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Analyse the connections between theurgy, philosophy and magic.


This paper intends to analyse the complex intersections between theurgy, philosophy and magic in the ancient Graeco-Roman World, first providing evidence to the existence of the forementioned connections and secondly identifying the most important areas where those connections are. When attempting to examine these points of contact, scholars are faced with endless layers of complexity. The categories available for the investigation are often misleading, fuzzy, loaded with culturally biased assumptions: a real terminology’s Babylon. Circumscribing the subject matter is consequently crucial. This analysis focuses on late antiquity in the Graeco-Roman world[footnoteRef:1]. It also considers religion and science, which are not part of this study, but whose presence and influence is simply unescapable.  [1:  For some important considerations on the use of the term “Graeco-Roman” see: Martha Himmelfarb, “Panel Discussion. “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf”, Numen, Vol. 46, No. 3 (1999), 291-325, (p. 294). This paper adopts what she refers to as the inclusive usage of the term. The magical papyri used as primary source are, in fact, originally from Egypt. ] 


Scholars have long been discussing what is the best approach when researching areas where terminology can be an epistemological black hole and the working concepts used do not entirely correspond to those analysed. There is a vast literature[footnoteRef:2] discussing whether we should adopt an etic[footnoteRef:3] or an emic[footnoteRef:4] approach or whether we should abandon terms such as magic and religion altogether[footnoteRef:5] to find more neutral and less culturally loaded alternatives. Unfortunately, the latter has failed to offer valid substitutes[footnoteRef:6] and the previous ones have shown several limitations as well[footnoteRef:7]. These terms[footnoteRef:8], however difficult to define, are native to the ancient discourse[footnoteRef:9] and cannot be simply wiped out, ignored or substituted. This paper therefore opts for the historicization of these concepts as proposed by Otto[footnoteRef:10], attempting to grasp their meaning as understood by the people at the time[footnoteRef:11].  [2:  Algis Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, 2nd edn. (OH: Angelico Press/Sophia Perennis, 2014), pp. 251-252. For a brief overview of these methodologies applied to the study of magic and a critical examination of their flaws, see: David Frankfurter, “Panel Discussion. “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf”, Numen, Vol. 46, No. 3 (1999), 291-325, (pp. 313, 314). For an even more comprehensive and critical review of the various methodologies that have been adopted by scholars see: Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, “The Notion of Magic”, Current Anthropology, Vol. 4, No. 5, (1963),  495-518 and Bernd-Christian Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, Numen, Vol 60, No. 2/3 (2013), 308-347, (pp. 312-319).]  [3:  The terms were originally coined by K. L. Pike in his Language in Relation to a Unified Theory of the Structure of Human Behaviour, 2nd ed, 1967, pp. 37-72 in Leonardo Costantini, “Two Studies of Ancient Magic”, The Classical Review, vol 70.1, (The Classical Association, 2019), pp. 247-249 (p. 247).]  [4:  The etic approach entails the use of concepts developed by the scholars, not by the actors, while trying to keep the definition of a concept as close as possible to the actors’ point of view. The emic approach attempts to describe a particular culture in terms of its internal elements and their functioning rather than in terms of an external scheme. ]  [5:  The first signs of this attitude go back as far as 1929 when J. E. Lowe wrote in Magic in Greek and Latin Literature: “Many definitions…have been attempted: none, perhaps, is wholly satisfactory. The word connotes so much, the boundary line between it and religion is so hazy and indefinable, that it is almost impossible to tie it down and restrict it to the narrow limits of some neat turn of phrase that will hit it off and have done with it”, in Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, Illinois Classical Studies, Vol. 20 (1995), 1-22 (p. 20).]  [6:  For a summary of this discussion between scholars such as Jonathan Z. Smith and Styers, advocates of the deconstructionist position, proposing to abandon the term magic completely and the opposing arguments of C. A. Hoffman, see Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, pp. 317, 318. ]  [7:  See note 2.]  [8:  With the exception of the term religion that is absent from the Greek vocabulary and makes its apparition only in Latin. ]  [9:  Fritz Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London: Harvard University Press, 1997) p. 18.]  [10:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, pp. 319, 323.]  [11:  Fritz Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, p. 36. Graf showed how magic was quite a different thing, for example, for the Greeks and the Romans even when considered in the exact same period in time.] 


Philosophy, theurgy and magic - a brief overview

To avoid succumbing to what Remus called a “tyranny of terminology”[footnoteRef:12], it is beneficial to start outlining the terms of the discussion, even if only broadly and certainly non-comprehensively, although there will be no attempt to reach conclusive definitions. As Fowler rightly pointed out, the issue is far too complex and should be the subject of a dedicated study or better be suspended in favour of a dive in medias res[footnoteRef:13].  [12:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, vo. 11, no. 3 (1999), 258-298, (p. 265).]  [13:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, Illinois Classical Studies, Vol. 20 (1995), pp. 1-22 (p. 1). 
 Jan N. Bremmer, “The Birth of the Term Magic”, Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik, Vol. 126 (1999), 1-12, (p. 2). Note 3. ] 


In ancient Greece, philosophy was not a systematic theoretical explanation of the world, but was, above all an education towards a happy life”[footnoteRef:14] that for Platonists and Neoplatonists[footnoteRef:15] entailed a detachment from the physical world and the ascension towards the noetic realm where the fallen immortal human soul could reunite with the divine principle from which it was generated. It presented a strong practical, moral and spiritual component and an essential soteriological purpose, that has been lost in the present understanding of the term philosophy[footnoteRef:16]. Knowledge was not a self-sufficient pursuit, but a necessity for salvation[footnoteRef:17]. Philosophy in antiquity was a sort of devout life that included a specific mode of discourse, as Uždavinys beautifully phrased it[footnoteRef:18].  [14:  Ilsetraut Hadot, “The Spiritual Guide”, in Classical Mediterranean Spirituality: Egyptian, Greek, Roman, ed. by A. H. Armstrong (London: Routledge, 1986), p. 444.]  [15:  For a brief, but effective explanation of Neoplatonism as an artefact of 18th century German scholarship, intended to derogatively describe the movement started by Plotinus as opposed to Plato’s school of thought, see Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, 2nd edn. (London and New York: Routledge, 2019), p. 1. This paper follows her indications as per the use of the term in a generic way which doesn’t take into consideration all successive differentiations between Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism. ]  [16:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 71.]  [17:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis (On the Mysteries), Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (eds.), 1st edn. (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), I.12, 42.1-2, p. 53.]  [18:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 16.] 


Theurgy literally means “god-working”, “doing divine things”[footnoteRef:19]. In Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, Addey described theurgy as a way of life that “had to be experienced rather than just talked about”[footnoteRef:20] and that was characterised by the cultivation of moral and intellectual capacities together with the adoption of a set of ritual practices aimed to use symbols to reawaken the soul’s ontological connection with the gods[footnoteRef:21].  Iamblichus, one of the most prominent theorists of theurgy, in his opus magna known as De Mysteriis, composed approximately between 280 and 305[footnoteRef:22], explained that philosophy dealt with the secondary level of reality, where analysis and reasoning are well suited to capture the plurality and changeability of the material world[footnoteRef:23], while theurgy dealt with the divine, the immutable and ineffable, beyond human knowledge[footnoteRef:24].  [19:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 78.]  [20:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 24.]  [21:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis,  I.12, 42, p. 52  - Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 24-25. ]  [22:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell, “Introduction”, in Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, p. xxvii. ]  [23:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.2, 7.1 - 7.12, p. 10; I.3, 8, 9, p. 12; I.3, 10, p. 14.]  [24:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.3, 8, 9, p. 12; I.2, 7, p. 10.] 


Magic is a Greek term of Persian origin[footnoteRef:25] with a complex semantic history which spans over 2,500 years, presenting a contradictory connotation already in Antiquity[footnoteRef:26]. It is probably the most challenging to outline. Murray and Rosalie Wax recognised that the creation of magic as a category is the result of the use of the term, mainly polemically, for the distinction of the other[footnoteRef:27] or, self-referentially, for distancing oneself from mainstream spiritual or religious practice[footnoteRef:28]. It is therefore often easier to explain what magic is not rather than what it is. [25:  Fritz Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, p. 20.]  [26:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 323.]  [27:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, “The Notion of Magic”, Current Anthropology, Vol. 4, No. 5, (1963),  495-518, (p. 495).]  [28:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 326] 


This essay attempts to move the focus away from the thesis of deviance[footnoteRef:29], which ceases to be useful when studying primary sources and tries to go beyond the approach to magic as a “residual category”[footnoteRef:30] of science and religion. From this perspective, it is possible to identify and freeze a specific usage of the term[footnoteRef:31] and to include its intrinsic fuzziness and lack of clarity as well as its polemical, dissociating aspects as meaningful and integral part of the definition itself. Scholars of the like of Graf or Hammond described magic as a part of religion[footnoteRef:32],  while Mowinckel spoke of magic “as a world view with the emphasis upon rite rather than a kind of religion[footnoteRef:33]. Both definitions show some merits and some limitations. It is reasonable to infer that magic referred to practitioners working in the fields of religious/spiritual matters, practicing an art where rituals were the essential tool. Magic was ubiquitous and very much present in people’s lives. However often criticised and ostracised, it’s existence was never disputed[footnoteRef:34]. [29:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 313, 316. The thesis of deviance claimed that magic functioned only as polemical, discriminating term.]  [30:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 316.]  [31:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness, p. 270.]  [32:  Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, pp. 29, 30. Dorothy Hammond, “Magic: A Problem in Semantics”, The American Anthropologist, Vo. 72, No. 6 (Dec. 1970), 1349-1356, (p.1349). ]  [33:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, “The Notion of Magic”, p. 501.]  [34:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 263] 


Philosophy, theurgy and magic dealt with the divine, they were ways of life and world views, and they all were inconveniently close to our concept of religion. 

Philosophy

Uždavinys argued that “Ancient Hellenic and modern European “philosophy”[footnoteRef:35] have nothing in common but the name”,[footnoteRef:36] referring to the exclusive privilege of the philosophical discourse over, and to the exclusion of all other aspects in contemporary philosophy[footnoteRef:37]. Thus, the use of the term “philosophy” uncontextualized is highly problematic, particularly when analysing its connections with categories such as theurgy and magic.  [35:   For Uždavinys, currently, philosophy can either be “the art of living”, “an epistemological project” or a “contradictory and fruitless occupation which has nothing in common with genuine wisdom”, in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 5.]  [36:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 6. Here, specifically, Uždavinys is referring to the argument that Platonic philosophy has more affinity with the Egyptian wisdom than with the Western philosophy that supposedly it has fathered. He is referring to the theory developed by Evangeliou. See Christos C. Evangeliou, The Hellenic Philosophy: Between Europe, Asia and Africa, (Binghamton: Institute of Global Cultural Studies, Binghamton University, 1997), pp. II-III. The intention of this paper is, more than agreeing or disagreeing with Evangeliou and Uždavinys, to bring the problem to the discussion table, because there is much to be learnt and gained from such investigation. ]  [37:  Uždavinys argued, interestingly, that after “Christianity had annexed the privileged path to immortality, philosophy was able to survive only in the form of auxiliary rational discourse which is separated from any independent soteriological claims and spiritual practises”, in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 16. Uždavinys here is resuming and elaborating on an hypothesis advanced by A.I. Davidson: “Philosophical speculation thus became a purely abstract and theoretical activity, which was set strictly apart from theological thought and religious practice and spirituality”, in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 16.] 


This essay refers to philosophy as Platonists intended it: a morally exemplary way of life characterised by the rational, dialectic, theoretical discourse which we are familiar with[footnoteRef:38], stressing once more that a philosopher regarded himself a philosopher primarily because he lived philosophically[footnoteRef:39] and not because he developed a philosophical discourse[footnoteRef:40].  [38:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 10.]  [39:  Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life. Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault, ed. Arnold I. Davidson, tr. Michael Chase, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), p. 27. ]  [40:  The last scholar of the School of Athens , known also as the last of the Neoplatonists, Damascius (458 – 550 CE), in the early VI century CE wrote: (Phil. Hist. 14) “ I have indeed chanced upon some who are outwardly splendid philosophers in their rich memory of a multitude of theories; in the shrewd flexibility of their countless syllogisms; in the constant power of their extraordinary perceptiveness. Yet within they are poor in matters of the soul and destitute of true knowledge.”, in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 12.] 


For the ancient Greeks, philosophy was a practice meant to transform the soul through spiritual exercise, purifying it from the corruption of life. Philosophical knowledge started from the Forms embodied in the world of generation which acted as memory triggers to then progressively detach itself from it, in pursue of the realm of the ineffable and suprarational[footnoteRef:41]. This climb was made through dianoia, dialectic reasoning which was not, Uždavinys argued, the art of refutation, but the science of purification[footnoteRef:42]. The dialectic discourse is of great importance, yet philosophy must never be reduced to it.  [41:  Plato, Plato Complete Works, edn. John M. Cooper, (Indianapolis – Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1997), Republic, Book VII - 514ff.]  [42:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.3, 10, p. 12. Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 66.] 


In the myth of the Cave in Republic[footnoteRef:43], Plato introduced his explanation of the human epistemological condition and indicated the way to achieve true knowledge. The cavern is a metaphor for the world of generation and the images projected on the wall of the cavern correspond to images (eikones) of the eternal Forms (eide) which are outside the cavern. Education, for Plato, was remembering through eikones/sumbola what we knew before incarnation[footnoteRef:44] and recognising it as Truth as opposed to the world of appearances. This recognition required practice[footnoteRef:45].  And theurgy came in to assist. [43:  Plato, Plato Complete Works Republic, Book VII - 514ff.]  [44:  Plato, Plato Complete Works, Republic, Book VII - 516bc; Book X, 621b.]  [45:  Plato, Plato Complete Works, Republic, Book VII - 515cde and 516abc.] 


The convergence point: sumbola as embodiment of the divine

Platonists believed that purification, that is the exit from the cavern and the abandonment of its limited viewpoint, was a necessary step for the ascent of the soul and that purity “may only be attained through knowledge”[footnoteRef:46] achieved initially through dianoia using symbols (the images of Plato’s cavern), intended as the manifestations of the gods within the physical world. [46:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 43.] 


“Neither the outward nor the inward psychic seer is capable of seeing without images.” Uždavinys [footnoteRef:47]  [47:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 89.] 


Because of the simultaneous transcendence and immanence of the divine, Uždavinys emphasised: “Sumbola, understood in this metaphysical sense, are not simply traces of or arbitrary signs, but ontological traces of the divine”[footnoteRef:48]. Uždavinys noted[footnoteRef:49] that symbolic language in Neoplatonism represented what was beyond representation. “It shows the bodiless by means of bodies and serves as a ladder for ascent to the divine”[footnoteRef:50].  [48:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 206.]  [49:  According to Proclus, “symbols are not imitations of that which they symbolize” in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 223.]  [50:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 204.] 


The theory of symbols was what made theurgy not only possible but necessary to attain complete “knowledge”. Sumbola were the physical expression of the divine “chains” which ontologically connected the entire cosmos to the gods[footnoteRef:51]. This specific use of sumbola was one of the main connection points between philosophy and theurgy. Sumbola were there for the philosophers to remember, to help them reach the divine realm of the Forms and the One. The theurgist expanded the utilisation of sumbola, adopting them in their ritual practices as active tools to take knowledge into the territories of the unintelligible and to accomplish the ultimate goal of reunion with the divine. Symbols intended as gateways allowed the theurgist to venture into a realm which was beyond representation and language, a world that was difficult to comprehend and that required, in addition to purification, a specific preparation to facilitate its assimilation.  [51:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VII.1 250.5; VII.2 251.1-4, p. 290.] 


Theurgy made use of symbols in rituals and actively worked with them according to divine love and sympathy as real entryways to the ineffable realm of the gods. Anything in the realm of generation could be a symbol: an image, an object, stones, plants, herbs, gems[footnoteRef:52], numbers, sounds and omens[footnoteRef:53].  Magic too made use of symbols and objects in a very similar way[footnoteRef:54].  So, it can be concluded that the theory of sumbola is the keystone of the connection between philosophy, theurgy and magic.  [52:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 31.]  [53:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 205.]  [54:  Objects are used in ritual magic to open a channel of communication with the gods, based on the theory of correspondences or sympathy, that believed certain physical things, anything from plants to stones, had a stronger connection to a specific deity compared to others. This concept was applicable also to places, time and type of rituals. Struck commented: “The magicians think that these objects and names have some sort of sympathetic connection with the gods, that is, some invisible but nonetheless real and efficacious link with the divinity. When manipulated or recited, the magic accouterments and names give the devotee the power to coerce the god or demon associated with them”, in Peter T. Struck, Birth of the Symbol, p. 214.] 


Theurgy - the summit of Platonic Knowledge

Theurgy sprang out of Neoplatonism, with which it shared the same epistemological, metaphysical and cosmological framework. It was a real spin-out of philosophy’s intrinsic limitations, which were openly recognised by the Neoplatonists who serenely admitted the limits of human knowledge. The substrate of theurgy and philosophy was identical, beyond the subtle variances developed by different thinkers.
The need for theurgy can be traced back to Plato’s work[footnoteRef:55], even though theurgy woul enter the scene only centuries later[footnoteRef:56]. Theurgy’s raison d’être was inherently comprised within the limitations that contemplation of symbols and dianoia presented. Neoplatonism did not see a contradiction in theorising the existence of rational and supra-rational knowledge, which was intended, as Addey noted, as the culmination of rational thought rather than “the lack thereof”[footnoteRef:57]. Hence, where human rationality ended, the supra-rational began.  [55:  Uždavinys suggested that Neoplatonic theurgy is an Hellenised version of various ancient beliefs of the Middle Eastern and Egyptian regions of which already Pythagoreans, Orphic and Chaldeans were revisitations, later absorbed and elaborated by Plato: see Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 239. This paper is suggesting that the epistemological limitations intrinsic to Plato’s philosophy are theurgy’s raison d’être without entering the discussion of previous influences and origins, such as Armstrong’s claims that theurgy “stands on non-Greek philosophical principles incompatible with Plotinus or even Plato” in A. Hillary Armstrong, “Iamblichus in Egypt”. – Les Etudes Philosophiques, Vol. 2-3, (1987), 179-188, p. 181; or Uždavinys’s claims that Plato’s philosophy is nothing more than a reinterpretation of ancient wisdom and therefore theurgy is solidly based on ancient texts, because Plato’s corpus of work is just a Greek version of it: in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, pp. 234-235. This essay does not intend to confute or agree with such claims for lack of personal research on the subject. For an in depth excursus on the topic of an alleged origin of Greek culture in the Orient, specifically in Egypt, see the commendable article of Suzanne Marchand, “What did the Greek owe to the Orient? The question we can’t stop asking (even though we can’t answer it)”, Archaeological Dialogues, vol. 17 (1), (Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 117 – 140. Coming back to this essay’s topic, this paper simply argues that there is sufficient evidence contained in Plato’s work to safely state that theurgy was a possible natural outcome of his epistemological positions.]  [56:  “The Platonic-Chaldean… system of theurgy in its Graeco-Roman and Middle-Platonic philosophical form appeared, presumably, only at the reign of Marcus Aurelius”, who lived between 121 – 180 CE: in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 141. The term was presumably “coined by the father and son Juliani, the legendary “Chaldeans” of the second century: in Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 135.]  [57:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 6.] 


Thus, theurgy entered the scene to help the philosopher, now theurgist, to experience the ineffable and unintelligible. Iamblichus, in the De Mysteriis, clearly stated that the theurgist must be a philosopher and must have accomplished the path of purification that makes him apt to receive the divine. But philosophy alone did not suffice. For Iamblichus and Proclus, full access to the divine could be achieved only by a revelation and theophany which transcended our discursive knowledge of the Forms. Addey concluded that theurgy and philosophy can be “viewed as part of a continuum rather than as mutually exclusive alternatives”[footnoteRef:58].  [58:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 190.] 


Philosophy and theurgy shared the same objective: reuniting with the divine[footnoteRef:59]. In this perspective, the relationship between philosophy and theurgy was integrative and anagogic[footnoteRef:60].  They also had no material or earthly purposes and this, for Iamblichus, was the differentiating aspect, setting apart theurgy and goeteia[footnoteRef:61]. Iamblichus achieved the harmonization of Platonic epistemology and ritual practice through the conceptualisation of the anagogic inner power of symbols that, in his view, helped humankind not simply reminding them of what they had forgotten, but through their innate, anagogical power in virtue of their ontological connection to the One[footnoteRef:62].  [59:  This is, for Iamblichus as well as for Plato, the road to a happy life: “For understanding the Good is the paradigm of well-being”, Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, X.5 291.1-4, p. 348.]  [60:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 27.]  [61:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.17, 140, p. 160; I.17, 141, p. 162; I.14, 45.7-9 , p. 54.]  [62:  These ontological connections could be activated through ritual “manipulation” to open up communication with the gods (see the relevance of divination) and gain the ultimate knowledge in a very similar way to magic. Iamblichus, De Mysteriis,V.9, 210, p. 240.] 


For contemporary scholars, influenced by the Western myth of Greece as the cradle of rational thinking[footnoteRef:63], the most striking apparent and disturbing difference between philosophy and theurgy seems to be the emphasis that theurgy placed on rituals. At a closer look though, rituals revealed to be an enhancement of the work on Platonic ideas. The limits of rationality indicated by Plato represented the opening door to allusive and symbolic language[footnoteRef:64]. Human language, with its polysemous structure, was only adequate to express the polysemous world it mirrored[footnoteRef:65] and produced an inevitable distortion and fragmentation of reality which is completely defective when it comes to express the One.  Language fails us and therefore the theurgist opted for experiencing within ritual practise.  Seen in this perspective, what appeared as “bizarre” theurgic ritual practices have been normalised. The way to the divine was undeniably marked by symbols and rituals. [63:  Exemplary of this widespread prejudice in Western scholarship is the remark of Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff who recounted: “I once heard a well-known scholar complain that these papyri [referring to the Greek Magical Papyri] were found because they deprived antiquity of the noble splendor of classicism” in Hans Dieter Betz, “Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri” in The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, vol. 1, 2nd edn., (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1996) p. xli;  and this is the same attitude that justified German scholars to create the term Neoplatonism to isolate all “irrationality” from Greek philosophy, considering Neoplatonism a sort of aberration, the product of the Hellenistic syncretism and the loss of original classical values. See note 14. ]  [64:  On this topic, it could also be interesting to explore the use of myths in Plato’s narrative style and the possible connections that this stylistic choice has with the limitations of human logos.]  [65:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 225.] 


Trying to understand which rituals were part of theurgy, proves daunting because, as G. Shaw noted, neither Iamblichus nor his successors provided concrete examples[footnoteRef:66]. Yet, the similarities between theurgic and magical rituals became evident to scholars since the early days[footnoteRef:67]. As Addey noted, many theurgic rituals were derived from religious tradition (oracles, invocations, prayers, use of statues for divination), while others, such as “unknowable names” were magical techniques[footnoteRef:68] .  [66:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, (The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p. 183. ]  [67:  E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, (Eastford, CT: Martino Fine Books, 2020), (1951), p. 291. ]  [68:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 32,33.] 


Magic 

Rituals were essential to both theurgy and magic. Iamblichus believed they diverged because magicians’ rituals stopped at the horizontal level of sympathy while theurgic ones exploited vertical sympathy too, that is, they related the sympathy inherent in the world to its divine cause. 

Iamblichus did not use the term mageia, but differentiated theurgy from goeteia, a term with derogatory meaning[footnoteRef:69], whose major differences compared with theurgy are to be found, according to Addey, in the way the practitioners lived, in their lack of philosophical and ethical preparation, in the way they used the symbols, and in the fact that the practitioners of goeteia believed, unlike the theurgists, that their powers belonged to them alone instead of considering them a gift of the gods[footnoteRef:70].  [69:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 38.]  [70:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 35.] 


Betz described the magician as a “crisis manager, miracle healer and inflictor of damages”,  an “all-purpose therapist and agent of worried, troubled, and troublesome souls”[footnoteRef:71].  Fowler described magic as “the use of spells, charms, and other artificial means to enlist the support of supernatural powers in the furtherance of one’s aims”[footnoteRef:72].  According to Otto, Taylor’s definition of religion as “belief in spiritual beings”, could cover most of the material labelled as “magic” in Classical Studies[footnoteRef:73]. It is impossible to miss the similarity between Taylor’s definition of religion and Xenophon’s definition of magic as “expertise in things concerning the gods”[footnoteRef:74]. Fowlers argued that the characteristics noted for magic are also “found in some important Greek rituals that are not normally thought as magical”[footnoteRef:75], but are based on the same principles of sympathetic magic[footnoteRef:76]. In fact, there is, between the two, a “fluidity of boundaries and much similarity of language and technique”[footnoteRef:77], making it possible to tentatively conclude with Fowler that “the distinction between “magic” and religion does not lie so much in the substance of the ritual acts but in their social context”[footnoteRef:78]. The same consideration could be applied to magic and theurgy. [71:  Hans Dieter Betz, ed., “Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, in The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation Including the Demotic Spells, p. xlvii.]  [72:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 1. ]  [73:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 319.]  [74:  John G. Gager, “Panel Discussion. “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf”, Numen, Vol. 46, No. 3 (1999), pp. 291-325, (p. 294).]  [75:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 2.]  [76:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 7.]  [77:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 5.]  [78:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 2.] 


Through time, magic remained a constant in all societies in all times[footnoteRef:79] and regardless of our best efforts to dismiss it as irrational nonsense, “underworld of religion”[footnoteRef:80],  and ridicule it as “hocus-pocus”[footnoteRef:81] and “silly and harmless nonsense”[footnoteRef:82], it seems an unescapable phenomenon we have to measure ourselves with. As Barb admitted, “There are few human activities in the history of which an unbroken chain of tradition from the remotest antiquity to our days can be traced more clearly and conclusively than in the Magic Arts”[footnoteRef:83]. In Antiquity everyone believed in magic[footnoteRef:84] because for the Greeks, concurring with Flower, “there was no such thing as ‘coincidence’”[footnoteRef:85] and even events that could be easily explained by mechanical causes admitted as well volitional causes as part of the explanation.  [79:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 263.]  [80:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 261.]  [81:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 261.]  [82:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 251.]  [83:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 263.]  [84:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 263.]  [85:  Michael Attyah Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece, (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2009). First 1956. p. 108.] 


Mageia lied within a borderline or borderless area of Ancient spirituality which spanned between and encompassed religion, theurgy, philosophy and even science and medicine[footnoteRef:86]. This unique placement is what makes it simultaneously painfully challenging and infinitely interesting to research. After the curse tablets were discovered in the 18th century[footnoteRef:87], it is the discovery of the Papyri Graeco Magicae[footnoteRef:88] that transformed the study of Ancient Magic[footnoteRef:89]. The texts of the PGM[footnoteRef:90] date from the 2nd to the 5th century CE and contain recipes for spells, methods for securing control over natural forces[footnoteRef:91], supplications, threats and injunctions to deities and daemons, ways to make people well[footnoteRef:92] or to make them ill[footnoteRef:93]. According to the curator, Hans Dieter Betz, the material come from Graeco-Roman Egypt and therefore reflects a broad cultural and religious pluralism with texts in Greek, Demotic or Coptic[footnoteRef:94]. In agreement with Otto, Remus argued that the “Papyri came to be labelled “magical” because the practitioners… call themselves magoi and their craft mageia”[footnoteRef:95]  and because “moderns recognized in these texts characteristics of what, as a result of a long history, they had come to call ‘magic’”[footnoteRef:96].  [86:  According to Fowler, the doctor that in the Hippocratic treatise On the Sacred Disease seemed to reject magical procedures as irrational, was the same doctor who was “quite willing to believe that sleeping in the sanctuary of Asklepios can cure you… [or] call upon divination, dreams, and other quite irrational resources to work their wonders” in Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, pp. 5-6. He also noted that: “Ancient doctors were remarkably learned in the lore of herbal medicine… But ancient doctors were careful to mix in a healthy dose of incantations. Sokrates in Plato’s Charmenides [reports that the remedy of a leaf to cure headaches] is useless without the accompanying magic words”: in L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 4; and, “To prevent sickness on a daily basis, or to encourage good health and luck generally, the use of amulets and charms was universal” in L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 4. ]  [87:  Remus, “Magic, Method and Madness”, p. 260.]  [88:  For an interesting and brief reconstruction of the discovery of the Papyri Graeco Magicae, from now onwards abbreviated as PGM, and of the vicissitudes of their publication, see Remus, “Magic, Method and Madness”, pp. 259, 260. ]  [89:  Fritz Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, p. 11.]  [90:  The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, 2nd edn., Vol 1., ed. By Hans Dieter Betz, (Chicago and London: The Chicago University Press, 1992), (1st edn. 1986).]  [91:  A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, The Journal of Egyptian Archeology, Vol 15, No 3/4, Nov. 1929, pp. 219-235, (p. 219).]  [92:  PGM XCVII 1-6; XCV.14-18; XCV. 1-6; XCIV. 7-9; XLIV. 1-18; XXVIIIA 1-7]  [93:  PGM LXII 76-106; VII. 394-395; VII. 396-404; XXXVI. 231-55; Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 268.]  [94:  Hans Dieter Betz, “Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, p. xlv, xlvi.]  [95:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 267.]  [96:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 267.] 






Theurgy and Magic

The difference between theurgy and magic as described by Iamblichus have been identified earlier[footnoteRef:97]. As per the commonalities, Nock had noted that “these papyri have much in common with Neoplatonic theurgy”[footnoteRef:98]. It is not surprising having established magic’s tendency towards carefree syncretic appropriation[footnoteRef:99].  [97:  See also, Tuomo Lankila, “Post-Hellenistic Philosophy, Neoplatonism, and the Doxastic Turn in Religion: Continuities and Ruptures in Ancient Reflections on Religion”, Numen, Vol. 63, No. 2/3 (2016), 147-166, (p. 156).]  [98:  A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 230.]  [99:  Hans Dieter Betz, “Magic and Mystery in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 254. Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 166.] 


Theurgy and magic are both ways to connect to the divine. Exactly as in theurgy, all magical rituals are addressed to gods. To quote again Taylor’s definition of religion as a belief in spiritual beings,  this is the core concept that unites all rituals of the PGM. The gods are the granter of the requests and the magician is only a mediator[footnoteRef:100]. Iamblichus would have agreed[footnoteRef:101], however magicians thought they could somehow influence deities whilst theurgists did not.  [100:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 333]  [101:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, pp. 192, 269.] 


Both magicians and theurgists[footnoteRef:102] practitioners believed in the process of divinisation through their practise[footnoteRef:103]. Betz commented that “the magician must become a god himself, for only a god or ‘divine man’ can be the friend and companion of a deity”[footnoteRef:104]. Nock spoke about ignota pietas in PGM referring to the process called   , where the magician acquired a god-like nature[footnoteRef:105]. Nock found this concept also in prayers where the magician, addressing Hermes, recited: “I am thee and thou art I… Thy name is mine, my name is thine, for I am thy image”[footnoteRef:106]. [102:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VI.6, 247. 1-4, p. 286.]  [103:  Papyri Graecae Magicae, Die Griechischen Zauberpapyri, eds. Karl Preisendanz and A. Abt, S. Eitrem, L. Fahz, A. Jacoby, G. Möller, R. Wünsch, Vol. 1, (Leipzig: Teubner, 1928), I.39f; 191; IV. 499ff.  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 272; Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, in Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, Ben F. Meyer 1927-; E. P Sanders 1st. edn. (American ed. Philadelphia, Pa. : Fortress Press, 1983, c.1982), pp. 160-170; see p. 167 for a comment on the Mithras Liturgy and the instructions of initiation required for assimilation with the gods.]  [104:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 166.]  [105:  Papyri Graecae Magicae, Die Griechischen Zauberpapyri, eds. Karl Preisendanz, Vol. 1, IV 220. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 230. See note 3. ]  [106:  A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 231. See also PGM, VIII. 38-39; VIII. 49-50;  and IV. 475-829, known as The ‘Mithras Liturgy’ for instructions to make oneself immortal. ] 


Magic and theurgy are considered divine and sacred by those who practise them. Remus argued that magic was kept secret because it was considered divine and a gift from the gods[footnoteRef:107]. Its origins were traced back to “the gods themselves”[footnoteRef:108], specifically Hermes-Thot[footnoteRef:109]. Theurgists believed that their practice was a gift from god and that the knowledge they acquired was divine. They called it “god’s work”.  [107:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 273.]  [108:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 165.]  [109:  PGM, IV. 2288-2289: “Hermes, The Elder, chief of all magicians”.] 


Magic and theurgy were considered “religions” by those who practised them. Betz commented, referring to the magicians, that “They lacked what we would call ‘religion’” but they possessed a “religion that worked”, i.e. magic[footnoteRef:110]. It is not far-fetched to apply this same consideration to theurgy. It is also possible to suggest, along with Graf and Himmelfarb, that magicians were aware of being outside the public cult and, to establish a clear identity, they adopted reversal methods compared to the official ones[footnoteRef:111]. Similarly theurgists went to great lengths to theorise their system of belief, where the distinctive elements in relation to public cults were very clearly emphasised, i.e. the rejection of all practices that implied the do ut des principle as the core idea of the relationship between human beings and god.   [110:  Hans Dieter Betz, “Magic and Mystery in the Greek Magical Papyri”, in Magika Hiera, Ancient Greek Magic & Religion, ed. By Christopher A. Faraone and Dirk Obbink, (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 244-259 (p. 254).]  [111:  Martha Himmelfarb, “Panel Discussion: ‘Magic in the Ancient World’ by Fritz Graf”, p. 300: “birds as sacrificial animals, for example, rather than the usual pigs, sheep, and cows, or the practice of strangling the sacrificial victim to preserve its blood.”] 


Magic was by nature secretive[footnoteRef:112] because it was considered sacred[footnoteRef:113] and therefore needed to be protected from profanation which would have occurred if sacred rites were of public domain[footnoteRef:114].  Magic and theurgy both required initiation[footnoteRef:115]. Initiation rites were common in ancient religions and mysteries[footnoteRef:116]. Both the magician and the theurgist called themselves ‘mystagogues’[footnoteRef:117], thus recognising their proximity to the mystery cults and their ritual practice. Iamblichus clearly spoke of the necessity of purification and preparation[footnoteRef:118]. Moreover, in his extensive treatise on theurgy, he purposely did not disclose much about the secret rituals[footnoteRef:119]. [112:  Daniel Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Wolds, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 287.]  [113:  PGM, XIII, 764-765: “the hidden and unspeakable name – it cannot be uttered by human mouth”. “Secrecy is necessary especially for the ‘secret and unspeakable names’” in Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 167.]  [114:  PGM, IV. 744; IV. 746. Papyri Graecae Magicae, Die Griechischen Zauberpapyri, , eds. Karl Preisendanz, Vol. 2, XII. 401 – 445. Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 273. Marvin Meyer, “Panel Discussion: ‘Magic in the Ancient World’ by Fritz Graf”, p. 306.]  [115:  PGM XIII. 1-343; 343-646; 647-734; 734-1077. Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 168.]  [116:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, p. 9. In the rite brought as example, girls played the part of bears and honored the goddess of the hunt. Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 164. See the Arrheporia in Athens or the Arkteia for Artemis at Brauron.]  [117:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.11, 37.4, p. 46. Papyri Graecae Magicae, Die Griechischen Zauberpapyri, eds. Karl Preisendanz Vol. 1, I. 127; I. 131; IV. 172; IV. 476; IV. 723; IV. 744;  IV. 794; IV. 2254; IV. 2592; V. 110; XII. 331, 33; Vol. 2, XII. 322; XIII. 57; XIII. 128; XIII. 428; IXI. a.52. ]  [118:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, V.1, 200.6-9, p. 226.]  [119:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, (The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p. 183. ] 


Magic and theurgy also shared the use of rituals and ritual objects. For Iamblichus all things were full of gods[footnoteRef:120], therefore inanimate objects were a manifestation of the divine and this justified their use in theurgy[footnoteRef:121]. One of the most common ritual practices in theurgy was Telestike, or divination by statues, the consecration/animation of statues (agalma) in order to obtain oracles from the gods. The peculiarity of this ritual was that the statues not only functioned as anagogic tokens but, as Collins argued in Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic, they were considered as having agency. Collins quoted Plato who thought his contemporary believed statues had a soul. This would also explain the practice of binding statues from preventing them to move[footnoteRef:122].  Moreover, creating these statues, humans imitated the demiurgic creation and were reminded of their own divine origin. Uždavinys noted how telestike was not a kind of rustic sorcery, but rather a form of participation in the divine creative energies.[footnoteRef:123]. [120:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.9, 30.4, p. 36.]  [121:  R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism, 2nd ed., (London: Gerald Duckworth, 1995), p. 155. ]  [122:  Derek Collins, “Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic”, Transactions of the American Philological Association (1974-2014), Vo. 133, No. 1 (Spring 2003), pp. 17-49, (p. 43). ]  [123:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 80. ] 


Struck observed how similar some of the theurgic rites were to the rituals described in the PGM[footnoteRef:124]. As a matter of fact, according to Addey, both Plotinus and Iamblichus did not attack the rituals of goeteia, but only their coercive aspect[footnoteRef:125]. There was obviously a more pragmatic take when it came to the rituals of the PGM that served personal and earthly desires[footnoteRef:126]. Yet, as Otto detected, “these ancient “theologies” do not differ in their conceptual foundation”[footnoteRef:127]. [124:  Peter T. Struck, Birth of Symbol, (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), (1965), p. 214.]  [125:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, III.25 160, 161, pp. 180, 182. Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 177.]  [126:  Robert L. Fowler, “Greek Magic, Greek Religion”, pp. 17, 18.]  [127:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VI.1, 241.4, p. 280. Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 336.] 


Uždavinys remarked that the ample use theurgy made of names, particularly gods’ names, was justified because they believed names were the eidetic expression of gods’ henadic essence and therefore the deity was actually present in its name[footnoteRef:128]. According to Shaw, in theurgy the sacred names were “bodies” of the gods, because the names of the gods were individual theophanies in the same way that the cosmos was the universal theophany”[footnoteRef:129]. The gods were beyond all representation. However, the divine names were both images and symbols of the invisible gods. It’s impossible not to see the similarity with collective religious ideas of which we find evidence even in the words of the first chapter of the Gospel of John, titled “The Word Became Flesh”:   [128:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VII.5 257.3-4, p. 298. Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 92; 107; 111.]  [129:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, p. 182.] 


1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. John 1:1

In the PGM there is an abundant use of voces magicae[footnoteRef:130] or non-Greek names of gods”[footnoteRef:131].  Recent studies have exposed how this incomprehensibility[footnoteRef:132] was not relevant for theurgists or magicians. Deities needed to be addressed with their original names and if that happened to be in a foreign or coded language, so be it[footnoteRef:133]. Iamblichus believed names not to be conventions, but to be directly dependent on the nature of real beings and therefore changing or translating them would equal to betraying their true nature[footnoteRef:134]. So what might have appeared as “inexplicable” or “barbarous” was not only perfectly suitable, but the only possible choice[footnoteRef:135]. Remus concluded that they are a “system of communication” and “their literal intelligibility is not the critical factor in understanding the logic”[footnoteRef:136].  [130:  PGM CXXIIIb, c, d; PDM xiv 1056-62; XCIV. 1-3. ]  [131:  A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 229.]  [132:  “They included Egyptian and Coptic divine names, spirit names, meaningless combinations of letters, combinations with numerical value and significance, vowel combinations…” in A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 229.]  [133:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VII.5 257.3-4, p. 298; VII.5 258, 259, p. 300.]  [134:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VII.5, 257, p. 298, VII.5, 258, 269, 260, p. 300, 302.]  [135:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, VII.5, 260, p. 302.]  [136:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 276.] 


Pulleyin claimed that powerful names were a typical phenomenon of magic and theurgy and an expression of their syncretism”[footnoteRef:137]. Olgivie, instead, appropriately noted that the invocation of a god by name had always been a central feature of both prayer and magic. If you know the name of a god, you can make him listen. In the Old Testament, the name of Jehovah was secret, because it was too powerful. In the New Testament, believers who call upon the name of the Lord are the ones who will be saved. There is ample evidence that in Greek and Roman religion, in order to influence a god, the worshipper needed to know their names.[footnoteRef:138]. It was therefore a common belief that the name was a necessary element in the communication between mankind and deities and in magic this belief was expanded into trusting that “the knowledge of a deity’s true name gives one power over him”[footnoteRef:139], reinforcing the ability to influence a god through prayers and sacrifices already present in the religious cults. In theurgy, Betz commented, the knowledge of the secret name of the deity established the grounds for the mystical union and, in the PGM the magician used his powers to influence his destiny[footnoteRef:140]. What Platonists saw as symbols and mere shadows of the eidetic forms became, for theurgists and magicians, the embodiment of the divine on earth.  [137:  Simon Pulleyn, “The Power of Names in Classical Greek Religion”, The Classical Quarterly, Vol. 44, No. 1 (1994), pp. 17-25, (p. 23). ]  [138:  Simon Pulleyn, “The Power of Names in Classical Greek Religion”, p. 17. Betz noted: “For these magicians, there was no longer any cultural difference between the Egyptians and the Greek gods, or between them and the Jewish god and the Jewish angels; and even Jesus was occasionally assimilated to the truly ‘ecumenical’ religious syncretism of the Hellenic world culture” in Hans Dieter Betz, ed., “Introduction to the Greek Magical Papyri, in The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation Including the Demotic Spells, p. xlvi.]  [139:  A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 227.]  [140:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Delphic Maxim “Know Yourself” in the Greek Magical Papyri, History of Religions, Vol. 21, No. 2 (Nov. 1981), pp. 156-171, (p. 168).] 


In the myth of Er[footnoteRef:141], Plato wrote that before incarnation every soul elected its own daimon as a guide through life[footnoteRef:142]. Therefore one could approach the daimon as one would approach an oracle for consultation. Self-knowledge, once again, was not the outcome of philosophical examination but was “interpreted in analogy to the oracular inquiry and reply”[footnoteRef:143]. In the PGM, we find an analogous concept utilised by magicians[footnoteRef:144]. The magician reinterpreted this idea by conjuring the personal daimon[footnoteRef:145], asking questions and receiving answers.  [141:  Plato, Plato Complete Works, Republic, Republic, Book X, 614bff.]  [142:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, IX.6 280.6-10, p. 334.]  [143:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Delphic Maxim “Know Yourself” in the Greek Magical Papyri, p. 159.]  [144:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Delphic Maxim “Know Yourself” in the Greek Magical Papyri, p. 167.]  [145:  PGM, I. 1-42; I. 42-195; VII. 505-28; LVII. 1-37.] 


Addey described oracles as “An inspired utterance thought to be derived from a supernatural source (usually a deity) and obtained through some form of ritual, frequently utilising mythical language and epic diction”[footnoteRef:146].  Thanks to the ability of connecting and communicating with the divine, divination is not only possible but a natural way of interaction between mankind and god. According to Lane Fox, oracles and philosophy were profoundly linked in Antiquity”[footnoteRef:147] and Addey complemented adding that many philosophers discussed oracles and sometimes uttered them themselves[footnoteRef:148]. This is no surprise if the assimilation of divinity with truth, typical of Neoplatonism, is taken into consideration[footnoteRef:149]. This is a major theoretical point which explains the correlation between rationality and ritual[footnoteRef:150] and why rituals, exploiting the anagogic power of symbols[footnoteRef:151], could lead the philosopher to the Truth. Addey concluded: “Rationality and revelation were considered to be interlinked and complementary, mutually inclusive rather than mutually exclusive[footnoteRef:152]”. [146:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 7. ]  [147:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 1.]  [148:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 1.]  [149:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 11.]  [150:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 11.]  [151:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 4.]  [152:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 4.] 

Iamblichus believed to be divinely inspired[footnoteRef:153] and considered divination to be an essential element of theurgic rites[footnoteRef:154] in which the theurgist became the spokesman of the gods, capable of uttering the unspeakable divine truths. After having discussed at length the epistemic base on which Iamblichus theurgy rests, it is easy to see that divination was an “all-encompassing epistemological and ethical tool”[footnoteRef:155], that couldn’t be further from being a mere aberration of Neoplatonism.  [153:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 17.]  [154:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 265.]  [155:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 272.] 


Magic and philosophy

Magic is often described as nonsense and accused of irrationality[footnoteRef:156] as opposed to philosophy which is considered the shrine of reason. However, if the context is taken into consideration, magic was considered an appropriate means to achieve a specific objective by the people who practised it and therefore it cannot be irrational[footnoteRef:157]. Gager recalled Origen’s words in this regard: “so-called magic is not… utterly incoherent, but… is a consistent system which has principles known to very few…”[footnoteRef:158]. Addey argued conclusively that the model of rationality intended as an instrumental “means/end calculation” allowed Neoplatonic rituals into the domain of rationality[footnoteRef:159]. [156:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 277.]  [157:  Harold Remus, “Magic”, Method, Madness”, p. 278.]  [158:  John. G. Gager, “Panel Discussion: “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf”, p. 298.]  [159:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 185.] 


The other major differentiation factor between magic and philosophy is magic’s apparent lack of theorisation and systematisation. Nock clearly emphasised that the need for theorisation and metaphysical enquiry was not prioritized in the PGM compared to the Neoplatonist philosophy and theurgy[footnoteRef:160]. Betz noted that the magician belonged to “no school, no organization… no institution”[footnoteRef:161]. Therefore, he did not develop “forms of self-definition that are typical of religious or philosophical groups”[footnoteRef:162]. However, self-definition was not completely absent[footnoteRef:163] and we can observe the attempt to a systematization in the arrangement of the various spells based on technical terminology[footnoteRef:164]. Betz concluded: “What characterized the magicians of the PGM was their unashamed lack of appreciation of the inner integrity of the cults whose materials they appropriated”[footnoteRef:165] in accordance with the syncretistic nature of their magic.[footnoteRef:166] [160:  A. D. Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 232.]  [161:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 161.]  [162:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 161. ]  [163:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 161 ]  [164:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 162: the terms used to describe the operations carried out by various spells are then used by the redactors “as sections titles indicating and separating spells in the collections, such as ‘love spells’, ‘spells to gain favour’, ‘spells to gain victory’, ‘request for dream revelation’, ‘spells for protection’, and so forth. Other titles arranged spells by imitating the physician’s prescription book, e.g., ‘against scorpion sting’, ‘against running eyes’, ‘against headache’, and so forth”. Another approach is to give them “distinctive names, such as ‘The Sword of Dardanos’…, ‘The Prayer of Jacob’…, ‘The Seal of Solomon’…”. Moreover, the fact that there are annotation to spells such as ‘tested and approved’ or ‘this really works’ show the attempt to creating a selection, “sifting through the whole mass of magical material available at the time and select the best and most effective spells”. Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 169.]  [165:  Hans Dieter Betz, “Magic and Mystery in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 254.]  [166:  Hans Dieter Betz, “The Formation of Authoritative Tradition in the Greek Magical Papyri”, p. 166.] 


A crucial key to understanding how magic has been perceived as the opposite of rationality, and therefore philosophy, is the concept of causation underlying both Neoplatonic philosophy and ancient magic. Mowinckel summarised it very concisely when he wrote: “Because Western man and magical man perceive events as related or organized by a different nexus, each appears naïve to the other”[footnoteRef:167]. Magic and philosophy believed in order and uniformity in nature, in a coherent, interrelated, divine cosmos operating more or less mechanically through patterns of sympátheia[footnoteRef:168]. “One event follows another necessarily and inevitably, without the intervention of any personal and spiritual agency”[footnoteRef:169], yet magicians believed they could manipulate this chain of causes to their advantage. This was possible thanks to the belief in multiple and simultaneous causes that magic adopted from Neoplatonist philosophy, which is what made it possible for empirical causality and divine influence not to be exclusive[footnoteRef:170]. The link of cause and effect did also not depend on contiguity in time or space[footnoteRef:171]. Collins used the example of the Athenian Plague to show that ancient Greeks saw it as the result of the intersection of mechanical, teleological and volitional causes[footnoteRef:172]. Magic implied volitional causation which in this context can coexist with other types of causes. Collins concluded that “it is their non-exclusivity that makes magic possible”[footnoteRef:173]  and also drew attention to the fact that this belief is not exclusive to magicians, but originated in Plato’s philosophy who contemplated the coexistence of efficient and final causes that later on will be theorised by Aristotle, and who believed that  “incorporated the gods”[footnoteRef:174].   [167:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, “The Notion of Magic”, p. 502.]  [168:  Otto, “Towards Historicizing “Magic” in Antiquity”, p. 325.]  [169:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, “The Notion of Magic”, p. 495.]  [170:  Derek Collins, “Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic”, p. 33.]  [171:  Derek Collins, “Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic”, p. 34.]  [172:  Derek Collins, “Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic”, p. 34.]  [173:  Derek Collins, “Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic”, p. 35.]  [174:  Derek Collins, “Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic”, p. 27.] 


Addey studied Iamblichus’ use of the concept of simultaneous and hierarchical causation inherited from philosophy[footnoteRef:175] . For Iamblichus, theurgy and magic only diverged because magicians used exclusively “horizontal sympathy” while theurgic practitioners use “horizontal and vertical” sympathy, i.e. they related sympathy to its divine cause[footnoteRef:176]. [175:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism, p. 264.]  [176:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, III.28-30, pp. 188-194.] 



Partials conclusions 

The general feeling in concluding this paper is to have merely brushed the tip of the iceberg which is probably common for “questions that aim too high”, as Christian Meier called them, but still retain their purpose[footnoteRef:177]. Despite Himmelfarb’s conclusion that the difference between these practices may be entirely “in the eye of the beholder”[footnoteRef:178], seems the only obvious one, much has been and still has to be learnt from their study. It has become evident how the three categories inhabited a borderless territory where definitions become fluid and human spirituality searched for answers using all instruments available. The theory of sumbola has been identified as the keystone of the relation between them. What may have appeared at first instance as “odd” or “irrational” has been normalised within a shared cosmological, metaphysical and epistemological framework in which all these phenomena make perfect sense. In a world full of gods, despite the fact that nature works mechanically through a system of ontological chains ruled by sympatheia, gods are ultimately responsible for human faith and can be ritually addressed. Hence, theurgy and magic have stopped looking like anomalies. The artificial barrier between praxis and theoria has been torn down within an historical context where human knowledge was never self-reflective and self-sufficient, but aimed to gift human beings with a better life on earth and with salvation in the afterlife. It has emerged that paradoxically, contemporary philosophical discourse is more distant from ancient philosophy than theurgy or magic might have ever been, since it has forgotten and mocked its original purpose, confining it to the nonsensical realm of irrationality[footnoteRef:179]. Dichotomies have been unveiled in all their limitations and their inability to encompass the complexity of human experience. In doing so, it has also become apparent how much is at stake in this discussion: the cultural identity of Europe and Western culture[footnoteRef:180], the debunking of the myth of classical Greece, the threat of a culture where mankind sees itself as one of the ruling forces in the cosmos[footnoteRef:181] and how much these underlying tensions have invalidated the study of these areas of ancient culture as well as how keenly the scholars’ community is working to move beyond them. [177:  Christian Meier, From Athens to Auschwitz. The Uses of History, (Cambridge, MA: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 41.]  [178:  Martha Himmelfarb, “Panel Discussion: ‘Magic in the Ancient World’ by Fritz Graf”, p. 300.]  [179:  Uždavinys, Philosophy & Theurgy in Late Antiquity, p. 10.]  [180:  Suzanne Marchand, “What did the Greek owe to the Orient? The question we can’t stop asking (even though we can’t answer it)”, Archaeological Dialogues, vol. 17 (1), (Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 117 – 140.]  [181:  Dorothy Hammond, “Magic: A Problem in Semantics, p.1354.] 
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