
(superi) who is given over to perverting all civic and private rites 

and who is totally dedicated to the world of the dead and the 

infernal powers. Lucan uses this to depict magic as a radical 

perversion of the civic religion, and he pushes this description 

well beyond what the papyri attest as the realities. Whereas in 

Lucan, Erictho's divine protectors are Pluto, Persephone, and the 

other powers of the netherworld, in the papyri it is always a 

supreme god, Helios, or even the Jewish !Ail, who protects and 

helps the sorcerer in his deeds. The papyri do not confirm the 

radical opposition of religion and magic found in Lucan-as it 

will be found, later, in the Christian authors. But it is not in a 

spirit of religious (or enlightened) criticism of magic that Lucan 

is writing; the literary aim of all this radicalization characterizes 

Pompey the Younger, who, Magno proles indigna, perverts the 

republic and defiles (again, the code of religion) the triumphs, 

polluit triumphos (420-422). This perverse career finds its narrative 

climax in the encounter with Erictho. 
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WORDS AND ACTS 

AT THE END of this journey through an­

cient magic, two questions that have long 

intrigued historians of magic have been 

regularly brought up without being fully clarified. What 

is the nature of magic ritual, and, more generally, what 

makes magic seem something quite specific? It is time to 

address these questions-not so much in order to pro­

pound a definitive theory than to bring up some sugges­

tions for future debate. 

SYMPATHEIA 

One of the most prominent features of magic ritual, which 

has been stressed already by ancient observers like 

Theocritus, is what is still called-out of convention, 

laziness, or for want of anything better-"sympathetic" 

magic. That term, made familiar by Frazer's highly influen­

tial scholarly work, is much older than this work.' As a 

good Hellenist, Frazer took it from the Greek Stoics, who 

explained the functioning of astrology by sumpatheia, that 

is, an intimate orchestration that connects the whole 



cosmos and the planets to our everyday life. But it is particularly 
the alchemists and magicians of the imperial epoch who thus 

explain the "relationships established ... between the fires of 
the sky and the occult forces that fill with attractions and 

repulsions the most distant kingdoms of nature. 112 Or, to cite 
Plotinus, that magician's enemy who had an intimate knowledge 

of theurgy: "Magical actions, how does one explain them? Cer­

tainly by sympathy, because there exists both harmony between 

similar things and repulsion between dissimilar ones, and be­
cause there exist numerous forces which are focussed unto one 

living being. Many things are being attracted and enchanted, 
although no one sets them in motion: true magic, thus, is the 

love there is in the cosmos and its opposite, the hate." 3 It is thus 

a term already considered technical in the occult arts of later 
antiquity that Frazer took up and adapted for his own purposes. 

He used it to describe the cosmology of "primitive man" whose 

"magical thinking'' started with the same assumption that there 
is a sympathetic cohesion among things; this thesis forms the 

basic supposition for Lucien Levy-Bruehl and his "La mentalite 
primitive" ( 1925). Since the notion of "primitive thinking" has 

melted away like snow in sunlight, sympathy also will have to 
disappear. An explanation is still needed, however, for the ritu­

alistic facts to which it referred. As Theocritus could have taught 

us, the so-called "sympathetic" rites constituted, for the contem­
porary observer, a prominent feature of ancient magic. 

Among the explanations of the moderns, one of the most 

recent ones that have seemed appealing is the one given by the 

ethnologist Stanley Jeyaraja Tambiah. Tambiah, who has always 

been concerned with problems of ritual, introduced into the 

contemporary debate about the nature and function of ritual 
what he called the dimension of "performativity. 114 The term has 

been coined in general linguistics: here, it denotes a special 

aspect of verbal use in which the verb does not describe an 
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another rite of the Cyreneans, in the course of which the 
manikins are deposited in the countryside, they are made of 
unburnt day so that they will not 1ast very long, as the ritual 

expects. 1
·
1 

These acts, moreover, do not all have the same significance. 

There are those where the jump from the signifier (the rite) to 

the signified (the future transgression) is easily made: whoever 

breaks the treaty, will be annihilated by the wrath of the gods, 
as the pig is killed by the priest; the Roman foedu5-ritual could 

almost be described as allegorical. There are other rites for 

which the translation is not as simple, and that are metaphorical 

expressions, like "melt" and "liquefy" in the rite of the Cyreneans. 

lt is a matter, moreover, of metaphors that are not common, even 

in indigenous use. It is the context that gives them all their 

semantic value. 
ln all these cases, someone could, as was done in other oaths, 

confine himself or herself to speaking these words: "Let any 

person who breaks this oath be struck by such and such a 

ca1amity-himself, his descendants, aH his house and his for­
tune." But we see what the ritual act that accompanies these 

words can bring. The message of the rite takes on quite a 

different intensity; the recipients of this message receive it 

through other codes than just the 1inguistic one. They must first 

decipher the metaphor, and, above all, they see, hear, and feel 
the figurines melt and the pig die. They receive an overdeter­

mined message, accompanied by redundancies that have an 

emotiona1 character. The result is perfectly dear: the message 

will be better committed to memory. 
lt is necessary to be more precise about what is meant by 

persuasive analogy. Persuasion requires a recipient. Someone 
always persuades someone else, and in our rites it is the group 

that persuades itself. The rite is an act of communication, which 
must be understood like other acts of communication. As always 
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in the art of persuasion, a person plays on different registers to 

get the message across. It is enough to read Quintilian to 

measure the complexity reached by the different ways of signi­

fying. 

The model of ritual communication follows the model of any 

communication: there are senders, receivers, and a message. 

Usually, the senders of the ritual message are also its agents, 

whereas the recipient is the social group that attends the ritual, 

and the message is always important for the group. In this 

scheme of communication, ancient magic assumes a slightly 

aberrant form: the group is missing. There is no doubt about 

this for the papyri. Only the sorcerer performs the rite, alone, 

and there is never a group; the very rare cases in which the 

sorcerer allows a colleague to participate do not contradict this 

fact, so rare are they. The situation may be somewhat less clear 

in the Attic binding spells from the classical era, but we still 

have the impression, even though the documentation on this 

point is incomplete, that the defigens acts alone. The magic rite 

thus seems to short-circuit the communication: the sender and 

the recipient are identical. The corollary would be that the 

message concerns only the sorcerer and is of importance only 

for the sorcerer. These reflections are still pertinent even if it is 

admitted that the differences are exaggerated for the sake of the 

argument. It might just be that in the communal rite too, there 

is not always a very clear distinction between the sender and 

the recipient, tor the rite does not separate as clearly those who 

are acting from those who are observing. Ovid's spectandulll veni­

unt, veniunt spectentur ut ipsae would be rather the rule of any 

communal ritual. But the essential fact remains: the message of 

the communal ritual concerns everyone, agents and onlookers, 

whereas the message of the magic ritual concerns only the 

isolated agent who is the sorcerer. 
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a text that preserves the memory of the ritual act. Again, it is 

not by chance that these written rituals appear at about the same 

time as the so-called Orphic gold leaves that perpetuate ritual 

instructions for the afterlife. 16 But the writing does not simply 

perpetuate the ritual by saying, "I bind so-and-so." The similia­

similibus formula makes explicit what the sorcerer wishes, and 

does so by using again things that guarantee duration: "Let 

so-and-so be like this lamella of lead." Then the magician pierces 

the tablet with a nail of which the holes remain, and often even 

the nail (which disappeared only because iron disintegrates in 

the soil much faster than lead): "I bind such-and-such a person." 

This is not a metaphor for "I kill this person," but for "I immo­

bilize this person," for the nail is not a weapon, but a means for 

making things fast. The sorcerer even uses the dead person as a 

durable sign whose tomb served as a hiding place. There are 

rare indications of this intention of the sorcerer in the Attic 

formula that does not make use of the term "I bind," but of "I 

register," a quasi-juridical formula: the victim's name is deposited 

with the gods from below. Some centuries later, a comparable 

concept is found in the Cypriotic binding spells in which the 

binding spell is a "deposit" (paratheke), an object left with the 

demons who, in their tombs, are prayed to in order to transmit 

it to the infernal divinities. 17 

Seen from this perspective, the simi1ia similibus rites as well as 

the existence of these texts of defixioncs are a consequence of the 

isolation in which the magician acts, an isolation that seems to 

constitute the fundamental difference between the rites of magic 

and those of the civic religion. 

These formulas draw our attention for another reason. In the 

context of communication established by the ritual, there exists, 

in addition to the horizontal axis connecting the human inter­

locutors, the vertical axis of the relationship established between 

humans and the gods, those on high or down below. Even if we 
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obseN<' ;s not as clear as the theo,Y would have ;t. By a 
p;rnuette a \a Mag,;tte, the two spaces ente> into communica-

tion. 

While revealing his difficu\ties, the orator Ubanius makes a 

curious remark. He resisted his friends who implored him to 
counteract ritual1y the magic of his enemies and was content to 
off« praye,s. The« thus were countrnneasu,es, presumably 

magic ,ites, about which, however, the o,ator had scruples, 
p,obably ,e\igious ones We glirnpse the existence of a contrast 

between the different forms of ritualistic behavior; and from this 
pc,spcctive, it appea,s that the praye, constitutes the most 
,e\igious and the least ,eprehensib\e means, the fu,thest f,om 

supe,stition, which Ubanius, in an enlightened spirit, wished to 
avoid. He is not at all alone, some centuries eadier, Plutarch had 

attacked magic as part of superstition and excessive dread of the 

1HE MAGICIAN'S PRAYER 

gods. 19 

Perfectly comparable reactions are found in the modern his-
tory of research on the magic papyri. The papyri contain a 

certain number of hexametric hymns that are interesting docu­
ments for imperial religious poetry that otherwise is badly at­

tested to and not well-known, thus accounting for the scholady 

interest in them since Alb,echt Dieterich.'" Nonetheless, for 

Dieterich> gencration, these hymns seemed to have such a 

",eliginus" color that most contempornrY schola«, f,-om 
Dieterich to Martin Nilsson-and especially Richard Reitzen­

stein-we>e convinced that these hymns wc,e w,itten in and for 
a context that was not magical, but ,e\igious, and that the 

magicians approp,iated them, satisfied to ;nsert in them those 
primitive elements that a,e the magic wocds" For these scholars, 

it was inconceivable that magicians, deeply involved in a world 
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of superstition and barbarism, were capable of conceiving docu­

ments that give such impressive evidence of a spiritualized 

relig1os1ty. This attitude derives from the Frazerian dogma _ 
d. h , ac 

cor mg to w ich the magician is distinguished from the relig-

mus person by the lack of humble and disinterested submission 

to the divine will, and by the magician's will to force and 

constrain the divinity. This position still has its partisans.22 

We find the same preoccupation in the famous thesis of 

Die.terich, that the magicians transformed and introduced into 

their .worl~
1 

a whole liturgy of mysteries, the so-called "Liturgy 

of M1thras. It was obvious that this text expresses in its prayers 

a rel1g1ous search for which the Greco-Egyptian sorcerers were 

dented credit. Dieterich thus preserved the Frazerian dichoto 

without giving up the attempt to find traces of the true relig:~ 

m the 1:1agicians. But we should not be surprised to read in Father 

Festug1ere, another defender of religion against magic that th 
"M· h L ,, , e it ras iturgy was not a text of mysteries, but a simple text 

of O.sman magic ornamented by a bit of hermetism. 23 This point 

of view is inscribed in the argumentation of Festugiere, who 

combats all those who, like Reitzenstein or Nilsson, claimed to 

find m the papyri vestiges of "true" religion; in his eyes, the 

papyn contain nothing other than magic, and to recognize in 

them the slightest trace of religiosity smacks of delusion. We 

can understand his position. For Father Festugiere, who has Jived 

m a system that still is acquainted with and sometimes eve . n 
practices exorcism, the struggle against magic is a much more 

tangible reality than for his Protestant German colleagues. 

It must be repeated that there is no doubt that the sorcerers 

uttered prayers. Nor did the ancients doubt it. In Lucan th 

witch Erictho formulates a prayer that could belong to a 'text~ 

book on religion; more important is that Plato already speaks of 

the "prayers" (eukhar) as well as of the "incantations" (epoidar) 
uttered by the begging priests and seers. What is more, prayers 
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as formally correct as that of Erictho are found on the curse 

tablets as well as in the papyri. Although here the term currently 

used for this oral rite is 16gos, "speech," the attestations to "prayers" 

and "to pray" are not lacking.2'1 The human actors are well aware 

of these religious stances, and they often enough make use of 

formula attested in prayers as well-as in a spell from the first 

half of the first century B.C., which was found in Sevilla and 
which ends with a current formula from religious dedications: 

"When you do it, then I will fulfill my promise to you according 

to your merits," si Jaciatis, votum quod Jacio so1vam vestris meritis.
25 

One example will suffice to introduce us to the specific prob­

lems posed by the magic prayer; it is a spell from the third 

century A.D. found in a Cypriot tomb. 26 The spell begins with 

the invocation to the dead formulated in more or less perfect 

hexameters: "Demons who live on earth and demons who are 

the fathers of fathers and mothers, similar to men, who reside 

and have their seat here, who previously received in your heart, 

a soul full of pain . . ." The prayer is thus more and more 

precisely addressed to the dead who have become demons: the 

spell proceeds from all the dead to those of the cemetery in 

question and finally to those who feel the weight of their death 

more than the others, those who died before their time. 
Next comes not the pars epica, but the third part of the 

canonical prayer, the preces, a perfectly legitimate and functional 

inversion of the traditional formula. To stress the urgency of the 

prayer, the supplicant first omits the long narrative part: "Receive 

the animosity and anger that Ariston has against me, Soteirianos, 

also called Limbaros, take away his energy and his strength, 

make him cold, mute, and breathless, cold toward me, Soteiri­

anos, also called Limbaros." The coldness being sought is not 

that of death but the coldness accompanying the disappearance 
I 

of the "hot" anger against the performer of the spell, a judiciary 

defixion. 
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What follows constitutes the so-called pars epica intended to 

show the credit of the person who prays: "I entreat you in the 

name of the great gods ... " Next follow magic words, then new 

preces, which concern another victim and repeat the preceding 

structure. In our example, the pars epica is thus constituted of 

magic words alone instead of containing that reference to the 

earlier sacrifices that we encountered in Erictho, or that reminder 

of the help previously furnished by the personal goddess as she 

appears in the famous prayer of Sappho.27 An identical process 

is sometimes found in the papyri, and we have already referred 

to it. The magic words are the secret, barbarous names of the 

divinity, and the sorcerer demonstrates by the knowledge that 

he has of them that he is worthy of receiving divine assistance. 

The most instructive case is found in a prayer of the Charm of 

Astrmnpsychus, whose objective is to obtain success and happi­

ness. The prayer begins with a beautiful invocation: "Come to 

me, Lord Hermes, like babies in the belly of their mother, come 

to me, you who collect the food of the gods and men, come 

to me, Lord Hermes, to the so-and-so." Next comes the expres­

sion of the wish: "Grant me charm, food, victory, happiness, 

sexual attractiveness, beauty of face, strength regarding all 

women and all men." Instead of the pars epica, there is another 

list, each section of which is introduced by "l also know your 

forms, your wood, your identity, your origin, your homeland"; 

and, at the end, after the repetition of the invocation and of the 

wish, comes the affirmation, "I also know your barbarous 

names. 1128 

This brings us to a theme already mentioned. The use of 

"foreign names" in magic goes back to the classical era, and it is 

Euripides who first mentions this phenomenon. Iphigenia, pre­

paring the sacrifice of Orestes, "shouted barbarous words, as a 

true witch": it is a supreme irony to put this in the mouth of an 

indigenous messenger or the Taurians. 2
" Much later, there were 
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that language! Rather, say: because the Egyptians were the first 

to receive the prerogative of communication with the gods, the 

laHer love to be invoked according to the rules of this people. 
This has nothing to do with the contrivances of sorcerers." 32 

Because the gods have an absolute existence, one cannot speak 

of the "gods of the Egyptians" or of the "gods of the Greeks" 

and because they are beyond human nature, they do not speak 

a human language. The magicians would agree to this; the final 

sentence underscores that once again lamblichus is writing 
within the framework of an apology of magic. 

The use of a special, supposedly ancient, language for the 

invocations is not so rare in magic. Tambiah has collected 

examples concerning India in which a rather complex system is 

used, employing several levels of ancient languages for the 

invocations to the gods. 13 More simply, the use of Coptic in 

Greek, of Greek in Latin spells, like that of Latin in Reformation 

England, could provoke an accusation of magic. 3
4 The Greco­

Egyptian papyri write only of "barbarian, foreign names," while 

the learned lamblichus is in a position to specify that the names 

are Egyptian, and the Christian Jerome suggested a Jewish origin 
(both theories are partly correct) .15 Structurally, the use of these 

foreign languages once again consists in a reversal of regular 

linguistic behavior, of the ordinary prayer formulated in a lan­

guage understood by everyone; the not very rare practice of 

writing a Latin spell in Greek letters comes rather close. 36 

_ _There is still something else. In the ordinary "religious" prayer, 

it is the ntual act that legitimates the asking for divine favor: to 

emphasize one's own merits in order to commit the divinity to 

help, a person mentions the sacrifices or dedications that the 

person has already offered. In the magic of the papyri, it is 

knowledge that makes possible communication with the gods. 

The person who knows the intimate details of divine nature 

thereby demonstrates that he or she is close to the god and 
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commits the god to react favorably. Magic thus has a wel1-

defi.ned theological and epistemological aspect. It could be 

thought that this is a late, neo-Platonic or gnostic development, 

but the author of the book On the Sacred Disease has already noted 

that the ritual healer was laying claim to a higher knowledge. 

In this respect, the gap between magic and civic religion exists 

already in the fifth century B.C. On the other hand, this theology 

makes magic close to the mystery cults; the initiated also used 

a higher knowledge to gain access to the divinity. A case m 

point, again, are the so-called Orphic gold leaves, which rn fact 
belong to the Bacchic mysteries; the special fate, the eschato­

\oaical happiness promised to initiates, depends on the nght 
an~wer that they could give to the infernal guardians of the Lake 

of Memory or to Persephone and her court. Another feature 

shared by magic and mysteries is the quest for memory. The 

magicians seek to acquire a good memory so as not to forget 
what the god or the demon reveals to them in a dream, while 

for the initiate it is essential not to forget the instructions 

received during the initiation in order to be able to conduct 

oneself properly in the world beyond. · l · fi the 
This circumstance explains why terrnmo ogy speci c to 

mysteries is so often found in the papyri. It is not just_ a su­

perficial embellishment nor even a relic of the older use of these 

same texts in mystery rites, nor is it only the result of a structural 

similarity between the initiation of the magician and the initia­
tion of the follower of a mystery group. The spirituality of the 

magicians is akin to the spirituality of the followers of the 

mysteries, in that both take part in this quest for the divine that 

is characteristic of imperial antiquity. 
We thus encounter, and not just in the hexametric hymns, the 

expression of what to a Frazerian is the sole prerogative of 

religion, the simple submission under God's wish and will. h is 
not rare that the god is called "Lord" (kurios ), which expresses 
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some hierarchical subordination. The corollary, the fact that 

someone describes oneself as a slave, is not absent either: "Lord 

gods, give me an oracle on such-and-such a business this very 
night, during the coming hours. I pray to you with all my heart 

I implore you, I your servant whom you have placed on th~ 

throne," an expression that once again refers us to the mysteries 

this time those of Corybants and of their rite of enthronement_ 3; 

The sorcerer again calls attention to himself as an initiate in 

order to benefit from the intimate relationship between the gods 
and the initiates. 

This intimacy between the god and the magician finds other 

more direct expressions as well, such as in a passage from th~ 

Charm of Astrampsychus, "Come to me, Lord Hermes, as babies do 

to the womb of women"; or in the "rite of encounter" the ' t · 
, sus as1s, 

with Helios where the rite culminates in the common meal of 

man and god, both sitting "face to face"; we have also read the 

prayer in the papyrus Mimaut: "Come close to me with a kindly 

face, on a bed that you yourself have chosen ... I pray to you, 

Lord, accept my prayers"-another sustasis where god and human 
meet for a common meal. 18 

We therefore cannot separate the hymns from the rest of the 

corpus of magical papyri, thus creating a simplistic dichotomy 

between magic and religion. Sentiments of this kind are found 

in prayers in prose as well as in the metrical hymns. The 
distinctions-if distinctions there are-obey other laws. 

MAGIC AND COERCION 

A great number of binding spells from the imperial period 

address the god with the formula "I entreat you." This time it 

is not a matter of convincing the gods through a higher kno~l­

edge; the magician coerces them simply through an invocation. 

This seems to confirm a modern opinion that sees coercion of 
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superhuman beings as the defining property of magic. In the 

words of a contemporary scholar, 'The magician does not im­

plore the gods, he forces them; he has no intention to obey the 

gods or to submit himself on his knees and with a. guileless 

heart." Is this correct, and where does this concept, which today 

appears to be firmly linked to the name of James G. Frazer, have 

its origin? 39 The question has, up to now, been touched on here 

and there in this book, but never properly discussed. 

Already in the papyri, we find spells, which their authors 

called "spells that constrain," epcinankoi: the idea of constraining 

superhuman powers is not unknown to magicians. We have also 

noted, in Lucan and in the papyri, that this coercion is simply 

an additional process that is used only if a more benign charm 

has not achieved its goal. Magicians had thought about ritual 

coercion and judged it a dangerous action; they always preferred 

to act without it. 

There exist, moreover, different ways of constraining the 

divinity. First, there is the constraint by trickery; we recall 

the initiatory ritual in which Seth-Helios comes to the aid of 

the sorcerer who claims to be the victim of an attack led by Isis 

and Horus/ 0 or the "slander rites," diabo/a{, in which a person 

brings down the divinity's wrath on another person whom_ the 

person defames by accusing him or her of an impiety, ritualistic 

or otherwise. Then, there is the constraint by extortion, so to 

speak. In a divinatory rite described in the papyrus book in the 

Bibliotheque Nationale, a trap is set for a (unspecified) god or 

demon. In the middle of a circle of food-the leftovers from the 

sorcerer's meal-which is supposed to attract the demon to a 

common meal a beetle is suspended above a lamp arranged in 

such a way th~t the flame does not yet touch the animal: "Stay 

calm after you have thrown out the morsels, enter your house 

and close yourself in; the one you have summoned will arrive 

and by threatening you with his weapons, try to force you to 
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of the infernal gods and implores them to send "gladiators and 

heroes" (that is, those who have fallen in combat). It continues 

thus, "Isis came, bearing on her shoulders her husband, her 

brother. Zeus came down from Olympus and stood awaiting the 

phantoms of the dead who were lead to such-and-such a woman 

and did such-and-such a thing. All the immortal gods and 

goddesses came to see the phantoms of these dead. So do not 

hesitate and do not delay, gods, but send the phantoms of these 

dead." 47 Here we have a little mythical story, a historiola, partially 

modeled after the famous story in the Odyssey that tells how the 

gods came running to gaze at Ares and Aphrodite who were 

caught in a trap. 48 Because, according to our myth, the gods from 

on high already have come to witness the spectacle of the dead 

attacking a woman, their example will prompt the infernal gods 

to do the same. Thus, the spell does not apply crude coercion, 

rather persuasion by an exemplum; it is a well-known rhetorical 

strategy to which these historiolae own their popularity. Whereas 

this historiola blends Greek elements with Egyptian ones, juxta­

posing Isis and Zeus in a quasi-Homeric situation, another 

coercion spell in the Paris book presents another blend. The 

magician threatens Aphrodite: "But, if as a goddess you act 

slowly, you will not see Adonis rise from Hades: immediately, I 

shall run and bind him with steel chains; as guard, I shall bind 

him on another wheel of lxion; no longer will he come to light, 

and he will be chastised and subdued. Wherefore, 0 Lady, act, 

I beg." Although the Greco-Phoenician cult of Adonis was 

popular in Hellenized Egypt, the netherworld here is purely 

Greek.' 9 

There is no doubt that coercion belongs to magic. 50 But it 

constitutes only one element in a set of religious behaviors that 
range from the cruelest constraint to the most obsequious sub­

mission. The variety of religious behavior that the magician 

makes use of is accompanied by a very precise organization that 
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structures the superhuman world that the magician addresses. 

The following coercion spell gives an illustration of it: ''Listen 

to me, I am going to say the great name, AOe, that every god 

reveres, that every demon fears, to which every messenger 

(dngelos) obeys.
1151 

We see a very strict hierarchy: at the top there 

is the "great name," the name of the supreme god to whom 

the other gods are subject, then come the demons and finally 

the messengers. It thus suffices for the sorcerer to become the 

intimate of the supreme god to get himself obeyed by the whole 

hierarchy; this intimacy manifests itself through the knowledge 

of the name. Another coercion spell of the Paris book is no less 
revealing: "If he delay, after the prayer to the gods, say these 

words once or three times: The great god, he who lives, who 

commands you, who exists from eternity to eternity."'
52 

The 

magician can claim even the powers of the supreme gods. 
Demons are dumb. 

The hierarchy of the superhuman world is thus perfectly 
functional. But it does not belong only to the theology of the 

magicians: it is a hierarchization that finds its most subtle ex­

pression in neo-Platonic thinking, from Plotinus to Proclus, in 

much more elaborate and complex constructions. From neo­

Platonic thinking, this hierarchization spread in the religion of 

the era, where it constituted a theological response to the 

growing hierarchization of the imperial society. For the magi­

cians who draw their theology from this religious stock, already 

present, moreover, in the texts earlier than the fourth century, 

like Moses VIII, what matters is only the existence of two levels. 

On the one hand, there is the Supreme God with different 

names (among them, the Israelite IAa, or Jahweh, is not without 

importance) toward whom all want to ascend and with whom 

they seek to become intimate; he is exempt from coercion. On 

the other hand, there are those demons and messengers whom 

the magician calls into his service with the help of the supreme 
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Although he does not speak of "coercion," he does say that the 

magicians 
11

persuade" the gods. Now, persuasion is nothing other 

than a subtle form of coercion that resorts to words. We have 
seen that well-chosen exempla can coerce the gods. 

Later writers repeat these criticisms, the pagans in a more 

qualified way than the Christians. 55 It is thus not surprising that 

lamblichus devotes a paragraph to coercion of the gods to 

respond to his interlocutor who has noticed (which the enlight­

ened doctor had already said) that it was incompatible with the 

divine nature to allow itself to be forced. This, therefore, is an 

argument that was widely used in the polemic against magic. 

The philosopher's response is revealing: "In sum, the so-called 

'obligations of the gods' are obligations of the gods that manifest 

themselves in a way fitting to the gods. It is thus not from the 

outside nor by violence, but because the good is necessarily 

useful, that they use their ever-even and unvarying disposi­

tions."56 lamblichus does not deny that there are "obligations of 

the gods" (he knows magic well enough). But he reverses their 

interpretation; it is not the sorcerers who force the gods, instead 

it is their own divine nature, which is pure good. We think of 

Seth, who feels compassion for the presumed victim of Horus. 

There thus existed a whole ancient polemical tradition that 
accented this definition of magic by the coercion of the o-ods 

d b I 
a tra ition first adopted by Platonism-and which on that ac-

count belongs to an important stream of ancient thought-then 

upheld by the polemic of the Christians. So it is not surprising 

that both the intellectual Frazer and the religious Father Fes­

tugiere had recourse to this definition. Another, less shocking 

definition disappeared from sight: the one given by Apuleius. 

According to him, the magician derives his powers from the 

communio loquendi, the conversation and dialogue with the gods: 

"magus is properly he who, doing business with the immortal 

gods, has the power to effect everything he wishes through the 

228 ,rt-i MAGIC IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 

mysterious force of certain incantations." 57 This definition would 

have been much less vulnerable to Christian polemics. 

MAGIC AND REVERSAL 

In the course of this analysis, we have come across a number of 

those reversals that characterize magic and especially magical 

ritual-intentional inversions of everyday practices or ordinary 

ritual. 58 Already in the binding spells from the fifth and fourth 

centuries B.C., we noticed several of them, like the retrograde 
writing or the use of the mother's name; for lack of more precise 

facts about contemporary magical rites, we must confine our­

selves to this sketchy information. The later texts attest to the 

magician's isolation in the performance of the rite, the specific 

form taken by these rites and the role played by the infernal 

divinities-which can be seen as so many reversals. The follow­

ing paragraphs try to present them more comprehensively. 

The isolation in which the magician finds himself when per­

forming the rite contrasts the magical with the communal rite, 

which is performed in a group-the household, the tribe, the 

entire town-but also with the mystery rites. The differences, 

however, must not be exaggerated. Though the magician's iso­

lation is indeed real in the defixio, that harmful magic condemned 

by Plato, one will be less affirmative for the magic or healing of 

which the doctor speaks in the treatise On the Sacred Disease. ln 

most cultures, ethnographic or European, ritual healing concerns 

the entire group-the patient, the patient's family, the village; 

the same holds true for ancient exorcisms. Healing thus repre­

sents a domain that must be considered separately. Especially in 

this domain, the divisions between religion and magic are far 

from clear-cut and seem to have varied considerably with time. 

Behind the polemical description of the author of the treatise 

On the Sacred Disease, we glimpse not only the dietary prescrip-
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tions of the cathartic priests but also . . 
Later, the description of h . l extensive healmg rituals. 
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perfectly regular rites-only that, in the common worship, one 
burns incense, one pours wine, milk, or honey; the libations of 

milk, water, and honey already are extraordinary rites, confined 

to a few specific rituals. Magic ritual thus uses the common ritual 

forms, changes only the substances to be burned or libated; at 

least the slander spells make deliberate use of rather disgusting 

substances. 6·1 The differences are more unmistakable in the 

bloody sacrifices, first of all in the choice of animals. Those of 

the civic rites-pig, sheep, and cow-are absent, and in their 

place we find birds, especially the rooster, or the donkey, rare 

victims that as such express a clear-cut reversal in relation to 

civic religion The magician uses signs that are easily identifiable. 

Sacrificial meals are not lacking, but the magician eats the 

sacrificial meat without human company. A different form of 
meal is used in the systasis, the "ritual encounter"; it is conceived 

as a banquet where the sorcerer and the god dine together and 

can be seen as transformation of the ordinary Greek symposium, 

only that it never includes the meat from a previously offered 

sacrifice. Nor is the way of killing the victim the same. When 
the victim is meant to be eaten in the magic rite, it is strangled; 

blood, the carrier of vital energy, may not be shed. In an 

initiatory rite, on the other hand, one drinks the blood of a 

sacrificial victim; on the banks of the Nile (in a marginal place), 

the sorcerer builds an altar, lights a fire with some wood from 
an olive tree, cuts off the head of a rooster, throws its head into 

the Nile, and then drinks the animal's blood.
65 

Finally, there is 

the holocaust offering in which entire animals are burnt, as in 

the ritual consecration of a magic ring. Outside the town or in 

a graveyard (again in a marginal place, that is), a large hole must 

be dug, an altar is built above this hole, a fire is lit with the 

wood from fruit trees, and then the magician burns a goose, 

three roosters, three pigeons, and incense, a sacrifice explicitly 
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described in the papyrus as holocaust.66 Here again, magic uses 

traditional forms, sometimes organized in new combinations. 

THE SEARCH for contact with the infernal divinities and the 

dead, that is, the ritual movement downwards, always constitutes 

a radical reversal, both in the framework of Greek or Roman 

civic religion as in that of magic. Once more, it is necessary to 

be specific. The fixation of magic on the powers from down 

below is totally true only for the classical era, and solely for the 

domain of binding spells. For the other rites, we lack informa­

tion, apart from the too-general remark in Plato that magicians 

"convince the gods": more precision would damage his polemical 

position.6 7 It is more important to note, in a diachronic perspec­

tive, that in the epoch before the papyrus books, we have no 

indication of the two-level system in which the magician ad­

dresses the divinities on high to use their aid in order to coerce 

the dead, the heroes, and the demons. Basically, these two levels 

correspond to the common dichotomy that opposes the Olym­

pian gods (whom the magician does not touch) and the chthonic 

ones, whom the magician addresses; but it would not be legiti­

mate to project this system back into hellenistic, classical, or 

archaic times. 68 The emergence of the two-level system consti­

tutes the most important change that can be noted in the 

development of ancient magic. First, it reflects the transition 

from a more or less homogeneous pantheon to the extremely 

hierarchical pantheon of the imperial era. Moreover, it also 

refers to the fact that the magic of the imperial era went from 

a technique intended (not without the influence of the Near 

Eastern books of exorcism) to harm one's adversaries to a tech­

nique that approaches the gnostic and neo-Platonic quest for 

the knowledge that derives from the experience of the divinity. 

Although already the polemical author of On the Sacred Disease 

noted some signs of an epistemological claim of the cathartic 
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