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t the sanctuary of Apollo at Delph

the Pamnassian mountains

tecce, you cannot help
the ancients’ choice of location.
Dramatic—yes. Other-worldly—yes. Difficult to ges to—definitely
Perilous—as the constant rock falls (the latest just a year and a bit
ago) from the overhanging sheer
400m above l)ll".ll\ remains testify

¥ face which soars another

5 fike it o ot h in the Greek ‘Dask
the 11th-9th centutics BC, but to have continued for all but perhaps
a few decades, right through into the Sth century—the time of the
sise of the polis—and on inco the archaic, classical, Hellenistic and
Roman periods until the abandonment of the site in the carly 7ch

And even then the site was not desolare, for the ancient
sanctuary was slowly incorporated into, and covered over by, the
ge of Crisa, which remained, its homes resting precariously

2in side.

cenzury

vill
on the mow en in the 15th century came the firse
exploress like the Iralian merchant Cyriac of Ancona looking for
ancient Delphi, Only in 1892 was the village finally removed, ts
inhabitants transferred to the site of the modern town of Del
and the ancient site brought back into the light (fig, 1)

How to explain this choice of location all those centuries ago?
Well, it turns out that this was a q
also keen to exp

hi,

tion the ancient Greeks were
. A quick look ac the ancient literary sources
will give you some (varied) answers. In the second pare of the
Hi written sometime in the late 7th-6th
centuries BC, Apollo set off from his birchplace Delos to found
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Delphi, Michael Scott suggests, is
still as oracular as ever

an oracular sanceuary. He cventually sectled on Delphi precisely

because it was peaceful and out of the way (once he ha led 2
nasty serpent monster that was terrorising the neighbourhood
He tricked a boatload of Cretan sailors into coming to Delphi
and made them his first pricsts. And when the Cretans queried

survive in this barren arca, Apollo sectled their
nerves by foretelling that generations of people would make their
way w0 Delphi and offer it riches. But just a century of so later,
in the tragedian Aeschylus’s Oresteia, we find a slightly different
story: the oracle ar Delphi had a much longer history, going back
re-Olympian gods, when it was the oracle of
, Gaia. Gaia handed it to Themis, Themis to
]’).luh( and Phocbe 1o Apollo. And later in the same century,
Euripides in [phigencia in Tauris offered yet another story: Apollo
forcibly stole the sancruary from Gaia, having defeated in baccle
hes sezpent, Pytho, an act for which, other sources claimed, he had
t Tempe in Thnul‘
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over the course of the ancient world, many more
cin

wctuary

alace about the origins of the place

al investigation, ongoing now for more
than a century, has helped us to understand the development of
carly Delphi, the question remains whether the site was orginally
only habitation—which lacer became a sancruary—or place of cult
activity from its very origin; there is too the allimportant issue of
when the oracle began. These are
which every individual has to make up his or her
one thir
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creasingly certain, Delphi was no
onal importance, mirroring the role it was to
come @ play in the archaic and classical world. Rather, its ascene
was a slow joutncy dependent on a myriad of factors, which slos
saw it incorporated info th f different key individuals,
states and religious assoc at the very time in which all these
ddress 2 whole new range of political
problems which arose as the Greek world
7th centuries BC and to which
direc line to the counsel of

g we can

place of great interna

worlds

tion:

groups were struggling to
and social problems:

srphosed duris
the apparatus of an aracle of Apollo
the gods—provided the

I solution.

[ have been studying the sanctuary ar Delphi since my PhD days.
In thit time, [ have come to have incredible respect nor only for
the generation of scholars who worked on the site of Delphi at
the time of its initial excavation 1892-1902, buc also for all those
who gave their lives to the site in the decades before and after
that—sometimes quite literally: the epigraphist Carl Maller died of
sunstroke at Delphi in 1840 while reading inscriptions. But I h
also come to have equal respect for the way in which Delphi herself
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