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Pilgrimage to Delphi in Ancient Greece: Rites of the Oracle of Apollo
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Pilgrimage in the pantheistic world of ancient Greece took various forms. Previously I have considered the healing
rites of Asclepius that developed at Epidaurus, which invited pilgrimage in search of cure of disease, of benefit in this
world, rather than peace in the next life.

Pilgrimages seeking divine judgment that surpassed the decisions of human intellect were also popular. From
individual matters such as birth, marriage, and business transactions to important public matters related to the affairs of
state such as changes in rites and government, colonial activities, and decisions regarding war and peace led people to
places sacred to the gods to receive the judgment of Apollo, the god of prophesy, or the omniscient Zeus. To well
known places of divination such as Delphi (Apollo), Dodona (Zeus), and Didyma (Apollo), many people from within
the country and abroad came to call upon the oracle. Delphi, situated on the steep southern slope of Mount Parnassus
and sacred to the prophetic god Apollo, was especially famous and played an important historical role as a focal point
of divination. In addition, Delphi served as a setting for diplomatic relations among the delegations visiting the oracle.
The Pythian Festival held every four years ranked with the Festival of Olympia as a celebration of folk religion, and it
also flourished as a occasion for sports and cultural exchange.

The by-products accompanying the pilgrimage also were important. For example, in an age when mass media were
undeveloped, pilgrims gathering at the sacred place brought information from inside and outside the country, and thus
Delphi served as an information network, a place for receiving, processing, and sending information. Officiates who
gathered and made use of the information increased the accuracy of the oracles, which enhanced their fame, but on the
other hand, this also gave birth to the fact that the oracles were used by polis and countries for political purposes.
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