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THE CULT OF APOLLO DEIRADIOTES 

EDWARD KADLETZ 

University of Washington 

There existed at classical Argos an official cult of Apollo Pythaeus, known 
locally as Apollo Deiradiotes. This cult is noteworthy in two ways. It 
played a very important role in the political life of Argos, for the worship of 
Apollo Pythaeus was one premise upon which Argos based her bid for 
power in the Peloponnese, her attainment of the lot of Temenos. The cult 
was also noteworthy for its unusual mode of divination. I hope to discuss 
the political aspects of this cult in a future study, but at present I propose to 
limit this paper to a consideration of the oracle of Apollo Deiradiotes at 
Argos and its bearing on the religious history of Apollo. Some work has 
already been done on this cult, but each researcher has dealt only with one 
aspect of the evidence: archaeological, epigraphical, etc. No one has yet 
attempted to gather and evaluate all the available data as a whole. Also 
there are some interesting possibilities relating to this cult, such as the role 
of the rrvpoc6pos and the use of phial-oracles, which have never been 
adequately examined.i will attempt in this paper to present all the evidence 
and to draw as full a picture of the cult as can be reasonably surmised. 

On a ridge between the two citadels of Argos there stood a temple of 
Apollo. According to Pausanias (2.24.1) the temple was founded by 
Pythaeus, son of Apollo, who brought the cult from Delphi. At this site the 
god possessed the epithet Deiradiotes, because the spot was known as the 
Deiras, or "ridge."' One night a month the priestess, who was sworn to 
sexual abstinence, drank the blood of a sacrificed ewe, became possessed 
by the god, and prophesied. This oracle was active at least until the time of 
Pausanias.2 

Several inscriptions which mention this cult were found at Argos by W. 
Vollgraff. Two of these do no more than name the person making the 

'J. G. Frazer, Pausanias' Description of Greece III (London 1898) 207; Hitzig-Bluemner, 
Pausaniae Graeciae Descriptio I (Berlin 1896-1907) 595; Preller-Robert, Griechische 
Mythologie I (Berlin 18944) 307-08; Jessen, "Deiradiotes," RE 4,2 (1901) 2409. 

2Paus. 2.24.1: p/.avreveraL y&p ETt Kat eD Ola&. 
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dedication to Apollo.3 Vollgraff dates these two inscriptions to the fourth 
or third century B.C. Much more interesting is an inscription, again of the 
fourth or third century B.c.,4 which describes some repairs made to the 
temple and its environs:5 

e6Es. nIpolvavrTLE aveOev 
'ATroXXovt 'ApLu[r]EiV9 Y.vpr- 

6ac, )LhoKpdrr/S NOavTrXhd- 
6as, ypofeA AiuaxvXos 'Apava'- 

5 6ac, Tpvy7s; AiOwv6aga Kacr Ka- 
TeaKEvaaaVoo Kat tl'aavro [O0'as] 
EK tiavTrTaS F&r d6(4)aXo6 Kat 7T[]- 
v 7repiarai'v Kat rTO k&apyia, Kai rTO 

PCpU6v rrpoay[ay]ov TroT' &[F]] Kal TTr- 
10 TrpLOV OEV, Kai raT dyXtL7rvpav 

VrrtEp aVTro Kai 0ravp6 v iv r Tzpav- 
Tr7q) KaTEUKEvaacaV TOLS 7reXa- 
VYOS KXqKrT6V. Kal rav 6O60v jpyaa- 
aavro &a7rovuav Kai 6d6>p'av zrc6 [Lla- 

15 pOv Kal TCV ertrroXdri, Kat TOrVS (w- 
/lbOVS e;v Ta:tLV Tre6ayayov KaL 7T[O]- 
9 KoXo9aovs, Kat rTaV E'rrroX&av ci[uLi]- 
Xt:av, Kal rolXov [7r]erTptvov Trp r6[V] 

... .. Oev, Kali Tra[Sj] O[vpa]Vg roV vaoV 
20 ()XVpcuav, [Ka . .] Xo[7r]i6a9a Kati cTrrv- 

[r]av apyvlpEa EOEV, Kai 6rlavpOv EvaE- 

[7rpi]avro, Kal TObV [t]L]O6aov 6opVaq Vic E- 

[aTraa, Kal T]O [XCoptov d)[i]aiXtfav ivvo[i] 

[6ILcaqapEv Kat 6a4OWvav]S Kal 6iv6[pr] 
25 [------------------------------ivE)va[v] 

--- ----------------------AM -- 

The cult officials making this dedication are two male TrpopavrTLE and 
two secretaries (ypoOe4, 4). At one time Vollgraff took this inscription as 
evidence that this oracle of Apollo was delivered by male prophets in the 
fourth century.6 However, there is another inscription from Argos which 
disproves this theory:7 

3Vollgraff, BCH 27 (1903) 277-78, nos. 29, 30. 
4W. Vollgraff, Le Sanctuaire d'Apollon Pytheen i Argos (Paris 1956) 26, 109; but cf. G. 

Roux, "Le Sanctuaire argien d'Apollon Pytheen," REG 70 (1957) 482. 
5See esp. Vollgraff, BCH 33 (1909) 171-75, no. 1; Vollgraff (above, note 4) 109-17; J. 

Pouilloux, "Sur une Inscription d'Argos," REA 60 (1958) 50-66. 
6BCH 27 (1903) 274-75. 
7BCH 33 (1909) 175-200, no. 2; E. Schwyzer, Dialectorum Graecarum Exempla 

Epigraphica Potiora (Leipzig 1923) no. 94; SIG3 735. 
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'E7rt ypa/a,I#aTrEo TroV 

ovvi4pcov ' IpoWvos TOV 
'E7rLK, 86eog, 

iepEoS 6f TOi HivOafo9 
5 AaSloaeOvceos roo NtKOKp&- 

TrOS clatovtyoa, 
rrpolaVTtiwv 6e IWtiLOV TOV 

toilfiov, 'AvTy7VEo0 roTO 
HoAXKparToS NavU7rta6&v, 

10 ypo0ewv 6E Oepaoy/pov TOI 

NLKocaEosg, e4LXOKXfOg TOV 
S.evok6vrov Aabl7rLt&v, 
7rvpofd6pov Ttluayopov TOV Xa- 

pLTL.LOV KXeo6a8ia, 
15 7rpola&vrtoS tLAXOKpaTreLa 

r&s' Avatovoo Ai0aXe4C, 
XPrl77Cao 

6 yev61aevo r& TT ro6h TrC Mea- 
aaviov alveypa /r] KOTa TO ila- 

20 toaLuxi Tr&V pXO6vT)WV Kai ovve- 

6pctv, 1AavTrvoAiavov MatvaotTpa- 
TOV TOV l epoc&ivTt 7 repi Tra Ovai- 

ag Katl T&o pfvoUTrpiUv' 
6 0eos EXp77a' MeyaXotL ce- 

25 o0s Kapveiots KaXXLEpovVTL Ka- 
Tr TO Trarpta. AIy/w 6E Kal Mco- 

[(ait]Vo[t]ST rTL]TEXEV Tra IJVaTr- 

[pta] -- 

This inscription, from the second or first century B.C., again mentions 
two male 7rpoa&vrtLES (7-9), but adds a female 7p6,avzr-s (15-16). It seems 
obvious that here the term Trp6TOavrL is used with two meanings. The 
woman mentioned in this inscription must be fulfilling the same function as 
the yvvr) rpocrlnre5vovaa in Pausanias' description of this oracle.8 The two 
men, on the other hand, were probably the interpreters of the woman's 
inspired utterances. The confusion among the various terms for seers and 
their interpreters, as well as for the various types of prophecy, was very 
great in antiquity. Herodotus, in a single passage (8.135), calls a prophet of 
Apollo both 7rp6,uavTrL and npo rrrSq. Plato, in his Timaeus (72a), 
complains about the common confusion of the terms s&6vryt and 
7rpo07rTr9, and then shows the same confusion, in Phaedrus 244a, by 

sP. Amandry, La Mantique apollinienne a Delphes (Paris 1950) 121, note 4. 
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calling the Pythia a 7rpon7LTr.9 Thus it is clear that the same term 

rTpo6javTls could be applied to two different functionaries, the deliverer of 
the god's message and the interpreters of that message. 

It might, however, still be objected that an inscription giving the official 
titles of cult personnel should make some distinction between these 
different functions. There are several possible answers to this objection. It 
might be that every Greek would, as a matter of course, know that the 
mouthpiece of Apollo's prophecies was always and ever a woman. Or it 
might be that the female rrp6Op'avr delivered one type of oracle, namely 
that described by Pausanias, while the male TrpotadvrTtL delivered another 

type, perhaps given by means of the small terra cotta phials found by 
Vollgraff in a cistern in the sanctuary of Apollo Deiradiotes. 0 This type of 
oracle, in which the sinking or floating of some object gave an answer of yes 
or no to the supplicant's question, was also used at Perachora, Epidaurus, 
and in Sicily. " This use of a second form of prophecy could compare with 
the possible use of lot-oracles at Delphi.l2 However, the most probable 
explanation for this double use of the word 7rpo/avTIs is simply that most 
Greeks did not differentiate between the possessed speaker of the god's 
words and the rational interpreters of those words. A true believer would 
have thought that all these people were only delivering to him the words of 
the god with, perhaps, some divinely approved exegesis. It remained for 
more rational, scientific minds to attempt to define more closely these 
differences of function. 

It will be noted that the second inscription given above also mentions a 
priest of Apollo (ihpeoS 6e TOV IlvOafos, 4). There were priests also at 
Delphi,'3 but there seems to be some question whether the priests at Delphi 
were not the same as the 7rpoorat.l.4 Whatever was the case at Delphi, 
however, this inscription makes it clear that the priest was a separate 
individual at Argos. The duties of the priest must have included the 
sacrifices preliminary to the actual consultation of the oracle. 

The two ypocke, or secretaries, would have been necessary officials for 
an influential cult. Records had to be kept. The inscription given below 

9See also in RE23,1 (1957), Radke, "Promantis," 647; van der Kolf, "Prophetes," 797-814 
and "Prophetis," 814-16. 

'OVollgraff (above, note 4) 47-48. 
' Perachora: T. J. Dunbabin, "The Oracle of Hera Akraia at Perachora," A BSA 46 (1951) 

61-71; Epidaurus: Paus. 3.23.8-9; Sicily: Ps. Aristotle, Mirab. 834B7-17. 
'2Amandry (above, note 8) 29-36; Parke-Wormell, The Delphic Oracle I (Oxford 1956) 18- 

19. 
3Plutarch, De Def. Or. 51 (438a-b); De E Ap. D. 5 (368b). 

'4A. Bouche-Leclercq, Histoire de la Divination dans l'Antiquite I (Paris 1879-82) 95-96; 
Amandry (above, note 8) 119. 
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shows to what use such records could be put. The rrvpo46pos (13) is a rare 
title. Its meaning, however, is made clear from several other sources.15 The 
duty of this functionary would have been to care for the sacred fires. There 
is no mention, except the hint in this title, of any sacred fire on the Deiras. 
But there was a very large and impressive altar where, presumably, 
sacrifices were made before consulting the oracle, and fire would, of course, 
have been necessary. An even more likely use, however, for the sacred fire 
would have been at the monthly sacrifice of the ewe whose blood the 
prophetess drank. This ritual communion with the god might very well 
have required the purifying agency of sacred fire.16 It is to be noted that 
there was a sacred fire at Argos, that of the hero Phoroneus, kept burning 
in the temple of Apollo Lykeios (see below, p. 000). Other examples of 
blood drinking, most notably the drinking of bull's blood by the priestess of 
Ge at Aegae in Achaea,17 were thought to be useful in proving the purity of 
the priestess; the draught would be poisonous to anyone who was 
unchaste.18 At Argos, however, unless Pausanias is mistaken, the blood 
drinking was not a test of chastity, but a communion by means of which the 
priestess could make physical contact with the god. 

The petitioner of this inscription, Mnasistratos (21-22), is mentioned 
also in the famous inscription which gives the rules for the mysteries of the 
Great Gods at Andania. 19 Each cult official in the present inscription from 
Argos, as in the preceding dedication, has the name of his phratry 
appended to his own name. Vollgraff has made an admirable study of the 
origins of these names, deriving most of the names mentioned from heroes 
of the Argolid.20 Others, such as tHaovl6aL and ALOaXes, come from 
regions outside the Argolid, such as Messenia and Thessaly. Such names 
derive possibly from the days when the Dorians were first entering Greece 
(see below, p. 000). 

Vollgraff has published another interesting inscription relating to the 
oracle at Argos, of which, unfortunately, only a small fragment remains:21 

' Epidaurus: IG IV2, 1.304,328,382,385,393,400,401,530,742, lines 4 and 6; Sparta: IG V, 
1.997, 1021; Xen. Lac. 13.2; Delphi: SIG3 711 D' 22,728 1; Lerna: IG IV 666, line 5. See also v. 
Geisau, "Pyrphoroi," RE 24 (1963) 75-76. 

'6Bouche-Leclercq (above, note 14) 226-27; L. R. Farnell, Cults of the Greek States III 
(Oxford 1896-1909) 11-12; J. G. Frazer, Golden Bough I (London 1911-153) 381-82; 0. 
Gruppe, Griechische Mythologie und Religionsgeschichte II (Munich 1906) 925, and note 2. 

'7Paus. 7.25.13; Pliny, HN 28.41 (147). 
'8Farnell (above, note 16) 12; Frazer (above, note 16) 382, note 1; M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte 

der griechischen Religion 12 (Munich 1955) 159, note 4. 
'9SIG3 736. 
20BCH 33 (1909) 182-200. 
21BCH 33 (1909) 450-55, no. 22. 
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[e]aaua 
[LE]yi&hXaL KaOi 

oo 00q cv[4] 
[dp]yvpiov 7rp 

5 avcro n7r6aa 

[r7b Ja]v[r]Oov crrti et 
[aLip]fpa &tLa ca' ear 

&6vvoov, Ev Xw ri'w[t] 
10 [&a3v]uaov KaL OV5K &V 6vv[aaO6a 

aov, 6 [6]E OLos i6u&vrTv[Ue] 
a .aaErcJwv rTO& OlKiLaS 
Tr&L rpo0vppwL EfPE KatLTEp 

[&3]varov(v) OLKEirl, KOLvav6VTL 6[[] 
15 ovaL TOVTO eriKe. .CoaatL &alpa] 

rr[a]pXpjPX a d /uEa6TOTrotS roO 
O. KalY KaTc'KavE 

tL. (7raCYyvroTo eret 
pot 

This fragment appears to give the histories of three people who consulted 
the oracle. Such itaaara are known also from the sanctuary of Asclepius at 
Epidaurus.22 In this fragment very little can be made out of the first (1-6) or 
third stories (18-19). Of the second history, however, a fairly good account 
can be made. A prophecy had been made concerning some abyss and the 
petitioner's inability to do something, presumably to avoid that abyss. The 
god was consulted, and he told the applicant to search in his own house. 
The man obeyed and found some pit near his front door. He was then 
helping to do something, presumably fill the hole, when suddenly a wall fell 
on the man and killed him. This is a common genre of tale, in which a man 
strives in vain to overcome his fate. The oracle, while speaking the truth 
and foretelling the future, nevertheless helps to bring about the supplicant's 
foreordained end.23 

There are, in addition to these inscriptions and the description in 
Pausanias, three other possible references in the ancient sources to this cult 
of Apollo. Plutarch, in his biography of Pyrrhus (31), says that when 
Pyrrhus was planning to attack Argos a prophetess of Apollo Lykeios ran 
forth shouting that she saw the city full of blood and corpses, and an eagle 
descending upon the throng and then disappearing. Since no other ancient 
author mentions any seer attached to the famous sanctuary of Lycian 
Apollo at Argos, some scholars suggest that perhaps Plutarch erred by 

221G IV 951-56; R. Herzog, "Die Wunderheilungen von Epidauros," Philologus, Suppl. 22 
(1931) pt. 3, pp. 1-164. 

23As, e.g., in the story of Oedipus, or Croesus (Hdt. 1.34-91). 
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attributing the prophetess of Pythian Apollo to the cult of Apollo 

Lykeios.24 It is also noteworthy that Pausanias (2.19.3-6), in his 

description of this sanctuary of Lycian Apollo, mentions no seer, but does 
describe a sacred fire of Phoroneus which was always kept burning.25 

Perhaps this is the fire which the wvpo46pop had to carry up to the altar of 

Pythian Apollo on the Deiras. 
The two remaining literary references both describe the same historical 

event. Thucydides (5.53) and Diodorus Siculus (12.78.1), in their 
discussions of the events of 419 B.C., say that Argos declared war on either 

Epidaurus or Sparta because the proper sacrifice had not been sent to the 

temple of Apollo Pythaeus. Thucydides adds that the Argives were 
KVpLraTOt TOV itpoi, implying that other cities had some power in the 
cult. It has been argued that these references cannot be to the cult at 

Argos.26 Thucydides would not have said that the Argives were KvpLWrarol 
of a cult in their own city. It is generally accepted that Thucydides, and 
hence Diodorus, is talking about the cult of Apollo at Asine, a city about 
twelve miles southeast of Argos. The arguments appear convincing, and it 
seems better to set aside these two pieces of evidence for the present. 

The archaeological evidence of the site itself is, unfortunately, extremely 
meager. The excavations were carried out by W. Vollgraff and later by the 
French school under Vollgraff from 1902 until 1930.27 A monumental altar 
was found along with remains of several buildings. Unfortunately there has 
been no agreement on the functions of these buildings, and it is not even 
known which, if any, of them was the temple of Apollo. The present altar 
dates back only to the fourth or third centry B.C.28 But it was at this time 
that the repairs mentioned in the first inscription quoted above were made. 
Among the renovations carried out was the moving and refitting of the 
altar (lines 8-11). Where the original altar had been located and what its 
age was remain unanswered questions. However, there is evidence that part 
of the terrace on which the altar is found does go back to archaic times.29 
The evidence does not permit any more precise dating. 

The remains do show, however, that the sanctuary of Apollo Pythaeus 
was an impressive sight. The sanctuary was built on a series of terraces 
which were cut into the hillside. There were imposing buildings and large, 

24Bouch6-Leclercq (above, note 14) 227-28; Latte, "Orakel," RE 18,1 (1939) 847. 
25See also schol. on Soph. El. 4 and 6. 
26See esp. W. S. Barrett, "Bacchylides, Asine, and Apollo Pythaieus," Hermes 82(1954) 

426-29, 438-42. 
2Vollgraff (above, note 4) 10; Roux (above, note 4) 474-87; G. Roux, LArchitecture de 

I'Argolide aux IV' et III, Si$cles avant J.-C. (Paris 1961) 65-82. 
2?Roux (above, note 4) 481. 
29Roux (above, note 4) 480. 
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open areas for votive offerings. The inscriptions show that there existed a 
fairly large number of people concerned with the running of the cult. The 
preceding vague picture is, unfortunately, all our present state of 
knowledge allows us to draw. 

I shall now attempt to sketch the history of the founding of this Argive 
temple. The evidence is again extremely scanty, and the results are thus 
very tenuous. However, they do form a reasonable picture of the 
foundation of this cult. Telesilla, the fifth century Argive poetess, declared 
that Pythaeus, the son of Apollo, visited Argos first of all places in 
Greece.30 Pythaeus is known to us only in this story of the founding of this 
cult of Apollo. It seems quite clear that this story is merely the mythological 
way of saying that this cult was derived from the Pythian cult of Apollo at 
Delphi.31 The cult of Apollo Pythaeus is known from other sites in the 
Peloponnese: Asine, Hermione, Sparta, Mantinea, Cynuria, and 
Megara.32 Apollo Pythaeus also had a cult on the island of Rhodes.33 It will 
be noted that most of these settlements were Dorian strongholds. 

It appears most probable that the immigrating Dorians brought with 
them into the Peloponnese the cult of Apollo Pythaeus. They had for many 
years previous to their incursion into the Peloponnese dwelled in Doris, on 
the borders of Delphi.34 There is some possibility that the Dryopes, the 
inhabitants of that district later known as Doris who were expelled by the 
incoming Dorians, brought this cult with them and established it at Asine 
and Hermione in the Peloponnese before the coming of the Dorians.35 The 
evidence, however, does not seem to support this conclusion. Apollo's cult 
was important in these Dryopian settlements, but it is more likely that this 
importance dates to the period of the dominance of the Dorian settlers 
from Argos. A poem of Bacchylides, apparently composed for per- 
formance at Asine, says that it was the seer Melampus who brought the cult 
to Asine from Argos.36 Also the Dryopes always appear in mythology as 
enemies of Apollo.37 It was this very hostility toward Apollo that caused 
Heracles, the champion of the Dorians, to wage war against them. It does 

30Paus. 2.35.2, with 2.24.1. 
31v. Geisau, "Pytha(i)eus," RE 24 (1963) 170-71; Bouche-Leclercq (above, note 14) 110; 

Preller-Robert (above, note 1) 267; Frazer (above, note 1) 207; Farnell IV (above, note 16) 
134. 

32Asine: Paus. 2.36.5; Hermione: Paus. 2.35.2; Sparta: Paus. 3.11.9; Mantinea; H. Roehl, 
Inscriptiones Graecae Antiquissimae (Berlin 1882) 100; Cynuria: Roehl 59; Megara: CIG I 
1058, 1065. 

33M. Holleaux and C. Diehl, "Inscriptions de l'le de Rhodes," BCH 9 (1885) 112-14. 
34V. R. d'A. Desborough and N. G. L. Hammond in CAH3 II 686. 
35Farnell IV (above, note 16) 111, 118. 
36Barrett (above, note 26) 421, 426-29. 
37Sources are collected in J. Fontenrose, Python (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1959) 35-44. 
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not seem likely that these ancient enemies of Apollo at Delphi should have 
become the missionaries of his cult in the Peloponnese. 

Sometime then during the twelfth or eleventh century the incoming 
Dorians brought with them into Argos the cult of Apollo Pythaeus. Their 
reasons for placing his sanctuary on the old Mycenean acropolis, rather 
than in the newly formed lower city,38 can only be conjectured. Perhaps 
there had already existed on the slopes of the Deiras some pre-Dorian 
oracle which Apollo took over. Continuity of Mycenean cult sites is fairly 
common.39 Such a takeover of a pre-existing oracle could also explain the 
somewhat unusual method of divination practiced at Argos. As Farnell has 
said: "we see that there is no specially Apolline method of divination. As 
the modes of divination were sufficiently various in the earliest Hellenic, 
perhaps even in the 'Aryan' period, Apollo could annex to himself any that 
happened to be in vogue."40 At this particular cult site an unusual form of 
blood-enthusiasm was borrowed from an earlier inhabitant, while many 
trappings from the Delphic worship of Apollo, such as the omphalos,41 
were added by the new worshipers. At the same time that the Dorians 
brought this cult to Argos, they founded similar cults throughout the 
Peloponnese. The Argives, when they had won hegemony over the Argolid, 
further spread the cult to such cities as Asine. The importance of this cult 
probably grew and then waned in the Peloponnese together with the power 
of Argos itself. 

38R. A. Tomlinson, Argos and the Argolid (Ithaca 1972) 64-66. 
39Desborough and Hammond in CAH3 II 670-71. 
40Farnell IV (above, note 16) 232. 
4'See above, inscription on p. 94, line 7. 
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