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1. Introduction

Plato, in the Apology, presents Socrates as wonder.ing about the pro-
nouncement of the Delphic oracle that "no man is wiser than Socrates,'.1
This must be a true pronouncement, because it is against the nature of the
gods to tell lies. Thus Socrates supposes it to be a riddle, for he himself
knows that he is not wise at all. He starts looking for someone wiser than
himself in order to confront the god and learn what the hidden message of
the oracle could be. The outcome of his quest is that the pronouncement is
no riddle at all: it is the plain truth, for only Socrates is fully aware of what
he does not know. This makes him the wisest of all men after.all.

Socrates' supposition - or rather Plato's fictive version of it2 * is that
gods cannot tell lies, but can be expected to hide the true meaning of their
words by crivítreo0sr: speaking dark language, or riddling words. Wh"n *"
look at rnodern discussions of the riddle in the Greek world, it appears that
constant reference is being made to Socrates, to the story of oedipus and
the Sphinx. and to a se'ies of lamous exarnples from G'eek crivination -
oracular prorìouncements.' Thjs is sornewhat ocld: the interest seems to
focus on what we would call the atypical, but what others see as central to

The authors would like to thank the audience at the warsaw conference for their
comments, especially Julia Doroszewska, Joshua Katz, Ewen Bowie, Michael Fon_
taine ancl Lisa Ma¡-rrizio.
Pl. Ap.20e-21b.
Montuori (1990) argues persuasively for a complete fabrication by plato.
Fo-r the sphinx, see Baum-vom Felde 2006 ancl Katz 2006, both with extensive
references. For a famous analysis of the meaning and function of the riddle in
Sophocles' Oeclipus. Ver.nant i978. S"e also, n-roie recently, Rokern 1996. Note
that ancient sources describe the riclclles of the Sphinx as oracular: see segal 1999:
231 -238lor I br.illiant anllysis.
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ally pluasecl to reqttire ingenuity in ascert¿rinitrg its ansrver ol meaning

finrbiguity is inherent in the riddle, but the riddle is sornething rnore than

atì ambigtÌotts pronouncement. The riddle is one particular linguistic way

of expressing ambiguity: "inherent in the riddle is a delibelate arnbiguity

w¡ich is designed to reveal and conceal its subject at one ancl the same

titre. Success in untangling the true meaning of the riddle-se¡tence from

ih" kno,r of verbal deceit depends upon the cohfirmation of the solution by

rhe liddle poser".'' A true riddle consists basically of a description ("it

oloughs".¡ and what linguists call a "block element" ("but leaves no fur-

iow"); from this the referent has to be plzzled out (in this exarnple: "a

ship"). There are many variants, but in order for a statement to be consid-

ereã a riddle there has to be a replacement of some kind, that is, the state-

nent in the riddle is metaphoric - but the metaphol is deliberately left

incomplete, with an element concealed, or it is corttradictoly."
There is much more to be said about riddles, but the one thing it would

be useful in the present context to add to the above, is that liddles, although

of course they can be written dow-n or even composed in wliting, afe essen-

äatty an orni for^ of wordplay.l2 'We would tather not speak of orality in

9 O¡þr¿t English Dictionary online s.v. "riddle" (July 2012). Cf' Augarde 2003: l:
,,,\ question or statelnent that requires ingenuity to understand and änswer, rtsually

because it is phrased in an arnbiguous or rnisleading way" In fields of study as

varied as Psychology and Folklore Studies, scholars have produced countless

definitions of the r.iddle. They tencl to stress different aspects, but not always iù

helpful ways: "an overt question with a covert answer" (but riddles need not be

quéstions), or "The riddle is a ploblern whose solution evokes a goocl deal of
pleasure and hut-nor" (but liddling is not always ancl never only fun: it can be a

highly selious forn-r of play), and so orl. For these definitions, see G. B. Milner ap.

Maranda 1976, Layton 1976:239, and Shultz 1974: 100.

l0 Ben-Amos 1916:249. "8y the liddle poser": when we speak of "solving the

riclclle", it is thc riddler and not the riddlee who provides the ultirnate solution. The

ricldles of traclitional oral culture are not pt'obletns to be analysed: see Hamnett
1961:384 on those to whom a riddle has been posed: "they are more likely to be

tlying to recall a knov,n but forgotten answer than to be genuinely attempting to

tackle a new problem". Altelnativcly', thc fun lics in coming up rvith an alternative
answer: see Katz2006 184 (Katz'2006 article has much worthwhile to offer on

riclclles and riddling in general; see also Thatcher 2000).

l1 McDowell 1994; Hamnett 1967; Welsh 1993 (fi'oni where we took our exar-nples).

For typologies, see Konstantakos 2004: 120-133, or Abrahams and Duncles 1972:

l3l. A main variant amongst what are considered "true riddles", are punning
riddles, based olr sorne lexical or grammatical ambiguity ("what turns withottt
moving'Ì" Answer: "milk"). A very particular type of replaccment is the
hononyrnic olacle fi'equently encounteLcd itr ancient souÍces: Pausani¿rs and/or
his spokespersons were very fond of them.

12 Ong 1982: 53: "the ridclle belongs in the olal worlcl". Wordplay has several so-
called "conversational genres": jokes, riddles, aud so on; see, e.g., the overview iu
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this context, but of oral tradition or oral culture (e.g. "the oral tradition of
children"); one should compare the concepts of orature and oracy, intrs-
duced or re-defined by African scholars Pio Zirimu and Austin Bukenya.l3

It should not be concluded from the essentially oral nature of riddles that

riddles in Greek literary texts are representative of oral culture because of
being riddles (or because of their formal aspects, such as a metrical compo-

sition). The riddle in whatever form can be conceived of in writing - arid

might indeed be introduced into a written text to evoke the spoken word.la

And in the same way in which an "oral riddle" may be not oral at all, an

unambiguous pronouncement may be utterly oral.

The play element of "wordplay" has remained somewhat implicit in
the above definition, but riddling definitely is a form of play' "The riddle is
a form of guessing game that has been a part of the folklore of most cul-

tures fromãncient times".l5 Usually, riddling games or contests are part of
structured social occasions - and (to avoid any misconceptions arising

from the words "play" and "game") these can range from joyous to very

serious occasions. The riddle is essentially "a serious exercise in cultural

reflexivity", by which one can "measure the limits of culture".16 Punning,

riddling and so on and so forth, while universal amongst language users,

are also highly culture-specific. If we want to truly understand a culture,

we will have to acquire a high level of cultural competence - and that high

level includes all kinds ol wordplay."

a classic study, Finnegan 1970. Luz (2010) discusses riddles in an excursus, as

merely related to technopaegnia. The difference seems to lie in the essentially oral

nature of the riddle - but Luz does not say so, nor does she discuss the uses of
writing in the creation and reception of technopaegnia. Of course, the distinction

between teclmopaegnia as defined by Luz and other kinds of wordplay is far from

absolute.

l3 See Ngûgî wa Thiong'o 2007, Kaboté 2007, Mwangi 2007. ThaT these concepts

are hardly encountered, let alone discussed, outside the sphere of (East) African

literacy/orality studies, shows how regrettably small the general impact of African
scholarship is.

14 Cf. n. 53 below.
15 Encyclopædia Britannica 2009 Ukimate Reference Suite (Chicago 2009) s.v'

"riddle".
16 McDowell 1994:3578,3580. Play is used here in the sense in which it was used by

Huizinga 1938.

17 Within the limited space allotted to this paper, when dealing with general issues,

we tend to use large (and contentious) concepts. "Culture" is one of these; we are

aware of the debate suffounding it, but think it can be retained as a valid way of

speaking about historical (and present) realities: see Brumann 1999 (including

cãmments), or Baldwin et al. 2006: xv: "The notion of culture is quickly gaining

momentum both in scholarly explanation and in the everyday lives of people as a

key aspect of explaining their ìocial reality". Different: Gillison 2010' A good
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Whether the Greek oracular prollotlncenlents that we are going to study

hele ale always "true riddles" as clefined above, can be dor"rbted' But they

aïe certainly riddles i¡ the somewhat wider sense of exp¡essions with a

cleliberate ambiguity resulting frorn metaphoric replacetnent. They have

been callecl "riddles" in modem discussions of the Greek olacles, which

finds a parallel in ancient Greek sources which speak of oracular language
-o, 

griphot or ttittigrna, "r'iddle".l8 Fol brevity's sake, we will speak of
,,ridclles" whenever atr oracular pronouncement is arnbiguotls, without

f¡r.thel specifications - which would not make any difference as far as otll'

corlclusions are concerned.

2. Riddling Oracles

At least according to the literary soufces, the interpretation of supernatural

sislìs could be given in the shape of a riddle - especially whele oracles

*ãr. .on...necl.'n The most famous Greek example of a riddle as the out-

come of a divinatory session at the olacle, can be found in Herodotus.

Croesus, the king of the Lyclians, asked the Pythia at Delphi if he would

reign over the Persians for a long tirne:

To this the Pythian priestess answered as lbllorvs: "when the Medes have a mulc

as king, I Just then, tencler-footecl Lyclian, by the stone-strewn Hermus I Flee ancl

clo not stay, ancl clo not be ashamed to be a cowarcl". \Mhen he heard tltese verses,

Croesus was pleasecl with them above all, for he thought that a mule would nevcr

be king of the Medes insteacl of a man, and thercfbre tliat he and his posterity

woulcl never lose his empire.2o

overview of this dcbate fo| the ancient worid in Hall 2004: 3-5-50. FoI a basic, bnt

sympathetic argunent in favour of studying ancient "folklore" as a key to cultulal
history, see Ingemark and Ingemark 2007.

18 Aini¡4nn and griplns are ttsed mostly interchangeably. For attenìpts - ancient an.l

nrodern to diffelentiate between the two: Lttz 2O10: 144-145.
l9 We see the oracnlar process as follows: some nlccliun (thc Pythia at Delphi, the

tree at Doclona, etc.) functions as vehicle for the gocl to reveal liis sign. This sign
(rvhich is always arnbiguous in itsell) is then converted into a message by an inter-
preter. It is this message that rnight be given the shape ol'a riddle. For some intro-
cluctions to the topic (which do not necessarily agree with the way we see the pro-
cess-thereareotlielqrinionsonthis),seeJohnstotr2005: 10,anclVernallt I974.

20 Hdt. 1.55.1-56.1, rr. Goclley 1920: 'H ðè IIuOûr oï xpQ rdõe "AII'örov ripíovoq

BuotÀeùq MriõoroL yév¡tur, I rcnì róre, Auòò noôcfl¡é, I zo)"oryrirprôct nap' "Ep¡tov 
I

rpeúyetv p¡õè pévsrv, p¡õ' riòeîo0at rcaròq eivai'. Toótorot åI0oûot toîot ðneot ö

K¡oiooq noÀÀóv rr ¡rdÀroto ¡úvrov Íio0n, åI¡í(r¡v fi¡ríovov oúðapù dvt' úvõpòq

Buor)'urio'erv Mr!òruv, oùð' ôv arlròq oùô' oï å€ aú'roû naúoeoOaí rcots tflq dpxí1q'
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Croesus was pleased with this adynaton - which is the way in which f¡g

interpreted it. Unfortunately, Croesus had not solved the riddle (in fact, he

did not see it was a riddle at all: we will come back to that). His elìerny,

Cyrus - King of the Medes - was the child of a mother of high status whiie
his father was of low status: a mule.2l As this example shows, the product

of a session at the Delphic oracle could, at least as portrayed in the literary

sources, consist of a riddl'e that had to be solved by its recipient - life or
death, the survival or destruction of a kingdom could all depend on the

outcome. The story of Croesus is only one among a substantial number of
literary accounts of the riddling nature of the product of the divinatory-))
process.

The first question to answer is how we should see these riddling ora-

cles: were they oracular reality? There has been much debate whether these

examples of divinatory riddles are a reflection of actual divinatory practice;

as these are literary sources there is obviously room for such debate. Some

of these reports are obviously narrative ploys, others are possibly authentic

(in the sense of relating the actual answers of actual oracle sites to actual

questions) - which can lead to at least three different conclusions. Two of
these are common: the first is to pronounce some divinatory riddles au-

thentic, and others not.23 Of course, this can lead to endless discussions

about the criteria for such judgements. The second is to maintain that even

though it is impossible to say which story is authentic and which not, the

stories still show us what Greek divinatory practice was like. Rather less

common is the third conclusion: that these sources should be completely

rejected as evidence for Greek divinatory practice.'" In fact, there is a

fourth approach: this says that the question is no good, and that whether

2t Hdr. 1.91.5.

22 For an overview, see Schultz 1909: 65-81.

23 Best known are Parke ancl wormell's division of Delphic oracles in historic and

fictive, ancl Fontenfose's division of the same in historic, quasi-historic, legendary

and fictive (cf . nn.4546 below). The most sophisticated analysis of oracular re-

sponses is that by Aune (1983: 54-65). Flower (2008: 218) states as his "subjectìve

opinion,' thât those oracles that "refer the problem back to the client" are the ones

most likely to be historical.
24 Fontenrose (1978) gives proper (and generally ignored) arguments for considering

as inauthentic all riddling oràcles (anà other oracles in the literary tradition). Oth-

erwise, hardly anybody ieems to go all the way. Rougemont (2005) is extremely

critical of the whole idea of ambiguous oracular responses, but nevertheless wants

to save some examples from the wreck ("la tradition antique est tlop ancienne et

trop unanime sur ce point pour être mensongère", p. 2331 why this should beso es'

capes us). But see Þucci^ 1996: 152: "Nella vita pratica, invece, il vaticinio è

fenomeno corrente, ubbidisce a varie esperienze ed esigenze di vita e si esprtme

solitamente in modo chiaro", italics ours.



any individual oracular pronouncement is authentic or not does not matter

îit 
" 

l-po.,unt thing is that this is how Greeks conceived their oracles.2s

Whether Greeks thought of their oracles as riddling is, as far as we are

concerned, still an open question. Vy'hen we want to know what actual

oracular practice was, as the present authors do, we have to address that

ouestion''- L"rus first look at the arguments of those l¡¿ho defend the historicity of

the riddling oracles. The most usual way of explaining why the outcomes

ãf divination should be ambiguous - this includes the riddles - is that it is a

*uv for divination to continue to exist: if the interpretation of the signs

"iuln 
Uv the gods (which signs commonly are ambiguous in themselves) is

äUigoôur as well, rhe onus of "getting it right" is shifted to the individual

Jr co-ll""tiu" body receiving the message. If they misinterpret the riddle

iár. rot" generally, are led astray by some ambiguous wording)' in the end

,l,r'rop"rnuroral is not to blame, nor is the oracle which gave out the oracu-

hr r"ìrug". It is human error, at the recipients' end, and this is all there is

lo ir. fn" reputation of god and of diviner is rescued. Robert Parker says

that in this way "the client [is forced] to construct by interpretation his own

irrpont". ... Apollo referred the problem back to them" - at least, this is

îr,ãi nupp"n"d in ttre case of 'ìdelicate enquiries".26 However, reading

parker,s-analysis of oracles and politics, one comes upon several examples

offairly "delicate enquiries" that nevertheless called for, and got, straight-

forward answers. rühen Parker speaks of oracular pronouncements as "ap-

oarently objective and uniquely authoritative", delivering "reassurance"

ihat one decides on the best course of action, "refenal to binding arbitra-

don', and "leading to a satisfactory dénouement", it seems s^elf-

conffadictory to suppose that such pronouncements could be enigmatic.2T

"Gods Cannot Tell Lies" t27

Struck 2003: 172; Flower 2008: 216 Rosenberger 2001: 12-13: "daher bleibt
gleich, ob ein Orakelspruch - wie die meisten - ex eventu erfunden ist oder nicht.

Wichtig ist vielmehr die Tatsache, dass er berichtet wird. Jede noch so

durchsichtige Fiktion geu,innt einen hohen Wert, wenn man sich fragt, welche

Botschaft sie transportieren soll". Rosenberger's refusal to single out our only ex-

tensive eþigraphic corpus of oracular questions (and some responses), fhe lamellae
from Dodona, seems hypercritical - the very fact that these are almost all ques-

tions, and not answers, let alone accounts of oracular success, seems to point to-
wards their authenticity - in the above sense. Maurizo 199'7 and also her contribu-
tion to this volume moves in a different direction to our approach because we still
want to make this admittedly old-fashioned difference between Dichtung und
Wahrheit, which is something that she deliberately chooses not to do.

Pa¡ker 2000: 80.
Pa¡ker 2000: 78. Despite this criticism, we want to stress that Parker's article is
one of the most perceptive analyses of ancient divination and its functions.
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or difïicLrlt to express in wolds; these I'r'right t.tot be cxplessed at all (but

instead put ir.rto irnagery, ol acldressed non-verbally: acoustically or ki¡et-

ically), buf of coulse we also find a lot of metaphor, and all sorts of ambig-

rrous and rouncl-about ways of speaking about what is in the end ttnspeaka-

ble. The language of rnysticism - in tnarry diffelent religious traditions -
rrright te thã ultimate å*a,nple.t' Gio¡gió Colli has set the tone here.32

Giovanni Manetti (refen'ing to Colli) discusses the divine sign as a chal-

le¡ge, obscule, urlsolvable: the way Apollo shows his dark, destructive

side."t The problern hele is that no ¿ìttempt is tnade to differerltiate between

the one religious behaviour and the other. Speaking about a god might be

rather different flom speaking to a god or being spoken to by a gocl.

Still another explanatior.r is one based on atguÍtents about Greek civic

discoulse, irnplying that an ambiguous answel'is what the customers want-

ed to have in order to keep thei-r' own options open. Robert Parker ex-

olained that Greeks would have liked to get their olacles phrased in an

ltntbiguous way: oracles were only askeci in tirnes of neecl when a clecision

co¡ld l.rot be rnade easily. ln these cases, oracles were only one of the ar-

guments in these diffìcult decision-rnaking processes and fbr the Greek

itotis to finction properly, there would be a need for at least sornething to

iirr6r. Tf the gods were loud and clear, assen.rblies ot councils could ¡ot
have functionecl properly.3o Cro"rus was, naturally, not clependent on such

debate, but it ca¡r be argued that such stories were meant for a Greek audi-

ence: they say rxofe about the needs of the audience than about those of
Croesus. This can be seen to tun into the same difficulties as the first ar-

gument: the notion of having maximum leeway to decide for oneself con-

iLadicts the notion of seeking for divine guidance in order to minirnize

uncertaintY.

31 Still, rnuch religious discourse is not mot'e ambiguous than everyclay language put

to soûre pulely plactical purpose (which we tencl to call utlat.tlbiguous, evcn thougl.t

qnite some ar-nbiguity is involved). 'I'his is sornething altogether different lîorn in-
consistency: see Velsnel 1990: l-35. Discourse in a leligious context (¿ìs in many

otlìer contexts) need not be consistent, ancl is even likely to be itrconsistent, incon-
sistcncy being a very common phenomenott.

32 Colli 1915:61 69', 191'7: 4148, and rhe collection of passages, 339-369, with
colnments, 435440.

33 Manetti 198':': 21 56; Jedlkicwicz 1997: 42-43: "Applicato alla sfera lcligiosl,
esso svcla lc vcrità nascoste che iucontbono sull'essistenza;la scienza oracolare è
un caso specil'ico di con'rpetenza enigmistica".

34 Parker.2000: 76, 80.
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3. The Nature of Greek Divination
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54-58.
of her dream: see

also happened within the course
36
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Dodona - two oracle sites with an equal reputation fol liddling - and at

Hellenistic oracles:

By such dreams was I, to n"ry distress, beset night after night, until at last I gainecl

courage to tell rny I'ather of the clreams that haunted me. And he sent many a rres-
senger to Pytho and Dodona so that he might discover what deed ol word of his
would find favor with the gods. But they rctulned with report of oracles, riddling,
obscurc, ancl darkly wordecl.3T

This reputation of the oracle at Doclona for ambiguity ancl riddling is not

borrle out by local practice. Striking epiglaphic materials were lound at

Dodona: many lamellae, small strips of lead containing questions to the

oracle, and in a few cases an answer from the oracle, on their reverse side.

Less than 200 of these texts have been published so far, ancl there are many

more (c. 1,100) that are still unpublished.3* With a few exceptions, they

stem from the sixth centul'y to around 250 BC.3e An example of the type of
questioning is the following:

Whether it will be better for nie if I go to Sybaris ancl if I clo these things?40

Esther Eidinow has recently compiled a catalogue of questions to the ora-

cle and she includes answers, in as far as these are extant. From those an-

swers included by Eidinow - she provides 15 in total - not one is clearly
ambiguous.ar All ale plain and simple and are comparable to the following
example in claritY:

37 Aesch. PV 655-662, tr. Weir Smyth 1922: roroîoôe ndocq eriqpóvoq óveípoot 
I

(uveLlop¡v ðúot¡voq, ðore ði norpì | ërÀ¡v yeyt'rveîv vurtí<poLr' óveípatc' I ó ô' Èíq

re llu0ò rcdnì Aoôóv¡v zrurcvoòq | Osoæpónouq iu).l"ev, ôq pú0or tí Xpi | õpôvt' il
léyovro ôoí¡rooLv npúooerv rpíIa. firov ô' dvoyyétr),ovteq oìol.ooró¡rolq ] Xprlo-
Foóç, úoipouq ôuorcpírr,:ç r' eip¡¡rÉvouç.

38 Lhôte (2001: 10-12;345-360), and Eidinow (2007: 72-124), have recently pub-
lished, re-published, and categorized the known Dodon¿r texts.

39 Parke 1961: 101:. Lhôte 2007: 1 1.

40 Ai no ¡él.l.r éq pólBuprv ióvrr )"óïov | ð¡rev [rc]o npúr,ovrt, raôra. Tr. (and bibliog-
raphy) Eidinow 2007:75, no.2. It is generally accepted that this kind ofquestions
are first-pelson ones, despite the lack of first-person pronouns.

41 Perhaps with the exception of one, but as we have no question to go with it, it is
inrpossible to tell. This is the response that Eidinow (2007: I I 1, no. 5), translâtes
as "It is not safe but fol'thc nran dcstroying everything" (oúrc åorL åo'rpríÀera dI),'
dnr¡Iéc,rvtL zrdvto). Of the other fourtecn possible answers (of which a table can be
found iri Eidinow 2007: 123-1,24) one appears to be mistakenly inclucled (p. I I l,
no. 4) and two ale too fragmentary tojudge. The other eleven are not always easy
to understand, but certainly do not look like riddles. In translation: "In Kroton" (cf.
n. 42 below), "Stay"; "Bear with your def'eat" / "Put up with her"; "You should do
nothing by land"; "Be content with the oue woman you aheacly have" (EßGR
2010: no. 28); "slavcs living aparf"; "To/for hirn setting off to Hermione"; "God ...
to Zeus the father, concerr.ring ... to Fortune a libation, to Herakles Erechtheis, to
Athena Patroa" (to do with sacrifices and libations); "Stay on land, completcÌy";

n by the gocl or his mouthpiece) would be

noi in orclinary con.tprehensible lauguage--

," oi Àpof rn at Delphi, we are ttnsttre of the

overview of opinions ou these lnatters' see

.n the coutse of her ch'eam: see Hom Od'





s and about a Place to live: whether

rnd his wife in Kroton? Side B: In

r to be such as to require a

modern prejudice, of course.

iwers to public enquiries come

ast this was not the case. Evi-
s the gist of two Public oracles

rightforward:"
i Zeus announces. Whereas Ye have

e sacred embassy, he bids You send

leus of the Ship sacrifice three oxen

r and a brazen table for the offering

1.

,s. To Dionysus pay public sacrifices

r Apollo the Averter sacrifice an ox

md observe one daY of rest; to Zeus,

rted the text of these oracles to

ty imagine why he would have

if he and his audience had ex-

) can see, the questions asked of
rest unambiguous answers, and

L for providing riddling answers

)s. Croesus' oracles came from
easily run into difficulties. The

L Dodona on rolled-up lamellae
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order to display in the polis, or reported in literary sources such as Herodo-
rus and Thucydides. In order to have a corpus of "historical" responses, we
use the categorisation by Joseph Fontenrose. He labelled those responses

"historical" that had been recorded within a lifetime from their supposed
pronouncement at the oracle. Fontenrose's division of the evidence into
"authentic" and "unauthentic" responses of the oracle is debatable - he

recogîized the problems with this division himself.as Still, his choices with
respect to (near) contemporaneity can be defended - and for our current
purposes his categorization will do as well as any other.46

The "historical responses" (H) of Fontenrose are75 in total and com-
prise both inscriptions and responses from literary sources. There are just
three responses that might be considered riddles: H67 (PW 467 = IMagn.
228),H18 (PW 259) and H7 (PW 160). lnlJ67, an inscription, we learn of
a woman has been told in a previous oracle to appease Hera, and she sub-

sequently asks which Hera, to which the oracle answers - in Fontenrose's
üanslation (with a small adaptation) - "Where old age, venerable for its
many years, has been wont to bathe its honoured and aged bodies, where
unwedded maids dance rhythmically in the chorus Lo aulos accompani-
ment, at the halls of an effeminate man, worship Hera".*' Fontenrose ar-
gues this would have been quite clear to the recipients of the response - not
so much a riddle as a poetic description.

Certainly ambiguous - but, it has to be said, with hindsight - is H18
(PW 259), where Callistratus appeffs to have asked whether he would
receive the benefit of the laws upon his return to Athens. To which the
Pythia replied that he would; and he was put to death after his return as a
punishment for earlier crimes. The historicity of this seems, however, quite
doubtful; indeed Fontenrose doubts the historicity of both response and
story, which is so very reminiscent of the oracle of Croesus when he heard

45 Fontenrose 1918: 7-9.
46 While Fontenrose's category "Historical" leaves us with 4 7o ambiguous respons-

es, his categories "Quasi-historical" and "Legendary" contatn 7.4 7o (20 ott of
268) and 5.7 Vo (10 out of 176) of ambiguous responses respectively - on a most
gene¡ous count, considering as a riddle everything not immediately understandable
to us. So abandiining Fontenrose's categorization and looking at ¿ll recorded Del-
phic oracular pronouncements (except for Fontenrose's category of "Fictional", too
small to draw any conclusions from) still leaves us with about the same tiny per-
centage of ambiguous responses.

47 Fontenrose 1978: 189-190, and 1988: 198-109: "Ev0o ¡ru.xpoîor XpóvoLoL oeBdo-
proq I ciOtoev aiòv Àourpoîorv 1pfro0cr rcltr¡¡révo oó¡rcro y¡p<,rq, oû Xópov I

iottiotv roûpar OaÀrÍpcov dpú¡tor I eópúO¡rr¡q ôcoroîo æpòq eìíg0oyyov I pél"oq ñôù,
UnÀuzrpÊroûq <porròq | þeld0porq "Hpov rpooeBrí(ou. The rranslation is based
on both Fontenrose 1978 and Fontenrose 1988: R24. In fact, this is likely to be a
Didymaean oracle, see Fontenrose 1988: 198-199.
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51 Diehl 1949:255.
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steanl wìth the savour of sacrifice; that they sct forth bowls of wine antl instit¡tc
chotuses atld wreathc thetnsclves with garlands after the custom of lheir father.s, in
honor of all the olyrnpian gods and goclclesses, lifiing up the right hancl and the
left, and that thcy be rninclful to bling gil'ts ofthanksgiving after the cnstom oftheir.
fathels. Ancl ye shall offel sacrificial gifts after the custolìr of your fathel.s to the
het'o-louuder ¿rfter lvhotn ye ale narncd; and tbl the clead tlicir lelatives shall ulake
offerings on the appointecl day accorcling to establishecl custour.52

Even a question about the death of Plotinus, an occasion which we rnight
easily imagine to have evoked an ambiguous or riddling response (death
being a rnystelious event inviting mystet'ious speech), the oracle seems to
respond pretty clearly that he has gone to the abodes of the blessed (Fon-
renrose Hó9; PW 473).

Thus the evidence frorn both Delphi and Dodona supports the notion
that the daily practice of divination must have been a ricldle-free ancl even
unarnbiglrous affair. Keep in mind that ol¡r problem is ¿¿or whether the
occasion of an individual oï polis addressing Delphi is historical or not.
The problern is only what shape the answer took. When we move beyoncl
Delphi and Dodona, ancl broaden our view to include the epigraphic record
of the Hellenistic and imperial period, for the discussion of which we have
no opportunity here, we do not fincl any riddles, but extremely straightfor-
ward oracular pronouncernents. One example should suffice: Ivana and
Andrej Petlovió have put together so-called "rnetrical sacrecl regulations"
mainly of alleged oracular provenance, which accounts for their metrical
folm; but being '1'egulations" (/eges sctcrae) they can hardly be ridclles.s3

It did not escape Fontenrose that all answers in the shape of riclclles that
we know of are from literaly texts only. Recently, peter Struck took Fon-
tenrose to task: "...Fontenrose's dismissal of the ambiguity of the Delphic

racle is reported Thuc. 5.16.2. Fotlten-

,viil have i shortage of food, ancl will

sitatingly accepted by Cartleclge 2000:

to,rtenio.r" firsi suggests the provelbial

rholiast and then rèjects this because it

r nloush witlr silvel"' = "ltr htry iood iot'

leldiñg wotrltl bc that silvcl is no good

their elforts will rcr"nain h'uitless; thus

r"rponr" says, it is ncithel provcrbial

J answct' to H3 = PW 134; 420) is not

)us - Fontenrose cloubts its historicity'

52 Denr. MacarÍ.66, tr'. Mulray 1939: Ayo0¡ túXn. éneptord é ôÍ1poq ó A0nvaírov
æepì toû o¡peíou roû év tQ oópovô yevopévou, ð .rr äv ðpôorv A0rlvoíorq iì ðr(D
0¡.ô 0úouotv íl eriXopévorq eìi1. énì .rò d¡rervov dnò toû o¡¡reíou. 

"rip.pépcLA0¡vuíorç nepì toû o¡¡reíor roû év rQ oripovQ yevo¡révoo Oúovruq rco),rtepeîv Árì
ónúrqo, AO¡vQ úrdr¡, 'Hpnr<),eî, AnóÀÀovt otorí1pr, ruì àttoné,pntw Ap,pióveoor.
nepì rúXuq- dyo0ûq AróIÀovL á1.tlrcî, Âoroî, Aprá¡*õr, rcrì tôrq ú1ruìq Kviortv, rcaì
*pgllqoc iorú¡rsv.rcaì xopoúç, ro.ì oreqavoqopeîv rcarrù ndrpro. Oeoîq'O),rpníorç
ruì'Olu¡ríorq núvreoot rcaì ndourq, ð?€ràc rcnì dprorepôrq åvíoXovruq, pvaor-
ðopeîv rccrrù ædrpro. iipç itpyoryhq, oô Énóvu¡roí ðore, Oúew K;ì òo;;rs),eîv
rurtà nd-rpro. toîq dno<pOrpévorq ðv ircvou¡révg'å¡épu te).cîv roùç ,roeíonu.oq
rcrrrì åy¡pévo.

53 Petrovió ancl Petrovió 2006. Thcy list 26 texts, ol'which at least 2l are or.ticular;
tlre^lrr'gc rn.joLity is rnclucle<i i.r't steincpigrarnnrc .tLts dem griechischen osÍe,
{ i9()8- 2004). Notc tlllt lltc tnelticll ¡l¿r{ulc of tlìe\e lcxt\ llas tu do with tlleir lcli-
gious rratur.e" esp. therr.(alleged) oLacular or.igin. This is what one rnight call pseu_
tìo-oralrty: thesc ale texts designed (in writing) to look like spoken texts (pro_
nouncelìlents of the oracle).
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would put you in the same situation you started from: you would have to
solve the riddle and you might get it wrong. One came all the way to Do-
dona to make life easier, not more complicated. one wanted to have a clear
"yes" or "no" when one has asked whether a marriage or migration or
business-trip was a good idea. One wanted to have the name of a god when
one has asked what god to sacrifice to in order to restore harmony.56 The
above is colnmon sense. I

Common sense, however, does not always do. We might also look at
divination in a more structural way - within a model of uncertainty-
management.5T Uncertainty consists ôf aleatory and epistemic uncertainty.
Aleatory uncertainty revolves around the idea that everything is based on
chance and the outcome of any occurenca cannot be predicted, while epis-
temic uncertainty is based on_a lack of knowledge ("known unknowns,' but
also "unknown unknowns";.'o These two types of uncertainty cannot and
should not be seen as independent categories: epistemic uncertainty springs
from aleatory uncertainty. How they are evaluated in a particular society,
however, will be different. In Greek society aleatory uncertainty was
deemed p-revalent and was accepted in the sense that life was considered a
"lottery".se Still, Greeks tried tã get some certainty about their future by
means of asking the supernatural. It is this kind of divinatory certainty that
is of interest here. In Greece, the questions that were asked were roughly in
the form "If I do 

^this, what will happen" or "Will the consequence of my
action be good".60 From the way these questions were phrasåd, it appears

, enough, to return to the famous

risht come uP with a riddle or an

r ãf Cro.su*'takjng the oracle lit-

ver (1.90).

56 Graf 2007: 118 119: "language [of the oracular pronouncement] channels cogni-
tion and replaces anxiety with the certainty of hope".

57 Cf. Beerden Forthcoming.
58 Aleatory uncertainty may be based on: inherent randomness of nature (natural

randomness); value diversity (cognitive variety); human behaviour (behavioural
variety); social, economic, and cultural dynamics (societal randonness); techno_
logical surprises (technological randomness). Epistemic uncertainty may be based
on inexactness, lack of observations or meâsurements, practicalities oi m"usu.e-
ment, conflicting evidence, reducible ignorance (unknown unknowns), indetermi-
nacy (issues that will not be known) and ineducible ignorance (issues that cannot
be known); see van Asselt 2000: 86-87.

59 As testified by the pôpularity of dicing and games more generally - as suggested
for^the Roman world by Beard 2010. see for literature on Greek gaming,-Éisher
2004 and Kurke 1999.

60 There are app¿ìl'ent exceptions, 
'rost 

notably the common questions "will I be
happy?", "will I be cured?" or "will I have chiklren?,,. These might not, however,
be true exceptions: possibly they should be re-phrased as askin! for the specific
conditions under which happiness or procreation will be effected. cr. parkei 2000:
83: "how long wilt our good for-tune Last?" \¡ias not a question that asked for a spe-
clllc number of years or for a date, but for the insurance that things will endure as
long as a certrin condition is fulfilled. If true exceptions, this still does not affect
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thattherewasnoknownfuturewhichclivinationcouldreveal.Itisnot
uu*l f."o*tion, as in astrology. what ¿ivination did do was to di'rinish

fears of rnaking the wrong cholðe which would lead to a negative future. In

oit1", *o.¿r, tñe primary"aim of divination was not to know the luture and

ãonsequentty gain sorr-re .ontrol over it' but merely to ensure that the future

,á-,,1,¿ ¡" poritiu". Elements of luck and chance qere still plevalenlìn this

future, almost to an incomprehensible degree to modern man' where 'ses

il" t,i a ,o"i"ty which assumes a level of control with regards to the fu-

*rL, *," Greek world was a ,.fatalistic" one in the sense that nothing could

¡" ãon" by man in order to gain a blueprint of the future and take appropn-

;;;i";:.'ì- i upp"urc obiious that the whole idea of divination' indeed

i;t ";tt 
nature, is the reduction of uncertainty' and thus fear: the future
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4. Towards an ExPlanation

There is, then, a strong case for assuming that the outcome of divination

;;r-it túe majority oi"u,"' completely clear-cut' It is of course possible

that in some instances a message may have been ambiguous' but that is not

something the usual applicant-woulá have settled for' let alone for a rid-
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dle.62 Then why did the literary notion of arnbiguous and even ricldling
oracles exist in the first place? We have these examples of riddling oracles

- which may not have been divinatory plactice, but which never.theless
were a popular depiction of the same. Struck and Rosenberger, as we have
seen, think this says,something about the divinatory process and its percep-
tion and reception."' We do not think so - or not in so direct a manner.
People may have believed the riddling oracles to be historical - in the
sense of being authentic; but also in the sense of being of the past, or be-
longing in a world that was not theirs: they would not expect oracles pre-
senting riddles to them. Neveltheless, literaly sources indicate there was
this particular Greek paradigrn embedded into the communal frarne of
reference, enough so to still shape present-day views of ancient oracles.6a

Herodotus uses the,_riddle as a literary device throughout his work, as do
writers of tragedy.65 We must assume that a Greek audience considered
these riddling oracles as an acceptable way of portraying divination - de-
spite the fact that this turned a practice which, in everybody's real life ex-
perience, should be unambiguous into something ambiguous. So we still
have to ask how to accounf for this discrepancy between divinatory prac-
dce on the one hand, and literary fiction on the other: why did this paradox
exist? Why did the Greeks select some utterly atypical examples of divina-
tion, or make up most (or all) of them?

The basis of our explanation lies in the fact that the oracular riddles
occur in literary texts only, which all happen to be examples of story-
telling. When we look at this fi'om the narrative aspect, it is obvious that a
riddle adds drama to a story, helps the stoly to unfold, prepares us for a

tragic outcome.uu We, as an audience, already know whai is going to hap-

62 The general literature on riddles does not ¿rssociate riddles with divination; we can
only come up with McDowell (1994: 3580), who says: "the one who poses and fi-
nally solves the lidclle occupies the seer's role". The essencc is of course: "and
soly¿.ç the riddle". This colnpares to the divinel in the Greek world, who observes
the arnbiguous signs o1'the supernatural and turns them into an unanrbiguous mes-
sage. In liddling, the idea is to nake the riddlee sweat for a while, but the r-idcllcr
will always present the solutíon.

63 See also Pucci 1996; but for Pucci this is cornpletelv an issue of the Gr.eek mind -
and not of divinatory practice af all.

64 Cf. n.7 above.
65 For their specific function within the narrative, see, fbr.exan.rple, thc analysis of

Herodotus' use o1'oracles in the tale of Croesus, by Kinclt (2006); or, in unsur-
passed detail. Crahay 1 956. Intriguing is Pl. S),lip. 192d who uses ¡rovreúo¡Lo,t and

- ûlvrrro¡ül in the sarne bleath, but in what relationship rernains unclear.
66 Please note that riddles in a narrative context usually are no longer true riclclles to

most of the ¿rudience: thcy know the ritldle ancl its solution. lt is all about the sto-
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ate this, see n. 12 above.
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There are many cultures which show a deep attachment to wordplay. The
riddle-solver is a common cultrtre hero who has much in common with the
trickster.T3 One need only think of Samson in the Old Testament, or of the
prophet Daniel: "A notable spirit, with ... the gift of interprering dreams,
explaining riddles and unbinding spells" (Dan.5:12). Nor did the ridclle
become part of the perception of divination in every culture with a fond-
ness fol' ricldling.Ta Thus there are no sources inclióatirig Mesopotamians
had riddles, or fantasized about riddles, as the outcome of their divinatory
pl'ocess, although they did know the concept of the ricldle.Tt As far as Afi.i-
can divination is concerned, it appears that the the idea that the outcome of
divination could take the shape of a riddle is not common there either -
even if riddles al'e very popular in African cultures.T6 So we have to push
ol1.

Secondly, we come to fear, the fear of misinterpretation. The divinato-
ry process was fool-proof, except for the very last stage; you yourself.
There was, then, the deep-rooted fear that human weaknesses would spoil
everything, because you would not understand what the gods were telling
you. The gods do not lie; they cannot lie. But you can be blind. The rid-
dling stories show how the quest for coping with future uncertainties can
misfire.

Institutionalisation of the divinatory process may have increased such
fears. We have seen above how very "fatalistic" Greek society *us.tt A
Greek had to rely on chance and luck - there was no possibility to hide
behind the idea that the future could be controlled in any way. Even if
divination worked to its maxinum potential and a clear answer was given,

dic, along the lines of Roger caillois - which would be another argurnent against
the mariage of riddling and oracles: cf. Caillois 1950: Appendix 2,leu et sacr.é,,.

73 De Vries 1928.
74 See Böck 2011. For examples of a sumerian riddle collection, see Alster 1976,

Civil 1987.
75 This is an argwnenÍum e silentio, but considering the huge amount of evidence or1

Meso¡rotamian divination, the complete absence of riddling cannot be ig'orcd. Thc
meaning of a sign could, on the other hand, be interpretecl - among others - by
mea¡ìs we would call wordplay. Yet, this is not the same as the outcome of lhe di-
vinatory process being a riddle. See for the connection befween protasis and apr)tl-
osis in the ornen texts the recent Bilbija 2008.

76 Take the famous Azancle: we are unsul'e of theil general use of ricldles, but Evans-
Pritchard's account makes it cleal that the outcon.res ofdivinations were not in the
shape of riddles. See Evans-prichar.cl 1 937: 258-35 l.

77 The relation between uncertainty ancl play is also pllasecl as ,,Anong the general
characteristics of play we reckonecl tension and uncerrainty. There ii alwãys the
question: 'will it come off?"'(Huizinga 1938, quoted after the English transiation,
1970:68).
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ceptable to have oracles, which they knew and expected to be unambigu-
ous, to be portrayed as ambiguous?

Essentially, because the riddle makes for a good story. The effective-
ness of the riddle as a narrative ploy is evident. But why was it acceptable
to deviate so far from actual oracular practice? Because the Greeks were so
fond of competition, not least in the form of all kinds of wordplay, riddles
included, that the irnage of a riddling oracle was quite açìpealing to them -
even if they themselves would find this unacceptable in real life. Reporting
oracles - but not just oracles, think of the sphinx - becomes an occasion,
an excuse for telling (and re-telling) popular riddles. Another reason for
riddling oracles is that the stories about the ambiguous outcomes of divina-
don sublimate one of the worst fears of Greek society: the fear of not un-
derstanding the divine messages, and rnaking serious mistakes, down to
and including self-destruction. Gods cannot lie, but men can: they are
cheats and are apt to cheat even themselves. This is truly dramatic when
the context is divination, the one occasion where the advice is utterly relia-
ble. The help provided by the gods can be subverted by human failing. The
institutionalisation of oracles, which removed the play-element that was
present in the "normal" divinatory process, and which allowed one to steer
the outcome into a wished-for direction, exacerbated such fears.

Thus oracles came to be seen in a riddling light, even though in real
life they were meant to give certainty and reassurance. If something is a
popular practice, like riddling, this practice will tend to bleed into story
telling and so on, even in situations wherein it is not appropriate. Or where
it is appropriate after all in showing people how not to approach divination:
self-assured, self-reliant. One had better be humble, listen very carefully
and try to come away with a piece of unambiguous advice that helped one
to cope with life's exigencies.
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