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Magic and Mystery in the Greek Magical
Papyri

Hans Dieter Betz

The topic of magic raises expectations and questions pertaining to Religionswissen-
schaft and Religionsgeschichte. One is reminded of the intense debates in the first
thirty years of this century! centering upon the relationship between magic and
religion on the one hand and between myth and ritual on the other.?

MAGIC AND MYSTERY

The topic of magic was usually treated as subordinate to the larger issues mentioned
above. A key problem in this debate was the definition of magic in order to
distinguish it from religion, which itself was in no way easier to define. Implied in
this distinction was another question, that of the nature of ritual and ritual’s relation
to myth. In the course of these debates, the Greek mystery religions had become a
focus of interest because there appeared to be sufficient evidence for arguing for or
against various comprehensive theories concerning the fundamental problems of
religion.? Since the mystery cults consisted primarily of rituals, of first concern was
the relationship to their corresponding myths.# Later, similar questions were raised
concerning Gnosticism. There was plenty of myth in Gnosticism; the question was
whether there was any ritual and if so, what its role might be. Most of these issues
are still being discussed today in one way or another, due to the dearth of evidence
and problems of methodology.

One will do well to realize that behind these scholarly problems have always
stood the fundamental philosophical and historical problems concerning the origins
of religion in general. Was magic the beginning stage and religion a later deriva-
tive,® or was it the other way around? Was the beginning marked by religion, while
magic was a product of later degeneration?” Confusion, as well as unrealized
presuppositions, created major difficulties for answering these questions.

Religion used to be treated, without further questioning, as something intrinsi-
cally positive, while magic was from the outset stained by negative connotations.
Combined with anthropological theories of evolution,® sequences and hierarchies
were established with some force of persnasion. Conseguently, since humanity was
thought to be “primitive” at the beginning of its development, an association with
magic with this initial phase seemed logical. Depending upon the scholar’s generos-
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ity, primitive mankind’s irrationality could account for this involvement with
magic, or else such an involvement could be explained as either primordial stupidity
(‘Urdummheit’) or mistaken science, that is, erroneous conclusions unfortunately
drawn from correct observations. Consequently, religion could be presented as the
opposite of magic, that is, as the result of later enlightenment and a compromise
attempt to reconcile primitive irrationality with developing rationality in such a way
that a rational overlay of “theology” covered up the irrationality of ritual and myth,
which remained in place. Understood in this way, religion became a transitional
phase between prescientific ignorance and what has been called the modern
scientific worldview—which turned out to be, for the most part, agnosticism or
atheism.

This view of religion is now outdated, to be sure, but it is still held by many in
present society who believe it corresponds to scientific evidence. One should also
realize that this viewpoint was the antithesis to another theory endorsed by ancient
texts.® Conforming to cosmic theories of good origins and subsequent depravity,
primitive religion was for the ancients religion in its purest form: the worship of the
deity by an unspoiled human race created for this very purpose. Depravity set in
when, because of human foolishness, or because of the error of polytheism, or even
becanse of seduction by evil demons, there developed the worship of images, the
offering of bloody sacrifices, the building of temples, and, of course, magic.
Superstition and magic thus became synonyms, social evils to be rooted out by law
and force in the name of true religion.

Both these theories were based on ideologies that may have been persuasive in
their day but that can hardly be corroborated by historical evidence. Contrary to
their claims, these theories about religion are not based on archeological findings,
anthropological evidence, or critical evaluation of texts but on preconceived ideas
and speculations often indebted—unconsciously—to old myths and prejudices. !

‘Where are we left, then, as far as questions about magic and religion are con-
cerned? Are these terms simply empty of content and ready to be interpreted any
way one chooses? Is one person’s, religion simply another person’s magic, and vice
versa? An age such as ours, inclingd to believe that realities are what the labels stuck
on them say they are, tends to answer in the affirmative. Furthermore, sociologists
seem to have convinced almost everyone that whatever human beings undertake,
they do so in order to gain or to/ retain power over others. As a result, people who
pursue the question of deﬁnin%:f religion and magic tend to find in the definitions
themselves nothing but another set of tools for the manipulation and control of
social realities. If there is a difference between religion and magic at all, it does not
really matter as long as they work in much the same way. The distinction itself is
said to matter only to religious leaders because they implement and prove the old
rule Divide et impera.

Alan Segal has recently summed what appears to be the current consensus: “Take
the relationship between magic and religion: Religious leaders are often interested
in strict distinctions between magic and religion so that the purity of religion can be
maintained.”12 Consequently, social scientists, who by definition have no interest in
religious leadership, assume a posture of freedom from any interest in power and are
thus more competent “to isolate phenomena cross-culturally so that a consensus of
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methodology can be reached.”® Where does this approach lead us? Again Alan
Segal states the matter aptly:

1 will argue that no definition of magic can be universally applicable because “magic”
cannot and should not be construed as a properly scientific term. Its meaning changes as the
context in which it is used changes. No single definition of magic can be absolute, since all
definitions of magic are relative to the culture and sub-culture under discussion. Further-
more, it is my contention that we have been misled by our own cultural assumptions info
making too strict a distinction between magic and religion in the Hellenistic world. As we
shall see, in some places the distinction between magic and religion will depend purely on
the social context; !4

There is much here that one can agree with. Yet caution is in order because the
assessment coincides so beautifully and conveniently with our own social context,
If we adopt such a perspective, we scem to be justified in assuming a posture of
objectivity to meet the scientific requirement. The problem, however, is that this
sort of objectivity represents nothing but a total relativism that must not be confused
with the required scientific ethos. Omitted from such consideration is also the fact
that the social sciences serve in many ways as an enormously powerful instrument
of social control. Far from being disinterested in the outcome of the debate about
definition, the social science approach to religion is, in fact, in competition with
traditional churches and synagogues and insists that ongoing debates be fought on
its own terms, thereby putting those religious institutions at a disadvantage from the
outset.

Another problem with this posture of objectivity is that it permits precisely the
bilevel commitment found among many academics. On one level, one can, as
stated, perform in a purely objective, relativistic and even agnostic manner; while
on another Ievel, that of the so-called subcultures, one can subscribe to the terms as
defined by the subculture one has chosen or has been born into. If this subculture is
one of the religions communities and if that community does not make any public
claims but remains strictly “private,” holding on to convictions of merely “patticu-
kar” traditions, a marriage of convenience is all but assured. The social context in
which this bilevel commitment is commended and made possible constitutes our
religious pluralism, Like most marriages of convenience, however, this one is built
on very fragile premises. Divorce will be inevitable once the demands of truth,
which have béen put on ice, as it were, in the relationship, are allowed to play their
rightful role.

Juxtaposing magic and religion as such may also be misleading. Such a juxtaposi-
tion tends to obscure the fact that magical ideas and practices pertain to areas outside
of religion—assuming, of course, that religion is defined in the narrower sense as
the worship of deity and not in the wider sense as an attitude toward reality per se.
Sigmund Mowinckel in his Religior und Kultus rightly emphasizes that magic is a
worldview: “Magical thinking and its practical application, called ‘magic,’ is not a
kind of religion, but a worldview, that is, a particular way to understand things and
their mutal connectedness, Magic is a Weltanschauung which in a certain way is
analogous to the view of the universe as we today attempt to formulate it on the basis
of the laws of causality and the interaction between cause and effect, demonstrated
by physics, chemistry, biology, and psychology.”
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Another potentially misleading “opposition” is that of magic and science. Both
are in fact connected historically as well as in many other ways.! Until empiricism
became dominant in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, magicians and Hermet-
ists, as they called themselves, were leaders in the sciences, and many discoveries
originated in their speculations and experimentations.!” Even Isaac Newton was
deeply involved with the magical arts of alchemy and Hermetism, 18

Currently there is still another “opposition” causing confusion, that of magic and
“Western civilization.”1? This “opposition”, popular as it may be, is contradicted by
the fact that within Western civilization magic is very much alive, as it has ever
been.

I am not attempting to solve all these intricate problems. Rather, I am assuming
that good reasons exist for the fact that no one definition appears acceptable to
everyone at this time.20 The primary reason seems to be that the many different
complications have yet to be fully understood. In fact, at this moment research is
under way in so many areas concerning magic that it would be premature to try to
settie these issues before more of this research is completed. Every new study that
one comes across introduces new materials and questions or exposes unjustifiable
assumptions so far taken for granted. Our situation is to some extent ironic because
our disagreements and uncertainties occur in a workd in which we see ever more
evidence of magical ideas and practices all around us. Those who believe they have
control of the problem and the terminologies, not to mention the evidence, will have
to ask themselves whether they are not the victims of self-delusion. Yet there are
some points we can make even at this juncture. For one, no amount of evidence,
analysis, and revision of conceptuality will automatically solve the problem of the
relationship between magic and religion. Also, staying at the level of a social
science—inspired relativism will inevitably mean that definitions of magic and
religion will always turn out to be a matter of personal, subjective preference.

In order to understand what was meant by distinguishing between magic and
religion, however, one will have to shift from social science to theology. The basic
questions, as even pre-Christian antiquity well recognized, are theological in na-
ture. Which words, attitudes, and practices are appropriate or inappropriate before
the deity? Is forcing the godls into the service of human desires, wishes, or needs
appropriate? Is the complete separation of moral issues from the practice of magic
appropriate before the deity? Is/it legitimate to place the greatest mysteries of
divinity at the disposal of those who are willing to pay for it? Is the enormous finesse
in deceiving gullible people and in exploiting their various conditions of misery
religiously legitimate? These are theological questions, to be sure, but refusing to
consider them amounts to deciding in advance. We will have to recognize that our
dilemma of defining magic versus religion will simply remain unsolvable if we do
not allow theological questions to play their role.

I will examine a body of texts and a set of issues that at first glance seem to have
little to do with these theoretical problems. This examination, however, will show
how in the Greek magical papyri and in the context of Greco-Egyptian syncretism
the intricate relationships between magic and religion are played out.*' A limited
case study such as this demonstrates how careful one must be when one tries to
understand the various facets of the theoretical problems outlined above.
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MAGIC IN THE GREEK MAGICAL PAPYRI

“The Greek magical papyri” is a name given by scholars to a body of papyri from
Graeco-Roman Egypt containing a variety of magical spells and formulae, hymns, and
rituals, The extant texts are mainly from the second century s.c. to the fifth century a.p. To
be sure, this body of material represents only a small number of all the magical spells that
once existed. Beyond these papyri we possess many other kinds of material: artifacts,
symbols, and inscriptions on gemstones, on ostraka and clay bowls, and on tablets of gold,
silver, lead, tin and so forth,

This opening paragraph from my introduction to The Greek Magical Papyri in
Transiation, Including the Demotic Spells?? indicates that whatever magic may be,
the magical papyri have plenty of it. Descriptive terms for magic and even defini-
tions occur in the papyri.2* “Holy magic” ({epa pwerysia) is a positive term, and the
one who is initiated into the art is called “blessed initiate” (@ palkdpile piora).?
There are, however, different levels of cultural sophistication in the papyri, and it
is in sections representing a higher cultural level that we find descriptive terms such
as paryelo (magic), pwaryueos (magical), and pdyos (magician). These terms are
used always with positive connotations so that for Papyri Graecae Magicae magic
and religion are a single entity.

This does not mean, however, that for the magicians whose writings are included
in the Papyri Graecae Magicae all magic is simply legitimate and acceptable. The
magical handbooks that make up most of the material represent collections, that is,
selections of those texts that were deemed by the collectors to constitute an authori-
tative tradition. By implication, other materials not judged worthy of tradition were
discarded. Also at times the magician will admit his fear that his operations may be
illegitimate and dangerous. He then assures the gods that he only does what they
themselves have revealed and commanded him to do.? Just in case, he always has
some protective charms (dpvAaxrnpia) at hand.26 There is at least one passage
where an inferior magic, using tools, is distinguished from a superior magic,
employing magical words only.?” On the whole, therefore, one can say that al-
though magic is accepted and approved by the magicians of the Papyri Graecae
Magicae, there are some indications that they were aware of its problematic aspects.
Theologically, there was some concern about the legitimacy of “forcing the gods,”
a concern subdued in the Papyri Graecae Magicae but fully discussed by Neopla-
tonist philosophy and the Patristic Fathers.?® For the most part, however, the
concern is merely whether the magic “works.” This is indicated by constantly
recurring “advertising slogans” inserted by the redactors to commend the material,
for example, “This really works™ or “If it does not work, try this other spell.”

Seen as a whole, the Papyri Graecae Magicae contain magical material of a
syncretistic nature. The Greek and demotic bilingual texts, especiaily, demonstrate
that “the corpus as a whole derives in a very large measure from earlier Egyptian
religious and magical beliefs and practices.”® The interrelationships between the
Greek and the demotic spells are complicated and have not yet been determined with
accuracy: “Some of the spells were written in Greek, others in Egyptian, all within
the same texts and all for use by the same magician. Perhaps even more telling is the
fact that even in the spells written in Greek, the religious or mythological back-
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ground and the methodology to be followed to ensure success may be purely
Egyptian in origin.”* The linguistic phenomena of the bilinguals are truly fasci-
nating:

Most have passages in Greek as well as in Demotic, and most have words glossed into Old
Coptic (Egyptian language written with the Greek alphabet {which, unlike Egyptian scripts,
indicated vowels] supplemented by extra signs taken from the Demotic for sounds not found
in Greek); some contain passages written in earlier Egyptian hieratic script or words written
in a special “cypher” script, which would have been an effective secret code to a Greek
reader but would have been deciphered fairly simply by an Egyptian.3!

What is true of these texts, however, is not necessarily true of others that appear
to be derived from a Greek religious background, while still others come from a
Jewish provenance. Not all the Greek material can be shown to be simply imposed
upon an carlier Egyptian, non-Greek foundation. There are also materials of older
Greek origin that became secondarily integrated with Egyptian or Greco-Fgyptian
spells. The way in which the materials evolved to their present stage is clear, at least
in broad outlines.

In accordance with their geographical place of origin, the materials in the Papyri
Graecae Magicae continue the older Egyptian magic. Perhaps brought in by Greek
settlers in Egypt, Greek magic began to exert its influence perhaps as early as the
period of classical Greece®? and certainly as part of the hellenistic religious syncre-
tism. Jewish materials appear to derive from hellenistic syncretistic Judaism3? rather
than from Jewish religion of the time of the Old Testament. The few “Christian”
clements are part of the hellenistic-Tewish syncretistic spells.3* Christian magic
rapidiy expanded after the sixth century A.p., transforming and largely—but not
totally—replacing the older material then classified as “pagan.’™3

MYSTERY CULTS AND THE GREEK MAGICAL PAPYRI

How, then, does the magical papyri material relate to the mystery cults? We must
consider several points in this regard. For the Papyri Graecae Magicae thete is no
distinction between magic and mystery cult. Magic is simply called pvoripior
(mystery, PGM 1V.723, 746; XI1.331, 333) or pvompia (mysteries, IV.476;
V.110), péya uvoripwoy (great mystery, 1.131; IV.794), pvormjpuor péyt-
orov (greatest mystery, (IV.2$92), praompior Totr deod (mystery of God,
XII.128, 685), delov uvoiipwoy (divine mystery, XIXa.52), upeyalo-
mvaTipiov (supermystery, XI1.322), and rd& igpa pvoripue (the holy mys-
teries, IV.2477). The magicians call themselves uvorys (“initiate,” 1.127; IV .474,
744; cf, ovupdorys, fellow-initiate, 1V.732; XI1.94; mais pvoTodoxos initiate
child, XX.8), uvoraywysés (mystagogue, IV.172, 2254); an outsider is called
éuvornpieoros (uninitiated, XII1.56, 380, 428).

Clearly, this identity of magic and mystery expresses a hermeneutical tendency
on the part of the magicians. The mystery cult terms, being of Greek origin, are
found only in those papyrus sections that belong to the higher cultural level within
the body of texts. These papyrus sections come along with Greek deities, hymn
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fragments, rituals, and bits of myth.3¢ Obviously, in the eyes of the magicians who
wrote and transmitted these texts, the mystery cult language and ritual provided
religious legitimacy and cultural approval for all the other magical materials in-
cluded in the spells as well. We must not misjudge this situation, however. The
undeniably Greek origin of the mystery cult terminology in the Papyri Graecae
Magicae does not decide the general question of whether the mystery cults as such
were the result of peculiar developments in Greek religion or whether mystery cults
existed in Egypt even prior to and apart from Greek influences.?” Furthermore, the
question whether the Fleusinian and perhaps other mysteries received an initial
impetus from outside of Greece, perhaps Asia Minor, Crete, or Egypt, has still not
been clarified.>® While these questions must be answered separately, it is clear from
the Papyri Graecae Magicae that the mystery cult material there derives from Greek
sources and therefore was imported in some form from Greece into Egypt.

Another misunderstanding involves the assumption that the Greek mystery cults
had originally nothing to do with magic and that only later syncretism could have
combined them. Information about and relics from the Greek mystery cults
definitely suggest that magic was a constituent element in the rituals of the myster-
ies. From Eleusis it may suffice to mention the fire ritual by which Demeter made
the king’s son (Demophon in the Homeric Hymn, Triptolemos in later tradition)
immortal® and, furthermore, the purifications, processions, sacrifices, and the oath
to keep it all secret.*® The symbols (ovuBoAa),t the formulas (curdnpara),?
and the quotations on the “Orphic” Gold Tablets*? cannot be understood without the
assumptions of magic. Consequently, one can assume that magic was a constitutive
element of the mystery cults from their inception. This inherent relationship does
not contradict, but rather helps to explain, the fact that in the Papyri Graecae
Magicae, the Greek mystery cult traditions constitute a secondary interpretation
imposed upon the older magic derived from different cultural origins.

To the historian of ancient religions, this secondary imposition of mystery cult
terms, ideas, rituals, and traditions is not an unfamiliar phenomenon. The hellenis-
tic period as a whole testifies, through countless pieces of evidence, to how the
Greek mysteries expanded their influence. This expansion included the invasion and
transformation of other calts into mystery cults, of which we have impressive
examples. In his recent book, Mithras, Reinhold Merkelbach has shown convine-
ingly that the transformation of the older Persian Mithra religion into the Mithras
mysteries took place only in the hellenistic period and may have been the result of
skillful planning and organization by religious “founder-figures™ or “reformers.”*4

Hellenistic Judaism soon appropriated mystery cult terms and ideas. Especially,
the term pvoTipror (mystery) appears to be irresistible. Hellenistic Jewish wis-
dom literature,* apocalypticism,*® the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,¥
Qumran,*® and especially Philo of Alexandria® employ the terminology. For Philo,
the Jewish religion is the true mystery religion,™ with Moses serving as the great
pvoTaywyds (mystagogue),’! while the Greek mysteries are to be regarded as false
mysteries: “Certainly you may see these hybrids of man and woman continually
strutting about through the thick of the market, heading the processions at the feasts,
appointed to serve as unholy ministers of holy things, leading the mysteries and
initiations and celebrating the rites of Demeter” (Spec. Leg. I11. 40). Philo points up
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the absurdity that “we often find that no person of good character is admitted to the
mysteries, while robbers and pirates and associations of abominable and licentious
women, when they offer money to those who conduct the initiatory rites, are
sometimes accepted” (Spec. Leg. 1.323; cf. also Cherub. 94).

Expansion of mystery cult terms and ideas is evidenced also by the early Christian
literature.5? Paul frequently employs pvorjpiov {mystery) as a term designating
the revelation of the transcendental realities of the divine world and of wisdom,
prophecy, history, the afterlife and, by implication, the sacraments of baptism and
the eucharist as well.>* Ephesians extends the usage, calling the Gospel itself
mvoTnprov (mystery), something Paul himself did not do. The agapé relationship
between the heavenly Christ and his church on earth is called 76 pvoriptor uéya
(the great mystery).>* In all probability, Ephesians received this language from
Colossians, which more closely reflects Paul’s usage, I Timothy (3:9,16) speaks
of 70 pvorniptor Ths wioTews (the mystery of faith) and 76 THs sdosBeias
pvoTipor (the mystery of religion).

Another contributor of the terminology to the New Testament was apocalypti-
cism. 2 Thessalonians 2:7 speaks of the Antichrist and his antimysteries as 70
pvaTRUplor TS dvoutes (the mystery of lawlessness), while Revelation uses
it to describe the seven stars in Christ’s right hand and the seven golden lamps of the
Christophany, the seven stars being the angels of the seven churches and the seven
lamps being those churches (Rev. 1:20). The great eschatological event envisioned
in 10:7 is called completion of 76 pvorpiov 70D Feod (the mystery of God).

Revelation also knows of antimysteries: the great whore has written her name,
Babylon the Great, on her forehead, a pvomjptov (mystery, 17:5, 7). Mark’s
Gospel, when explaining the meaning of Jesus’ parables (4:11), takes them to reveal
70 puamipior Ths Baoiheias Tob Peob (the mystery of the Kingdom of God),
a concept appropriated also by Matthew (13:11, 7a pverjpia Tis Baoihsias
7@V ovpavdv, “the mysteries of the Kingdom of the heavens™) and Luke (8:10),
Ta pvomipia s Baoiksics Tod Jeod, “the mysteries of the Kingdom of
God”). Didache (11:11) and Ignatius of Antioch (Eph. 19:1; Mag. 9:1; Trall. 2:3)
provide further evidence for the inﬂuépce of the term in early Christianity. All this
is, however, only a beginning of the enormous expansion of mystery cult terms and
ideas in the patristic period, including Gnosticism, Manicheism, and Mandaism. If
we look at the Papyri Graecae Magicae again with this perspective in mind, then,
the nature of the syncretistic transformation of the magical material into mystery
cult rituals becomes clear. It is important to realize, however, that such mystery cult
transformation is limited to a few highly conspicuous texts of the Papyri Graecae
Magicae. :

The Spell of Prouthis (PGM 1.42-195) is a magical letter of the famous scribe,
Pnouthis, to a certain man named Keryx, a name that by itsclf refers to the “herald”
of a procession. The (pseudepigraphical) letter contains instructions for acquiring an
“assistant daemon” (wapedpos Saluwr).57 The whole ritual is to be treated as “the
great mystery” and must be kept secret (I.130), and its recipient is addressed
enthusiastically as “O [blessed] initiate of the sacred magic” (1.127). Most promi-
nent are mystery cult terms and ideas in the famous Mithras Liturgy (IV.479—
829),°® which as a whole is called “mysteries handed down [not] for gain but for
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instruction” (IV.476), that is, for the initiation of a young adept into the magical
arts. As the initial prayer states, the ritual was revealed by “the great god Helios
Mithras” (IV.482) so that “I alone may ascend into heaven as an inquirer and behold
the universe” (IV.484-85). This purpose is confirmed by the remarkable self-
definitory statement in the prayer (IV.718-24): “O lord, while being born again, I
am passing away; while grown and having grown, I am dying; while being born
from a life-generating birth, T am passing on, released to death—as you have
founded, as you have decreed, and have established the mystery.”

While the whole ritual is called uvompror (mystery), its core appears to be an
ointment to be prepared according to the recipe in IV.750-811. This ointment is
called “the great mystery of the scarab” (10 péya pvorpwov Tot kavldpov)
and must be applied to the face of the initiate (“anointing his face with mystery,”
IV.746); the ointment ritual conveys immortality (1V.747, 771).

The fact that the Mithras Liturgy is a product of syncretism should not be used to
deny that it has genuine connections with the mysteries of Mithras, The. long-
standing debate principally between Albrecht Dieterich and Franz Cumont appears
to have been finally decided in favor of the former.>® While Dieterich had always
taken the Mithras Liturgy as belonging to the Mithras cult, Cumont and those who
followed him argued that the name of Mithras was inserted into the text by the
magician who copied the text but that it had nothing to do substantially with the rest
of the material. Because of Cumont, scholars until now have been reluctant to assign
the text to the Mithras cult. Even Merkelbach, in his book Mithras mentioned
above, does not include a discussion of this text. His evaluation of the wide range
of new archaeological evidence, however, has in fact prepared the ground for a
reevaluation of the Mithras Liturgy. As he points out, the Mithras mysteries wete a
creation of the syncretism of the hellenistic era, not the continuation of the older
Persian cult, as Cumont had believed. There is, furthermore, a wealth of material
demonstrating magical elements.%° Since the Mithras mysteries developed differ-
ently in different countries, there is really no reason to exclude the possibility of an
Egyptian version. Whether the Mithras Liturgy is the product of just one magician’s
efforts or whether there were connections with a Mithraic cultic community cannot
be determined on the basis of this one text alone; but even if the former holds true,
the author of the Mithras Liturgy may still be a serious devotee of the god. The text
itself refers only to the magical operator and one apprentice who is to be initiated
(see esp. IV.484-85, 732-50).6

Other Papyri Graecae Magicae texts show a mystery cult terminclogy that
reveals Jewish influences.®? PGM V.96-172, entitled Stele of Jeu the hieroglyphist
in his letter, includes a summons of the Headless One in the name of Moses: “I am
Moses your prophet to whom you have transmitted your mysteries celebrated by
Israel” (V.108-11).93 The so-called Eighth Book of Moses refers to “the mystery of
the god, which is {called?] ‘Scarab’ * (XIII.128; cf. TV.794). In another place, the
same text orders, “Now begin to recite the stele and the mystery of the god,” again
referring to the scarab (XIII.685). In PGM XIL.331 and 333 a magical ring with
an engraved gemstone is called pvoripior (mystery). Perhaps the name re-
sults from the image of the scarab engraved in the gemstone (XIH. 275-76). While
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these texts reveal Egyptian, Greek, and Jewish religious ingredients, a love spell
(XXXVI.295-311), in an invocation of the Jewish god, refers to the sex act as “the
mystery rite of Aphrodite” (306).%4

Finally there are two passages in the great magical papyrus of Paris that use the
strange concept of religious slander.5 Both belong to the “slander spell” (SuaBoA)
in PGM 1V.2441-2621, about which Sam Eitrem published a penetrating study.56
The invocation addresses the goddess Aktiophis®” and then presents the following
denunciation of the women sought by the spell:

For I come apnouncing the slander of NN, a defiled and unholy woman, for she has
slanderously brought your holy mysteries to the knowledge of men. She, NN, is the one,
[not] I, who says, “T have seen the greatest goddess, after leaving the heavenly vault, on
earth without sandals, sword in hand, and [speaking] a foul name.” It is she, NN, who said,
“I saw [the goddess] drinking blood. She, NN, said it, not I, AKTIOPHIS ERESCHIGAL NEBGU-
TOSOUALETH PHORPHORBA SATRAPAMMON CHORIXIE, flesh eater. Go to her NN and take away
her sleep and put a burning heat in her soul, punishment and frenzied passion in her
thoughts, and banish her from every place and from every house, and attract her to me,
NN."” (IV.2474-90)58

Betrayal of the mysteries to the uninitiated was, of course, a notorious scandal in
Athens; prominent figures such as Alcibiades, Andocides and their noble friends got
themselves in trouble for doing this very thing.%% A third coercive spell (IV.2474—
2621) contains another slander reporting sacrilegious sacrifices, among them, “For
you, a vulture and a mouse, your greatest myst'ry, goddess” (IV.2592).7 Such
sacrifice was, of course, sheer blasphemy, and the charge was designed to arouse
the wrath of the goddess against the alleged perpetrator.

The interesting phenomenon that the divinely beneficial mystery can be tumed
into its opposite is paralleled in Judaism and Christianity, when in those contexts
the Greek mysteries are declared to be a daemonic mimicry of the true mystery
of God.” In Christianity, this juxtaposition begins in Paul (1 Cor. 10:18-22)72 and
finds clear expressions as well in 76 pvomipiov s dvoplas (the mystery
of lawlessness, 2 Thess. 2:7) and the mystery of the great whore Babylon (Rev.
17:5, D). i

CONCLUSION /

The passages discussed in the preceding pages show that the growing influence of
Greek mystery cult terminology and ideas in the hellenistic era had a profound
impact on the Greek magical papyri. Under this impact the earlier Egyptian magic
was transformed, enriched, brought up to date, and thus legitimated. By presenting
themselves as mystagogues, the magicians doubtless added to their prestige. This
transformation shows that the older Egyptian magic, which at one time functioned
as highly valued “religion,” had now sunk to the lower level of mere “magic” as a
result of the encounter with the Greek religions world, in particular the mystery
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cults. The mystagogue-magicians of the Greek mystery cults transformed the older
magic into a new and higher “religion.” For the mystagogue-magicians, the syncre-
tistic amalgam was indeed “religion.”

By the same token, however, the mystery cult materials that the magicians were
able to obtain were also transformed. The magicians treated the mystery cult
traditions in the same way as they treated other religious traditions: they appropri-
ated, adopted, and subsumed. Taking advantage of the intrinsic relationship be-
tween magic and mystery, they took the tradition apart and reconstituted it as
something new: magical spells and rituals of a seemingly greater appeal and force.

There is scarcely any doubt that the work of the author of the Mithras Liturgy
would have horrified conscientious cult officials of the mysteries of Mithras. To
them, the Mithras Liturgy would have meant dragging the great tradition down into
the muddy waters of “magic.” Their horror would have been more than a matter of
subjective preference. They would have pointed to the absence in the Mithras
Liturgy of such essentials as the moral ethos, the oaths, the fellowship, and the
loyalty among members of the cult, not to speak of the concerns for the welfare of
the imperial government and the world community. For them, in other words, the
author of the Mithras Liturgy had betrayed the Mithraic “religion” for “magic.”

Introducing the mysteries into the magical tradition in this way and making them
into magic destroyed the internal coherence and integrity that the individual mystery
cults had possessed. It was, of course, easier to have a magician bring the mysteries
of Eleusis into the small towns of Egypt in order to let those who would never be
able to travel to Eleusis become beneficiaries and partakers. Yet if one intended to
become initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries in the “real” sense, one had to travel
to Eleusis, and one had to absolve the long preparations, spend the necessary time
to live through the rituals, and, most important, celebrate the Eleusinian festivals
with awe, caution, and full preparation of the soul. Similarly, the mysteries of
Mithras were not just for everyone. It took hard work, rigorous training, and serious
trials and examinations before one could move from the lower to the higher grades
of the Mithraic hierarchy. Being a Mithraist meant to be a member in a sacred
covenant with the god Mithras, a covenant that involved one’s entire life.

We find, then, real differences between magic and religion even within this body
of highly syncretistic material. Certainly, even greater differences existed between
the Greek magical papyti in their entirety and the official religions from which the
traditions were derived. What determined the distinctions between, and the resultant
definitions of, magic and religion were theological issues internal to the religious
traditions and cults involved. These issues differed from one cult to another, but
they were not arbitrary. In order to evaluate religious phenomena concerning the
problems of magic and religion, one must have a high degree of sensitivity to the
inner life and thought of the cults in question. What characterized the magicians of
the Greck magical papyri was that they unashamedly lacked a full comprehension or
5ppreciati0n. of the inner integrity of the cuits whose materials they appropriated.
That is why they were right in calling themselves “magicians,” and their art,
“magic.” They lacked what we would call “religion.” They themselves no doubt
believed that they possessed a “religion that worked,” but what they in fact had
produced was magic.
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