The Oracular et

Randall Stewart

N PLuTtARrcH’s De E apud Delphos, the priest Nicander offers this
Iexplanation of the E inscribed on the Delphic temple:

éomi yap, as vmohauPavovar Aehdol ... axnua kai wopdrn TS
mpos T0v Beov évtevéews, kal Tabiw Myemovikny év Tols €pw-
™MuaaLy éxeL TEv Xpwuévwy €kacTote Kai Suxmvvlavouévwy €l
VIKNOOVOLY, €0 Yyaunoovaw, € guupéper mAety, €l yewpyelv, €
amodnuerr (Mor. 3868—c).

For it is, as the Delphians assume ... the figure and form of the
consultation of the god, and it holds the first place in every ques-
tion of those who consult the oracle and inquire 1F they shall be
victorious, IF they shall marry, IF it is to their advantage to sail the
sea, IF to take to farming, IF to go abroad.!

It is surprising that Nicander would have seen an explanation for the
unknown and mysterious E in something so commonplace as the
relational particle which, in normal usage, subordinates a question to
a verb of inquiry—a particle used not only at Delphi but in everyday
speaking and writing as well; his interlocutors dismiss the suggestion
immediately. But it is a significant indication of the verbal structure
of at least one kind of petition made to the oracle, in which el was
indeed the first word of independent questions. Examples of this kind
of petition are uncommon because the emphasis everywhere is on
the responses rather than the questions; moreover, when our sources
include the question, they almost invariably cast it in indirect form,
thereby tending to obscure the original wording.

An Eleusinian inscription of 352 B.c. offers an interesting exception
(IG 112 204 [Syil.3 204]). This lengthy text explains how the Athe-
nians are to ask at Delphi whether they should leave uncultivated a
particular plot of land at Eleusis. The portion relevant to our discus-
sion reads as follows (23-30):

vpclyar 8¢ Tov] ypauuatéa ™s Bovkns eis Svo ka-
[r7lirépw low kat [Spolw, eis uév] Tov érepor: el Aaov kai duet-
[volv éori T Snulwe rdu Abnvaiwy wolfovr Tou Bacikéa Ta vi-

1 Tr. F. C. Babbitt, Loeb Moralia V (London/Cambridge [Mass.] 1962) 207-09.
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[v elvepyaoulélva [tns iepas dpyados a évlros @v Spwv eis oi-
[klodouiar Tov mpoloranov kai émokevny 0l iepov Totv Geo-

- els 8¢ Tov €repov klalrrirlepor: el Aawov kai aueld vov éom

1@ Snuw Tdu Abmvaiwy Ta vlvw évros 1@l dlpwr élvepylalouér-
a s lepas 6pyados éav avera [Totv Gleotv.

The inscription then explains that after the two pieces of tin have
been wrapped in wool so as to render them indistinguishable from
each other, one is to be placed in a silver jar, the other in a gold jar.
These jars are to be sealed and left in Athens while a specially se-
lected embassy journeys to Delphi to ask the Pythia which inscription
should dictate the Athenians’ course of action, that in the silver or
that in the gold jar.

H. W. Parke correctly points out that “the very fact that the whole
procedure was described in such detail in a public decree, instead of
merely stating the questions to be asked, certainly implies that it was
a highly exceptional method.”? But in view of Nicander’s inter-
pretation of the symbolic E, and the fact that the phrase Awwov kat
auewwoy iS SO common in oracular petitions as to be formulaic,3 it
seems that the inscriptions on the tin plates preserve the verbal
structure of one of the standard forms of oracular inquiry, however
exceptional the use of sealed jars and alternative questions may have
been. Apparently this standard form was simply subsumed into the
system the Athenians had devised to obviate the possibility of fraud.t
Were this not the case—were, that is, the entire system a nov-
elty—one would expect statements rather than questions on the tin
plates, since one of them was to serve, in effect, as the answer of the
Pythia.

Many of the small lead tablets excavated at Dodona preserve orac-
ular petitions in their original form, with the structure e + interroga-
tive:

s 14
ai Tvxalxa pot a €m-
\
TpoTEla TaY EXW
yauwv Avkkidas;s

2 H. W. Parke, The Oracles of Zeus (Cambridge 1967) 104.

3 In addition to Joseph Fontenrose’s discussion (with references) of the phrase in
The Delphic Oracle (Berkeley 1978) 221f, see Parke (supra n.2) 261f no. 5, 263 no. 1,
268 nos. 15-16, 269 nos. 18 and 21, 270 no. 22, 271 no. 25.

4 Parke (supra n.2) 104 suggests that strong feelings on the question in Athens
and/or uncertainty about the reliability of the Phocian occupiers of the sanctuary may
have given rise to the precautions. Alfred Korte expressed virtually the same hypothe-
sis in “Zum Orakel iiber die iepa 6pyas,” Klio 5 (1905-06) 280-82.

5 Parke (supra n.2) 266 no. 10. D. Evangelides, 'Hwepwrika xpovika 10 (1935) 252
no. 36, dates the tablet to the fifth or fourth century B.C.
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TUXQ Gyala. 1) TUYXAvouuL Ko éUTOPEVOUEVOS

o ~ ~ ~
0mUs ka dokmL aVudopor éuely, kai &ywv, TN Ka Sokmt
quatal TExvar Xpeouevos;s

This construction seems to be an abbreviated form of the structure
exhibited on other tablets where the inquiry is introduced by the
name of the petitioner and a verb of asking in the third person:

Beos. TUXT. émucornTar "ANkivoos T
Au 70t Nalow kai Tae Auwvan €l Nawov]
kai] &ueworv Nikéaw kataokevallew]
70 épyacTtnpov.
s ~
épwtn Avoa-
vias Aia Naiov

\ ’ bl 3
kat Andvav v ov-
K €T €€ avTov

A} ’

T0 TAUdapLov
6 Avvila kveld

b ~ U A 14 \ \
épovral Kheovraw Tov Aia kat Taw

’ o ~ ’
Awvav, ai éomt avTol mpoLatevovTe
b4 s 4 9
ovailov Kal wdeuov.

In accounting for the presence of the interrogative particle e in
both the abbreviated and the full texts, Pomtow asserts that 7 can
follow épwrd because “der schreiber alles vorhergehende als formelle
iiberschrift faszte und die eigentliche frage erst mit 7 beginnend
ansah.”1® Albert Thumb more correctly observed that in both kinds
of text the indirect interrogative (Attic i) is to be understood.!! This
view is substantiated by the use of ai in some of the petitions, for
while n and e can interchange on the phonological level, ai is mor-
phologically equivalent to e, not to 7).!2

The book of fate known today as the Sortes Astrampsychil® also
contains queries in the form of e, + seemingly direct question, such

6 Parke (supra n.2) 269 no. 19; ¢f. H. R. Pomtow, “Die Orakelinschriften von Do-
dona,” Jahrb.f.cl.Phil. 29 (1883) 327f no. 17.

7 Parke (supra n.2) 269f no. 21; Evangelides, Praktika (1932) 59 no. 5, dates the text
to the fourth century B.C.

8 Parke (supra n.2) 266 no. 11; Syll.3 1163 dates the text to the second century B.C.

9 Parke (supra n.2) 268 no. 17.

10 Pomtow (supra n.6) 321f.

1 Handbuch der griechischen Dialekte 1 (Heidelberg 1932) 315.

12See Thumb (supra n.11) 1 74, 101; II 47; C. D. Buck, Greek Dialects (Chicago
1955) 105 §134.1.

13 The editio princeps of Rudolph Hercher, Astrampsychi oraculorum decades CIII,
Jahresbericht iiber das Konigliche Joachimsthalsche Gymnasium (Berlin 1863), is super-
seded by G. M. Browne and R. Stewart, edd., Sortes Astrampsychi 1: Ecdosis Prior (Leip- ™.
zig 1983) and II: Ecdosis altera (Leipzig, forthcoming).
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as el mM\evow akwdivws; (12), € dmodnuw; (17), € yaud kai ovu-
déper pou; (21), €l evpiokw daveicacbar apti; (25), €l épyacmipov
avolyw; (43). The similarity of these questions to those asked at
Delphi and Dodona places the Sortes firmly in the oracular tradition.!4

Just as in the case of the Dodona tablets Pomtow felt obliged to
exclude the possibility of direct questions introduced by ei, so various
explanations have been offered for the appearance of €i at the head of
independent questions in the Sortes. Grenfell and Hunt (P.Oxy. XII
1477) suggested emending ei to 7. G. M. Browne, citing oracular
petitions from Egypt, interpreted the questions as protases of condi-
tional sentences, the apodoses of which were suppressed.!’® Bjorck
called them direct questions,’® while Hoogendijk and Clarysse view
them as indirect interrogatives.!?

None of these attempts to deal with the construction is altogether
satisfactory. The parallels from Dodona and Delphi count against the
emendation suggested by Grenfell and Hunt. It is also unlikely that
the questions in the Sortes are derived from the system of oracular
consultation employed in Egypt, since the salient features of that
system (ie., the apodosis of the conditional sentence, the negative
formulation of the query, and the submission of the question on
papyri or ostraca) are not to be found in the Sortes. Bjorck presents
no support for his view except the bald assertion that “der Gebrauch
kommt von alters her vor und ist im NT kein Semitismus.”!8 But
while the use of ei in oracular petitions might be invoked as evidence
against the supposed Semitic origin of €. as a direct interrogative in
biblical texts, it is begging the question to argue in reverse fashion,
i.e., that biblical examples of i in direct questions allow one to justify
the use of el as a direct interrogative in the oracular texts: for the
biblical usage is considered on good grounds by virtually every mod-
ern commentator to be a Semiticism.!® Finally, in labeling the ques-

14 Questions 12, 17, and 21 are paralleled, among other places, in Plut. Mor. 386B—C
(cited above), question 25 in Mor. 408c (cited below), and question 43 in the third of
the texts from Dodona cited above.

15 G, M. Browne, “The Origin and Date of the Sortes Astrampsychi,” ICS 1 (1976)
56-58.

16 G. Bjorck, “Heidnische und christliche Orakel mit fertigen Antworten,” SymbOslo
19 (1939) 94 n.2.

17F. A. J. Hoogendijk and W. Clarysse, “De Sortes van Astrampsychus: Een orakel-
boek uit de Oudheid bewerkt voor het middelbaar onderwijs,” Kleio 11 (1981) 81 n.1.

18 Bjorck (supra n.16) 94 n.2.

19 See, for instance, F. Blass, A. Debrunner, and F. Rehkopf, Grammatik des neutesta-
mentlichen Griechischen (Gottingen 1976) 440.3 n.5; Nigel Turner, A Grammar of New
Testament Greek (Edinburgh 1963) III 333, IV (1976) 54, 92; A. D. Robertson, A4
Grammar of the Greek New Testament (Nashville 1934) 916. In these sources it is ar-
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tions of the Sortes as indirect, Hoogendijk and Clarysse fail to ac-
count for the omission of a verb of inquiry. However, they cite in
their discussion another passage from Plutarch which, when pursued
further, proves useful in explaining the anomalous el used to intro-
duce a direct question.

At De Pythiae oraculis 408c, Theon remarks that at Delphi the
inquiries of private citizens usually concern slight and commonplace
matters: émi TPAYUROTL ULKPOLS Kal SMUOTIKOLS épwTNoels olov €v
OXONN) TpoTadeEls, €l yaumTéov, €i mhevaréov, ei davewrréov. The
form of these questions and the allusion to school exercises show
that Plutarch discerned a similarity between questions asked at Delphi
and the rhetorical theses and hypotheses used in schools to sharpen
students’ skill in deliberation. Both the thesis and the hypothesis are
questions that can be answered yes or no; but the thesis is abstract in
nature (that is, it does not concern a specific individual or circum-
stance), while the hypothesis deals with a concrete situation. The
rhetor Theon offers this analysis:

00dév yap &\No s vmobéoews dapéper [scil. 1 Géais]l, mAnr o
TPOTWTWY WPLTUEVWY KL TOTOV KAl XPOVov Kai TPOTov Kai ai-
Tias éoTiv Qmapéudatov, olov @éois u€v €l mPoonkeL TONLOP-
KOUWEVOLS OTpATEVUQ TEUTELY €ls THv Umepoplav, Vmobeais 8¢
el "Abnvaiors molopkovuévows ¥mo Ilehomovvmaiwy els Likehiav
orparevua méumeww (Spengel, Rhet. 11 61.6fF).

According to this scheme, the questions given as examples in Mor.
408c would be theses, since they are not person-relative, while most
of the questions in the Sortes, as well as the oracular petitions cited
above, would be hypotheses, because they deal with the case of a
particular person, namely the individual consulting the book or the
oracle.

In the rhetorical treatises, theses and hypotheses are often depen-
dent on a verb such as {nréw, e.g. éorw & ovv Nuas (e, €l mpo-

gued that the form originated as a translation of the Hebrew interrogatives ha- and 'im
in books translated from or dependent on Hebrew or Aramaic texts (e.g. Gen. 17.17,
Joel 1.2, Matt. 12.10) and then, having become familiar, was employed in the ‘free’
biblical Greek of such works as 2 Macc. (7.7), Clem. Hom. (15.9, 16.16, 17.19),
Ev.Thom. (B8.3 =Tischendorf p.153), T.Abr. (recension A 8.3, 15.13, 18.3), and the
sections of Acts that are independent of Semitic sources (19.2, 21.37, 22.25). Though
not completely beyond criticism, this theory seems to be the easiest explanation of the
facts, in view of the absence of the form in secular Greek apart from the constructions
discussed in this article. One must therefore view as products of a separate tradition the
oracular petitions in the Septuagint that would otherwise seem to be syntactical parallels
to the petitions from Greek oracles (e.g. 1 Ki. 30.8 kat émmpwroer Aauvd Sux Tov
kupiov Aéywr Bl kataduéw dmiow Tov yeddoup ToUTOV; €6 kaTaAnuouar avTovs;).
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voovat feot Tov koouov (Theon, in Spengel, Rher. 11 1126.2ff); but
they are also commonly encountered in constructions where no such
verb is present, as the following examples illustrate:

TV 8¢ QéTewv ai ueév amhat, ai 8¢ kata 10 TPOs TL AaufavovTal,

ai 8¢ dumhat voulovrar. éav yap Néywuev “el yaumtéov,” ami\n

éav 3¢ “el Baoiker yaunTéov,” mpos Ti° éav B¢ Néywuev “el &b-

AnTéov uahov 1 yewpynréov,” dumrhn (Hermogenes: Rabe, RA.Gr.

VI 25.16f1).

0Vdév uevroL duadépel, éav Te oUTw Néyn Tis, € yaumTéov 1 ov,
kal Takwv, €l aipetéos 6 yauos 7 ¢evkTéos' €v yap kai TAVTOU
éom dux mavTwy TovTwy 16 dnhovuevor (Theon: Spengel, Rher. 11
121.141).

sed tamen, ne me totum aegritudini dedam, sumpsi mihi quasdam
tamquam OQéoeis, quae et moltikal sunt et temporum horum, ut et
abducam animum a querelis et in eo ipso de quo agitur exercear. eae
sunt huius modi: €l pueveréov év ™) maTpPidL TUpavvovuErS adTns
€l TavTl TPOTW TUPAVVIBOS KATANVOLY TPAYUATEVTEOV, KAV WUEANT)
Sux TovTo TEPL TOV GAWY 1) TOMS KLvdVVeVTELy. €l eVAafnTéor TOV
kataNvovTa un avtos atpnyraw (Cicero: Arr. 9.4).

This independent use is also evident in the titles of several rhetorical
works of Plutarch: el 8idaktov ) apern; (439A), el avrapkns 1) kakia
mpos kakodawuoviav; (498A), el mpeaPurépw moMtevréov; (783A), €l
ka\@s eipnTar 70 Aabe Buoas; (11284) 20

There is a striking similarity between the rhetorical form as it
appears in these passages and the questions of the Sortes and peti-
tions with et made to Greek oracles. As the passage from De Pythiae
oraculis demonstrates, Plutarch was aware of this similarity; and it
appears that the compiler (or a redactor) of the Sortes identified the
questions in the work as hypotheses. In manuscripts ELM, we find
as an incipit to the list of questions the heading &px" Tov (nTyuaTwy
(kAmpwv in all other witnesses), and in the introductory epistle (miss-
ing in M) an explanation of the use of the book begins keiolw {nrev
Twa €l mpokomrer év myum. In the rhetorical treatises, {nnua often
serves as a generic label for theses and hypotheses and, as noted
above, one is said to investigate ({nretr) these questions. Further-
more, some petitions in the Sortes—e.g. el eVpw davelcaclar &pt;
(25), and €i eimw ™ Sikmr; (51)—are clearly of a deliberative na-

20 In addition to these survnvmg works the so- called Lamprlas catalogue llsts the
followmg titles: et apem ) p-nropum, (86) €l Aoyov €xet -ra Cwa (135) el Aot ovp-
T)‘YOp'nTEOV, (156), e Bwa'ec ‘va;.mv ) ‘rro)wmq ‘rrpoez&uq L EAR) wounoa, oV TeloeL;
(164), mepi 100 yr@b cavrorv xai el afavatos 7 Yuxm; (177), mept dperns el Sdakrov
7 apern;, (180), €l @mpaktos 6 mept mavrtwy éméxwr; (210).
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ture, suggesting that the author made no distinction between hypoth-
eses and oracular questions.

The structural likeness and the witness of Astrampsychus or his
redactor notwithstanding, the oracular petitions and most of the ques-
tions in the Sorfes are not, in the technical sense, hypotheses: their
intent is to obtain from a supernatural force information about what
fate ordains in regard to some event or person, while the hypothesis
is intended to elicit discussion about what is or what should be the
case. Nonetheless, the thesis/hypothesis form is instructive as a syn-
tactical parallel to the questions of the Sortes and the Greek oracles,
for it shows that a question with e can stand independently of a
leading verb.

In these rhetorical forms, the deep structure is a dependent inter-
rogative, since the ei is generated by {nréw or some verbal equiva-
lent, the force of which is felt even when the verb is omitted. How-
ever, in its surface structure the question is direct, because of the
suppression of this governing verb. The evidence presented by these
forms suggests that in the questions of the Sortes and in the direct
questions with ei at Delphi and Dodona, we also have to do with an
elliptical construction resulting from suppression of an element so
closely associated with the form that it did not need to be expressed.
The fact that some of the petitions on the Dodona tablets are in the
form of indirect questions introduced by a verb of asking, with the
name of the enquirer as subject, argues that the omitted element is a
verb such as épwrw. Thus, in a sense, both the views of Hoogendijk
and Bjorck are partially correct: the questions in the Sortes, as well as
their parallels from Delphi and Dodona, are indirect from a dia-
chronic perspective, because in their deep structure they depend on a
verb such as épwTw; but synchronically they are direct, in that this
verb has been omitted.
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