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“Gods Cannot Tell Lies”: )
Riddling and Ancient Greek Divination™

Frederick G. Naerebout & Kim Beerden

1. Introduction

Plato, in the Apology, presents Socrates as wondering about the pro-
nouncement of the Delphic oracle that “no man is wiser than Socrates”.!
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 it* — is that
gods cannot tell lies, but can be expected to hide the true meaning of their
words by aivitresOou: speaking dark language, or riddling words. When we
look at modern 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 series of famous examples from Greek divination —
oracular pronouncements.” This is somewhat odd: 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 and Lisa Maurizio.
1 Pl Ap. 20e-21b,.
Montuori (1990) argues persuasively for a complete fabrication by Plato.
For the sphinx, see Baum-vom Felde 2006 and Katz 2006, both with extensive
references. For a famous analysis of the meaning and function of the riddle in
Sophocles” Oedipus, Vernant 1978. See also, more recently, Rokem 1996. Note

that ancient sources describe the riddles of the Sphinx as oracular: see Segal 1999:
237-238 for a brilliant analysis.
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the ancient concept of riddling. One of the reasons they see it that way g
because the enigmatic oracle is seen as the original form of |'id(l]in¥,, while
riddling as a pastime is then supposed to be a later development.” But iy
fact, the majority of riddles documented in our sources do not belong in the
realm of religion and myth; still, these “typical riddles”, i.e. riddles from 4
non-religious context, have received rather less allenliom5 This balance
ought to be redressed. But in order to be able to do so, we should first cop.
front what we have called the atypical riddles head-on, and see what we
can make of them. Here we again have to restrict ourselves, and we wil]
look at oracular pronouncements only. A single representative example
should suffice to illustrate the common viewpoint: “The responses of
Greek oracles are often formulated in enigmatical language and use stand-
ard techniques of riddles (metaphors and symbols, paradoxes and adynatq
ambiguous or polysemous words etc.) in order to conceal their true mean:
ing and mislead the recipient; thus, the oracular response functions as g
‘divine riddle’ propounded by the god to a mortal”.” There are definitely
some preconceptions at work here that need looking into.” Exactly how
often are oracular responses riddling and could they really be intended to
mislead?

As riddles are at the core of our investigation, we should first of all es-
tablish what we understand by the word “riddle”® A simple, but workable
definition of the riddle is the following: “a question or statement intention-

Edwards — Wright — Browning 1970, in speaking of the history of riddles, not of
oracles: “the Oracle, for example, is typically expressed in enigmatic form” (im-
plied is that the primordial riddie is oracular). Ziegler 1975, again on riddles: “Am
Anfang steht im griechischen Mythos das Ritsel der Sphinx”. Colli 1977: 437: “la
derivazione dell’enigma dalla sfera della divinazione”. This reflects ancient
speculative thought: Paus. 8.8.3, tr. Jones 1933: “In the days of old those Greeks
who were considered wise spoke their sayings not straight out but in riddles” (as
was said about Orpheus, Heraclitus and many others).

The most relevant literature is almost a century old: Ohlert 1912, Schultz 1909
1914. A recent contribution: Jedrkiewicz 1997: 40-48.

Konstantakos 2004: 130-131.

The association of oracles and riddles is engrained in modern language use: in =
Dutch “orakelspreuk™ has come to mean “riddle”, “orakeltaal” is “dark language™s
“orakelen”. like German “orakeln”, is “to speak darkly or ambiguously”, in Ger-
man “das war ein Orakel fiir mich” means “that was a mystery L0 me”. This usage
is rare in English, and absent in French and Italian. It is present, however, in mod
ern Greek. The reception of the “riddling oracle” is a subject that should be ad=
dressed in detail.

On the need for proper etic definitions: Snoek 1987: 5. By concentrating on i
riddle, we also want to pay homage to Maciej Kazimierz Sarbiewski (1595-164¢
Polish Jesuit, Neo-Latin poet and author of the treatise De acuto et argto, WhEs
is in part devoted to investigating the literary device of the acutum, the “conceit’s
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ally phrased to require ingenuity in ascertaining its answer or meaning”.9
Ambiguity is inherent in the riddle, but the riddle is something more than
an ambiguous pronouncement. The riddle is one particular linguistic way
of expressing ambiguity: “inherent in the riddle is a deliberate ambiguity
which is designed to reveal and conceal its subject at one and the same
time. Success in untangling the true meaning of the riddle-sentence from
the knots of verbal deceit depends upon the confirmation of the solution by
the riddle poser”.m A true riddle consists basically of a description (“it

Jloughs”) and what linguists call a “block element” (“but leaves no fur-
row’); from this the referent has to be puzzled out (in this example: “a
ship”). There are many variants, but in order for a statement to be consid-
ered a riddle there has to be a replacement of some kind, that is, the state-
ment in the riddle is metaphoric — but the metaphor is deliberately left
incomplete, with an element concealed, or it is contradictory.""

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 riddles, although
of course they can be written down or even composed in writing, are essen-
tially an oral form of wordplay.'> We would rather not speak of orality in

-

o Oxford English Dictionary online s.v. “riddle” (July 2012). Cf. Augarde 2003: L:
“A question or statement that requires ingenuity to understand and answer, usvally
because it is phrased in an ambiguous or misleading way”. In fields of study as
varied as Psychology and Folklore Studies, scholars have produced countless
definitions of the riddie. They tend to stress different aspects, but not always in
helpful ways: “an overt question with a covert answer” (but riddles need not be
questions), or “The riddle is a problem whose solution evokes a good deal of
pleasure and humor™ (but riddling is not always and never only fun: it can be a
highly serious form of play), and so on. For these definitions, see G. B. Milner ap.
Maranda 1976, Layton 1976: 239, and Shultz 1974: 100.

10 Ben-Amos 1976: 249. “By the riddle poser”: when we speak of “solving the
riddle”, it is the riddler and not the riddlee who provides the ultimate solution. The
riddles of traditional oral culture are not problems to be analysed: see Hamnett
1967: 384 on those to whom a riddle has been posed: “they are more likely to be
trying to recall a known but forgotten answer than to be genuinely attempting to
tackle a new problem”. Alternatively, the fun lics in coming up with an alternative
answer: see Katz 2006: 184 (Katz’ 2006 article has much worthwhile to offer on
riddles and riddling in general; see also Thatcher 2000).

11 McDowell 1994; Hamnett 1967; Welsh 1993 (from where we took our examples).

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

131. A main variant amongst what are considered “(rue riddles”, are punning

riddles, based on some lexical or grammatical ambiguity (“what turns without

moving?” Answer: “milk”). A very particular type of replaccment is the
homonymic oracle — frequently encountered in ancient sources: Pausanias and/or
his spokespersons were very fond of them.

Ong 1982: 53: “the riddle belongs in the oral world”. Wordplay has several so-

called “conversalional genres”; jokes, riddles, and so on; see, e.g., the overview in
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this context, but of oral tradition or oral cutture (e.g. “the oral tradition of
children”); one should compare the concepts of orature and oracy, intro-
duced or re-defined by African scholars Pio Zirimu and Austin Bukenya,'3
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 riddies (or because of their formal aspects, such as a metrical compo-
sition). The riddle in whatever form can be conceived of in writing — ang
might indeed be introduced into a written text to evoke the spoken word 4
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 from ancient times”."” 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 cultura]
reflexivity”, by which one can “measure the limits of culture”.'® 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 of W{)rdp]ay.17

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 technopaegnia as defined by Luz and other kinds of wordplay is far from
absolute.

See Ngiigi wa Thiong’o 2007, Kaboré 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.

Cf. n. 53 below.

Encyclopadia Britannica 2009 Ultimate Reference Suite (Chicago 2009) s.v.
“riddle”.

McDowell 1994: 3578, 3580. Play is used here in the sense in which it was used by
Huizinga 1938.

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 surrounding it, but think it can be retained as a valid way of
speaking about historical (and present) realities: see Brumann 1999 (including
comments), 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 2
key aspect of explaining their social reality”. Different: Gillison 2010. A good
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Whether the Greek oracular pronouncements that we are going to study
here are always “true riddles” as defined above, can be doubted. But they
are certainly riddles in the somewhat wider sense of expressions with a
deliberate ambiguity resulting from metaphoric replacement. They have
been called “riddles” in modern discussions of the Greek oracles, which
finds a parallel in ancient Greek sources which speak of oracular language
as griphos or ainigma, “riddle”.'® For brevity’s sake, we will speak of
«“riddles” whenever an oracular pronouncement is ambiguous, without
further specifications — which would not make any difference as far as our
conclusions are concerned.

2. Riddling Oracles

At least according to the literary sources, the interpretation of supernatural
signs could be given in the shape of a riddle — especially where oracles
were concerned.'” The most famous Greek example of a riddle as the out-
come of a divinatory session at the oracle, can be found in Herodotus.
Croesus, the king of the Lydians, asked the Pythia at Delphi if he would
reign over the Persians for a long time:

To this the Pythian priestess answered as follows: “When the Medes have a mule
as king, | Just then, tender-footed Lydian, by the stone-strewn Hermus | Flee and
do not stay, and do not be ashamed to be a coward”. When he heard these verses,
Croesus was pleased with them above all, for he thought that a mule would never
be king of the Medes instead of a man, and thercfore that he and his posterity
would never lose his empire.”®

overview of this debate for the ancient world in Hall 2004: 35-50. For a basic, but
sympathetic argument in favour of studying ancient “folklore” as a key to cultural
history, see Ingemark and Ingemark 2007.

18 Ainigma and griphos are used mostly interchangeably. For attempts — ancient and
modern — to differentiate between the two: Luz 2010: 144-145.

19 We see the oracular process as follows: some medium (the Pythia at Delphi, the
tree at Dodona, etc.) functions as vehicle for the god to reveal his sign. This sign
(which is always ambiguous in itself) is then converted into a message by an inter-
preter. It is this message that might be given the shape of a riddle. For some intro-
ductions to the topic (which do not necessarily agree with the way we see the pro-
cess — there are other opinions on this), see Johnston 2005: 10, and Vernant 1974.

20 Hdt. 1.55.1-56.1, tr. Godley 1920: "H 8¢ ITvbin of xp@ tdds: “AML" Grav Hufovog
Bacthede Midotor yévntar, | kal t6éte, Aude moduPpé, | rokvynigde map” “Eppov |
gebyey imdd pévewy, nd’ aideioot kaxdg eivar”. Tobtowot £\0odot toio Enect 6
Kpoioog modkév 11 pdhiota ndviov ficn, Eniev fulovov oddapd dvt’ avipog
Buoihedosy Midmv, 008’ Gv adtdc ovd’ ol &€ adtod nadoecbul kote Tiig dpyic.
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Croesus was pleased with this adynaton — which is the way in which pe
interpreted it. Unfortunately, Croesus had not solved the riddle (in fact, po
did not see it was a riddle at all: we will come back to that). His enemy
Cyrus — King of the Medes — was the child of a mother of high status Whi]e‘
his father was of low status: a mule.”' As this example shows, the product
of a session at the Delphic oracle could, at least as portrayed in the literag

sources, consist of a riddle that had to be solved by its recipient — life o
death, the survival or destruction of a kingdom could all depend on the
outcome. The story of Croesus is only one among a substantial nuraber 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 thege
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 actua]
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.”® 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.24 In fact, there is a
fourth approach: this says that the question is no good, and that whether

Hdt. 1.91.5.

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

Best known are Parke and Wormell’s division of Delphic oracles in historic and
fictive, and Fontenrose’s division of the same in historic, quasi-historic, legendary
and fictive (cf. nn. 45-46 below). The most sophisticated analysis of oracular re-
sponses is that by Aune (1983: 54-65). Flower (2008: 218) states as his “subjective
opinion” that those oracles that “refer the problem back to the client” are the ones
most likely to be historical.

Fontenrose (1978) gives proper (and generally ignored) arguments for considering
as inauthentic all riddling oracles (and other oracles in the literary tradition). Oth-
erwise, hardly anybody seems 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 trop ancienne el
trop unanime sur ce point pour &tre mensongére”, p. 233; why this should be so €s=
capes us). But see Pucci 1996: 152: “Nella vita pratica, invece, il vaticinio &
fenomeno corrente, ubbidisce a varie esperienze ed esigenze di vita e si esprime
solitamente in modo chiaro”, italics ours.
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any individual oracular pronouncement is authentic or not does not matter
_ the important thing is that this is how Greeks conceived their oracles.””
whether Greeks thought of their oracles as riddling is, as far as we are
concerned, still an open question. When we want to know what actual
oracular practice was, as the present authors do, we have to address that
question.

Let us first look at the arguments of those Wwho defend the historicity of
the riddling oracles. The most usual way of explaining why the outcomes
of divination should be ambiguous — this includes the riddles — is that it is a
way for divination to continue to exist: if the interpretation of the signs
given by the gods (which signs commonly are ambiguous in themselves) is
ambiguous as well, the onus of “getting it right™ is shifted to the individual
or collective body receiving the message. If they misinterpret the riddle
(or, more generally, are led astray by some ambiguous wording), in the end
the supernatural is not to blame, nor is the oracle which gave out the oracu-
Jar message. It is human error, at the recipients’ end, and this is all there is
1o it. The 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
response. ... Apollo referred the problem back to them” — at least, this is
what happened in the case of “delicate cnquiries”.z(’ However, reading
parker’s analysis of oracles and politics, one comes upon several examples
of fairly “delicate enquiries™ that nevertheless called for, and got, straight-
forward answers. When Parker speaks of oracular pronouncements as “ap-
parently objective and uniquely authoritative”, delivering “reassurance”
that one decides on the best course of action, “referral to binding arbitra-
tion”, and “leading to a satisfactory dénouement”, it seems self-
contradictory to suppose that such pronouncements could be enigmatic.27

25 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 gewinnt einen hohen Wert, wenn man sich fragt, welche
Botschaft sie transportieren soll”. Rosenberger’s refusal to single out our only ex-
tensive epigraphic corpus of oracular questions (and some responses), the 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 1997 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
Wahrheiz, which is something that she deliberately chooses not to do.

26 Parker 2000: 80.

_27 Parker 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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The whole idea that an oracle would avoid giving a straightforward an.
swer, and would leave things as open as possible, in order to reduce the
chances of having it wrong, derives from a modern misconception thag
there exists some objective yardstick to measure divinatory success. Per.
haps because we moderns have very particular ideas about what constituteg
success, we do not see that oracles cannot in fact be “wrong”, for the Greek
oracle simply advises on “the best course of action”.”® If things turn oy
bad, they might very well have been worse if the alternative action had
been taken. If something really is wrong, the interpreter has failed, because
of lack of knowledge, or because of having been blinded by some all top
human emotion, like greed or parti.‘;ansl‘.ip29 Consider a parallel: if ap
amulet does not protect one, its users will not conclude that the magic for-
mula is ineffective — always allowing for exceptions — but they will say
that the amulet and the magic did work after all, because otherwise thingg
would have been worse, or they conclude that they indeed did not work,
but not from any inherent ‘neffectiveness, but because one has done some-
thing wrong. There is no need to defend an oracle’s reputation: its reputa-
tion cannot be damaged.

Another way of explaining the existence of riddling answers is to argue
that the diviners did not so much want to save their skin, but simply acted
in accordance with what they supposed to be the very nature of the gods,
The gods were riddlers, and Apollo, the oracular god par excellence, wasa
riddler amongst riddlers. “Divine help could be valuable, but the gods of-
ten embedded it within problems; ... riddling oracles hid their meanings=
and their potential usefulness — behind misleading words that tempted inept
interpreters down fatal paths”. The recipient should decode the message =
the gods did not do this for you.‘w It is important, however, (0 SUress
misinterpretations lead to tragedies, not because people are duped by
supernatural, but because people out of hybris, greed, jealousy, spite
whatever bad characteristic or emotion insist on coming up with the Wror
solutions to the riddles placed before them.

This presence of ambiguity in divination seems, at first sight, to fit
with common ideas about religious life. Religion does not seem (0 belo
primarily to a realm where maximum clarity of language is necessary
always appreciated. Religion deals in part with things that are impos!

e

28 Cf. nn. 60-61 below.
In literary sources, characters in the story can reject an oracle as falsé
Jocasta in Oedipus Rex; of course, the oracle is not false at all, but the prot
cannot and want not to accept its consequences. If such stories tell one thi
that one should never think of an oracle as wrong.

30 Johnston 2008: 55-56.
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or difficult to express in words; these might not be expressed at all (but
instead put into imagery, or addressed non-verbally: acoustically or kinet-
ically), but of course we also find a lot of metaphor, and all sorts of ambig-
uous and round-about ways of speaking about what is in the end unspeaka-
ple. The language of mysticism — in many different religious traditions —
might be the ultimate cxamplc.” Giorgio Colli has set the tone here.*
Giovanni Manetti (referring to Colli) discusses the divine sign as a chal-
lenge, obscure, unsolvable: the way Apollo. shows his dark, destructive
side.33 The problem here is that no attempt is made to differentiate between
the one religious behaviour and the other. Speaking about a god might be
rather different from speaking to a god or being spoken to by a god.

Still another explanation is one based on arguments about Greek civic
discourse, implying that an ambiguous answer is what the customers want-
ed to have in order to keep their own options open. Robert Parker ex-
plained that Greeks would have liked to get their oracles phrased in an
ambiguous way: oracles were only asked in times of need when a decision
could not be made easily. In these cases, oracles were only one of the ar-
guments in these difficult decision-making processes and for the Greek
polis 10 function properly, there would be a need for at least something to
discuss. If the gods were loud and clear, assemblies or councils could not
have functioned propcrly.“‘1 Croesus was, naturally, not dependent on such
debate, but it can be argued that such stories were meant for a Greek audi-
ence: they say more about the needs of the audience than about those of
Croesus. This can be seen to run into the same difficulties as the first ar-
gument: the notion of having maximum leeway to decide for oneself con-
tradicts the notion of seeking for divine guidance in order to minimize
uncertainty.

31 Still, much religious discourse is not more ambiguous than everyday language put
to some purely practical purpose (which we tend (o call unambiguous, even though
quite some ambiguity is involved). This is something altogether different from in-
consistency: see Versnel 1990: 1-35. Discourse in a religious context (as in many
other contexts) need not be consistent, and is even likely to be inconsistent, incon-
sistency being a very common phenomenon.

32 Colli 1975: 61-69; 1977: 4748, and the collection of passages, 339-369, with
comments, 435-440.

33 Manetti 1987; 27-56; Jedrkiewicz 1997: 42-43: “Applicato alla sfera religiosa,
esso svela le verild nascoste che incombono sull’essistenza; la scienza oracolare &
un caso specifico di competenza enigmistica’”.

34 Parker 2000: 76, 80.
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3. The Nature of Greek Divination

[et us explore the nature of ambiguity in the divinatory process in order to
offer an alternative answer (o the question whether or not riddles were
actual oracular practice, and why this would be s0. This oracular procesg
started with the observation of a'perceived sign from the supernatural by an
individual. That sign had either been evoked by the individual, or he would
have observed something per chance and judged it to be a sign. Seen from
an emic perspective, this sign would always be ambiguous.” When Penel-
ope had a dream in which she saw her twenty geesc killed by an eagle, she
considered this to be a sign: the dream was meaningful. But it needed in-
terpretation in order to clarify its meaning.% The divinatory sign — ip
whichever shape, the rustling of leaves, the throw of a dice — is in itself
meaningless. So someone has to pronounce the meaning of the sign. The
same with the flight of birds, the missing lobe of a liver and so on: once an
occurrence had been recognized as being a sign, that sign had to be inter-
preted, either by a Jayman or by a specialized diviner. The final pro-
nouncement could, naturally, be a straightforward “positive” or “negative
the ideal situation for the recipient of the sign. Yet, it could theoretically
also be a statement that was ambiguous, leaving room for different expla-
nations. Such an ambiguous statement could possibly take the form of a
riddle — which is of course what literary sources about oracles show us. To'
take up our previous example of a sign, Penelope’s dream: the interpretas
tion of that sign could be the arrival of an avenger who kills the suitors
(straightforward) or “an eagle will come upon the geese and Kill them all*
(riddling — the same message encrypted in a simile). The recipient of :
riddling interpretation would then still need — as a third step in the proce
_ to resolve a riddle before he gained some kind of guidance about
future.

Are ambiguous pronouncements in the shape of riddles really typi
of divination in general and oracles in particular? In order to formulate
answer to this question, we will compare the literary evidence with
oracular riddles to the epigraphical evidence. We will look at Delphi and=Sss

R ——

35 Ounly a direct spoken answer (spoken by the god or his mouthpiece) would bt
ynambiguous: unless that answer was not in ordinary comprehensible languages
in the case of the Pythia as mouthpiece of Apollo at Delphi, we are unsure
shape of this oral sign. For a brief overview of opinions on these matlerss s
Rosenberger 2001: 54-58.

36 As in this case also happened within the course of her dream: seé
9.525-550.

Hom. 0
:'. ]
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Dodona — two oracle sites with an equal reputation for riddling — and at
Hellenistic oracles:
By such dreams was I, to my distress, beset night after night, until at last I gained
courage to tell my father of the dreams that haunted me. And he sent many a mes-
senger to Pytho and Dodona so that he might discover what deed or word of his
would find favor with the gods. But they returned with report of oracles, riddling,
obscure, and darkly worded.” g
This reputation of the oracle at Dodona for ambiguity and riddling is not
borne out by local practice. Striking epigraphic materials were found 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, and there are many
more (c. 1,100) that are still unpub]ished.'ig With a few exceptions, they
stem from the sixth century to around 250 BC.*” An example of the type of
questioning is the following:
Whether it will be better for me if I go to Sybaris and if T do these things?*®

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.41 All are plain and simple and are comparable to the following
example in clarity:

37 Aesch. PV 655-662, tr. Weir Smyth 1922: towiocde ndooc edppdvoc dvelpaot |
Evverydpy Sdomvog, £ote 81 matpl | Ty yeyoveiv voxtiporr dveipotar | 6 5 &
18 TTobo kémi Awddviy Tokvodg | Bsompdmous Tokrev, d¢ pddot tf xpn | Spdvr’ R
Ayovia Sofpoow mpdocew gida. | fixov & dvayyéhhovieg aforootéong | ypno-
Lovg, dofpovg duokpitag T elpnpévove.

38 Lhéte (2007: 70-72; 345-360), and Eidinow (2007: 72-124), have recently pub-
lished, re-published, and categorized the known Dodona texts.

39 Parke 1967: 101; Lhote 2007: 11.

40 AT ko péd &g [Z0]Bapv vt Adiov | Epev [K]a npdrovi tadra. Tr. (and bibliog-
raphy) Eidinow 2007: 75, no. 2. It is generally accepted that this kind of questions
are first-person 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, il is
impossible (o tell. This is the response that Eidinow (2007: 111, no. 5), translates
as “Tt is not safe but for the man destroying everything” (obk éoti dopdhewn GAN
dnorénvrt mdvta). Of the other fourteen possible answers (of which a table can be
found in Eidinow 2007: 123-124) one appears to be mistakenly included (p. 111,
no. 4) and two are too fragmentary to judge. The other eleven are not always easy
to understand, but certainly do not look like riddles. In translation: “In Kroton” (cf.
1. 42 below), “Stay”; “Bear with your deteat” / “Put up with her”; “You should do
nothing by land”; “Be content with the one woman you already have” (EBGR
2010: no. 28); ““Slaves living apart”; “To/for him setting off to Hermione”; “God ...
to Zeus the father, concerning ... to Fortune a libation, to Herakles Erechtheis, to
Athena Patroa” (to do with sacrifices and libations); “Stay on land, complelely”;
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Side A: God ... Good Luck. About possessions and about & place to live: whethey
(it woulci be) better for him and his children and his wife in Kroton? Side B: Iy
Kroton.*”
More importantly still, the questions seem to be such as to require g
straightforward answer. But that could be modern prejudice, of course
Also, these are private enquiries. Wgu]d answers to public enquiries comé
in a more riddling format? In Dodona at least this was not the case. Eyi.
dence comes from Demosthenes, who relates the gist of two public oracles
in one of his speeches. These oracles are strai ghtforward: :
To the people of the Athenians the prophet of 7Zeus announces. Whereas ye haye
let pass the seasons of the sacrifice and of the sacred embassy, he bids you seng
nine chosen envoys, and that right soon. To Zeus of the Ship sacrifice three oxen
and with each ox three sheep; 10 Dione one ox and a brazen table for the offering
which the people of the Athenians have offered.

The prophet of Zeus in Dodona announces. To Dionysus pay public sacrifices
and mix a bowl of wine and set up dances; 0 Apollo the Averter sacrifice an ox
and wear garlands, both free men and slaves, and observe one day of rest; to Zeus
the giver of wealth, a white bull.* 3

Even if we assume that Demosthenes adapted the text of these oracles to
the context of his argument, one can hardly imagine why he would have
filled them with such clear, prosaic details if he and his audience had ex-
pected them to be gnomic utterances. As We can see, the questions asked of
the supernatural at Dodona seemed to request unambiguous answers, and
the answers known to us were exactly that.

Delphi had an even stronger reputation for providing riddling answers -
to questions, at least in the literary sources. Croesus’ oracles came from
Delphi (but also Oropos). With Delphi, we easily run into difficulties. The
responses (and questions) found in situ in Dodona on rolled-up lamellae
must have played some part in the actual enquiries made at the oracle. Bul
for Delphi the responses have been recorded at some later date: on stone 1

R
«But if I do not send to Arybbas, but it stays here...”; “For Leton, it was advanta=

geous ... not having confidence ... in the man from Thourioi when he placed..."s

42 Side A: @e6g TOY® dyadd: | mepl roviacioc kel TEpL FOKEGIOS | ig Kp(G)yrova:
Bértiov Kol Hpewo(v) | adToL kol yeveld kol yoveu|ki. Side B: *Ev Kpbrovt. Tr
bibliography) Eidinow 2007: 76, no. 5. 4

43 For another attestation of the clarity of the Dodonaic oracle see, e.g., Din. Dei: 8.

44 Dem. Meid. 53, tr. Vince 1935: T dMpe Adnvaiov 6 100 Ag onpaivet. O
o Gpag mapnvEyKate TS Guotac kol tig Beopiag, aipetode MEPTEY '
Pewpods Evexa wobtov S Tayéov, (kal) T At Noto TpEiS Bobg Kak
fxcdote ot 8o olc, Th Awdvn Podv KOAMEPETY, KOl tpdmnelov oy TPL

Gvdnpo & avébnkev & dfipog O Abnvaiov. ‘O 100 Ade onpodvet v Aod

Aovion dnpotekil fepd TEAEly Kol Kkpotiips Kepaowt Kl XOpoOvS

Ané)hovt dnotporaie Body Bdcat, Kl GTEQUVNQOPETY Erevdépovg K

ol vt plav fipépav. Al ktnoto Podv AEVKOV.
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order to display in the polis, or reported in literary sources such as Herodo-
tus 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
recognized the problems with this division himself.*’ 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.*

The “historical responses” (H) of Fontenrose are 75 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). In H67, 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
translation (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 to 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 appears 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 1978: 7-9.

46 While Fontenrose’s category “Historical” leaves us with 4 % ambiguous respons-
es, his categories “Quasi-historical” and “Legendary” contain 7.4 % (20 out of
268) and 5.7 % (10 out of 176) of ambiguous responses respectively — on a most
generous count, considering as a riddle everything not immediately understandable
to us. So abandoning Fontenrose’s categorization and looking at all 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: 189190, and 1988: 198-109: "Ev0u pakpoiot ypdvorot cefdo-
Juog | elhoey oidv dovrpolow gpiicur tefrmpéva odpate yipeg, od xdpov |
Wotiiow kobpo Bakdpmv duintot | edpibpng dwrolo mpdg eliployyov | péhog 175D,
Ondumpenods gotog | pedddpoic “Hpav mpooePdtov. The translation 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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that he would destroy a great emgire if he decided to fight the Persians, ang
which turned out to be his own.*

The last example of an apparently enigmatic response is H7 (PW 160)
where the Spartans “must bring back the seed of Zeus’s demigod son .
otherwise they will plough with a silver ploughshare”. But this has th;
looks of a proverbial expression, or maybe we have to take it more or legg
1it(—>ra11y.49 Otherwise, this is an odd case, in which the Pythia is said tg
have been bribed in order to give this answer to any Spartan whatever hig
question — which argues against it being truly enigmatic.

If, despite all misgivings, we accept all three as examples of oraculap
ambiguity, that leaves 72 responses that are plain and clear.”® And not only
that; some responses even contain a great amount of detail, to the point of
indicating, e.g., what type of grotto should be prepared for Bacchus (g
“fitting” one). As Fontenrose paraphrases H31 (PW 284):

The Amphictions must complete the work [temple?] quickly so that suppliants may

be received in the proper month; they must have this hymn recited to the Hellenes

at the yearly Theoxenia and offer sacrifice with supplications of all Hellas. At the

quinquennial Pythian festival they must make sacrifice to Bakchos and institute g

choral contest, set up an image of Bakchos by the golden lions, and prepare a fit-

ting grotto for him.”!

Or consider Demosthenes’ report of an oracle from Delphi: there is nothing
riddling about this at all (Fontenrose H29; PW 283):

May good fortune attend you. The people of the Athenians make inquiry about the
sign which has appeared in the heavens, asking what the Athenians should do, or to
what god they should offer sacrifice or make prayer, in order that the issue of the
sign may be for their advantage. Tt will be well for the Athenians with reference o
the sign which has appeared in the heavens that they sacrifice with happy auspicg
to Zeus most high, to Athena most high, to Heracles, to Apollo the deliverer, a
that they send due offerings to the Amphiones; that they sacrifice for good for

to Apollo, god of the ways, to Leto and to Artemis, and that they make the stre

g

[

48 Hdt. 1.53.3.

49 See for one of the passages in which this oracle is reported Thuc. 5.16.2. Fonten=
rose (1978: 87 n. 62) explains it as “they will have a shortage of food, and ¥
have to buy imported grain with silver”, hesitatingly accepted by Cartledge 20
100. This reading goes back to a scholion. Fontenrose first suggests the proverd
nature of the saying as interpreted by the scholiast and then rejects this because
is not in any collection of proverbs. Still, “to plough with silver” = “o buy food
coin”, looks proverbial to us. An alternative reading would be that silver is no g
for the fashioning of ploughshares, i.e. all their efforts will remain fruitless
Hornblower 1991: 465. If that is what this response says, it is neither prover
nor enigmatic. .

50 A fourth possibly ambiguous text (the third answer to H3 = PW 134; 420). g
mentioned here because it is certainly spurious — Fontenrose doubts its historiCiss

51 Diehl 1949: 255.
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steam with the savour of sacrifice; that they set forth bowls of wine and institute
choruses and wreathe themsclves with garlands after the custom of their fathers, in
honor of all the Olympian gods and goddesses, lifting up the right hand and the
left, and that they be mindful to bring gifts of thanksgiving after the custom of their
fathers. And ye shall offer sacrificial gifts after the custom of your fathers to the
hero-founder after whom ye are named; and for the dead their relatives shall make
offerings on the appointed day according to established custom.’?
Even a question about the death of Plotinus, an occasion which we might
easily imagine to have evoked an ambiguous or riddling response (death
being a mysterious event inviting mysterious speech), the oracle seems to
respond pretty clearly that he has gone to the abodes of the blessed (Fon-
tenrose HO69; PW 473),

Thus the evidence from both Delphi and Dodona supports the notion
that the daily practice of divination must have been a riddle-free and even
unambiguous affair. Keep in mind that our problem is not whether the
occasion of an individual or polis addressing Delphi is historical or not.
The problem is only what shape the answer took. When we move beyond
Delphi and Dodona, and 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 find any riddles, but extremely straightfor-
ward oracular pronouncements. One example should suffice: Ivana and
Andrej Petrovi¢ have put together so-called “metrical sacred regulations”
mainly of alleged oracular provenance, which accounts for their metrical
form; but being “regulations” (leges sacrae) they can hardly be riddles.*

It did not escape Fontenrose that all answers in the shape of riddles that
we know of are from literary texts only. Recently, Peter Struck took Fon-
tenrose to task: “...Fontenrose’s dismissal of the ambiguity of the Delphic

52 Dem. Macart. 66, tr. Murray 1939: Aya0fi toyn. énepmti 6 dfipog 6 Abnvaimy

nepl 100 onpefov 10d £v 1@ odpavd yevopdvou, § T fiv Spdow Abnvaioe i St
0ed Bbovow fi edyopévorg ein éml 10 dpewov dmd tod onpeiov. copeépsr
Abnvaforg mept 10d onpeiov tod v 1@ odpavd yevopdvov Bbovtac kadhepeiv At
dndre, Adnv dndn, ‘Hpaxhel, Andiiow cotipt, kal dronéune Appiévesor
mepl thyoag dyabic AnéAhovi dyviel, Aotol, Aptéusdy, kol tic dyvidg kvioiiv, kol
kpatiipag iotdpev kal xopode, kal otepavapopelv katrd ndtpiar Oeoic 'Ohvpmion
ki ‘Ohvpriong wdvieoor kal ndow, Ssfidc kol aplotepds dvioyovrag, pvaot-
dopelv kortd- ndrpuor fipe dpxayétg, ob Endvopol dote, Bdew kol dwpotedeiv
Kattd mdtpae toi dmopbpdvorg dv ikvovpdve duépg tedeiv Tode mobikovrac
Kattd, dympévar.

Petrovi¢ and Petrovié 2006. They list 26 texts, of which at least 21 are oracular;
the large majority is included in Steinepigramme aus dem griechischen Osten
(1998-2004). Note that the metrical nature of these texts has (o do wilh their reli-
gious nature, esp. their (alleged) oracular origin. This is what one might call pseu-
do-orality: these are texts designed (in writing) to look like spoken texts (pro-
nouncements of the oracle).

33
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oracle as nothing but a literary fiction forces him to ignore an important
part of the contemporary impact of ancient oracles. Be that as it may, [ am
operating from the premise that even if only legendary, or quasi-historical
the literary evidence, in inception and reception, is invaluable for gauging‘
what the Greeks understood divination to be”.** We are operating from the
premise that Struck’s idea that the ambiguity of the oracle — even if only
legendary —is invaluable for our understanding of the Greek understanding
of divination, is an idea that is misleading about divination. Instead it
seems likely that the answers were unambiguous statements, and that eve.
rybody knew they were, and expected to receive such answers in seeking
oracular assistance themselves.” Our premise would be that the re-workin

of originally unambiguous answers into riddles, or the invention of riddles,
in reporting oracular pronouncements in literary sources (or in oral story-
telling, which of course we can only hypothesize about on the basis of the
written texts), is invaluable for understanding the role of ambiguous lan-
guage in Greek culture. The oracular riddle does not tell us about oracles
or divination, but it does tell us about riddles and wordplay — or maybe
something about oracles after all.

Before we come to that, we should go one step further, leave behind
the discussion on the individual sources, and look at the wider picture: is
our notion of actual unambiguous oracles in accordance with what we
know of the general nature of Greek divination? Although religion, as was
said above, seems (0O invite ambiguity (as, for instance, law invites unam;
biguous language), there are religious phenomena where clarity is ca
for. We always should distinguish between different aspects of religious
behaviour: ambiguity may be all right in the one situation, but not in
other. In cosmological speculation or
ral, ambiguity might be we
communication (prayer, cursing) people tend to
they want to be heard and understood. Divination belongs in the sam
sphere — humans ask the supernatural to pronounce about past, present

future in order to point out the right decisions to those who are in do
before a range of possible options. This can only function properly W
answers are nof ambiguous, but as clear as can be. One did not travel
length of the country to far-away Epirus and pay good money in order
have the oracle at Dodona pronounce something that was a riddle — Wit

-

54 Struck 2003: 172. ..

55 Tt did not even Cross Croesus’ mind, interestingly enough, to return to the fams
example from Hdt. 1.55.1-56.1, that the oracle might come up with a riddle
ambiguity. That is: Herodotus considered the idea of Croesus taking the 0
erally perfectly acceptable — although not very clever (1.90).




erden

m to ignore an important
>s. Be that as it may, I am
:ndary, or quasi-historical,
‘is invaluable for gauging
We are operating from the
" the oracle — even if only
f the Greek understanding
out divination. Instead it
s statements, and that eve-
e such answers in seeking
yuld be that the re-working
or the invention of riddles,
/ sources (or in oral story-
¢ about on the basis of the
he role of ambiguous lan-
-5 not tell us about oracles
and wordplay — or maybe

step further, leave behind
ok at the wider picture: is
accordance with what we
) Although religion, as was
nstance, law invites unam-
ena where clarity is called
fferent aspects of religious
ne situation, but not in the
e praises of the supernatu-
sbvious that in more direct
to be quite unambiguous:
\ation belongs in the same
ince about past, present and
. to those who are in doubt
nly function properly when
1 be. One did not travel the
yay good money in order. to
g that was a riddle - which

- enough, to return to the famous
ight come up with a riddle or an
 of Croesus taking the oracle lit-
ver (1.90).

b

“Gods Cannot Tell Lies” 137

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.’® The
above is common sense. '

Common sense, however, does not always do. We might also look at
divination in_a more structural way — within a model of uncertainty-
management.”’ Uncertainty consists of aleatory and epistemic uncertainty.
Aleatory uncertainty revolves around the idea that everything is based on
chance and the outcome of any occurence cannot be predicted, while epis-
temic uncertainty is based on a lack of knowledge (“known unknowns” but
also “unknown unknowns”).*® 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 prevalent and was accepted in the sense that life was considered a
“lottery”.”” Still, Greeks tried to 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”.* From the way these questions were phrased, ‘it appears
& q p pp

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 randomness); techno-
logical surprises (technological randomness). Epistemic uncertainty may be based
on inexactness, lack of observations or measurements, practicalities of measure-
ment, conflicting evidence, reducible ignorance (unknown unknowns), indetermi-
nacy (issues that will not be known) and irreducible ignorance (issues that cannot
be known); see van Asselt 2000: 86-87.

39 As testified by the popularity of dicing and games more generally — as suggested
for the Roman world by Beard 2010. See for literature on Greek gaming, Fisher
2004 and Kurke 1999.

60 There are apparent exceptions, most notably the common questions “will 1 be
happy?”, “will I be cured?” or “will I have children?”. These might not, however,
be true exceptions: possibly they should be re-phrased as asking for the specific
conditions under which happiness or procreation will be effected. Cf. Parker 2000:
83: “how long will our good fortune last?” was not a question that asked for a spe-
cific number of years or for a date, but for the insurance that things will endure as
long as a certain condition is fulfilled. If true exceptions, this still does not affect
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that there was no known future which divination could reveal. It is nog
about prediction, as in astrology. What divination did do was to diminigh
fears of making the wrong choice which would lead to a negative future, [
other words, the primary aim of divination was not to know the future ang
consequently gain some control over it, but merely to ensure that the future
would be positive. Elements of luck and chance were still prevalent in thjg
future, almost to an incomprehensible degree to modern man. Where we
live in a society which assumes a level of control with regards to the fy-
ture, the Greek world was a “fatalistic” one in the sense that nothing coulg
be done by man in order to gain a blueprint of the future and take appropri-
ate actions.’! Tt appears obvious that the whole idea of divination, indeeqd
its very nature, is the reduction of uncertainty, and thus fear: the future
should be positive, whatever unknown events it may bring. Divination wag
the most important device that ancient man had at his disposal in order to
gain a sense of certainty about the future. Reducing uncertainty and fear ag
much as possible is not compatible with ambiguity. Considered from a
psychological and economic perspective, the outcome of divination should
be clear — otherwise, it would not be a practice worth keeping up, and cer-
tainly not for many centuries. There was already enough uncertainty in
daily life in the ancient world as it was: divination was designed to dimin-

ish this. Ambiguity would have increased it.

4. Towards an Explanation

There is, then, a strong case for assuming that the outcome of divination
was in the majority of cases 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 would have settled for, let alone for a rid

our argument, because these are the kind of questions that ask for simple “yes" or
“no” answers or for unambiguous advice.
61 See for the contrast between how we deal with the unknown future {by means of
risk analysis) and how this contrasts to the premodern era, Giddens 1999: 21-23;
Wilkinson 2001: 91-92; Lee 2008: 3—4. Another example: “It is hard to find@
place where people use no randomizers. Yet theories of frequency, betting, ran
domness and probability appear only recently” (Hacking 1975: 2). See for a very
interesting and accessible — to non-mathematicians — publication concerned wil
modern probabilistic thinking, Hacking 1990. Here the mathematics of r:]lapCEF
explained by means of case studies, showing the developments taking place in &
respect in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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dle.® Then why did the literary notion of ambiguous and even riddling
oracles exist in the first place? We have these examples of riddling oracles
— which may not have been divinatory practice, but which nevertheless
were a popular depiction of the same. Struck and Rosenberger, as we have
seen, think this says somethmg 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. Nevertheless, literary sources indicate there was
this particular Greek paradigm embedded into the communal frame of
reference, enough so to still shape present-day views of ancient oracles.®*
Herodotus uses the nddle as a literary device throughout his work, as do
writers of tlagedy 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 account for this discrepancy between divinatory prac-
tice 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 from the narrative aspect, it is obvious that a
riddle adds dlama to a story, helps the story to unfold, prepares us for a
tragic outcome.’® We, as an audience, already know what is going to hap-

62 The general literature on riddles does not associate riddles with divination; we can
only come up with McDowell (1994: 3580), who says: “the one who poses and fi-
nally solves the riddle occupies the seer’s role”. The essence is of course: “and
solves the riddle”. This compares to the diviner in the Greek world, who observes
the ambiguous signs of the supernatural and turns them into an unambiguous mes-
sage. In riddling, the idea is to make the riddlee sweat for a while, but the riddler
will always present the solution.

63 See also Pucci 1996; but for Pucci this is completely an issue of the Greek mind —
and not of divinatory practice at all.

64 Cf.n.7above.

65 For their specific function within the narrative, see, for example, the analysis of

Herodotus’ use of oracles in the (ale of Croesus, by Kindt (2006); or, in unsur-

pdssed detail, Crahay 1956. Intriguing is P1. Symp. 192d who uses pavredopot and

alvitropar in the same breath, but in what relationship remains unclear,

Please note that riddles in a narrative context usually are no longer true riddles to

most of the audience: they know the riddle and its solution. It is all about the sto-

66
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is in the riddle or ambiguity, but the main character ig
walks into his misfortune. This is both exciting and
makes the audience feel superior. In a story, the oracular pronouncement ig
much enhanced as @ narrative element when it is changed from a simple
message into a riddle. But the undeniable effectiveness of the riddle as g
“literary device” is not a sufficient explanation. Something may be an ef-
fective way to tell a story, but still it should be acceptable to an audience —
which is, in this particular case, not self-evident, as the narrative ploy
stands in complete opposition (o actual oracular practicc.m
The introduction of riddles into stories about oracles was, however, ac-
ceptable for a pumber of reasons. First, the popularity of riddles. In the
competitive Greek societies, words were a primary locus of competition;
there can be no doubt about the popularity of wordplay in the Greek
world. ®® Riddles shared in this popularity: sympotic riddles are particularly
well attested — it seems there was no symposium without a fair number of
riddles.” The contest-riddle was a known form of riddling.” So riddling
pervaded Greek life on many levels and during many occasions.”" To in=
troduce this much-loved phenomenon ‘nto accounts of oracles is not a huge
step. But the love of the Greeks for competition of whatever kind — and
wordplay especially — is, although demonstrably strong, not uniquef'l
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There are many cultures which show a deep attachment to wordplay. The
riddle-solver is a common culture hero who has much in common with the
u'ii::ksl'{:r.73 One need only think of Samson in the Old Testament, or of the
prophet Daniel: “A notable spirit, with ... the gift of interpreting dreams,
explaining riddles and unbinding spells” (Dan. 5:12). Nor did the riddle
become part of the perception of divination in every culture with a fond-
ness for riddling.”* Thus there are no sources indicating Mesopotamians
had riddles, or fantasized about riddles, as the outcome of their divinatory
process, although they did know the concept of the riddle.” As far as Afri-
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 are very popular in African cultures.”® So we have to push
on.

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 was.”’ 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 maximum potential and a clear answer was given,

dic, along the lines of Roger Caillois — which would be another argument against
the marriage of riddling and oracles: cf. Caillois 1950: Appendix 2 “jeu et sacré”.

73 De Vries 1928.

74 See Bock 2011. For examples of a Sumerian riddle collection, see Alster 1976,
Civil 1987.

75 This is an argumentum e silentio, but considering the huge amount of evidence on
Mesopotamian divination, the complete absence of riddling cannot be ignored. The
meaning of a sign could, on the other hand, be interpreted — among others — by
means we would call wordplay. Yet, this is not the same as the outcome of the di-
vinatory process being a riddle. See for the connection between protasis and apod-
osis in the omen texts the recent Bilbija 2008.

76 Take the famous Azande: we are unsure of their general use of riddles, but Evans-

Pritchard’s account makes it clear that the outcomes of divinations were not in the

shape of riddles. See Evans-Prichard 1937: 258-351.

The relation between uncertainty and play is also phrased as “Among the general

characteristics of play we reckoned tension and uncertainty. There is always the

question: ‘will it come off?"> (Huizinga 1938, quoted after the English translation,
1970: 68).

77
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as non-conclusive because the future was not
While in Mesopotamia as a rule ong
would ask what would happen in the future, a Greek would only ask aboyt
the future in some specific instances, while ordinarily he would enquire
about what would be best. And who could tell what actually would be
best? You yourself maybe: you knew the circumstances from which your
question arose. But would you dare to choose a particular direction? Divi.
nation has much in common with games of chance. It is an essentially
playful way to help one through life’s exigencies. With a hint from the
supernatural you will be emboldened to carry through with — or to refrain
from — your planned course of action. But oracles were institutionalised: it
is in this respect that they differed substantially from most other methods
of divination. This severely restricts the individual’s role in the divinat{)ry
process: one poses a question, one receives an answer, but one cannot join
in the observation and interpretation of the signs given by the gods. No
playing of games any more: you could not change the rules (or move the
goal posts) during the game, you got an answer and that was what you had
to make do with. But what if you did not understand it?

Stories of misinterpreted oracles are Warnlegenden. In the context of
the fears raised by divination (which is supposed to allay fears, but, how
human, raises new ones), riddles can function didactically: the failure of
the stories’ protagonists tell one not to rely too much on oneself, not to
jump to conclusions. They also sublimate these fears in showing where
others — hubristic others — g0 Wrong, and allowing one to feel secure in
one’s superiority (because you knew the right answer (o the riddle all
along). As oracles are the most institutionalised form of divination, most
bound by rules, fears are stronger there than with other divinatory practics
es: the Warnlegenden about the unsolved riddle (in fact about the failure of

the human element within divination) mirror those fears.

divination was perceived
known and could not be known.

5. Conclusions

Oracular pronouncements in the Greek world were clear and unambiguous:
Otherwise they would not have served their purpose, which was to provid
guidance to individuals or communities faced with difficult choices OF
intractable problems. The non-literary evidence shows as much. The thel
retical framework we have offered above, leaves no room for any
else. Still, in ancient literature the riddle was introduced as 2 theoreli€
possibility of what could happen during the consultation of an ©
Oracular language and ambiguity became more or less synonymous a¢ 0
a wide range of literary sources. Why did Greeks find it pleasing an a6
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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 image of a riddling oracle was quite appealing 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-
tion sublimate one of the worst fears of Greek society: the fear of not un-
derstanding the divine messages, and making 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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