(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 IAQ, 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 sumpdtheia, 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.” 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.” 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 Lévy-Brueh! and his "La mentalité
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.™* 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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action (as in "the witness swears an oath”) but wberessa(t:;gz;r;i
linguistic utterance coincide (as whe? l.am a \;iltzjvig e
oath with the words "l swear to God"); it was 111d vie Wiee
n in his critical remarks on Frazer, who w01.1 1m duce e
conclept into linguistics.” Any rite has thea.trlcah.a;pthe}; e
what matters to the participants is the way 1‘n \{v ic ey
part in the rite: this interest in the theatrica asp(?h briogs
Tambiah (who in other domains sometim'es seems reit er o0 e
of Frazer) closer to Victor Tumfer.é Tz:iml?la}ivrlialzhw;lle (;r;aws o
i .cle on the magic of words in
Z?tt;:ioz:tz)cfl ethnologists to the set of ritualistic acts anicjl ;,Z{o;:z
that constitute the magical rite.” He also h.as.ree.xarrlnbetween
Frazerian terminology and established 2 dlllsflx_r;lctxfo beween
“empirical analogy” and "persuasive analogy. e h01reElS char
acterizes the science used tfo predict t?se8 f:j;:z,u\gvh (z; o e
i nfluencing future events. '
E\:; il ?nzlir:pt?tfallarigtppeaﬁng, it must be rethought in relation to
anElfilleltz,e':xts of the defixiones recorded b(?th on the lead ti};}::i
and in the papyri are prayers, ritualistic utterances tt(i)me neh
writing gives an unalterjble plerrzan‘et:nfisAstpt:;e;am;he oo
raved on lead, 1 . i
Z};thii} “Vlval:S)irf;io and so (to Persephone, and so on), or

i ble to appear
! i nd so in order that he be una
Persephine. b e la “that so and so be also

stel

in court” or the similia similibus formu T
twisted as this writing, as cold, as useless as this lea ,h -
i ritua

three oral rites that both accompany and describe the
action. ey
There is a set of rites that should be compared, althorlgh ‘Cyg
i i agic.
according to general opinion, have nothing to do \}:m m lgf o

ir ci too
founded their city, they
When the people of Cyrene e ! i
1 emigrated.
Thera, from which they ha

oath never to return to , vh e

[ater, under unstable political conditions, they repeate
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oath; an inscripti
Sl Thi?i?::i fiém th fourth century B.C. has preserved
making figures of nglotr;]t us described the central rite: "After
oath and performin It ey burned them, uttering together an
and girls, Lot him 5}) Oﬁether a sacrifice, men, women, boys
acts, let him melt and ]S ]'reaks. this oath and commits C(;ntrar);
descendants and hi fe ‘qllefll?d like these figures, him and hi
o amals ortune.”"” Livy tells how the Romartrs
Killing it with a Siler;c; (foedus). They sacrificed a pig, and is
“Let him who breaks thad(;/'the priest made the fOHO‘“;ﬂg Vo\;
are only two examples efa:ance be killed like this pig."" These.
could easily cite oth of the same conception of the oath. One
curencamecially f er cases from Greece, Rome, or other cul
Ctlistic beh y rom the Near East—that attest to th -
ehavior. € same
In all cases .
concemed o a,n aimSoIIn:mn. oath fs taken. The oath is always
2 gaist his entire gr(i c?;:‘n'agamst the one who utters it and
by a rite whose mean-lp. . is 1rT1Precation is always accompanied
hat harom to thelzg'xs clafxﬁed by the accompanying words:
who breaks the oath IieCt of the ritual act will happen to hirﬁ
Girected against an OE- would be tempting to speak of a rite
This was done for Cy 3:: thhat was 4the substitute for a person
?ble substitutes for the C}e/:r;n:anmsa:d[;ms gmlossof) are UnmiStak_.
for the Romans or of the ewe i .2 But the presence of the pig
Il cannot b : . 6. in another oath, in Homer's [li
ina Cathart; :iftlimed in this way, not to mention Lh:r;ﬁ:i
caying the followin e ntu:il xr: which one peels an onion while
in this way.""? In faci’7 Xér s: "Let the offender be dismembered
that ought to hold O,ur is not.the object manipulated by the rite
one dismembers, one att]eﬂtlon, but the action itself: one kills
crificial amma]; e m; ts, énd one liquefies. Aside from thé
the action perfonlned O(; ?ecr;;ls ver?/ often chosen in function of
can be easily peeled 1;. e onion with its detachable layers
. and wax melts at a low temperature; in
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ite of the Cyreneans, in the course of WRIEH H~
d in the countryside, they are made of
1l not last very long, as the ritual

another 1
manikins are deposite
unburnt clay so that they wi
expects.“"

These acts, moreove
There are those where the
the signified (the future transgression) is ecasily
breaks the treaty, will be annihilated by the wrath of the gods,
as the pig is killed by the priest; the Roman foedus~ritua1 could
almost be described as allegorical. There are other rites for
which the translation is not as simple, and that are metaphorical
expressions, ike "melt” and “iquefy” in the rite of the Cyreneans.
It is a matter, MOreover, of metaphors that are not common, even
It is the context that gives them all their

r, do not all have the same significance.
jump from the signifier (the rite) to
made: whoever

in indigenous Uuse.
semantic value.

In all these cases, someone could, as
confine himself or herself to speaking these words: "Let any
reaks this oath be struck by such and such a

if, his descendants, all his house and his for-

tune.” But we se€ what the ritual act that accompanies these
bring. The message of the rite takes on quite 3
ats of this message receive it

through other codes than just the linguistic on¢. 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-
ed by redundancies that have an

sult is perfectly clear: the message

was done in other oaths,

person who b
calamity—himse

words can
different intensity; the recipie

mined message, accompant
emotional character. The re

be better committed to memory.
ecise about what 15 meant by

pient. Someone

will
[t is necessary o be more pr

persuasive analogy. Persuasion requires 2 reci

always persuades someone else, and in our rites it is the group
The rite is an act of communication, whict

that persuades itselt.
ke other acts of communication. As alway

must be understood li
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in the art of persuasi
o e asclfons,sa I;fzr-son plays on different registers to
e e e . is enough to read Quintilia
e v reached by the different ways of s?gnt'o
The model i 1—
Commumcatioz;f r:}tlléicommunication follows the model of
e Ofai; se{nders, receivers, and a mess;my
e e the rltgal message are also its agengte.
an}cf e e alwayes sz);lxsl g;roupfthat attends the ritua?
and the mess alw ortant for the gro i
e form:mtr}r]l:r::jtlor'l, an.cient magic assurtrylesuz Sll?g}:}tl;s
e e 1:anltp 1; missing. There is no doubt abo ’
thi for the never. a ry the sorcerer performs the rite alonUt
ond there s ne Conegagooup, the very rare cases in wh,ich thel
e T;ue .to pérticipate do not contradict th'e
act s0 are bmdmg‘ S 6121 s;t.uatxon may be somewhat less cl .
e e epve s from the classical era, but we ::ﬁ
e e ,thatenhthou'gh the documentation on thl’
point is Incor Shortl_drc ‘t e defigens acts alone. The magic r'tIS
o e ident‘u;tl the communication: the sender 1§
e rectieny e e lc}?. The corollary would be that at‘;l
message concer Thesz tﬂe sercerer and is of importance onle
e e differere ections are still pertinent even if it y
e e ;\ces are exaggerated for the sake of thls
N e t}Tat'ln the communal rite too, th .
e mc;acr1 distinction between the Sender ;:Z
e Whooeﬂs not separate as clearly those who
o e are observing. Ovid's speclandum veni-
ot vent specintyr thsae would be rather the rule of "
communal i ri.tua] Ct e essential fact remains: the messa ot
fhe communal fial ¢ onfcems everyone, agents and onloogk‘3 o
e e ?S t}(: the magic ritual concerns onl he
e sorcerer, v
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ycho\ogical explanations that follow 3
n is someone who speaks only to
herself, an eternal Darcissus. When the
lamella of lead and says, ] bind down, i
rsons,” this 1 not a demonstration meant
faction, 2 personal uabreaction.” The
ption have already been
but spontaneous. Even
magical acts s

Hence arise all the ps
similar pattern. The magicia
and of himself and
magician Pierces the
nail down all these pe
for others, but a satis
difficulties connected with this conce
mentioned: 3 magic ritual 15 anything
worse, the psycho\ogica\ approach construes

products of mental degeneration; from there comes the view that
he sacrifice of the noble bull

d religion, where t
lation of a common cat.’’ This

differences in structure
orically follow

< magic, as one

magic s debase
has degenerated into the immo
theory, to say the least, misunderstands
for historical developments. Magic does not hist
after religion, neither is 1t earlier: religion contain

specific religious form.
We must not disregard an ctween the rites
of oaths and these magic similia similibus.
wn all these people’—is rather close

y, except that here

nail do

the oath, witness the Roman foedus ceremon

the comparison is not made explicit and the metaphor "to nail”
ore important, the

s unexplained; but its
same semantic structures in
that are self-imprecations virtually neve
communal {mprecations emphasize actio

similia similibus kind concentrate 0n an ob

so-and-so be {ike the dead, as is this leaf . . " The lone exception
is the rites brought onstage by Theocritus, who puts the accent
on the action: " et Delphis burn, melt, turn in the same way as
suchaand-such an object” 118 this difference that confirms the
differentiating the communicative situation. In
ic is addressed, like the bath, to a human group,

other difference b
The case just cited—"1
to the situation of

ense is clear. M
the magic rites and in those oaths
¢ coincide. Whereas the
n, the magic cites of the

ject and its quality: et

rest

importance of
literature, Mag
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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.’® But the writing does not simply
perpetuate the ritual by saying, "l 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 “l kill this person,” but for “l 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 " 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” (parathéke), an object left with the
demons who, in their tombs, are prayed to in order to transmit
it to the infernal divinities.!”

Seen from this perspective, the similig similibus rites as well as
the existence of these texts of defixiones 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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admit that the communication conveying messages functions
only at the horizontal level and that the gods are only symbolic
objects making it possible for the communication to exist, it is
still no less true that in the fiction of the ritual—theatrical, if
you will——action there is another, vertical communicative axis.
Humans address the gods through the intermediary of prayers
and sacrifices, through the smoke that rises, and through the
blood that flows, and we expect a certain number of reactions
from the potential recipients of the rite. First, we expect imme-
diate signs that the sacrifice has been accepted or rejected,
perceived through the inspection of the entrails and the obser-
vation of the flame; then we expect signs that the gods will grant
the wishes for the future, will grant the help and benevolence
prayed for. This vertical communication is played out differently
from the horizontal one and is conscious and carefully staged
by the human actors: it is this communication that is spoken
about by the indigenous people. The chance observer from
outside, uninformed about theology and mythology, perceives
only the interaction of the horizontal ritual messages whose
signifiers are determined by an ancestral cultural tradition.
When we consider the situation of the magician, who is both
the sender and the lone recipient of the ritual message, we
understand how in such a situation the vertical axis, which leads
to the gods and to the demons, can assume some importance,
for it is indeed necessary, after all, to have interlocutors. That is
precisely what the writers of the imperial era, Apuleius and
lamblichus, confirm for us. Magic is the search for a close
communication with and participation in the divine sphere—the
communio loquendi cum dis of Apuleius or the methousia ton thedn of
lamblichus: both insist on the dialogue that is established be-
tween the magician and the gods.*®
A theoretical consequence of this construction is that the
separation between the agent practicing magic and the external
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of superstition and barbarism, were capable of conceiving docu-
ments that give such impressive evidence of a spiritualized
religiosity. This attitude derives from the Frazerian dogma, ac-
cording to which the magician is distinguished from the relig-
ious 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.?
We find the same preoccupation in the famous thesis of
Dieterich, that the magicians transformed and introduced into
their world a whole liturgy of mysteries, the so-called “Liturgy
of Mithras.” It was obvious that this text expresses in its prayers
a religious search for which the Greco-Egyptian sorcerers were
denied credit. Dieterich thus preserved the Frazerian dichotomy
without giving up the attempt to find traces of the true religion
in the magicians. But we should not be surprised to read in Father
Festugiere, another defender of religion against magic, that the
“Mithras Liturgy” was not a text of mysteries, but a simple text
of Osirian magic ornamented by a bit of hermetism.>® This point
of view is inscribed in the argumentation of Festugiere, who
combats all those who, like Reitzenstein or Nilsson, claimed to
find in the papyri vestiges of “true” religion; in his eyes, the
papyri 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 lived
in a system that still is acquainted with and sometimes even
practices exorcism, the struggle against magic is a much more
tangible reality than for his Protestant German colleagues.

[t must be repeated that there is no doubt that the sorcerers
uttered prayers. Nor did the ancients doubt it. In Lucan, the
witch Frictho formulates a prayer that could belong to a text-
book on religion; more important is that Plato already speaks of
the “prayers’ (eukbai) as well as of the "incantations” (epsidas)
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 cur?e
tablets as well as in the papyri. Although here thc? term c”urrent )’/,
used for this oral rite is lgos, “speech,” the attestations to Il)lrayers
and “to pray” are not Jacking.”* The human actors are Wlf awaref
of these religious stances, and they often enough ma ehuseﬁo
formula attested in prayers as well—as in a spellbfrom t e rsc‘c1
half of the first century B.C., which was fOl‘HIAd in Sev-llla.an
which ends with a current formula from réhglous ded&catxccl)'ns;
"When you do it, then 1 will fulfill my Promxse to ygu aci?rlslng
to your merits,” si faciatis, votum quod facio solvam vestris meg is. N
One example will suffice to introduce us to the( speci hc pr;rd
lems posed by the magic prayer; it '157 a spell ‘rror; t‘e twlith
century AD. found in a Cypriot tomb.* The spell begins o
the invocation to the dead formulated in more Or less pertec
hexameters: "Demons who live on carth and demons who ige
the fathers of fathers and mothers, similar tg men, who r}(:51 e
and have their seat here, who previously received in your heart,
a soul full of pain . .. The prayer is thus more and mo;‘e
precisely addressed to the dead who have become demo?s: t ii
spell proceeds from all the dead to those o'f the fce;m? ecll’yath
question and finally to those who feel the.welght .o t eir de
more than the others, those who died before thf:lr time. -
Next comes not the pars epica, but the third part o‘ t e1
canonical prayer, the preces, @ perfectly legitimate and functlfonha
inversion of the traditional formula. To stress tbe urgenc“)l;o t.vz
prayer, the supplicant first omits the long nar-ratwe part: .écex
the animosity and anger that Ariston has against me, Sotexrlano}sll
also called Limbaros, take away his energy and his strengF K
make him cold, mute, and breathless, cold toward me, S(?teirx-
anos, also called Limbaros.” The coldness being 59ught is not
that of death, but the coldness accompanying the dlsapPearaﬁce
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.”” 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
Astrampsychus, 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 “I 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:

"8

names. -

“I also know your barbarous

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 of the Taurians.® Much later, there were
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that language! Rather, say: because the Egyptians were the fi
to receive the prerogative of communication with the ode :t
latt’er love to be invoked according to the rules of thif esc; tl N
This has nothing to do with the contrivances of sorc;)rerp”li
Bécausef/ the gods have an absolute existence, one cannot . k
of the “gods of the Egyptians” or of the ”go’ds of the Crzia i
and because they are beyond human nature, they do not s eSIk
:e:ltl;nan laniuage. The magicians would agree to this; the %naal
nce underscores th i i i
within the framework of 2:1 z;zleo;fipmlz;i)hc}]us o o
' The »use of a special, supposedly ancient, language for th
invocations is not so rare in magic. Tambiah has colle tci
examples concerning India in which a rather complex s steC e'
gsed, e@ploying several levels of ancient languages yfor m}:S
invocations to the gods.’® More simply, the usz of Copti t'e
Greek, of Greek in Latin spells, like that of Latin in Reforp IC" N
Englartld, could provoke an accusation of magic.* The g?tlon
ffey]latlan Zalpyrib;,vrite only of "barbarian, foreign names,’ we}?icl)(;
eamg amblichus is in a position to specify that th(; nam
?];iigi/}?tlaﬁ, and the Christian Jerome suggested a Jewish orig(;i
' eories are partly correct).*® Structurally, the use of thes
f.ore1gn languages once again consists in a reversal of regul i
linguistic behavior, of the ordinary prayer formulated in eg;l N
gu(tigf understood by everyone; the not very rare ract‘a an;
writing a Latin spell in Greek letters comes rather cl]:c))se 32@ ’
‘ ‘There is still something else. In the ordinary “religious”‘
it is theAritual act that legitimates the asking for divine fasgar}-]ir,
(;mphasxze one's own merits in order to commit the divinity' to
elp, a person mentions the sacrifices or dedications that tho
person has already offered. In the magic of the papyri, i 'e
’I}r;lowledge that makes possible communication witi\ Iziglggdlss
th;egirs;er;}:)vrirknows the intimate details of divine nature:
ates that he or she is close to the god and
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commits the god to react favorably. Magic thus has a well-
defined theological and epistemologicai 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
laim to a higher knowledge.

that the ritual healer was laying ¢
ligion exists

in this respect, the gap between magic and civic 1€
already in the fifth century p.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 in
again, are the so-called Orphic gold leaves, which in fact
belong to the Bacchic mysteries; the special fate, the eschato-
logical happiness promised to initiates, depends on the right
answer 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
| not to forget the instructions

der to be able to conduct

point,

for the initiate it is essentia
received during the initiation in or
oneself properly in the world beyond.

This circumstance explains why terminology specific to the
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
cimilarity between the initiation of the magician and the initia-
tion of the follower of a mystery group. The spirituality of the
a to the spirituality of the followers of the

magicians is aki
ke part in this quest for the divine that

mysteries, in that both ta
is characteristic of imperial antiquity.

We thus encounter, and not just .0 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, Tt is
not rare that the god is called "Lord" (kirios), which expresses
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The sorcerer again calls attention to himse]
order to benefit from th
and the initiates.

This .mtimacy between the god and the magician finds oth
more direct expressions as well, such as in a passage f ;r’
tCha}r]m ofAstgampsycbus; "Come to me, Lord Hermes ags szgir:stdz
9 the womb of women”; or in the "rite of i istasi
with Helios where the rite culminates inetr;lceozgj;c::e SuSt;SZS’
man and god, both sitting “face to face”, we have also meda h
Prayer in the papyrus Mimaut. "Come close to me with re; Z{Ie
face, on a bed that you yourself have chosen . . | prayatol;ouy

Lord, acc

eptmy pr. ga— Istasi
» dcceptmy prayers"—another sistasis where god and human
meet for a common mea]

ronement, 3

at fas an initiate in

€ intimate relationship between the gods
o

of

W
e therefore cannot separate the hymns from the rest of the

'(D:orpus of magical papyri, thus creating a simplistic dichoto

| ctween magic and religion. Sentiments of this kind are fourinzl/
1r‘1 ;')ray.ers in prose as well as in the metrical hymns T}:
distinctions—if distinctions there are—obey other laws . )

MAGIC AND COERCION

A e
dfreat number of binding spells from the imperial period
address the god with the formula "I entreat you." This time it

is not inci
g a matter' of convincing the gods through a higher knowl
edge; the magician coerces them

This seems to confirm a modern

simply through an invocation.
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?* 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,” epdnankoi: 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,* or the “slander rites,” diabolai, 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 that 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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release t
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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: "lsis 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.”” Here we have a little mythical story, a bistoriola, 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.” 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 bistoriolae own their popularity. Whereas
this bistoriola blends Greek elements with Egyptian ones, juxta-
posing lsis 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, |
shall run and bind him with steel chains; as guard, ! shall bind
him on another wheel of Ixion; no longer will he come to light,
and he will be chastised and subdued. Wherefore, O Lady, act,
| beg.” Although the Greco-Phoenician cult of Adonis was
popular in Hellenized Egypt, the netherworld here is purely
Greek
There is no doubt that coercion belongs to magic.® 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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.Id that the magician addresses.
o e g gives an illustration of iy, “Listen
, £0Ing to say the great name AOB, that every god

7 I go

to which every messenger

mni, e

god; towards them, constraint can be used in the last resort.
There is also an intermediate area, that of the minor gods, which
is rather poorly defined: some gods—Kore or Aphrodite—can
be coerced; Hermes, the holder of a supreme knowledge, is
treated much better.

An analysis of African systems by Clifford Geertz addresses
the question of hierarchies. He pointed out that there existed,
in a certain number of African societies, a magic theology
distinguishing two levels of superhuman beings.®® But there is
one crucial difference towards the Greco-Roman material. The
African dichotomy is a function of the aim pursued by the magic
rite: the lower level includes the demons and the lesser beings
invoked in everyday magic and minor affairs, whereas the sec-
ond degree includes the highest beings, the gods, who are
invoked only in important matters. The Greek dichotomy, on
the other hand, is one of ontological status; in order to command
the lower beings, the Greco-Egyptian sorcerer always needs
access to the higher gods. Instead of being a real parallel, the
African cases help to sharpen our understanding of the spe-
cificity of Greco-Egyptian theology.

Thus, coercion, although present, is not really constitutive of
Greco-Roman magic, but is only one of the elements of a much
more complex ideology. Why, then, is it invested with such
importance in European thinking about magic?

The first time this notion becomes visible is in the treatise On
the Sacred Disease, whose author censured the healers for claiming
powers that belong only to the gods, for even claiming to have
a power higher than that of the gods, the power to coerce them
and use them like slaves. All this reduces the gods to nothing,
for the divine is defined by its absolute superiority relative to
humankind.* Thus, the theological thinking of the sophists'
epoch interprets the magicians affirmations in this sense and
uses them as an argument against magic. Plato follows suit.
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Although he does not speak of “coercion,” he does say that the
magicians “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 3 more
qualified way than the Christians.* It is thys 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 js was incompatible with the
divine nature to allow itself to be forced. This, therefore, is an
argument that wag widely used in the polemic against magic,
The philosophers 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 cver-even and unvarying disposi-
tions.” [amblichus 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 2 whole ancient polemical tradition that
accented this definition of magic by the coercion of the gods,

a tradition 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 ig not surprising
that both the intellectual Frazer and the religious Father Fes-
tugiere had recourse to thig definition. Another, ess shocking
definition disappeared from sight: the one given by Apuleijus.
According to him, the magician derives his powers from the
communio loguendi, 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
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i g i initi ould
ysterious force of certain incantations.”” This definition w
e isti lemics.
have been much less vulnerable to Christian po

MAGIC AND REVERSAL

In the course of this analysis, we have come across‘aunuml;eircj
those reversals that characterize magic and €SP€CIa y mdiia
ritual—intentional inversions of everyday pract1<?es}lor erourz
ritual.*® Already in the binding spells from tbe fifth an e
centuries B.C., we noticed several of them, like tfhe retroidse
writing or the use of the mother's naxﬁe; for lack o mor;npe cie
facts about contemporary magical rites, we must con e o
selves to this sketchy informatfionA The 1&1;6;;1 tez:f a:;;s o
ician’s isolation in the performance of the rite, '
1chl)z;rgnlC;zlr:en by these rites and the role played by ?]:: Ifnfﬁ::j
divinities—which can be seen as so many reversal}sl. -;10
ing paragraphs try to present them moré com]?re eirfm he}r:. .
The isolation in which the magician finds himself w | I;te
forming the rite contrasts the mag;lcalhwithe ;];fdci?emtt:inbae thé
ich i rmed in a group—the hous , . ,
Zvn}:tli(r:(]: :Z\E:—r—f—obut also with the mystery rites. The d}ffere’:nic;s:
however, must not be exaggerated. Though the @agzcrzﬂs o
lation is indeed real in the defixio, that harmful magic (f:(;rl Tr:(, <
by Plato, one will be less affirmative for the magxc‘od 5?€;S: o
which the doctor speaks in the treatise Qn the Sacrff is .ms
most cultures, ethnographic or European, nltuil hcifla;mti;:ovrilﬁzge-
i roup—the patient, the patient's family, ;
t}}: ::r:::ehildsptrue for ancient exorcisms. HealingEthus.r;prier;
sents a domain that must be considered.se‘:parately, sp‘ecmreyfar
this domain, the divisions between'ritgxizigzibr?;iis c
-cut and seem to have varied co e
gj}rlriln(c:iletzlfeczllemical description of the author. of the treca:izs?
On the Sacred Disease, we glimpse not only the dietary prescrip
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tions . .
L Otfh(teh(;ezitr}i\a;t(‘;c prflests but‘ also extensive healing rituals.
example, in Cati (V\r;ho ;uCh rituals appears in literature, for
magic) c;r in that curi 011- e does not range them with
sick Delia, which aLOL'IS I}t\tle rite performed by Tibullus for his
negative 6\//a1 ch agamn has no negative connotations:” the
st o uation is confined to the Hippocratic doctor. Nor
bealer b ;E\ljzs:vg a matter of rites performed by an isolated
healerl the pat;;tr]tes perfo'rmed in groups made up of the
Tibullus), parents ;Sdof?e assistants (at least in Cato and in
may take’ the forx;n onf ritamldzl/' In other cultures, riwal healing
proper audience.® ual drama, requiring the presence of a
In ;
Seriest};’; &aapgyi/:,rscn‘ the otber h‘and, although there is a whole
scorpion sting lpes' against illnesses (migraine, gout, fever
- bm:més, ?og bites), they are never rites performed ir;
e So,me 0;1213 e oril or written prayers. "To fight migraine
s grape seed it YZOi\rJtr ;nds aTnd say this formula: Zeus planteci
sprout.”"® [t ils agpainS the soil he C%OESn't plant it, it does not
. lere is amoth one of“thos.e historiolae that gave an exem-
conrlet pamhmeme;g;iSAgamst the same: write on a piece
and put it on your templ ”ovAX (and what you desire). Dunk it
D mp e.. A wef piece of parchment against
the people who s se, with or yxthout a spell. In the eyes of
belone to the same ;ote Fhe maglc'al books, all these recipes
e orglam of magic as that of the other magic
hem® And what ::}Ilr ﬁoks:‘ nothing justifies our separating
the fact that they d(;yn;"‘:el; common with the other rites is
CO?Sti;ute small aids for the ileratt:d%;Z?Sida:atllonS/ but instead
n the : . :
precisiOnw\igizfat};fhp?pyn Wbere we grasp the rite with a rare
he distin;ui o ole set of reversals, which, however, must
guished from each other. Fumigations and libations are
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gular rites—only that, in the common worship, one

perfectly re
honey; the libations of

burns incense, one pours wine, milk, or
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.®* 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
d 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
cacrificial meat without human company A different form of
meal is used in the systasis, the #itual encounter’; it is conceived
as a banquet where the sorcerer and the god dine together and
can be seen as transformation of the ordinary Creek symposium,
only that it never includes the meat from a previously offered
cacrifice. Nor is the way of killing the victim the same. When
the victim is meant to be eaten in the magic rite, it 1s 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),
altar, lights a fire with some wood from
he head of a rooster, throws its head into

place we fin

the sorcerer builds an
an olive tree, cuts off t
the Nile, and then drinks the animals blood.® 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
(againin a marginal place, that is), a large hole must

a graveyard
le, a fire is lit with the

be dug, an altar is built above this ho
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.* 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.® 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.® 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 Ou the Sacred Disease
noted some signs of an epistemological claim of the cathartic
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