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Introduction

Something of the vitality and vibrancy in the study of ancient Greek
magic can be found in the works that have appeared over the last two
decades, and there is no end to the enthusiasm in sight.! As might be
expected from a burgeoning field, excellent books and articles have been
written on everything from the history of the term ‘magic’ to the range of
Greek magical practices attested from Homer down to late antiquity. The
present study seeks to contribute to the discussion in a way that is both
accessible to non-specialists and challenging to specialists. Thus my aim
in writing this book is twofold: first, it seeks to introduce non-specialists
to areas of Greek magic with which they may not be familiar, and to con-
vey an appreciation for its conceptual and practical complexity; second,
each chapter aims to cover both the high points of scholarly consensus
and to offer new interpretive frameworks for understanding select Greek
magical practices. Not every type of Greek magic is treated — notably,
amulets, although the study of amulets could be assimilated easily to one
or another of the interpretive frameworks offered here. Nor are literary
depictions of magical activity treated here in any great depth. Be that as
it may, each chapter is meant to be readable and engaging — hence I have
minimized the use of Greek and Latin and either translated or provided
translations of all texts — and at the same time each chapter ventilates a
definite argument for interpretation.

One of the longest-running debates in anthropology and the history of
magic concerns the definition of ‘magic’ itself. Despite the lively and at
times brilliant contributions to this debate, it will become evident already
in the first chapter of this book that I think that debate is largely irrele-
vant, at least to the extent that it focuses on defining the meaning of the
modern term ‘magic’, whether it be in opposition to science, technology,
religion, or some other term. Ancient Greek terms for ‘magic’, including
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Greek pdyoc and the Latin terms magus, magicus, from which our
modern term ‘magic’ itself derives, do have an interesting and culturally
diverse history, which we will examine in some depth. But as I hope to
establish early on, a focus on particular historically attested practices is a
more productive way to explore ancient behavior, and doing so often draws
into question what to earlier generations of scholars had seemed clearly
to be, for instance, either magic or religion. From the point of view of this
book, such a distinction is largely effete.

The heart of this book contains five chapters that consider the method-
ological approaches to magic in anthropology; the development of Greek
magic in the classical period; binding magic, curse tablets, and erotic spells,
including the use of figurines; incantations derived from Homeric poetry
in late antiquity; and the long history of Greek and Roman legislation against
magic reaching into the early Middle Ages. A treatment of Roman laws on
magic may seem out of place in a book on Greek magic, except that the
Romans inherited most forms of Greek magic and in their laws continued
to seek Greek precedents to refine Roman magical terms. On more than
one occasion in this book we will extend our study into the medieval period
- naturally, because Roman law served as the basis for prosecuting magic
in the Middle Ages, and the practices that were prohibited more often than
not were essentially Greek in character. More rarely, we shall make excur-
sions into the early modern period, if only to highlight the commanding
place which Greek, and subsequently Roman, magical concepts and
practices held for later Europeans.

In chapter 1, I offer a history of anthropological theories of magical beha-
vior, from the nineteenth to the twentieth centuries, which derive for the
most part from studies of non-Greek cultures. This chapter is required read-
ing in order to make sense of my interpretations of the Greek material.
Rather than a mere survey of anthropological approaches to magic,
instead I outline key concepts of sympathy, analogy, agency, causality,
and participation which inform my analyses of particular Greek magical
practices. At the same time, by tracing the main approaches to magic
in anthropology, I show where false steps were made and where under-
lying assumptions misled scholars to ask the wrong kinds of questions
about magic. Every reader of this book will bring assumptions to the table
about what magic means — and many of these I hope to explode in chap-
ter 1 with the help of anthropology, starting with the nature of belief in
magic itself.

In chapter 2, I outline a framework for understanding ancient Greek
magic. Here we explore the development of Greek concepts of magic in
the fifth and fourth centuries BcE, and their underlying basis in causal rela-
tionships between the mortal and divine worlds. Next I briefly survey the



Introduction xiii

individuals most associated with magical practice, from Persian priests to
itinerant ritual specialists for hire, and finally review the most common
magical practices associated with these individuals. New arguments are
advanced that Gorgias, who is the first to use the Greek term mageia, under-
stood ‘magic’ to be essentially purificatory in character, in line with
Empedocles and the Hippocratic physicians. Moreover, I argue that the
Hippocratic author of On the Sacred Disease, who offers the most strident
attack against ‘magicians’, misunderstood the relationship between his own
subject matter, epilepsy, and magic. Instead, I demonstrate that epilepsy
could be caused by magical binding, making the remedies offered by the
notorious itinerant specialists peculiarly apt.

In chapter 3, I survey the varieties of binding magic, with a particular
eye toward its development in curse tablets or defixiones, and erotic
magic and figurines. Binding the gods in Greek myth is offered as a par-
allel to human binding, and the argument is made that binding produces
a disability in its victim which inverts Greek notions of physical health.
The accumulation of body parts in curse tablets is contrasted with the sin-
gling out of body parts in the Greek and Roman practice of manufactur-
ing terracotta votives, which were deposited in temples and other sacred
sites. Both practices incorporate an extensible notion of the body, which
can be collapsed or distributed in time and space as needed. Examples of
binding magic used in erotic spells are then discussed, which leads to a
treatment of figurines in Greek magic generally, and in erotic magic in par-
ticular. I argue that magical figurines have to be situated within a broader
understanding of Greek attitudes toward statuary - since figurines are tiny
statues — that view them as social agents which exhibit some, but not all,
human attributes. A discussion of Greek and Greco-Egyptian examples of
animating Eros figurines to attract a beloved, with some attention paid to
the theurgic animation of figurines within Neoplatonism, serves as a
model of social agency and concludes the chapter.

In chapter 4, I explore the late antique phenomenon of using Homeric
verses as incantations. Incantations (epdidai) have a long history in Greek
magic, starting with references to their use within Homeric poetry itself.
But between the first and fourth centuries ce in Greco-Roman Egypt we
find that individual verses are used, sometimes by themselves, some-
times with accompanying rituals, to heal specific ailments or to engender
specific changes in their users. The principles by which verses were
selected and why are exposed, and attention is given to both prevailing
medical and popularly understood theories of ailment to illustrate why
certain verses were chosen over others. The practice of using Homeric
verses for incantations is then situated within late antique Neoplatonism
and theurgy, which I argue provides the most cogent rationale for why
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Homeric poetry, and not the poetry of other prominent Greek (or Roman)
poets, became the exemplary source for incantations.

In chapter 5, I explore the history of Greek and Roman legislation
against magic. This chapter is the most extensive chronologically, begin-
ning with Greek and especially Athenian laws against poisoning and
magic as we can reconstruct them from real and hypothetical cases, and
as they were envisioned in Plato’s ideal republic. From here we move to
a consideration of the Roman Twelve Tables and especially to the
Cornelian law on assassins and poisoners as enacted by Sulla in 81 BCE.
This law casts a disconcertingly long shadow over later Roman legislation
against magic well into the sixth century ce. I examine several criminal
cases for magic that were tried under the Cornelian law, with an in-depth
examination of the trial of Apuleius of Madaura in 158/9 ct — a case that
continued to puzzle commentators well into the sixteenth century, as it
does to this day. We end with a review of fifth- and sixth-century legal posi-
tions taken with regard to magic in the Theodosian Code and Justinian’s
Digest, respectively, with a view toward the impact of the Digest on con-
tinental European legislation against magic in the Middle Ages.

Long introductions bore me to tears, and continuing further would
tend to spoil the pleasure of discovery that I hope this book holds. A short
conclusion at the end of each chapter summarizes the main points, and
the book concludes with a brief, overarching summary in chapter 6 that
offers some methodological considerations for future research.



CHAPTER 1

Magic: What Is It and How
Does It Work?

erefdrd

The two questions in the chapter title above are perhaps the most com-
mon ones asked by students of the history of magic. They are also
arguably the two most difficult questions to answer, although I would
venture to suggest that the first is easier to answer than the second. This
is the case because in any given culture at any given time there is often a
loose, notional consensus about what magic is, as well as who practices
it. In the history of magic from Greek and Roman antiquity to the early
Middle Ages, there were crucial shifts in the understanding of how magic
worked, which ultimately resulted in the bifurcation of magic into a
natural and demonic counterpart.! These were the only two available
theories of magical operation from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance,
according to which magical properties were either inherent in natural
objects, such as gems and plants, or magic was accomplished through the
intercession of demons.? But these theories were formulated by Church
Fathers and theologians, as well as the occasional late antique dabbler, who
were largely outside the mainstream practice of magic. If one were in the
position to query magical practitioners themselves about how their
magic worked, on the evidence of Greek antiquity alone I doubt there would
have been much consensus. In fact, I am certain that all but a few magical
practitioners would have been dumbfounded by such a question. Such
things were understood, and the written record with rare exceptions leaves
virtually no trace of any discussion by magical practitioners themselves
of how magic worked. What was discussed openly were the claims made
by certain magical practitioners about what problems they were capable
of solving. What was not open to question, and therefore prompted no
discussion, was a world view in which magic, even if disproved in the case
of a particular individual, remained possible.
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To understand what magic is and how it worked in Greece therefore
requires us to extend our inquiry beyond the ancient written and mater-
ial record and to incorporate other models of behavior, derived prin-
cipally from perhaps the most productive academic field in magic,
anthropology, because the material record is insufficient in itself. It is impor-
tant to recognize that our understanding of ancient magic begins, but does
not end, with the close examination of texts and objects. Yet magic
also incorporated ritual behavior, which is all too often not directly
described for us. However, it would severely understate the fullness of
a magical event if no attempt were made to situate a magical object
in its performative context, or a plausible ritual context derived from
comparative evidence. I propose to approach these problems in an un-
orthodox way. Rather than rehearsing every theory of magic available in
antiquity and those offered by anthropologists, instead I want to empha-
size those approaches that help us to understand magic in particular
instances. Some general characterizations are inevitable. But simply put,
there is no one way to understand all magic across all instances even
for one culture at one historical moment. Magic is a busy intersection, to
borrow from a classic anthropological statement about ritual, and as such
there are always different religious, social, cultural, and performative
routes that have to be pursued in explaining it. We shall have many
opportunities in what follows to observe cross-currents of ancient culture
converging in the practice of magic.

Before we can define ancient Greek magic, let us begin the discussion
by assuming that one does not believe it exists or that is has ever existed.
Why any person with a nasty fishbone stuck in his throat, possibly gasp-
ing for air, would believe that by virtue of saying a verse of poetry the bone
would come out makes no sense. Why anyone would mold a figurine out
of clay or wax and stick needles into its eyes, mouth, and breast — as a means
to attract, but not permanently harm, a beloved — should, one would think,
be consigned to the trash bin of superstition. Everyone curses and some
curse with art, but why anyone would take the time to write out a curse
formula invoking underworld deities on a thin sheet of lead, roll it up and
pierce it with a nail, then bury it in the tomb of an unknown dead person
reaches the height of absurdity. Illness, disease, and bodily injury from acci-
dents are common enough features of life. But why someone would fash-
ion an amulet from haematite or bronze, etch it with a rider on horseback
spearing creatures like lions and scorpions or a prostrate demon, then wear
this around his neck seems at best only indirectly to treat the ailment. It
might be artfully crafted, but how could such an object possibly prevent
harm? It takes no imagination to suppose that headaches were as frequent
in antiquity as they are today, yet why someone would invest their time
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acquiring a charm written on papyrus that quite literally commands the
headache to leave, as if the headache could hear, defies rational explana-
tion. All of these examples were easily recognized in antiquity as magic.
Different explanations would certainly have been given as to whether any
of these procedures was effective — indeed some would have been dismissed
out of hand as superstition — and questions would have been asked about
the ultimate purveyor of each magical aid. But there would have been
general agreement that each procedure fell outside the realm of officially
sanctioned cult activity, possibly had the taint of being illicit, and was
certainly less than dignified, which were several criteria by which ancient
commentators formulated a definition of magic. Yet if this was magic, one
reasons, then something must have been gravely wrong, or the ancients
let their imaginations run too freely. There seems to have been no under-
standing in the magical operation of how the world ‘really’ worked. Even
the ancients had to have some rudimentary understanding of causality,
we might suggest. After all, they built magnificent temples, ships, and
weapons, and the Greeks in particular developed the early rudiments of
science, mathematics, and medicine. How could magic coexist with these
other domains of cultural achievement which would simply not have
been possible if everyone thought magically?

Frazer and Tylor

One theoretical approach that has been advanced is to think that magic
is false science, in the sense that a magical practitioner reasons wrongly
from cause to effect. This view, which is attributed to Sir James George
Frazer (1854-1938), allows us to introduce human error into the equation.
Here magic is a vehicle cultures use to discover fundamental laws of cause
and effect; magic ‘works’ only because the real relationship between
causes and their effects has been distorted or misrecognized. Another
approach derived from Sir Edward Tylor (1832-1917) and embraced by
Frazer is to regard the connection a magical practitioner makes between
an object he or she manipulates here, and the person over there who is
the target of that operation, as based on a fallacious association of ideas.
The clay image and the person it represents share outward similarities
but have no actual relationship to one another in the real world. In this
view, magic is an erroneous association of ideas based on analogy or,
as Tylor famously put it, a mistaking of “ideal connexions for real con-
nexions.” Moreover, in order for there to be an actual, tangential relation-
ship between a magical object or action and its target, there would
have to exist some medium through which the effects on the object here
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could be transferred to the person over there. A third approach regards
practitioners of magic as a whole as delusional — assuming they are not
outright charlatans - since they apparently believe that they exercise
some control over the behavior of others when in fact they do not.
Magic exists, according to this view, because everyone believes it exists.
Powerful support for this approach can already be found in antiquity among
such authors as Plato (Laws 933a-b), who was on the whole not par-
ticularly interested in magic. These are just a few of many approaches,
outside of the specifically medieval explanations mentioned earlier,
that have been offered since antiquity to explain magic, and each offers a
valid perspective. While they allow us to say that magic “exists,” in the sense
that people do magical things, nevertheless they prevent us from conclud-
ing that there is any real effect behind it. Accordingly, none of these
views allows magic to “exist” in the sense that it has any impact upon
the world.

One alternative then is to conclude that magic is fundamentally a psy-
chological phenomenon, whether collective or individual. There are
many strands to this approach; however, its basic premise is that magical
operations satisfy the practitioner’s need to accomplish something prac-
tical in the face of otherwise insuperable or uncertain events. Illness
presents a good example here. A family member has been struck with a
debilitating illness for some inexplicable reason, by which I mean the avail-
able avenues of explanation have either been found wanting or are
unknown. A magical operation performed on behalf of the ailing family
member may not be thought directly to resolve the problem, but it allows
those involved to feel as if some action has been taken. Magical action is
practical action, and however misguided it may be, it nonetheless gives
concrete expression to the concern of the family members involved in
caring for their ailing relative. Note, however, that in viewing magic this
way, we have not asked whose psychology underlies the perceived
magical efficacy. It seems that both collective and individual psychology
are at work here: society governs the conventions and expectations of magic,
and individuals respond to and operate within those conventions. But
the problem grows more difficult when we try to isolate exactly what
an “individual” response is in this context. What we may take to be an
“individual” emotional response - for example, mere satisfaction or relief
on the part of the sick person that a healing amulet has been made and
placed around his or her neck — at bottom has already been “collectively”
defined by the society that takes the efficacy of such healing amulets for
granted. It seems that we cannot escape the way in which individual
responses reflect collective representations.
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Malinowski

Other psychological approaches to magic have more effectively made
that break or, rather, emphasized the “individual” quality of magic in terms
of it being a means to an end, in contrast with religion as a collective organ-
ization that functions as an end in itself. In Bronislaw Malinowski’s
(1884-1942) famous essay, Magic, Science, Religion and Other Essays
(1948), based on his research among the Trobriand islanders, he draws an
important distinction between “sacred” activities like religion and magic,
which partake of symbolic forms and behaviors, and “profane” or prag-
matic activity like science and technological accomplishments. Thus in one
sense Malinowski avoids the Frazerian puzzle of whether magic was actu-
ally science in its infancy because these two activities are separate for him.
On the other hand, he understood that magic was practical activity that
was simultaneously interwoven with symbolism, not to mention what he
memorably called its “coefficient of weirdness.” There is no simple way
to disconnect the two, even if we recognize a continuum with pure tech-
nical activity at one end unencumbered by prohibitions and, at the other
end, technical activity hedged round by a series of metaphysical concerns
and given a ritual stage for its enactment. What is often taken to be
Malinowski’s most important contribution to the study of magic — that magic
begins where technology is insufficient — has been easily refuted,® but what
endures is his stress on the instrumental quality of magical activity and
its anticipatory nature. As a means to an end, magical activity reaffirms
the expectation of achievement and success in a given endeavor. It is psy-
chologically satisfying to the individual participants for that reason. But
that is not all. Malinowski also asserted that individual memory played a
role in the perceived success of magic. Thus for every magical operation
that “succeeded,” this was remembered by the community more readily
and vividly than those that did not.* Together the anticipation of success
and its outsize memory cannot be overestimated as factors that help to
reinforce magical behavior.

Magic as Communication

There is another, perhaps more personal, illustration of the problem of what
magic is that does not directly involve any prevailing theory, which I pre-
sent in the form of a thought experiment. Imagine that you are coming
home after work or school, just as you typically would. It has been an ordi-
nary day and nothing particularly unusual has happened. When you get
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to your door, you find a small package sitting on the doorstep. You
assume the package was delivered for you, so you open it and inside you
find a bloody chicken heart with a nail stabbed through it. Sickening as
that is, you realize the heart has been cut and inside the incision there is
a sliver of paper, folded in half. You carefully pull the paper out, unfold
it, and find it has your name written on it. Tucked in the paper’s fold there
are some fingernails and hair — your fingernails and hair.

Since you are not superstitious, or are but would never admit it, the ratio-
nal side of your brain takes over. The whole thing, you say, is ridiculous
—some stupid trick. Who would have done this? And then you start think-
ing: if it isn’t a gag, does someone really hate me? Why didn’t they just tell
me they hated me rather than doing this? Even if it is a gag, what exactly
are they trying to say? Did they think I would believe it or that it would
have some effect on me? Did they think it would work, even if I don’t?
Who do I know that would believe in such nonsense, or go through such
elaborate measures even as a joke? And where in the world did they get
my fingernails and hair, let alone a bloody chicken heart?

This example, albeit contrived, is not meant to suggest that magic is “real”
in the sense that its operation has a physical impact on the world. It is
meant to suggest that magic is fundamentally a form of communication
- and that communication, whatever shape it takes, can indeed impact
the behavior of others. Note that this is not the same thing as saying that
magic exists because everyone believes it exists. Rather, as in the exam-
ple above, even if one does not believe in magic, one can nevertheless believe
that a magical act was meant to convey a message. The weirdness of the
action itself prompts a series of thoughts about what it might mean, and
therein lies the rub. Even before deciding whether there is anything to magic,
one is diverted into thinking about who might be behind it.” We can
therefore separate the question of whether magic is real from the ques-
tion of whether it can have an impact on others’ behavior. Most critiques
of magic in antiquity and even more recently miss this distinction
entirely, focusing as they do on mechanical causal relationships in the
magical operation itself that should be explicable in terms of observable
natural laws, not invisible forces. But magic is always effective only within
a social context whose network of relationships defines it and gives it
meaning. Indeed, magic is quite unthinkable outside a social context. And
it is within such a social context that we can say magic is “causal.” If a
magical act changes someone’s behavior, then it has exerted a causal effect.

But we can be much more specific here, even without yet worrying about
particular cultural milieux or historical forms of magic. Magical acts
imply intention, which means that behind the individual act someone
intends to convey a message. The message can be harmful or helpful,
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depending on the circumstances, but the magical act itself registers and
publicizes someone’s desire.® Who is capable of publicizing their desires
in this way and how exactly they do it will depend on the culture being
examined. But the important point to take away is that such intentional-
ity, realized as magic, is fully structured as a social phenomenon. If magic
is an act of communication, then the parameters for who can communi-
cate and how they do so will be defined by the society in question. To give
a clear example, if I am a late Roman Greek and wish to compose a curse
tablet calling upon a nekydaimon ‘spirit of a dead man’, I write that tablet
in Greek, not in Latin or Syriac. I take for granted not only that the under-
world spirit will understand Greek, but that it has any understanding at
all. Since I am effectively using the spirit of a dead man as a go-between
to harm my enemy — say a prosecutor I wish to strike silent as he testifies
against me in an upcoming trial — then I am also assuming this spirit under-
stands how to operate in my world. In this sense the dead man’s spirit is
indistinguishable from a living person. Thus the entire chain of magical
communication, from its interlocutors to the medium of communication
to the anticipated action itself, is constituted in manifold ways by social
convention.

Lévy-Bruhl

In order to better grasp the significance of this point, and to accord the
last example with modes of ancient Greek thinking, we need to come to
terms with a fundamental anthropological notion set forth by Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl (1857-1959), who was originally trained as a moral philosopher.
In contrast to the evolutionary trend of Victorian scholarship on non-
Western societies — of the type, for example, typified by Frazer’s model
for the development of religion out of science, which in turn developed
out of magic — Lévy-Bruhl instead argued that such societies were not
“irrational,” in the sense of misunderstanding the laws of cause and effect,
but were organized according to their own coherent principles. Foremost
among these was what he called the law of participation. In How Natives
Think (Les Fonctions, 1910), Lévy-Bruhl writes that:’

Primitive man, therefore, lives and acts in an environment of beings and
objects, all of which, in addition to the properties that we recognize them
to possess, are endued with mystic attributes. He perceives their objective
reality mingled with another reality. He feels himself surrounded by an
infinity of imperceptible entities, nearly always invisible to sight, and always
redoubtable: ofttimes the souls of the dead are about him, and always he is
encompassed by myriads of spirits of more or less defined personality.
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There are two important strands to disentangle here. The first refers to the
notion of living within two orders of reality. This is what Lévy-Bruhl
means by “mystic,” namely a belief in forces and influences that are
invisible, and often imperceptible, but nevertheless real. Ancient magic oper-
ates within such a world, whereby the forces called upon, even when not
explicitly defined by a personality, are invisible and imperceptible and can
only be felt after they have taken effect. The implications of a mingled real-
ity can be drawn out further, however, especially with regard to objects.
Throughout the whole of Greek antiquity physical objects such as cult stat-
ues were treated as though they had human attributes: they were bathed
and cleaned, dressed and worshipped, presented with food offerings and
prayers, and were thought capable of movement. The counterparts of cult
statues, figurines fashioned out of clay or wax, were treated with similar
care and used in ancient magic. Lévy-Bruhl helps us to understand why
statues and figurines were treated in this way, without resorting to a
notion of irrationality defined (in our Western manner) by a failure to draw
the proper dividing line between animate and inanimate objects. In
Greece in particular, matter itself could have an ambiguous status. To give
a specific example, for some highly educated thinkers such as the late
seventh/early sixth-century BcE philosopher Thales of Miletus, stones
that had magnetic properties were thought to contain souls (11 A 22 D-K
= Arist. de An. 1.2.405a19-21). It is not hard to see how magnetic stones
that attracted iron filings, in the absence of an available electromagnetic
theory, could be thought to be animate — in other words to contain a soul.
Reality as we know it in the mechanical, causal Western view, with its sharp
dividing line between organic and inorganic matter, is collapsed in
Thales’ view of the magnet. Nor should it come as a surprise at this point
to know that magnets also figured in various ways in ancient magic. As
outsiders to cultures that think this way, it simply will not do to superim-
pose a rational/irrational distinction on their actions, as if by character-
izing them this way we are implying that with further understanding of
mechanical causality their magical behavior would change. Such a view
neglects to observe that magic is “causal” within a social framework
whose effects are real. The problem then is that an incomplete grasp of
physical causes is embedded within a broader social framework for the
understanding of cause — and the key is that the social framework is the
more salient of the two.

Along these lines we can turn to the second dimension of Lévy-Bruhl’s
concept of participation, which is the notion that the mingled reality of
the primitive world is peopled with divine beings, particularly spirits of
the dead. The Greeks, as so many other cultures, took elaborate pains with
burying their dead, largely as a way to ensure that the dead person’s soul
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rested peacefully. The Greeks harbored many different beliefs about dead
souls, and scaled them in different ways, from heroes who rested at their
leisure in the Elysium fields and the Isles of the Blessed, to an altogether
different sort of underworld community whose anger was beyond human
appeasement. It is this community that interests us in particular, and it
comprised three sets of dead: those who died without funeral rites
(ataphoi), those who died in an untimely or premature way (a6roi), and
those who died violent deaths, such as, in later times, gladiators and
other murdered victims (biaiothanatoi).® A practitioner of magic who
wished to curse his adversary had to pay court to these angry denizens
and address them with his request for aid, especially the aéroi and biaio-
thanatoi. The curse tablet itself was laid in their tombs, and sometimes in
the skeletal hand of the deceased. For the moment, the crucial point to
grasp is that the Greeks, as so many of the cultures under study by Lévy-
Bruhl, inhabited an extended society in which the dead participated as much
as the living. Lévy-Bruhl emphasizes the social dimension of this kind of
world this way:’

In short, without insisting on well-known facts, the primitive lives with his
dead as he does with the living who surround him. They are members,
and very important members, of a society with manifold participations, a
social symbiosis in which the collective representations of his group give
him his place.

It is quite natural for us to think of ourselves as members of a living
community, with responsibilities and obligations to variously tiered groups
and subgroups, and to define ourselves in different ways with respect to
each of these groups. It is quite another thing entirely to include the dead
among those with whom we interact as if they were living presences, more-
over to regard our obligations to them as equally important as those to
the living. When I speak of a social context for the practice of Greek
magic, it is this more expansive community that must be borne in mind.

There are many examples from Greek literature that illustrate that the
dead were a vital part of the living community. The plots of whole Greek
dramas turn on that relationship, but it is not primarily the literary
exploitation of the dead that interests us. Rather, we are interested in the
received wisdom that certain of the dead are engaged in an ongoing
scrutiny of the activity of the living, and more importantly that the angry
dead continue to drive the living to distraction. Hesiod tells us, for exam-
ple, in the Works and Days (109-26) that after the immortals brought the
Golden Race of mortals into being and they had lived for a time, at death
they were dispersed by Zeus throughout the world of mortal men as
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invisible daimones. Thenceforth hidden in air and wandering the earth they
became guardians of mortal men and, in some versions, were particularly
drawn to the surveillance of cases at law and unjust deeds. Much later in
the fourth century Plato tells us that souls of the angry dead are dragged
back into the visible world and hover about tombs and graveyards
(Phaedo 81c—d). Elsewhere he notes that those done to death by violence
harbor a particular animus against their assailants (Laws 865d-e), and
Xenophon adds that these souls track the wicked with avenging powers
(Cyropaideia 8.7.18-19).

This invisible half of the social community is not comprised solely of
the dead. It goes without saying that a fundamental feature of Greek
religion is that the pantheon of Olympian divinities, not to mention the
various shades of Olympian divinities that are localized and specific to
certain city-states, as well as the “lesser” divinities that occupy certain demes
or districts, cult and boundary sites, can make themselves felt to mortals,
sometimes in particular and personalized ways. Greek literature from
epic to tragedy and comedy, often an indispensable source for our under-
standing of Greek religion, is preoccupied with dramatizing such interac-
tions, especially those involving the Olympian divinities. In day-to-day
practice, however, the connection is rarely personalized to that degree, so
that for instance a response from the Delphic oracle is literally, through
the medium of the Pythia or priestess, the voice of Apollo. But Apollo’s
personality and individual proclivities, such as those discussed in the
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, are hardly that manifest in his actual responses.
In magic there are several underworld divinities — Persephone, Hekate,
Hermes, Selene in her magical aspect, as well as a plethora of anonymous
daimones — to whom practitioners of magic can address themselves.
There are certain prescribed conventions of address here, for instance a
victim in a curse is said to be bound in the presence of these underworld
figures who are in turn invoked by epithets that refer to their binding capac-
ity. But beyond this there is nothing particularly distinctive about the
personality of the divinity being addressed. Nonetheless it would be a
mistake to regard these conventions of address as rhetorical only. Nor
are these invisible entities any less significant for the fact that their
personalities are less well defined. This is because personification, or
anthropomorphism more generally, of invisible forces cannot be used by
itself as a measure of how felt these invisible forces are to members of a
given community. That can only be measured by the degree to which that
community’s behavior is governed or modified by them. Thus Lévy-
Bruhl’s concept of participation helps us to see how, in the particular Greek
context, the souls of the dead, divinities, and mortals all partake of the
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same reality, the same physical space and, in the case of magic, share
responsibility as agents for the realization of someone’s desired aim.

Evans-Pritchard

A landmark contribution to our understanding of how magic operates within
a society was made by the justly famed British social anthropologist
Edward E. Evans-Pritchard (1902-73) in his study, Witchcraft, Oracles, and
Magic Among the Azande (1937). The impact of Evans-Pritchard’s
research has reached well beyond his field of social anthropology to the
historical study of magic and witchcraft, both in antiquity and premod-
ern Europe and beyond, however sometimes in ways that distorted the
rather specific cultural findings he advanced. In brief, Evans-Pritchard
demonstrated in thorough detail how among the Azande," a people who
live in central Africa along the Nile-Congo divide, magic, witchcraft, and
oracles were “like three sides to a triangle.”" By this he meant that the three
practices were tightly interlocked, and depended on one another for
mutual reinforcement. Witchcraft (mangu) for the Azande was in essence
a psychic emanation from someone that could harm another person, and
the Azande believed that witchcraft was localized as a material substance
in the body that could be discovered by autopsy. Witchcraft could
emanate from such a person without their knowledge or conscious effort.
Magic (ngua), on the other hand, for the Azande involved techniques to
achieve some purpose that incorporated medicines, spells, and rituals. Magic
is always consciously undertaken. The Azande use oracles — of which the
three most prominent in Zande society, with each progressing in prestige,
were the termite,'” rubbing-board,” and poison (benge)' oracles - to
diagnose witchcraft in particular instances, which in turn sometimes
demand magic as a remedy.

In a typical case of misfortune, let us say that a co-wife is suspected of
cheating on her husband with another man, one or more oracles are con-
sulted and a diagnosis of witchcraft is found. The witchcraft may be
attributed to a different co-wife or a neighbor who is thought to harbor ill
intentions toward the accused cheater, and the witchcraft is used to
explain why the co-wife cheated. Sometimes the oracles are used mutu-
ally to confirm each other, with “lesser” oracles such as the termite
oracle being confirmed by the rubbing-board, the rubbing-board is then
confirmed by the poison oracle, and so forth. The diagnosis itself is
always socially relevant because it points toward another member of the
community as the agent responsible for the witchcraft. By diagnosing a
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social origin for misfortune, this allows intervention and action to be
taken that can determine future behavior. So for instance at this point in
our example the accused co-wife may undertake magical remedies, such
as drinking and spitting water to cool off the witchcraft inside her, to remove
the witchcraft. What has really happened, however, is that a stage has been
set to enact a change in social relations. If the suspect agrees to under-
take a magical remedy for her witchcraft, she is in effect acknowledging
publicly the harm she has done and at least ostensibly promising to do
what she can to avoid it in the future. More dramatic shifts in social rela-
tions can happen as well, such as when a suspect steadfastly denies any
responsibility and as a result relations with that suspect are severed. But
by virtue of the fact that witchcraft was not consciously undertaken, and
that rules under British law at the time prevented direct retribution from
being taken against confessed witches, an individual’s responsibility for
injury was diffused in such a way so as to encourage admissions of guilt.
In other words, if witchcraft was performed unconsciously, the sense of
personal guilt was correspondingly lessened.

It is impossible to do justice to the care with which Evans-Pritchard
examines the wealth of Zande witchcraft and magical practices in such a
short order. However, it is not a detailed examination of Zande witchcraft
or magic in particular that I want to pursue. Rather, in our effort still
to come to terms with some key features of what anthropologists used to
call a magical world view," especially to think about the ways in which
individuals who exhibit such a world view explained their beliefs both
to themselves and to outsiders, Evans-Pritchard offers some insightful
evidence about the Azande. Having inherited the concern since Frazer
and Lévy-Bruhl about whether non-Western magical practices could
be reconciled with a “rational,” which is to say causally based, view of
the world, Evans-Pritchard took great pains to examine exactly how the
Azande justified witchcraft, oracles, and magic to themselves and to him.
He showed for instance that if the Azande partially accounted for mis-
fortune in terms of mystical (in the Lévy-Bruhl sense) relations, they were
also quite aware of their own role in such misfortune, as well as of the usual
haphazards of everyday life. Witchcraft was invoked not as a general
explanation of misfortune, but rather to explain how on a particular occa-
sion, all other things being equal, misfortune happened. The attribution
of misfortune to witchcraft imposes a moral framework on events,
because the social dimension of witchcraft enables such events to be
given an actionable meaning. It is my contention that Greek magic was
also located within such a framework by its practitioners, although one
must grant due consideration for the substantial differences between
Zande and ancient Greek society.
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One of the most significant examples of a Zande explanation in this regard
reported by Evans-Pritchard is the following:'®

I found it strange at first to live among Azande and listen to naive explana-
tions of misfortunes which, to our minds, have apparent causes, but after a
while I learnt the idiom of their thought and applied notions of witchcraft
as spontaneously as themselves in situations where the concept was rele-
vant. A boy knocked his foot against a small stump of wood in the centre of
a bush path, a frequent happening in Africa, and suffered pain and incon-
venience in consequence. Owing to its position on his toe it was impossible
to keep the cut free from dirt and it began to fester. He declared that
witchcraft had made him knock his foot against the stump. I always argued
with Azande and criticized their statements, and I did so on this occasion. I
told the boy that he had knocked his foot against the stump of wood
because he had been careless, and that witchcraft had not placed it in the
path, for it had grown there naturally. He agreed that witchcraft had noth-
ing to do with the stump of wood because he had been careless, and that
witchcraft had not placed it in his path but added that he had kept his eyes
open for stumps, as indeed every Zande does most carefully, and that if
he had not been bewitched he would have seen the stump. As a conclusive
argument for his view he remarked that all cuts do not take days to heal but,
on the contrary, close quickly, for that is the nature of cuts. Why, then, had
his sore festered and remained open if there were no witchcraft behind it?

In this account witchcraft is not invoked as a general explanation of
misfortune. Instead, witchcraft explains how particular conditions
came together, not contrary to but in conjunction with natural causes,
to bring someone into relation with events such that they sustained
injury. Hence it would be incorrect to suggest that because the Azande
believe in witchcraft they do not have an understanding of natural
causation. Witchcraft is one among several causes that explain an event,
and its relevance derives both from the moral framework for respon-
sibility to which it has reference and from its ability to account for
deviations from an otherwise normal state of affairs that results in injury.
To the extent that magic involves mystical or invisible powers, Zande
explanations for magic are essentially the same as for witchcraft."”
That there was a person who consciously undertook the magical rite, as
distinct from the unconscious activity of witchcraft, goes without saying.
But the feeling among the Azande that in both witchcraft and magic
events are determined by invisible and visible action, and that explana-
tions for situations of failure must thereby entail both natural and
mystical causes, is about as close as an outside observer can come to a
coherent account of their beliefs.
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Finally, it is worth noting a rather important implication of Evans-
Pritchard’s attempts to engage the Azande about their witchcraft and
magic beliefs. Part of the difficulty he encountered is that the typical
Zande informant “actualizes these beliefs rather than intellectualizes
them,” and “their ideas are imprisoned in action and cannot be cited to
explain and justify action.”'® These remarks tell a cautionary tale that
reaches well beyond the anxiety that the classicist, as a student of ancient
culture, has no direct access to living subjects like the anthropologist. Even
granted that access, magic and witchcraft in both ancient and contemporary
cultures are responses to misfortune and failure realized as action. Yet this
action may only admit of reflection by the members of those cultures to
a limited and, perhaps to our minds, unsatisfactory degree. Thus while we
as observers attempt to understand how magical practices are con-
structed within a given society, and further to draw out the implications
of those practices as far as they imply a set of premises for how the world
works, we must be prepared to accept that our explanations might have
seemed incomprehensible or even bizarre to the subjects under investi-
gation. Were we actual members of that society, on the other hand, we
may well not be interested in explaining magic at all.

Sympathetic Magic

Although we have already mentioned Frazer’s position that magical activ-
ity rests on a mistaken relationship between real causes and their perceived
effects — a view that indispensably relies on Edward Tylor — we have not
yet confronted his most significant contribution to the study of magic. It
is easy to exaggerate the importance of Frazer’s insight into the nature of
magical operation. But for more than a century anthropologists, classicists,
and scholars in related disciplines have been unable to displace his fun-
damental notion of sympathetic magic, even if they have legitimately crit-
icized and largely rendered effete the assumptions upon which it rests. In
The Golden Bough (1890), a Herculean effort that eventually filled twelve
volumes, Frazer sketched an overarching view of magical behavior that he
called sympathetic and which branched in two directions: “first, that like
produces like, or that an effect resembles its cause; and, second, that things
which have once been in contact with each other continue to act on each
other at a distance after the physical contact has been severed.”' The
former idea Frazer called homeopathic or imitative magic, since it was
based on the association of ideas through similarity; the latter he called
contagious magic, since it was based on the association of ideas through
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contiguity. These two forms of magical thinking are ideal types, and
Frazer correctly recognized that in practice they are often combined. So
for example to fashion a figurine out of clay and pierce it with needles is
homeopathic magic, if I expect my victim to suffer injury on his person at
the points where I stick the needles. If I incorporate some of my victim’s
hair, nail parings, or a piece of his clothing into the figurine, I am using
contagious magic. Because it is very common in many cultures to do both
operations at the same time in fashioning a figurine, care must be taken in
analyzing it in such a way that does justice to both sympathetic principles.

Both homeopathic and contagious magic imply a notion of sympathy
that can be more closely analyzed. As an example, the magical operation
that is performed often mimics the results desired. If I pierce a lead curse
tablet and construe my act of piercing it as a binding action — in other words,
piercing the tablet here means to transfix it — and I anticipate the trans-
fer of such a binding action to the target of my curse — binding my victim
in the sense of preventing him from speaking or acting — then I am act-
ing sympathetically. This is essentially the idea behind homeopathic
magic. However, the sympathetic relationship between my magical
action and its intended effect implies that the effects must be transferred
or communicated to my victim at a different point in space and a later
point in time.*” How this process is understood by magical practitioners
varies from culture to culture. The Azande, for instance, attribute the
transfer to what they call the mbisimo or ‘soul’ of magic and witchcraft.*!
This is a psychic property of persons and things that can invisibly trans-
fer itself through space and time, and it is this property which in their view
accounts for how magic or witchcraft can realize its effects at a distance
in space and time. Contagious magic relies upon a related but different
notion of sympathy. Effects are similarly transferred through space and
time; however, in this case the magical operation itself is directed toward
a victim’s possessions or body parts. A Greek witch burns her victim’s
hair or clothing, for instance, as a way of transferring the fire of erotic
emotion to him. Lévy-Bruhl understood contagious magic to imply his
concept of participation, in the sense that there was a special connection
between a person and his things:**

The things that a man has used, the clothes he has worn, his weapons, orna-
ments, are part of him, are his very self, (construing the verb “to be” as “to
participate”), just like his saliva, nail-parings, hair, excreta, although to a lesser
extent. Something has been communicated to them by him which is, as it
were, a continuance of his individuality, and in a mystic sense these objects
are henceforward inseparable from him.
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Magic and the Extended Person

More fundamentally the very existence of contagious magic implies an
extended notion of ‘personhood’. This is what anthropologists in other con-
texts have called the distributed or fractal person, which we can apply to
magical practice in a narrower sense than that which they employ.* I use
the term also to mean that a person’s possessions or body parts can be
distributed throughout his environment, and that in some sense these
accoutrements and parts can be thought of as replicating him. Magic cap-
italizes upon the belief that acting on the distributed parts will still affect
the whole (pars pro toto). The sympathetic relation guarantees that the part
of the person being acted upon magically stands for the whole person and
that this connection holds true at a distance in time and space. In some
cultural contexts, the notion of personhood can be expanded much
further. For instance, within medieval Catholic tradition, not merely
reliquaries, containing the body parts, bones, teeth, and blood of saints,
were thought to convey power, but also holy oil poured onto their tombs
and kept afterwards in vials or even grave dirt extracted from around their
tombs and kept in tiny parcels. In these latter instances, the saint’s
person is distributed throughout the material that comes into contact
with his tomb or sanctuary, and conventions have been reached by the
community in question as to how far the saint’s personhood extends. In
one instance, the painted eyes of Saint Peter on a fresco in a thirteenth-
century Bulgarian church have been scratched out and saved, implying
that the paint scrapings themselves can be thought of as extensions of Peter’s
person.” Moreover, we have numerous examples from other cultures of
‘sacred geography’ — another example of participation — which refers to
the way in which a saint is identified with a village or his cult site. The
extensions of his person in these instances may reach not only to the phys-
ical geography of his site, but also to the rituals performed in his honor,
the dreams he conveys to those who incubate at his tomb, as well as to
the whole array of communicative acts that take place between him and
his devotees on their pilgrimages.?

It is also interesting to consider how a culture conceives of personhood
as illustrated specifically in their magical behavior, which may or may not
conform to other social or institutional forms of personhood. A different
kind of distributed personhood can be found in fourth-century BCE
Attic curse tablets. Many of these tablets single out in a stereotyped
way the hands, feet, tongue, and soul of their intended victim for bind-
ing. This binding action is more broadly understood to cause a halt to
the victim’s activity, whether it be their day-to-day commercial activity
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or whether it be to secure and hold their erotic interest after turning it
away from another. In some fundamental way, then, the magic captures
the essential person parts for its action to be complete. Sometimes the
body parts that are targeted are relevant to the aim of the magic — as an
example, the tongue and minds of prosecutors are bound by a worried
defendant since these are the faculties most relevant to their profession —
but at other times the same faculties are bound in a more general formula
to restrain a business competitor.”® In any case, to bind these parts is
to bind the whole person. And while there is variation in the formula,
which sometimes expands to include a person’s breast, heart, and, rarely,
genitalia, some person parts such as the ears and nose are left out
entirely. It may be that all of these sensory functions are subsumed under
the mention of the soul (psyché) in the tablets, but this is not clear.
And yet every Greek had a more ample notion of personhood from
daily experience, social, political, religious, and familial relations, child-
birth, and so forth. Moreover, no Greek in daily life ever addressed his
family or fellow demesmen by reference to these isolated body parts.
Thus the question we have to answer is why in Greek magical practice
the person is in some sense dislocated and reduced to a handful of frac-
tured yet apparently essential parts.

Magic and Analogy

The preceding discussion has carried us somewhat further afield from
Frazer, but it illustrates in various ways how some of the key assumptions
that underlie his sympathetic principles have been productively, if
rather differently, amplified. There is, however, one assumption implied
in Frazer’s sympathetic principles that we have not addressed, and this
concerns the problem of analogy. In homeopathic or imitative magic, an
analogy is created between the magical behavior and the effects desired.
Frazer had described this as an incorrect association of ideas that like pro-
duces like and that an effect resembles its cause. As a cardinal example
he had unearthed a flurry of cross-cultural examples of image magic or
the creation of figurines, on which for the infliction of harm cultures
never seemed to tire of exercising their imagination. Stabbing, burning,
pricking, piercing, shooting, ripping, tearing, burying, and stomping were
all acceptable activities exercised on figurines that manifested a variety
of emotional attitudes toward the intended victim, although one must be
careful to contextualize each of these actions with emotions that are
relevant for the culture under consideration. Hence stabbing or piercing
do not necessarily imply anger, as we might be inclined to think from
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our own cultural experience, and in the case of Greek magical figurines
in particular piercing may not even imply pain.

The first order of problem with analogy that we have to consider is the
notion of the copy in homeopathic or imitative magic. According to
Michael Taussig, Frazer (in the vein of Edward Tylor before him) implies
in his extensive treatment of image magic that the images are copies that
represent their intended victim. So much, one might say, seems straight-
forward. But Taussig draws attention to the idea that for this kind of
magic to be effective, the copy must affect the original to such a degree
that the representation shares in or acquires the properties of what is rep-
resented.” To him this is a disturbing notion because a copy implies an
original and at least ostensibly suggests that in fact it needs to resemble
that original to some degree. So he asks, “How much of a copy does the
copy have to be to have an effect on what it is a copy of?”* The problem
is that, as many scholars since Frazer have noted, image magic can often
employ “copies” that in no way resemble the human beings who serve as
their targets. In Greek examples that we shall consider later, clay or
waxen images at times are lumpy and unshapely, at best rude examples
of persons they are supposed to represent. Moreover, many cultures
including Mediterranean ones also employ stones, wood, bones, dough,
barley-meal, earth, plants, clothing, precious metal — virtually any imag-
inable material — to make magical effigies, leaving open the question of
how a “copy” is meant to resemble its “original,” let alone how that copy
comes to be invested with the properties of the original. There is no sim-
ple answer to these questions, because image magic depends to a large
extent on cultural conventions of representation that have to be examined
in a broader context. We can also put the problem another way by asking
what are the strategies of representation employed by a given culture such
that a piece of wood or stone can be used in image magic.

This brings us to the second order of problem with the notion of ana-
logy, namely the very idea of representation itself. It seems difficult when
studying magic to avoid grappling with some notion of representation,
insofar as a given magical act — for instance in weather magic, as when
one stirs a bowl of water with a finger to create inclement weather — seems
to encapsulate in miniature its intended consequences. Many scholars
assume, therefore, that magic uses symbolism as its strategy of represen-
tation. Image magic is again the classic example. But what does the
term symbolism in the context of image magic mean? For instance, do
we mean that an image is ‘symbolic’ to the participants themselves or
only to outsider observers? The distinction is important because if it is not
kept carefully in view, it is all too easy to attribute symbolic meaning to
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behaviors that from the participants’ perspective are not indirect, but direct,
immediate, and efficacious acts of communication. For example, Greeks
and Egyptians left food offerings for the images of their gods, but if we as
outsiders call this behavior ‘symbolic’ we will overlook the fact that these
are “real physical interactions” with divinity, in the words of Alfred Gell.”
Images in the form of temple statues offered the Greeks channels of
access to their divinities, and there is ample evidence that from their
perspective there was nothing at all ‘symbolic’ about their behavior
toward them. In other words, it is not by offering food to a statue that the
Greeks were representing how a statue might eat, as if it ate in some other
way which the food offering was meant to symbolize. Instead, one offered
food because that was how a statue ate — in other words, we have to accept
that to Greeks statues were physically capable of eating. This is not to say
that idols and images are not at times used symbolically as aids to reli-
gious piety. But where such idols function as vehicles of divinity and
where, as in the Greek and Egyptian worlds, statues and figurines explic-
itly embodied divinity, it is inappropriate to analyze the behavior toward
them as ‘symbolic’. The sense of agency exhibited in magical behavior, in
the formulation of John Skorupski, is ‘literal’ not symbolic,* and failing
to take adequate account of this point risks mischaracterizing magical behav-
ior as something akin to acting or impersonation. Moreover, to describe
an action as symbolic implies some underlying will to representation — as
if there were some moment at which the culture in question collectively
agreed that thenceforth a stone carving was going to stand for or repre-
sent a divinity — whereas in actual practice ritual action of this type
always involves inherited behavior and understanding. And as Evans-
Pritchard showed, despite his best efforts to engage the Azande on
precisely these points, such an inherited understanding may not be sus-
ceptible to discursive reflection. If contemporary parallels to ancient
behavior are any indication, I daresay few ancient Greeks would have under-
stood the question of whether a divinity’s statue was a symbolic rather than
areal agent, capable of actually interacting with humans, because the inher-
ited understanding of divine statuary already guaranteed that the latter was
possible. We as outsiders begin from the assumption that statues cannot
have genuine agency and mobility, making symbolism a rational altern-
ative to explaining how other cultures interact with them. However, these
cultures live the reality that statues are animate, not only rendering our
symbolic interpretation irrelevant but also calling into question our
causal understanding of human action, according to which the motiva-
tion for human behavior that we do not share is reducible to a set of intel-
lectually defensible propositions.
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None of what has been said up to this point removes the problem of
analogy in magic. Indeed, analogical thinking in one form or another in
my view lies immovably at the heart of ritual behavior in so many differ-
ent cultures that it is arguably its most characteristic feature. Magical beha-
vior in this respect is no exception. However, we must take extra care that
when we use a term like analogy in the context of magic, we do not at the
same time allow our own discursive notions of representation or symbolism
to come into play when they are unwarranted.

Beyond Frazer

If Frazer’s legacy has led to a productive consideration of sympathetic
magic by generations of scholars, in other ways some of the underlying
assumptions of those sympathetic principles have now been superseded.
For example, to the extent that homeopathic and contagious magic
were premised on a misunderstanding of natural law, Frazer’s theory has
largely been proven wrong. Many investigators, among whom the philo-
sopher Ludwig Wittgenstein ranks in the forefront,* have argued that
magical practice is not fundamentally concerned with the discovery of
natural law. Magic may incorporate ways of thinking that depend upon a
society’s view of how the natural order works, as it does technology, as
Malinowski showed, but magicians are not scientists in utero. Thus
Frazer erred insofar as he took the causal understanding of natural law to
be the main aim of magical practice. In the view of some critics, Frazer
erred more profoundly by suggesting that a misunderstanding of
(mechanical) cause lay at the heart of magic in the first place. However,
as we have seen for instance in the case of the Azande, magical practice
does not exclude an understanding of mechanical causation, nor is
mechanical cause the only causal system with which magic operates. If
read too narrowly, Frazer’'s model for magic implies an irremediable
human error, as Wittgenstein argued, and wrongly suggests that at bot-
tom magic is a response to a scientific hypothesis about how the world
works. But not only does this approach fail to account for a certain cere-
monialism in human nature — which we might call ritual for ritual’s sake
— it also does nothing to help us understand why particular forms of
magic hold good for a given culture at a given time. Frazer used the par-
ticulars of magical practice from hundreds of ethnographic accounts — an
extraordinary and largely unparalleled feat to this day — to justify his
model of magical principles. Yet every culture’s magic has a history that
cannot be fully explained by reference to those principles alone.
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Tambiah and Persuasive Magic

In rounding out our survey of anthropological approaches to magic we have
finally to mention the work on performance by Stanley Tambiah.*
Tambiah'’s research brings attention to the performative dimension of magic
— the rituals and spells and their enactment — that help to create a magi-
cal event. Tambiah’s work largely amplifies several lines of thought pro-
posed by Malinowski, especially as found in his Coral Gardens and Their
Magic (London, 1935), and Evans-Pritchard in his Witchcraft, Oracles,
and Magic Among the Azande (Oxford, 1937). At the risk of oversimplify-
ing Tambiah’s careful rereading and elucidation of Malinowski and
Evans-Pritchard, we can roughly summarize his findings as they apply to
the form and function of magical acts. First, relying on examples taken from
Evans-Pritchard, Tambiah shows how the form of magical acts and
objects often is conceived within detailed metaphorical and analogical
schemes whereby desirable properties of one object or action are trans-
ferred to another. The power of analogy, as we have already discussed, is
brought out fully within magical action, but before the action can be ana-
lyzed, it is crucial for the observer to understand what properties a given
object or action are thought to possess within a culture. Only then can the
point of a given analogy deployed within magic be grasped. Here is one
example taken from the Azande, which deals with their magical treatment
of epileptic fits, that Tambiah elucidates:*

Epileptic fits are associated with the red bush monkey, which is thought to
display certain movements resembling epileptic symptoms. Before sunrise
this monkey seems to be in a torpor, but as he comes out of it under the
warm rays of the sun, so does the epileptic slowly recover when placed in
the warmth of a fire. One of the remedies for epilepsy is to eat ashes of
the burnt skull of the red monkey. Superficially considered, it seems incon-
sistent and absurd that the ashes of the skull of the “epileptic” monkey can
cure an epileptic man. But in fact the analogy moves in two steps, exploit-
ing the fact that although the monkey’s movements resemble epilepsy, yet
it is a normal occurrence for the monkey to revive daily from its torpor under
the warm rays of the sun, and the same recovery is desired in the patient. It
is this capacity of the monkey to revive daily that is persuasively exploited
by the rite of eating the ashes of the monkey’s skull.

Several analogies are at work here. The Azande associate epileptic fits
with the movements of the red bush monkey. This association allows
further analogies to be drawn, so that the monkey’s daily “recovery”
seems applicable to an epileptic patient, who is also known to be
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capable of recovering in a similar way after being placed near a fire. What
remains is to effect a transfer of the monkey’s ability to recover to the patient,
and this transfer is enacted quite directly by having the patient eat the ashes
of the monkey’s skull. What Tambiah’s research shows is that it is above
all critical to understand the network of analogical and metaphorical tax-
onomies a given culture like the Azande has created for the objects, ani-
mals, plants, colors, geography, and so forth, in their environment. Every
culture imposes on its physical environment some kind of classification
scheme, whether it be deployed practically to distinguish helpful or
harmful plants* and animals or whether, as in magical or ritual action,
the positive values in that scheme are exploited to solve some practical
problem, such as a physical ailment.

In the words of Tambiah, the rite “persuasively” exploits the monkey’s
desirable qualities, and to understand what he means by this we turn to
his work on Malinowski. The essence of Tambiah’s interpretation of
Trobriand magic, as first presented by Malinowski, is that a magical act is
inextricably bound up with speech and ritual actions. But this is not as
transparent a proposition as it at first seems. For the Trobriands, magic
involves sacred speech, originally handed down to men from their first
ancestors and culture heroes, which has the defining characteristic of being
able to influence events in the world. Ritual action not only taps sacred
myth — in other words ritual action incorporates mythical imagery and nar-
rative — it has its own “grammar,” according to which its nonverbal acts
can be organized. This approach to ritual is characteristic of anthropo-
logists who have made what is sometimes called the “linguistic turn,”
meaning that they have found analogies from historical linguistics and tex-
tual language to be helpful in explaining ritual action. For our purposes
what is significant is that for Tambiah ritual action, just as language, is a
sign system that can be used to exploit metaphors and analogies inher-
ent in a culture’s system of meaning. Conversely, relying on philosophy
of language theory proposed mainly by J. L. Austin’s How to Do Things with
Words (Cambridge, Mass., 1962), Tambiah shows that under certain
socially determined contexts and conditions words are equivalent to
action. To take just one non-magical example, when an American jury pro-
nounces a verdict of “Guilty” or “Not Guilty” before the judge and court,
it not only makes an evaluative judgment about a defendant, it simulta-
neously changes the status of the defendant’s relationship to the court and
society. These words, uttered at the socially appropriate moment, actu-
ally bring a new reality into being. Although Tambiah perhaps lays more
stress on ritual language than on magical action in his overall analysis
of magic,® he recognizes that it is fundamentally the two together that
create a magical event. The conglomerated action is “persuasive” partly
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because it anticipates future events, as Malinowski first suggested, and
attempts to bring into existence a state which is not yet achieved. More
importantly it is persuasive because the analogical nature of magical
action implies a desired transfer of positive or negative qualities or prop-
erties. As we have already noted, in broad terms magic publicizes some-
one’s desire to influence events, often in a ritually emphatic way, but both
magical objects and magical actions are structured through analogy, imi-
tation, simile, and metaphor (themselves forms of analogy) — all of which
Frazer generally subsumed under the term sympathy — that depend for their
efficacy on invisible, but nonetheless real, relationships between the
magic and its intended target.

It is within the wider scope of ritual action generally, and with attention
to the effect of ritual on its participants, that Tambiah offers this succinct
characterization:*

Thus, it is possible to argue that all ritual, whatever the idiom, is addressed
to the human participants and uses a technique which attempts to restruc-
ture and integrate the minds and emotions of the actors. The technique com-
bines verbal and nonverbal behavior and exploits their special properties.
Language is an artificial construct and its strength is that its form owes noth-
ing to external reality; it thus enjoys the power to invoke images and com-
parisons, refer to time past and future, and relate events which cannot be
represented in action. Nonverbal action, on the other hand, excels in what
words cannot easily do - it can codify analogically by imitating real events,
reproduce technical acts, and express multiple implications simultane-
ously. Words excel in expressive enlargement, physical actions in realistic
presentation.

Because magical action is ritual action we can readily apply Tambiah’s view
to all of the magic we will encounter in this book. Note first his emphasis
on the human participants as the audience for ritual or magical action.
This refers to the indispensable social framework within which ritual and
magic take place. We can actually extend this notion further and suggest
that even when an individual performs magic alone or in private, it is
nevertheless within an imagined social framework that it becomes effec-
tive. In other words, because magic is aimed at influencing behavior,
whether of human beings or even of demonic agents such as illnesses
that threaten to attack, magic always becomes efficacious within the com-
munity of agents that are understood to have influence in the world. In
my view, Tambiah’s most important contribution to our understanding
of magic is in recognizing how verbal and nonverbal action interpen-
etrate one another. If ritual imitates a realistic presentation — stabbing a
doll to cause pain in a victim — at the same time that it can exaggerate or
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telescope that presentation, then spells complement and enlarge upon the
ritual action by invoking further comparisons and contrasts. The series of
analogies created by the combination of words and action is not then
fundamentally reducible to one interpretation. This is a key point, because
it means that magic is expansive — new metaphors realized through
action or language can be created and old ones can continually be rein-
voked — and this helps to explain the adaptability of magic to new circum-
stances, new contexts, and even to new cultures over time. The very fact
that image magic is attested for over two thousand years in cultures in the
Mediterranean basin and European cultures farther north, which contin-
ued to be influenced by Greco-Roman practices, cries out for such an explana-
tion. This could only have happened if the practice of image magic
continued to retain a certain authority derived from its antiquity on the
one hand, while on the other being open to newer interpretations con-
sistent with the changing institutional and religious realities of later
times. Indeed, Greco-Roman magical practices actually form the basis of
later medieval and early modern perceptions of witchcraft.

Conclusion

There are several specific questions worth emphasizing in light of our review
of the major, mainly anthropological, theorists of magic. Our survey has
not been exhaustive, but it has touched upon the most significant direc-
tions researchers have taken in their investigations of magic. For any
given magical object or instance of magical action, we have to bear in mind
the fundamental question of agency — which means we have to ask how
the magic works, or what or who makes it effective. Since magic relies on
invisible forces, we have to ask what those forces are and how are they
perceived. Since we know that magic operates within analogical frame-
works, we must pay particular attention to the metaphors, similes, and imi-
tative acts that are involved, while being careful to separate truly imitative
acts from those that are instead real or lived physical interactions. Finally,
to understand why magic looks the way it does for a given culture, we have
to ask rather straightforwardly why it looks that way and not some other
way. In other words, we have to investigate its history as magic — for instance
were certain ritual actions always considered magical by the culture in ques-
tion, or did a given object that was not formerly magical become so at some
point in time? If we ask these kinds of questions, without getting too bogged
down in our own preconceived definitions of magic, we have a better chance
of grasping something of what Greek magic was in action. As we shall see
in a moment, the Greeks used many often interchangeable terms for
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magic and had their own ideas about what it was and how it originated.
However, what the Greeks called magic is often indistinguishable from their
officially sanctioned cult practices — what we, but not even they, would
call their “religion.”*” It therefore does an outsider no good to regard, for
example, one form of purification as “magical” and another “religious,” if
both fall under some commonly understood framework for what makes
purification effective, or what makes it interesting or necessary to do. Those
are the things that our questions ought to seek to answer because they bring
us closer to what magic was for the Greeks.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that both the terms magic
and religion have limited value insofar as they artificially divide practices
that for all intents and purposes can be the same. The distinction
between magic and religion, still employed by many Western scholars even
today, emerged as early as the fourteenth century cg, and took firm hold
in the sixteenth, when Reformation Protestant theologians began prop-
agandistically to label Catholic sacramentalism and church ritual as
magic as a way to distinguish their own practices from those of the
medieval church.?® These writers well understood that, for instance, the
inherited terms magia, magicus, maleficium, maleficus/a, veneficium, and
veneficus/a had original, pagan Roman meanings, which were in turn
further defined in the works of Saint Augustine (354-430 cg) and especially
in the law codes of the late antique emperors Theodosius II (401-50 CE)
and Justinian (ca. 482-565 cg). Moreover, all of these Roman terms
harked even further back into Greek pagan antiquity, leaving open the ques-
tion of how relevant they were already in the fourteenth, let alone in later
centuries. But their immediate concerns were to reformulate a new
definition of (Protestant) Christianity that was emphatically not based on
the seven Catholic sacraments (baptism, confirmation, marriage, the
Mass, ordination, penance, extreme unction). Because these sacraments
looked like magic they called into question the Catholic church’s cardinal
distinction between magic, which was relegated to the Devil and his ser-
vants, and miracles, which were alone reserved for God and his agents.
Hence Protestant writers tendentiously employed the ancient Roman
terms, along with a host of newer medieval creations, to attack their
Catholic adversaries. This complex and fascinating history, which need not
directly concern us and which has been explored in massive detail by the
historian Keith Thomas® and more recently by Stuart Clark,* was crucially
important to the distinction between magic and religion embraced by both
Tylor and Frazer. Although this history is not of immediate concern in the
present work, it should encourage us to keep separate the terminological
distinctions of magic and religion and their unique history from the
investigation of ritual practices. In antiquity, ritual practices often go
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without explicit labels or bear labels that shift at the convenience of an
ancient critic."!

This does not mean that we will always find completely satisfactory
answers to our questions about magical practices, and here is where
comparative approaches can be of help. The particulars of a given cultural
context will always be definitive in any interpretation of magic, and com-
parative approaches often tell us what to look for to help frame that inter-
pretation. As we look more closely at examples of Greek magic, we will have
many opportunities — especially in cases where we lack evidence for how
a given magical act was performed - to draw out some plausible implica-
tions for how it was understood to work by its practitioners. There is a good
deal here that for readers familiar with the scholarship on ancient magic,
I hope, will be new. Some of the best current research on ancient magic
tends too cautiously to be descriptive and authors hesitate to advance inter-
pretations that cannot be supported by textual evidence. Unfortunately,
Greek magic involved non-textual objects and ritual action that were not
always directly described. But this does not mean that we cannot offer, in
line with comparative approaches, a plausible if at times provisional
interpretation. Indeed, beginning in the fifth century Bck the outlines of
what we might call a theory of magic become fairly well defined, giving
us an important basis from which to start. Nevertheless, we must always
bear in mind the caveat that the average Greek users of magic, as against
their elite and literate social counterparts who had a vested interest in con-
trolling it, probably gave little thought to how magic worked. They just knew
that it did.



CHAPTER 2

A Framework for Greek Magic

efdreld

Our task in this chapter is to present an intellectual framework for Greek
magic in the fifth and fourth centuries BcEk that will provide a theological
and causal basis for understanding how it was perceived to work. Only after
we have come to terms with such a framework can we then proceed to
examine particular kinds of magic. The central dilemma for any student
of Greek magic is that the Greek term mageia (Latin magia) from which
we derive ‘magic’ only emerges in the latter half of the fifth century BcE,
while the evidence for practices and substances that were understood to
be magical, as well as for individuals who were thought to be magicians,
existed prior to the birth of the term. From the point of view of practices,
this state of affairs should not present a dilemma. Moreover, even as we
may attempt to use native Greek terms to define magic with precision,
Greeks in the fifth century and later were not themselves completely
consistent in their use of this or other related terms. By keeping our focus
on practices, we avoid the overly textual approach of some scholars
who claim at bottom that unless there is an available term for magic, then
practices that are, from a later point of view, indistinguishable from
magic are not magic.

Magic and the Gods

A couple of examples from Homer will illustrate the problem. In book 11
of the Odyssey, a work whose composition can possibly be dated to the
eighth century BCE but in any case non-controversially to before the sixth,
we find the hero Odysseus venturing into the underworld to summon
the spirits of dead noble heroes and their wives and mothers. He does this
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by digging a pit and filling it with honey and milk, sweet wine, water, and
sprinkled barley meal. Then he sacrifices sheep and lets their blood
run into the pit. After his sacrifices and prayers, the dead begin to come
forward to drink the blood so as to be able to communicate with him.
By the fourth century BcE, if not the fifth, individuals who claimed the
ability to summon the dead and communicate with them were widely
regarded as magicians engaging in necromancy. But in the description of
Odysseus, no such words for magic or necromancy are used — in fact,
the Greek term for summoning the dead, psychagogia, is post-Homeric and
first occurs in the first quarter of the fifth century.” Nevertheless, no
Greek living in the fifth century would have thought twice about consid-
ering Odysseus’ ritual actions to be necromancy and to have had magical
connotations.

A different sort of example involves the adventures of Odysseus and the
goddess Circe. On the way to Circe’s palace in book 10 of the Odyssey to
retrieve his companions, the god Hermes descends to warn Odysseus
about the dangers of this powerful goddess, who is explicitly called by the
epithet, polypharmakos ‘skilled in many drugs/medicines’. Hermes then
offers Odysseus a ‘good medicine’ pharmakon esthlon, which he says
is called moly by the gods but which men have difficulty digging up.
Moly is a plant with a black root and milky flower that later botanical
authors occasionally identified as garlic, though it is unclear from the
Homeric text what the plant originally was.® Hermes explains to Odysseus
that when he arrives at Circe’s palace, she will make him a drink and
put pharmaka (plural, singular pharmakon), this time meaning ‘drugs’,
into it, which without the mély would turn him into a pig, as she has
already done to Odysseus’ companions. The moly Hermes says is a
good medicine that will protect Odysseus from the transformative effects
of her pharmaka, which in fact it does. (The moment at which Circe
offers Odysseus her drugged drink is represented on the cover of this book,
in the 1891 oil painting by John William Waterhouse.) Again we have
the problem that both Hermes’ moly and Circe’s unnamed pharmaka,
from the point of view of the fifth century and later, were considered
magic. Indeed, pharmaka ‘drugs/medicines’ are one of the hallmarks of
Athenian magical practice in the fifth century and, by the fourth century,
Circe along with other literary figures like Medea became synonymous with
magical practice. There is nothing to distinguish what Hermes and Circe
do with their pharmaka from what later practitioners do, except for its effects
of turning those who ingest them into swine, and yet the term pharmakon
existed well before the term mageia. We would be remiss to dismiss
the evidence in earlier texts from consideration, not least because we
could not then account for why later Greeks were so willing to recognize
magic in them.
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Moreover, one may legitimately ask whether we should distinguish in
any substantive way between magic as practiced by Greek gods and god-
desses, and magic as practiced by mortals or heroes like Odysseus. From
the point of view of our main focus on practices, the answer is clearly no.
However, Theodor Hopfner,* a distinguished nineteenth-century scholar
of ancient magic, was once criticized for taking this approach to the
extreme. Hopfner adduced many examples from Greek mythological lit-
erature of deeds accomplished by the gods and objects in their posses-
sion which he considered magical, such as Hermes’ famous golden staff
that mazed the eyes of men, but which other scholars believed fell clearly
outside the realm of magic.” Somehow, the argument seemed to run, the
divine world needed more clearly to be marked off from the mortal one,
since in respect of other religious activity the Greeks themselves sharply
differentiated between divine and mortal behavior. In the case of Hermes
giving the drug maly to Odysseus, our text makes clear that this herb is
called maly by the gods and it is hard for mortals to dig up. Hermes must
point it out to Odysseus, explain to him how to take it properly, and even
further how he should approach Circe once he has taken it. From a Greek
mythological point of view, this kind of divine insight into the mortal world
is standard fare. We are told in numerous places that the gods even have
a separate language to describe things in the natural world that are not
fully understood by mortals. But every Greek in the fifth century under-
stood that pharmaka ‘drugs’ could be used by physicians practicing
medicine as well as by magicians hawking them as specialized products.
It would not have occurred to them to discount Hermes’ mély somehow
as a categorically different kind of drug. Accordingly, we should also be
able to examine the effects of moly on Odysseus and his companions to
gain insight into how this kind of pharmaceutical magic was perceived
to work.®

The case of the goddess Demeter’s magical treatment of the mortal infant
Demophoon presents an even clearer example of why a differentiation
between divine and mortal magic is problematic. In the Homeric Hymn
to Demeter, which is datable to the mid-seventh to mid-sixth centuries BCE,
the goddess has come to earth in disguise as an old woman and been taken
into the household of the king of Eleusis, ostensibly to serve as the nurse-
maid for the king’s newborn son, Demopho6n. When Demeter boasts of
her abilities to do the job, she singles out her knowledge of magic in par-
ticular (227-30):

I will raise him, nor do I expect a spell or the Undercutter
to harm him through the negligence of his nurse.

For I know a charm more cutting than the Woodcutter;

I know a strong safeguard against baneful bewitching.”
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There are several peculiar terms used in the original Greek in this boast
that relate to witchcraft and magic. First, the term she uses for ‘bewitch-
ing’ epeélusié, which literally means ‘to come upon/over one’, occurs only
in this poem and in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes (37) in a parallel
expression, but is not among the common words for witchcraft in fifth-
century usage. Whatever the exact frame of reference encompassed by
epelusié, it would be a mistake not to see it as fitting within a broad
understanding of witchcraft or magic that comes to be described by other
terms at a later period.

The terms for “Undercutter” and “Woodcutter” in the same passage have
also puzzled scholars for at least a century.? One influential interpretation
has it that these are names for human agents who might try to harm the
baby through drugs or noxious herbals. This view was based on the fact
that herbalists who cut roots for magical purposes were well known in the
classical period and went generally under the name rhizotomoi ‘rootcut-
ters’. A more recent and very plausible interpretation has shown that
because the Greek terms for Undercutter and Woodcutter have parallels
in later magical texts, they instead refer to supernatural or demonic
forces that attack the gums of teething babies through cutting.” If this inter-
pretation is correct, it shows us that we cannot in any intellectually
defensible way distinguish Demeter’s magic from that of mortal practi-
tioners. On the contrary, the Hymn to Demeter might well preserve for us
one of the earliest references to this kind of teething or cutting demon.
Moreover, Demeter’s boast itself is reminiscent of the actual form of
some of these charms to protect against cutting demons, making it plaus-
ible that the anonymous author(s) of the Hymn knew of such charms and
put them into the mouth of the goddess. It is often the case in Greek mytho-
logy that gods and goddesses are represented as the first practitioners
of an otherwise human tradition, especially ritual traditions that address
themselves to the gods. This is a classic example of myth operating as a
charter for a culture, which refers to a general theory of myth outlined
originally by Malinowski. Such may be the case with Demeter and her know-
ledge of teething magic: her actions and words were preserved as an
example to later Greeks, and the ritual performance of her Hymn by gen-
erations of Greeks — especially those concerned with initiation into her mys-
teries at Eleusis, which is the main focus of her Hymn — further preserved
and disseminated such magical knowledge. But however that may be, on
no account are we justified in claiming that, either on the grounds that
Demeter is a goddess or on the grounds that more common terms for magic
emerge only after the composition of her Hymn, her knowledge of
witchcraft and magic is not fully worthy of the same consideration we extend
to magic of later periods.
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Divinity and Nature

That the gods and goddesses of the Greeks should practice magic touches
upon another, more abstract, way in which divinity figures crucially in the
framework for Greek magic that we are developing. I am referring to the
relationship between divinity and nature, especially as conceived by
philosophers and physicians of the sixth and fifth centuries Bce. Our most
important critics of Greek magic emerge in the late fifth and early fourth
centuries in the writings of the Hippocratic physicians and Plato (ca.
429-347 BCE). These authors give us much direct insight into the range of
magical practices known in their day and the claims made by their
assorted practitioners. The most striking thing about their critiques, how-
ever, is that the possibility of magic is never plainly refuted. A modern reader
might expect that to be their first point of attack but, instead, their cri-
tiques turn on moral or logical contradictions in the claims and practices
of the magical practitioners. For them the question of whether magic is
possible at all seems not to be directly at issue, and is clearly of less rele-
vance than whether a claim to be able to practice magic implies some
unwarranted control over the gods. The reason for this is that, as I have
shown elsewhere,'’ the attacks on magic and magical practitioners
assume a basic, largely Presocratic, view of the world in which nature and
divinity were inseparable. By implication, if nature is divine, then exploit-
ing nature’s properties in magic in some sense implies a mastery of the
divine. Some eight hundred years after the Presocratics the naturalist
writer Aelian tells us that nature (phusis) is a witch (pharmakis),” but this
kind of statement entails a shift of thinking that now regards the wonders
of nature as something largely separable from divine influence. In Athens
of the fifth century such a statement probably would have constituted
a charge of impiety (asebeia), under which rubric individuals could be
exiled or sentenced to death.”” On the other hand the dividing line
between the effects of divine and the effects of magical causes in the fifth
century was not altogether clear. How was anyone to know, for instance,
in a given case of illness or misfortune, whether the causes were divine
or mortal? Answering this question was critical because it determined
the correct ritual or medical responses which could then be undertaken
to heal the illness. It became all important, in other words, to know
what magic could and could not do, and how its effects were different from
divine causes. Until that dividing line between magic and divinity was more
clearly drawn, the critics of magic were not in a position, it seems to
me, to attack magical practices in a way that could actually invite
criticism of divine agency itself. And as we shall see in a moment, the
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ability to manipulate divine agency appears to have been a central claim
of fifth-century magicians.

The key position about nature among philosophers who lived before
Socrates with which we have to come to terms is that divinity was inher-
ent in nature. It is not a question here of particular, anthropomorphic
divinities like Demeter and Hermes, but rather that the natural elements
themselves were divine. Because the Hippocratic physicians and Plato
were direct heirs to this tradition, we must first briefly examine at least
its broad outlines to understand why they framed their critiques of
magic in such a particular way. Thales of Miletus (late seventh/early
sixth BCE), for example, whom we have already met in connection with
magnets and the souls they contain, actually took a much broader view
of ensoulment. For Thales was reputed to have said that everything
was full of divinities, which he called daimones.'® In this context we can
consider a daimon to be a divine force capable of producing motion,
but which is otherwise not clearly defined. Thus Thales’ first principle,
water, out of which everything in the universe was generated, would also
be divine. Anaximander of Miletus (d. after 547 BCE), according to later
sources, developed the principle that the universe was unlimited — what
he called the “Infinite” — and that the “Infinite” itself was divinity."* In
his footsteps Anaximenes of Miletus (fl. 546-525 BCE) made air (aér) his
first principle, and the idea was also attributed to him that all things
present, past, and future, as well as gods and divinity, generally emerged
from air." Heraclitus of Ephesus (fl. ca. 500 Bcg) grounded the emergence
of the universe in fire, in direct reaction to the Milesian system of
Anaximander and Anaximenes that had placed air at the center, but
similarly felt that the elemental powers constitutive of everything were full
of daimones."®

The long-standing tradition among the Presocratics that the whole
universe was divine can be complemented by the equally pervasive view
that astronomical phenomena were also divine. Aristotle tells us that
Alcmaeon of Croton (fifth century BcE), like Thales, Heraclitus, and
Diogenes of Apollonia (fl. fifth century Bcg), wrote that “all divine things
also always move continuously: the moon, sun, stars, and the whole
heaven.”' Reflecting a similar viewpoint the comic poet Epicharmus
claimed that the winds, water, earth, sun, fire, and stars were gods.'® And
Empedocles (ca. 492-432 BcE), a Presocratic philosopher whom we shall
encounter later owing to the strong claims he made about his own mag-
ical abilities, maintained that his four elements or roots — fire, earth, air,
and water — were also gods." These, then, are some examples of the com-
plex attributions of divinity to nature made by the Presocratics. Their views
about nature and astronomical bodies lead directly to the form of critique
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found in the most significant attack on magic that we have from the late
fifth to early fourth centuries.

The Hippocratics: Magic, Divination, and Epilepsy

Arguably the most influential attack on magic ever made in antiquity
appears in this period in the Hippocratic treatise, On the Sacred Disease.
The treatise is addressed to the rival healers of the Hippocratic school of
medicine, who have not been identified with certainty but whose views
seem to include both popular ideas about medicine and elements of the
more sophisticated Presocratic philosophers like those briefly examined
above. Nevertheless, the attacks made in this treatise were considerably
less influential in their own day compared to the use to which they were
put almost two millennia later.

The fundamental arguments made in On the Sacred Disease against the
false claims of magical practitioners, as far as we can tell, had no discernible
impact on the behavior of its Greek contemporaries. This is a significant
point to bear in mind as we proceed through the author’s arguments,
because they speak strongly against his influence in his own day and against
the sometimes exaggerated importance ascribed to his views by scholars.
Nevertheless it is quite remarkable that in 1563 the German court physi-
cian to Duke William of Cleves, Johannes Weyer, writing toward the
middle of the major phase of continental European witch trials, published
what is now regarded as a landmark in the emergence of skepticism
toward witchcraft with the publication of his De praestigiis daemonum
(On the trickeries of demons).”® Sigmund Freud regarded Weyer’s book as
among the most important in the history of psychiatry, and situated
prominently in Weyer’s chapter on “Magicians of Ill Repute” are none other
than the excerpts on magic from On the Sacred Disease to which we are
about to turn.?'

The author or authors of On the Sacred Disease defend an approach to
the treatment of epilepsy — for the Greeks epilepsy was a divinely sent or
sacred disease — that does not involve recognizing the immediate mani-
festation of divinity, especially in anthropomorphic form, but rather
looks to a set of more naturalistic or physical causes as the basis for the
disease. I hesitate to call such causes natural, because as we shall see even
this Hippocratic author operates within the basic Presocratic framework
that attributes divinity to nature and its phenomena. In the author’s
effort to distinguish the approach he will set forth, he needs, it seems rather
desperately, to refute the claims made by a host of penumbral religious
specialists who are apparently able to cure epilepsy through variegated
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interactions with divinity. In the opinion of our author, those who first called
the disease of epilepsy ‘sacred’ did so in order to conceal their own in-
adequacy. Should their proposed remedies fail, the author suggests, these
purveyors could easily blame the gods and avoid taking responsibility
for failure themselves. He adds:*

that those who first consecrated this disease are the same people who even
today are called magicians (magoi), purifiers (kathartai), beggar-priests
(agurtai) and charlatans (alazones); the very same who pretend that they
are particularly pious and know much. Accordingly these individuals, by
hiding behind divinity and setting it forth as a pretext for their helplessness,
make use of it so that, not knowing anything, they are not exposed; thus
they called this illness ‘sacred’. By choosing suitable words and prescribing
purifications and spells (epoidai), by advising abstinence from baths and from
many foods unsuitable for the sick, they made their healing method safe for
themselves.

In our author’s view the whole array of services offered to heal epilepsy is
one endless subterfuge, behind which the so-called specialists can hide
through their appeal to divinity. Their practical advice is hollow and even
their proposed dietary regimen is designed falsely to produce results: the
implication is that the foods from which the patients are advised to
abstain are already harmful to them; it does not take much imagination
to speculate that such foods might in fact have been given to sick patients
just to “prove” the effectiveness of refraining from them. But the claims
made about divinity in this passage also emerge as problematic, in a way
that has drawn little attention from scholars, as the author proceeds with
his critique.

The main problem with calling epilepsy ‘sacred’, which thereby entails
certain indefensible claims on divinity, is that in the author’s view doing
so falsely distinguishes epilepsy from other diseases. However, epilepsy
is no different than other diseases insofar as they all have divine and
human components. The author proceeds to describe this state of affairs
in accord with the Presocratic view outlined earlier that the elements of
nature are divine:*

This so-called ‘sacred’ disease comes from the same causes as others, from
what comes to and goes from us, from the cold, the sun, and the changing
and never-ceasing winds. For these things are divine, so that it is not nec-
essary for one distinguishing to consider the disease more divine than the
others, but all are divine and all are human. Each has a nature and force of
its own, and none is unmanageable and without remedy.
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Thus the causal agents of disease in this account are the natural elements
that have their own properties and unique effects. Diseases are both
divine and human inasmuch as the divine elements are ultimately
responsible for their occurrence, and they are human inasmuch as each
disease has its own nature and course which can be manipulated by the
physician.”* We might have expected our author to deny any divine origin
to epilepsy except that, on the contrary, in many Hippocratic treatises
and in popular tradition the acceptance of a twin origin for many diseases
from both divine and human causes was conventional wisdom. The
divine origin of epilepsy stood out in particular because there were
famous myths such as the madness of Herakles, depicted for example in
Euripides’ play of that name, which actually described the onset of
epilepsy. So well known was this story that, in addition to the term the
‘sacred’ disease, epilepsy could also be called the ‘Heraklean disease’. In
any case, what our author mainly decries is the false claim that because
epilepsy is more divine than other diseases, it thereby requires magical or
religious specialists who are wont to exaggerate their credentials in piety.
His aim is as much to discredit this group as it is to provide a different
basis on which to treat epilepsy.

The magical and religious specialists singled out for the author’s ire offered
services and claimed knowledge that extended well beyond healing
epilepsy. In the most famous passage from On the Sacred Disease, we are
told that their abilities fundamentally involved changing the course of nature
which, in light of our author’s Presocratic assumptions with regard to the
divine elements of nature, was tantamount to impiety (asebeia):*

If they claim to know how to draw down the moon and eclipse the sun, to
make storms and fair weather, rain and drought, the sea impassable and
the earth barren, and all other things of such kind — whether they claim to
know these things from rites or from some other knowledge or practice — by
making this their business they seem to me to be impious, neither believ-
ing that the gods exist nor that they have any power, and in so doing fail to
refrain from extremes, since the gods are as nothing to them.

The implications of these claims bring us face to face with what our
author finds so objectionable. As a good Presocratic, he regards the
moon, sun, weather, and sea as features of the natural world that all par-
take of divinity, if they are not divinities themselves. When our magical
specialists claim control over these elements they imply that mortals can
somehow control divinity. But rather than insist on the transcendence of
divinity at this point — in the sense that mortals can never control divinity
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- instead our author concludes that these naturally divine powers cannot
really be divine if the specialists’ claims are true but mortal, since mor-
tals control only what is mortal (1.31). In effect, he reasons, our special-
ists are then denying the existence and power of divinity and these
denials constitute impiety.

There is no question that our author has advanced an attack against his
adversaries on mainly logical and rhetorical grounds. Recent research
confirms this impression and has shown the Hippocratic authors to be well
versed in the sophistical arguments and rhetorical strategies of their
day.?® But a rather glaring contradiction in his argument remains. On the
one hand, our author says that the magical and religious specialists use
the supposed divine origin of epilepsy as an excuse to absolve themselves
from criticism when their remedies fail. This suggests that they are
appealing to their ultimate inability to control divinity, even if they offer
the hope of influencing it. On the other hand, the specialists’ claims of draw-
ing down the moon and eclipsing the sun suggest to our author that, if it
were possible to do such things, the gods could not exist nor have any power.
Now our author cannot have it both ways: at one moment his adversaries’
actions are based on the assumption that they cannot control divinity, at
another on the assumption that divinity does not exist at all. We have no
way of knowing whether the weakness of arguments of this kind was
exploited, since no evidence remains of how, for example, the opponents
of our author responded to it. As Geoffrey Lloyd has shown,*” the Hip-
pocratic writers are competing not only against one another, but also
likely against ritual practitioners of temple medicine at cult sites like the
famous one at Epidaurus for Asclepius, for medical business, in addition
to the obvious competition coming from the magic and religious special-
ists named in On the Sacred Disease. At least some of the remedies on offer
at local healing cult sites seem to have been meant specifically to counter
the remedies suggested by physicians. On that point, there was a saying
frequently quoted in antiquity to the effect that when the remedies of
the physicians failed, everyone resorted to sacrificers, seers, spells, and
amulets to solve their problems.?

How the magical specialists actually diagnosed epilepsy provides some
insight into their techniques and treatment. It ought first to be said that
the naturalistic explanation of epilepsy offered by the author of On the Sacred
Disease, utilizing as it does a typology of illness due to imbalances in the
humours phlegm and bile, turns out to be as fanciful as those offered
by the magical specialists.” The author’s arguments are purely specula-
tive and show no evidence of real anatomical understanding, but this
is probably to be expected at a time when human autopsy was still more
than a century from being readily practiced.*® His treatment regimen for
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epilepsy is allopathic, meaning that because the imbalances in phlegm and
bile in turn suggest too much dryness or moisture, and cold or heat in the
body, remedies that reversed those dispositions at the right moment
should cure the disease. As has been noted by Lloyd, in effect all our author
does is substitute one set of invisible causes for another. Nevertheless,
in his own mind he is clear that the magic (magia) and purifications
(katharmoi) offered by the ritual specialists to cure the disease are in-
effective, as he says at the very end of his treatise.”

The shocking and bizarre nature of an epileptic seizure, as every Greek
who knew of Herakles’ own sufferings could attest, was so extraordinary
that it almost begged for divine explanation. But to the Greeks, the fact
that a divinity could invade a human body was a familiar experience, most
famously illustrated in the case of the Pythia at Delphi being invaded by
Apollo who thereby provided her with an oracular voice. In this case
Apollo’s divine visitation was invited and controlled and unlike a sudden
epileptic seizure, where it was not even clear which divinity might in fact
be present. Our author describes the epileptic’s symptoms this way:*

[The patient] becomes speechless and chokes, foam runs from the mouth,
his teeth lock together, his hands contract, his eyes twist about, and they lose
consciousness; in some excrement also passes.

In the description of Herakles’ epileptic seizure, a goddess of madness, Lussa,
invades Herakles’ body, and Euripides actually describes the onset of the
madness in terms remarkably similar to these.*® The Greeks construed an
epileptic seizure in terms of divine invasion, and in anthropological
terms this kind of cultural phenomenon is called possession.** The issue
now for the patient, however, according to the author of On the Sacred
Disease, was to determine which divinity was responsible for the posses-
sion. As we might expect, the terms in which these actions are described
are pejorative, but we need to be careful to distinguish the logic of the
ritual specialists’ actions from the logic attributed to their actions by our
author. We are told that if the patient imitates a goat, roars, or suffers con-
vulsions on his right side, the ritual specialists claim the Mother of the Gods
is responsible. If he utters a loud and sharp cry, he is likened to a horse
and Poseidon is made responsible. If he passes excrement, as our author
has already explained is a common occurrence, the goddess Enodia is
named. If the patient’s cries are more frequent and higher-pitched, like
birds, Apollo Nomius (pastoral) is responsible. If he foams at the mouth
and kicks, Ares is the cause, and if he has fears and terrors that strike at
night, driving him out of bed, Hekate or the heroes are responsible. To our
author all of these attributions are absurd, and bespeak the lack of proper
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naturalistic reasoning to which he anticipates his audience will appeal.
However, in his effort to discredit the ritual specialists he mischaracterizes
their responses as illogical when, in fact, there is a coherent logic behind them.

The first point our author seems to miss is that the diagnoses of divine
origin for epilepsy are in effect a form of Greek divination. There are many
different types of Greek divination, and of course it would take us too far
afield to explore them all here. However, the homology that is created
in the diagnosis between the various ‘signs’ a patient exhibits and the
divinity who is best characterized as the originator of those signs is in
accord with standard Greek views of divination. Indeed, the functionally
imitative relationship between the sign and the divinity responsible for
it is sympathetic, in the reconsidered terminology of Frazer that we
explored in chapter 1. In ornithomancy or bird divination, for example,
the flight patterns and cries of birds are interpreted to determine which
divinity is responsible for the sign and what the message might be.*
Certain birds are associated with particular divinities, such as the crow and
Apollo, making it reasonable to associate higher-pitched birdlike cries with
him, as in the example of Apollo Nomius above. Although it is true that
the cries and convulsions here are exhibited by the patient, we have no
evidence outside the report of our author to suppose that this form of
divination was viewed as illegitimate. Given the sheer variety of what the
Greeks considered to be legitimate, humanly manifested divine signs —
including chance utterances, involuntary bodily motions such as sneez-
ing, tingling in the hand, and ringing in the ear — we cannot as confidently
as our author judge the actions of the ritual specialists to be perverse.
Instead, I would suggest that we actually have here another form of Greek
divination which, because of its context in On the Sacred Disease, has not
been for the most part seriously examined by scholars.* This interaction
between divination and magic should also remind us of the Azande, for
whom divination was the means used to determine the source of a given
bewitchment or magical affliction.

The second and more important point that our author overlooks will
bear directly on how we understand certain aspects of Greek magic to
operate. It concerns the conceptual relationship between the epileptic,
who is described in Greek as being held by the disease, and the dominant
metaphor of binding or being held down that animates the magic of
Greek curse tablets. The connection between epilepsy and binding magic
has not been fully explored by scholars, although almost a century ago at
least one scholar suggested a connection.*” Part of what has been missed
lies in how the author of On the Sacred Disease mocks the ritual actions
undertaken by the specialists to cure epilepsy, which he describes in the
following way:*®
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For they purify those held (tous ekhomenous) by the disease with blood and
other such things as though they have some pollution, an avenging spirit,
or were bewitched (verb pharmasso) by men.

In the author’s view purification is an illogical response to epilepsy because
by definition, the author argues, purification implies a prior defilement
(miasma), blood guilt (alastoria), bewitchment (pepharmakeusthai), or some
other unholy deed (ergon anosion), none of which is relevant to epilepsy.
Moreover, the author derides the fact that epileptic victims are not taken
to the temples of the gods thought responsible for the attack, nor are the
offscourings from purification dedicated to those gods. Instead, the offs-
courings from purification are hidden in the earth, dumped into the sea,
or carried into the mountains so as to prevent anyone from touching or
stepping on them. To our author each of these actions illustrates the
wrong ritual response because each fails to acknowledge in a ritually
appropriate manner the supposed responsible divinity. My concern is with
the author’s comparison that these purificatory actions are undertaken ‘as
though they have some pollution, an avenging spirit, or were bewitched
by men’. Our author clearly does not accept these explanations because
they do not accord with his own understanding of epilepsy’s causes. But
his remarks suggest that the specialists did, in fact, treat epilepsy as the
outcome of pollution, avenging spirits, and bewitchment. And it is the
magical dimension here that most interests us. It is hard to understand
why the specialists would treat epilepsy as if it derived from bewitch-
ment unless it was believed that epilepsy itself could be motivated by magic.

A common type of magic in the fifth century and later involves the
metaphor of binding or holding down someone, as a way to thwart their
ambitions, activities, or even their powers of perception. In curse tablets,
for example, the written curses frequently depict a speaker who says in
the first person ‘I bind down’ (katadé) or ‘I hold down’ (katekho) such
and such a person, and his or her attributes, works, companions, and so
forth. We shall have an opportunity later to examine some of these tablets
in detail. For the moment, suffice it to note that this same metaphor of
holding down, and the same verb katekhé and its cognate forms, are used
to describe in the broadest terms the Greek phenomenon of possession.
And we have just seen epileptics described in terms similar to these,
especially in the phrase ‘those held (tous ekhomenous) by the disease’.
Despite the use of the simplex form ekhomenous in the description of
an epileptic seizure in On the Sacred Disease, speechlessness, choking,
clenching of the teeth and hands, must have visibly illustrated to the
magical specialists as well as to an ordinary bystander the very definition
of the compound forms katokhos or katekhomenos, which mean ‘possessed’
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or literally ‘held down’. The additional features of losing consciousness and
having one’s eyes twist about — which the Greeks described as having one’s
normal mode of awareness replaced by a different one — are also import-
ant to the general Greek understanding of possession. In later medical
literature (Galen, second century cg), the term katokhé, another cognate
from the same verb katekho, still refers specifically to a disorder like
catalepsy, in which there is a loss of consciousness and complete rigidity
of the body, although by this time the divine origin of this family of
afflictions had been largely discarded.* Possession in the fifth and fourth
centuries BCE was literally a matter of being overtaken by a divinity or divine
power, and epilepsy seems to have been thought of as a particularly
strong form of divine possession. But the disposition of possessed persons,
who appeared visibly bound or held down, also dovetailed exceedingly well
with the prevailing conception of binding magic. Thus contrary to the views
of the author of On the Sacred Disease, our ritual specialists were altogether
logical in ritually treating epilepsy as if they were counteracting magic,
because magic was regarded as one possible cause.

There is still further confirmation of this view to be found if we look again
at the particular divinities named as examples of those thought respons-
ible for epileptic attacks.

Several of the divinities mentioned by the author of On the Sacred
Disease, including the Mother of the Gods,* Ares,*! Hekate, the heroes,*
who are commonly figured in Greek thought as daimones, are invoked by
name in known curse tablets. Some of these tablets are dated as early as
the fourth century BCE, but our earliest tablets reach to the beginning of
the fifth century. According to the typical curse formula, these divinities
are the ones in the presence of whom a victim is magically bound and they
also function as the agents who will realize the aims of the curse. It was
Ganschinietz” who long ago suggested a connection between the state of
being katokhos ‘possessed’ and the frequent use of the verb katekho
‘1 bind’ in the Attic curse tablets. But not even he, I believe, fully realized
the implications of his suggestion. Moreover, in the curse tablets the
chthonic or underworld divinities Hekate and Hermes are frequently
called by the epithets katokhos and katokhé, terms which reinforce their
role as the divinities most responsible for overseeing the binding action
envisaged in the tablets. Recall that the author of On the Sacred Disease
also mentions that the specialists’ ritual actions suggest to him that they
are purifying someone from an ‘avenging spirit’ (alastoria). In Greek
thought this term was reserved for actions that were explained by divine
vengeance, and we have other confirmation outside On the Sacred
Disease from Plato* and later Aesop® that refer to magic used specifically
to avert divine anger. Clearly one form which that divine anger could take
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was an epileptic attack, and such an attack in turn could be brought on
by a binding curse. We have then, in contrast to the view of our physician
author, every reason to believe that the magical specialists whom he crit-
icizes were offering remedies aimed at appeasing the divinities invoked
as agents in a binding curse. This is not to say that all instances of
epilepsy were diagnosed by these specialists as the result of magic. It is
rather to say that because the author of On the Sacred Disease is so deter-
mined to discredit his adversaries’ logic, he misconstrues in fact how
consistent their ritual solutions were when cases of divine anger as a
result of binding magic were actually diagnosed. Moreover, the whole divine
taxonomy of symptoms developed by these specialists provided a frame-
work in which to judge the crucial question of which divinity was respon-
sible for the attack. The degree of specificity required by that framework
further testifies to how important it was to identify the correct divinity.
We are no longer in the world of myth when characters can appeal to the
gods generally for aid. In the realm of magic, with the possibility of
specific divinities being invoked as magical agents, a specialist whose job
it was to counteract that magic had every interest in getting his diagnosis
exactly right.

To our author the main sticking point is that, in his view, it is illogical
to suggest that a divinity could be a source of pollution. Rather, it is more
plausible to expect the divinity to be a source of purification and
sanctification.*® This view is quite wildly at odds with what we might con-
sider the popular Greek view, in which it was taken as a tenet of Greek
religious behavior that angered divinities could cause pollution in human
beings. Such a difference in understanding again gives us evidence that
our author does not appreciate the religious rationale of his contempo-
raries. Note clearly that our author does not call divinity into question, only
the claim that it could be a source of impurity. Furthermore, according to
him, the specialists’ remediation involves purification with blood, which
was normally regarded in Greek religion as impure. As Robert Parker*” has
suggested, the specialists need blood not because it defiles but because it
is a token of the defilement or pollution that was to be removed. Earlier
Greek thinkers, such as Heraclitus of Ephesus, famously took issue with
the logic of ritually purifying with blood, and claimed that it was contra-
dictory, ‘as if one who stepped in dirt washed himself off with dirt’.** Our
author seems to have inherited the same Presocratic viewpoint. But both
of these criticisms fail to acknowledge that the purification was aimed at
reversing magical attacks that harnessed divine anger, which as we have
seen was accepted by the Greeks as a common enough cause of illness
and disease, or even madness. It was therefore quite consistent that the
offscourings from purification had to be disposed of completely, with no
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possibility of further human contact. By criticizing where the specialists
deposited the remnants of their purifications, the author of On the Sacred
Disease again misunderstands the common practice, for instance, of
disposing offscourings in springs, marshes, and fountains to dissolve the
“pollution through contact with the purest forms of matter.”* In other
words, the specialists seem to have known what they were doing; our author,
by failing to acknowledge this, comes close to running afoul of his own
conventional, religious norms.* This leads him to make a very curious
admission at this point in his attack against the specialists’ purificatory
actions:'

Indeed divinity purifies and sanctifies and is the thing that cleanses the great-
est and most unholy of our sins. We ourselves mark the boundaries of the
sanctuaries and sacred precincts of the gods so that no one will traverse them
unless he is pure; when we enter we besprinkle ourselves, not as defiling our-
selves, but to wash away any defilement that we have previously acquired.

Thus it is not the principle of purification that disturbs our author nor is
it, given the common practice of using bloodshed in certain types of puri-
fication ritual, the medium through which purification takes place. Instead,
as this passage suggests, it is the specialists’ practice of purification out-
side the boundaries of civic cult, signified here by the mention of temple
precincts and sanctuaries, which is most offensive to him.*

Plato and Greek Psychology

This concern is amplified in a similar way in the fourth century by Plato,
who shares with the author of On the Sacred Disease a deep distrust of
the cast of characters — magicians (magoi), purifiers (kathartai), beggar-
priests (agurtai), and outright charlatans (alazones) — who unscrupu-
lously foist their magical services on their clients. What neither author
directly addresses, unfortunately, is why these clients have apparently found
the services offered by civic cult to be inadequate. Like the Hippocratic
author, Plato’s writings offer much insight into the types of magical ser-
vices offered by specialists, although Plato’s own views about the efficacy
of magic, as distinct from his contempt for its itinerant purveyors, are harder
to pin down. For instance, Plato can cite approvingly the example of
midwives who excite or relieve the pains of childbirth through drugs
(pharmaka) and spells (epdidai),” and the arsenal of physicians that
includes simples, cauteries, incisions, and spells (epoidai),> but at the same
time he can condemn ‘those that evoke (psukhagogein) the souls of the
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dead, claiming to persuade the gods as if by bewitching them with
sacrifices, prayers, and spells (epdidai)’.*® Paradoxically, it is not the
efficacy of spells that is in question here, nor evocation of the dead - much
as the author of On the Sacred Disease stopped short of denying
the efficacy of purification — but rather the individuals whose religious
services, in his view, do not serve the public interest. He reserves his
most stinging criticism for the begging-priests (agurtai) and seers
(manteis), the latter of which were not explicitly identified by the author
of On the Sacred Disease:*

[and how] begging-priests and seers go to rich men’s doors and persuade
them that, having acquired a power from the gods through sacrifices and spells,
with pleasures and festivals they can cure any misdeed by a man or his ances-
tors, and if a man wants to harm his enemy, for a small cost he will be able
to harm just and unjust alike, persuading, as they say, the gods to aid them
through spells (epagogai) and binding magic (katadesmoi).

The begging-priests and seers in this passage, as well as the magicians,
purifiers, and charlatans mentioned in On the Sacred Disease, have
recently been extensively examined by Matthew Dickie. In his research,
Dickie shows that although the names differ, there is substantial agree-
ment in the ancient sources that members of these groups are, on the
whole, self-proclaimed religious specialists, self-employed, itinerant, and
socially inferior, although each group does have its peculiar characteris-
tics that ought not to be left out of account.”” That these individuals are
motivated by self-interest alone is an assumption which Plato and the
Hippocratic author make — since their pecuniary needs are singled out
by both authors — but which we perhaps should not take so readily for
granted. On the whole, Plato seems more interested in restricting the
private nature of this group’s activities and in sentencing the ones who
have specialized knowledge of magic to severer penalties than those who
do not have such specialized knowledge.

It is in the context of sentencing the religious specialists who practice
magic (pharmakeia) in his ideal state that Plato offers what amounts to
a theory of magic. He first divides magic into two categories. The first
involves harm caused by drinks, foods, or unguents, and owes its efficacy
to ‘harm by means of matter against matter according to nature’.”® His main
point here is that these substances have known effects on the body and
Plato seems to allow that, call them what you will, these effects are basic-
ally biological. Poisoning someone, for example, for the purposes of
erotic magic owes its effects to the toxins harmful to the body, Plato
would argue, not to any “magical” attributes the substances were believed
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to contain. The second type of magic (goéteia) is based on the anxieties
and fears produced in its victims and it operates primarily on psycholog-
ical grounds:*

The other type is that which, by means of enchantments and spells and so-
called bindings, persuades those attempting to harm their victims that they
can do so, and persuades the victims that they really are being harmed by
those capable of bewitching (goéteuein). With respect to this and all such
matters, it is neither easy to recognize what has happened, nor, if one
knows, is it easy to persuade others. With regard to men’s souls, it is not worth
trying to persuade those who are suspicious of one another about such things,
if some of them see molded wax images either at their doorways or at the
places where three roads meet or on the tombs of their ancestors themselves,
nor to admonish those who do not have a clear belief about all such things
to make light of them.

Plato’s catalogue of magical practices is not random but includes the
most common forms of magic in the classical period, and we shall engage
with each of them in later parts of this work. His characterization of
magic, basing its efficacy as it does on a mistaken belief about causes
and implying that it would disappear if only its practitioners understood
physical causality, might almost be said to make Plato modern in his
outlook. Insofar as people perform spells and binding charms, place wax
images at doorways or on tombs, Plato concedes that his fellow Greeks
practice magic, although he stops short of claiming that their activities
exert anything other than psychological effects.® He further adds that
such activities also reinforce the practitioner’s belief in his own powers —
a statement that might have come right out of the writings of Frazer,
Malinowski, or Tambiah.

Magic and Causality

The impression from Plato that, apart from its psychological effects, this
second type of magic exerts no real effect in the world brings us to the
consideration of Greek causality. Our notions of causality are not the
same as for the Greeks. The causal systems at work in classical Greek cul-
ture, to the extent we can reconstruct them, along with the types of infer-
ences which they believed were derivable from them, are not intuitive and
must be examined carefully. If the cross-cultural research we reviewed in
chapter 1 suggests anything, it is that cultures operate within their own,
unique frames of reference when it comes to causes and effects, especially
when the causes are invisible. As we saw with the author of On the Sacred
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Disease, the question before the physician was not whether there was an
invisible network of causes, but which were the proper ones to diagnose
in a given case of illness. So it is with magic in general.

The general problem of causality in situations of illness or injury was a
topic of considerable interest to fifth- and fourth-century Greek intellec-
tuals, including tragedians, historians, orators, and physicians.®® Their
explanations are revealing because they demonstrate that the determina-
tion of the cause of an event could imply competing and, at times incom-
patible views of agency. Nevertheless, multiple causes could determine the
same event, but which to us would appear as inconsistent. It is notewor-
thy that in Plato’s view, he locates the causes of his second type of magic
entirely with the individual practitioner, and identifies the efficient cause
of magic as his or her ability to persuade themselves and others that their
actions produce real effects. At the same time, in other writings of Plato
he seems to take the efficacy of spells, when issued by midwives and physi-
cians, for granted, just as he takes pharmaceutical “magic” for granted, mak-
ing it unclear exactly where he stands on magical activity as a whole. He
is not alone, however, in this ambiguity. We have already seen the author
of On the Sacred Disease wrestle with the similar dilemma of denying
the efficacy of his adversaries’ remedies, without denying their efficacy in
principle. There are several reasons for this: first, magical causation was
difficult to distinguish from divine agency, and before Aristotle intellec-
tuals’ attempts to rationalize the cause for an event typically included
divinity as one possible factor. Second, like divinity magic operated
according to the principle of actio in distans ‘action at a distance’, which
is a medieval scholastic term that, I think, metaphorically captures the
ancient reality. As an example, a binding curse tablet could be buried in
a grave or well and cause an orator in court — at a distance in time and
space — to lose his memory and voice. This means that even when other,
more immediate causes for an event, such as loss of memory, can be found,
it is nearly impossible to exclude magic as one possible cause, especially
when there is already a cultural expectation that some types of events
can be caused by magic. Third, Greek magic like most magic was based
in volition, which means that a person used magic to achieve a desired
outcome, and by doing so prompted a sequence of events toward
fulfilling that desire. Volitional cause, as we shall see below, is often
overlooked and can subsume within it what we might take to be more
proximate, visible, and physical causes.

For many contemporary readers, what we take for granted in our
causal thinking is largely the product of hundreds of years of social
and legal deliberation. It is not inevitable, for example, that events per-
ceived to be out of human control enjoy the legal status of ‘acts of God’,
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differently defined under contract and tort law, but rather the result of
centuries of institutional disagreement that has worked out when breach
of contract or liability should ensue. It is no easy task to come to terms
with how differently ancient Greeks interpreted such phenomena. In
antiquity an ‘act of God’, such as a natural disaster or a lightning storm,
might not only have had divine causes, but the humans who suffered
during the event might well have been regarded as morally responsible
for it themselves. When we inquire into the causes of an event, assuming
we have first stipulated what the ‘event’ itself is, we are confronted with
many possibilities which grow as a situation is analyzed into its constituent
parts. As one example, in contemporary Anglo-American jurisprudence,
the proximate cause — meaning a necessary cause near enough to the
target event (e.g., damage, injury, loss, etc.) in space and time to be con-
sidered a sufficient one - is often singled out to help guide the court in
the determination of moral responsibility. However, proximate cause
relies on a spatial metaphor that has long been recognized as inadequate
to serve as a main criterion of responsibility.® In antiquity the argument
of proximate cause was even less relevant than it is today because human
agency and divine agency could overlap in the explanation of a given event.

We can see how this works by relating the famous late fifth-century case
of the javelin-thrower.*® An athlete practicing one day threw a javelin and
killed another youth who ran into its path. Plutarch (ca. 50-ca. 120 Cg)
reports that Pericles (ca. 495-429 Bcg) and the philosopher Protagoras
(ca. 490-420 BCE) spent an entire day discussing whether the javelin, the
athlete who hurled it, or the judges of the contests ought to be considered
the cause of death ‘in the most correct sense’.** It might at first strike
readers as odd that the javelin itself could be considered a cause of injury,
but in Athens there was actually a separate court for the trial of inanimate
objects.” Inanimate objects could, on the contrary, be held legally and
ritually responsible for murder in Athens. We shall look further at this
phenomenon later when we discuss the use of figurines in magic in
chapter 3. For now, suffice it to note that the discussion between Pericles
and Protagoras gives some indication of how complicated the determination
of cause could become. A similar case is at issue in Antiphon’s Second
Tetralogy, a prepared but not a real speech, where the further possibility
is considered that the deceased himself was responsible because he ran
into the path of the javelin.®® An additional factor that is raised, but not
considered in any depth, is that the youth’s trainer might be responsible,
because he had called the youth onto the field at the fatal moment. A
further possibility beyond human action is then considered, and it is this
possibility that we need to highlight. In the deliberation, the father of the
dead youth remarks that it would not be just to acquit the javelin-thrower
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merely because of the misfortune of his error, because it is not clear
whether the misfortune has occurred with or without divine influence. He
says that if the misfortune occurred without divine influence, then the
javelin-thrower should be punished for his error. But if divine punishment
is at work in these events and has fallen on the youth because of some
(unknown) impious action, then it is just not to hinder divine retribution
- in other words, the javelin-thrower should not be punished.®” Thus the
consideration of empirical causality does not exclude divine influence. The
possibility of divine influence in human action creates a situation in
which mere human error may be implicated in an invisible network of divine
retribution, and the effects of human error and divine retribution (the youth
being run through by the javelin) may appear the same.

Although this example has not been exhaustive, it should give ample
indication of the flexible system of causality available in Greece, whereby
an event can be determined by factors human and divine, visible and
invisible, present and past, as well as proximate and remote, both in a
spatial and temporal sense. These considerations can be paralleled in
Greek dramatic literature, which can sometimes exaggerate the realities
of what was believed for effect. But in the remarks of a Phrygian slave in
Euripides’ Orestes we find the same array of alternatives when he is asked
whither his mistress, Helen, had disappeared. He replies that it was either
through magic (pharmaka), the arts of magicians (magoi), or that she was
stolen away by the gods (1497-98), and it is important to see that these
alternatives are not mutually exclusive. Like the religious specialists
criticized in On the Sacred Disease, if I am confronted with an epileptic
patient I now have to ask whether the seizure is due to human or divine
causes, none of which may be visible, and if divine whether it is due to
divine retribution for some impious act, or to divine retribution that
results from magic, both of which could have happened in the past, or to
some bewildering combination of all of the above. And because these causal
conditions are not mutually exclusive they might all hold true for a given
event at the same time.

Magic adds another dimension, namely volitional cause, because
magic can be understood as an expression of intention and, in some
cases, as a visible register or marker of intention. Although Plato does not
discuss this directly, he does seem at least partially aware of how it works.
Recall that in his mention of spells, binding curses, and wax figurines on
one side of the equation these reinforce to the practitioners that they are
in fact capable of harming their victims, while on the other side they rein-
force to the victims that they really are the victims of harm.®® We have a
good deal of direct evidence from later sources of magic, such as the Greco-
Egyptian magical papyri, which amply testify to the volitional nature of
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magic. Many spells begin with the assertion “If you desire (etheld) to do
such and such,” then follow such and such a procedure. But apart from
later evidence, it is a quite straightforward observation to say that spells
and curses are the expression of someone’s intention to harm or otherwise
influence their victim. What Plato acutely observes is the reinforcement
mechanism of magic as it pertains to intention. If I see a wax figurine on
the tomb of my ancestor, whether I believe the figurine to be efficacious,
I nonetheless now know that some enemy of mine intends to harm me,
perhaps through evoking the soul of my dead ancestor. What I do not know
is exactly how, beyond the physical evidence of the magic, my enemy’s
intentions will manifest in my affairs, and that is where the crux lies.

One of the most perceptive recent analyses of volitional cause as it applies
to magic has been made by the anthropologist Alfred Gell. In the follow-
ing quirky example, Gell explains how volitional cause can subsume, for
instance, multiple physical causes, and still emerge as the socially salient
explanation for a given event:*

Magic is possible because intentions cause events to happen in the vicinity
of agents, but this is a different species of causation from the kind of causa-
tion involved in the rising and setting of the sun, or the falling of Newton'’s
apple, etc. For instance: here before me is this boiled egg. What has caused
the egg to be boiled? Clearly, there are two quite different answers to this —
(i) because it was heated in a saucepan of water over a gas-flame, or (ii) because
I, off my own bat, chose to bestir myself, take the egg from its box, fill the
saucepan, light the gas, and boil the egg, because I wanted breakfast. From
any practical point of view, type-(ii) ‘causes’ of eggs being boiled are infin-
itely more salient than type-(i) causes. If there were no breakfast-desiring
agents like me about, there would be no hens’ eggs . .. no saucepans, no
gas appliances, and the whole egg-boiling phenomenon would never
transpire and never need to be physically explained. So, whatever the
verdict of physics, the real causal explanation for why there are any boiled
eggs is that I, and other breakfasters, intend that boiled eggs should exist.

Greek magic, whether in the form of Plato’s figurines and spells or the reli-
gious specialists’ acts of purification, is performed with the intention of
realizing the practitioner’s aims. But it is not sufficient in analyzing
magic, as Plato implies, to recognize ‘what has happened’ in terms of phys-
ical causes and leave it at that, because physical causes can ultimately
follow from intentional causes. In Plato’s example the molded wax
figurines are visible reminders to ‘those who are suspicious of one
another about such things’ that harmful intentions have been expressed.
Multiple causes, which can be visible and invisible as well as separated in
space and time, have the potential to overlap to produce the same event.
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This means that when some misfortune does occur for the person who
believes himself to be the target of the figurine, other visible, immediate,
and physical causes of the misfortune may be compatible with and expli-
cable in terms of the harmful intentions of the adversary who made the
figurine or had it made.

This point is worth stressing: magic in the Greek world is possible
because physical causes are not excluded by intentional causes. Because
intentional explanations are socially salient and therefore more relevant
in the determination of responsibility, they can, on the contrary, subsume
physical causes. A good example of how this works can be found toward
the end of the Roman Republic in Cicero’s Brutus, in which the effects
of a basically Greek binding spell are described.” The event happened
during a trial in the 70s BcE after Cicero had finished his defense of a
woman named Titinia. He recalls that the opposing counsel, a man
named Gnaeus Sicinius, suddenly forgot his entire case and blamed his
lapse of memory on the spells (veneficia) and incantations (cantiones) of
that same Titinia.” The point to stress here in this example is that the socially
relevant explanation of Titinia’s magic takes precedence, even when a more
obvious physical explanation, such as fatigue or some other immediate and
visible cause, might have been found.

Greek Magicians

It is within this kind of complex aetiological framework that we have to
situate the activities of our veritable cast of Greek magical characters, the
magicians (magoi), purifiers (kathartai), beggar-priests (agurtai), seers
(manteis), and outright charlatans (alazones) named by the author of On
the Sacred Disease and Plato. Much light has recently been shed on this
group and the research shows that, with the possible exception of the magoi,
apart from what has already been said, there is no clearcut way to dis-
tinguish their magical activities. Indeed, it is not even clear from the
Hippocratic and Platonic descriptions that the terms for these individu-
als were used exclusively, since seers could perform purifications like
the purifiers and magicians, and all of these individuals were apparently
itinerant and scrappy in generating their own business interests like
the beggar-priests. Frankly, they might all be characterized as religious
entrepreneurs, offering their services to rich and poor alike who were look-
ing to solve problems they otherwise could not through traditional
temple cults and physicians.

The term ‘charlatans’ (alazones) described any number of quacks and
braggarts, boasters and false pretenders in the ancient world, but apart
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from the general characteristic of deception it offers nothing distinctive
to magic. In the context of On the Sacred Disease, the term is pejorative
and general. The beggar-priests (agurtai) form an interesting category of
mendicant vagabond, often from Asia Minor, who sometimes claimed
prophetic ability. In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, for example, the Trojan
princess Cassandra, who has been granted the gift of prophecy by Apollo
but who is forever condemned to have her advice ignored, in some ways
typifies the stereotype of the agurtés. Although adorned with the pro-
fessional garb of the seer (mantis), she frets that she may be a false seer
(pseudomantis), that she is called a wandering agurtés, a beggar going from
door to door trying to hawk false visions.” Other groups of agurtai (known
technically as métragurtai and meénagurtai) who may be relevant are the
devotees of Rhea or Cybele, the Mother of the Gods, whom we have
already seen could be invoked in Attic curse tablets. These groups ori-
ginated in Phrygia, moved in bands, and were known for their ecstatic
ravings and the tintinabular sounds emanating from their raucous
worship of the goddess.” In the few accounts that survive of these
worshippers, however, there is little that we can discern having directly
to do with magic, although as cult devotees they no doubt proclaimed
some privileged relationship with the Mother of the Gods herself.

Seers or manteis form another heterogeneous group, but in the classi-
cal period manteis who were attached to temples and to armies formed a
professional class of seer.” The Pythia or priestess at Delphi, for example,
was a mantis who inherited her position at the temple and occupied it for
life. Military seers such as the famous Tisamenos and Hegesistratos from
Elis, over whom Spartans struggled to obtain their services,” are also
standard examples of the professional seer. These military seers were
known for their ability to interpret the entrails of sacrificed animals, espe-
cially those of oxen, sheep, and goats, with the aim of announcing
whether the gods favored a course of military action or not. As might be
expected, the manner in which this was done was complex and involved
interpreting signs on animal livers, such as any deformation of the lobes
or discoloration, interpreting the health of the entrails generally, divining
from the flow of the animal’s blood after sacrifice, and placing the ani-
mal’s bladder in a fire to divine the god’s intentions from the manner in
which it inflated and burst.”® There were other forms of divination in
which these professional manteis engaged, such as interpreting the flight
patterns and cries of birds, but their sacrificial expertise is what prin-
cipally defined them. It is important to recall here that purification through
bloodshed was one of the manteis’ activities which aggravated the author
of On the Sacred Disease. Whatever the rationale behind their use of
bloodshed in purifying epileptic patients, it is consistently to their facility
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in sacrifice and divination from the sacrificial animal’s innards and blood
toward which the evidence for manteis points.

The professional class of seer is sometimes difficult to distinguish from
the itinerant mantis who wandered from city to city offering their services
for hire, but it is generally the latter group in whom we are most inter-
ested. About these itinerant manteis we hear occasionally that they mis-
appropriated their lineage in an attempt to distinguish themselves, as in
the example of Deiphonus from Ionian Apollonia, the seer who sacrificed
on behalf of the Greek forces at Mycale before a battle in 480 Bce.”
Deiphonus was said to be the son of a renowned seer, Euenius, from
Apollonia, but Herodotus reports that, according to what he has heard,
Deiphonus’ parentage is suspect and that he has gained work all over Greece
owing to this false claim to be the son of Euenius. It is hard to infer from
the evidence whether this sort of career was typical, but the balance of
historical and literary evidence suggests that itinerant manteis were
resourceful and unscrupulous, and that they preyed upon the gullible.
However, despite the fact that some of our sources (such as Aristophanes)
stereotype and ridicule the traveling manteis, they seem nevertheless to
have carried on an active trade and to have made themselves indispens-
able even to the wealthier strata of society. Contrary to the impression that
our sources sometimes give of their illegitimacy, it is almost certain that
these manteis had a modicum of education and could read, since sources
like Plato attest that they used texts containing oracular poetry of the kind
ascribed to Musaeus and the mythical poet Orpheus.” It is probably to be
inferred therefore that, in the face of limited Athenian literacy, the itiner-
ant manteis were able through their privileged access to arcane material
to exert some hold over the imagination of their clients.”

The purifiers or kathartai, like the manteis, also formed a group that can
be divided into those who enjoyed professional status and those who, less
legitimately, emerged in the midst of crisis to offer their services. Several
of the more dignified kathartai were quite famous, and stories both his-
torical and mythological abound of their purifying individuals of illness
and madness, and of purifying whole cities in the aftermath of sacrilegious
activities. Melampus, a famous archaic age seer, was known for having cured
the mythical Proetus and his daughters using a squill, sulphur, pitch, and
seawater.” In the latter half of the seventh century BcE, the Athenian noble-
man Cylon along with some of his friends seized the Acropolis in Athens
with a view toward tyranny. The Athenians attacked and, although Cylon
himself escaped, some of his friends were killed at an altar, which violated
the sacred immunity granted to suppliants seeking refuge at altars. Hence
arose the famous curse (agos) and pollution on the Athenians, which the
prestigious Epimenides of Crete was brought in to remove.* Epimenides
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was known to have purified several city-states, and it was said that he could
purify people through rites from any damage whatsoever, physical or
mental, and that he could even determine the cause of the damage. There
is also evidence that Epimenides was a seer,* a point that once again rein-
forces the care that must be taken with the sometimes hazy boundaries
such terms as ‘seer’ and ‘purifier’ denote. The activities of one easily
bleed into those of another. In any event, unlike the kathartai mentioned
in On the Sacred Disease, our evidence for Epimenides is on the whole
without taint of illegitimacy or amateurism.

The purifier Empedocles of Acragas (ca. 492-432 BCE) deserves a
special mention. He too was above the moral reproach reserved for the
itinerant purifiers in On the Sacred Disease and in the historical record.
Born of a distinguished family, accomplished in rhetoric, and ardently demo-
cratic, Empedocles composed the poems On Nature and Purifications
(Katharmoi), presumably the remains of one poem,* and a prose work
on Medicine. His magical feats (goéteia) were said to have been witnessed
by perhaps his most famous student, Gorgias of Leontini, whose own
thoughts on magic we will encounter later.?* Empedocles’ poetry in par-
ticular attests to a dignified reputation as a healer. To give some idea of
how publicly well known his poetry was, we hear from more than one source
that his Purifications were performed by a rhapsode at the Olympic
games,® and that during this visit no one was more talked about than him
in social circles.® Strikingly, though, within his poems he claims to be cap-
able of transforming the natural order in virtually the same terms as the
itinerant purifiers in On the Sacred Disease are said to have done. We recall
that the Hippocratic author described the claims of the religious experts
in the following way:*

If they claim to know how to draw down the moon and eclipse the sun, to
make storms and fair weather, rain and drought, the sea impassable and the
earth barren, and all other things of such kind — whether they claim to know
these things from rites or from some other knowledge or practice . . .

In one of the most famous fragments of Empedocles, he writes:®

You shall learn all the remedies (pharmaka) that there are for ills and
defense against old age, since for you alone I will accomplish all this. And
you shall stay the force of the unwearied winds which sweep over the earth
and lay waste the fields with their blasts; and then, if you wish, you shall bring
back breezes in requital. After black rain you shall cause drought for men in
due season, and then after summer drought causing air-inhabiting and
tree-nourishing streams. And you shall bring from Hades the life force of
a dead man.*
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Both of these descriptions of abilities involve reversing or changing the order
of nature, to the extent at least that making storms and fair weather,
drawing down the moon, or drawing back the life force of a dead man®
involve altering nature’s course. It turns out that astronomical magic of
this sort was also the stock-in-trade of magical stereotypes on the
Athenian stage. In Aristophanes’ Clouds, for example, it is said that any-
one can readily purchase the services of a witch (pharmakis) from
Thessaly, a region in northern Greece that was famous in antiquity for being
the birthplace of, and commercial center for, witches. Their services
include drawing down the moon and creating an eclipse, and
Aristophanes regards this upset state of affairs as an opportunity for the
unscrupulous to avoid paying their burdensome debts.”” Empedocles’
magical claims in the passage above, especially his knowledge of pharmaka
that defend against old age and the returning of a man’s life force from
Hades, are somewhat out of line with the claims made by the itinerant
specialists. But on the other hand, it is important to bear in mind that
our evidence for their claims depends almost exclusively on the author of
On the Sacred Disease, Plato, and literary sources. If it is argued that
Empedocles’ claim that he knows how to lead back the ‘life force of a dead
man’ is another way of saying that he can ‘evoke the souls of the dead’
(psukhagaogein), as Plato reports about the itinerant specialists,”* then
together with his weather and astronomical magic, and above all his
expertise in purification, Empedocles may reasonably be regarded as an
exemplary religious specialist, perhaps on the order of a shaman.”

Nor did Plato and the Hippocratic authors regard Empedocles as
merely one among the rabble of itinerant religious specialists. To the con-
trary, both drew from his writings on nature and Empedocles’ four ‘roots’
(earth, air, fire, and water — themselves embedded in the excerpt of his poetry
above in the references to the earth, winds, summer drought, and rain and
streams®) formed the basis of humoural theory in Hippocratic medicine.
This is quite a striking state of affairs, actually, because we have at least
one report that Empedocles treated a patient named Pantheia whom the
physicians were unable to treat successfully.” There are thus clear hints
of rivalry between professional physicians and the religious specialists who,
if we are to believe our sources, as a rule garnered a lesser repute. But apart
from his social and intellectual status, there is no clearcut way to distin-
guish Empedocles’ self-proclaimed magical abilities from those of the
anonymous, wandering specialists.”® Nor is it quite right to see in the ear-
lier, archaic age purifier/seer, of the type exemplified by Melampus and
Epimenides, a more ample repertoire of which only the ‘manipulative’
aspects of purification were inherited by the specialists decried in the
writings of the Hippocratic author and Plato.”” As we have seen, the
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specialists’ procedures for divining the god or goddess responsible for
an epileptic seizure are fully worthy to be called mantic. Moreover,
Empedocles himself was considered a mantis and he is said to have
earned this reputation when he sent away a dead woman alive. In a later
account attributed to Heraclides of Pontus, we are told that for thirty days
Empedocles kept a woman breathless and in a trance, her body without
pulsation — and therefore to all intents and purposes ‘dead’ — and then he
revived her.” For that reason he earned the name of mantis, in addition
to that of physician. We might add that such a feat also clearly resembles
shamanic activity as found, for example, in Central Asia.” It is not quite
clear on the basis of which activity he earned the title of seer, except to
the extent that manteis were known to communicate with the dead and
evoke their souls (psukhagogein). We have then in the accounts of
Empedocles evidence for a set of technical skills which, while extraordi-
nary, are not radically different than those of the anonymous and less socially
distinguished religious specialists also called seers and purifiers.

Magoi

The one name to which Empedocles did not lay claim, despite the reports
of his nearly divine status and his own suicidal efforts to confirm that
reputation by diving into the fiery craters of Mt. Etna, was that of magos
(udryog) or magician.'®™ The term and its family derive from the Old Per-
sian name for priest magu- (nom. magus) and is etymologically related
to Avestan moyu-, which seems to have meant ‘(member of a) tribe’.'”
Magos and its sphere of application have received much attention from
scholars because it is the basis, by way of Latin magus, of our term
‘magic’.'® Properly the term mageia refers to the activity of a magos,
magikos is the related adjective, while the terms manganeuein ‘to use of
charms/trickery’, manganon ‘charm/philter’, mageuein ‘to be a magos/
use magic arts’, mageumata ‘charms, spells’ and related terms are all
derivative. Given the range of Empedocles’ activities and the fluidity of all
the terms considered so far, there is of course no very good reason why
he should not have been called a magos, since his knowledge of weather
magic and reported ability to evoke the dead make him remarkably
similar to the skills attributed to Persian magi, who comprised from the
viewpoint of the Greeks a significant and respected group of religious
specialists.

The central problem with the philological history of the term magos and
its derivatives is that they tell us little to nothing directly about the activ-
ities performed by this kind of individual. Moreover, when the Greeks were
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not speaking explicitly about Persian magoi, who were the servants of the
Persian king and his empire and from whom the Greeks borrowed the term
magos, their use of the term in the fifth century BcE regularly connotes
charlatanry and deception, usually for personal gain. To give some idea
of this unhelpful state of affairs, let us turn to the often-quoted first
instance of magos in Greek. The attestation in question is found in
Heraclitus of Ephesus (late sixth century BcE) but because it is reported
by a later author, Clement of Alexandria (early third century cg), it is unclear
how much of the passage is original. According to Clement, then, Heraclitus
is reported to have prophesied that a punishment by fire awaited ‘those
who wander in the night: magoi, bacchants, maenads, initiates’'® because
these individuals improperly initiated others into the mysteries. There are
anachronisms in the wording here of the terms for Dionysiac worshippers,
bacchants and maenads, that have caused some scholars to doubt the
authenticity of the fragment, but Heraclitus’ characterization of magoi is
clearly negative. It is not as clear whether the magos in this passage refers
to Persian magoi, although that may be a reasonable inference given that
Ephesus was under Persian control in the time of Heraclitus and Persia
already had, by the middle of the sixth century BcE, begun to expand west
into Asia Minor.'” But the main problem from our point of view is that,
even if we accept that magoi were associated with private cults and
performed initiations that were out of line with mainstream civic cult, as
Heraclitus suggests, we still learn next to nothing of what they actually did.

It is above all in fifth-century Greek tragedy where we find references
to the dubious, non-Persian magos known stereotypically for his skull-
duggery and avarice. Some of this evidence accords remarkably well with
what we find in On the Sacred Disease and Plato. The most common
example comes from Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannos, datable toward the last
quarter of the fifth century. When Oedipus begins to suspect that Creon
and his court seer, the famously blind Teiresias, are collaborating to over-
throw him, he denounces Teiresias as a magos, a weaver of plots, and a
crafty beggar-priest (agurtés) who only has sight when it comes to
profit.'® The association between magos and agurtés is exactly that made
by the author of On the Sacred Disease,'™ which attests in my view to the
wide nature of this stereotype. It is also in this context that Oedipus men-
tions the ‘envy’ or ‘malice’ (phthonos) of Teiresias'” as the driving force
behind his presumed political ambition. This term, phthonos, is often asso-
ciated in Greek literature with magic and has led at least one scholar to
argue that envy is therefore its principal motivation.'”® I am very sympa-
thetic to this view, inasmuch as rivalry and personal ambition are frequently
associated with certain types of magical accusations, such as those
involving curse tablets, although it reveals next to nothing about why magic
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takes the shape that it does for the Greeks. However, recognizing that envy,
malice, or ill-will (all covered by the term phthonos) play an important role
in magical accusations gives us another way to demonstrate how magic
is situated within an intentional context, defined by social relations.
There are other examples of magos and related terms deployed within Greek
tragedy with the same range of associations as those in the Oedipus
Tyrannos. None of these references adds anything substantial, however,
to the view that these so-named individuals were suspected of abusing their
privileged relationship with divinity for private rather than public gain.

The deceptive uses to which magic was put by magoi in tragedy have
little in common with the activities of Persian priests, or the magi proper,
who worshipped fire, sacrificed, chanted, sang theogonies, interpreted
dreams and solar eclipses, and performed numerous other religious rites.
Our source for most of these references to the early Persian magoi is
Herodotus, but there are important if scattered references in other histo-
rians and philosophers of the fifth and fourth centuries Bce.'” With the
exception of three ritual events mentioned by Herodotus, the balance of
evidence suggests that the Greeks regarded the activities of this Persian
priestly class as more or less legitimate in contrast to how they viewed the
activities of a Teiresias or an anonymous beggar-priest. But the meaning
of three ritual events appears less transparent to Herodotus, and may give
us insight into where Greek notions of religious piety diverged from
Persian. First, in a passage that describes the march of the Persian king
Xerxes and his forces westward to the river Strymon in Thrace, Herodotus
tells us that the Persians paused there and the magoi made a blood
sacrifice of white horses to obtain good omens.''® This sacrifice is on a par
with the typical activities of the Greek military seer, although the context
and the language used by Herodotus do not permit us to say with accu-
racy whether divination from horse entrails or some other type of divina-
tion was involved. The Greeks, for instance, did not divine from horse
entrails. What is interesting is that Herodotus refers to this sacrifice by the
verb pharmakeuo (from pharmakon ‘drug, spell’), which is used else-
where regularly in Greek to connote ‘magic’ in the sense in which, for exam-
ple, the author of On the Sacred Disease and Plato criticize magic.'"" It is
not clear whether Herodotus is unconvinced of the religious legitimacy of
this rite, or whether he employs the verb because he is influenced by his
own preconceptions about Greek magic. But his next example appears to
raise further questions.

After the sacrifice at the river Strymon, the Persians passed over to an
Edonian town named the Nine Ways. Learning that this was the name of
the town owing to the number of bridges thrown across it, the magoi then
for some inexplicable reason buried alive there nine boys and maidens taken
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from among the people of the country."? It must have struck Herodotus
that this rite would appear unusual to his Greek audience, because at this
point he says that burying people alive is a Persian custom. However, there
is no confirmation from elsewhere that the Persians buried people
alive.'® Herodotus then proceeds to tell a story he has heard that when
Xerxes’ wife Amestris reached old age, she buried fourteen sons of
notable Persians as a thank offering on her behalf to the god of the under-
world.'* The Greeks themselves had their own, largely fantastic, ideas about
human sacrifice, but it remains an open question whether Herodotus
regards the sacrificial rites of the magi in this instance as suspect. Nor can
the veracity of Herodotus’ account be taken for granted, since it appears
that these sacrificial acts called for some qualification.

Finally, there is the account of the violent storm produced by the north
wind, which the Greeks called Boreas, that lasted three days and shipwrecked
the Persians near the promontory of Sepias, on the coast of Magnesia in
Thessaly.'” Herodotus reports that this storm destroyed upward of 400 ships,
and the wreckage caused so much merchandise — including corn, gold and
silver drinking cups, and many other Persian treasures — to be cast ashore
that the Persians built a high fence around their spoils to protect them.
After three days of the storm with no relief, the magoi sacrificed to the dead
(entoma) and sang incantations (kataeidontes) to appease the wind with
the help of magicians (goési), then they sacrificed to the sea nymphs
Thetis and the Nereids. As far as incantations to control the wind and
sacrifices to divinities who control the sea, the Persian magic seems
similar to what we have seen with the religious specialists in On the Sacred
Disease and Empedocles. But the entoma or sacrifice to the dead deserves
further exploration. Herodotus uses the term entoma in one other place
in his work, in a context similar to this one, when he tells the story of
Menelaus’ visit to Egypt and the storm there that prevented him from
leaving. To overcome the bad weather, Menelaus committed an unholy
act: we are told that he surreptitiously took two Egyptian children and
sacrificed them as an entoma, or offering to the dead, to control the
weather.''® Although we cannot be sure that the Persian magoi performed
human sacrifice at Sepias, their apparent proclivity for it as we have seen
in other accounts at least supports the possibility.'"” Whether any of this
Persian magic was effective is then called into question by Herodotus. He
says that on the fourth day the storm ceased, or ‘perhaps it abated of its
own accord’. In these three instances, then, which all involve sacrifices not
considered typical by the Greeks, Herodotus hints that he may not be
entirely convinced of the legitimacy of Persian magic. Such a view is,
of course, quite different than openly assuming that magoi of the likes
of a Teiresias or an itinerant specialist are charlatans, and clearly for
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Herodotus most of what the Persian magoi do is above reproach. On the
whole, throughout antiquity the Persian magoi were positively valued by
the Greeks as religious experts who practiced magic. But they do not
really emerge as a group in whom the Greeks are particularly interested
for their magical affiliations until after the Persian War of 480 BcE, and they
do not become firmly branded as magicians by the Greeks until the final
decades of the fifth century.'"®

Gorgias, Mageia and Goéteia

The term mageia, meaning on the one hand the ‘activity of a magos’ and,
on the other, ‘magic’ in the looser sense defined by the author of On the
Sacred Disease and Plato, first emerges in the fifth century. But when not
used directly of Persian magoi, such as the famed Zoroaster, the term mageia
is surprisingly devoid of any distinctive meaning in itself. In turn, what we
are able to say about mageia depends on the magical activities, such as
sacrifice, purification, and incantation, which are apparently covered by
that term. The earliest known instance of mageia can be found in the lat-
ter half of the fifth century in Gorgias of Leontini’s (ca. 485-380 BCE)
Encomium of Helen, a work that attempts to rehabilitate Helen’s reputa-
tion for treachery in the Trojan War. Gorgias was a very influential rhetor
and sophist, whose oratorical style commonly lent itself to parody by his
contemporaries, but he interests us mainly because of his pedigree in magic.
Gorgias was said to be the pupil of Empedocles, and he is said to have wit-
nessed the magical feats (goéteia) of his teacher.'® These experiences
must be held to account as we look more closely at Gorgias’ own con-
ceptualization of magic.

In the Encomium of Helen, Gorgias offers several reasons for Helen’s
deception and betrayal of the Greeks when she absconded with the
Trojan prince, Paris. It could have been caused, he argues, by fate, the
will of the gods, the decrees of necessity, or that she was carried off
by barbaric force. But if it was speech that persuaded her, then this calls
for an altogether different explanation. Speech in Gorgias’ view — and we
shall not miss his rhetorical interest here — persuades the soul, and words
are incantations (epoidai) that can produce pleasure and avert grief.
Filled with divinity, words can deceive and compel the soul to do things
it otherwise would not through magic (goéteia). He then says that two types
of magic have been invented, mageia and goéteia, both of which are
errors and deceptions of the soul. The term goéteia, which we have
already seen used several times earlier in the passages on magic from
Plato and in reference to Empedocles’ practices, technically refers to
the activity of another common Greek term for ‘magician’, goés. The
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philological history of goés suggests that originally the term referred to a
specialist in one type of lamentation for the dead, called gods.'® It has
been plausibly suggested that the goés was skilled precisely in invoking the
spirits of the dead, and although this characteristic cannot always be felt,
in some authors such as Plato a good case can be made that such a dis-
tinction is still relevant.'* Later sources seem to take for granted that goéteia
refers exclusively to invocation of the dead."® But in Gorgias there is
nothing to suggest that he understood invocation of the dead to underlie
goéteia, rendering it altogether possible that already in the latter half of
the fifth century, at least in some contexts, no such distinction in mean-
ing was relevant. Both magos and goés, moreover, are roughly inter-
changeable terms of abuse in Greek rhetoric, approximating something
on the order of ‘scoundrel’.'®

As he develops his case for how the soul is influenced by speech,
Gorgias appeals to another magical analogy that is revealing for its con-
nection to Empedocles in a way that has not been noticed by scholars. He
describes this in the following way:'**

The power of speech over the disposition of the soul is like the disposition
of drugs (pharmaka) over the nature of the body. Just as different drugs drive
out different humours from the body, and put an end either to disease or to
life, so with speech: some words produce harm, others pleasure, others fear,
while still others can embolden their listeners. Or again, by means of some
harmful persuasion, words can bewitch (pharmakeuein) and thoroughly
cast a spell (ekgoéteuein) over the soul.

The term pharmakon (plural pharmaka) to which Gorgias refers was notor-
iously ambiguous in Greek, because its range of meaning covered helpful
‘medicine’, harmful ‘poison’, as well as magical ‘drug’ or ‘philter’, all of
which were plant-based concoctions with sometimes active psychotropic
ingredients.'® In the context of magic, it is the pharmakon and its effects
on the body to which Plato referred, as we saw earlier, when he mentioned
the drinks, foods, or unguents that cause ‘harm by means of matter
against matter according to nature’.’”® The noun pharmakon gave rise to
several other terms in Greek related to magic, including the noun phar-
makeia ‘magic’ and the verb pharmakeuein ‘bewitch’ above, that we will
encounter in due course. For the moment suffice it to note that, in the con-
text of Gorgias’ remarks, he clearly intends the basic, medical meaning of
pharmakon as well as the magical one.

What has been overlooked in this passage, however, is that Gorgias’
pharmaceutical analogy for how the persuasion of speech works comes
directly from the realm of purification, complete with a reference to
the humours that are driven out from the body in the process. In the
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Hippocratic treatises more than one theory of the humours was in circu-
lation. However, the four basic humours (Gr. yvuof, Lat. humores) — blood,
phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile — which in turn corresponded to
Empedocles’ four ‘roots’ or elements — earth, water, fire, and air — are prob-
ably what Gorgias has in mind here.'*” For this perspective Gorgias has either
his education under Empedocles to thank, or perhaps his teacher’s
writings such as the Purifications. The purification analogy is fleshed
out by Gorgias in other remarks in the Encomium, when he compares how
the soul is impressed by sight, just as it can be impressed by speech.
Whatever is in the soul prior to a frightful sighting, for example courage,
at the sight of an enemy in war is displaced or driven out by fear as if the
danger were already present.'”® We are to infer that words and their ability
to generate powerful emotions operate on the soul in an analogous
way.'® Although we cannot be absolutely certain on this point, I am sug-
gesting that the basic procedure of purification was intrinsic to Gorgias’
notions of magic. Along these lines, it may be of some interest that
although Gorgias uses three different terms for magic, pharmakeia,
goéteia, and mageia, the term pharmakeia and its related terms phar-
makon and the verb pharmakeuein are regularly used in Hippocratic
medical vocabulary specifically to refer to purgatives and purgation.'*
Purificatory remedies that involve purgation are central to the overall
theme in Hippocratic medicine that recognizes purification as an essen-
tial restorative process for the body.” The Hippocratic term for
‘purification’ is katharsis, and its verb kathairein ‘to purify’ is from the same
root that gives us the term for the itinerant purifier, kathartés, who was
so ardently attacked by the author of On the Sacred Disease. Thus there is
an inherent ambiguity in both the pharmakon and katharsis family of terms
between medical and magical purgation and purification, and this ambi-
guity could well be at the crux of the Hippocratic author’s professional
disagreement with the religious specialists.”** In other words the conflict
arises over the correct aetiology of epilepsy, not over the conventional prac-
tice of purification.”® In any case, Gorgias’ analogy between the effects of
speech on the soul and magic works only if it is purificatory magic that is
atissue. And he is as likely to share his understanding of purification with
the author of On the Sacred Disease as he is to share it with the experi-
ence and writings of his teacher, Empedocles.

Other Magical Terms

In terms of our understanding of magic, Gorgias’ Encomium of Helen
demonstrates that by the late fifth century Bcg, no fundamental distinc-
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tion was made between the terms pharmakeia (as instanced by his use
of pharmakon, pharmakeuein), mageia, and goéteia."** This is why it has
been so important in developing a framework for Greek magic to empha-
size the practices and implements associated with it rather than to rely
on terminology alone. If anything, it is the fluidity of the whole range of
Greek magical vocabulary that draws attention, although some terms
retained a certain classical flavor more than others. The balance of ter-
minology that we have yet to consider can be dealt with in fairly short order.
From the ambiguous term pharmalkon, in its magical not medical aspect,
we derive in Greek the nouns pharmakis ‘witch’, pharmakeus ‘sorcerer’
(both of which terms simply refer to practitioners of magic who are
female and male, respectively), the abstract noun pharmakeia, and the verb
pharmakeuein. In many of the passages that we have seen, beginning with
On the Sacred Disease, magical practitioners are said to cast spells or
incantations (epdidai, singular epdideé). The term epodidé ‘charm/incan-
tation’ literally means a ‘song sung over or against’, and in turn this
very common word for incantation gives rise to the verbs epaeidein, kataei-
dein, both of which mean basically ‘to charm’, and the noun epdidos
‘enchanter’. Although used mainly of magical practitioners, we have seen
for instance in Plato that even physicians can occasionally have incan-
tations at their disposal.’®® But in some contexts, as we might expect,
epoidos can be used interchangeably with goés in the abusive sense of
‘charlatan’.”*® And goés in turn, as we have seen, can be used interchangeably
with magos to denote a fraud or deceiver. The term goés, whatever its
original association with invocations of the dead, is the one term that well
into the Roman imperial period continued to connote charlatanry, even
as it connoted magic. As has been pointed out by others, there is some
late evidence that goés and goéteia were considered more Attic — in other
words more classically Greek — than magos.”” This perception in conjunction
with the generally positive reputation enjoyed by Persian magoi may explain
why the complex of magos-related terms never achieved the same cur-
rency among Greeks in later centuries as its borrowed forms did among
Romans."*® The Romans did not share this same prejudice and, as a result,
used the terms magus/a ‘magician’, magia ‘magic’, magicus ‘magical’
with much greater frequency.”™ As examples, Catullus (ca. 84-54 BCE)'*’
and Cicero (106-43 Bcg)'" first use magus to refer to the Persian magi. Vergil
(70-19 BCE) first uses the adjective magicus in his Eclogues™* and uses,
in his great epic the Aeneid, the more imaginative term magicae artes
‘magical arts’.!”® This term magicae artes ‘magical arts’ is adopted by
many authors in late antiquity, the Middle Ages, and the early modern
period as a term of art. Although its underlying conception changed rather
dramatically over that time, our modern term ‘magic’ owes its origin to
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the Latin forms used in this stretch of Roman history between the late
republican and early imperial periods.

Conclusion

In rounding out our framework for understanding Greek magic primarily
in the classical period, it is important to emphasize the balance that must
be struck between the philological history of the most common terms
for magic, and the few descriptions we have of actual practices. These
descriptions include purification, blood sacrifices, invocation of the dead,
the writing of curse tablets and binding spells (katadesmoi), the use of
charms (epoidai) and drugs (pharmaka), and the fabrication of wax
figurines. Claims attributed to magicians, on the other hand, are much
broader and include drawing down the moon, eclipsing the sun, control-
ling the weather, and, in the unique case of Empedocles, resisting the onset
of old age and drawing back the life force of the dead. The most trans-
parent descriptions of magical practices from this period are in On the Sacred
Disease and Plato; however, in both cases the descriptions are partially
clouded by the authors’ own biases against the legitimacy, largely on the-
ological grounds, of magic. More specifically, it is the implied theology of
the magicians, as Fritz Graf'** originally showed, that is under attack by
the Hippocratic author and Plato, according to which the magician’s
actions apparently entail control over divinity. But as I hope to have
shown, in the case of On the Sacred Disease the author actually miscon-
strues the degree to which the specialists’ ritual diagnoses and responses
to an epileptic invasion by a divinity are appropriate — and appropriately
deferential. Such an implied errant theology was further skewed away from
conventional religious thinking in the works of Empedocles, who, unlike
the itinerant specialists with whom he can readily be compared, actually
claimed he was a god.'”® For whatever reason, what would probably have
been considered borderline heterodoxy from a traditional Greek religious
point of view did not prevent either the Hippocratic authors or Plato from
adopting Empedocles’ theory of the basic four cosmological elements.
Nevertheless, we owe to this clash of perspectives in the late fifth and early
fourth centuries between the physicians and philosophers and their
magico-religious adversaries whom they chose to attack the first attempts
to define Greek magic as an intellectual construct. The attempts are ten-
dentious, to be sure, and it is still not altogether clear whether it is mag-
ical practices per se that are under scrutiny, or the specialists operating
outside the mainstream services offered by official civic cult and academic
medicine who should properly bear the brunt of their criticism.
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In contrast to the intellectual defense of religious piety, Plato also pro-
poses a psychological theory to explain the perceived efficacy of magic.
While his views offer some insight into the mindset of his contemporaries,
they seem to do little justice to the complex causal view which the Greeks
held, according to which divine and human causes could produce iden-
tical effects in the world. Because sudden, unpredictable events could
have multiple and invisible causes, and certain types of magic such as
purification or curse tablets actually relied on divine intervention for
their efficacy, it was difficult to know in any given circumstance the exact
combination of divine and human causes that were responsible. In this
respect, the invisible world was more important to the Greeks than the
visible one, and misfortune for which an immediate and tangible cause
could be found did not necessarily take precedence over an invisible and
magical one. Moreover, the causes of magical action that were perceived
as salient were primarily social, as Plato already realized. Magic expresses
social tension by other means, and although it incorporates physical
causes within it, magic is fundamentally given meaning by a network of
social relations. ‘Social’ here needs to be broadly understood to include
not only the living, but, as Lévy-Bruhl showed, also the extended, invisible
community of divinities, daimones, and the dead with whom the living
interact and participate. As we shall see next in the case of curse tablets,
as long as the intentions of the living can be made to converge with those
of the divine, daemonic, and dead, magic remains a vital avenue for the
achievement of practical aims.



CHAPTER 3

Binding Magic and Erotic
Figurines

erefdrd

Among the most widely employed kinds of magic in Greek and, later, Roman
antiquity is binding magic. The majority of the evidence we will survey in
this chapter is culturally Greek, but because binding magic extends
chronologically from the classical period to later Roman antiquity, it will
be important also to consider material dated throughout the Roman
imperial period. A brief consideration of Roman curses will help us to dis-
tinguish the implied forms of torture in Greek and Roman spells. Finally,
we will consider the role of figurines in binding and erotic magic, and I
will attempt to contextualize the use of erotic figurines within wider Greek
and Roman attitudes toward statuary.

Binding magic takes two forms: (1) a binding spell or curse, written on
a variety of media, including wax, potsherds, and commonly thin sheets
or tablets of lead, which are then rolled or folded and sometimes pierced
with a nail; and (2) a figurine, often made of wax, clay, wool, occasionally
lead and bronze, and very rarely marble, roughly approximating the form
of a man or woman whose limbs can be bound or twisted. The figurines
sometimes have nails or needles pressed into them, or are sometimes buried
in “coffins” made from thin sheets of lead. The term binding refers to the
Greek term xortddecpog ‘binding curse’ (katadesmos, plural katadesmoi)
used by authors such as Plato to label this kind of magic.' Scholars often
use the Latin equivalent, defixio (plural defixiones), to refer to binding spells
written on tablets.? The notion of binding can also be found in the lan-
guage written on the tablets themselves, which often expressly state the
desired action through the use of verbs such as katadein ‘to bind’ and
katekhein ‘to restrain’. Furthermore, the metaphor of binding can be
visibly illustrated by the folding, rolling up, and piercing of the com-
monly found lead tablet. In the case of the figurines, the metaphor of
binding is achieved through the literal twisting, binding, and piercing
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of the figurines with nails. Although a basic binding formula is standard,
the binding spells have been divided by scholars into thematic groups that
deal with competition in the realm of athletics, drama, forensic affairs, or
business;® with erotic matters including sex and marriage; and with pleas
for revenge or justice.

The earliest binding spells found in the form of lead tablets date to the
beginning of the fifth century Bce. They are found throughout Greek and
Roman antiquity for the next thousand years, from areas such as Roman
Britain to Sicily, Greece, North Africa, Egypt, the Levant, and Antioch. In
addition to the most common medium of lead, binding spells have been
found inscribed on potsherds, limestone, gemstones, papyri, wax, and
ceramic bowls, but by far the preferred medium was lead or lead alloys.’
To date upwards of 1,700 curse tablets have been found, most of which
are written in Greek with a smaller number written in Latin. The usual pro-
cess for fashioning a lead curse tablet involves pouring molten lead into
a mold, then hammering or scraping it into a thin sheet with a smooth
surface. The sheets are then cut into smaller tablets onto which the curses
are inscribed with a stylus made of bronze or some other hard metal.
Because the range of handwriting on the tablets varies considerably,
from the more controlled and elegant to the semi-literate, it has been
plausibly suggested that both professional and amateur scribes were
responsible for writing tablets — with a tilt toward professionalism espe-
cially during the Roman period (first through sixth centuries, cg).’

As a rule many of the earliest tablets in the fifth and fourth centuries
BCE, found for example in Attica and Sicily, list only the names of the
intended victim, with no additional verb for binding and no mention of
any of the divinities or daimones that figure more prominently in later
tablets. Often the names are written in the Greek nominative (or subject)
case, whereas on other tablets the names appear in the accusative (or object)
case, which implies that a verb — one presumably to reference the action
of binding — was understood. Some scholars have speculated that the verb
of binding was recited in an oral rite early on, which may have accom-
panied the deposition of the tablet, and then only later written down, but
the evidence is silent on this hypothesis.

Recent research has suggested a connection between the earliest, single-
named tablets and the Athenian practice of ostracism in the classical
period.” Athenians could decide to hold an ostracism once a year, in
which case the names of the persons who would be exiled were written
on potsherds or ostraca that were then cast into a designated spot in the
agora or central marketplace. If at least six thousand votes were cast, then
the individual who obtained the most votes was exiled from Athens for a
period of ten years. The fact that many Attic curse tablets contain the names
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of well-known politicians, including Demosthenes, Lycurgus, Xanthippus,
Phrynichus, and many others, strongly suggests that, in addition to being
the targets of ostracism,