokesm an o f

20h i s  f a t h e r ,  a  r a t h e r  lame a rg u m e n t .  The P y t h i a  a t  D e lp h i  

was f a c e d  w i th  th e  f a c t  t h a t  s h e  spoke o n ly  f o r  th e  so n  o f  

th e  suprem e god and so  was o b v io u s ly  o n ly  s ec o n d  b e s t*  Be

g in n in g  i n  th e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y  B .C ., th e  D e lp h ia n s  c la im e d  t h a t  

th e  P y t h i a n  A p o l lo  was th e  m o u th p ie c e  o f  Zeus and th u s  th e y  

c o u ld  r e f u t e  th e  i d e a  t h a t  A p o l l o ' s  p r o p h e c ie s  were l e s s  

a u t h o r i t a t i v e  th a n  th o s e  t h a t  c la im e d  to  em anate  from  Zeus 

h i m s e l f .

I t  i s  w o r th  n o t i n g  t h a t  d u r i n g  c l a s s i c a l  t im e s  Dodona

was th e  o n ly  r i v a l  o f  th e  P y t h i a  and th e  o n ly  o r a c l e  w h ich

i s  f r e q u e n t l y  m en tio n e d  a s  an a l t e r n a t i v e  a u t h o r i t y  o f

s i m i l a r  p r e s t i g e .  One c u r i o u s  f e a t u r e  i s  th e  l i t e r a r y

c o n j u n c t i o n  o f  D e lp h i  and  Dodona* A lth o u g h  th e y  a r e  o f t e n*
named t o g e t h e r  a s  a l t e r n a t i v e  s o u r c e s  o f  a p ro p h e c y  i n  

c l a s s i c a l  t i m e s ,  t h e r e  i s  n o t  a  s i n g l e  s u b s t a n t i a t e d

20P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  25 5 .

21W. H. P a rk e  and D. E. W. W orm ell,  The D e lp h ic  
O r a c l e ,  V o l .  I  (O x fo rd :  B a s i l  B la c k w e l l ,  1 9 5 6 ) , p *  364*
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i n s t a n c e  o f  them w o rk in g  i n  c o m p le te  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  P e r 

h a p s  o n ly  one o f  th e  o r a c l e s  was a c t u a l l y  c o n s u l t e d  co n 

c e r n i n g  a g iv e n  m a t t e r ,  b u t  i n  th e  l a t e r  r e t e l l i n g  o f  t h e  

s t o r y ,  th e  o t h e r  r i v a l  c e n t e r  was ad d ed  t o  im prove th e  

a u t h o r i t y  o f  t h e  p ro p h e c y .  Thus, th e  p e t i t i o n e r  c o u ld  c l a i m  

D e lp h i  and  Dodona a s  s a n c t i o n i n g  h i s  u n d e r t a k i n g .  The l a c k  

o f  r e a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  b e tw een  D e lp h i  and Dodona i s  made a l l  

t h e  more c o n s p ic u o u s  by  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  s i g n s  o f  

good f e e l i n g s  b e tw ee n  th e  o r a c l e  o f  Zeus Amun and  Dodona*

I t  l o o k s ,  i n  f a c t ,  a s  i f  t h e  two p r i e s t h o o d s  o f  Zeus w ere  

more o r  l e s s  com bined i n  r i v a l r y  w i th  t h e  o r a c l e  o f  A p o llo *

One r e a s o n  t h a t  p e r h a p s  l e d ’t o  a  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  Dodona 

f o r  t h e  a v e r a g e  man was t h a t  t h e  m ethods o f  c o n s u l t i n g  

Zeus were o f  a  s p o n ta n e o u s  n a t u r e  and  i n v o lv e d  l i t t l e  human 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  The r u s t l i n g  o f  l e a v e s  and  c r e a k in g  o f  

b r a n c h e s ,  t h e  c a l l s  o f  th e  d o v es  w hich  h a u n te d  th e  a r e a ,  

ev en  th e  p e c u l i a r  f e a t u r e s  o f  th e  b u r n t  o f f e r i n g s  made t o  

th e  g o d ,  w ere  a l l  s p o n ta n e o u s  h a p p e n in g s  w h ich  d id  n o t  

r e q u i r e  a  human a g e n t  s o  mucjka a s  th e y  d id  an  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n *

The a c t i o n s  o f  r e s p o n s e  w ere  n a t u r a l  a n d  t h u s  more e a s i l y
22a c c e p te d  a s  s p i r i t u a l  i n  o r i g i n ,

A p o llo  was t h e  god o f  o r a c l e s .  H is  s a n c t u a r i e s  w ere  

u s u a l l y  i n  v o l c a n i c  r e g i o n s  where  g as  e s c a p i n g  from a  f i s s u r e  

i n  th e  e a r t h  m ig h t  be  i n h a l e d .  T hus , a t  t h e s e  s i t e s  A p o l lo

22P a r k e ,  Z eu s ,  p .  2 5 6 .
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had  th e  pow er t o  make men and  women th e  mediums o f  h i s  

r e s p o n s e s  by  th ro w in g t th e m  i n t o  a  s t a t e  o f  i n s p i r i t i o n a l  

e c s t a s y  i n  w hich  th e y  d e l i v e r e d ,  u n c o n s c i o u s l y , th e  w ords o f  

th e  god.-. A p o l lo  b ro u g h t  to  D e lp h i  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  m ethods 

o f  e c s t a t i c  p ro p h e c y  which w ere  a b l e  t o  f i t  i n  w i th  th e  

l o c a l  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  E a r t h - g o d d e s s .  The r e p u t a t i o n  o f  

D e lp h i  was b a s e d  on th e  power o f  t h e  P y t h i a  to  a c t  a s  th e  

u n c o n s c io u s  m o u th p ie c e  o f  A p o llo -— - th e re ,  i s  no e v id e n c e  o f  

t h i s  k i n d  o f  p ro p h e c y  a t  Dodona. Even d u r in g  th e  h e i g h t  o f  

i t s  i n f l u e n c e ,  Dodona re m a in ed  a  c l e a r  v o i c e .  No i n e b r i a t e d  

p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  god was d i s p l a y e d  t o  th e  p e t i t i o n e r ,  

w h e rea s  a t  D e lp h i ,  th e  P y t h i a  w r i t h e d  i n  f u l l  v iew  o f  h e r  

q u e s t io n e r . 23

At Dodona th e  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  p h r a s e d  so  a s  to  n eed  o n ly  

a  s i n g l e  word o r  s ig n  f o r  an  a n s w e r .  The a l l u s i o n s  to  

Dodona i n  Homer f i t  th e  p a t t e r n  o f  d i v i n a t i o n  by means o f  

n a t u r a l  s i g n s .  T h is  i s  d i r e c t l y  o p p o sed  t o  th e  p r a c t i c e s  

o f  A p o l lo  a t  D e lp h i  where a n sw e rs  a r e  more sym bo lic  i n  

n a t u r e  and  r e q u i r e  more i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  

i n d i v i d u a l .

I t  c a n n o t  be  s a i d  o f  Dodona t h a t  t h e  o r a c l e  t h e r e  

c o n t r i b u t e d  p u r p o s e f u l l y  t o  any d e v e lo p m e n t  i n  p h i lo s o p h y  o r

23S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona.  p .  57*
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h i s t o r y .  T h e re  a r e  a  few c a s e s  w here  th e  o r a c l e  may have

had some e f f e c t  on th e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s t o r y ,  b u t  i n  t h e s e

i n s t a n c e s  th e  e v e n t s  p r o b a b ly  would have occuried w h e th e r  th e

o r a c l e  had g iv e n  i t s  s a n c t i o n  o r  n o t .  The o r a c l e  a t  Dodona

r e g a r d e d  e a c h  p e t i t i o n  a s  an  i n d i v i d u a l  one and d i d  n o t  t r y

to  e x p r e s s  a  c o n t in u o u s  theme i n  i t s  r e s p o n s e s  a s  was common

a t  D e lp h i .  Dodona r e a l i z e d  t h a t  sh e  was f a r  to o  r e m o te  t o
2kf o s t e r  an y  p o l i t i c a l  a m b i t i o n s ;  t h e r e f o r e ,  u n l i k e  D e lp h i ,

Dodona p r e f e r r e d  t o  d e a l  w i th  t h e  common man r a t h e r  th a n
25

th e  w e a l th y  s t a t e s .

2kJ .  B. B u ry ,  H i s t o r y  o f  G reece  (New Y ork: M a c m il la n  &
C o . ,  1963)*  p .  8 8 .

25" T a r k e ,  D e lp h ic  O r a c l e , p .  393#
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CHAPTEB THREE

The S a c r e d  Oak

T h ro u g h o u t i t s  h i s t o r y  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona has  b een  

a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  a  s a c r e d  o a k .  I t  i s  t h i s  t r e e  t h a t  i s  r e 

f e r r e d  to  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g s  c o n c e r n in g  Dodona and i t  

was t h e  f i r s t  form  o f  p ro p h e c y  u s e d  by t h e  o r a c l e .  Dodona, 

u n l i k e  m ost o t h e r  G reek  o r a c l e s ,  a lm o s t  a lw ay s  depended  on 

n a t u r a l  s i g n s  t o  g i v e  i t s  r e s p o n s e s .  The oak had most l i k e l y  

b e en  s a c r e d  ev en  b e f o r e  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  p e r io d ,  and when Zeus 

d e v e lo p e d  i n t o  an  i m p o r t a n t  god he to o k  o v e r  t h e  o w n e rsh ip  o f  

t h e  t r e e .  C e r t a i n l y  th e  o ak  a t  Dodona was one o f  t h e  most - 

v e n e r a t e d  r e l i c s  i n  t h e  H e l l e n i c  w o r ld ,

M an 's  w o rs h ip  o f  n a t u r e  h a s  b een  w i t h  him a  lo n g  t im e , 

f o r  even  p r e h i s t o r i c  man d e r i v e d  h i s  gods from th e  t h i n g s  

a ro u n d  h im . T hus, i t  was a t  Dodona t h a t  t h e  l a s t  t r a c e s  o f  

n a t u r e  w o rs h ip  a p p e a r  to  l i n g e r  o n .  T here  can  be l i t t l e  

d o u b t  t h a t  th e  t r e e  was a t  f i r s t  w o rsh ip p e d  w i th  no c o n n ec 

t i o n  to  any  p a r t i c u l a r  god o t h e r  t h a n  i t s e l f . ' * '  I n  t im e  Zeus 

became a t t a c h e d  a s  t h e  god who l i v e d  i n  t h e  t r e e  and  h i s  

p r e s e n c e  was o b s e r v e d  i n  t h e  r u s t l i n g  o f  t h e  l e a v e s .  T hus ,

■*Tarnell, G reek  S t a t e s , V o l .  I ,  p .  39*
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Zeus to o k  on a  p h y s i c a l ,  a l t h o u g h  an i n v i s i b l e ,  a s p e c t  i n  

th e  movements o f  t h e  t r e e .  S t r a b o  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  th e  oak  

was w o rs h ip p e d  a t  Dodona b e c a u s e  i t  was th o u g h t  t o  be th e  

e a r l i e s t  p l a n t  c r e a t e d  and th e  f i r s t  to  s u p p ly  men w i th  fo o d .

The s p e a k in g  oak o f  Dodona was th e  f i r s t  known v o ic e  

from th e  h ig h e r  r e a lm s .  The oak  had s e v e r a l  im p o r ta n t  

f u n c t i o n s ;  i t  n o t  o n ly  p r o t e c t e d  th e  magic s p r i n g ,  w h ich  

gushed  from i t s  r o o t s ;  gave rh y th m ic  an sw ers  to  t h e  su p 

p l i a n t s ,  who w ere q u e s t i o n e r s  o f  t h e  g o d 's  w i l l ;  s h e l t e r e d  

th e  p r o p h e t i c  d o v e s ,  when th e y  to o k  up th e  o r a c u l a r  o f f i c e ;  

b u t  i t  i s  im p l i e d  t h a t  t h e  f i r s t  p r i e s t s  made t h e i r  b ed s  

u n d e r  i t s  p r o t e c t i n g  s p r e a d  o f  b r a n c h e s .  One t r a d i t i o n  

a l s o  s t a t e s  t h e  c h i e f  p r i e s t e s s  gave h e r  o r a c u l a r  m essag es  

from i n s i d e  t h e  b o le  o f  th e  o a k .  T h is  would s u g g e s t  an 

e x t r e m e ly  l a r g e  t r e e  w i th  a  d ia m e te r  o f  e i g h t  f e e t  o r  m ore .

I f  a  h o le  i n  t h e  t r u n k  o f  th e  t r e e  would a l lo w  a  p e r s o n  to  

s i t  c o m f o r t a b ly  i n s i d e ,  i t  would have to  m easure  n e a r l y  f o u r  

f e e t  a c r o s s .  T h i s ,  c o u p le d  w i th  enough re m a in in g  t r u n k  to  

s u p p o r t  th e  t r e e ,  would in d e e d  s u g g e s t  an  oak  o f  g r e a t  s i z e l

I t  was from t h i s  t r e e  t h a t  t h e  k e e l  o f  th e  s h i p  Argo was c u t
3

a c c o r d i n g  to  m ythology*

2S t r a b o  Geography 7 . 2 .

S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona, p .  69 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



33

From th e  b e g in n in g  t h e r e  seem s to  have b een  some s o r t  o f  

p r i e s t h o o d  c o n n e c te d  w i th  th e  t r e e .  The a v e r a g e  man, who d id  

n o t  have a  c o n s t a n t  c o n n e c t io n  w i th  th e  god o f  th e  t r e e ,  c o u ld  

n o t  be  e x p e c te d  t o  be a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  s a y in g s  o f  th e  

god . T hus , t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  S e l l i  was s e c u r e .  When a  

p e r s o n  c o n s u l t i n g  th e  o r a c l e  a p p ro a c h e d  th e  t r e e ,  th e  b r a n c h e s  

w ere s e e n  t o  t r e m b le  ( p r o b a b l y  due a s  much t o  th e  wind a s  to  

th e  p e t i t i o n e r ^  i m a g i n a t i o n ) ,  and  th e n  th e  p r i e s t t d  v o i c e
k

c o u ld  be h e a r d  s a y i n g  i n  a  m y s t i c a l  c h a n t ,  "Zeus d e c l a r e s . . . . "  

The p e t i t i o n e r  c o u ld  be s u r e  t h a t  i t  was Zeus s p e a k in g  t h r o u g h  

th e  oak , b e c a u s e  who b u t  t h e  k i n g  o f  th e  gods  c o u ld  be th e  

i n h a b i t a n t  o f  so  m a g n i f i c e n t  a  t r e e ?

I t  i s  w o r th  n o t i n g  t h a t  i t  i s  modern s c h o l a r s ,  who 

have r a t i o n a l i s e d  and s e t  f o r t h  t h e  p r e m is e ,  t h a t  t h e  f u n c t i o n  

o f  th e  S e l l i  was t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  r u s t l i n g  o f  th e  l e a v e s  and 

th e  c r e a k i n g  o f  t h e  b r a n c h e s .  I n d e e d ,  a  w e l l  d e v e lo p e d  c a s e  

may be p r e s e n t e d  p r o v in g  t h e  r o l e  o f  th e  S e l l i  i n  i n t e r 

p r e t i n g  th e  g o d ’ s  w i l l  from th e  a c t i o n s  o f  th e  t r e e .  How

e v e r ,  t h e r e  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  no s u p p o r t  i n  a n c i e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  

t h a t  th e  movements o f  th e  t r e e  w ere i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  m essag es  

from th e  g o d .  The oak  i s  s a i d  to  " s p e a k , "  n o t  r u s t l e  o r  

c r e a k .  M en tio n  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  a c t i o n s  o f  th e  oak  

do n o t  o c c u r  b e f o r e  a  v e r y  l a t e  p e r i o d  when i n  a l l  p ro b -

k
F l a c e l i e r e ,  G reek  O r a c l e s ,  p .  15 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



a b i l i t y  th e  o r i g i n a l  oak  had lo n g  s i n c e  b e e n  dead  and  o t h e r

form s o f  r e v e a l i n g  o r a c l e s  had b een  e s t a b l i s h e d *  By t h i s

t im e  th e  oak  had become a  sym bol and i t s  r o l e  a s  an  i n s t r u ^
5

ment o f  th e  g o d ' s  w i l l  was l e g e n d a r y .  The men who w ro te  

d u r i n g  t h e  l a t e  H e l l e n i c  e r a  were i n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y  p r o 

j e c t i n g ,  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  m yth, a s  to  th e  e a r l y  f u n c t i o n  o f  th e  

p r i e s t s  c o n c e r n in g  th e  o ak . By H e ro d o tu s '  t im e  th e  s p e a k in g

oak  was a  t h i n g  o f  th e  p a s t ,  and th e  s t r e s s  a t  t h e  o r a c l e
6was on human a g e n t s  and  o t h e r  k in d s  o f  s i g n s  i n s t e a d .

A lth o u g h  a  s a c r e d  oak  was c o n n e c te d  w i t h  Dodona th ro u g h 

o u t  t h e  o r a c l e ' s  h i s t o r y ,  i t  c o u ld  n o t  p o s s i b l y  have b een  th e  

same t r e e .  The m o r t a l i t y  o f  t h e  t r e e ,  i n  f a c t ,  s u g g e s t s  why 

t h e r e  was a  ch an g e  i n  th e  m ethods o f  d i v i n a t i o n  a t  t h e  s a n c 

t u a r y .  Dodona i s  th e  o l d e s t  known r e l i g i o u s  c e n t e r  i n  G re e c e ,  

a  f a c t  t o  w h ich  t h e  G reeks  th e m s e lv e s  a t t e s t .  H. W. P a r k e ,

i n  h i s  book The D e lp h ic  O r a c l e , d a t e s  t h e  fo u n d in g  o f  A p o l l o ' s
7

o r a c l e  to  1500 B .C . Thus, Dodona must have  b e en  f u n c t i o n i n g  

b e f o r e  t h i s  d a t e .  I f  t h e r e  had  been  a s i n g l e  s a c r e d  o a k ,  

w h ich  had b e e n  t h e  s o u rc e  o f  i n q u i r y  s i n c e  b e f o r e  1500 B.C. 

th e  p ro b lem  o f  s u r v i v a l  e n t e r s  t h e  p i c t u r e .  A t r e e  500 y e a r s

5
P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  27 .

^ I b i d . , p .  5 6 .

^ P a rk e ,  D e lp h ic  O r a c l e , p .  5»
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o ld  w ould  be  e x c e p t i o n a l  and  a  t r e e  o f  700  t o  800  y e a r s  o f

age  w ould p o s s i b l y  be th e  l i m i t ,  a s  f a r  a s  m odern s c i e n c e  can

p r o j e c t ,  f o r  th e  l i f e  s p a n  o f  a  member o f  th e  oak  f a m i ly .

T hus, a n  oak  100 y e a r s  o ld  i n  1500 B .C . ,  and  s u r e l y  th e  t r e e

m ust have  b e e n  a t  l e a s t  t h i s  o l d  t o  o b t a i n  an y  d e g re e  o f

m a g n i f i c e n c e ,  w ould be  i n  th e  l a s t  s t a g e s  o f  d e c r e p i t u d e

by th e  s e v e n t h  c e n t u r y  B .C. The d i s p o s i t i o n  o f  th e  b u i l d i n g s

t h a t  f i n a l l y  a r r i v e d  i n  t h e  s a n c t u a r y  s u g g e s t  t h a t  i n  th e

f o u r t h  o r  t h i r d  c e n t u r i e s  a  s p a c e  was l e f t  f o r  a  s a c r e d  t r e e

i n  a  p ro m in e n t  p o s i t i o n ,  and  i t  i s  su p p o se d  t h a t  when th e

o r i g i n a l  t r e e  began  to  d i e  t h e  p r i e s t e s s e s  would s e t  a b o u t

r e p l a c i n g  i t  w i t h  a n o t h e r .  D u r in g  t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n a l  s t a g e

th e  s y s te m  o f  d ra w in g  l o t s  an d  t h e  o t h e r  m ethods o f  o r a c u l a r
8r e s p o n s e s  w ere  p r o b a b ly  i n t r o d u c e d  and  a d o p te d .

The S a c re d  S p r in g

Mount Tomaros p ro d u c e d  a n  u n u s u a l l y  g r e a t  number o f  

s p r i n g s  and w e l l s ,  b u t  th e  e x a c t  p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e s e  s p r i n g s  

i n  t h e  o r a c u l a r  u s e  o f  Dodona i s  unknown. I n  f a c t ,  th e  

s p r i n g s  a t  Dodona a r e  so  o b s c u r e  t h a t  w r i t t e n  m e n t io n  o f  

them d o e s  n o t  o c c u r  u n t i l  a f t e r  th e  o r a c l e  has  c e a s e d  to  

e x i s t  a s  an  a c t i v e  o r a c l e .  The b a s i s  f o r  th e  c o n c lu s io n s  

a r e  a l l  t h e o r y  and  s tem  from  th e  G r e e k s ' b e l i e f  i n  n a t u r e  

and  i t s  s i g n s .  I t  h a s  b een  p ro p o s e d  t h a t  t h e  p r i e s t e s s

8P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s ,  p .  9 2 .
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l i s t e n e d  to  th e  b u b b l in g  o f  th e  s p r i n g ,  w hich gu sh ed  from  

th e  f o o t  o f  t h e  g r e a t  t r e e ,  and c a r e f u l l y  n o te d  t h e  g r a d 

a t i o n s  o f  so u n d ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  them a s  f o r e t e l l i n g  th e  e v e n t s  

o f  th e  f u t u r e  an d  i n t e r p r e t i n g  them a c c o r d in g  t o  e s t a b l i s h e d  

r u l e s  w h ich  have  been  l o s t  f o r  a l l  t im e .  I t  i s  q u i t e  p o s s i 

b l e  t h a t  th e s e  e s t a b l i s h e d  r u l e s  conform ed  w i th  th e  d e s i r e s  

o f  th e  q u e s t i o n e r  by th e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y .

P l i n y  th e  Younger makes m e n tio n  o f  an u n u s u a l  p r o p e r t y

o f  t h e  s p r i n g  a t  Dodona. W hether t h i s  s p r i n g  was u sed  f o r

p ro p h e c y  o r  n o t  i s  n o t  known, b u t  i t s  p r o p e r t i e s  a r e  c a u se

f o r  some am azem ent. S t a r t i n g  a t  m id n ig h t  t h e  s t r e a m  r a n

s lo w e r  and  s lo w e r  u n t i l  by  noon th e  s t r e a m  was d r y ,  b u t  from

th e n  on i t  p i c k e d  up i n  i n t e n s i t y  u n t i l  by m id n ig h t  i t  was

a g a i n  a t  i t s  p e a k .  A p p a r e n t ly ,  t h i s  s p r i n g  had th e  power o f

l i g h t i n g  a  t o r c h  a s  soon  a s  i t  was to u c h ed  to  t h e  w a t e r .  P l i n y

t e l l s  t h a t  a  l i t  t o r c h  p lu n g e d  i n t o  th e  c o ld  w a te r  im m e d ia te ly

goes  o u t .  But a  t o r c h  t h a t  h as  b een  p u t  o u t  i s  r e k i n d l e d  when
9

i t  i s  b ro u g h t  i n  c o n t a c t  w i th  t h e  w a t e r .  I f  t h i s  s t r a n g e  

p r o p e r t y  was u s e d  a s  a n  o r a c u l a r  t o o l ,  t h e  m ech an ic s  o f  i t  a r e  

n o t  known to  u s  t o d a y .  M ost p r o b a b ly  i t  was u se d  a s  an a n 

c i e n t  s id esh o w  t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e  v i s i t o r s  to  th e  o r a c l e  w i th  

d i s p l a y s  o f  t h e  power o f  t h e  god who i n h a b i t e d  t h e  a r e a *

^ P l i n y  N a t u r a l  H i s t o r y  2 .  103 .
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The M y s te ry  o f  t h e  Doves

Doves were s a i d  t o  have had c o n t a c t  w i th  th e  o r a c l e  from  

i t s  b e g in n in g .  But j u s t  w hat t h e i r  f u n c t i o n  w as, o r  i f  t h e y  

w e r e t h e r e  a t  a l l  h a s  b e en  a  s u b j e c t  f o r  d e b a te  f o r  some t im e .  

The t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  doves  b e l o n g i n g  to  Zeus b e g in s  w i t h  

Homer, who s a y s  t h a t  th e  d o v es  w ere  t h e  c o n s t a n t  s e r v a n t s  

o f  Z e u s .  I t  was th e  d o v e s  who b r o u g h t  th e  a m b ro s ia  t o  Zeus 

a s  he was g row ing  up on th e  i s l a n d  o f  C r e t e .

The doves  a r e  c o n n e c te d  w i th  t h e  fo u n d in g  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  

a s  i s  shown i n  th e  s t o r i e s  m e n t io n e d  i n  c h a p te r  tw o . I f  t h e  

e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  doves  c a n  b e  e x p la in e d .a w a y  a s  sym bolism  i n  

th e  s t o r y  by H e ro d o tu s ,  i s  n o t  i t  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  th e y  c an  a l s o  

be  e x p l a i n e d  away c o m p le te ly  when more i n f o r m a t io n  comes t o  

l i g h t ?  The d oves  were s a i d  t o  g iv e  o r a c l e s ,  b u t  t h i s  t r a d i 

t i o n  i s  r e c o r d e d  by h i s t o r i a n s  o n ly  a f t e r  th e  o r a c l e  had c e a s e d  

to  f u n c t i o n  an d  i t  m e n t io n s  o n l y  t h a t  t h e  doves " o n c e ” gave  

r e s p o n s e s .  One w onders  w h e th e r  t h e  a n c i e n t  w r i t e r s ,  who w ere 

l o o k i n g  b a c k ,  a l lo w e d  th e m s e lv e s  t h e  lu x u r y  o f  s p e c u l a t i n g  on 

what th e  r o l e  o f  t h e  d o v es  w a s , ^  I t  has  b e en  c o n j e c t u r e d  

t h a t  i n  p r e - c l a s s i c a l  t im e s  t h e  c a l l i n g  o f  th e  d oves  was i n t e r 

p r e t e d ,  and  G reek  le g e n d  knows p r o p h e t s  who c o u ld  u n d e r s t a n d

^ W .  R. H a l l i d a y ,  G reek  D i v i n a t i o n  (London: M a c m il la n  &
C o . ,  1913 )1  P* 266 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



t h e  t a l k  o f  b i r d s .  One o f  t h e s e  p r o p h e t s  was M opsus, who was 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  c o n n e c te d  w i th  Dodona and a l s o  a  member o f  th e  

Argo * s  c rew .

The r e a l  c a u se  f o r  th e  q u e s t i o n  o f  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  th e  

dove6 comes from th e  word f o r  dove i t s e l f .  The G reek  word 

f o r  o ld  women was p e l i a i  w hich  a l s o  can  r e f e r  t o  d o v e s .  So 

th e  q u e s t i o n  a s  to  w h e th e r  t h e r e  were r e a l l y  doves  i s  u n an 

sw e re d .  The dove d o es  have t h e  most hum an-sounding  c a l l  o f  

any  E uropean  b i r d  and  th e y  o f t e n  do r o o s t  i n  t r e e s ,  b u t  

w h e th e r  th e y  were a t  Dodona o r  n o t  i s  jUBt s p e c u l a t i o n . ^

An i n q u i r e r  a r r i v i n g  a t  th e  o r a c l e  was s a id  to  have b e e n  

l e d  to  t h e  t r e e  by th e  P e l i a i  (d o v e s  o r  women?) and  th e n  

when th e  t r e e  spoke th e y  r e c e i v e d  t h e i r  r e s p o n s e .

The P r i e s t s  o f  Dodona

From th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  o r a c l e  t h e r e  has  b e en  a

p r i e s t h o o d  o f  some s o r t .  The f i r s t  p r i e s t s  o f  t h e  god a t

Dodona were th e  S e l l i  who a r e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  th e  I l i a d  i n  an

e p i t h e t  t h a t  shows them a s  men who s l e p t  on th e  g ro u n d  and
12n e v e r  washed t h e i r  f e e t .  The name S e l l i  i s  p r o b a b ly  d e r i v e d  

from  th e  d e s i g n a t i o n  o f  th e  l i g h t - g o d ,  who was w o rsh ip p e d

13T a r k e ,  Z e u s , p p .  65-67*

^ H o m er I l i a d  1 6 . 256.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



39
13m  t h a t  t e r r i t o r y .  J u s t  w here t h e s e  men came from  has

b een  open to  d e b a t e .  They c o u ld  be th e  p r i e s t s  o f  th e

P e l a s g i a n s ,  w hich  i s  th e  most p ro m in e n t  s u g g e s t i o n ;  o r  t h e y  

c o u ld  have come i n t o  th e  a r e a  a t  a  l a t e r  d a t e ,  b e i n g  p a r t  

o f  th e  In d o -E u ro p e an  m i g r a t i o n s .  At any  r a t e ,  th e y :  a r e  a t  

t h e  s i t e  o f  th e  o r a c l e  from i t s  f i r s t  m e n t io n in g  i n  h i s t o r y .

Homer, who had a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  g o d s ,  c l e a r 

l y  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  th e  p e o p le  who l i v e d  a b o u t  th e  s a n c t u a r y

14were b a r b a r i a n s ,  a s  shown by t h e i r  mode o f  l i f e .  C e r t a i n l y ,  

th e  G reeks must have th o u g h t  t h e  r a t h e r  u n - H e l l e n i c  custom s 

o f  th e  p r i e s t s  o f  th e  c h i e f  H e l l e n i c  god r a t h e r  s t r a n g e .  I t  

must have been  r a t h e r  h a rd  f o r  them to  a c c e p t  t h e  manner o f  

w o rs h ip p in g  th e  k in g  o f  th e  gods t h a t  t h e  S e l l i  s e t  f o r t h .

The domain o f  th e  S e l l i  was t h e  a r e a  e n c lo s e d  by th e  

g ro v e  o f  s a c r e d  oaks  and th e  s a c r e d  s p r i n g .  T h e re  i s  no 

m e n tio n  a s  to  w h e th e r  th e  p r i e s t s  e v e r  l e f t  th e  a r e a  no r  i s  

t h e r e  any r e c o r d  a s  to  why th e y  s t a y e d .  I f  th e y  were f o r c e d  

to  r e s i d e  t h e r e  o r  i f  th e y  v o l u n t a r i l y  a c c e p te d  t h e  l i f e  o f  

c e l i b a c y  i s  n o t  known, b u t  a r g u i n g  from s i l e n c e ,  th e y  do n o t  

a p p e a r  to  have wanted to  l e a v e  t h e  s i t e .

One r e a s o n  f o r  th e  s t r a n g e  manner o f  l i f e  t h e y  fo l lo w e d  

would be t h a t  b e in g  c l o s e  t o  th e  g round  t h e y  w ould l o s e

^ D u n c h e r ,  G re e c e , p .  286.
1 /f

Id a  C a r l e t o n  T h a l lo n ,  R e a d in g s  i n  G reek  H i s t o r y  
(New York: Ginn & Company, 1 9 1 ^ ) ,  P» 55*
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none o f  th e  e m a n a t io n s  t h a t  came from  th e  g o d , th r o u g h  

th e  e a r t h .

I f  t h i s  cu s to m  o f  c o n t a c t  w i th  t h e  e a r t h  i s  t r a c e d  

b ack  f a r  enough i t  w i l l  l e a d  to  a  ty p e  o f  p ro p h e c y  known 

a s  i n c u b a t i o n  w h ich  i s  n o t  m en tio n e d  by any  s o u rc e  c o n c e r n in g  

Dodona. Thus, s p e c u l a t i o n  l e a d s  to  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  t h e s e  

p r i e s t s  came from th e  g r e a t  m e l t i n g  p o t  o f  In d o -E u ro p e a n s  

b e c a u se  t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l  c o n t a c t  w i th  t h e  gods  was made by 

i n c u b a t i o n .  T h is  t h e n  s u p p o r t s  t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  t h e  p r i e s t 

hood, and even  th e  god h i m s e l f  came from t h e  n o r t h  and  i s

15n o t  n a t i v e  to  t h e  r e g i o n .  The cu s to m  o f  t h e  S e l l i  o f

r e f r a i n i n g  from w a sh in g  t h e i r  f e e t  can  have  s e v e r a l  m ean in g s .

They c o u ld  have c h o s e n  t o  go w i th o u t  w a sh in g  t h e i r  f e e t  t o

b e t t e r  r e c e i v e  t h e  e m a n a t io n s  o f  th e  god , o r  i t  c o u ld  have a

more sy m b o lic  m ean ing  t h a t  t h e y  n e v e r  l e f t  t h e  a r e a  and

30 never became contaminated by the outside world and thus
X6had no need  o f  p u r i f i c a t i o n  when th e y  r e t u r n e d .  A n o th e r  

e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  custom  o f  unw ashed f e e t  i s  t h a t  t h e y  

were b a r b a r i a n s  l i v i n g  a  c o a r s e  and  nom adic  l i f e ,  and  th e y  

d id  n o t  wash t h e i r  f e e t  b e c a u s e  th e y  had n o t  a s  y e t  changed  

from t h e i r  p r i m i t i v e  form  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  At any  r a t e ,  t h e  

answ er t o  t h i s  r i d d l e  i s  p r o b a b ly  l o s t  to  modern h i s t o r i a n s  

and w i l l  re m a in  one o f  t h e  u n an sw ered  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  th e  

o r a c l e  a t  Dodona.

15P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  9»

16 I b i d . , p .  8 .
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I t  a p p e a r s  to  have b een  th e  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  p r i e s t s  

t o  f o r e t e l l  t h e  f u t u r e  i n  t h e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  d o v es  and  to  

l i s t e n  to  th e  v o ic e  o f  Zeus a s  he murmured i n  t h e  r u s t l i n g s  

o f  t h e  l e a v e s  and th e  c r e a k i n g  o f  th e  b r a n c h e s .  The p r i e s t s  

a l s o  found m essages  from th e  god i n  th e  sound  t h e  wind made

17a s  i t  p la y e d  among t h e  b ro n z e  t r i p o d s  a b o u t  th e  te m p le  a r e a .  

However, a l l  o f  th e s e  d u t i e s  a r e  a r r i v e d  a t  by m oderns l o o k 

in g  b ack  and n o t  a n c i e n t s  w r i t i n g  them down a s  th e y  o b s e r v e d  

them . The o n ly  a n c i e n t  s o u r c e  e n u m e ra t in g  t h e  d u t i e s  o f  th e  

p r i e s t s  i s  P h i l o s t r a t u s  t h e  E l d e r ,  who, i n  h i s  Im a g in e s  

g i v e s  th e  d u t i e s  o f  th e  p r i e s t s  a s :

One i s  c h a rg ed  w i th  th e  h a n g in g  o f  th e  g a r l a n d s ,
One w i th  u t t e r i n g  p r a y e r s  to  th e  i n v i s i b l e  god , 
a  t h i r d  must a t t e n d  to  t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  c a k e s ,  
a n o t h e r  t o  th e  b a r l e y  g r a i n s  and  th e  b a s k e t s ,  
a n o t h e r  makes th e  s a c r i f i c e ,
a n o t h e r  w i l l  p e r m i t  no one e l s e  to  f l a y  th e  v i c t i m ,  
and a n o t n e r  w i l l  i n t e r p r e t  th e  w i l l  o f  Z eu s .  °

T hus , s e v e n  p r i e s t s  a r e  m e n tio n e d  and  t h e i r  d u t i e s  o u t l i n e d .

T h i s  would i n d i c a t e  an a c t i v e  and  s p e c i a l i z e d  p r i e s t h o o d .

N o th in g  o f  t h e  mode o f  d r e s s  o r  o f  th e  t r a i n i n g  i s  known, b u t

s u r e l y  some form o f  n o v ic e  s t a g e s  m ust have b e en  n e c e s s a r y .

Even a f t e r  th e  change  to  p r i e s t e s s e s  o c c u re d  t h e r e  s t i l l

seem s to  have  been  an  im p o r t a n t  f u n c t i o n  f o r  t h e  p r i e s t s .

U n t i l  th e  end o f  th e  o r a c l e  th e  p r i e s t s  had t h e  t a s k  o f

Andre S a g l i o ,  "The Grove o f  D odona ,"  The C e n tu ry  
I l l u s t r a t e d  M ag a z in e , O c to b e r ,  1906 , p .  244 .
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answ ering the in q u ir ie s  o f the B o eo tia n s. Why they r e ta in ed

t h i s  s p e c i a l  p o s i t i o n  w i l l  be e x p la i n e d  i n  c h a p t e r  f o u r .

What i s  i m p o r t a n t  h e re  i s  t h a t  t h e  p r i e s t h o o d  r e m a in e d  u n t i l

th e  end o f  t h e  o r a c l e  i n  some m anner. The end  o f  th e  p r i e s t s

a s  p r i n c i p a l  o f f i c e r s  o f  th e  god seems t o  have  come a b o u t  by

th e  t im e  o f  H e ro d o tu s ,  a s  i n  h i s  w r i t i n g s  he m akes no m en tio n

19o f  them  b u t  i n s t e a d  r e f e r s  to  t h e  p r i e s t e s s e s .

The P r i e s t e s s e s  o f  Dodona

The c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  a t  G reek  o r a c l e s  i n  th e  c l a s s i c a l  

age  was t h e  p r i e s t e s s .  E x a c t ly  how t h e s e  women came to  h o ld  

a  monopoly on th e  m e d iu m is t ic  a r t s  i n  G re ec e  i s  no c l e a r e r  

t h a n  why th o y  managed t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e i r  l e a d .  T h e re  i s  no 

c o n c l u s i v e  e v id e n c e  a s  to  how th e y  w ere c h o s e n  o r  w hat t h e i r  

q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  had to  b e .  S u f f i c e  i t  t o  s a y  t h a t  when one 

p r i e s t e s s  d i e d  t h e r e  was p r o b a b ly  a v a i l a b l e  a  y o u n g e r  woman

whose " o t h e r n e s s "  made h e r  a l i k e l y  c a n d i d a t e  f o r  th e  p o s i -
20t i o n .  The t r a n s i t i o n  from p r i e s t  t o  p r i e s t e s s  was com

p l e t e d  a b o u t  t h e  t im e  t h a t  D ione was f u l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  a s  

s h a r i n g  th e  te m p le  w i th  Z eus . The A th e n ia n ,  E u r i p i d e s ,  

i n d i c a t e d  t h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  women a t  t h e  o r a c u l a r  s i t e  when

^ H e r o d o t u s  H i s t o r i e s  2 .  5 ^ -5 8 -
20 F i n l e y  H ooper, G reek  R e a l i t i e s  (New Y ork : C h a r le s

S c r i b n e r ' s  S o n s ,  1967)"* p .
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he s a i d  "At th e  h o ly  s e a t  o f  Dodona, b e s i d e  th e  s a c r e d  o ak ,

a  woman conveys  t h e  w i l l  o f  Zeus to  a l l  G reek s  who may d e s i r e

21i t .  So r i g h t e o u s  i s  woman's p a r t  i n  hoJLy s e r v i c e . "

A lth o u g h  D e lp h i  i s  t h e  p rim e  example o f  th e  f r e n z i e d  

s t a t e  o f  th e  p r i e s t e s s  when she  was g i v i n g  h e r  p ro p h e c y ,  

Dodona a l s o  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  t r e n d .  I t  s h o u ld  be  u n d e r 

s to o d  t h a t  most o f  th e  o r a c u l a r  m essages  from  Dodona w ere 

g iv e n  by s ig n  r a t h e r  th a n  by v e r b a l  p ro p h e c y  so  t h e  f r e n z i e d  

s t a t u s  o f  th e  p r i e s t e s s  was n o t  a s  n e c e s s a r y  a s  a t  D e lp h i .  

S t i l l ,  some o f  o u r  s o u r c e s  c o n f i rm  t h a t  when th e  p r i e s t e s s  

was p ro p h e s y in g  sh e  was i n  a  s t a t e  o f  f r e n z y .  P l a t o  s t a t e s  

i n  h i s  P h a e d r u s ,  " I t  i s  to  t h e i r  madness t h a t  we owe th e  

many b e n e f i t s  t h a t  t h e  P y t h i a  o f  D e lp h i  and th e  p r i e s t e s s  

o f  Dodona were a b l e  t o  b es to w  upon G reece  b o th  p r i v a t e l y

and p u b l i c l y ,  f o r  when t h e i r  m inds were r i g h t  t h e i r  a c h i e v e -
22m ents  am ounted t o  l i t t l e  o r  n o t h i n g . "

The E ld e r  P h i l o s t r a t u s  m en tio n s  th e  d u t i e s  o f  th e  

p r i e s t e s s e s .  He s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e y  a p p e a r  s t i f f  and so lem n  and 

seem to  b r e a t h e  th e  o do r  o f  i n c e n s e  and  l i b a t i o n s .  T h e i r  

d u t i e s  w ere  to  f e e d  th e  god w i t h  o f f e r i n g s  o f  fo o d  and  t o

21 E u r i p i d e s  M elan ip p e  C a p t iv e  50 . 8 .

22P l a t o  P h a e d ru s  22 . ~
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in te r p r e t  the w i l l  o f  the in v is ib le  g o d .^

The c o n f e s s i o n  o f  f a i t h

D u rin g  th e  heyday  o f  t h e  o r a c l e j t h e  p r i e s t s  and 

p r i e s t e s s e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  a  c o n f e s s i o n  o f  f a i t h  by w hich  

th e  s u p p l i c a n t s  would show t h e i r  f a i t h  i n  t h e  a lm ig h ty  god. 

I t  was o r i g i n a l l y  r e c i t e d  by th e  head p r i e s t e s s  b u t  l a t e r  

r e c o r d s  show t h a t  i t  was c h a n te d  by a l l  who w ent t o  c o n s u l t  

t h e  o r a c l e .  The c o n f e s s i o n  r e a d s  a s  f o l l o w s :

Zeus w as, Zeus i s ,  and  Zeus s h a l l  b e .
0 m ig h ty  Zeusl E a r t h  y i e l d e t h  f r u i t s ,
T h e r e f o r e  ye name h e r  M other E a r t h . ^

The Dodonaean Gong

N ext t o  th e  f a b l e d  o a k ,  th e  most im p o r t a n t  f e a t u r e  of 

Dodona was t h e  gong. The gong c o n s i s t e d  o f  two p i l l a r s  

a b o u t  f o u r  f e e t  h ig h  a n d  made o f  s t o n e .  On to p  o f  one 

p i l l a r  s t o o d  a  s m a l l ,  b r o n z e ,  naked s t a t u e  o f  e i t h e r  a 

man o r  male c h i l d .  I n  t h e  r i g h t  hand o f  th e  s t a t u e  was 

a  b ro n z e  whip w i th  t h r e e  l a s h e s ,  w rought i n  c h a i n  f a s h io n  

and  t i p p e d  w i th  bo n e .  The seco n d  p i l l a r  s u p p o r t e d  a  s m a l l  

b ro n z e  v e s s e l  a ro u n d  w h ic h  th e  l a s h e s  o f  t h e  whip hung i n

23P h i l o s t r a t u s  Im a g in e s  2 .  33.
pL

Thaddeus Z i e l i n s k i ,  The R e l i g i o n  o f  A n c ie n t  Greece 
(London: O xford  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1926 ) ,  p .  3 2 .
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su ch  a  manner t h a t  when th e  wind b lew , t h e  bone t i p s  b e a t  

a g a i n s t  th e  s i d e s  o f  th e  v e s s e l  p r o d u c in g  a  r i n g i n g  to n e .  

E x c a v a t io n  a t  Dodona has r e c o v e r e d  p a r t  o f  a  p i l l a r  w hich  

p re su m ab ly  was t h a t  on w hich th e  s t a t u e  s t o o d .  A f r a g 

m e n ta ry  i n s c r i p t i o n  shows t h i s  to  be a d e d i c a t i o n  o f  th e

C o rc y ra e a n s  d a t i n g  b a ck  to  639 B.C. and i s  t h e  o l d e s t

25i d e n t i f i a b l e  d e d i c a t i o n  a t  t h e  o r a c l e .

T h i s ,  t h e n ,  was th e  f a b l e d  gong o f  Dodona. Or was i t ?

T here  a r e  s e v e r a l  h i s t o r i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  a  u n iq u e  power

o f  t h i s  gong w h ich  have c o n s i d e r a b l y  c lo u d e d  th e  i s s u e .  T hese

r e f e r e n c e s ,  and a n  o ld  p r o v e r b ,  r e f e r  to  t h e  r i n g i n g  p r o p e r t i e s

o f  th e  gong. A c c o rd in g  to  l e g e n d ,  th e  gong a t  Dodona, when
26s t r u c k ,  would r i n g  a l l  day u n l e s s  i t  was s t i l l e d .  A n o th e r

v e r s i o n  t e l l s  t h a t  from b e g in n in g  to  e n d , th e  sound  o f  t h e

to n e  would l a s t  t h e  sp ace  o f  tim e a man w ould need  to  c o u n t  

27to  40 0 . The fame o f  th e  Dodonaean gong grew u n t i l  a 

p r o v e r b  c o n c e r n in g  i t  e v o lv e d .  The p r o v e r b  c o n c e rn s  any 

woman t h a t  t a l k s  e x c e s s i v e l y ,  and s t a t e s  t h a t ,  " t o  s to p  

th e  gong a t  Dodona, w hich  th e y  say  so u n d s  a l l  day i f  a  

p a s s e r - b y  l a y s  a  f i n g e r  on i t ,  would be e a s i e r  t h a n  to

^ P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  88 ; L e m p r i e r e ^  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y  
( 1 9 5 8 ) ,  p .  12 .

26P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  8 7 .

27' S t r a b o  G eography  7 . 3 .
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s t o p  h e r  to n g u e*  f o r  i t  so u n d s  a l l  n i g h t  a s  w e l l . "

I t  i s  h a r d  t o  im ag in e  any  s i n g l e  v e s s e l  r i n g i n g  co n 

t i n u a l l y  f o r  a p p r o x im a te ly  f i v e  m in u te s  ( t h e  s p a c e  o f  t im e  

n eeded  t o  c o u n t  t o  fo u r  h u n d re d )  w i th o u t  b e in g  s t r u c k  

s e v e r a l  t i m e s .  The answ er to  t h i s  d ilem m a, a s  A. B. Cook
pO

s u g g e s t s ,  i s  t h a t  i t  was n o t  one gong, b u t  a  s e r i e s  o f  g o n g s .

As has  b een  m e n tio n e d  e a r l i e r ,  w o rs h ip  a t  Dodona stemmed from 

e a r l y  n a t u r e  w o r s h ip .  I n  w o r s h ip p in g  th e  e le m e n ts  o f  n a t u r e ,  

t h e r e  was no need  f o r  any  p e rm an en t  b u i l d i n g  t o  c o n t a i n  t h e  

h o ly  r e l i c s  o f  t h e  god. I n s t e a d ,  a t  Dodona, th e  s a c r e d  t r e e  

was e n c lo s e d  by a  r i n g  o f  b ro n z e  o r  c o p p e r  v e s s e l s  w h ich  had 

been  d e d i c a t e d  by p e o p le  w is h in g  to  p e t i t i o n  th e  go d .

These v e s s e l s  were p l a c e d  s i d e  by s i d e  so  t h a t  t h e y  w o j I c ’ 

to u c h  one a n o t h e r  and  i n  t h i s  manner form a r i n g  a ro u n d  th e  

t r e e .  The v e s s e l s  hung from a  t rx p o d  a r r a n g e m e n t ,  t h u s  

g i v i n g  them f reed o m  o f  movement to  v i b r a t e  w h ich  t h e y  w ould  

n o t  have had i f  th e y  s a t  on th e  g ro u n d . I f  t h e  s e r i e s  o f  

t r i p o d s  r e a l l y  s e r v e d  i n  p l a c e  o f  a  w a l l  a ro u n d  th e  s a c r e d  

o ak , a  s p a c e  w ould  be l e f t  f o r  an  e n t r a n c e  and i t  would be 

n a t u r a l  f o r  th e  v i s i t o r  to  to u c h  one o r  th e  o t h e r  o f  t h e  two 

t r i p o d s  to  th e  r i g h t  o r  l e f t  o f  t h e  e n t r a n c e  a s  he p a s s e d  

th r o u g h .  The p a r t i c u l a r  t r i p o d  th u s  to u c h e d  o c c a s io n e d  th e

28A. B. Cook, "The Gong a t  D odona ,"  J o u r n a l  o f  H e l l e n i c  
S t u d i e s ,  XXII ( 1 9 0 2 ) ,  5 .
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w hole seq u e n c e  o f  e ch o e s  and  m ig h t f a i r l y  be d e s c r i b e d  a s  
29a gong . Modern s c i e n c e  h a s  c o n j e c t u r e d  t h a t  i f  th e  

v e s s e l s  were o f  e q u a l  d im e n s io n s ,  o r  i f  v a r i a t i o n  i n  s i z e  

was b a la n c e d  by v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h i c k n e s s ,  a  n o te  o f  th e  same 

p i t c h  c o u ld  be p ro p a g a te d  from  v e s s e l  A t o  B and from  B 

to  C e t  c e t e r a .  T h e r e f o r e ,  th e  a c c u r a c y  o f  th e  i n f o r m a t i o n  

c o n c e r n in g  th e  t im e  o f  th e  p i t c h  o r  r i n g i n g  need  n o t  be 

c a l l e d  i n t o  q u e s t i o n . ^ 0

E x c a v a t io n s  a t  Dodona have p ro d u ced  f i n d s  t h a t  would 

s u p p o r t  b o th  th e  s i n g l e  gong and th e  t r i p o d  t h e o r y .  I t  

would a p p e a r  t h a t  th e  s o l u t i o n  would be a  c o m b in a t io n  o f  

t h e  t w o . ^  The f i r s t  v e s s e l s  were p r o b a b ly  p la c e d  i n  t h e  

s a n c t u a r y  a r e a  by th e  p r i e s t s  and w ere l a t e r  r e p l a c e d  by 

th e  C o rc y ra e a n  gong. In  t im e ,  a s  more p e o p le  f e l t  t h e  u rg e  

to  o f f e r  so m e th in g  to  t h e  go d , th e  s y s te m  o f  t r i p o d s  was 

resum ed u n t i l  a c o m p le te  r i n g  o f  v e s s e l s  s u r ro u n d e d  th e  

oak  by th e  m id d le  o f  th e  c l a s s i c a l  p e r i o d .

J u s t  e x a c t l y  what th e  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  many t r i p o d s  

and v e s s e l s ,  w hich  a r e  s a i d  to  have been  a t  th e  o r a c l e ,  

was i s  n o t  known. No h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t i n g s  e x p l a i n  t h e i r

29 Cook, "Gong a t  D odona ,"  p .  5 .

5° I b i d .  , p . 7 .

5 1 I b i d . , p . 2 8 .
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p u r p o s e ,  y e t  t h e r e  must have b e en  o n e .  N o th in g  a t  th e  

s a n c t u a r y  i t s e l f  p r e s e n t s  a  c l u e ,  b u t  th e  v e s s e l s  them

s e l v e s  do . What i s  th e  c lu e ?  The b ro n z e  o f  w h ich  th e  

v e s s e l s  a r e  made I

T hroughou t t h e  a n c i e n t  w o r ld ,  b e f o r e  t h e  r i s e  o f  h ig h  

c u l t u r e s ,  b ro n z e  p la y e d  a  m a g ic a l  r o l e .  N o th in g  was r e g a r d e d

a s  a p u r e r  s u b s t a n c e  and more p o w e r f u l  an  a g e n t  i n  f r i g h t -
32e n in g  o f f  e v i l  s p i r i t s  th a n  b r o n z e .  W ith  t h i s  th o u g h t  i n

m ind , and a l s o  rem em bering  t h a t  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e s  a t

Dodona came from e a r l y ,  p r i m i t i v e ,  b e g i n n i n g s ,  t h e  f u n c t i o n

o f  t h e  b ro n z e  v e s s e l s  becomes c l e a r .  From i t s  v e r y  i n c e p t i o n

t h e  Dodonaean gong was a  p u r i f i c a t i o n  i n s t r u m e n t  o f  th e  most

p o t e n t  k in d .  The sound  o f  b ro n z e  t h a t  echoed  a ro u n d  th e

s a c r e d  p r e c i n c t  s e r v e d  to  s c a r e  away any and  a l l  e v i l  s p i r i t s

At f i r s t  t h e  whole s e r i e s  o f  t r i p o d s ,  and  s u b s e q u e n t ly  th e

c h i l d  s t a t u e  and v e s s e l ,  k e p t  up a  c o n t in u o u s  c l a n g  w hich

33was a p o t e n t  means o f  a v e r t i n g  e v i l .  The u s e  o f  b ro n z e  

i n  f r i g h t e n i n g  o f f  e v i l  f o r c e s  g o e s  f u r t h e r  t h a n  j u s t  t h e  

s t a t u e  and  t r i p o d s .  E ecord  h a s  been  found  o f  b ro n z e  v e s s e l s  

b e in g  su sp en d ed  from  th e  b r a n c h e s  o f  th e  s a c r e d  oak from

32Cook, "Gong a t  D odona ,"  p .  5*

^ I b i d . , p .  20 .
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where th e y  blew and banged  a g a i n s t  e ac h  o th e r  t o  f r i g h t e n  
34o f f  th e  s p i r i t s .

A t Dodona, th e  b ro n z e  v e s s e l s  w ere  n o t  i n  th e m s e lv e s

o r a c u l a r  d e v i c e s .  Zeus was th e  god o f  th u n d e r ,  and  th e

m e t a l l i c  c l a n g  was to  human e a r s  th e  c l o s e s t  sound  t o

t h u n d e r .  No d o u b t th e  b o n e - t i p p e d  l a s h e s  b e a t i n g  on th e

c a u ld r o n  were meant by th e  C o rc y ra e a n s  b o th  t o  p r o t e c t

th e  s a n c t u a r y  and to  p l e a s e  t h e  god who d w e lt  t h e r e .  These

would have been  s u f f i c i e n t  f u n c t i o n s  f o r  i t  t o  p e r fo rm

35w i th o u t  a l s o  b e in g  e x p e c te d  t o  s p e a k  o r a c l e s .

The o n ly  q u e s t i o n  r e m a in in g  unansw ered  i s  why w ere t h e  

s t a t u e  and v e s s e l  p la c e d  on a  p a i r  o f  s h o r t  p i l l a r s ?  G iven  

moment’ s  th o u g h t  th e  an sw er  i s  o b v io u s .  By e l e v a t i n g  th e  

gong i t  would be o u t  o f  harm ’ s  way and the  sound  o f  t h e  

gong would be c l e a r l y  h e a r d .

I t  s h o u ld  be m e n tio n e d  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  r e f e r e n c e  to  

th e  u se  o f  th e  v e s s e l s  a s  a  means o f  o r a c u l a r  r e s p o n s e .  

However, t h i s  r e c o r d  i s  n o t  found  u n t i l  th e  w r i t i n g s  o f  

C lem ent o f  A le x a n d r ia  who s a i d :  " . . . t h e  mouth o f  c a v e r n s

f u l l  o f  s o r c e r y  o r  t h e  c a u l d r o n s  o f  T h e s p r o t i a ,  o r  th e  

C i r r h e a n  t r i p o d s ,  o r  th e  Dodonaean b ro n ze  v e s s e l s ,  a r e

34G ra v es ,  G reek  M y th s , p .  1 ? 8 .
3.

^ P a r k e ,  Zeus, p p .  90-91*
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36all godless instruments of pagan oracles.,! This reference 

may, however, be fairly well dispensed with because Clement 

wrote well after the fall of the oracle and could only guess 

what the function of the vessels might have been.

Boiling water

There is one other reference to the use of the bronze 

vessels at Dodona. A large cauldron of hot water stood 

before the priestess as she gave her oracular responses. The 

evidence points to a custom which is found among many ancient 

peoples concerning sanctioned dismemberment of bodies, alive 

or dead, originating in a superstition, somehow connected
37with resurrection, as in the case of Osiris the Egyptian.

The spectacle of a priest or priestess performing the 

ceremony of boiling him or herself, seeming to do so, or 

even symbolizing it was impressive to those outside the 

temple mysteries, especially as they came for the express 

purpose of being impressed.

In classical literature the reference to reincarnation 

through the use of boiling water is found in the story of 

the Golden Fleece. In the story, Jason wishes Medea to restore 

youth to his father, Aeson. Medea, by using certain magic

36Clement of Alexandria Exhoration to the Greeks 2. 1.
37Stratton, Dodona, p. vi.
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spells and charms, performs Jason's wish. At this point the 

daughters of Pelias approach Medea to ask the same favor for 

their father. Medea pretended to consent and prepared her 

cauldron as before. At her request an old ram was brought 

to her. She killed it and plunged it into the cauldron. 

Shortly, a bleating was heard in the cauldron and when the 

cover was removed a young lamb jumped forth and ran away 

across the meadow. The daughters were impressed and wished 

to hurry arid complete the spell for their father. Medea 

pretended to prepare her cauldron as before but neglected to 

add certain herbs. She then persuaded the daughters to 

kill their father after which she vanished and left him 

dead at the hands of his daughters. It is this same wish 

for reincarnation, for regained youth, that the seeming 

boiling of the priest or priestess at Dodona is to symbolize.

Physical Structures at Dodona

The last part of the physical attributes of the oracle 

are the buildings themselves. These have been purposely 

left to the end because they were the last things to appear 

on the site. It is curious that a temple of Zeus has not 

been found at Dodona prior to the fourth century, and it is 

plausibly suggested that in the fifth and sixth centuries 

there may have been nothing more than the altar surrounded
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by t r i p o d s . ^

D r . E v a n g e l id e s  u n c o v e red  th e  o n ly  p e rm a n e n t  s t r u c t u r e

known to  have  e x i s t e d  a t  Dodona. H is  f i n d  c o n s i s t e d  o f  th e

re m a in s  o f  t h e  f o u n d a t io n  o f  a  te m p le  to  Zeus u n d e r  a  modern

39C h r i s t i a n  b a s i l i c a .

T here  a r e  some v e ry  p l a u s i b l e  r e a s o n s  f o r  t h i s  l a c k  o f

b u i l d i n g s  a t  Dodona. Zeus was o r i g i n a l l y  a  v e r y  p r i m i t i v e

a n d ,  i t  m ust be a d m i t t e d ,  q u i t e  an  u n - H e l l e n i c  c h a r a c t e r .

The p r i e s t s ,  who a r e  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  s l e e p i n g  on th e  ground

and g o in g  w i t h o u t  w ash in g  t h e i r  f e e t ,  a r e  n o t  a t  a l l  l i k e  th e

o t h e r  p r i e s t s  o f  H e l l e n i c  d e i t i e s .  Even Zeus h im s e l f  f a i l e d

to  t a k e  on a  p a r t i c u l a r  c l a s s i c a l  form  u n t i l  a  l a t e r  d a t e ;

h i s  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  was th e  oak  t r e e j  p e r h a p s  he ev en  l i v e d  

ifOi n  th e  t r e e .  The u se  o f  n a t u r a l  s i g n s  and m ethods to  

p ro d u c e  th e  o r a c u l a r  r e s p o n s e s  would n o t  r e q u i r e  th e  u se

o f  a  tem p le  a s  s u c h .  I t  w ould  be r a t h e r  h a rd  t o  e n c lo s e

a n e n t i r e  g ro v e  o f  s a c r e d  oaks  t o g e t h e r  w i th  th e  accom paning

s p r i n g s  and  w e l l s  w i t h i n  a  s i n g l e  t e m p le .  Abbut th e  o n ly

n e c e s s i t y  w ould  be a  w a l l  o r  f e n c e  to  mark th e  b o u n d a r ie s

H. G« G. P a y n e ,  "B lac k  F ig u r e d  F r a g m e n ts , "  J o u r n a l  
o f  H e l l e n i c  S t u d i e s , L ( 1 9 2 9 ) ,  2^2 .

39P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  114.
ko I b i d . *  p .  1 1 5 .
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o f  t h e  s a c r e d  s h r i n e  and p r e s e r v e  t h e  n a t u r a l  a tm o sp h e re  

o f  t h e  s i t e .

As t im e  p a s s e d ,  and t h e  c l a s s i c a l  e r a  a d v an c e d ,  t h e  

G re ek s  began  t o  b u i l d  m a g n i f i c e n t  t e m p l e s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  

l a n d .  Dodona was t h e n  f o r c e d  t o  k eep  p a ce  i f  t h e  o r a c l e  

was n o t  t o  l o s e  o u t .  T h i s  f a c t ,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  th e  by 

now e x t r e m e  a g e  o f  th e  t r e e ,  and  i t s  p r o b a b l e  s t a t e  o f  

d e c a y ,  would c r e a t e  a  n eed  f o r  a  b u i l d i n g  o f  some k i n d .

T h i s  a l s o  i s  t h e  t ime f o r  th e  s h i f t i n g  t o  d i v i n a t i o n  by 

l o t  and  s o  would  be a  n a t u r a l  t im e  f o r  b e g i n n i n g  new 

p r a c t i c e s  o f  w o r s h ip .

The S e l l i ,  who s l e e p  on t h e  g ro u n d ,  may be c o n t e n t  

to  have  no p e rm an en t  r o o f .  The o ak  and th e  d o v e s ,  i f  t h e y  

were  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s o u r c e s  o f  p r o p h e c y ,  would have  f u n c t i o n e d  

i n  t h e  open  a i r .  Even t h e  p r o c e d u r e s  o f  i n q u i r y  by l o t  

would  n o t ,  i n  t h e  Greek c l i m a t e ,  need  a b u i l d i n g .  The 

p r i e s t e s s  may have u sed  a t a b l e  s e t  up u n d e r  t h e  t r e e  i t s e l f .  

As t h e  c l a s s i c a l  i n f l u e n c e  grew s t r o n g e r ,  t h e  need was f e l t  

f o r  a  s t a t u e  o f  Zeus ,  and  t h u s  a  b u i l d i n g ,  however s m a l l ,  t o  

house  i t .  T h i s  need was s a t i s f i e d  by t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  i n  

a p p r o x i m a t e l y  ^50 B.C. o f  a s m a l l  t e m p le  which  t h e  b e s t  

p o s s i b l e  measurem ents  show to  have  b e en  a b o u t  tw e n ty - tw o  f e e t

^ ^ P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  116 .
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by f i f t e e n  f e e t .  A c c u r a t e  m easurem ent  i s  d i f f i c u l t  b e c a u s e  

th e  tem p le  r u i n s  a r e  l o c a t e d  u n d e r  a modern c h u r c h  w h ich  can  

h a r d l y  be  moved.

I n  t h e  t h i r d  q u a r t e r  o f  th e  f o u r t h  c e n tu r y ,  a  low c i r 

c u i t  w a l l  o f  i so d o m ic  masonry  was a t t a c h e d  to  t h e  tem ple  so  

a s  t o  c r e a t e  a n  o b lo n g  c o u r t  i n  f r o n t  o f  i t .  T h i s  p r e c i n c t  

measured  f i f t y - o n e  by f o r t j r - s e v e n  f e e t  a n d  had i t s  l o n g e s t  

d im e n s io n  a t  r i g h t  a n g l e s  t o  th e  tem ple  a n d  an e n t r a n c e  on 

th e  s o u t h  s i d e  f a c i n g  t h e  b u i l d i n g .  But  t h e  c u r i o u s  f e a t u r e  

o f  t h e  a r r a n g e m e n t  was t h a t  t h e  p r e c i n c t  was n o t  s i t e d  

s y m m e t r i c a l l y  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  t e m p le .  I t s  w a l l  r a n  c l o s e  

t o  t h e  l i n e  o f  t h e  w e s t  w a l l  o f  t h e  t e m p le  l e a v i n g  a  l a r g e  

a r e a  on t h e  e a s t  s i d e  v a c a n t .  I t  i s  i n  t h i s  s o u t h e a s t  

c o r n e r  t h a t  E v a n g e l i d e s  found  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  f r a g m e n t s  

which  may have  b e lo n g ed  t o  an  a l t a r  and  f i n d s  w h i c h  s u g g e s t e d  

a  s e r i e s  o f  d e d i c a t i o n s .  Hence ,  he c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  t h i s  was 

t h e  s p o t  where  t h e  oak  o f  Zeus had s t o o d .  The oak  may have 

b een  s u r r o u n d e d  w i th  a  s t o n e  cu rb  and  a l s o  have been  th e  

c e n t e r  o f  a c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  o f f e r i n g s .  That no more 

p r e c i s e l y  i d e n t i f i a b l e  r e m a in s  were found  i s  e x p l a i n e d  by 

th e  C h r i s t i a n  z e a l o t s  who v i g o r o u s l y  a t t a c k e d  th e  o r a c l e .

The ground  shows s i g n s  o f  h a v in g  b e e n  d i s t u r b e d  and p r o b a b l y  

even  t h e  r o o t s  were dug up and d e s t r o y e d .  The h y p o t h e s i s

Hammond, E p i r u s , p .  508 .
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t h a t  t h e  t r e e  was s i t u a t e d  i n  t h i s  c o r n e r  would a l s o  e x p l a i n

th e  c u r i o u s  r e l a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o u r t  t o  th e  t e m p l e .  I t  was

d e s i g n e d  t o  e n c l o s e  b o t h  t h e  t e m p le  and  oak e v en  a t  t h e

43s a c r i f i c e  o f  symmetry .

^ P a r k e ,  Zeus ,  p p .  1 1 7 - l8 «
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The S a n c tu a r y  a t  Dodona
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Homelands o f  the  P e t i t i o n e r s

Even a c u r s o r y  s t u d y  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona w i l l  

r e v e a l  t h a t  i t  was b o t h  p o p u l a r  an d  o f t e n  u s e d .  The 

e v i d e n c e  p o i n t i n g  to  t h i s  c o n c l u s i o n  i s  found  i n  t h e  g r e a t  

number o f  l e a d  w r i t i n g  t a b l e t s  w h ich  have  been  u n c o v e r e d  

a t  Dodona. I t  i s  from t h e s e  t a b l e t s  t h a t  most o f  t h e  

i n f o r m a t i o n  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  c o n s u l t a t i o n  o f  th e  o r a c l e  

i s  d e r i v e d .  A d e t a i l e d  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e s e  t a b l e t s  f o l l o w s ,  

b u t  f i r s t ,  l e t  u s  t u r n  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  to  t h e  p e o p l e  who u sed  

t h e  o r a c l e .

At Dodona, i t  a p p e a r s  t o  have  b e e n  t h e  cus tom f o r  the  

p e t i t i o n e r  t o  i d e n t i f y  h i m s e l f  b e f o r e  a d d r e s s i n g  h i s  q u e s 

t i o n  t o  t h e  g o d .  H i s t o r i a n s  a r e  d e e p l y  i n d e b t e d  t o  t h i s  

c u s t o m , f o r  i t  h a s  p r o v i d e d  c o n s i d e r a b l e  i n f o r m a t i o n  con 

c e r n i n g  t h e  p e o p l e  who u s e d  t h e  o r a c l e .  As has  b e en  men

t i o n e d  e a r l i e r ,  Zeus a t  Dodona seems t o  have  been  more con 

c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  'Muan on t h e  s t r e e t , "  a s  o pposed  t o  A p o l lo  

a t  D e l p h i  who p r e f e r r e d  t o  d e a l  w i t h  k i n g s  and s t a t e s .  A 

number o f  s t a t e s  d i d  p e t i t i o n ,  and  r e c e i v e  a d v i c e ,  from 

Zeus,  b u t  none o f  t h e s e  p e t i t i o n s  d a t e  b e f o r e  t h e  l« . s t  q u a r 

t e r  o f  t h e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y . ^  A ga in ,  i t  s h o u l d  be made c l e a r

^ P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p .  9 2 .

57

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



t h a t  th e  r e c o r d  o f  th e  p e t i t i o n s  t o  t h e  gods a t  Dodona

i s  o n l y  a s  c o m p le t e  a s  t h e  t a b l e t s  r e c o v e r e d .  What was

a s k e d  o f  t h e  gods  b e f o r e  t h e  u se  o f  t h e  t a b l e t s  i s  known

o n l y  t h r o u g h  l e g e n d ,  and can  n o t  be s u b s t a n t i a t e d .  J u d g i n g

from th e  form o f  d i a l e c t  and  w r i t i n g  on t h e  t a b l e t s  i t

would a p p e a r  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r s  a t  Dodona
2

were  from w es t  G re ec e  and t h e  P e l o p o n n e s e .  I n d e e d ,  t h i s  

would be o n l y  l o g i c a l }  t h o s e  p e o p l e  who l i v e d  c l o s e s t  t o  

t h e  s a n c t u a r y  would  n a t u r a l l y  be e v i d e n c e d  i n  g r e a t e r  

numbers  t h a n  t h o s e  who would have  to  t r a v e l  a g r e a t  d i s t a n c e  

t o  g e t  t h e r e .  Y e t  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  a  number o f  

p e t i t i o n s  from p e o p l e  who, by th e  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  home

l a n d ,  had t o  t r a v e l  a  g r e a t  d i s t a n c e  t e n d s  t o  show t h a t  

t h e  fame o f  t h e  o r a c l e  was i n d e e d  g r e a t .  From t h e  i n s c r i p t i o n s  

on t h e  l e a d  t a b l e t s ,  a l i s t  h a s  b een  c o m p i le d  o f  th e  v a r i o u s  

t r i b e s ,  c i t i e s ,  and  g e o g r a p h i c a l  l o c a t i o n s  from which  p e t 

i t i o n e r s  came t o  c o n s u l t  t h e  o r a c l e .  F o l l o w i n g  t h i s  l i s t  

i s  a map i d e n t i f y i n g  th e  homelands  o f  t h e  o r a c l e ’ s p e t i t i o n e r s .

2P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p .  92 .
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1 . A c a r n a n i a

The a r e a  known a s  A c a r n a n i a  i s  i n  n o r t h w e s t  G re e c e ,

bounded by t h e  I o n i a n  S e a ,  t h e  G u l f  o f  Ambracia and

th e  r i v e r  A c h e lo u s .  W ith  A t h e n i a n  h e l p ,  t h e  A c a r n a n i a n s

b e a t  o f f  t h e  a t t a c k s  from C o r n i t h  and  S p a r t a  which

o c c u r r e d  i n  ^ 3 7 -^ 2 6  B.C. A f t e r  th e  end o f  th e

P e l p o n n e s i a n  War t h e y  were  f i n a l l y  d e f e a t e d  by t h e
3

S p a r t a n  A g e s i l a u s  i n  390 B.C.

2 .  A e t o l i a

To th e  w e s t  o f  Mount Oxya l i e s  th e  l a n d  o f  A e t o l i a .

I t  i s  a  c o u n t r y  b o r d e r e d  on t h e  w e s t  by t h e  lo w e r  

and m id d le  v a l l e y  o f  t h e  R i v e r  A c h e lo u s .

3 .  Ambracia

The c i t y  o f  Ambracia  was founded  a s  a  c o lo n y  o f  C o r n i t h .  

I t  i s  l o c a t e d  i n  s o u t h e r n  E p i r u s  on th e  A b ra ch th o s  R i v e r .

4 .  A thens

The j e w e l  o f  t h e  A t t i c  p e n i n s u l a ,  A th e n s ,  was founded

3
Oxford  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p . 1 .

if
I b i d . ,  p .  17 .

' ’i b i d . ,  p .  k2.
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60

a b o u t  1556 B .C .  T hroughou t  most o f  a n t i q u i t y  t h e

6 “c i t y  was t h e  c u l t u r a l  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  w o r ld .

5« B o e o t i a

The a r e a  known a s  B o e o t i a  c o m p r i s e s  a  d i s t r i c t  o f

c e n t r a l  G re ec e  e x t e n d i n g  s o u t h  t o  t h e  C o r i n t h i a n

G u l f  and n o r t h  t o  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  p l a i n s  o f

Orchomenus and  T hebes .  T h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  a r e a  was v e r y

much i n  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  o r a c l e ; ,  i n  f a c t ,  envoys

from somewhere i n  B o e o t i a  were  s o l e l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r
7th e  r e t a i n i n g  of  t h e  S e l l i  a s  p r i e s t s  a t  the  o r a c l e .

6 .  Chaones

Chaones i s  one o f  t h e  f o u r t e e n  E p i r o t e  t r i b e s ,  p r o b a b l y

o f  D o r i a n  a n d  I l l y r i a n  s t o c k ,  t h a t  i n h a b i t e d  t h e  p l a i n  

8o f  Buthro turn .

7 .  C o r c y r a

L o c a t e d  i n  n o r t h w e s t  G r e e c e ,  C o rc y r a  i s  one o f  th e  

most i m p o r t a n t  o f  t h e  I o n i a n  i s l a n d s .  I t  i s  l o c a t e d

^O xford  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  114 .

' I b i d . , p .  139«

® I b i d . ,  p .  33 2 .
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6 l

a t  t h e  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  o f  two main  Greek t r a d e  r o u t e s :

a l o n g  t h e  c o a s t  o f  I l l y r i a ,  and a c r o s s  t h e  A d r i a t i c  t o

I t a l y  and S i c i l y .  C o r c y r a  was a l a n d  t o r n  by c o n s t a n t

c i v i l  s t r i f e  and  a l s o  f i g u r e d  p r o m i n e n t l y  i n  t h e  c a u s e
g

f o r  t h e  P e l o p o n n e s i a n  War.

8 .  C o r i n t h

The i s th m u s  c i t y ,  C o r i n t h ,  c o n t r o l l e d  c o m m u n ic a t io n s  

b e tw een  n o r t h e r n  G reece  and th e  P e l o p o n n e s u s .  The 

c i t y  l a y  two t o  t h r e e  m i l e s  n o r t h  o f  t h e  s e a . ^

9 .  E p i r u s

The home o f  t h e  o r a c l e ,  E p i r u s ,  i s  l o c a t e d  i n  n o r t h 

w e s t e r n  Greece  a l o n g  t h e  I o n i a n  Sea  j u s t  t o  t h e  e a s t  o f  

t h e  i s l a n d  o f  C o r c y r a .  A c i t y  a l s o  c a l l e d  E p i r u s  i s  

o f t e n  r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  b u t  t h e  e x a c t  

l o c a t i o n  o f  a  c i t y  by t h i s  name h a s  n o t  b e e n  f o u n d . ' 1"1

1 0 .  H y p e rb o rean s

L i t t l e  i s  known a b o u t  t h e  a c tu a . l  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e s e

^O xford  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  2 3 ^ .

1 0 I b i d . ,  p .  2 3 5 .  

i : i I b i d . t p .  3 5 2 .
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p e o p l e .  They a r e  assumed t o  have been  a s e m i - l e g e n d 

a r y  r a c e  o f  A p o l l o - w o r s h i p p e r s  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  f a r  

n o r t h  o f  G re e c e .  T here  a r e  o n l y  a  few c l u e s  g i v e n  t o  

show t h a t  t h e y  may have a c t u a l l y  e x i s t e d ,  and some o f  

t h e s e  come from th e  l e a d  t a b l e t s  a t  Dodona. H e ro d o tu s  

r e l a t e s  t h a t  t h e  H y p e r b o r e a n s  s e n t  o f f e r i n g s  to  Zeus 

a t  Dodona and t h a t  some o f  t h e  a m b a s s a d o r s  s e n t  n e v e r  

r e t u r n e d ,  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e y  w ere  c o l d l y  t r e a t e d  

by  th e  g o d . ^

11.  M o l o s s i

One o f  t h e  f o u r t e e n  E p i r o t e  t r i b e s ,  p r o b a b l y  o f  D o r ia n  

and  I l l y r i a n  s t o c k ,  were  t h e  M o l o s s i  who i n h a b i t e d  th e  

p l a i n  n e a r  and  a ro u n d  Dodona. I t  i s  t h i s  t r i b e  t h a t ,  

i n  t h e  l a t e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  B . C . ,  l e d -  i n  t h e  u n i f i c a t i o n  

o f  E p i r u s .

12.  Oricum

E s t a b l i s h e d  a s  a  c o lo n y  o f  C o l c h i ,  Oricum was a  s m a l l  

town i n  E p i r u s  a l o n g  t h e  c o a s t  o f  t h e  I o n i a n  S ea .  There

O xfo rd  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  Le M er c h a n t ,
G reek  R e l i g i o n , p .  77*

^ O xford  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  332 .
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i s  l i t t l e  known a b o u t  the  c i t y  e x c e p t  t h a t  i t  w.as o f t e n

1^r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  D a r d a n i a .

13• P e l a s g i a n s

The P e l a s g i a n s  were  s a i d  t o  be th e  mos t  a n c i e n t  p e o p le

t h a t  were  s o v e r e i g n s  i n  G re ec e .  They were p r o b a b l y

N o r th -A e g e an  p e o p l e  u p r o o t e d  by Bronze  Age m i g r a t i o n s

and f o r c e d  down i n t o  E p i r u s .  They a r e  g e n e r a l l y

t h o u g h t  t o  have  i n h a b i t e d  t h e  a r e a  a r o u n d  Dodona

15b e f o r e  t h e  e a r l y  m i g r a t i o n s  were c o m p le t e d .

1A-." Rhodes

An i s l a n d  o f f  t h e  T u r k i s h  c o a s t  i n  t h e  M e d i t e r r a n e a n  

S e a ,  Rhodes was t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  t r a d e  r o u t e s  be tween  

E g y p t i a n  and P h o e n i c i a n  p o r t s  and  t h o s e  o f  G re ec e .

The i s l a n d  was s e t t l e d  by t h e  D o r i a n s . ^

15.  S p a r t a

The p r i n c i p a l  c i t y  o f  th e  P e l o p o n n e s u s ,  S p a r t a ,  was

^ L e m p r i e r e ' s  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  ^28 

15̂ T h a l l o n ,  R e a d i n g s , p .  55*

^ " R h o d e s , "  The P r a e g e r  E n c y c l o p e d i a  o f  A n c i e n t  Greek 
C i v i l i z a t i o n  ( 1 9 6 7 ) ,  p .  39^*
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l o c a t e d  i n  th e  s o u th e r n  h a l f  o f  th e  p e n i n s u l a .  S p a r t a

d i d  n o t  b e g i n  p e t i t i o n i n g  t h e  o r a c l e  u n t i l  a l a t e r  d a t e

b u t  once  she  began  she  was one o f  t h e  l a s t  s t a t e s  t o

17c e a s e  c o n t a c t  a t  t h e  s h r i n e .

1 6 . Tarenturn

A c i t y  i n  t h e  h e e l  o f  t h e  I t a l i a n  b o o t ,  Taren tum  was

l Sfounded  a s  a  c o lo n y  o f  S p a r t a  a ro u n d  700 B.C..

1 7 .  T h e s s a l i a

The s t a t e  o f  T h e s s a l i a  i s  h a r d  t o  i d e n t i f y  b e c a u s e  i t s

b o u n d a r i e s  were  u n d e r  c o n s t a n t  c h a n g e .  D u r in g  t h e

c l a s s i c a l  p e r i o d  t h e  b o r d e r s  o f  T h e s s a l i a  were  g e n e r a l l y

t h o u g h t  t o  b e :  t h e  n o r t h e r n  edge o f  m a in la n d  G re ec e ,

t h e  s o u t h e r n  b o r d e r  o f  M acedon ia ,  t h e  Aegean S e a ,  and

t h e  e a s t e r n  b o r d e r  o f  U ly r i c u m .  The p e o p l e  were s a i d

to  be c r a f t y  and  t r e a c h e r o u s ,  so  much s o ,  t h a t  t h e

Greeks  r e f e r r e d  t o  c o u n t e r f e i t  o r  c l i p p e d  money as  

19T h e s s a l i a n  c o i n .

17 O xford  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  8 5 5 .

l 8 I b i d . .  p.  8 7 8 .

19L e m p r i e r e 1s  C l a s s i c a l  D i c t i o n a r y , p .  6 2 6 .
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M ethods o f  A nsw ering  t h e  P e t i t i o n s

P e r h a p s  t h e  most o u t s t a n d i n g  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  o r a c l e s

g i v e n  by t h e  k i n g  o f  t h e  gods  was t h a t  t h e y  w e re ,  a l m o s t

a l w a y s ,  g i v e n  by s ig n *  S t r a b o  r e l a t e s  t h a t  Zeus spoke

20n o t  by w o rd s  b u t  by means o f  c e r t a i n  t o k e n s *  At Dodona 

i t  i s  t h e  a r t i c l e  i t s e l f  t h a t  gave  t h e  a n s w e r s ,  where 

o t h e r  o r a c l e s  u sed  a p e r s o n i f i c a t i c - n  o f  t h e  god t o  do 

t h e  job*

When t h e  o r a c l e  s w i t c h e d  t o  t h e  s y s t e m  o f  l o t t e r y ,

which  i n v o l v e d  t h e  l e a d  t a b l e t s ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  w r i t t e n

on them w ere  p h r a s e d  so a s  t o  n e e d  o n l y  a  s i n g l e  word o r

s i g n  f o r  an  a n s w e r .  D e l p h i ,  on t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  when i t

s w i t c h e d  t o  l o t t e r y  s t i l l  r e l i e d  on t h e  e l a b o r a t e  v e r b a l

21a n sw e rs  o f  t h e  P y t h i a .

I t  i s  assumed t h a t  i n  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  o r a c l e ' s  

h i s t o r y  e a c h  s u p p l i a n t  made h i s  a p p e a l  d i r e c t l y  t o ,  and 

r e c e i v e d  h i s  r e s p o n s e  d i r e c t l y  f ro m ,  t h e  oak o f  Zeus ;  t h e r e  

was no i n t e r m e d i a r y .  However ,  u n t i l  t h e  u se  o f  l o t t e r y  

began  i n  t h e  s i x t h  c e n t u r y ,  l i t t l e  i s  known o f  t h e  a c t u a l  

m e thods  by which  th e  god was q u e s t i o n e d  and answ ered  h i s

20S t r a b o  Geography 7 .  11*

21P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p .  1 7 .
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22p e t i t i o n e r s .  A l i s t  o f  f i v e  p o s s i b l e  m e th o d s  o f  o r a c u l a r  

r e s p o n s e  r e a d  a s  f o l l o w s :

1* th r o u g h  t h e  r u s t l i n g s  o f  t h e  l e a v e s

2 .  by t h e  f i g h t  o f  doves

3 .  t h e  f a l l  o f  d i c e

k ,  t h e  sound  made by  t h e  r i n g i n g  o f  t h e  c a u l d r o n
23

3« t h e  s y s te m  o f  l o t s  <
(

The v a l i d i t y  o f  t h e s e  f i v e  m e thods  may be summed up a s  

f o l l o w s :  t h e  oak  i s  s a i d  t o  " s p e a k "  and  n o t  r u s t l e ;  t h e

doves  have  n o t  b e e n  p r o v e n  t o  have  been  a t  t h e  o r a c l e ;  

t h e  d i c e  a r e  r e f e r r e d  t o  i n  o n l y  one s o u r c e ,  and  th e n  

o n l y  t h r o u g h  a  l i s t i n g  o f  o r a c u l a r  m e thods  u s e d  a t  a n c i e n t  

o r a c l e s  and  n o t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  a t  Dodona; t h e  so u n d  o f  t h e  

r i n g i n g  c a u l d r o n  i s  a  p o s s i b i l i t y  s i n c e  c a u l d r o n s  were 

p r e s e n t ,  b u t  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  c h a p t e r  i t  h a s  b e e n  shown 

t h a t  t h e  b ro n z e  v e s s e l s  seem t o  have  had  a n o t h e r  p u r p o s e ;  

and t h e  s y s te m  o f  l o t t e r y  can  be c o n f i rm e d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  

a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  f i n d s  t h a t  have  b e e n  made.

I t  i s  known t h a t  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona was f u n c t i o n i n g  

on a  h i g h  l e v e l  b e f o r e  t h e  s i x t h  c e n t u r y  when t h e  l e a d  

t a b l e t s  f i r s t  began  t o  be  u s e d .  How, t h e n ,  d i d  t h e  o r a c l e  

p ro p h e s y ?  F o r  an  a n sw e r  we can  o n l y  l o o k  t o  t h e  a n c i e n t

22 S t r a t t o n ,  D odona , p .  5 7 .
23 P r a e g e r  E n c y c l o p e d i a , p .  1 6 8 .
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sources and repeat their ansver: the oak spoke. This

leaves a rather unscientific taste in one's mouth. How

did the oak speak? All that is known is that the Selli

were said to have been able to interpret the sounds of the

tree as the words of Zeus. There is no evidence as to

what kind of sound the tree made. Nor do we know if the

words of the Selli were composed into discursive statements

or whether, as the Odyssey suggests, the question which

Zeus was to answer was a simple alternative, and all the

Selli needed to say was that the god has shown his approval
2kof one proposition and rejection of another. It is 

difficult to know whether the priests had to wait for the 

signs to show themselves, or whether there was some manner 

by which they could aid these signs in occurring* Today 

we know that Zeus could not have actually spoken, because 

he did not exist. Yet there is repeated reference in 

historical literature to the speaking oak of Dodona.

The only manner in which the oak could "speak" would be 

the petitioner's overactive imagination, or the natural 

noises that a tree makes due to the play of the wind 

through its branches. Since Dodona was a windy place,

pLParke, Oracles, p. 2 k.
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t h e  t r e e  would  have  b e e n  a b l e  fjpe^ju^h'fcly " s p e a k "  and
25t h u s  answ er  i t s  p e t i t i o n e r s .  ^

W. H. P a r k e  has  u n c o v e r e d  two t i ' a i t s  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  

by w h ich  t h e  god made h i s  w i l l  known to  t h e  v i s i t o r .  I f  

a  p a s s e r - b y  p r o d u c e d  a  l o n g  s e r i e s  o f  e ch o e s  from th e  

c a u l d r o n  f e n c e ,  he m ig h t  t a k e  i t  t h a t  t h e  god was s m i l i n g  

on him and was f a v o r a b l e  t o  h i s  a p p r o a c h .  A g a in ,  i f  a 

v i s i t o r  was g r e e t e d  by t h e  s t a t u e  w i t h  a  l o n g  s e r i e s  o f  

b u f f e t s  on t h e  b r o n z e  v e s s e l ,  he m ig h t  s a f e l y  assume t h a t  

t h i s  was a  f a v o r a b l e  i n d i c a t i o n .  N e i t h e r  o f  t h e s e  omens 

was a c c e p t e d  by  t h e  p r i e s t s  o r  p r i e s t e s s e s  a s  one o f  

t h e i r  o f f i c i a l  methods  o f  p r o d u c i n g  r e s p o n s e s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  

t h e y  grew up a s  c u s to m s  among t h o s e  who p e t i t i o n e d  t h e  god

The Sys tem  o f  Cle romancy

Near  t h e  c l o s e  o f  t h e  s i x t h ,  o r  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  

f i f t h  c e n t u r y ,  Dodona s h i f t e d  t o  t h e  s y s t e m  o f  g i v i n g  

o r a c u l a r  r e s p o n s e s  by l o t ,  o r  c l e r o m a n c y .  B e f o r e  t h i s  

t i m e ,  t h e  methods  o f  p ro p h e c y  a r e  o n l y  vague  and u n c e r t a i n  

b u t  once  c l e r o m a n c y  b e g i n s ,  p a r t  o f  th e  c l o u d  t h a t  hangs  

ove r  t h e  a n c i e n t  o r a c l e  i s  c l e a r e d .  T h i s  i s  n o t  t o  s a y

2^ P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p .  2k.

2 6P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  9 0 .
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t h a t  a l l  i s  c l e a r ,  f o r  m y s t e r y  s t i l l  s u r r o u n d s  t h e  o r a c l e  

t o d a y ,  b u t  a t  l e a s t  now t h e r e  i s  a  b a s i s  from w h ich  to  

b e g i n  a s t u d y  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  o f  Zeus .

The Greek  b e l i e v e d  i n  a  k i n d  o f  f a t a l i s m  w h ich  he

c a l l e d  m o i r a . M oira  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a m o r a l  and  beyond

human l o g i c ;  Homer even p l a c e d  i t  above t h e  g o d s .  The

symbol  f o r  m o i r a  i s  t h e  l o t t e r y ,  f o r  i n  l o t t e r y  t h e r e  i s

good and b ad ,  and  even Zeus can  do no b e t t e r  t h a n  d ra w in g

i f  he i s  t o  be f a i r  and d i s t r i b u t e  men’ s  s h a r e  o f  l u c k  and

27m i s f o r t u n e  w i t h o u t  f e a r  o r  f a v o r .

As Dodona began  t o  s h i f t  t o  c l e r o m an c y  i t  g r a d u a l l y  

became p o p u l a r  a s  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  o r a c u l a r  r i t e s .  Why th e  

o r a c l e  changed  t o  c le rom ancy  i s  unknown, b u t  t h e r e  may be 

a  p r a c t i c a l  r e a s o n  b e h in d  i t .  As has  b e e n  a l r e a d y  s u g g e s t e d ,  

t h e  f i n a l  d e c a y  and  d e a t h  o f  t h e  g r e a t  oak would  c r e a t e  a 

need  f o r  some new methods o f  r e s p o n s e  from t h e  god .  Un

d o u b t e d l y  s e v e r a l  methods were  t r i e d  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  f i n d  

one w hich  would be a c c e p t a b l e  t o  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r s .  Whatever  

t h e  r e a s o n ,  h i s t o r i a n s  s h o u l d  be g r a t e f u l  t h a t  c l e r o m an c y  

was c h o se n  b e c a u s e  t h i s  s y s t e m  a l o n e  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  most  

o f  o u r  i n f o r m a t i o n  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  o r a c u l a r  p r a c t i c e s  a t  Dodona

27 cLew insohn ,  S c i e n c e ,  P r o p h e c y  and P r e d i c t i o n , p .  69 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



There are several possible Instruments which could 

have been used for the lots, but exactly which one was 

used is not known. Dice, knucklebones, beans, bits of 

bread, stones and even chips of wood are all possible 

Instruments of lottery.

The use of the lead writing tablets at Dodona has 

had the effect of making Dodona unique as an oracle- 

center. It is the only oracle from which we possess the 

evidence of a considerable number of inquiries. The 

tablets of Dodona are frequently difficult to read, and

are often broken and incomplete, but at least they are
->a

authenicl*^ Although Delphi also used cleromancy, no 
complete record, such as at Dodona, remains and the refer

ences that are found in historical literature may have 

been changed or edited to suit the writer's purpose.

This is not the case at Dodona* Excavation and archae

ological dating techniques have uncovered a great number 

of tablets dating from the late fourth century E.C., about 

the time Herodotus is reported to have visited the oracle. 

There continues to be a considerable number of tablets 

down to about 200 B.C. after which time no further tablets 

have been recovered.

^Parke, Zeus, p. 257•
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I t  was undoubtedly the duty o f  one o f  the p r ie s t s  to

prepare the lead tablets for oracular usage. The lead

was cast into large flat sheets which were then cut in

squares or oblong shapes, rather like ribbons. The typical

tablet was three inches long by one inch wide and buffed 
. , 29smootn on one sxae.

The tablets were distributed by the priests to the 

individual petitioner who wrote the question himsolf. The 

question was written with a stylus on one side of the tab

let in two to four lines always running the length of the 

tablet and never carrying over onto the reverse side.

After the question had been incised on the tablet it was 

then folded so that the writing was hidden on the inside. 

Each tablet was folded into quarters using two folds. The 

thin lead strips were evidently folded for two purposes. 

Their small size made it possible to insert them and extract

them from a jar, and the priestess could not determine the
30contents of the inquiry by human intellect. After fold

ing, a number, an abbreviated name, or some similar iden

tification was etched on the outside so that it could be 
recognized later without unfolding. The written question

29Parke, Zeus, p. 101.
30Parke, Oracles, p. 92.
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was t h e n  p u t  i n t o  some v e s s e l  w i t h  a  n a r ro w  n e c k  from w h ich  

th e  p r i e s t e s s  e x t r a c t e d  i t  d u r i n g  t h e  ceremony,  p r o b a b l y  

a t  t h e  same t im e  a s  sh e  drew o u t  a bean  o r  some o t h e r  

o b j e c t  from a n o t h e r  j a r .  The r e p l i e s ,  f a v o r a b l e  and un

f a v o r a b l e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  names o f  th e  g o d s ,  g o d d e s s e s  and 

h e r o e s  t o  whom t h e  p e t i t i o n e r  was t o  p r a y  and  o f f e r  s a c r i f i c e s  

may have  b e e n  w r i t t e n  on s i m i l a r  s t r i p s  o f  l e a d  and  drawn 

from j a r s .  Then , w i t h o u t  r e a d i n g  th e  q u e s t i o n ,  t h e  p r i e s t e s s  

u sed  t h e  s e r i a l  number o r  a b b r e v i a t i o n  on  t h e  t a b l e t  t o  r e p l y  

t h a t  " t h e  g o d ’ s a n sw e r  t o  C a l l i a s  i s  f a v o r a b l e  and  he s h o u ld

p r a y  t o  A c h e l o u s , ” o r  ’’th e  g o d ' s  answ er  t o  t h e  f i f t h  q u e s -

31t i o n  i s  u n f a v o r a b l e . ” I f  t h e  an sw e rs  were  w r i t t e n  on 

s t r i p s  o f  l e a d ,  t h e s e  were  p r o b a b l y  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  p e t 

i t i o n e r  a s  s o u v e n i r s  o f  h i s  v i s i t  t o  t h e  o r a c l e .  On t h e  

o t h e r  hand ,  i f  t h e  a n sw e rs  were o r a l ,  t h e  p u r p o s e . o f  

w r i t i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  c o u l d  be t o  add an  e l a b o r a t e  f r o n t  

t o  t h e  whole  p r o c e s s .  S t i l l  a n o t h e r  s o l u t i o n  i s  t h a t  t h e  

a n s w e r s ,  n e g a t i v e  and  a f f i r m a t i v e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  g o d ' s  

names,  were  c a r v e d  on c h i p s  o f  wood w hich  c o u l d  have  been

c u t  from t h e  t r e e  a n d  i n  t h i s  manner  t h e  t r e e  would s t i l l
32be r e g a r d e d  a s  " s p e a k i n g . "

^ ^ P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  108.

32I b i d . ,  p .  1 1 1 .
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S in c e  a g r e a t  many o f  t h e  t a b l e t s  fo u n d  have  been  

fo ld ed ,  i t  i s  aS6umed t h a t  t h i s  i s  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  i n  wh ich  

t h e y  were l e f t  a f t e r  t h e  o r a c l e  had d e l i v e r e d  i t s  m essa g e ,  

There  i s  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  s t r i p s  were  r e t a i n e d  and u sed  

o v e r  and o v e r  a g a i n  b e c a u s e  c a r e f u l  o b s e r v a t i o n  c a n  d e t e c t  

s e v e r a l  l a y e r s  o f  w r i t i n g  on each  s t r i p .  Thus ,  t h e  o p i n i o n  

i s  h e l d  t h a t  t h e y  were  n o t  handed b a c k  t o  t h e  i n q u i r e r  and 

t h a t  t h e  answ er  was g i v e n  t o  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r  i n  some o t h e r  

manner .

A rc h a e o lo g y  h a s  r e c o v e r e d  and  e s t i m a t e d  200 t a b l e t s  

from t h e  s a n c t u a r y  a t  Dodona, and o f  t h e s e  o n l y  a b o u t  f i f t y  

a r e  i n t a c t  o r  r e a d a b l e .  The r e m a i n i n g  t a b l e t s  a r e  so b r o k e n  

and m u t i l a t e d  t h a t  any  a t t e m p t  t o  t r a n s l a t e  them would be 

w a s t e d ,  f o r  t h e y  would s t i l l  o f f e r  no new l i g h t .

Garapanos  found  a  number o f  t h e s e  t a b l e t s  b e f o r e  t h e  

t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  and h i s  f i n d s  a r e  i n  t h e  N a t i o n a l  

Museum i n  A th e n s .  However,  t h e y  have  g r e a t l y  s u f f e r e d  from 

d e t e r i o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  s u r f a c e  and i t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  f u r t h e r  

ch eck  th e  r e a d i n g s .  He found i n s c r i p t i o n s  and  f r a g m e n t s  o f  

i n s c r i p t i o n s  on l e a t h e r ,  b r o n z e ,  c o p p e r  and l e a d .  Among 

t h e s e  a r e  d e c r e e s  o f  t h e  Assembly o f  t h e  E p i r e t e s  i s s u e d  

d u r i n g  th e  r e i g n  o f  E a c i d e s .  H is  works  a l s o  i n c l u d e d  

c e r t a i n  f r a n c h i s e s ,  s a l e s  c o n t r a c t s ,  e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t s  o f  

s l a v e s ,  and t h e  l i k e .  A l l  t h e s e  a c t s  had b e e n  d e p o s i t e d  

i n  t h e  tem ple  o f  Zeus N a io s  c o n fo rm in g  t o  th e  custom
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g e n e r a l l y  p r a c t i c e d  by th e  H e l l e n e s  o f  g i v i n g  t o  t h e i r

c o n t r a c t s  more p u b l i c i t y  by making  a  d e p o s i t  o f  them i n

a  te m p le  and  t h e r e b y  i n v e s t i n g  them w i t h  a  s a c r e d  c h a r a c t e r

33w hich  r e n d e r e d  t h e i r  e x e c u t i o n  more c e r t a i n .

Those  t a b l e t s  found by  E v a n g e l i d e s  i n  t h e  t h i r t i e s  

a r e  i n  t h e  Museum o f  J a n n i n a  a n d  a r e  s t i l l  w e l l  p r e s e r v e d .  

They i n c l u d e  a  f o u r t h - c e n t u r y  d e d i c a t i o n  to  Zeus N a io s  and 

f o r t y - t h r e e  t e x t s ,  many o f  w h ich  a r e  s e r i o u s l y  m u t i l a t e d ,

and d a t e  from th e  f i f t h  o r  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  B.C.  A l l ,  s a v e

t h r e e  o f  t h e  t e x t s ,  a r e  on p l a t e s  o f  b r o n z e  o r  l e a d ,  t h e

o t h e r s  b e i n g  on c o p p e r  and l e a t h e r .  The m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e

q u e s t i o n s  seem t o  c e n t e r  a ro u n d  t h e  themes  o f  m a r r i a g e ,

3 -̂c h i l d r e n ,  home o r  p r o p e r t y ,  b u s i n e s s  and  h e a l t h .

The i n s c r i p t i o n s  found a t  Dodona th row  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  

l i g h t  on t h e  f u n c t i o n  of  th e  G reek  o r a c l e  and  the  c o n f i 

d e n t i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  t h e  G reek  and  h i s  d e i t y .

Most  o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  worded i n  t h e  t h i r d  p e r s o n ,  

a l t h o u g h  a l l  o f  them a r e  n o t  i n  what  would  be  the  e q u i v a l e n t  

o f  t h e  K i n g ' s  E n g l i s h ,  Out o f  t h e  f i f t y  i n q u i r i e s  which  

a r e  p r e s e r v e d  and can  be r e a d , o n l y  n i n e  a r e  from c i t i e s  or 

s t a t e s ,  a s  p r i v a t e  i n d i v i d u a l s  make up t h e  b u l k  o f  t h e  

q u e s t i o n s .  Many o f  t h e s e  i n d i v i d u a l s  do n o t  s t a t e  t h e i r

33S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona ,  p .  £ £ ,

G. G. P a y n e ,  "A rc h a e o lo g y  R e p o r t , "  J o u r n a l  o f  
H e l l e n i c  S t u d i e s ,  LVII (1937)♦  19 0 .
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hom eland ,  p r o b a b l y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  came from t h e  a r e a  and  th u s  

d i d  n o t  f e e l  t h e  need  to  i d e n t i f y  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h  t h e  god 

whom t h e y  r e g a r d e d  a s  t h e i r  n e i g h b o r .  S e v e r a l  o f  t h e  p e t 

i t i o n e r s  i d e n t i f y  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  A t h e n i a n ,  A m b ro c io te  o r  

s u c h ,  w h i l e  t h e  homelands  o f  t h e  o t h e r  p e t i t i o n e r s  a r e  

i d e n t i f i e d  by t h e  form o f  a l p h a b e t  o r  d i a l e c t  w h ic h  t h e y  

u s e d .  The p e t i t i o n e r s  were  n e a r l y  a lw ays  men, b u t  o c c a 

s i o n a l l y  a  w i f e  was a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  h e r  husband  and a t  

l e a s t  one woman i n q u i r e d  a l o n e .

The p r i v a t e  i n d i v i d u a l s  who c o n s u l t e d  Zeus w ere  con

c e r n e d  w i t h  a l l  manner o f  e v e r y d a y  q u e r i e s .  The s t o c k  

q u e s t i o n s  seem to  be w h e t h e r  t o  g e t  m a r r i e d ,  t o  v e n t u r e  

on a  b u s i n e s s  v o y a g e ,  o r  t o  u n d e r t a k e  some t a s k  o r  m i s s i o n .  

The s u b j e c t s  o f  t h e  p e t i t i o n s  were  t h u s  s m a l l  m a t t e r s ,  and 

r e f l e c t  t h e  a t t i t u d e s  and  c o n c e r n s  o f  t h e  a v e r a g e  man i n  

t h e  a n c i e n t  w o r ld ,  A f t e r  o n l y  a  g lance ,  i t  i s  e a s y  t o  s e e  

t h a t  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r s  were  o f t e n  c o n ce rn e d  w i t h  t h e  same 

m a t t e r s  w h ich  b o t h e r  men t o d a y !  h e a l t h ,  l p v e ,  b u s i n e s s ,  

c h i l d r e n  and  s e c u r i t y .  Thus modern man may n o t  be s o  

d i f f e r e n t  from h i s  a n c i e n t  b r o t h e r  a f t e r  a l l !

The o r a c l e  was a l s o  c o n s u l t e d  on r e l i g i o u s  m a t t e r s .

The l e a d  t a b l e t s  r e c o v e r e d  f r e q u e n t l y  a s k  t h e  q u e s t i o n  

wha t  go d ,  g o d d e ss  o r  h e ro  s h o u l d  be i n v o k e d  f o r  a i d  t o
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35s o l v e  a  p a r t i c u l a r  p r o b l e m .  Zeus and  Dione were n o t  

a lw ay s  c o n s u l t e d  f o r  a d v i c e  b u t  a t  t i m e s  t o  m e r e l y  g iv e  

t h e i r  b l e s s i n g  t o  a  p r o j e c t  wh ich  had  a l r e a d y  been  beg u n .

One i n t e r e s t i n g  n o t e  i s  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  

t h e m s e l v e s .  Many o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  r e f l e c t  a  v e i l e d  o r  

h id d e n  p r o b e  t o  t h e  go d .  I t  i s  a l m o s t  a s  i f  t h e  q u e s t i o n e r  

does  n o t  want  t h e  god t o  r e a l l y  know e x a c t l y  what i t  i s  

he i s  up t o  and  so  he b e a t s  a r o u n d  t h e  p r o v e r b i a l  b u s h .

How s i m i l a r  i s  t h i s  t o  t h e  modern c o n c e p t i o n  o f  p r a y e r  i n  

which  a  man p r a y s  f o r  s o m e th in g  w i t h o u t  r e a l l y  i d e n t i f y i n g  

what i t  i s  he i s  a s k i n g  f o r ?  I f  a n y t h i n g ,  t h e r e  i s  one

f a c t  t h a t  r i n g s  c l e a r l y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  man i s

i n  t r o u b l e  and i s  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  an an sw er  t o  h i s  n e e d s  

and a  s o u r c e  t o  w h ich  he can  go f o r  h e l p .

P e t i t i o n s  From Greek  S t a t e s

Out o f  t h e  f o r t y  t a b l e t s  which  h av e  b e e n  r e c o v e r e d  

i n t a c t ,  o n l y  n i n e  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  p e t i t i o n s  o f  s t a t e s .  The 

f o l l o w i n g  t r a n s l a t i o n s  d e p i c t  t h e  p o o r  g r a m m a t i c a l  con

s t r u c t i o n  u sed  by  t h e  a n c i e n t  G re ek s ;

1 .  From t h e  t r i b e  o f  C haones .

D a ted  from t h e  l a t e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  B .C .

35 A r t h u r  F a i r b a n k s ,  Handbook o f  Greek  R e l i g i o n  
(C h ic a g o ;  American  Book Company, 1 9 1 0 ) ,  p .  87•
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"Good f o r t u n e .  The c i t y  o f  t h e  Chaones  r e q u e s t s  
Zeus N a io s  a n d  Dione t o  answ er  i f  i t  i s  b e t t e r  o r  more 
good and more e x p e d i e n t  t h a t  t h e y  t r a n s f e r  t h e  b u i l d 
i n g  o f  t h e  t e m p le  o f  A th e n a ,  t h e  c i t y  G o d d e s s . ' 1

A p p a r e n t l y  t h e  Chaones had p r e v i o u s l y  r e c e i v e d  a  

f a v o r a b l e  r e s p o n s e  p e r m i t t i n g  them t o  b u i l d  a  t e m p le  

on a p a r t i c u l a r  s i t e  and now t h e y  w ish ed  t o  change  

t h e  l o c a t i o n .  S in c e  t h e  god had s a n c t i o n e d  t h e  p r e 

v i o u s  s i t e  t h e y  f e l t  t h a t  he would  have  t o  s a n c t i o n  

t h e  move a l s o .

2.  From th e  C o r c y r a e a n s .

D a ted  b e tw e e n  ^ 5 0 -^ 0 ^  B.C.

"God. The C o r c y r a e a n s  i n q u i r e  o f  Zeus N a ios  and 
D io n e ,  t o  w ha t  god o r  h e ro  by mak ing  s a c r i f i c e  and 
p r a y e r  th e y  may d w e l l  i n  t h e  f a i r e s t  a n d  b e s t  way 
b o t h  now and  i n  t ime  t o  come."

J .  From th e  Dodonaeans .

T h i s  has  n o t  b e e n  d a t e d .

"The Dodonaeans  a s k  Zeus and Dione  w h e t h e r  i t  i s  on 
a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  i m p u r i t y  o f  some human b e i n g  t h a t  god 
s e n d s  th e  s t o r m . "

I t  would seem t h a t  t h e  Dodonaeans  f e e l  f a m i l i a r  enough 

w i t h  t h e  god o f  th e  o r a c l e  t o  o m i t  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  c u l t  

name N a io s  when a d d r e s s i n g  him. 

k.  From t h e  M ondaeans.

T h i s  has  n o t  b e e n  d a t e d .

"The community o f  t h e  Mondaeans i n q u i r e s  o f  Zeus N a io s  
and Dione c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  money o f  Themis  w h e th e r  i t  i s  
p e r m i s s i b l e  a n d  b e t t e r  t o  p u t  i t  on l o a n  f o r  T h e m is . "
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T h i s  would seem to  be an  i n q u i r y  c o n c e r n i n g  the  m a t t e r  

o f  u s i n g  t h e  money o f  t h e  s a c r e d  t r e a s u r y  f o r  some 

c i v i l  p u r p o s e .

5 .  From t h e  C o r c y r a e a n s  and  t h e  O r i c i a n s .

T h i s  h a s  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

"God. The C o r c y r a e a n s  and  t h e  O r i c i a n s  i n q u i r e  o f  
Zeus N a io s  and Dione by making s a c r i f i c e  and p r a y e r  

: t o  what  god o r  h e r o  t h e y  may d w e l l  i n  t h e  f a i r e s t  
and s a f e s t  way and good and p l e n t i f u l  f r u i t s  may 
t h r i v e  f o r  them and en jo y m e n t  o f  e v e r y  f i n e  f r u i t . "

T h i s  i s  one o f  t h e  few p e t i t i o n s  found  i n  which more

t h a n  one p e r s o n  o r  s t a t e  combine i n  an a t t e m p t  to

s p e a k  t o  t h e  god .

6 .  From an unknown s t a t e  o f  E p i r u s .

T h i s  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"The community o f  t h e . . . a s k  Zeus N a io s  and Dione 
w h e t h e r . . . i f  t h e y  j o i n  t h e  f e d e r a t i o n  w i t h  the  M o l o s s i  
i t  w i l l  be s a f e  f o r  t h e m ."

A l th o u g h  no p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n  has  a t t e m p t e d  a 

d a t e  f o r  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p e t i t i o n ,  i t  would  a p p ea r  

t o  be from t h e  p e r i o d  o f  t im e  i n  w h ich  A lexande r  I  

o f  M o l o s s i  was a t t e m p t i n g  t o  u n i f y  t h e  s t a t e  o f  

E p i r u s ,  3^2-330  B.C.

7 .  From th e  c i t y  o f  Taren tum .

D a ted  from th e  end o f . t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  B.C.

"To t h e  g o d s .  With  good f o r t u n e .  The c i t y  o f  Tarentum 
a s k s  Zeus N a io s  and Dione c o n c e r n i n g  a l l  good f o r t u n e  
and c o n c e r n i n g . . . "
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A l th o u g h  t h i s  p e t i t i o n  i s  l a r g e l y  f r a g m e n t a r y  i t  i s  

t h e  o n ly  p e t i t i o n  r e c o v e r e d  t h u s  f a r  from T a ren tum .

I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  b e c a u s e  i t  s h e d s  l i g h t  on t h e  d i s t a n c e  

p e o p l e  would t r a v e l  t o  c o n s u l t  t h e  o r a c l e .

8 .  From an  unknown t r i b e  o r  c i t y  i n  E p i r u s .

T h i s  has  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

" . . . a s k  how t h e y  can  b e s t  g u a r a n t e e  t h e i r  s e c u r i t y  
i f  a l l i e d  w i t h  t h e  M o l o s s i a n s . "

T h i s  p e t i t i o n  would a g a i n  seem t o  come from d u r i n g  

t h e  r e i g n  o f  A le x a n d e r  I  who t r i e d  t o  u n i f y  E p i r u s .

9 .  From t h e  a r b i t r a t o r s  o f  an  unknown c i t y .

T h i s  ha6 b e e n  d a t e d  t o  t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y .

•’The a r b i t r a t o r s  a s k  Zeus N a io s  and Dione w h e th e r  i f  
t h e y  spend  t h e . . . m o n e y  on t h e  c o u n c i l  chamber w h ich  
he h a s  j u s t l y  r e c o v e r e d  from t h e  c i t y  i t  w i l l  be  
b e t t e r  and more good f o r  th e m ."

Answer: ( ? )

"To th e  a r b i t r a t o r s .  J u s t l y  s p en d  t h i s  on t h e  c o u n c i l
c h a m b e r . "36

T h i s  i s  one o f  t h e  p e t i t i o n s  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  c o n t r o 

v e r s y  o v e r  w r i t t e n  a n s w e r s  a t  Dodona. To t h i s  p a r t 

i c u l a r  p e t i t i o n  t h e r e  i s  an  a p p a r e n t  a n s w e r ,  b u t  i t  

seems t o  be r a t h e r  s p e c i f i c  an  an sw er  i f  t h e  p r i e s t e s s

^ T h e s e  p e t i t i o n s  a r e  found  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s o u r c e s :  
F a r n e l l ,  Greek S t a t e s . V o l .  I ,  p .  kO} P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p p .  259 -62  
S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona , p .  i v .
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was n o t  a b l e  t o  o pen  and r e a d  t h e  f o l d e d  t a b l e t

P e t i t i o n s  From I n d i v i d u a l s

The p e t i t i o n s  o f  p r i v a t e  i n d i v i d u a l s  make up th e  b u lk  

o f  th e  t a b l e t s  fo u n d  a t  t h e  o r a c l e .  T h i r t y - n i n e  s u c h  

p e t i t i o n s  have b e e n  found  in. some d e g re e  o f  l e g i b i l i t y ;  

w h i le  some "of t h e s e  a r e  s e l f - e x p l a n a t o r y ,  o t h e r s  a r e  f r a g 

m e n ta ry  o r  may n e ed  some e x p l a n a t i o n .  A g a in ,  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

t r a n s l a t i o n s  w i l l  r e v e a l  th e  f a u l t y  grammar o f  t h e  p e o p le :

G e n e ra l  p e t i t i o n s

1 . I n q u i r e r  unknown.

T h is  has  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

" . . . i s  i t  b e t t e r  o r  m o re . .ad v an tag eo u s  t o  occupy  
my town o r  c o u n t r y  h o u s e . . . "

2 . I n q u i r e r  unknown.

T h is  has  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

" . . . t o  w hich  god o r  h e ro  by m aking s a c r i f i c e  may 
i t  be b e t t e r  o r  more g o o d . . , "

P e t i t i o n s  c o n c e r n i n g  th e  f a m i ly

1 .  From D io g n e tu s ,  t h e  son  o f  A r i s to m e d e s ,  o f  A th e n s .

T h is  has  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

"God. Good f o r t u n e .  0 l o r d  and m a s t e r ,  Zeus N a io s  
and D io n e , an d  D odonaeans, D io g n e tu s ,  t h e  so n  o f  
A r is to m e d e s ,  o f  A th e n s ,  a s k s  and  s u p p l i c a t e s  to  g iv e  
to  him and t o  a l l  who a r e  w e l l  d i s p o s e d  to  him a n d  to  
h i s  m o ther  C l e a r e t e  a n d . . . "
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2 .  From E vandros  an d  h i s  w i f e .

T h is  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"Gods. Good F o r t u n e .  E vandros  and h i s  w if e  i n q u i r e  
o f  Zeus N a io s  and  D ione by p r a y in g  and s a c r i f i c i n g  
t o  w hat o f  t h e  gods  o r  h e ro es  o r  s u p e r n a t u r a l  pow ers 
th e y  may f a r e  b e t t e r  and more w e l l  th e m s e lv e s  and 
t h e i r  h o u se h o ld  b o th  now and  f o r  a l l  t i m e , "

3 .  From L y k k id a s .

T h is  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

" . . . t h e  g u a r d i a n s h i p  w i l l  be f o r t u n a t e  t o  me which 
I  L y k k id a s  have by m a r r y in g . "

A p p a r e n t ly  L y k k id a s  was m a r ry in g  a  fem a le  r e l a t i v e  

and u n d e r t a k i n g  th e  g u a r d i a n s h i p  o f  h e r  p r o p e r t y .

*f. From G e r io to n .

T h is  h as  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"God. G e r io to n  a s k s  Zeus c o n c e rn in g  a w i f e ,  w h e th e r  
i t  i s  b e t t e r  f o r  him to  t a k e  o n e ,"

5 .  From L y s a n i a s .

T h is  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d ,  *

"God. L y s a n ia s  a s k s  i f  he i s  t h e  f a t h e r  o f  th e  c h i l d  
h i s  w i f e  N yla  i s  so o n  to  b e a r . "

6 ,  From an  unknown h u sb a n d .

T h is  has  n o t  b e en  d a t e d ,

" . . . a s k s  Zeus N a io s  and  D ione i f  th e  c h i l d  w hich 
Annyla  i s  b e a r i n g  i s  m in e ."

T h is  same ty p e  o f  q u e s t i o n  a p p e a r s  to  have  been  a sk e d  

on a  g r e a t  number o f  t h e  f r a g m e n ta ry  t a b l e t s  w hich  

have b een  found a t  th e  o r a c l e .  A p p a r e n t ly ,  men 

w o r r i e d  a b o u t  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  a s  much i n  th e  a n c i e n t  w o r ld  

a s  t h e y  do i n  th e  m odern .
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7 .  From H e r c l i e d a s .

T h is  has  n o t  b e e n  d a t e d .

" H e r c l i e d a s  a s k s  Zeus and Dione good f o r t u n e ,  and 
i n q u i r e s  o f  t h e  god c o n c e r n in g  a c h i l d ,  i f  he i s  to  
have one by A ig le  h i s  p r e s e n t  w i f e . "

8 . From an  unknown f a t h e r  o r  m o th e r .

T h is  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"God. . . . a s k s  i f  i t  w ould  be a d v a n ta g e o u s  t o  d o . . .  
f o r  th e  c h i l d - "

A lth o u g h  l a r g e l y  f r a g m e n ta ry ,  t h i s  p e t i t i o n  h as  been  

in c lu d e d  b e c a u s e  i t  shows a n o t h e r  ty p e  o f  p e t i t i o n  

a s k e d ,  t h a t  i s ,  one r e q u e s t i n g  a i d  f o r  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n ,

9 .  From a  c o n c e rn e d  f a m i ly  man,

T h is  h as  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

" . . . p r a y s  Zeus and Dione t o  a c c o rd  s u c c e s s  t o  him 
and h i s  p e o p l e ,  and  t h a t  I  may have o t h e r  c h i l d r e n  
b e s i d e s  my d a u g h te r  E g l e . "

10 . From A n a x ip p u s .

T h is  h as  n o t  been  d a t e d .

"God. Good f o r t u n e .  A naxippus a s k s  Zeus N a io s  and 
D ione c o n c e r n in g  m ale  o f f s p r i n g  from P h i l i s t a  h i s  
w i f e ,  by p r a y i n g  t o  w hat o f  th e  gods s h a l l  I  f a r e  
b e t t e r  and  m ost w e l l . "

A t r a n s l a t o r ' s  n o te  d e c l a r e s  t h a t  i n  t h i s  p e t i t i o n  

th e  s p e l l i n g  and  grammar a r e  i r r e g u l a r .  Would t h i s  

p o i n t  t o  t h e  u se  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  by o t h e r  t h a n  th e  

h i g h l y  e d u c a te d ?  P e r h a p s  t h e  poor l e s s  e d u c a te d  man 

a l s o  to o k  h i s  p ro b le m s  to  t h e  god o f  th e  Oak.
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P e t i t i o n s  c o n c e r n i n g  h e a l t h

1 .  From N i c o c r a t e i a .

T h is  has n o t  been  d a t e d .

" N i c o c r a t e i a  s a y s  to  w hich  o f  th e  gods sh e  had b e t t e r  
and  more a d v a n ta g e o u s ly  o f f e r  s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  th e  i l l 
n e s s  may c e a s e . "

T h is  p e t i t i o n  shows t h a t  th e  god was a l s o  p e t i t i o n e d  

by women an d  n o t  j u s t  by  men. A gain  t h i s  would te n d  

to  show th e  u s e  o f  t h e  o r a c l e  by a l l  c l a s s e s  o f  p e o p l e .

2 . From an unknown p e t i t i o n e r .

T h is  has  n o t  been  d a t e d .

" . . . t o  what god o r g o d d e s s  i s  i t  more b e t t e r  t o  p r a y  
and make s a c r i f i c e  t o  be c u red  o f  th e  i l l n e s s . "

3 .  From T h r a s y b o u lo s .

T h is  has  n o t  been  d a t e d .

" . . . T h r a s y b o u l o s  by s a c r i f i c i n g  and a p p e a s in g  w h ich  
god w i l l  he become h e a l t h i e r  a s  t o  h i s  e y e s , "

4 .  From L e o n t i o s .

T h is  has b e en  d a te d  t o  t h e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y .

"God. L u ck . L e o n t io s  c o n s u l t s  c o n c e r n in g  h i s  so n  
Leon w h e th e r  t h e r e  w i l l  be  r e c o v e r y  from th e  d i s e a s e  
on h i s  b r e a s t  w hich  s e i z e s  h im ."

5 .  From an  A m brac ian .

T h is  has  n o t  been  d a t e d .

" . . . e s  o f  A m b r a c ia . . . Zeus N a io s  and  Dione c o n c e r n in g  
h i s  h e a l t h  and  h i s  p r e s e n t  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  b o th  now and 
f o r  th e  f u t u r e  by a p p e a s in g  w hich  gods w i l l  he f a r e  
b e t t e r  and  more w e l l . "
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P e t i t i o n s  c o n c e r n i n g  b u s i n e s s

1 .  Prom a s h e p h e rd .

T h is  h a s  n o t  b e e n  d a te d ,

r,. . . i s  i t  b e t t e r  o r  more good to  r a i s e  sh e e p  o r  n o t  t o , ”

2 .  From C l e o t a s ,

T h is  h a s  n o t  been  d a t e d ,

" C l e c t a s  a s k s  Zeus and D ione i f  i t  i s  b e t t e r  and p r o 
f i t a b l e  f o r  him to  keep  s h e e p . "

3 .  From P h a i n y l o s ,

T h is  h ^s  b e en  d a te d  to  t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y ,

"God, F o r  good f o r t u n e .  Does th e  god g i^ e  an  o r a c l e  
t o  r h a i n y l o s  t o  work a t  h i s  a n c e s t r a l  t r a d e ,  t o  be a  
f i s h e r m a n ,  and  he w i l l  f a r e  b e t t e r  an d  more w e l l . "

T h is  i s  one- o f  t h e  i n q u i r i e s  t h a t  i s  u s e d  to  p ro v e  

t h a t  t h e  o r a c l e  gave w r i t t e n  a n s w e r s .  The b re a k  

s u g g e s t e d  a f t e r  " t r a d e "  c o u ld  end th e  q u e s t i o n ,  how

e v e r ,  t h e  i n i t i a l  i n v o c a t i o n  makes i t  more l i k e l y  to  

be an  o d d ly  p h r a s e d  q u e s t i o n .

4 .  From A e s c h y l in a s

T h is  h a s  n o t  been  d a te d .

" . . . , w h e th e r  i t  would be a good t h i n g  to  go to  th e  
T i s a t i s  i n  A d r i a . "

5 .  From an  unknown b u s in e s sm a n .

T h is  h a s  n o t  b e e n  d a t e d .

"Z e u s ,  L o r d ,  F o r tu n e .  W i l l  1 make a  p r o f i t  by c a r r y i n g  
goods a r o u n d . "
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6 . From an  unknown b u s in essm an ^

T h is  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"A man a s k s  o f  t h e  god t o  be r e a s s u r e d  i n  h i s  co m m erc ia l  
e n t e r p r i s e . H

T h is  comes from  a  p a tc h e d  f r a g m e n t .  The p e t i t i o n e r  a s k s  

th e  god f o r  h e lp  i n  h i s  b u s i n e s s  w i t h o u t  s a y in g  w hat 

th e  b u s i n e s s  i s  w hich  he i s  u n d e r t a k i n g .

7 .  From an unknown p e t i t i o n e r .

T h is  has n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

" . . . i s  i t  b e t t e r  o r  more good to  buy l a n d  and a  house  
i n  to w n .”

8 . From an  unknown p e t i t i o n e r .

T h is  has  been  d a te d  to  t h e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y .

"W hether i f  I  have a c q u i r e d  th e  h o u se  i n  town and t h e  
p l o t  o f  l a n d ,  i t  would be b e t t e r  and  more p r o f i t a b l e  
f o r  m e.'’

9 . From P a rm e n id a s .

T h is  has  n o t  been  d a t e d .

"F o r  good f o r t u n e .  P a rm e n id a s  i n q u i r e s  o f  Zeus N a io s  
and  Dione w i l l  i t  be  b e t t e r  and  more good f o r  him 
s t a y i n g  a t  home.'*

1 0 . From an  anonymous p e t i t i o n e r .

T h is  h as  b een  d a t e d  to  th e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y .

f,By h a v in g  p ra y e d  t o  what god i s  one t o  a c h ie v e  w hat 
he has  i n  m in d .”

The above i s  a n o t h e r  exam ple o f  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r  a s k in g  

th e  god f o r  h e lp  w i th o u t  t e l l i n g  t h e  god w hat i t  i s  

he w an ts  h i s  h e lp  i n  d o in g .  I t  would a lm o s t  a p p ea r
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t h a t  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r  d o e s  n o t  r e a l l y  t r u s t  h i s  god

and i s  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  g a i n  f a v o r  w i t h o u t  c o m m it t in g

h i m s e l f .  Or p e r h a p s  he f e e l s  t h a t  t h e  god a l r e a d y

knows e v e r y t h i n g  and  so  does  n o t  need  t o  be t o l d .

11* From A lc in o o s .

T h is  h a s  b e e n  d a te d  t o  th e  f o u r t h  c e n tu r y *

f,God. F o r t u n e .  A lc in o o s  i n q u i r e s  o f  Zeus N a io s  and 
D ione w h e th e r  i t  w ould  be b e t t e r  an d  more good f o r  
N ic e a s  t o  c o n s t r u c t  t h e  w o rk sh o p ."

A p p a r e n t ly  th e  p e t i t i o n e r  i s  i n q u i r i n g  on b e h a l f  o f  

a  t h i r d  p a r t y  who was u n a b le  t o  come t o  th e  o r a c l e .

12 . From S o c r a t e s .

T h is  has  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

" S o c r a t e s  i n q u i r e s  o f  Zeus N a io s  and  D ione by e n g a g in g  
i n  w hat w ork i t  may be b e t t e r  and  more w e l l  f o r  h i m s e l f  
and h i s  f a m i l y . "

13 . From an  anonymous p e t i t i o n e r .

T h is  has  n o t  been  d a t e d .

"Good f o r t u n e .  W hether by t r a d i n g  I  c a n  have  su c h  
f o r t u n e  a s  seem s p r o f i t a b l e  to  me, and  by e x p o r t i n g ,  
where  i t  seem s good w i t h  g u i l e l e s s  s k i l l . "

A t r a n s l a t o r 1s  n o te  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r  may

have b e e n  R h o d ian  from th e  d i a l e c t  u s e d .

14 . From A r i z e l o s .

T h is  h as  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"G ods. Good f o r t u n e .  A r i z e l o s  a s k s  t h e  god by making 
o r  d o in g  w ha t t h i n g  w i l l  i t  be b e t t e r  and  more good 
f o r  him and  w i l l  he have a good p o s s e s s i o n  o f  p r o p e r t y . "
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1 5 . From A v an d ru s .

T h is  h a s  n o t  b e en  d a t e d .

"A vandrus  s e e k s  t o  know by w hat p r a y e r  o r  w o rsh ip  
he may f a r e  b e s t  now and  f o r e v e r . "

P e t i t i o n s  c o n c e r n in g  s t o l e n  p r o p e r t y

1 .  From A g is .

T h is  h as  n o t  been  d a t e d .

"A g is  a s k s  Zeus N a io s  an d  D ione a b o u t  th e  b l a n k e t s
and th e  p i l l o w s  w hich  he h a s  l o s t  w h e th e r  someone
from  o u t s i d e  may have s t o l e n  th e m ."

2 .  From A r i s t o c l e s ,  th e  s l a v e ’ s  owner o r  one o f  th o s e

a c c u s e d  o f  k id n a p p in g  him .

T h is  h as  b een  d a te d  t o  t h e  f i f t h  c e n t u r y .

"God. Good f o r t u n e .  Did A r c h c n id a s  n o t  k id n a p  th e  
s e r v a n t  o f  A r i s t o c l e s  o r  A r c h e b io s  t h e  s o n  o f  A rc h o n id a s  
k id n a p  him o r  S o sa n d ro s  who was once th e  s l a v e  o f  him 
o r  o f  h i s  w i f e . "

I t  w ould  a p p e a r  from t h i s  p e t i t i o n  t h a t  t h e  god was 

a l s o  u s e d  to  s e t t l e  l e g a l  d i s p u t e s .

3 .«  From S a t y r o s .

T h i s  h as  n o t  b een  d a t e d .

"F o r  good F o r tu n e .  S a t y r o s  c o n s u l t s  Zeus N a ios  and 
D ione was t h e  S c y th i a n  o f  S a t y r o s  n o t  p ack ed  u p ;  i n  
E le a  he would have s t r i p p e d  th e  h id e  o f f  t h e  r a c i n g  
s t e e d  o f  D o r i l a u s  a l i a s  A c t i u s . "

The above  p e t i t i o n  h e lp s  t o  p ro v e  t h a t  th e  o r a c l e  was 

u sed  by a l l  c l a s s e s  o f  p e o p l e .  I t  i s  a p p a r e n t l y  w r i t t e n  

i n  t h e  j a r g o n  o f  th e  s t a b l e s  and so  i s  n o t  so  e a s i l y  

u n d e r s to o d .
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k a From an anonymous p e t i t io n e r .

T h is  has  n o t  b e e n  d a t e d .

"Did D o r k i lo s  s t e a l  th e  c l o t h ? " ^

Dodona*s H e r i t a g e

B e s id e s  th e  p e t i t i o n s  r e c o r d e d  on th e  l e a d  t a b l e t s ,

Dodona h as  a  g r e a t  number o f  l e g e n d a r y  p e t i t i o n s  s u r r o u n d i n g  

i t .  C e r t a i n l y ,  some o f  t h e s e  le g e n d s  a r e  c o m p le te  f a b r i c a t i o n  

s u c h  a s  th e  one c o n c e r n in g  H e r c u l e s ;  b u t  o t h e r s  o f  them may 

have a  th r e a d  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  t r u t h ,  su ch  a s  th e  o r a c l e s  s a n c 

t i o n i n g  o f  A th e n s '  e x p e d i t i o n  t o  S i c i l y .  In  any  c a s e ,  a l l  

t h e s e  t a l e s  make up  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r i t a g e  o f  Dodona and  

f o r  t h i s  r e a s o n  th e y  a r e  i n c l u d e d .

Dodona i n  Homer

The f i r s t  w r i t t e n  m e n t io n  o f  th e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona i s  i n  

th e  I l i a d  i n  w h ic h  Homer r e f e r s  to  Dodona c o n c e r n in g  th e  

c u l t  o f  A th en a .  I n  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  I l i a d , b e f o r e  t h e  

s h i p s  s e t  s a i l ,  a  c o n t i n g e n t  jo in e d  th e  G reek  s i d e  l e d  by 

T e u th i s  who managed to  g e t  in v o lv e d  i n  a  q u a r r e l  w i t h

■57
These p e t i t i o n s  may be found  i n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s o u r c e s :  

G r a n t ,  H e l l e n i s t i c  R e l i g i o n s , p .  33» M y ers ,  E s s a y s , p . 2 7 ;  
N i l s s o n ,  G reek F o lk  R e l i g i o n , p .  125; P a r k e ,  Z e u s ,  p p .  26*f- 
273 ; P a y n e ,  **Archaeology R e p o r t , "  p .  8 ? ;  S t r a t t o n ,  Dodona, 
p .  i i i .
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Agamemnon when th e  f l e e t  was d e t a i n e d  a t  A u l i s .  The a r g u 

ment r a g e d  so  h o t l y  t h a t  T e u th i s  was p r e p a r i n g  t o  l e a d  

h i s  t r o o p s  home when A th e n a  a p p e a re d  i n  t h e  g u is e  o f  M e la s ,  

t h e  son  o f  Ops, and a t t e m p t e d  to  p e r s u a d e  him to  r e m a in .  

T e u t h i s ,  i n  r a g i n g  a n g e r ,  s t r u c k  M elas (A th e n a )  i n  t h e  

t h i g h  w i th  h i s  s p e a r  and th e n  l e d  h i s  army away. When he 

r e a c h e d  home he had a  v i s i o n  o f  A thena  wounded i n  t h e  t h i g h  

w hich  was fo l lo w e d  by  a  w a s t i n g  d i s e a s e  w hich  a t t a c k e d  him 

and a  fam ine t h a t  b l i g h t e d  o n ly  h i s  town o f  A r c a d i a .  Sub

s e q u e n t l y ,  an  o r a c l e  from  Dodona i n s t r u c t e d  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s  

t o  make a  s t a t u e  o f  A th e n a  show ing h e r  wounded and  t h i s

38would a p p e a se  th e  g o d d e s s .  Eomer a l s o  m e n t io n s  Dodona 

i n  c o n n e c t io n  w i th  th e  p r a y e r  o f  A c h i l l e s  ( s e e  page  o n e ) .

Homer’ s  t h i r d  r e f e r e n c e  t o  Dodona o c c u r s  i n  t h e  

O d y ssey . OdyBseus, on h i s  way home, s t o p s  a t  Dodona t o  

l e a r n  what would be th e  b e s t  way f o r  him t o  r e t u r n  home. 

A c co rd in g  to  Homer, O d y sse u s  was g o in g  to  Dodona, so  t h a t  

"from  th e  h ig h  f o l i a g e d  o a k  t r e e  he m igh t h e a r  t h e  w i l l  o f  

Zeus on th e  q u e s t i o n  how he sh o u ld  r e t u r n  t o  th e  r i c h  l a n d  

o f  I t h a c a ,  now t h a t  he had  b e en  a b s e n t  s o  lo n g :  w h e th e r

39t o  r e t u r n  s e c r e t l y  o r  o p e n ly . " "

38Homer I l i a d  2 ,  60 9 .

■^Horner O dyssey  1 4 .  32 7 .
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Dodona and the Argonauts

I n  a n o t h e r  m y t h i c a l  w ork , th e  A r g o n a u t i c a . t h e  o a k  o f

Dodona p l a y s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  r o l e .  When A rgus  began  t o  b u i l d

th e  f i f t . y - o a r e d  s h i p  Argo th e  g o d d e ss  A th e n a  d e c id e d  t o

a s s i s t  h im . A th e n a  w ent t o  Dodona and to o k  a  l im b  o f  t h e

s a c r e d  oak to  f a s h i o n  th e  k e e l  o f  th e  s h ip *  th u s  g i v i n g

t o  t h e  Argo th e  pow er o f  s p e e c h .

A cco rd in g  t o  t h e  l e g e n d ,  t h e  Argo spoke  t h r e e  t im e s :

once  on b e in g  l a u n c h e d ;  "and  a  s t r a n g e  c r y  d id  t h e  Argo

h e r s e l f  u t t e r  u r g i n g  them t o  s e t  f o r t h ; "  a g a i n  when a  new

helmsman was c h o s e n  and f i n a l l y  a t  t h e  f u r t h e s t  p o i n t  o f

th e  jo u r n e y .  T h i s  l a s t  t im e  th e  s h i p  w arned  them " t h a t

th e y  s h o u ld  n o t  e s c a p e  th e  w ra th  o f  Z eus , n o r  th e  e n d l e s s

s e a ,  n o r  g r i e v o u s  t e m p e s t s ,  u n l e s s  C i r c e  s h o u ld  p u rg e

away th e  g u i l t  o f  t h e  r u t h l e s s  m urder o f  A p s y s tu s "  t h e

40b r o t h e r  o f  M edea.

The o t h e r  m e n t io n  o f  Dodona i n  th e  m y th o lo g y  o f  G reece  

c o n c e rn s  t h e  l a b o r s  o f  H e r c u l e s .  I t  would seem t h a t  a s  

H e rc u le s  was a p p r o a c h in g  th e  end  o f  h i s  tw e lv e  l a b o r s  he 

a r r i v e d  a t  th e  a n c i e n t  o r a c l e .  I t  was h e r e  t h a t  he l e a r n e d

4 lth e  end o f  h i s  l a b o r s  was n e a r .

^ A p o l l o n i u s  R h o d iu s  A r g o n a u t i c a  4 .  5 9 4 .

41A p o l lo d o ru s  The L i b r a r y  2 .  5»
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Athens and Dodona

1 ,  T h e re  was an  a n c i e n t  p ro p h e c y  from  Dodona w hich  A th en s  

had r e c e i v e d  b e f o r e  th e  ag e  o f  t h e  A t t i c  k i n g s .  I t  

s t a t e d :

Beware o f  th e  h i l l  o f  A res  and  th e  a l t a r  o f  
t h e  E um enides , r i c h  i n  i n c e n s e ,  w here  i t  i s  
f a t e d  t h a t  t h e  L a c ed a e m o n ia n s ,  when h a r d  p r e s s e d  
by th e  s p e a r ,  become y o u r  s u p p l i a n t s .  See 
t h a t  you do n o t  s l a y  them w i th  s t e e l  n o r  t r e a t  
t h e  s u p p l i a n t s  w r o n g f u l ly ;  f o r  th e y  a r e  h o ly  
and  s a c r h d .^ 2

These  w ords o f  t h e  o r a c l e  were r e c a l l e d  d u r i n g  th e

P e lo p o n n e s i a n  War when th e  S p a r t a n s  had in v a d e d  th e

l a n d  o f  A t t i c a .  A t one p o i n t  some S p a r t a n s  had managed

s e c r e t l y  to  e n t e r  t h e  c i t y  by n i g h t  and when, on th e

n e x t  d a y ,  th e y  found  th e m s e lv e s  d e s e r t e d  by t h e i r  a l l i e s

th e y  t o o k  r e f u g e  i n  th e  A reopagus  an d  a t  t h e  a l t a r  o f

E um en ides . The A th e n ia n s ,  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  t h e  w is h

o f  t h e  o r a c l e ,  a l lo w e d  th e  S p a r t a n s  to  r e t i r e  u n h u r t .

2* D u r in g  th e  P e lo p o n n e s i a n  War th e  o r a c l e  a t  D e lp h i

cham pioned th e  c a u s e  o f  S p a r t a .  T h u s ,  A th e n s  p r e f e r r e d  

t o  c o n s u l t  t h e  a n c i e n t  and  n e a r l y  i n a c c e s s i b l e  o r a c l e  

a t  Dodona. U n t i l  a ro u n d  B .C . ,  when A th e n s  b eg an  t o  

c o n s u l t  Zeus a t  Dodona, to  c o u n t e r a c t  t h e  h o s t i l i t y  o f  

D e lp h i ,  Dodona seems to  have p l a y e d  no p a r t  i n  p o l i t i c s .

^ P a u s a n i a s  A c h a ia  2 5 .  1 .

4 5 I b i d , , 2 5 .  3 .
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T h a t  A th e n s  c o n s u l t e d  t h e  god a t  Dodona i s  p ro v e n  

by f r a g m e n ts  o f  an  i n s c r i p t i o n  on b ro n z e  w h ich  r e 

c o rd  an  A th e n ia n  d e d i c a t i o n  and seem s t o  be a  mem

o r i a l  t o  a  n a v a l  v i c t o r y .  D u r in g  t h i s  same p e r i o d ,

A th en s  s o u g h t  th e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  Zeus t o  e s t a b l i s h

44t h e  T h r a c i a n  g o d d ess  E e n d is  a s  a  l o c a l  d i e t y .

Dodona v e n tu r e d  i n t o  p o l i t i c s  when r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s

o f  A th e n s  a p p ro a c h e d  Zeus w i th  a  q u e s t i o n :  s h o u ld

A th e n s  c a r r y  o u t  th e  p ro p o s e d  a t t a c t  on S i c i l y ?  F e e l i n g s

i n  A th e n s  w e re ,  by t h i s  t im e ,  p r o b a b l y  r u n n in g  i n  f a v o r

o f  t h e  e x p e d i t i o n ,  and so  Zeus gave  h i s  b l e s s i n g s  i n

s a y i n g  t h a t  A th en s  s h o u ld  s e t t l e  i n  S i c i l y .  A f te r

r e c e i v i n g  t h i s  e n co u rag e m e n t ,  t h e  A th e n ia n  f o r c e s  s a i l e d

t o  S i c i l y  and  a b so rb e d  a  t e r r i b l e  d e f e a t .  When news o f

th e  d i s a s t e r  f i n a l l y  r e a c h e d  A th e n s  a  shadow o f  s u s p i c i o n

and d o u b t  was c a s t  on t h e  o r a c l e ,  b u t  t h e  p r i e s t e s s  o f

Zeus had t h e  an sw e r .  O u ts id e  o f  t h e  n o r t h  g a t e  o f  A thens

l a y  a  s m a l l  r i d g e  o r  h i l l  w h ich  was r e f e r r e d  to  a s

S c k k i l i a ?  t h i s ,  a a i d  th e  p r i e s t e s s ,  m ust have  been

w hat Zeus was r e f e r r i n g  to  when he o r d e r e d  A thens  to

c o l o n i z e .  Once a g a in ,  by s u i t a b l e  a m b i g u i t i e s ,  th e

45o r a c l e  had p ro v e n  i t s e l f  c o r r e c t .
i '

i i . i i .
P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s , p .  110 .

^ N i l s s o n ,  G reek  F o lk  R e l i g i o n , p .  131? P a r k e ,  O r a c l e s ,
p . 111 .
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3* Dodona made a n o t h e r  p r e d i c t i o n  c o n c e r n in g  th e  P e lo p o n n e s i a n  

W ars T h is  p r e d i c t i o n  d e c l a r e d  t h a t  th e  war w ould  l a s t

" t h r i c e  n in e  y e a r s "  and  t im e  has  p ro v e n  t h i s  t o  be c o r -

, 46 r e c t .

4 .  The p h i lo s o p h e r , ,  Xenophon (4 2 6 -3 5 5  B .C .)  when he was

c o n c lu d in g  h i s  p la n n e d  r e fo rm s  o f  s t a t e ,  a sk e d  th e  o r a c l e  

"w h e th e r  i t  i s  more r i g h t  and b e t t e r  f o r  t h e  c i t y ,  f o r  

th e  p r e s e n t  and  th e  f u t u r e ,  i f  i t  i s  t h u s  o r g a n iz e d ? "

The o r a c l e  i s  s a i d  t o  have a g re e d  t h a t  th e  r e f o r m s

.  47 were good.

S p a r t a  and  Dodona

The S p a r t a n s  w ere r a t h e r  l a t e  i n  b e g in n in g  t o  c o n s u l t  

t h e  f a b l e d  o r a c l e ,  b u t  once  th e y  began  th e y  r e g i s t e r e d  q u i t e  

a  number o f  c o n s u l t a t i o n s .

1 .  I n  397 B .C . A g e s i l a u s  b eg an  h i s  r e i g n  a s  one o f  th e  two 

S p a r t a n  k i n g s .  T ha t he was e v e r  c h o se n  k i n g  i s  i n  i t s e l f  

u n u s u a l  b e c a u s e  he was e x t r e m e ly  s h o r t  and  la m e ,  m aking 

him a  l a u g h i n g s t o c k '  among h i s  f e l lo w  S p a r t a n s .  A g e s i l a u s  

w as, n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a  good g e n e r a l  and  l e d  a  number o f  

p l u n d e r i n g  r a i d s  a g a i n s t  th e  P e r s i a n s  i n  I o n i a .  The 

cam paign  en d ed  when th e  S p a r t a n  f l e e t  was d e s t r o y e d

46 . . rT h u cy d id es  The P e l o p o n n e s i a n  War 5» 2 6 .

47 Xenophon Ways and Means 6 .  2 .
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a t Cnidos and A g esila u s  was r e c a lle d  by the s t a t e  to

d e fe n d  th e  c o u n t r y  a g a i n s t  a  G reek  c o a l i t i o n .  B e f o re

t h i s  s o l d i e r - k i n g  l e f t  on h i s  cam paign he a sk e d  f o r  and

r e c e i v e d  o r a c u l a r  b l e s s i n g s  to  make th e  t r i p  t o  I o n i a  from

Dodona, b u t  t h i s  i s  o n ly  le g e n d  and has  n o t  b e e n  p ro v e n .

2 .  In  371 B .C. i s  th e  f i r s t  r e c o r d e d  i n s t a n c e  o f  a n  o f f i c i a l

c o n s u l t a t i o n  w i th  Zeus a t  Dodona by th e  S p a r t a n s .  The

a u t h o r ,  C a l l i s t h e n e e ,  r e c o r d s  t h a t  th e  S p a r t a n s  w ere

i n q u i r i n g  a b o u t  a  v i c t o r y  i n  t h e i r  war w i t h  T h e b e s .  The

p r i e s t e s s ,  who was i n  c h a rg e  o f  t h e  o r a c l e ,  i s  s a i d  t o

have t o l d  t h e  S p a r t a n s  t h a t  t h e y  o u gh t n o t  t o  be  t h i n k i n g

o f  v i c t o r i e s  b u t  o f  s a v i n g  th e m s e lv e s .  T h is  i s  f o r e -

49shad o w in g  th e  d i s a s t e r  a t  L e u c t r a .

3« The S p a r t a n s  r e c e i v e d  a  s t i l l  more d i r e c t  w a rn in g  c o n 

c e r n i n g  t h e i r  f a t e  a t  L e u c t r a .  Not lo n g  b e f o r e  t h e  

b a t t l e  to o k  p l a c e ,  ( i n  371 B .C .)  S p a r t a n  a m b a ssa d o rs  

were a t  t h e  o r a c l e  t o  q u e s t i o n  th e  god on t h e  outcom e 

o f  th e  a p p r o a c h in g  b a t t l e .  The q u e s t i o n s  w ere w r i t t e n  

and p l a c e d  i n  j a r s  b e f o r e  th e  p r i e s t e s s .  S h o r t l y  b e 

f o r e  t h e  cerem ony was t o  t a k e  p l a c e ,  th e  p e t  monkey

48 iXenophon H e l l e n i c s  3»4 .

^ C i c e r o  De d i v i n a t i o n e  1 . 74 .
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o f  t h e  M o lo s s i a n  k i n g ,  who wa6 a l s o  a t  t h e  s a n c t u a r y ,

r a c e d  i n t o  th e  s a c r e d  p r e c i n c t  and t i p p e d  o v e r  th e

j a r  c o n t a i n i n g  th e  l o t s .  The p r i e s t e s s  i s  s a i d  to

have r e p o r t e d  t h a t  t h i s  r u i n e d  th e  p ro p h e c y  and a t

50th e  same tim e  f o r e t o l d  o f  t h e  g r e a t  d i s a s t e r .  

b .  P e r h a p s  th e  m ost i n t e r e s t i n g  o f  t h e  p r o p h e c i e s  co n 

c e r n i n g  th e  S p a r t a n s  to o k  p l a c e  i n  36? B.C. and 

r e l a t e d  to  m i l i t a r y  p r o s p e c t s  on th e  eve o f  an a p p ro a c h 

in g  b a t t l e .  The o r a c l e  a t  Dodona t o l d  th e  S p a r t a n s  

t h a t  th e y  would w in  a  " t e a r l e s s  v i c t o r y . "  A f t e r  th e  

o u tb r e a k  o f  h o s t i l i t i e s ,  a S p a r t a n  army u n d e r  Archidamus 

was met by a s t r o n g  f o r c e  o f  A rc a d ia n s  and  A rg iv e s .

The Spa2‘t a n s  w ere a t  f i r s t  h a rd  p r e s s e d ,  b u t  q u i c k ly  

r a l l i e d  and b ro k e  t h r o u g h  th e  enemy r a n k s ,  i n f l i c t i n g  

heavy  l o s s e s  i n  g a i n i n g  a c o m p le te  v i c t o r y — w ith o u t  

a  s i n g l e  S p a r t a n  b e in g  k i l l e d !  The r e s u l t s  o f  t h i s  

b a t t l e  a r e  r e c o r d e d  by Xenophon, b u t  t h e r e  i s  a  d i s 

c r e p a n c y .

S in c e  Xenophon was a r e l i g i o u s  man who s t r o n g l y  

b e l i e v e d  in  o r a c l e s ,  why would he r e c o r d  " t e a r s "  i n  

c o n n e c t io n  w i th  th e  v i c t o r y ?  He w r i t e s  t h a t  "when 

th e y  h eard  th e  news o f  t h e  v i c t o r y ,  t h e  e l d e r s  and

50
C ic e r o  De d i v i n a t i o n e  1 .  7b.
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ephorc- a l l  o f  them w e p t ."  I t  a p p e a r s  a s  i f  t h e  o r a c l e ,

and  th e  t i t l e  fit e a r l e s e  v i c t o r y , ' *  w ere  l a t e  i n v e n t i o n s

b e c a u s e  t h e  method o f  c le ro m a n c y  d o e s  n o t  l e n d  i t s e l f

t o  v e r b a l  r e s p o n s e s .  S t i l l ,  i t  i s  n o t  im p o s s i b le  t h a t

th e  p r i e s t e s s  o f  Zeus, a t  t h e  o r i g i n a l  c o n s u l t a t i o n ,

had draw n l o t s  which s i g n i f i e d  t h a t  t h e  war would be

w i t h o u t  l o s s  and  t h a t  t h i s  was l a t e r  w orked up i n t o

t h e  s t o r y  i n  th e  form w h ich  Xenophon r e c o r d s  i t . * ^

5 .  By th e  end o f  th e  P e lo p o n n e s i a n  War t h e  p r e s t i g e  o f

th e  o r a c l e s  had waned. T h u s ,  L y s a n d e r ,  i n  s e e k in g  t o

o v e r th ro w  th e  S p a r t a n  c o n s t i t u t i o n ,  t r i e d  t o  p e e su a d e

th e  o r a c l e  to  h e lp  him, b u t  he f a i l e d .  L y s a n d e r 's

p l a n  was t o  th row  open th e  v o t i n g  t o  a l l  d e s c e n d e n ts

o f  H e r e u l e s ,  a s  t h e r e  would  th e n  be l i t t l e  d o u b t

t h a t  he w ould  be e l e c t e d .  L y s a n d e r  w an ted  th e  s u p p o r t

o f  Dodona b e c a u s e ,  due to  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  z e a l  o f  th e

p e o p l e ,  he r e a l i z e d  t h a t  a  l i n e  o f  o r a c l e  was w o rth

p a g e s  o f  r h e t o r i c .  The f a c t  t h a t  L y s a n d e r  t r i e d  to  u s e

t h e  o r a c l e  shows th e  d e g re e  t o  w h ich  th e  o r a c l e  had b e e n

52p r e v i o u s l y  c o r r u p t e d .

-^X enophon  H e l l e n i c s  7 . 1*

^ C h a r l e s  S a n k e y ,  S p a r ta n  and  T heban S u p rem a c ie s  
(New Y ork: G h a r le s  S c r i b n e r ' s  S o n s ,  1 9 0 5 ) » P» 8 9 .
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C orinth a t Dodona

1 .  The s t o r y  o f  C o r i n t h i a n  c o n t a c t  w i th  th e  o r a c l e  a t  

Dodona h a s  t h e  r i n g  o f  p u re  m yth . I t  i s  s a i d  t h a t  

A l e t e s  c o n s u l t e d  th e  o r a c l e  o f  Zeus a b o u t  th e  k i n g s h i p  

o f  C o r in th  and  r e c e i v e d  t h e  r e p l y  t h a t  he would c o n q u e r  

w henever someone gave him a  c lo d  o f  e a r t h ,  and  he a t 

ta c k e d  on a day of;'many g a r l a n d s .  A l e t e s  w ent t o  

C o r in th  a s  a  b e g g e r  and  a s k e d  f o r  b r e a d .  I n s t e a d  he 

was g iv e n  a  c lo d  o f  e a r t h *  As i t  was a l s o  a  f e s t i v a l  

day  f o r  t h e  dead  and g a r l a n d s  w ere  p l a c e d  on many

o f  t h e  tombs he a c t e d  a s  t h e  o r a c l e  s u g g e s te d  and

53made h i s  a t t a c k  i n s t a n t l y ,  and  t h e  c i t y  was h i s .  

T h e s s a ly  a t  Dodona

1 .  F o r  y e a r s  t h e  T h e s s a l i a n s  had b e en  m aking a  y e a r l y  

voyage to  Troy  i n  a  v e s s e l  r i g g e d  w i t h  a b l a c k  s a i l  

t o  make an  o f f e r i n g  to  th e  famed A c h i l l e s .  Myth 

r e l a t e s  t h a t  Zeus a t  Dodona o r d e r e d  t h a t  t h i s  s a c r i f i c e  

s h o u ld  be made.

^ P i n d a r  Nemean Odes 7 .  155*

^ T h o m a s  Seym ore , L i f e  i n  t h e  H om eric Age (New York: 
B ib lo  and T annen , 1 9 6 3 ) ,  p .  53^»
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The M olbaeians a t  Dodona

1 .  T h e re  a r e  o n ly  two s t o r i e s  c o n c e r n in g  t h e  M o lo s s ia n s  

a t  Dodona. The f i r s t  i n v o lv e s  t h e  p e t  monkey o f  th e  

M o le s s i a n  k in g  who t ip p e d  o v e r : t h e  j a r  o f  l o t s  and 

th u s  r u i n e d  th e  S p a r t a n ' s  h o p es  f o r  a  f a v o r a b l e  r e p l y .  

T h i s  s t o r y  h as  been  r e l a t e d  on page 9 5 .

2 .  A le x a n d e r  I ,  o f  M o lo s s i ,  who was p l a c e d  on th e  th r o n e  . 

i n  3^2 B.C. by  P h i l i p  l i e .o f  Mac.edon, i s  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  

th e  s e c o n d  s t o r y .  I t  was A l e x a n d e r ' s  hope  to  u n i t e  

E p i r u s ,  i n  th e  f o r a  o f  a  symmachy, w i th  h i m s e l f  a s  

hegem on. He conquered  m ost o f  s o u t h e r n  I t a l y ,  a l l i e d  

w i th  Rome, and was f i n a l l y  d e f e a t e d  and  k i l l e d  a t  

P a n d o s i a .  I t  i s  a b o u t  h i s  d e a t h  t h a t  t h e  o r a c l e  

s p e a k s .  Dodona warned "Son o f  A eacu s ,  b ew are  t o  go

to  th e  A c h e r u s ia n  w afe r  and  P a n d o s i a ,  w here  i t  i s  

f a t e d  you s h o u ld  d i e . "  Upon h e a r i n g  t h i s ,  A lex an d er  

had  h i s  m i n i s t e r s  l o c a t e  t h e s e  f a t a l  p l a c e s  and i n 

form  him o f  t h e i r  w h e re a b o u ts .  P l a c e s  o f  t h e s e  names 

w ere p o i n t e d  o u t  to  him i n  T h e s p r o t i a  w h ic h  he t h e r e 

a f t e r  c a r e f u l l y  a v o id e d .  A l e x a n d e r ' s  f a t e  f i n a l l y  

c a u g h t  up w i t h  him a t  a  f o r t r e s s  i n  B r e t t i u m  on th e  

r i v e r  A ch ero n . The l o c a l  p e o p le  r e f e r  t o  t h r e e  n e a rb y  

h i l l s  a s  P a n d o s i a ,  and i t  was t h e r e  t h a t  A lex an d e r  met 

h i s  d e a t h  i n  330 B.C. th u s  f u l f i l l i n g  t h e  p ro p h ecy  o f
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55t h e  o r a c l e #  A l e x a n d e r ' s  d e a t h  once  a g a in  p ro v e d  to  

th e  G reeks  t h a t  a  p e r s o n  who t h i n k s  he i s  e s c a p i n g  

from  a  f a t e  f o r e t o l d  by  th e  gods  i s  r e a l l y  b r i n g i n g  

i t  on h i m s e l f ,

P y r r h u s  a t  Dodona

1 ,  T h i s  i s  th e  l a s t  i n s t a n c e  o f  an  h i s t o r i c  c o n s u l t a t i o n  

a t  Dodona a s  r e c o r d e d  by  any  a n c i e n t  w r i t e r ,  P y r r h u s ,  

was a  w a r r in g  k in g  o f  E p i r u s  who a s s i s t e d  T aren tum  

i n  i t s  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  Rome, A f t e r  s e v e r a l  b a t t l e s ,  

i n c l u d i n g  a  v i c t o r y  a t  H e r a c l e a  i n  280 B .C , ,  P y r r h u s  

f o u g h t  Rome to  a  draw a t  Beneventum  i n  275 B .C . ,  a f t e r  

w h ich  he  r e t u r n e d  t o  E p i r u s  w i t h  o n ly  one t h i r d  o f  

h i s  o r i g i n a l  f o r c e .  H is  c o n n e c t i o n  w i th  Dodona i s  

su p p o se d  t o  have o c c u r r e d  b e f o r e  h i s  wars w i th  Rome, 

P re s u m a b ly  he a sk e d  to  w hat gods  and g o d d e sse s  s h o u ld  

o f f e r i n g s  be made .to i n s u r e  h i s  s u c c e s s .  The Dodonaean 

p r i e s t e s s  in c lu d e d  t h e  te m p le  o f  A thena  a t  L in d o s ,  on 

R h o d es ,  i n  h e r  l i s t  o f  s a n c t u a r i e s  t o  r e c e i v e  o f f e r i n g s .

She a l s o  i n s t r u c t e d  P y r r h u s  t o  g iv e  h i s  arms and b r i d l e
56t o  th e  god ,

33 S t r a b o  Geography 6 ,  5 ,

• ^ P a r k e ,  Z e u s , p .  1 ^ 6 .
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B o e o t i a  a t  Dodona

1 .  T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  o r a c u l a r  p e t i t i o n  h as  b e en  p u r p o s e ly  

s a v e d  t o  c o n c lu d e  t h i s  s t u d y .  A f t e r  r e a d i n g  th e  

d o u b l e - t a l k  o f  th e  p r i e s t e s s ,  and th e  m y s t ic  m ethods 

o f  r e s p o n s e  em ployed by th e  p r i e s t e s s e s  and p r i e s t s  

a t  Dodona, a  n o te  o f  humor may be a p p r e c i a t e d .  The 

r e s u l t s  o f  t h i s  p e t i t i o n  a r e  s o l e l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  

th e  r e v i v a l  o f  th e  p r i e s t s  a t  Dodona a f t e r  th e  p r i e s t e s s e s  

had f u l l y  t a k e n  c o n t r o l .

I t  seems t h a t  some envoys  from B o e o t i a  were s e n t

to  make an  i n q u i r y  o f  th e  god a t  Dodona; w h a te v e r  t h e i r

q u e s t i o n  was h a s  been  l o s t  i n  t im e ,  b u t  t h e i r  a c t i o n s

re m a in .  The p r i e s t e s s ,  M y r t i l e ,  i s  s a i d  t o  have r e p o r te d ?

t h a t  i t  would be b e s t  f o r  you t o  do th e  
m ost im p io u s  t h i n g  p o s s i b l e .

The envoys im m e d ia te ly  r u s h e d  th e  p r i e s t e s s ,  l a i d

hands  on h e r  s a c r e d  p e r s o n a g e ,  and  p lu n g e d  h e r  i n t o

th e  p o t  o f  b o i l i n g  w a te r  w h ic h  s to o d  b e f o r e  h e r ,

r e m a rk in g  t h a t  t h e y  c o u ld  t h i n k  o f  n o t h i n g  more im p io u s

th a n  t h a t !  They l a t e r  j u s t i f i e d  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  by

e x p l a i n i n g  t h a t  th e y  had a c t e d  j u s t l y  b e c a u s e  i f  sh e

had sp o k en  f a l s e l y  sh e  had had  h e r  p u n is h m e n t ,  and  i f

she  had spoken  r i g h t l y ,  t h e n  t h e y  were o n ly  c a r r y i n g  o u t

h e r  i n s t r u c t i o n s .
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The a c t i o n s  o f  t h e s e  B o e o t i a n  envoys  c a u s e d  t h e

r e i n s t a t e m e n t  o f  t h e  p r i e s t s  i n  o r d e r  t h a t  th e y  would

be a b l e  to  an sw er  any  f u r t h e r  p e t i t i o n s  from  B o e o t i a .

I t  was l a t e r  e x p la i n e d  t h a t  th e  o r a c l e  had  m eant f o r

th e  B o e o t i a n s  t o  s t e a l  one o f  t h e  t r i p o d s  a n d  th e n

a t  a  l a t e r  d a t e  t o  r e p l a c e  i t .  To rem in d  th e  B o e o t ia n s

o f  t h e i r  s a c r i l e g e  t h e y  were commanded once  e a c h  y e a r

t o  a r r i v e  s e c r e t l y  a t  Dodona by n i g h t ,  c a r r y i n g  a

c o v e re d  t r i p o d  and  p l a c e  i t  i n  t h e  s a n c t u a r y  a s  an

57o f f e r i n g  o f  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  t o  Z eus .

^ S t r a b o  G eography  9 . 4 .
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CONCLUSION

For o v e r  1500 y e a r s  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona was a  c e n t r a l  

f i g u r e  i n  th e  r i t e s  o f  G reek  r e l i g i o n .  Zeus spoke  to  h i s  

p e o p le  and t h e y  came t o  him i n  t h e  manner o f  c h i l d r e n  a s k in g  

q u e s t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  f a t h e r .  I n  t im e  th e  a n c i e n t  gods no 

l o n g e r  f i l l e d  t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h e  p e o p le  and  t h e  o r a c l e  d e c l i n e d .  

Fewer and  fe w er  p e t i t i o n e r s  came t o  c o n s u l t  th e  gods, and th e  

o r a c l e  d i e d  a s lo w  and  l i n g e r i n g  d e a t h .  The o r a c l e  was 

d e v a s t a t e d  by th e  A e t o l i a n s  i n  ?.1.9 B.C.* b u t  t h e y  d id  n o t  

c u t  down th e  s a c r e d  oak and  t h e  tem p le  a r o s e  a g a i n .  In  

IB1/  B .C. th e  Homan F a u l l u s  d e f e a t e d  P e r s e u s  a t  th e  b a t t l e  

o f  Pydna and G reece  f e l l  u n d e r  th e  heavy  hand  o f  Rome.

E p i r u s  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  s i n g l e d  o u t  f o r  d e s t r u c t i o n  a s  

o v e r  s e v e n ty  tow ns w ere r a a e d  and  1 5 0 ,0 0 0  p e o p le  s o l d  i n t o  

s l a v e r y .  For a l l  p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e s  th e  o r a c l e  c e a s e d  to  

f u n c t i o n  from t h i s  t im e .  The s h r i n e  s t i l l  s t o o d  and was 

p r o b a b ly  u se d  by th e  l o c a l  c i t i z e n r y  u n t i l  t h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  

o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i n  G reece  when a  f i n a l ,  th o ro u g h  and s y s te m 

a t i c  d e s t r u c t i o n  to o k  p l a c e .  The e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n s  r u in e d  

th e  te m p le s ,  dug up th e  r o o t s  o f  t h e  s a c r e d  t r e e s  and burned  

them .

103

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



A lth o u g h  a c lo u d  s t i l l  hangs  o v e r  t h e  o r a c l e  a t  Dodona, 

some f a c t s  a r e  known. Dodona was t h e  o l d e s t  s a n c t u a r y  i n  

G reece  an d  was h i g h l y  r e s p e c t e d .  D u rin g  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  

p e r i o d  Dodona was t h e  o n ly  r i v a l  t o  D e lp h i ,  th e  o n ly  o t h e r  

o r a c l e  t h a t  c a r r i e d  e q u a l  p r e s t i g e  i n  t h e  e y e s  o f  th e  G re ek s .

The B e l l i  w ere t h e  p r i e s t s  o f  Zeus a n d . a l t h o u g h  t h e i r  

o r i g i n  i s  unknown, P h i l o s t r a t u s  th e  E l d e r  does  l e a v e  a  l ± 3 t  

o f  t h e i r  d u t i e s .  D u rin g  th e  c l a s s i c a l  age  p r i e s t e s s e s  s u p e r -  

ceded  ; t h e  p r i e s t s  , a l th o u g h  a p r i e s t h o o d  d id  re m a in  a t  th e  

o r a c l e .

A rc h a e o lo g y  h as  p ro v id e d  a r a t h e r  co m p le te  p i c t u r e  o f  

th e  p h y s i c a l  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  o r a c l e ,  i n c l u d i n g  i t s  s a c r e d  

g ro v e  o f  o a k s ,  t h e  gong and  th e  tem p le  b u i l t  a t  th e  s a n c 

t u a r y .  I t  h as  a l s o  g iv e n  modern h i s t o r i a n s  f a c t u a l  in f o r m 

a t i o n  on th e  a c t i v i t i e s  a t  th e  o r a c l e  due t o  th e  d i s c o v e r y  

o f  t h e  l e a d  t a b l e t s  and  t h e i r  p e t i t i o n s  to  Zeus and D ione .

The t a b l e t s  have  p ro v e n  t h a t  th e  common man made th e  jo u r n e y  

to  Dodona t o  l a y  h i s  p ro b lem s  b e f o r e  t h e  god o f  th e  oak  and  

t h a t  he was s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  a n sw e re d .

The number o f  c l a s s i c a l  m yths r e l a t i n g  to  th e  o r a c l e  

te n d  t o  show t h a t  i t  was h ig h ly  r e g a r d e d  by th e  p e o p le  o f  

i t s  t im e .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  a  g r e a t  d e a l  unknown 

c o n c e r n in g  th e  o r a c l e ,  i t s  o r i g i n s ,  th e  q u e s t i o n  o f  th e  d o v e s ,
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and th e  method o f  a n sw e r in g  t h e  p e t i t i o n e r s *  I t  c an  o n ly  

be  hoped t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  s e a r c h  th e  g rove  

o f  s a c r e d  oak s  i n  E p i r u s  and  t h a t  one d a y ,  someone w i l l  

f i n d  th e  key  to  u n lo c k  th e  r e m a in in g  s e c r e t s  o f  Dodona#
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