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the famous oracle of Delphi. He~e, it was believed, Apollo, the god of light, of poetry and
music, and of prophecy, made known to men
the will of Heaven; and here came inquirers
from every part of Greece and from many other
lands seeking his guidance.
In ancient days there was a cleft in the rock,
whence issued volcanic vapours of strange
potency. A priestess, known as the Pythia, .
having bathed in the fountain of Castalia and
eaten of the leaves of the sacred laurel, took her
seat on a tripod placed over the cleft, and inhaling the intoxicating vapours was thrown into
an inspired frenzy or trance. The mystic words
she uttered were taken down, put into verse
~orm, an,d delivered to the inquirer as the revelations of Apollo. The oracles were usually expressed in such language that they were capable
of being interpreted in various ways. In the
story of Crresus we read how such a response
was given to this famous king before he went
to war against the Persians. (See Crresus.)
Priceless Offerings of Gold and Silver

No one who sought counsel at Delphi approached without gifts, and great treasuries
were built to hold the offerings, often of pure
gold or silver, presented by_ kings, states, and
individuals. So many statues were erected
that even after 500 of them were removed by
the Roman emperor Nero, 3,000 remained.
Recent excavations have laid bare the ruins of
the great temple and many other buildings, and
many beautiful works of sculpture and thousands
of inscriptions of historical value have also been
found.
The oracle at Delphi was always consulted
before any important step was taken by the
ancient Greeks in affairs of state, and thus it
exerted a powerful influence on the history of
the Greeks. The common reverence for its
utterances, and the Pythian festivals which were
held at the shrine every four years, were among
the chief influences making for 11nity in the
political and religious life of the Greek world.
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The Delphic oracle, though the most celebrated, was
only one of several Greek oracles. The oldest was that
of Zeus at Dodona., in Epirus, where Zeus was believed
to speak through the rustling of t:p.e leaves of the sacred
oak tree. There were also oracles in Rome, Egypt,
Babylonia, and other countries.

The early Greeks were
much struck by the yearly change of the seasons
from the joyous and fruitful summer to the
bleak desolation of winter. They found the
explanation in the stories which they told of
the goddess Demeter. She was the sister of
Zeus (Jupiter), king of the gods, and was one
of ·the greatest of their deities. The Greeks
called this deity the "earth-mother," and
worshipped her as the goddess of agriculture
and of civilized life.
DEMETER_(de-me'fer).

•

DEMOSTHENES

I

According to these stories, there was at first
no winter, but the earth smiled green and fruitful in perpetual summer. But one day, while
Demeter's lovely daughter Persephone was
gathering flowers in a meadow with her playmates, the earth opened and Hades (Pluto), the
god of the dead, appeared and carried her off
to be his queen in the world below.
Persephone Released by Hades

Demeter was heart-broken, and torch in hand
she sought her missing child throughout the
wide world. All that year not a stalk of grain
grew, and man would have .died of hunger if
Zeus had not persuaded Hades to let Persephone go. Unfortunately she had eaten a
pomegranate with Hades, and so could not stay
away for ever. In the end it was arranged that
Persephone should spend two-thirds of every
year with her mother and the heavenly gods,
and the rest of the year with Hades in the world
of the dead. So, during spring, summer, and
autumn, earth blooms and bears fruit, and during the win.ter vegetable life sleeps .
At Eleusis, in western Greece, the Greeks held
an annual festival in honour of Demeter, with
secret ceremonies. Those who were initiated
into these Eleusinjan mysteries found a deeper
meaning in this ~ myth. To them it held forth
the promise of a future life beyond death.
The Romans worshipped Demeter under the
name of Ceres, which gives us the word" cereal,"
and called her daughter Proserpina.
DEMOSTHENES (de-mos'the-nez) (about 383~
322 B.c.). If any of the Athenian friends of the
youthful Demosthenes had suggested that he
would become the most famous orator, not only
of Greece but of all history, the idea would h~ve
moved those who heard it to laughter.
"A great orator, indeed ! " they would have
replied. " Why, Demosthenes is the least likely
lad in all Athens for public speaking. Look at
him! He is a puny fellow. He is clumsy
and awkward, and one shoulder is. higher
than the other. His voice is thin and weak,
and he has an impediment in his speech.
A great orator 1 Nonsense! "
The Remarkable Eloquence of Demosthenes

But a great orator Demosthenes made up
his mind to be, and a great orator he became.
Even to this day, the student who wishes to
master the art of eloquence studies the speeches
of Demosthenes as the supreme masterpieces
of any age.
Perhaps one impulse that moved the young
Athenian to entertain this ambition was the
desire to obtain justice against his two cousins:
who had mismanaged the goodly estate his
father had left him, and had turned over to him
only about one-seventh of what he should have
received when. he · came of Etge~ At any rate
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