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The corpus of the Graeco-Egyptian 'magical papyri', first created by 
Karl Preisendanz in the late 1920s, abounds in contrasts. l We can 
distinguish between texts in Demotic, Coptic, Aramaic and Greek, 
between pagan and Christian texts, between protective, divinatory, 
erotic, vindicative and malign (or aggressive) magic, all of which have 
their own generic rules. We can also distinguish on the one hand 
between highly elaborate recipes, of which the finest examples are 
perhaps the three variants of the same praxis put together in the 
'Eighth Book of Moses' (P.Leid. J 395 = PGM XIII),2 or the 'Ritual 
of the Cat' in P.Mimaut (P.Louvre 2396 = PGM III 1-164),3 but which 
are characteristic of most of the magical texts acquired by Giovanni 
Anastasi in the course of his activities as a collector,4 and, on the 
other, the rather perfunctory, or at any rate brief and unelaborated, 

1 Preisendanz 1928-31 published and translated 121 texts or fragments, includ-
ing 18 Christian ones, distributed under 52 + 12 numbers; the ill-fated vol. 3, whose 
plates were destroyed by bombing in 1940, contained a further 21 (+ 4 Christian) 
texts, 5 ostraka and 2 texts on wooden plaques. All 146 texts/fragments were 
included in the revised edition published by A. Henrichs (Preisendanz and Henrichs 
1973-4), to which reference is made in this article. Preisendanz-Henrichs' non-
Christian texts on papyrus, listed under 81 entries, together with 49 new texts and 
the three major collections of recipes in Demotic, are translated into English by 
diverse hands in Betz 1986/1993. I use the abbreviation PGM to denote the Greek 
texts in Preisendanz and Henrichs 1973-4, and PDM to denote the translations of 
Demotic texts by Janet Johnson in Betz 1986/93. 

2 On the composition of this document, see Smith 1984; 1986. Daniel 1991, x-xi 
notes that a second scribe or compiler took over from around line 935. 

3 On this text see Harrauer 1987, 12-53; Merkelbach and Totti 1990, 81-102; 
Fauth 1995, 56-74. 

4 Recent accounts in Fowden 1986, 168-71; Brashear 1995, 3402-05. The cache 
found in Egyptian Thebes, which Anastasi acquired before March 1828, included 
the 'Great Paris' codex (= PGM IV), P.Brit.Mus. XLVI (= PGM V), PBrit.Mus. Pl.eid. 
J 383 + PBrit.Mus. 10070 (the London-Leiden Demotic papyrus = PDM xiv), PLeid. 
J 384 and 395 (= PGM XII-XIII), but also two alchemical papyri. Anastasi's other 
texts, one at least of which came from Memphis, but whose provenances are mostly 
unknown, include: the two Berlin papyri (PGM I-II), the Mimaut papyrus (PGM 
III), P.Brit.Mus. CXXI (PGM VII), and two further Demotic papyri, PBrit.Mus. 
10588 (PGM LXIIPDM lxi) and P.Louvre E 3229 (PDM Supplement). 
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spells which seem to be typical of the fragmentary receptaries recov-
ered later and (re-)published as Supplementum Magicum nos. 70-100.5 

Another contrast again may be drawn between the receptaries or 
formularies on the one hand, which contain a whole variety of bare 
or 'inert' exemplary texts,6 and applied magic on the other, that is, 
mainly malign or erotic texts which have been written out onto a 
material surface, a Texttrager, and, after being 'activated' by means 
of a ritual, buried or otherwise disposed of at a place of some sym-
bolic significance in order to effect specific changes in the real world. 7 

With the well-known exception of a single elaborate agogimon, a recipe 
for bringing a woman to a man for sexual purposes, which is now 
known in five versions, the surviving activated texts in the Graeco-
Egyptian tradition are not based directly on recipes known from the 
receptaries.8 There is, however, a clear family resemblance between 

5 Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92, 2: 91-275. These texts are assigned dates rang-
ing from IIIIa cent. Be to V IVIp. It must of course be allowed that many of these 
are very lacunate, and that e.g. their nos. 96-98 (V IVIP) may have been on a con-
siderable scale. Moreover, perfunctory texts are not unknown in the Anastasi texts, 
e.g. those assembled in PGM III 467-94; IV 467-74/830-34 (Homeric citations); 
2140-44; 2943-66; V 54-59; PDM xiv 706-49, and virtually all those between 
911-1218 (many of them medico-magical). 

6 Frankfurter 1997, 116f. rightly emphasises the variety of recipes to be found 
in just one receptary, P.Leid. J 384v = PGM XII. 

7 Preisendanz makes no reference to this distinction in the preface to the first 
edition, probably because of the project's origin in A. Dieterich's projected re-edi-
tion of the Great Paris magical codex (PGM IV) for the Teubner series, which was 
never published because of his sudden death in 1908 (Preisendanz and Henrichs 
1973-4, I: viii). But it clearly underlays his organisation of the materials available 
prior to 1931, and he used it explicitly in his account of the texts in the Preface 
to vol. 3 (Preisendanz and Henrichs 1973-74, 2: ix). 

One of the oddest features of these studies is the distinction, which solely has 
relevance to modem sub-disciplinary boundaries, between (activated) texts on papyrus 
and those on more durable surfaces, mainly lead: Preisendanz intended 'Papyri 
Graecae Magicae' quite literally (except that he eventually included a number of 
ostraka, i.e. texts on sherds, and on wood [see n. I]), and therefore excluded many 
relevant activated texts, which happen to have been written on lead, the deci-
pherment of which counts as 'epigraphy' not 'papyrology' (cf. Bodel 2001, 2f., tak-
ing a relaxed view of the matter). The same practice is (understandably) followed 
by Betz 1986/1993, but rightly discontinued by Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92; 
cf. Brashear 1995, 3443-46. To be fair to Preisendanz, however, it must be said 
that he was quite aware of the artificiality of the separation, and had intended him-
self to (re-)edit the defixiones on lead-even though many of them derived from 
traditions of cursing very different from that associated with the practice of the 
Gracco-Egyptian magical papyri (Preisendanz 1930; 1935; 1969; cf. Jordan 1985). 
In this article, I include texts on papyrus and on other materials equally. 

8 PGM IV 296-466 with the parallels discussed by Martinez 1991; note esp. his 
table in Fig. I, p. 17. One other clear case of an activated text almost identical to 
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them, attested above all by the types of divine powers invoked, the 
use of similar onomata barbara (the 'meaningless' words, mainly in 
sunken Egyptian, employed as sacred names), and the recourse to 
charakteres (letters or perhaps 'words' denoted in non-standard script). 

Any of these contrasts could be the focus of closer enquiry. But 
in this article I wish to examine some of the evidence for innova-
tion in the corpus in relation to an issue recently raised in a learned 
and wide-ranging article by David Frankfurter on the impact of 
Hellenistic culture upon religious life in late antique Egypt, and in 
particular the class or group of ritual experts.9 I am glad to offer 
something on a magical theme to this collection of essays in hon-
our of Professor Henk Versnel, who has contributed so much to the 
recent reftorescence of the topic, in relation to the issue of generic 
rules for difixiones,lo to the language of curses, 11 and not least to the 
theoretical issue of the relation between magic and religion. 12 

Stereorype appropriation 

Starting from the modern perception of culture-contact between 
Greeks and Egyptians as a dynamic process of selective assimila-
tion or appropriation, Frankfurter argues that the corpus of magical 
papyri enables us to glimpse new developments in priestly activity 
and priestly self-conception, singling out two areas in particular. It 
is well-known that the largest single group of recipes in the magical 
papyri is for divination, mainly dreams, lecanomancies ('reading' a 
shallow dish filled with water and a little olive-oil) and phw-ntr (direct 
encounters with a god). The compilers of the receptaries developed 
new techniques of revelation specifically for private enlightenment. 
Whereas the classic Egyptian ph-ntr was pursued as part of a defined 
priestly role, the new techniques offered the consultant more abstract 
and elevated spiritual goods, wisdom, or mystical experience. 13 The 

a surviving receptary is Audollent 1904, No. 188 ~ PCM LVIII (Jordan 1976, 129), 
which is interesting, since the receptary was found in Egypt, the activated text in 
Rome or Latium. 

9 Frankfurter 2000; an earlier version of the points that concern me here appeared 
in id. 1997, 130-35; 1998, 198-237. 

10 E.g. Versnel 1987, 1991a. 
II Versnel 1996, 1998. 
12 Versnel 1991 b. 
13 Frankfurter 2000, 180-82. 
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second area is erotic magic. As with divination, this belonged to the 
traditional expertise of Egyptian lector-priests (hry-hbt, meaning '(he 
who) possesses-the ritual book'), but the number of erotic spells in 
the corpus of 'magical papyri' suggests that there was a very lively 
market in erotic magic in the Roman period to which the priests 
catered by presenting themselves as 'masters oflove magic' .14 In cre-
ating these innovations and adaptations in their ritual practice, the 
priests were responding not so much to an objectively changed sit-
uation as to their own idea of their new situation. 1) This idea was 
essentially a reception of the Graeco-Roman view of the Egyptian 
priest as a wonder-worker, a guru, a fount of wisdom and power. 16 

It was this reception or appropriation of a Graeco-Roman stereo-
type which more than anything inspired the reconstruction of the 
traditions of the 'House of Life' so as to become simultaneously more 
exotic and more familiar to an alien clientele. 'Stereotype appropri-
ation is a dynamic process of buying into, internalizing, and exploit-
ing the roles offered by a dominant culture'Y From this perspective, 
the Egyptian priests who imparted information to Herodotus were 
merely early exponents of a widespread skill in exploiting Egyptomania, 
that can be traced through Manetho, the creation of the cult of 
Sarapis and Chaeremon's account of the Egyptian priest as lover of 
wisdom. The Egyptian priesthood joins a company well-represented 
in the modern world, the peddlers of oriental wisdom more or less 
subtly adapted to the requirements of the western groups liable or 
willing to be recruited. 18 

There is no doubt that the notion of stereotype appropriation has 
attractions as a means of accounting for the changes that seem to 

14 Ibid. 177-80. See also Faraone 1999, 25f., 33f. (where he wrongly states that 
there is no evidence for love magic in Egypt prior to the Hellenistic period). 

I., In this article I take over Frankfurter's identification of the practitioners who 
created the magical papyri with the priests of the 'House of Life' (following Koenig 
1994, 19f. he identifies them more precisely with the (hry-hbt) hry-tp, the chief lec-
tor-priests, for which I see little justification). The main reason for doing so is the 
highly literate, learned, quality of many of the recipes in the corpus. But one should 
remember Sauneron's point that in classical Egypt magical skills were so widespread 
in the population that it is difficult to identify 'the' magician: two general words 
were available, hk!y 'he who disposes of the force of heka', and S1W, 'enchanters, 
those who dispense sa, magical protection' (1966, 33f.). 

16 On images of late-antique magicians, see now Janovitz 2001. 
17 Frankfurter ibid. 174. 
18 See the useful overview in Reller et al. 1993, 617-818. Frankfurter himself 

evokes the staged authenticity of various Native American and Amazonian groups 
(ibid. I 73f.). 
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have taken place in the practice of Egyptian magic, as these are rep-
resented to us in the magical papyri. Most immediately, it starts from 
the premise that these priestly actors-Greek-speaking actors-were 
familiar with the concrete realities of their cultural environment in 
Graeco-Roman Egypt, which are recognized as those of a colonial 
situation. It gives these actors a certain solidity, a profile. Secondly, 
it locates the temple clergy in a negotiated space between their own 
priestly traditions and market niches which they are able to exploit. 
Thirdly, it tries to address the striking differences between the spells 
of the magical papyri compared with the evidence for earlier peri-
ods: whole areas of traditional Egyptian magic, above all medical 
practice (snake-bites, scorpion stings) and exorcism, the ritual main-
tenance of cosmic order, the ritual destruction of enemies, the pro-
tection of the dead, protection from dangerous spirits in the form 
of crocodiles, hippopotamuses and so on, have disappeared virtually 
without trace. What survive into the Graeco-Roman period are mainly 
the magical techniques. 19 

Though it cannot be proved that the self-image of the creators of 
the magical papyri was not due to the assimilation of Graeco-Roman 
expectations of Egyptian magicians, some scepticism is nevertheless 
in order. Frankfurter presents the situation as if there were only one 
significant stereotype, the stereotype of the powerful magos reflected 
in a variety of texts, mostly rather late, from the esoteric to the romance. 
But the dominant external view of Egyptian religion in the Principate 
was negative, and focused upon the absurdity of the cult of animals, 
and the corruption and deceit of the Egyptian priesthood. It is 

19 C£ Sauneron 1966, 36-48, more fully in Ritner 1993. I do not intend here 
to thematize the issue of whether, or in what degree, we are justified in applying 
the term 'magic' to this corpus. Tacidy following Gardiner (1915), for whom Egyptian 
magic denoted religious acts performed for personal or private rather than public 
ends, Preisendanz took them as evidence of a late-antique syncretistic form of this 
tradition (1950; 1956). Some more recent writers, notably Ritner (1995, 59£) and 
Frankfurter (1997, 119-21; 1998,219-21; 2000, 166-74), have urged that we should 
not use the word 'magic' in connection with Egypt because of its largely pejora-
tive associations. In my view, we are entided to use the term 'magical' (if not 
'magic') in much the same way as we use 'oriental cults', to signity a body of mate-
rial traditionally so termed, without necessarily assenting to the preconceptions which 
gave rise to these terms at the beginning of the last century. The English word 
'magic' after all has a much wider semantic range than the narrow denotations 
represented by Enlightenment rationalists and the armchair anthropologists. For 
good balanced discussion of Egyptian hI!, see Kakosy 1977, Ritner 1993, 14-28, 
Koenig 1994, 269-305; Etienne 2000. 
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generally accepted that it was the Graeco-Roman hostility to the 
temple cult of animals which led the Egyptians to insist upon it as 
the particular mark of their separate identity, and an important ral-
lying-point in negotiations with the ruling power. Colonial stereo-
types could indeed be resisted. 20 Three other examples also suggest 
that in other respects Egyptian attitudes to Graeco-Roman culture 
were not necessarily as compliant as Frankfurter suggests. One, the 
case of the Graeco-Egyptian terracottas, is quoted by Frankfurter 
himself: though Greek iconographic stereotypes rapidly pushed out 
traditional forms of e.g. Isis suckling Harpokrates, the subjects that 
continued to be represented are overwhelmingly Egyptian-not merely 
in the choice of divinities but also in the representation of cult and 
dance.21 An analogous case is that of the magical amulets in semi-
precious stone: in this case, the manufacture of traditional Egyptian 
amulets, for example scarabs, pilasters and Isiac knots, virtually ceases 
in the Late period; and when Greek choices of stones, amuletic forms 
and cutting techniques were taken over by temple craftsmen in the 
Principate, they created new, almost exclusively Egyptian types. 22 At 
a different level, the example of Plutarch's De Iside et Osiride suggests 
that a highly complex negotiation between conceptions of divinity, 
myth and cult took place which can hardly be reduced to the for-
mula of stereotype appropriation: if Greek narrative expectations of 
myth were positively taken over by Egyptian clergy, it is no less true 
that the latter were never satisfied unless they had the last word in 
the matter of interpretation. 

Moreover, there is good evidence that the temple clergy, like other 
magical practitioners, were no strangers to innovation and adapta-
tion. 23 One example is that of astrology, which, by routes now impos-
sible to recover, was rapidly assimilated from Babylonia in the Late 
Period and under the first two Ptolemies, with very little sign of 
having been mediated by the Greeks. Though the early astrological 
handbooks, which are but fragmentarily preserved in later treatises, 
imply the public institutions of the Ptolemies, these are scarcely 

20 Smelik and Hemelrijk 1984, 1860-64; 1955-62. 
21 Cf. Weber 1914; Dunand 1990; Torok 1995. 
22 Cf. Bonner 1952; Delatte and Derchain 1964; Philipp 1986; Sliwa 1989. The 

language employed is of course also Greek. 
23 'Magicians do make a pretence of observing with scrupulous care what they 

like to maintain are ancient rituals. In reality, magic is innovative and dynamic': 
Dickie 1999, 184; see now Dickie 200 I. 
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different from the world of kings and palace-temple bureaucracies 
typical of the Fertile Crescent.24 The central role played in this trans-
fer by the temple clergy is clear from the number of early pseudepi-
graphic treatises under the names of Hermes Trismegistos, Nechepso 
and Petosiris.25 The second innovation is that of lecanomancy, an 
originally Babylonian technique which seems to have been borrowed 
during the Late Period. But in the course of the transfer a decisive 
change took place. Instead of the fixed meanings for specific classes 
of persons associated in the Babylonian texts with particular whorls 
and shapes assumed by the floating oil-as in the example, 'Wenn 
das 01 viel Blasen bildet: fur den Kranken: (Weh)geschrei; fur das 
Heer auf dem Feldzuge: (Weh)geschrei'26-the Egyptian diviners cre-
ated a surface intended to be seen through, down to spirits who would 
themselves provide answers, positive or negative, to specific ques-
tions. There is no reason to suppose that either of these innovations 
during the Late Period and the early Ptolemaic period were responses 
to a pre-existing colonial stereotype: but they do suggest that the 
priests of the House of Life were very much aware of the advan-
tage of new types of divination as adjuncts to their traditional mag-
ical resources. Frankfurter suggests that what the priests offered during 
the Roman period was 'mystical' experience; but can point to no 
evidence for this save the very exceptional case of the 'Mithras 
Liturgy' (PGM IV 475-829) and the hardly relevant description of 
Lucius' first initiation in Apuleius' Metamorphoses (11.23). The normal 
run of divinatory recipes, for example receiving dreams, oracular 
answers or direct visitations from a god, have nothing to do with 
elevated private experiences but with the practitioner's own require-
ments for (fore-)knowledge, for insight, to enable him to cope with 
the demands of clients. Related to these are recipes for acquiring 
spirit assistants. Moreover, there existed in Egypt, in the form of the 
stories of Djadjaemonkh and Djidi in the Westcar papyrus, Merye 
in P. Vandier, or Si-Osire, Horus-son-of-Paneshe in the story of 
Setne-Khamwas, and several others, an indigenous model of the pow-
ers and capacities of the great magician, which clearly played an 

24 Cumont 1937, 25-59. 
25 W. and H.G. Gundel 1966, 9-40. Several Hellenistic Egyptian texts show 

familiarity with Babylonian astronomic and divinatory procedures, and there is clear 
evidence of contacts between Babylonian and Egyptian priest-diviners already in 
the Late Period, c£ Gordon 1997a, 140f. 

26 Pettinato 1966, 2: 65 + 72, Text II §51. 
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important part in forming the claims we find in the magical papyri.27 
To my mind, the 'stereotype' sketched by Frankfurter, insofar as it 
was a unified one, was at least as much the creation of the priests 
of the House of Life as it was of Graeco-Roman culture, and employed 
by them as a tool in an attempt to assert at any rate their contin-
uing magical power even if they could no longer ordinarily enjoy 
much socio-political power.28 Despite the current fashion for post-
colonial theory, Edward SaId's 'orientalism' is not the only model 
we might think of; and the bricoleur may know exactly what he is 
looking for. 

In the remainder of this paper I want to pursue this theme of the 
claim to magical power, which in my view did not have to be, indeed 
could hardly be, directed towards the magicians' clientele. It was 
rather a self-regarding matter, if one likes, a personal re-assurance 
of the individual's prowess, a re-assurance which may (though I do 
not insist on this) have become more necessary as the institutional 
framework of the 'House of Life' grew less secure and the priests 
were more often likely to practice their craft privately. I propose to 
look at two quite different aspects of the matter, the interest of (some) 
practitioners in reflecting upon the source of their power, and the 
creation of new techniques for adding to the force of activated 
texts. In relation to the first, the only evidence that I know of is 
speculation about the power of names, in the special sense of ono-
mata barbara. 

The magical power if names 

Speculation about how incantation might work is doubtless as old 
as attempts to use language to help effect marvellous changes in the 
world. The most explicit account in the Classical period of how 
incantation might work is of course Gorgias' in the Helen. His explic-
itly psychological account, 'inspired incantations consisting of words 
(ai. Ev8£Ot oux Mywv E1twtoai) bring on pleasure, dissipate pain', seems 
to abandon any claim to be able to explain how incantation might 
halt bleeding: it envisages the problem of incantation exclusively as 

27 See Sauneron 1966, 34; Koenig 1994, 38-47; Gordon 1997b, 70-78. 
28 On the distinction between social and magical power as considerations for 

magicians, Lieban 1967, 36£ 
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one of persuasion, which is intended to alter a mental state.29 It 
implies a process of rationalisation, which implicitly denies the pos-
sibility of words-'mere words'-affecting changes directly in the 
world: words require an audience, and the audience is the mind of 
the individual patient. Incantation becomes a special form of rhetoric, 
intended to 'persuade the mind'.30 Whether or not practitioners of 
magical medicine would have agreed, and whether or not indeed 
they could even provide an explicit account of incantation, from the 
fifth century BC the dominant view within Greek, and Roman, soci-
ety seems to have been that incantation was directed towards the 
mind, though not necessarily to the intellect, rather to some faculty 
capable of being affected by heightened phonic effects. This view 
was based on the assumption that the primary form of incantation 
was in the loose sense medical, and that it was performed in the 
presence of a patient. 

This essentially acoustic view continued, in a form specifically lim-
ited to powerful 'names' (onomata), to be available into Late Antiquity.31 
Thus we find Origen appealing to a similar theory in attempting to 
account for the possible benefit of apparently pointless lists of city-
names in the Old Testament, in this case Joshua 15.13-63, which 
consists very largely of obscure Hebrew names, which no contem-
porary Christian could have made much of. Origen's answer to the 
question, what can be the value of such lists for the ordinary lis-
tener?, is that the sounds themselves have a beneficial effect upon 
the listener: 

Just as incantations have a certain physical influence (ouvaJliv nva ... 
q>ucrtrijv), and the person to whom it is directed, even if he is uncon-
scious of it, is somehow affected by the spell, according to the char-
acter of its sounds, either for evil or for healing the body or mind, so 
you must understand that the utterance of proper names of the Bible 
is more potent than any incantation. For there are certain powers 
within us, of which the better sort are nourished by such 'incanta-
tions', being naturally related (crUYYEVE'i~) to them, and, even though 

29 DK 82 F11 §1O, the best discussion of which remains, in my view, Verdenius 
1981. 

30 C£ earlier [Aeschylus], PV 172f., where the Titan declares that Zeus will not 
enchant him 'with the honey-tongued incantations of persuasion', Kat Jl. oun 
JlEAtYAcbcrcrot~ 1tEt6ougE1taOtOatcrtv 6EA~Et. 

31 See in general Hirsch1e 1976; Dillon 1985; Janovitz 1990, 360-65; Graf 1997, 
127-32. 'Names' include main names and epithets, in any tongue. 
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we are not aware of it, these powers apprehend what is uttered-their 
ability to assist us in our lives increases within US. 32 

This view seems to assume that individual sounds, irrespective of 
language, have an acoustico-moral quality, which is transformed 
direcdy on apperception by the ear into a corresponding physical 
effect. While it seems to draw upon the ultimately Theophrastan 
claim that pleasure and pain alike arise from sense perception, and 
that the one and the other arise in accordance with the degree of 
correspondence between stimulation and the organ of sense,33 it goes 
beyond this position in according incantation a special position inde-
pendent of direct sense-perception, since Origen specifically claims 
that the patient/victim need not be aware of what is going on. 
Plotinus' roughly contemporary claim, that incantation works through 
mundane sympatheia and can affect solely the irrational part of the 
soul, is analogous. 34 

But elsewhere Origen has a different account of the force of the 
magical word, sometimes in combination with the acoustico-moral 
theory. The argument seems to show awareness of contemporary 
Platonic speculation about the magical efficacy of divine names, which 
in part goes back ultimately to the Crarylus,35 but is certainly also 
indebted to speculation by ritual experts in the different traditions 
of the high Near-Eastern cultures. Human languages do not have a 
purely natural origin but also a divine one. Part of the proof of this 
is the incantatory practice of magicians. For they claim that if the 
names 'whose nature it is to be powerful in some particular lan-
guage' are translated into another language, they cease to have the 
effect they had in their original form: 

Thus, if we were to translate the name 'Israel' into Greek or another 
language, we would effect nothing. But if we keep it as it is, linking 
it on to those words with which experts in these matters have thought 
fit to connect it, then something would happen in accordance with the 

32 Origen, Hom. 1-26 in Jos. 20.1 (Greek text in Philocalia 12, p. 388 ed. Harl). 
Dillon (1985, 214) takes 1(a'tE1t<tB6J.lEVO~ in the first sentence as middle, 'he who 
utters (incantations)" but this seems to make nonsense of the rest of the sentence. 
I follow Harl in taking it as passive. 

33 Sens. 32-3, with Lippman 1964, 165. 
34 Plotinus, Enn. 4.4.43. 
35 Origen cites Plato, Phlb. 12c (Socrates on the names of the gods) both at Gels. 

1.25 and 4.48; Damascius, In Phlb. 24 Westerink cites Plato, Gra. 391 de in the same 
connection. Note also Proclus, In Parm. p. 853.1-3; In Grat. 71, p. 29-35 Pasquali. 
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power which such invocations are said to possess when a formula of 
this kind is pronounced.36 

It seems clear that in such passages Origen, who believed that the 
original (Adamic) language was Hebrew,37 is alluding to (but also 
misrepresenting) mystical claims about the inherent power attached 
to sacred names in the Jewish tradition, with which he had exten-
sive familiarity: 

The names of the [three fathers, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob] are so 
powerful when linked with the name of God that the formula 'the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob' is used 
not only by members of the Jewish nation in their prayers to God 
and when they exorcise demons, but also by almost all those who deal 
in magic and spells. For in magical spells it is often to be found that 
God is invoked by this formula, and that in spells against daemons 
His name is used in close connection with the names of these men.38 

No distinction is made between 'use' and 'mention': such names are 
powerful and effective in an unlimited sense.39 Elsewhere, however, 
he cites analogous views among Egyptian experts in so-called magic, 
;, KUAOUIlEVT\ lluydu.40 One of their doctrines is that names acquire, 
or are able to unleash, their power, if they are repeated in an imbri-
cated or complex sequence;41 another that each language disposes of 
words which are the names of daemonic powers which have power 
to perform certain highly specific tasks: the Egyptian language for 
example contains words which are the names of powers specific to 
Egypt, the Persian language powers specific to Persia and so on.42 

36 Origen, Gels. 5.45; 1,25; cf. the injunction of the Chaldaean Oracles OVOIlUta 
~ap~upu IllJno't' aA.A.a~nc;, 'under no circumstances are you to alter the onomata bar-
bara' (§150 des Places), with Michael Psellos' commentary on the phrase in Exeg.orac. 
Ghald. (= Migne, PC 122, 1132c, repr. des Places p. I 69f.). 

37 Origen, Hom. }-28 in Num. 11.4. 
38 Gels. 4.43. For Origen's contacts with Jewish mystical milieux, de Lange 1976; 

Blowers 1988; on Jewish belief in the power of the divine name, note Lauterbach 
1930/1; Urbach 1987, 124-34; Rohrbacher-Sticker 199112; on Hebrew as a sacred 
language in antiquity, Sawyer 1999. 

39 Janowitz 1990, 362. 
40 Gels. 1.24. On the tacit rules governing sequences of onomata, which of course 

also occur in the Hermetic corpus and the Nag Hammadi texts, see recendy Miller 
1986; Crippa 1995; Fauth 1995, 34-120; in Arabic magic, Winkler 1930, 29f., 
1935; in Buddhist practice, Hauer 1927. The list compiled by Brashear 1995, 
3576-603, though extremely useful, is by no means complete either with regard to 
individual words nor with modem suggestions as to their 'real' meaning. 

41 Reading O'llVll<POUC; with Friichtel and Borret. 
42 Ibid. This turns out to be a reference to the decans in charge of each part 
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That Egyptian magical practItIOners were interested in names of 
power from other, particularly Jewish, traditions is familiar enough 
from the use they made of them.43 Celsus implies that this cultural 
borrowing also led to, or was accompanied by, a desire to make 
explicit the role of onomata in their own practice rather than simply 
acquire a technique of using them (onomata playa much greater part 
in the technique of the Greek papyri than either in traditional 
Egyptian magic or in the Demotic papyri). And he also suggests that 
Egyptian magical practitioners thereby became aware of themselves 
as members of an international elite of ritual experts. 

About half a century later, Iamblichus, replying to Porphyry's 
rejection of theurgic divination in the Letter to Anebo, developed two 
arguments in the same connection, arguments which have every 
appearance of being derived from an Egyptian priestly milieu.44 

First, he claims that there are two classes of 'meaningless names', 
those whose meanings have been revealed, and those which have 
not. The gods know the true meaning of all 'meaningless names', 
but they know it in ways ungraspable by human beings, appre-
hending their meanings directly, without recourse to the sign- and 
sound-conventions required by human beings-the meanings of many 
onomata barbara are simply beyond us, simply too majestic. But the 
second class, whose meanings have been revealed to us, both give 
us an insight into the essence and power of the gods, and allow us 
to reach outward towards spiritual union with them. The second 
argument relates to the fact that the most powerful 'names' are bar-
baric, foreign, not Greek. The reason for this is that some peoples, 
such as the Babylonians and the Egyptians, are holy peoples, and 
their languages are truly primitive, aboriginal, and so especially appro-
priate for worshipping the gods. It is therefore only right and proper 
to address them thus. These languages moreover preserve the orig-
inal names of the gods in an unchanged form. These arguments owe 
something to the neo-platonist view that the religions of the 'wise 

of the body, 'by invoking whom they heal the sufferings of the various parts', that 
is, the doctrine of astral melothesia: Gels. 8.58. 

43 Preisendanz 1955; Fernandez Marcos 1985; cf. also the claim to know names 
in Hebrew, e.g. PCM III 119; IV 3085. The Syrian name Bel! Bat is found occa-
sionally, e.g. PCM IV 1010; Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 39 I. 9 (with comm.) 
(Egypt); Jordan 1996, 117 §IIIb2 with p. 119 (Carthage). 

44 Iamblichus, Afyst. 7. 4f. (pp. 254.12-256.17). Iamblichus assumed his second 
persona, that of the Egyptian Abammon, for this work (see Michael Psellos' pre-
liminary note, p. 38 des Places). 
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nations' come closest to the Urreligion which most faithfully worships 
God,45 but they share with some of the tractates of the Corpus 
Hermeticum the view that Egyptian religion is as superior to others 
just as the land is dearer to the gods.46 

These claims, refracted as they are through neo-platonist sources, 
undoubtedly present a distorted view of Egyptian priestly specula-
tionY And 'names' constitute only part of the incantatory practice 
of Egyptian magic.48 But it is certain that onomata are frequently said 
to be the 'true' or 'authentic' (genuine, authoritative) names of divini-
ties or powers, which tends to confirm Origen and Iamblichus in 
general terms.49 But I think it is fair to conclude that, at any rate 
in relation to the use of onomata, the priests were not interested in 
producing themselves in terms of a Greek stereotype, but in discus-
sion, in contributing their own perceptions of the power of names, 
and adjusting, even extending, them in the light of others' views. 
They see themselves as experts on their own ground, even if, as is 
obvious, Iamblichus' presentation of the case is permeated by the 
language of late Platonism. Secondly, the role of the Greeks in this 
discussion was a minor one: the Egyptian priests' preferred horizon 
of comparison ignored the names of the Greek gods entirely, in favour 
of the more relevant experience of other ritual experts, magicians, 
in Israel, Babylonia and 'Persia'. Their magical practice may have 
drawn in varying degrees on Greek religious sources, above all hymns, 
but subjectively they inhabited a sort of Foucauldian heterotopia, 
composed of the learned ritual experts of the Wise Nations. 

45 See now G. Boys-Stones 2001. 
46 On Iamblichus and Hermeticism, see Fowden 1986, 131-41; on Hermetic 

'nationalism', ibid. 13-44. 
47 Traditionally, hfi was often directly associated with the spoken word, and spells 

might be termed mdw-ntr, words of god. In one of the accounts of creation in the 
Coffin texts, Heka ermerges from the mouth of Re-Atum before Hu (the creative 
Word), §17. 

48 Neither Origen nor Iamblichus says anything about some other obvious fea-
tures of incantation, e.g. the more or less elaborate cosmological and horological 
schemes, or the deployment of mythological references in historiolae. Moreover, even 
with respect to phonic and acoustic resources, they omit not only the intonation of 
vowels, which was a standard and time-consuming occupation of the Egyptian priest-
hood, but also the range of animal and other noises, the popping and hissing, bel-
lowing and roaring, which are sometimes prescribed in the receptaries, notably in 
the Mithras Liturgy and in the '8th Book of Moses' (PGM XIII). Graf 1997, 129 
seems to take these also as a form of onomata. 

49 PGM I 36; V 115; IX 13f.; XIII 62lf. (both words); PDM xiv 686 = PGM 
XIV c 21; Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 45 I. 28; with Graf 1997, 128. 
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The creation if new techniques 

It seems clear that Egyptian priestly interest in the functioning of 
onomata, insofar as we have any authentic knowledge of it through 
Origen, Iamblichus, Proclus and the Chaldaean Oracles, relates to 
a purely 'internal' matter, the explanation of the power of magical 
incantation. Such speculation provided an implicit justification for 
the arduous task of learning to combine nominally fixed phrases in 
sunken Egyptian (logoi), regular epithets for specific divinities, which 
may include Greek, and extempore, 'spontaneous' utterances, which 
are the main elements of the sequences we find in the papyri, as in 
the 'third-day compulsion' to invoke the power of the constellation 
of the Great Wain in a recipe in the Great Paris codex: ClV't~£proup'trop 
£pqlv£811XroP!xvUXtpOClV'trop ll£V£A£OX£U' 11m/auto ()ro't11P £UClp'tro you 7n 

q>UAClKil/rollClACllltvyoP llClV'tCl'tovXCl.5o Such questions have nothing to 
do with a Greek stereotype of the magician. No less internal to the 
private world of the magician are the innovations in practice to 
which we now turn. 

Despite the clear evidence for generic differences, spells in the 
magical papyri generally contain two elements. They consist of (1) 
the preparation of materia magica, and (2) an accompanying incanta-
tion, whose function is either to activate the inherent properties of 
the material, or to invoke a named divinity and his or her meta-
morphs. Although the balance between these elements is variable, 
we may call this the tacit or implicit model of good practice, a model 
whose appropriateness was learned by practitioners in the course of 
their training." 

As an illustration, we may take a forcible erotic spell from the 
Demotic London-Leiden papyrus, PDM xiv 636-69, which is appar-
ently intended to cause a prostitute to fall in love with a client, 
assumed to be identical with the practitioner. It involves the ritual 
preparation of a scarab-beetle, which is to be held in the hand up 
to the Sun, drowned in the milk of a black cow, and then dried.52 

50 PGM IV 1296-99. 
51 'Generalement ces formules "a dire" sont suivies de quelque chose qui est "a 

faire", c'est-a-dire Ie rite manuel': Koenig 1994, 57; cf. Etienne 2000, 46-51. Ritner 
1993, 67, goes too far in claiming, 'It is in the rite-and not the spell-that the 
essence of Egyptian magic is to be sought'; compare Borghouts 1978, ix, 'The spells 
are the verbalized core matter of the rite'. 

52 Recto col. XXI, lines 10-43; briefly discussed by Richman (1940/46, 54). On 
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The practitioner severs the scarab longitudinally and manufactures 
a pill from the right half, pounded up with apple-seeds and his urine 
or sweat and the heated nail-parings of his right hand and foot. The 
left half of the scarab is then made into an amulet, which is to be 
bound to one's left arm. When all is ready, the pill is slipped into 
a cup of wine, and given the woman to drink down before sexual 
intercourse takes place. But these ritual steps are in themselves mean-
ingless. Each significant stage of the process, the presentation of the 
beede, the drowning, the cooking, the dropping into the wine, is 
accompanied by a specific incantation which refers the action to a 
divine context, mainly by means of historiolae, allusions to mythical 
events, but also incorporating subsidiary devices such as 'false accu-
sation' or 'slander'.53 

Although some details of the ritual preparation of the materia mag-
ica, particularly the apple-seeds, the heating of the nail-parings in a 
vessel without oil or water, and the right-left contrast,54 have a clear 
semantic or ostensive value within an erotic context, the aim of the 
rite is properly signalled by the incantations: 'I am sending you 
against NN whom NN bore, to strike her from her heart to her 
belly, from her belly to her intestines, from her intestines to her 
womb'; 'until fire is put after her heart, the flame after her flesh, 
until she goes to NN'; 'in order that every burning, every heat, every 
fire in which you are today, you will make them in the heart, the 
lungs, the liver, the spleen ... of NN ... until she goes to .. .'; 'put 
madness after her heart, fever after her flesh ... '. 

We may take this bipartite construction as an ideal form realised 
in many extant spells, but it is in fact merely one favoured option 
among many. Demotic and Graeco-Egyptian spells can be placed 
on a continuum between the notionally contrastive poles of exclu-
sive use of material on the one hand, and utterance on the other. 

the relation between scarab (hprr) and the various manifestations of the Sun, esp. 
Khopri, (and Osiris, as here) in the late period and the magical papyri, see Hopfner 
1913, I 58f.; Sicherl 1937, 60~73. 

53 On historiolae, see recendy Frankfurter 1995; on slander as a generic device in 
the magical papyri, see still Eitrem 1924. 

54 I take it that the separation of left from right is intended to signify the cre-
ation of a lack or absence, which can only be made good by the fulfilment of the 
spell. At the same time, the practitioner/client's retention of the left-hand parings 
(left is usually associated with the female) implies the man's total domination over 
the woman's will. By ingesting material from the right (the male side), she loses her 
specific identity as an autonomous (female) person. 
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These options are however unequally represented in our SurVIVIng 
texts. Whereas a few simple recipes consist solely of materia magica,55 
there is a marked tendency in the more elaborate Graeco-Egyptian 
spells for reference to materia magica to become perfunctory or even 
to be omitted entirely in favour of elaborate incantations and/or 
'hymns'.56 The implication of this unequal distribution is that lan-
guage was tacitly taken to be the major determinative element in 
elevated or ritual magical practice.57 Although this assumption is 
linked to generic rules, it must have been grounded on two consid-
erations. First, that it is almost entirely through language that sufficient 
weight of mythical reference can be accumulated to give a spell the 
force required to bring about changes in the world. Materia magica 
has only the looser force of connotation. Second, that knowledge of 
divine names, which is crucial to the effectiveness of hk3 , can only 
be displayed by utterance, or its fixed analogue, writing. 

The nature of our texts, composed as they are of materials from 
various earlier sources and no doubt different temple (and other) 
locations, means that it is extremely difficult to trace innovations in 
magical technique.58 But there are additional features of the spells 
in the papyri, which cannot be caught by the image of the contin-
uum between substance and incantation, which have suggestive impli-
cations. I take first the formal devices. 

,5 E.g. PDM xiv 1090-96; 1130-40 (frg.); 1182-87; 1190-93; 1206-18; xli 58-62; 
128-47 (all amatory); 716-49; xli 43-48-57 (,medical'); PGM VII 186-96. 

56 E.g. PGM I 42-195; 195-222; III 282-409; IV 94-153; 154-285; 850-929; 
930-1114; 1115-66; 1167-1226; 1390-1495; 1496-1595; 1716-1870; 2241-2358; 
2622-2707; 2708-84; 2785-890; 3007-86; V 96-172; 370-446; VI 1-47; VII 
981-93; 10 17-26; VIII 1-63; the three praxeis of XIII. Some, but by no means a 
majority, of these recipes are for divinatory purposes, a genre which evidently 
required little in the way of materia magica. 

57 Although Ritner rightly warns against the modern tendency to identify Egyptian 
magic with the written spells (1993, 35-38), the implication of the elaborate ritual 
praxeis of the papyri is that the House of Life priests themselves tended to do so in 
the Roman period. To what extent this development might be related to the influence 
of theurgy it is impossible to say. 

58 Of materia magica it may be true that 'what governs the invention of new recipes 
is by and large a fairly simple type of analogical reasoning' (Dickie 1999, 184), but 
incantations are much more difficult to analyse. 
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The manipulation if text 

Formal devices in the magical papyri are virtually always means of 
representing onomata, and gain part of their effect by rejecting the 
normal rule by which such 'names' are written out from left to right 
according to the conventional orthographic rules in Greek, a rule 
which was undoubtedly held to replicate their recitation in a par-
ticular sequence of a certain duration. Formal devices regularly found 
in the magical papyri include palindromes and (much more rarely) 
anagrams, charaktires ~etters in non-standard script), and a variety of 
devices which are, like those word-games, wholly visual in their effect: 
most commonly, lists of individual onomata arranged vertically (like a 
shopping-list), called a 'rectangle' (plinthion, lit. 'little brick'); 'slope' 
(klima), a vowel-sequence or palindrome in the form of a triangle ; 
'heart' or 'bunch of grapes' (kardia, botrys), the same type of figure 
inverted; and 'wing' (pterygion), which is, as it were, half a 'hearts' 
cut off down the centre line-a right-angled triangle standing on its 
smallest angle (Fig. 1).59 Very occasionally other forms occur, such 
as the diagram at the head of col. XIX of P.Leid. J 395 of sequences 
of vowels to be recited in the six different cardinal directions (includ-
ing heavenward and earthward).60 

XLOLcp·9-'l epExLOLcp l7 'l epe x LOLCP'&'l 
XLOLcp&'l OLCP PiXLOLcp& pi x LOtcp l7 'l 
XLOLcp&'l LOLCPllo EXtOLrp EXLOLcpllo1') 
XLOLCPllo'l XLOLrpl7l) XLOt x LOLcp&'l 
XLOLrpl7'l P e XLOLrp&'l LO LOLrp&'l 
XLOLrp&'l EPEXLOLcp&'l carp '" 

1. The four main types of magical figure (from I.): 'rectangle', 'slope', 'heart', 'wing'. 

59 On formal devices, see briefly Dornseiff 1925, 63-67. Later writers, including 
Deonna 1944, do not add significantly to his points. Interestingly enough, Hopfner 
did not see fit to discuss them at all in Hopfner 192111974, though he devoted a 
great deal of space to the onomata. The terms for the formal shapes are conveniently 
listed by Kotansky 1994, 202f. on no. 37. Most recently on charakteres, Maltomini 
1998, 73-80 with the bibliography in n. 239; in Arabic magic: Winkler 1930. 

60 PGMXIII 836-42 with Daniel 1991, 68f.; cf. Hopfner 192111974 §774. Though 
they are printed by Preisendanz-Henrichs in an interesting 'offset' form, the sub-
sequent vowel sequences at the end of col. XX (lines 905-911) in the same text 
are in fact written as quite ordinary 'bricks' in three columns: see photo and text 
in Daniel 1991, 70f. 
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Virtually nothing is known of the origins of these devices. From 
the facts that palindromes do not occur in Egyptian magic, and there 
are only three examples of palindromes in the surviving Demotic 
magical papyri, all of which are in fact 'Greek', we can conclude 
that the idea of constructing onomata as palindromes was Greek. 
This is also the likeliest inference from the cumbersome manner in 
which the instruction is given in one of these Demotic cases: 'You 
should utter this great name after all these; you should utter it from 
beginning to end and from end to beginning, four times'.51 None of 
the scraps of the earliest surviving receptaries (late first century BC-
first century AD) contain any such devices.52 The earliest example, 
which combines a palindrome (Ablanathanalba) with a 'heart', occurs 
on an ostrakon from Medinet Madi in the Fayyum, dated llIIP, pos-
sibly in a medical connection.53 The earliest surviving complex palin-
drome (Ia.ro~a.<pp ... ) is written in the form of a 'rectangle' in the 
instructions for making a lamella against pain in the bones and sinews, 
dated IIP.54 The same palindrome occurs as an evidendy optional 
superscription in one of the Matrona agogima (forcible erotic spells) 
now in Cologne University Museum, which Daniel and Maltomini 
have down-dated to II-IIIP, but which, in my view, their first edi-
tor, Dirk Wortmann, more correcdy dated somewhat later.55 A very 
similar superscription prefaces a judicial subjugation text on lead 
from Alexandria attributed to the same date by Daniel and Maltomini 
but to IIIp by Audollent: here the palindrome is ep'IlKtO't9<p'll ... 56 No 

61 PDM xiv 873f. (Johnson's tr. altered slightly). This palindrome is found else-
where, in PGM IV 1941£ and on a gem in the British Museum (56398), Bonner 
1952, 203£ The other cases are Ablanathanalba in PDM xiv 16, and the Aberamenthou-
palindrome in a Greek sequence (PGM XIVc 24 = PDM xiv 689). In their sur-
viving form, all the Demotic magical papyri are of course fourth-century AD. 

62 On the notable diversity of these earliest texts, and the possibility that at least 
Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 72 = Brashear 1979, was deliberately constructed 
in the light of both Greek and Egyptian expectations, see now Faraone 2000. 

63 Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 67, who rightly reject Vogliano's idea that 
the Schwindelschema was a 'wing' (Vogliano 1937, 50). The text on the reverse seems 
to be a list of ingredients for some medical purpose. 

64 Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 74 11. 11-16. The palindrome is broken 
up into sections, 2 lines of 9 letters, 2 lines of 13, I of 10, one of 5. The editors 
do not note that it is, so far, the earliest known example of a complex palindrome, 
or a 'rectangle' for that matter. The term 'rectangle' (1tAiv91OV) appears in PGM 
IV 1304£ with Preisendanz' comment. 

65 Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 49 1. 1 with Wortmann 1968, 57f. 
66 Audollent 1904 no. 38 = Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 54. The later 

date is supported by David Jordan. 
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fewer than four, called 'four fair gods of good repute', are invoked 
in an unusual spell of the same period to protect a mummy.67 Since 
the same practitioners both provided both medical and malign mag-
ical services, we cannot conclude that the practice of creating for-
mal devices spread from one to the other.68 Most of the devices 
appear in the palaeographically earliest surviving complete receptary, 
P.Brit.Mus. CXXI (late HIP), but they are never referred to by means 
of the concrete terms, 'heart', 'wing' etc. that become available in 
later papyri. Instead the practitioner provides long-winded instruc-
tions to explain what is intended, e.g. 'putting one (onoma) on top of 
the other like a brick' or 'subtracting as you go down'.69 A stimu-
lus from Hellenistic 'concrete poetry', the so-called technopaignia of 
Sim(m)ias of Rhodes and others, has often been suspected, but seems 
on the whole unlikely.70 

It seems likely that the origin of the practice of constructing (and 
learning) palindromic onomata lay in one of the techniques for cre-
ating strings of onomata which I have already referred to, the ritual-
magical practice of 'babbling', that is, the extempore utterance of 
words with no known referent. Even in the fixed form of these pre-
served in the receptaries, we can occasionally find unintended palin-
dromes, which have no significance as such, for example the sequence 
aSaA.A.aSa within the 'phrase' aA.Sa1«x EtaSaA.A.aSa aaA.moS. 71 Given 
that, in the stress of extemporary composition, practitioners must 
unconsciously have had recourse to one of the primary techniques 
of literacy, the lists of syllables that as young men they had had to 
learn by heart, and the obvious value of reversing such sequences 
in creating continuous utterance, unintended palindromes must have 
been frequent. Once this feature had been noted, the deliberate cre-
ation of palindromes was an obvious step. But they were never com-
mon: there are less than thirty relatively complex examples in the 
corpus, and the great majority of examples are of one of the five 

67 PGM LIX 5-10, from the Fayyum (I1-IIIP). 
68 It is commonly, though mistakenly, thought that the 'heart' is intended to 

denote the disappearance of the fever, disease etc. At best, this is a secondary evo-
cation, for example in the fever charms Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 nos. 3 11. 
7-13; 9 l. 1-9; 11 11. 1-8, or the highly original schema against sore throat: ibid. 
no. 1 with their excellent commentary (all dated by them IIIp or III-IVP). 

69 PGM VII 656 and 220, in each case S. Eitrem brilliantly provided the required 
emendation (resp. 1923, 16; 15). 

70 Cf. Lenz 1954; Wojaczek 1969; Ernst 1991. 
71 PGM XXXVI lO7. 
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'great' palindromes, which occur well over one hundred times and 
are often abbreviated to 'the so-and-so logos'. 72 

Although at least the 'grand' palindromes, and probably the oth-
ers, were learned by heart, they cannot have been composed as 
palindromes in the head: the reverse half of any palindrome, and 
certainly any as complex as these examples containing up to 59 let-
ters, must have been created by being written out and inspected. 
Since the palindrome cannot be verified aurally, they were in the 
first place visual devices and only secondarily acoustic ones. The 
palindrome is one clear sign of a growing dominance of the written 
over the spoken incantation. The geometric formal devices are another 
sign: they can only be appreciated on the page. In this case too, we 
may suspect that their ultimate origin lies in the ritual utterance of 
vowel sounds, sequences of which are so common among the ono-
mala (and which once again could only be written down-as opposed 
to learned by imitation-in Greek). 'Slopes' are only found in rela-
tion to dynamic vowel sequences (each vowel from ex repeated once 
more than its predecessor).73 'Rectangles' may have been inspired by 
the figure of anaphora, which often occurs in these texts,74 and which 
is a device of 'natural' rhetoric as well as of art; but its great advan-
tage when used as a written device was that it laid out the several 
onomala to view instead of setting them in a conventional sequence 
across the page. 

Invented scripts, in this case primarily charaktires (Fig. 2), are among 
the commonest devices of literate and quasi-literate magicians every-
where. Sometimes their use simply registers the gap between the cul-
tural prestige of ordinary local writing and its social dissemination: 
in these cases cabbalistic signs merely mark the exclusion of magi-
cal practitioners from competent literacy. But that is not the case 
with the Graeco-Egyptian papyri, whose practitioners were certainly 
in general literate and in some cases learned members of a tradi-
tional religious caste. These signs seem also to have emerged dur-
ing the late second-early third century AD (they are at any rate 

72 E.g. PGM IV 181; I 999f.; 3071 f. 
73 E.g. Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 7 (IIIP), protective amulet; PGM V 

79-90 (to catch a thief), where the vowels are called 'fearsome'. 
74 Good examples in the 'Great Angelic hierarchy' amulets: PGM XXXV; Kotansky 

1994 no. 52 (the Beirut amulet); the recently-published lamella Bernensis (Gelzer 
et al. 1999). Kotansky aptly cites the sequence of angels invoked in P.Pam. 2316 ap. 
Reitzenstein 1904, 297f. 
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2. Uterus-amulet (II- IIIP) with an ouroboros enclosing 10 charakteres. 
From: Zwierlein-Diehl 1992, no. 23, pI. 16. 
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absent from the earliest papyri), and constitute an 'open' series. 75 

One can distinguish between a small number-around a dozen-
which occur in virtually the same form very widely, in amulets, 
receptaries and 'activated' texts, and which were certainly learned 
as part of the practitioners' training, and a wider group of around 
thirty basic shapes. The great majority of individual signs-and there 
are well over one thousand-occur only once or twice, where the 
repetition is generally in the same context. In other words, the great 
majority are signs invented ad hoc, on the basis of a knowledge of 
Greek, hieratic and demotic. The practitioners learned how to apply 
a small number of techniques of 'Verfremdung' to the basic thirty 
shapes, but were also free to make up their own signs. Once again, 
the significance of charakteres is that, irrespective of whether in each 
case they constitute a code and could therefore have been read back 
by the practitioner who composed them, they can only be appreci-
ated visually. They imply a magical text that is interesting and pow-
erful in itself, as a document and not merely as a record of a rite. 

This notion of a text powerful in its own right can be illustrated 
by means of a number of interestingly original productions, of which 
I here select four. In two examples on lead sheet from North Africa, 
both difixiones against charioteers, the entire text has been composed 
so as to create an allusion to formal operations. 76 The first (Fig. 3) 
is one of a series created by the same practitioner found in a grave 
at Bir ez Zitoun at Carthage, and, like them, is a long curse writ-
ten in Greek so as to recall a 'wing', but on a massively larger scale 
than any surviving from Egypt itself.77 The 'wing' has been creatively 

70 As far as I can tell, the earliest charakteres yet found occur at the end of Daniel 
and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 38, which they date to IIp, but this may be yet another 
case in which their dating is too low-the original editor dated it III-IVp. Charakteres 
appear in none of Kotansky's amulets on metal dated by him prior to IIIp, with 
two exceptions, nos. 46 (Syria) and 62 (Tunisia), both dated II-IIIP. The dating of 
amulets on stone is not precise enough to allow conclusions on this point. 

76 I do not pursue here the question of the relation between the practitioners in 
the North African cities, and elsewhere in the Mediterranean (e.g. Athens, Corinth, 
Rhodes, Amathous in Cyprus) and the ritual experts of Egyptian temples. Jordan 
1994, 123f. has indeed urged that the formularies used outside Egypt probably in 
fact originated there. For my purposes, it is enough to say that the practice of rit-
ual magic outside Egypt shares many features with the magical papyri. 

77 CIL VIII 12508 = Audollent 1904 no. 237, which belongs to the series nos. 
234-42. The date is probably IIIP. Kotansky 1994, 202 no. 37 (II-IIIP) is an inter-
esting amulet from Ephesus, in which a 'wing' has been created on the basis of an 
initial string of 17 vowels, to create a figure whose main interest may have been 
that it includes 153 vowels. 
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E.=OPKIZwceNEJCY 6.AIMWNAWPEOCTICnQTOYN El K ATA T W N K P AT", I W N 
ON 0 MATW N CAABAABAeBAAA,er€PWTABAABACyeAT€WA III II! III 
III/I XATA A H CO NTOYC I nnOYCWNTAONOMATACO IKAITAC 
III IIAAIACENTOYTWTWCK€Y€lnAPAKATATleHMEP 11111 tlAOYANON 
C E P 0 YAT 0 N A aYE Z E c1JY P 0 N 8 AA NAONIM8PAIONA€ICYITEMAPICKQN 
PA n I A 0 N 0 PIE N T €A P B OYCTONTWNOYE NETIANWNHMI!"" I! i / 1/ 
AH N W ME n A I Z ONTEXPYCAcn r NAPTOVTQ N~H pel C W P E 
~P OYri ~ E PONEV4»PATli N CANTON A I elonenPAI KhAPO N KA 
TA6H CO NA VTO I eTa NAPOMONTH Ne. YNAMINTHN TYXHNT 

H N 0 PM. H NTH NTAXYTHT AAcpEhEA YTWNTH NNe 1 K 
o NAYTO (CTOVen OAAe E K. KOTO N E K N EYPWC 0 N 

A YTOVC INAM HA YNAC ewe I NTHA YPION HMePAE NT 
win n OAP 0 M W M. H6ETPEXEI NMHAEnEPInATEINMH A 

E. N ElK H CAl M HAE E:: EASE I NTOvC nVI\WNACTWNI n 

"ACP I W 1'1 M. RT€ n PO BAI NE I NTH NAl'lANMHTeTON 
CnATtONAMAneCETwCANCYNTOtCIA IOleM 1'1 IOXOIC 
e Yn pen HTETOYT€AE C ~ 0 POVTO N KAlfe NTI a N KAI 

4> H 1\ E I KEKAI.61 ON Y CI ONTO N A;: 0 IlA K N ONTA KA 1.1\ A 

MYPQ N En tTACC OYCINfAflCQIAMYHKAPKTHPEP 

X 0 NCO I PA ZAABYAAPYE N e: 4t I C I N 01 NlceePfA 

B H cpYP 0 P B H e KATAAH CONTOYClnnOYC WN TAO NOM. 

ATACOIKAIT ACIIlA) AcnA P A KATATEE:tHtCl\ 

ENTOYTW TWC KEYEt paC 1:0 N C I /I. OYANO N CEP 
OYATONIlOyeZE~Y PaN BA.AN6.0N IMBaAI 
o N~E I (YITE MAP I C KON PAn t b, DNa P IENTEA P B 0 

YCTON KAITWNOYENETIAN WN HM.I NON 
Te.o.lfNON 1\ HNWN enA IZONTEXPYCAcnl N 
APrOYTONAH P €I Cwo E <1>' OH • .p EP ON €y.p 
PATHNCANICTONNAI910nenPAIKAAPONKA T A 
AM CON A YTO I CTONAP a MONTHN Il "NA 
M I NT HNYYX H NT H NO P."", H NT H NTAX YTH 

TAA~EI\EAYTWNTHN NEIKH NEMn 
00.1 C ONA YTO I CTOYCnOAAC EKKO'f'ON e 

KNEVPWCONAYTOYCINAMHIlYNACeW 

C I NTHA YPION HMEPAENTWlnnOb,POM 

WMH.o.ETPEXEINMHIlEnEP I nAT 

EINMH baENE I K H CAllAHAE EEEA 

eEl NTOYCny I\. WN ACTwNtnnA 

cplWNMHTenpo BAJNEINTHNA 

PIA N MHTEKY K AEVCAITOYCKAM 

nTH PACAMAnE.CETwCANCYN 
TOICtAIOICHNI0XOICEvnPE 

nHTETOYTEAEC4,JOPOYfENTION 

KA I~KI\.E[XEKAI AIONYCIONTO 
NAnO~AKNONT AKAIAAM YPON 
KATA.o.HCONAYTOICTACXEI 

PACA tJl'EI\EA YTW NTHNN 

EIKHNTON AnOBACINKAI 
THNOPACIN INAMH llYN AC 

eWCIN EM,EnEINTOY 

CldlOYCANTlnAAOYC 
HNIOXOYNTECAMA 

MAA,\ONAPnACONAY 
TOYCEKTWNI.o.IWN 

APMATWNKAICT 

PE'TONEnITHNf 

HNINAnECETW 

CANMONOIEM 
nANTITOnWTOY 

tnnOtl.POMO 

YCYPOMENOI 
MAAICTAA 

IENTOICXAM 
nTHPCIN 
M€TASI\A 

BHC TOY 
CWMATO 
CON 
TOIClnn 
OIC OYC 
E,\AYN 
OY 
CINHl!.H 
V, 
y,,,, 

3. Curse against charioteers from Carthage (HIP) composed m the form of a 
'wing': Audollent 1904 no. 237. 
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misunderstood: instead of being constructed by omlttmg one letter 
from the same onoma or palindrome in each succeeding line, a nor-
mal curse-text has been written out to create a wedge-shape, pre-
sumably so as to transfer the power associated with the 'wing' to 
the text as a whole. The second drfixio (Fig. 4) is also one of series, 
this time from Hadrumetum (Sousse in E. Tunisia), again evidently 
created by the same practitioner. 78 In this case eharakteres have been 
arranged so as to form 'knots' so as visually to bind or 'catch' the 
horses and their charioteers, thus secondarily reproducing the inten-
tion of the explicit maledictions. The curse is broken into distinct 
blocks of text: first the principals, Privatianus Superstianus and his 
six co-charioteers, and then 43 horses, each named and pursued by 
the word eadant. In the centre of the lead tablet, the eharakteres iso-
late two lines of text, which return to some of the principals who 
must have been considered particularly dangerous by the client. The 
whole is surrounded, as in a knot, by another version of the main 
curse: Obligate et gravate equos veneti et russei, ne eurrere possint nee fienis 
audi,e possint nee se mo(v)ere possint, set eadant, fiangant, dis[J]rangantur . .. 
(11. 29-31). Although eharakteres were indeed considered powerful, and 
are sometimes arranged on either side of a central motif, this is again 
an original transposition of the dominant conception of their use so 
as visually to reinforce the message. 79 

The other two texts, whose compositions consist wholly of formal 
designs, are also written on lead sheets, but are somewhat later. The 
first, which 'prefaces' a version of the well-known philtrokatadesmos in 
PGM IV 296-466, combines three of the four commonest formal 
devices.30 A massive 'heart' of 30 lines based on the palindrome 

78 Audollent 1904 no. 275, dated cautiously by him to lIP; the others in the series 
are nos. 276-84, and AE 1907: 68f. Hadrumetum, like Carthage, was a well-known 
centre of chariot-racing: a well-known mosaic found in 1960 shows over 100 named 
horses: Foucher 1964, 163 (b 550). 

79 Examples of charakteres arranged alongside a central motif include PGM IV 
409-34 (omitted by Preisendanz), VII 930-39 (immediately above the coffin of 
Osiris, Fig. 5 below); XXXVI 50--66; XLIX; Kotansky 1994, 370 no. 62 (fig. 61); 
Audollent 1904 no. 245; arranged horizontally with text between: Kotansky 1994, 
83 no. 18 (fig. 20); ibid. 334 no. 58 (fig. 57); Jordan 1996, 116f. no. 2 (malign 
magic). There are several similar texts at Carthage, albeit with onomata not charak-
teres, e.g. Audollent 1904 nos. 233, 244, 252. 

80 Martinez 1991 = Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 48. They date it to 
II-Ill" on unspecified palaeographic grounds; in my view Martinez' date, II II IVP, 
is more likely to be correct. Daniel and Maltomini do not observe that their pro-
posed date would make this complex figure by far the earliest example known-
all the others are (late) IlIP, mainly IVp. 
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t: ~ f)1~f) :I~ 1tlfl<lUa1 f).IOl :lClU luIl1,,~a 

~ cl<l<l<AAI.\AAA G-'<>tiJ' t: 6CblollAIAIAO 
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~ Privatianu Supeatianu rtUsei qui et Naucelliu Salutare 
1 ~ Supestite ,,"asci ser!)u Reguli Eliu Caltore Repentinu. 
S' '" I< I< I< A 1.\ 1.\ A A A G-'<> m ~ 6 Cb 1 0 1 1 A 1 A 1 A 0 

5 ... ... Glaucu Argutu veneti Des!roiugu Glauci cadant, Lydu '-; 
~ ~ Alumnu cadant, Italu l'yriu cadant, l!'aru cadant, Croceu cadant, ~ 

g Elegantu cadant, Prancatiu Oclopecta Verbo.u cadant, 
;;; ~ Adamatu cadant, Securu Mantineu Prev~lente cadant, i' -2 Paratu Vagarfita cadant, Divite Garulu caaant, Cesareu 

10;;; S Germanicu fleneti cadant, Danuviu callant, .. 
'" I<I<I<AAAAAA G-'<> m tr 6CblOIlAIAII.\0 

ooQ IS 
~ ~ Latrone Vagulu cadant, Agricola cadant, Cursore 

::-. Auricomu cadant, Epa(u cadant, Hellenicu cadant, 
1 '" Icleu Centauru cadant, Bracatu Virgineu cadant, 

15 S. - Ganimede cadant, Multivo/u cadant, E[ 0 J/u ;s 
... ;;! Oceanu Eminentu cada[nt, lJagu cadant, 
~ ~ Eucles callant, Verbosu cadant. 
'" ... ·I<I<I<AAAAAA G-'<>m ~ 6CblOIlAIAIAO 

:s 
~ '" Pri!)atianu cadat flertat (rangat male giret, 

20 ~ ~ I<I<I<AAAAAA G-'<> m ~ 6CblOlll.\IAIAO 
:; ~ Naucelliu Supestianu russei cadat vert[at {ran]gat, 

'""t 

~ 
'" I<I<I<AAAAAAG-'<>w ~ 6CbloilAIAIAO 
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28 -:;.I<I<I<AAAAAA ~w t! 6CblollAIAII.\0 .. '" 30 ~ nis audire possint nee .. 34 videant nee vincant flertant. 
se moere possint 
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.. 
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4. Curse against charioteers of the Reds and Greens from Hadrumetum (HIP): 
Audollent 1904 no. 275. 

RICHARD GORDON - 9789004295940
Downloaded from Brill.com01/20/2021 05:51:52PM

via Bryn Mawr College



94 RICHARD GORDON 

\(1 e"'~(IQ pIN q.o'U "olhl.a II' 1'0: p lClla (\1 tol.' pIC I Ptll. ,00......:00 ... C'o'CP9<l ~"'("'I 
Q IW ~<I~Pt"q.."""oB,A.ap 10: p ,.,111 t 'II w,. t po.: I po).,Oo""O\oIo t"(~a ~fI) ca 

t.U~QCI po "1"1" "oOllaPIIC P '. \(1 ev to ~.I 1''' Ipal.,Ocr.votol r.o"cp. a p ..... 
.,'00 PCV Ql"'J vofhl.a II' \Ie II' ,.,(1"" tell'll \ pllapal.IOoY\lo," IN cp~' III 
~QOP IN q..O'UWI!l,l.a P 10: P ";lila t" CC 1411 P" Ip«A,90"",o\< C\l'CpQO ~ 

(l9P('\<lCI!-Q"""Ot.la p \" pleUI (\I to I. \ 1'''' pa:"'I90",,~ "" (~Q 
.P"""I&O'II,,"oo.. A.aPUtp 'CI,a ev to 1C11 ;111: Ipal..Oo"v,,1' 0 t~ 
pO'q.O""oOllaP\Ol:pl.\a('Uc.a.IClIPClpol.lao"",~("f.P 

IN qo.O\lYOO,A.:. P L" P'CI'O"\I Ut '.' po: \ po ;",00"" .... tVe 
... q.INVOOIA.a II' I" pI ,(Hat'll lell9 ,po: ,,,..:"',00,,,,010' ('If 

q,. 0\1" ollIla pi" P I.' ell.". '41., pc I po 1..,00""<11' t 
jolo'U,,"oOtJ..a II' '" p I 010 "' (.(11. \ PO" \ po )..,00"\10\' 

(I').c"'atO'l"al.~ .. 
1I~"a ..... Ba"aA' 
",l. ... VOOa"a.l. 
o,l..;."caa,,'1 
Q~l.a ..... (b" 
Q ~la"'Qa 
Q~).o."'Q 

~::g:;::::::::::::::::::ll;:t:~~O ... ~::~ ~Q 
wO'Mpt>tP'GIOItVCa'G,pctpaA'Oo" 

DO,lAPICPL.,CUVtaL.Lpfllpal..,Oo 

~:::::::::~::::::::~~:O a::::~:~:::::: 
laptl( ~I.;o I<JI:\ltalQ , pl(lpa l.. 
ap\c:pIQlatU(aIQLp~ l"a 

1I .... aXa"'aptl 
p'.p'\IO I(I("·"',4"Po.:,p ..... "'l° .. "'P" 

Q~U,Q" 
.~,. .p, . , 

,. u<p,.<o.oocaIO'pCI l'a 1'2,&lIPCI 
O:PIQ\OtUt""OlpC IIXOII/o"PU 

p'.UI.(·"(.OIOIP 
lal/oall" 

"Io'-opu 
JoLOIlltl 

.. p" 
P" 

" , 

CI ~ cpa I't" aV;) 1Jl.tpO,~ 0."01 ~ eO p tl.,,;) IIllh ( .... pe~1I 

pllD 
9. 

" ,. 
, . 
" ,. , . 

a •. o CDQ"I{O)QIUUUto)Lat4>l'Clpl;(I 
jiQ p., n·tGl ~'1 .. ,n," Q po C '11\10( '1 ( ~GlV tv-: D)..u" 
vn1J6q. ....... o<~ ''''Dl laUt1tlp C"OI( (01"-:0" 
lI;a \\Ir.0I1ttltl!.a"1 0'11:0"(1(1101 "(.I)O<;Io&'" 
(\, I':O(a"O l fl lo"ca la~ o""Ofi:PIQ""Vt~ t 
• tll'1~ '1 p~a'1( It '1( tIt( ~ar. ~ p'lar. cA,)" pI 
.... ,e t-:t" q."-:'1po"o)Oat II:D"P ' '''''p'''' 
jic""".aD)Oc .. ""tll"O}Lc .. """'" ..... vx.'lv 
tDII"IN"0I1""1"I"u:la".'I><"'IIIlI~'lX0'" 
tPU(O ... tPIU"IIO, .. Cl.oVP I .. "oo"t'tn l 
1'''' 11 po .. O,,(1~ IO:OIlP'OIIo' I:1:PIOo: .. a~ovl1I)'1 
"m,t axUtax'.lC"r~t\ .. \ ~OIp~a6 ..... a tat 
~ ... p~ .. 6 .... a IClt .... ( t pa otp"P ..... ~o .. o" 
pa."o"" pal tVYo lov"oc;jolOvaAllllcu .... 
\a~ OIOV .. , .. tptGU .. c al.p 10UOO....o 
cuAo~QO 10,,6'''1 ·6r.pa Oo&"vOlIOlI 
II: OIpc:vpIOlII ,Il,llcpt ~IOUOvOl~Ou 
(a ~aUeQIU"OIGo.OIj.LOU PUIOrtCU ~Qila 
\"'-'C.(lOCPU".,AaUIII 

~Q P" ~ 10'1 joI., ...... '''"' 0",( Qt II ,stt joI.O" ~o 'It ov e to It '(a t Q 1 00" 10 It" l.o ut~" It t'( (I \lro P'1 IItt tIoljol.tl1a 6., v '(Q 1'( 0 "'PI! II Cpt tOO V" 
cp (( 1 ~ 11(l1..( 01 La 6 III v 1\ It m( a L~rr.p ~a p leo .. (J I ~Pill1 .. 01 1 01100 v t~O.:oo 11 ... 0.;0 .... ~,,< C'fI t\, ta p u ~aOo'\l .. t( "" .. ~a 11 .. a la v 0\1 ~ \6\ 
"P a t cu .. , p I Q9(1 ~ ... ta' .. l..,OQ( tl0"~ It.,,, .. 01 taoo'\le .. a ,I) cl'or. '100'" 10 'C Oto It a "'po It t to[ 01 laG> PH .. tA1,-,~ It ua III a pO (VO Ie t" 10:." 
lO 'J( l~ l v 11I1I~.:oVl'rt v ae ,~ .. " ... "'''1'\ )olep (l( I~" i' cpuv "'U .. ~ O( ,~v" .. tu" upa c t~ ... puv (~(Dp"'; 0Ir. uta vta (10 II( 6111 
"OV Ole HI ,It t,,~ II to 'I{.,to .... lIlt ",v 1':.2 pae ~ (10" "t~.,v r .. uOa 1,.0 " IO( t It 1I0t tt\'l t tQ P' 'I' til to" ALa .. o. 1'J"'a 'rt( I( I':<I"'~ 0 1I0v 
tIC :I'(l v 01",<;106 ov tit 11<1' (I" 0 \ '( 101'" "al .. a ~a 0" t;)V 0.:0 lep IQ V" ... t~ t .. ()I." .'1 p~ 01" ( It 1\' '11( t OI( t P'l(l( l"e I( tQ(l A'1 (l ,Ao ... p Ill>" 1 

Ut~ (ICC'" t '1 povO).lQ 11'(0~p , (l OIlU()I-'1 PI"" 0" )l-t6tr.u.,\( all I'll ~ tI160"" V1':OII\ (" ttlP"''' cav!t .01'\ al.l..ea v6p, 
")41110'-0" 'OQ lA-O II P ,.,,, '&Ht t( ()4" ~" po v 01'1I~ \I( OIl'HOI 0.).1C11/o'11 ,6",,'1 Oil .. ., t (001 1'''''''' t (111"",'1 t (VII" 0'" "llv6 laIC 01 v 
1 O( 10'-11 ~ H "t ~a 0 'V" It "1 (l ~ IV t" "' ... x" "t tt op C( Itll I~" 10 vt a. CAovpl ... vao v tU" '101" t" P .. or. P , \um, O'JC"ftll 0il t " ' .. !til 0il 
( " «" 011" .Ot 10110"1(11 '"a(" ( 0 II( lac .. 0'" p 10., ,, t, to( '101" t 'I po ... o I/oCl I It CI" t Ie '1 ( tx It ; .. r. 1 p 'X \1:t "'\IpO "1""11 I( (lU pO"" POt ,AO'" P I III v (l 
0" t: t. tl'Tl 111 pov Ol'(ll \(011 p I(lG,1.0 lit (I ep"t 01 t~O ).,,< ...... X., t ,~ol.o III1'V ''')1.<1 tOt o,1.t po" a (0 ~ 0 Ita \It ~ Q It '(OliO ° \C1AIII~ 0 It 
'(Q "': (J P(l!'oo" q&O It '"'''' 1("," t)"O up I., ... a. 0 v t. ('«(1I1'j ~~ PO"O].101 tIC OIC p,a. 'P"'~ ,lltu"l'!ot" «" )41PO"'I ","cpo t 1I1t0 t" til pt \ 
upoe (lilt CI v).o III O"l" ( ~CI'l ( a ~'" (0" P la( z.pO "0" o.IC Ct~Upl(l~ "' .. ''I: " O(l I .. .,,, (a t o.o ... o "'0 .. 01 tOt t 01100 ~(PO"" t:I ItpO 
)& (PO"'O 111'1 1" t;) 0" 0 >1 0101 "0"" at """ v "1'1' I; COIIO 1601 q,I O v H 100 v ;)!'o" Q I(out II". t( t)l.9Q ~O It P ello lit \Y 0 ... 0 1110 ;011'0 \1(0 It 
Sa Aa( ( t~OQvo"(l (I C 0 "( a"~ (( ~a PIlC (0" 1 to '\1(1: t~ p et 00 "0)41101 I( 0 lit II'" tt PI"! (t (l)V ~ u'CI~a ~o,,~a p~a pIOa JoLpa p~a p tQ(J.(l1' 
1 t;"(l1o'- P pa ~II po IIlOl .. ppa 0I6u"'Cllo UCQ I"Q ~ (It 0 ... al/oppa Oa ppa c (l~' (( CV1 tV ~a I'QII pa n'1 ( (<:I '''Ql Q~ 0 1I111111t a 1101 ... 0,0. cu 
r:a I( tv "'&lOr-II (, .. :,\poo .:oOr. 011 PII ppa ~IOI >lOt 0 PClp pa ~ 101"" r. 0 po ppa ",a '11-01 PIt"OO ~ 0")&01 1'1'0 pa.,O O(a Ie II Hn 0 1I0V( (pD ty 

1" O<a '''''' t a. 0 ... 0 ... ctplla 1'1 c a 11(0 1 0; (I IIlla >1'0 po ,,009 1l .. pII-a POXOa)ol." p"a paz. 0 .. <111 II-a.p,sO)ol.a p.~ t",9 ... " 101""" 0. p '" '(Ollt 11 t I U" 
tv 1 0 >"(1) v ... (("I)" tlo'-O)"'O( ~ I( 1\ 'H \('~ eotpp'1 <: (I: cO" Ailltl ).qHpt)4QI( CO tHO v -.. .. ",r:Q 1U It r:a v 1 0110" tl( 1I(l" 011'4'060" 
It( r:o, 11"01(10'" ~a uoot0611 (OVCOllp'II"I'I v (t tot(I'Il~" plal'l t \( 1'1< tllt ~QC ;PllOiC ~", .cGa)..,( Q\l.OUPIUV,., tt tlC( 
"'., ~" pov O)&et t,.;)!t p ,a OIlOH)41'1 ~IV" 0" I/o 1'1 6ul"1\( 911 .. 11 ~ t" 60 "" v!to III (1'1 OIl..l..Clv ta" It CUll ct ~pUIIV 3p 101 l.. 
l..ClIl" l (6""" 0" .. '1 ~('II0I1 1 "jol" ~UII""" ~ ('J""'O'Ul"I\"''''I: t'le VXQ~I"~'1 ",111"" 1'1 OIOl"Ot"(I'!I~'1t OU( 1l0Iallav~0, '1j.4' 
P (( "("11'(· or. IA-OllP I." ao" t ~ t. (101" t" po" Ololtl t 1 .. 011 pia 0;1 I)..O"t 01 'p.:oe: II t~oi..'1' "(l pO IIlC C~O).ol"'"" 1'\11/00 tot lilt tTl "tllU 
1" ( ."1'1 V.;)l1 0101 '1' 'X I( HI( ~ P ':to ( 91).0"" (J tpU~ ,0u.»)4(X Plea" Q ~O loa. I ;"o"P .. ,,,,,a 0" C~ U ( .. " l" po" 0 "'O)ola t 11(0" pia" /'iii 
,,6rI tax" la.'l.\ll!~ .. P9h"'H+I'i'C.6!~!" .8"l-tp',A.r.Q""'tlt~?v'!'ra?.~~t'll"'l 
!c.. .. Pllt'll" It ~ r l C fT 6.no/"'f~ .p,~ It''·y ".t ...• Xwi j ).1. ~J~;!"H(:Pf 1 ~ 1 1141 
II> (UtOU&lO e\OUQ ....... u.,a (00(1 O'JU \X(l (l a (I (l a Q II rAJa (l C ... IO Ula &10. tlOO . . .... . .. . 

5. Complex formal design from the forcible love spell (agogimon) in PMich. 6925 
(?III-IVP): Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 48. 
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6. Complex formal design from an Egyptian 'restrainer' (thumokatochon), IVP): 
Daniel and Maltomini 1990-92 no. 57. 
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taEro~<XCPPE ... is flanked by two symmetrical 'wings' composed of the 
most popular of all logoi, Ablanathanalba achrammachamarei.81 Near each 
of these is a much smaller 'heart' composed of the seven vowels, 
running from 1. to r. on the left, and inversely on the right. This 
core composition is flanked on either side by extremely elongated 
'rectangles'; that on the 1. is mainly composed of 4-5 vowel per-
mutations, the two on the r. of vowel pairs, many of them 'twins' 
(the same vowel repeated).82 The incantation itself, which commences 
with the <X~Ep<XIlEv8ro-palindrome, occupies the block of text below 
this 'preface', but carries on into the smaller block on the upper r. 
of the lead tablet. The core of the second design, which forms the 
centre-piece, not the 'preface', to a thumokatochon, a spell to prevent 
a man named Paomis from successfully prosecuting the client, is also 
a large 'heart', composed of the EpT]KtO"t8cpT]-palindrome.83 It is sur-
mounted by a EUA<Xllro-'rectangle'; the same 'name' recurs, in different 
variants, in the small 'heart' and 'wings' on the 1. The block of text 
on the r., which accompanies the receding slope of the main 'heart', 
is composed entirely of onomata. The design incorporates resumes of 
the request, which has already been expressed at the beginning, and 
is repeated twice at the end of the text, r. and 1. at the base. 

Although such complex designs cannot compare with the enor-
mously elaborate drawings of Arabic and Hindu magic, they are 
clearly comparable efforts. It may well be that they are ways of re-
inventing in a Greek medium the irrecoverable 'total textuality' of 
hieroglyphic rites, with their fusion of writing, drawing and show-
ing. Their main interest in the present context, it seems to me, is 
that they refuse the ordinary rule that what can be written can be 
read (aloud). There are no possible rules for the correct phonic repro-
duction of such designs: they are a means precisely of 'imbricating' 
onomata in the manner referred to by Iamblichus, of so combining 
different utterances with geometrical shapes that a kind of choral 

U I It is worth noting that the version of the spell in the great Paris codex also 
contains a large 'heart', but it is an altogether simpler affair, flanked by vocalic 
'rectangles' and charakteres (PGM IV 409-34). None of the other surviving versions 
contains such figures. 

H2 The 'rectangles' on the r. also contain two consonants, if they have been cor-
rectly read. 

83 Collart 1930 = Daniel and Maltomini 1990--92 no. 57. The illustration is 
reproduced from Collart's publication. 
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polyphony is generated, each shape insisting as it were on its own 
melody but also contributing to the overall 'sound'.84 

Except in the case of protective amulets in semi-precious stone, 
which were carried on the person as rings or round the arm, neck 
or thigh, the impulse to develop these formal devices owed nothing 
to popular conceptions of the magician. For they were not visible: 
they were employed in the composition of written documents which 
were intended only to be seen or 'read' by their divine recipients-
all of these instances I have cited were buried. In my view, they are 
again devices purely internal to the magician's quest to increase and 
refine his magical power within the context of his preconceptions 
and self-image. Their deployment is an expression of the desire to 
fill out, to dominate, the space that alone belonged utterly to the 
ritual practitioner, the empty sheet of papyrus or metal on which 
he wrote. They are answers to a constantly recurrent question: how 
can I most effectively influence my addressee? 

Images 

The second type of innovation I wish to discuss here relates to 
images. Many of the prescriptions in the Graeco-Egyptian recep-
taries call for diagrams, drawings, engravings or the manufacture of 
figurines. 85 The images are almost invariably those of divinities or 
powers invoked in the spell or rite. To take an example of each 
type: a cropped spell probably for a prophetic dream in the longest 
of the magical papyri in the British Museum indicates the lay-out 
of an incantation to be written on the palm of the hand in a spi-
ral extending outwards from a sacred ibis (hby ~ Dhwty, Thoth, as 
sender of dreams) at the centre.86 The 'agoge of Pitys' in the Great 

84 Perhaps the finest of all these designs is that in PGM XIXa 16-48. 
85 The fullest discussion is still Hopfner 192111974 §§802-18. 
86 PGM VII 300 with plate I fig. 2 = 299 Kenyon (but omitted by him on typo-

graphic grounds from his text, p. 94 fn., and shown only in the volume of plates). 
For the ibis, Sicherl 1937, 167f.; ibises facing in the same direction as here occur 
on magical amulets, of uncertain purpose, cf. Delatte and Derchain 1964, 150f. 
nos. 195f.; Philipp 1986, 85f. nos. 119-21 with refs. to other examples. The same 
receptary contains two other diagrams to show how amulets are to be designed: 
VII 215-17 (= plate I fig. 1); 930-39 and 940-51 (= pI. I fig. 3), whose appear-
ance in the text is more effectively presented by Kenyon 1893, 91 and 114. Other 
examples of diagrams are PGM X 29-35, again an amulet; and XIII 835-41 and 
905-11. 
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Paris codex requires no less than three drawings of divinities or pow-
ers on different materials, ass-hide, a flax-leaf, papyrus, to function 
as 'spirit carriers'.87 The 'Sword of Dardanos' in the same codex 
requires the figures of Aphrodite, Psyche and Eros to be engraved 
on a 'magnetic' stone, i.e. a magnetite or a haematite, with an inher-
ent or natural power to attract.8S The modelling of a hippopotamus 
in red wax, into which other items can be inserted, is required by 
an oneiropompon, a spell to send a specific type of dream to a named 
individua1.89 These images, whether in two or three dimensions, in 
some sense laid the divinity or power represented under necessity, 
and evoke the tradition of Egyptian 'mouth-opening' rituals, by means 
of which the temple images of the gods were daily brought to life 
for their tendance. The images concretise the divinity or power (or 
a metamorph) whose intervention is required by the spell or rite. gO 

Their normal use can be illustrated by means of two examples. 
The first is a clumsy fusion between two types of spell, for a reve-
latory dream and for a direct vision of a god.gl It requires the prepa-
ration of a particular perfumed ink, with which the practitioner is 
to draw a figure on his left hand. This figure (Fig. 7) is to be of a 

87 PGM IV 2006-2125 at 2111-25. The images are not provided in the recep-
tary, but were more or less standard in the Graeco-Egyptian iconographic reper-
toire, cf. Hopfner 192411983-90 §368f. Other recipes requiring drawings of divinities 
include PGM VII 249 (Bes, picture now missing); XII 121-28 (Pantheos); 145f. 
(Thoth); see further Hopfner 192111974 §818. 

aa PGM IV 1722-33. Recipes requiring engravings are common e.g. I 143-47 
(Heli6ros within an ouroboros on a stone dropped by a passing hawk); IV 2631-33 
(Hekate on a magnetic stone); V 238-43 (scarab and an Isis on an emerald); XII 
201-07 (Selene within an ouroboros on a blue jasper); see further Hopfner 19211 1974 
§817; Bonner 1952, 14f.; Smith 1979; Sfameni forthcoming. 

89 XIII 308-13. The red hippopotamus may allude to Seth (cf. Griffiths 1970, 
490 on Plutarch, De Iside 50, 37Ic8), or to Ipet/Taweret, who was associated in the 
late period with the protection of sleep. Further examples of the manufacture of 
figurines are PGM IV 1842-52 (Eros of mulberry wood); 1877-93 (wax dog); 2359-67 
(wax Hermes); 2378-88 ('little beggar' in wax); VII 866-73 (Egyptian 'Selene' of 
clay); XII 17-20 (wax Eros and Psyche); for others see Hopfner 19211 1974 §816. 
Ciraolo 1995, 286f. rightly notes that one might also include other objects here, 
e.g. a drowned falcon, prepared skulls, even a metal lamella, all of which are pre-
scribed as the vehicle for the production of a divine paredros, or agent. Such divine 
statuettes are quite different from the Egyptian execration images discussed by Ritner 
1994, 112-80. 

qO Hopfncr 19211 1974 §805; Koenig 1994, 100-30 (,Pour l'Egyptien, la statue 
est reellement l'etre ou la chose qu'elle represente'). 

oJ PGM VIII 64-110. Another version exists in VII 222-49, cf. Hopfner 
192411983-90, 288 §185. 
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7. Drawing of Bes from PBrit.Mus. gr. CXXII, col. 3 PGM VIII 110 seq. (IVP). 
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naked man wearing a basileion, a royal crown, who in his right hand 
is holding a sword up against his head, and in his left a staff (rhab-
dOS).92 The title of the recipe, 'Dream request from Bes', confirms 
that this is intended as a figure of that deity. Now terracotta figurines 
of an armed Bes, the dwarf god associated not merely with the pro-
tection of childbirth but also, in the late period, with power over 
the very source of life, are common enough, and our drawing is 
clearly related to this type, which was created at some time in the 
Ptolemaic period.93 In the figurines, the god wears a triple ostrich-
feather crown, of which the three-pronged 'basileion' in the drawing 
is a crude simplification, and his sword is usually long enough to 
pass in front of the crown, which again the drawing misrepresents. 
Though some of these figures wear a Roman-type cuirass, the type 
is generally naked except for a breech-clout, as in the drawing. But 
the major deviation of the latter from the terracotta type of Bes as 
warrior is the absence of the round or oval shield held in the left 
hand, for which the drawing deliberately substitutes a staff of an 
unrecognisable kind, but which is certainly intended as a ws (or a 
d'm) sceptre, often carried by pantheistic Bes images of the late 
period.94 The drawing thus derives its force from its reproduction of 
one of the central divinities in popular (but not only popular) reli-
gion: terracotta figurines of Bes most likely stood in virtually every 
house, even if they were not regularly used to procure visions or 
dreams. The practitioner appropriates the power inherent in the 
figure by drawing it onto his own hand and covering it with the 
black 'cloth of Isis';95 he might well (though this is not in fact here 
stipulated) have been required to ingest the ink, by licking it off his 
hand, or washing it off and then drinking the water.96 

92 Lines 105-08; the instructions actually state that the sword is to rest on the 
neck or throat. 

93 The relation between drawing and the terracottas was noted by Hofner 
1924/1983-99 §187. Compare Weber 1914, 162 nos. 256-60 with pI. 25; Bayer-
Niemeier 1988, 196-98 nos. 427-34; Dunand 1990,38-41 nos. 30--40; Torok 1995, 
34-37 nos. 14-18. Although the type is Ptolemaic, Bes as a warrior emerges from 
the leonine dwarf of the Middle Kingdom whose sobriquet was w'w (Aha), 'soldier'. 
The sword connotes the power to ward off evil, and then power tout court, cf. 
Altenmiiller 1973. 

94 E.g. by the pantheistic Bes of the upper register of the reverse of the Mettemich 
stele (IV cent. BC) and the Brooklyn papyrus (see Kakosy and Roccati 1985, 61 
fig. 13; 113 fig. I; also Koenig 1994, 103 and 127), where the uls sceptre is also 
held in the left hand. 

95 'Black cloth': cf. Plutarch, De Iside 39, 366e2 with Griffiths 1970, 451. 
96 On ingesting ink in earlier Egyptian magic, see Ritner 1993, 92-102, though 
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The second example of a drawing occurs in the context of a thumo-
katochos, a spell for allaying someone's wrath, which has been re-
edited into a hypotaktikon, a spell to subject another to one's willY 
The brief incantation, directed to the god Seth, is prefaced by a 
series of onomata barbara enclosing a rectangular box, resting on a 
snake, and surmounted by two animal heads (Fig. 8). The box almost 
certainly represents the coffin of Osiris, Plutarch's lamax, the box in 
which he was killed by Seth, and later buried, or which, according 
to an alternate version, Isis found in Byblos.98 The two animal heads 
are probably those of asses, the animal of Seth, which have been 
substituted for the images of Re which usually appear on Egyptian 
images of the coffin (Osiris, the sun-by-night, being his counterpart).99 
Already in the New Kingdom Seth ceased to be considered exclu-
sively evil, and became a member of the 'crew' of Re's barque, de-
fending Re against the serpent Apophis, the concrete form of the 
forces of darkness which threaten the Sun on its daily course through 
the two skies. loo It is in this capacity that he is often invoked in the 
magical papyri.10l The snake beneath the coffin is certainly Apophis, 
so that the drawing evokes the long Egyptian tradition of execra-
tions upon the forces of disorder (which include subjecting Apophis 
to violent assault and indignity).lo2 Indeed, since one of the names 
of Apophis was Nk w, the Vanquished One, we may suspect that 
the enemies to be subjugated and suppressed by this spell are in a 
sense represented by the snake, just as in earlier temple ritual spells 
against Apophis were explicitly directed not just against the Pharaoh 
but against private enemies. 103 

There are however a number of cases in which this merely evoca-
tive use of a divine image gives way to a 'performative' image, as 

in my view the form(s) found in the magical papyri are not a mere continuation 
of these earlier practices. 

97 PGM VII 940-968. 
98 Cf. Plutarch, De Iside 13, 356bc; 15, 357a; 18, 357f-358a; 39, 366d; found 

by Seth: 8, 354a. The word cropoc;, coffin, is elsewhere used for it: 15, 357a6; 16, 
357d2; 44, 368d10. 

99 Cf. Hopfner, 1924/1983-90, 230 §142; Grumach 1970, I 7 Of. This is more 
likely than the possibility that they represent jackals (Anubis). 

100 Nagel 1929; te Velde 1977, 100f. 
101 Fauth 1995, 48. 
102 Koenig 1994, 144-49; Ritner 1995, 161 n. 748, 210-12 (on the last section 

of the Bremner-Rhind papyrus). 
103 Ritner 1995, 184f. 
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it were, an image which tells the power invoked what he has to do, 
which proleptically sets in motion the malign intention of the praxis. 
The practitioners who chose to use such images did so in two ways: 
they either imagined the daemon at work on his victim, or they imag-
ined the victim 'caught', either by words or by 'knots'. Good exam-
ples of the first option are found in the illustrations to P. Oslo 1, which 
was acquired by Sam Eitrem in 1920 in the Fayyum, and is the last 
important and complete magical papyrus to have come to light. One 
of these, flanked by two large 'hearts', represents an 'angelos' (a 
daimon) , dressed rather like a gladiator, apparently with a cock's head, 
and walking to the 1. (Fig. 9).104 In his r. hand he carries a large 
sword upright, in the manner of late antique executioners; in his 1., 
he holds by the hair a human head, attached to a tiny body. The 
legs are squirming helplessly, trying to reach the ground. This scene 
surely is inspired indirectly at least by public executions,105 but its 
force here is to give guidance to the 'angels' who have been invoked 
to 'dry up' the body of the victim. In the second, which illustrates 
a spell for erotic magic, a large squat daimon, apparently headless, 
again flanked by formal devices ('wings'), walks to the 1. (Fig. 10).106 
In his r. hand he seems to hold a whip (not illustrated), and in his 
1., once again, the victim, all head and hair, helplessly hanging. Here 
again, the illustration picks up elements of the spell: the woman is 
to come speeding to the client a£p01t£'tOUJ.lEVT\V, 'speeding through 
the air', dried out, hungry, sleepless (the victim's eyes are staring wide). 

The second possibility can be illustrated briefly by means of two 
drawings showing victims without daimones: the practitioner's mind is 
here fully engaged upon the victim, not upon the machinery. One 
of them, from the Isthmus at Corinth, is from a curse against ath-
letes (Fig. 11).107 On one side, it depicts four men, Kronion, Seleukos, 
Epilenaios and Marcion, each of them overwritten by his name and 
the word Ka't£X£, 'catch!' or 'seize!', an injunction to the power 

104 PGM XXXVI 241-45. The original is in the Oslo University Library. Another 
of the illustrations, to XXXVI 69-10 I, certainly shows a cock-headed daimon, but 
it is an erotic spell. 

105 The praxis (231-55) calls for a frog to be slit open, the inscribed lead lamella 
to be folded up and stuffed inside, the frog to be sewn up again and hung up on 
a reed to dry out in the sun. This must also have some relation, I think, to con-
temporary executions and the exposure of corpses on gibbets. 

106 PCM XXXVI 115-33. 
107 Jordan 1994, 116 no. 5. 
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9. Daimon invoked for malign magic, carrying off the victim, from P.Oslo I 
PGM XXXVI 241 - 45 (Fayyl1m, IVP). 
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10. Daimiin invoked for erotic magic, dragging the woman, from POsta 1 = 
PGM XXXVI 115-33. 
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invoked (there is a visually-dominant EUAallffi-'wing' between the two 
central runners). The second, from the circus at Carthage, shows a 
charioteer twisted up and encumbered by 'knots', the circles repre-
senting diagrammatically the curse being directed at the victim. lOS 

Once again, these proleptic images were secret, unseen by any-
one except the practitioner and his addressee(s). They suggest that 
it was precisely in malign magic, generally considered the most 
difficult to perform, that special efforts were felt necessary to increase 
the force of the text. Whatever interests the priests of the 'House of 
Life' and their imitators elsewhere may have had in social power, 
in their own self-definition it was their magical power which was 
crucial, and which they ceaselessly sought, by a variety of means, 
some of which I have examined here, to increase. 
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