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 The Pythia‘s Agency in Producing Verse Responses at Delphi 

 

 Modern scholarship has typically characterized the Pythia, Apollo‘s priestess at 

Delphi, as a woman possessed by a god, spouting gibberish that was fashioned into verse 

responses by the attendant priests of the sanctuary. This portrayal has been the result of 

supposed evidence that the Pythia was not only ignorant, but also intoxicated on laurel 

leaves or mysterious vapours that made it impossible for her to have been the actual 

purveyor of recorded responses, let alone produce them in verse. Maurizio effectively 

argues for the Pythia‘s role as the creator of her own oracular responses and provides an 

interesting comparison between the verse purportedly recited by the Pythia and that of 

epic poets such as Homer. It is the purpose of this paper to build on Maurizio‘s argument 

by critically examining the evidence that has been used to suggest that the Pythia played 

a passive role in oracular response, that she was ignorant, and to use the connection to 

epic poetry to suggest a possible method by which the Pythia could construct verse in 

dactylic hexameter. 

To evaluate the direct role the Pythia played in formulating her responses, we will 

first establish the practiced method of consultation.
1
 According to ancient testimony the 

Pythia originally only gave responses once a year during the spring festival of Apollo‘s 

arrival in Delphi. Later on, potentially as a result of the oracle‘s increasing popularity, the 

oracular responses were given nine times a year, one day of consultation given on the 

seventh day of each of the nine months Apollo was believed to reside at Delphi. No 

oracles were given during the winter months, which Apollo spent with the Hyperboreans 

(Bowden 17). On the day of consultation, prior to approaching the temple, the Pythia 
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would bathe in the Castalian spring just after dawn for purification. She would then 

fumigate herself with the smoke of barley meal and laurel leaves burning in the eternally 

lit hestia. The priests would take a goat to the altar outside of the temple for sacrifice to 

Apollo. In accordance with sacrificial tradition the goat was sprinkled with water to see if 

it would shake its head, thereby giving assent to being sacrificed. If it did not shake its 

head, the day would be considered inauspicious and hence consultation could be put off 

until the following month. If, however, the goat ―assented,‖ the sacrifice would take place 

followed by the Pythia‘s entrance into the temple. The Pythia would enter the inner 

chamber, or adyton, and drink from the waters of the spring Kassotis that were piped into 

the chamber. Within the adyton was also the Omphalos, the rock considered to be the 

belly button of the earth, and a chasm in the ground over which sat a tripod cauldron. The 

Pythia would take a seat upon the lidded tripod and enter into a trance from which she 

would deliver her oracular responses. Enquirers would either receive their responses by 

hearing them from a room outside the adyton or by having it relayed by an attendant 

priest. The Pythia delivered her oracular responses through inspired speech or through lot 

oracle; lot oracle, though less renowned, was more common (Aune 25). Lot oracle 

consisted of the inquirer providing a question that could be answered with a ‗yes‘ or ‗no‘ 

response or by phrasing a question so that a solution could be chosen from two 

possibilities. For instance, the inquirer might say something to the effect of: ―Would it be 

better to proceed with choice A or with choice B?‖
2
 Be that as it may, it is those 

responses that were given through inspired speech that are of concern here and we must 

next consider the evidence for and against the Pythia‘s ability to respond in verse. 

                                                 
2
 On lot oracles see Aune 25 in entirety. 



Bischoff 3 

 The Pythia herself is described as an ordinary woman past childbearing age who 

remained chaste throughout her service and wore the dress of a young girl.
3
 Plutarch 

argued that, because of her low or rather ordinary standing as an illiterate village woman, 

it would be impossible for her to have spoken in poetry or have even heard poetry (qtd. in 

Bowden 34). Bowden appears to agree with this belief that the Pythia was too ignorant to 

be capable of responding in verse (34). Essentially, knowledge of verse is made to be 

dependent upon literacy. This argument functions under an assumption of what 

constituted knowledge in the Greek mind, and relies primarily on Plutarch‘s comments 

for its authentication.  

It is a question that would need to encompass the entirety of Greek thought and 

our ancient sources cannot account for the Greek view of knowledge as a whole. 

Furthermore, if we equate literacy and the use of writing with the ability to construct 

complex speech or even verse, how do we reconcile this with the bards of the oral 

formulaic tradition of Homer or the philosophical teachings of Socrates, who was never 

responsible for the documentation of his own speeches? We can also not operate under 

the pretense that all women were illiterate when we consider the lyric poetry of Sappho, 

for example. The main argument against the Pythia‘s ability to produce verse is the 

assertion that, since she did not come from a noteworthy family, she would not have had 

access to any form of education. However Tacitus, in his account of the head priest‘s role 

at the oracle of Apollo at Clarus, notes that ―…he is told the number and names (only) of 

his consultants, and then descends into a cave, drinks water from a sacred spring, and – 

though generally illiterate and ignorant of metre – produces a set of verses on whatever 

                                                 
3
 Burkert 116, Hornblower and Spawforth 445. 



Bischoff 4 

subject the visitor has in mind‖ (105; ch. 5). Not only is the priest of Clarus performing 

ritual habits very similar to those of the Pythia, but he is also documented as being able to 

produce verse despite his illiteracy. Therefore, it cannot be conclusively argued that the 

Pythia did not speak in dactylic hexameter, if the argument is based solely on the fact she 

was very likely to have been illiterate. Be that as it may, securing the Pythia‘s role in 

composing verse responses is still problematic due to the role played by attendant priests 

assisting during her divination.   

The Pythia‘s inspired speech is generally accepted as having been recorded by 

one of the priests, but as Aune observes, ―…there is little evidence indicating that the 

prophets had a direct hand in formulating the oracles originally delivered by the Pythia" 

(31). It is commonly believed that the transcribers were necessary because the Pythia 

often delivered her oracles in a manner that was, ―…wild and incoherent, or as giving 

deliberately ambiguous responses…‖  (Bowden 21). Fontenrose notes that a 

misconception of the Pythia‘s state during an oracular session has arisen because of the 

translation of the word mania to mean ―madness‖ or ―frenzy‖ (211). He concludes that, 

―…in the prevailing conception of her frenzy she is manic in the psychotic sense of the 

word. Yet mania, especially as Plato and Plutarch use the word, means a high state of 

emotion and comprehends all kinds of transport, enthusiasm, and inspiration‖ (212). It is 

also problematic that the majority of extant accounts regarding the Pythia are from 

secondary sources that never actually witnessed the event. Parke and Wormell suggest  

that the best evidence of the Pythia exhibiting an incoherent state and inarticulate speech 

when delivering inspired response is given by Plutarch whose account is derived from his 

friend Nicandros who was a presiding priest at the event described (37). However it has 
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been noted that the erratic behavior ascribed to the Pythia at this particular event was 

deemed by Nicandros to be unusual and is therefore not representative of the Pythia‘s 

standard state (Maurizio 74, Parke and Wormell 37).  Maurizio‘s decisive interpretation 

is that not one ancient source has suggested that anyone other than the Pythia delivered 

the oracular response (69). This is clearly supported by Herodotus‘ account of the Pythia 

Perialla being bribed and consequently deprived of her office (6.66). In order for her to 

have been successfully bribed and then deemed punishable, it would have been necessary 

for the Pythia to be the agent responsible for deciding what answers were given and that 

they be intelligible; however, there is still the belief among many scholars that the Pythia, 

from her ecstatic state, delivered inarticulate phrases, which were then transcribed into 

hexametric verse by the attending priests (Cousland 832). Many scholars have cited from 

Strabo‘s Geography as support for this theory, but analysis of this passage reveals a 

problem. It will be necessary to quote Strabo in full: 

 

The place where the oracle is delivered, is said to be a deep 

hollow cavern, the entrance to which is not very wide. 

From it rises up an exhalation which inspires a divine 

frenzy: over the mouth is placed a lofty tripod on which the 

Pythian priestess ascends to receive the exhalation, after 

which she gives prophetic response in verse or prose. The 

prose is adapted to measure by poets who are in the service 

of the temple. (9.3.5) 

Strabo clearly states that the Pythia delivers responses in prose and verse. It is only the 

prose verses that the attendants are credited with formulating into hexameter verse. 
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Therefore we must assume that the Pythia was capable of producing some responses in 

hexametric verse herself. In regards to the inscription of oracular verse, it is noted that a 

similar poet was employed at the oracle of Apollo at Claros whose primary function was 

to record responses given in verse into a collected volume (Bowden 37). Apparently the 

verses would sometimes be altered to make its reading more clearly mirror the outcome 

that had already occurred. Obviously these works were valuable in promoting the oracle‘s 

effectiveness and Bowden notes that to slightly alter a response that already appeared to 

have given a correct prophecy would not have been considered suspect to the Greek 

mind. It should be acknowledged that this practice does not necessarily mean that the 

Pythia did not produce verse responses herself; however, as the verses were often 

rewritten or reworded afterwards, it is obvious why there would be confusion regarding 

whether or not the oracle or the priests were responsible for verse responses in the first 

place. A more sound supposition would be to suggest that the Pythia sometimes delivered 

responses in verse, that the priests recorded these verses or altered them (as at Claros), 

and rewrote the ones that were not given in verse into hexameter. Returning to Strabo‘s 

account—we should note his reference to the vapours that were said to have risen from 

below the Pythia‘s tripod and which were believed to produce her ecstatic state. Strabo 

only says that these fumes inspired the state that was associated with possession. The 

Pythia‘s responses themselves are not depicted as being inarticulate. 

 It is worth examining the subject of these hallucinogenic vapours further as the 

Pythia‘s dependence on them and the effect they had upon her speech could potentially 

present issues with the argument for the Pythia‘s autonomy in providing verse responses. 

Previous notions concerning the Pythia‘s potentially intoxicated state have suggested that 
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she chewed on bay or laurel leaves. Bowden notes that both bay and laurel leaves are not 

only incapable of inducing an altered state, but that laurel is also poisonous (18). 

However he does acknowledge recent geological investigations at Delphi which have 

discovered that the temple was built on two fault lines which did at one point emit gases, 

one of which was ethylene, a gas which in low concentrations causes trance-like states 

and the type of behavior attributed to the Pythia (19). However I am inclined to agree 

with Bowden when he points out the problems in assuming that this was the final 

explanation for the Pythian oracle. First, whether or not variance in the amounts of gases 

released at certain times can explain the rise and fall of the Pythia‘s standing, it still 

allows for times where she would be required to act without the assistance of a 

hallucinogenic gas. Secondly, Bowden points to the consistently unproblematic use of an 

explosive gas like ethylene in a sanctuary that frequently had fires as a troubling 

argument for obvious reasons. I would suggest that it is more likely that the use of poetic 

verse or an altered state of mind simply served as a distancing mechanism making it 

easier for the inquirer and perhaps the Pythia herself to believe that she was possessed by 

and issuing forth the will of Apollo.
4
 As both intoxication from a substance and use of 

poetic verse that is distinctly different from regular speech can signal that the Pythia has 

left her natural state, it is not necessary to have ethylene gas as the sole explanation for 

the appearance of the Pythia‘s trance. Parke and Wormell also note that classical authors 

prior to rationalistic theory made no mention of these vapours (1:24). If these gases did 
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exist they were more likely used by later thinkers to explain the Pythia‘s behavior rather 

than being a root cause of it.  

Having concluded that the Pythia delivered articulate responses directly to the 

inquirer and that it would be possible for someone illiterate to produce hexameter verse, 

we must now consider how the Pythia would have attained the knowledge to produce 

verse responses. Maurizio connects the Pythia‘s potential ability to construct verse to the 

composition of epicists by isolating a passage from Plato‘s Apology as evidence that the 

Greek mind naturally associated a connection between the two. In it Socrates, 

deliberating on what constitutes knowledge, states, ―I decided that it was not wisdom that 

enabled them to write poetry, but a kind of instinct or inspiration, such as you find in 

seers and prophets…‖ (Plato 22c).  The connection seems clear if one observes the 

functions of the epic poet. They usually credited their poems to the inspiration of a 

particular divinity or muse. Most epic poems begin with the poet‘s invocation of the 

Muse.  

The work of Milman Parry and Albert Lord presented the theory that the works of 

Homer were orally dictated text.
5
 Their theory presents the possibility that originally all 

epic poets were able to construct long and complicated works of verse through a defined 

method of oral composition. Bernard Fenik has attempted to identify patterns in the Iliad 

in regards to arming scenes and battle sequences in his book Typical Battle Scenes in the 

Iliad: Studies in the Narrative Techniques of Homeric Battle Description. Aune, citing 

one of the oldest extant, genuine oracles written in dactylic hexameter, has noted the 

striking similarity between it and the epic dialect of Homer and Hesiod. Most importantly 
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he notes that, ―seven phrases in the oracle quoted recur verbatim in either Homer or 

Hesiod‖ (50). Aune takes this as evidence that the bards played some part in formulating 

the Pythia‘s utterances into verse. However, as we have established, epic poetry was 

originally a purely oral tradition, it could be equally argued that the Pythia was also 

trained in the method of formulating verse in dactylic hexameter. Plutarch claimed that 

during his lifetime the Pythia‘s responses were always issued in prose but that prior to the 

fifth century they had been in verse because at that time all history and philosophy and 

higher forms of thought were worded in metrical form (qtd. in Bowden 34).  If this were 

the case, then it can be assumed that anyone in a position of relaying inspired information 

would be trained in a form of oral-formulaic poetry. Performing spontaneously in verse is 

dependent upon the use of certain predetermined constructs and forms. It is not 

unreasonable to hypothesize that early priests and priestesses had their own set of verbal 

tools with which to construct their oracular responses in verse. Fontenrose has created a 

table documenting the occurrence of different types of subjects for oracular responses 

with war, cult foundations, and the meaning of signs being the most common (50). It is 

possible that, as with the patterning identified by Fenik in the battle scenes of the Iliad, 

the Pythia had her own set patterns of verse by which she could respond to certain 

recurring questions in dactylic hexameter. With the advent of writing, a tradition that had 

always been taught orally could have become mysticized and put into the confines of 

mystery initiation. If these teachings became sacred in this manner, then consequently 

they would never be mentioned outside of the sphere of practice and would never have 

been documented by ancient sources. It is possible that this tradition would only have 

been passed directly from the Pythia to her successor. With writing replacing most oral 
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traditions an extant form such as that used by the Pythia would have eventually been 

diluted due to its secret nature and the lack of influence from other pre-existing forms 

that had fallen into disuse in favor of written composition. This explains why the Pythia‘s 

responses appear to become less poetic or well worded over time. To prove this we would 

need to look at the earliest verse responses of the Pythia. 

The next step in this study would be to evaluate the oracular verse itself to see if 

within it exist patterns similar to that of oral-formulaic poetry and if it has its own unique 

set of constructs. However, we are presented with two problems that limit further 

investigation within this paper. The first is the fact that the original inscriptions recorded 

by the priest were not recorded on a durable material like lead tablets (Parke and 

Wormell, vii).  Therefore the vast majority of the accounts of these oracular responses are 

second-hand, such as those mentioned by Herodotus. Parke and Wormell have compiled 

all recorded oracular responses in the original Greek in volume two of The Delphic 

Oracle. Without an intimate knowledge of ancient Greek, it is difficult to make linguistic 

comparisons here to see if identifiable patterns exist even within potentially corrupted 

second-hand sources. Fontenrose does offer a catalogue of Delphic responses in 

translation (240-416). His goal is to identify those responses he deems genuine oracles 

and he criticizes Parke for including ones that fall into the category of legendary oracles–

–those based on myth (42). Even so many of the entries presented by Fontenrose are 

incomplete in some way––either missing the identity of the inquirer, the question as it 

was originally stated, or the entirety of the oracle‘s response. In the few instances where 

Fontenrose indicates meter, it is no longer apparent in the translation. There is still the 

possibility that some evidence of patterning could be identified by a broad study and 
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reclassification of these fragments but that project is beyond the scope of this paper. I 

suspect it would prove to be a fruitless endeavor, however, as the only sure way to prove 

this theory would be to study the original verse responses from the Pythia herself. Even if 

the original inscriptions did exist they still would not be sufficient to fully test this theory 

as we have already noted that the priests often altered the Pythia‘s verse. The only 

conclusive evidence would come from hearing the Pythia‘s verse responses directly and 

obviously this is an impossibility. Thus being unable to further prove my hypothesis I can 

only offer it up for further discussion and as a possible answer to how the Pythia would 

have constructed hexameter verse responses. 

 I am aware that my theory on how the Pythia was able to compose oracular 

responses in verse is based on assuming the validity of Lord and Parry‘s theory of oral 

formulaic composition; however, I feel it is an intriguing possibility that deserves further 

investigation. We have been able to ascertain that knowledge of verse was not dependent 

on literacy and that the Pythia‘s ecstatic trance did not necessarily mean she was 

incomprehensible or inarticulate. By deconstructing arguments against the Pythia‘s 

agency in providing oracular response it has been established that, at least in earlier 

times, she was capable of producing an intelligible oracular response in dactylic 

hexameter without the aid of the attending priests. 
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