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Introduction  - 

This essay will critically examine the relationship between divination, magic and religion in the ancient world, focusing specifically on the Hellenistic era. The beginning of the Hellenistic era is marked by Alexander the Great’s conquest of Mesopotamia in 331 BCE, and according to Luther H. Martin, continued in its religious culture through to the 4th century CE.[footnoteRef:1]  The rapid expansion of the Greek speaking empire brought Greek culture into close communication with the previously foreign societies of the Near East and beyond, it is recognized as a period of intense social transformation, socio-politically, culturally and cosmologically.[footnoteRef:2]  Renowned classics professor Walter Burkert notes that ‘the investigation of representations, ideas and beliefs can be at best only a preliminary goal; only when these are incorporated within a more functional context can they become meaningful.’[footnoteRef:3] Keeping this in mind, this essay will examine the relationship of  divination, magic and religion within Hellenistic culture, asking what function they served both socially and personally, taking note of where in particular this might overlap.  This essay will focus on examples of the sacred institution of the Oracle at Delphi and the text of the Greek Magical Papyri. What binds and separates the categories of divination, magic and religion, within the cultural practice of the time? [1:  Martin, Luther H., ‘Hellenistic Religions’, (New York, Oxford University Press, 1987) p. 13]  [2:  Nicholas, Campion, ‘A History of Western Astrology Vol. 1’ (Great Britain, Bloomsbury, 2008) p.173]  [3:  Walter, Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, (Great Britain, Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1985) p. 3] 



Definitions, Divination, Magic and Religion  - 

Notoriously difficult to define, the concepts and subjects of divination, magic and religion have received much attention from scholars over the last century and a half.  Georg Luck asks, ‘Can a clear distinction be drawn between religion and magic? Many approaches to the problem have been tried, but none seem to work well.’ [footnoteRef:4] Divination could easily be included in this quandary, as it played a major role within religious practice in the Hellenistic world.[footnoteRef:5] In order to frame the discussion of this paper, some working definitions of the terminology shall first be outlined. [4:  Georg Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi, Magic and Occult in the Greek and Roman Worlds’ (United States of America, John Hopkins University Press, 1985) p.4]  [5:  Crystal, Addey, ‘Mirrors and Divination: Catoptromancy, Oracles and Earth Goddesses in Antiquity’, p 1] 


Divination is predominantly concerned with prediction of the future, questions of the hidden present, or knowledge of the past.  Originating from Mesopotamia, it is a practice that intrinsically involves seeking answers to specific questions, from a divine source.[footnoteRef:6] A bit like asking for help but from a source of higher than human capability, as Plato wrote in the ‘Timaeus’, ‘There is good evidence that divination was a gift from the gods to compensate for human stupidity.’[footnoteRef:7] Divination in the Hellenistic world was divided in to two categories, that of natural and artificial divination.[footnoteRef:8] Natural divination can be understood as that which arises unprovoked, say in the form of dreams or oracles.[footnoteRef:9] Artificial divination included practices such as astrology or haruspicy and described a more precise form of prediction, based on knowledge deduced through observation.[footnoteRef:10]  There were a wide variety of techniques that could be employed, both for natural and artificial divination, and the borders between the two definitions sometimes blur.[footnoteRef:11]  Jonathon Z. Smith suggests that what is offered by the diviner is a “plausibility structure” which permits the opportunity for both the diviner and the client to explore the ‘adequacy, implications and applicability’ of the answers that have been proposed. [footnoteRef:12] In short, divination is a communication between human and divine realms which includes a degree of interpretive flexibility, on the human side [6:  Georg Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p.230]  [7:  Plato, ‘Timaeus’ 72a , Robin Waterfield (trans.) (Great Britain, Oxford University Press, 2008)]  [8:  Martin, ‘Hellenistic Religions’ p. 42]  [9:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p. 231]  [10:  Martin,  ‘Hellenistic Religions’ p. 42]  [11:  Martin,  ‘Hellenistic Religions’ p. 42]  [12:  Jonathan Z., Smith, ‘Map is Not Territory, Studies in the History of Religion’, (Leiden Netherlands, E.J. Brill, 1978) p. 300] 


Magic is perhaps the most elusive of all three to define, as often in western scholarship magic is portrayed in the negative describing what it is not, rather than what it is.[footnoteRef:13]  Luck gives an encompassing explanation, describing magic as, ‘a technique that aims at imposing the human will on nature or on human beings by using supersensual powers.  ’[footnoteRef:14] According to Luck, magic can be understood as the manipulation of forces beyond the human, considered to be supranatural, intentionally manipulated by the human and a belief in the possibility and application of this.[footnoteRef:15] Luck helps to clarify what the act of magic entails. Another scholar, Marcel Maus examines its broader role as a social phenomena, which in his understanding relates closely to the realms of both religion and science. Maus refers to magic as a ‘storehouse of ideas’, which is a useful lens through which to examine the subject.[footnoteRef:16] When viewed as a vessel of ideas, the emphasis turns towards understanding what it is that magical knowledge contains and conveys, rather than emphasising what it attempts to do and whether it is (from the contemporary perspective) efficacious or not. In defining what quality it is that separated magic from religion Maus attributes to religion, a more ‘intellectual character’ in its approach to the metaphysical, magic is more ‘concrete’ and involved with comprehending the natural world. [footnoteRef:17] When compared to divination, magic seeks to ‘do’ within the natural world through supranatural aid, whereas divination seeks answers to questions, in order to better navigate any given situation.  [13:  Murray, Wax, and Rosalie, Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’ (Current Anthropology, Vol 4. No.5. (Dec., 1963) p. 495]  [14:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p. 3]  [15:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p. 60]  [16:  Marcel, Mauss, trans. Brain, Robert, ‘A General Theory of Magic’, (Great Britain, Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, 1972) p.141]  [17:  Mauss, ‘A General Theory of Magic’ p. 143] 


Historian of religions, Jonathon Z. Smith gives a broad definition for what religion does and how it functions within a culture or society, ‘What we study when we study religion is one mode of constructing worlds of meaning, worlds within which men find themselves and in which they choose dwell.’[footnoteRef:18] It may seem a simple to reduce such a vastly complex and interwoven territory as religion down to meaning, but it is an important and strong point to hold on to.  Rather than try to seek further scholarly definitions for what religion is within society or as an experience, the focus shall instead now be cast on examining the role of religion within Hellenistic society, as it is more specific to the subject at hand. Religion is understood to have been embedded in Hellenistic culture as it was grafted to the socio-political structures.[footnoteRef:19] Pervasive as it was within the culture of the time, it lacked many of the more contemporary signifiers of what a religion may be, having none of the hallmarks common to the later ‘world’ religions. As Walter Burkert remarked, it had ‘no founding figures and no documents of revelation, no organizations of priests and no monastic order.’[footnoteRef:20] It was, according to Burkert, legitimized through its traditions and created the ‘formative force of continuity from generation to generation.’[footnoteRef:21] Religion in the Hellenistic world presented a framework for common values, creating a steady reference point for the polarities of sacred and profane, divine and human, and a way to keep this intact across the newly expanded and culturally diverse Greek speaking world.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Smith, ‘Map is Not Territory, Studies in the History of Religion’, p. 290]  [19:  Julia, Kindt, ‘Polis religion – A Critical Appreciation’, (Kernos 22, 2009, pp.9-34.) p. 2]  [20:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p.8]  [21:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p.8]  [22:  Julia, Kindt,  ‘Rethinking Greek Religion’, (United Kingdom, Cambridge University Press, 2012) p. 13] 



Ritual and Myth –

The two identifying features of Greek religion are ritual and myth.[footnoteRef:23] Ritual can be recognized as being Greek religions ‘outward aspect’.[footnoteRef:24] A ritual is comprised of a set of deliberate and demonstrative acts, to be undertaken at the correct time, in the correct place and in the correct order. [footnoteRef:25] Though there was no scriptural book, it is acknowledged that writing had a pervasive influence in the construction of Greek religion.[footnoteRef:26] The pantheonic structure of the gods and goddesses of Olympus was unified in the 7th century by authors Homer and Hesiod and formed the foundations of mythological inheritance of Hellenistic religion. [footnoteRef:27] The myths gave meaning to the rituals, connecting the sacred to the mundane worlds through story.[footnoteRef:28]  It is of worth to note that though the existence of divinities was not questioned, it was not necessary that the myths themselves be regarded as true, or even consistent stories.[footnoteRef:29] The incongruity of myth is not necessarily considered a weakness, but according to Smith, is in fact ‘it is the very source of its power’, power because incongruity gives rise to thought.[footnoteRef:30]The fact that the myths defy any singular interpretation through the very nature of their multiple telling’s. indicate something of the complexity of relationship within the Hellenistic world to the divine and the difficulty in trying to corral it by any singular definition. [footnoteRef:31]  [23:  Walter, Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, (Great Britain, Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1985) p.8]  [24:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p.8]  [25:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p.8]  [26:  Richard, Gordon, ‘Memory and Authority in the Magical Papyri’ in Dignas, Beate, and Smith, R.R.R. (ed.), ‘Historical and Religious Memory in the Ancient World’ (New York, Oxford University Press, 2012)]  [27:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p. 13]  [28:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p.8]  [29:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p. 8]  [30:  Smith, J ‘Map is Not Territory, Studies in the History of Religion’, pp. 293-294]  [31:  Burkert, ‘Greek Religion’, p.8] 



A Sanctuary for divination and religion, the Oracle at Delphi -

The relationship between divination and religion is clearly represented through the ancient oracular sanctuaries, the most important of which was Delphi. Established from at least the eighth century B.C.E., the oracle at Delphi was still in operation during the Hellenistic period, operating around a thousand years.[footnoteRef:32] It was known as the ‘omphalos’ meaning the navel of the known world, a concept that conveys the place that Delphi held in both Greek literature and thought.[footnoteRef:33]  Housed at Delphi were the Pythia,  who performed oracular divinations, they were prophetesses whose  divinely inspired utterances would then be interpreted by the priests of Apollo in attendance at the sanctuary, in answer to the questions that had been asked.[footnoteRef:34] The advice given by the Pythia was not in the form of clear cut prediction of the future, but was rather believed to be messages of the god’s will channelled through a trance state.[footnoteRef:35] The social tolerance for these states was generally only accepted within the confines of the sanctuary, demarcating the limits of what was acceptable behaviour and what was not.[footnoteRef:36]  The oracular divination that the Pythia performed meant that the divine messages were mediated, as Kindt suggest, “If the gods were to pass their superior knowledge directly to humans without casting it in the enigmatic mode – this divide would narrow”.  Thus, the practice of divination in a religious context, permitted both access to and the necessary distance from the gods.[footnoteRef:37]  [32:  Addey, ‘Mirrors and Divination:’ p.1]  [33:  Kindt, Julia, ‘Revisiting Delphi, Religion and Storytelling in Ancient Greece’ (United Kingdom, Cambridge University Press, 2016) p. 2]  [34:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p.233]  [35:  Peter Green, ‘Possession and Pneuma: The Essential Nature of the Delphic Oracle’, (Arion: A Journal of Humanities and Classics, Third Series, Vol. 17, No. 2  (Fall 2009) p. 28]  [36:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p. 7]  [37:  Kindt, Julia, ‘Revisiting Delphi, Religion and Storytelling in Ancient Greece’ p. 26] 


The sanctuary at Delphi both institutionalized and made divination sacred within a broader religious context.[footnoteRef:38]   As Luck states, ‘As early as Homer, divination came under the control of religion’ [footnoteRef:39]  What is also represented through Delphi is the relationship of religion and divination to power. Delphi was a place of convergence both individuals and for the larger society shaping forces of religion, politics and economics. [footnoteRef:40] It was an economic centre receiving large gifts form important people and places, as well as exchanging currency and considering certain gifts as investments.[footnoteRef:41] For a sense of comparative scale, the importance of Delphi in the ancient world has been compared to the Vatican today.[footnoteRef:42] This is not to say that the oracles were manipulated towards the desires of those in favour, as Peter Green writes, they oracles at Delphi were unquestionably believed in and no one imputed the Pythia of fraud.[footnoteRef:43] The association of the sanctuary with power indicates rather the importance that divination held alongside and within the social structures of ancient world.  [38:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p 8]  [39:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p. 239]  [40:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p 7]  [41:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p.248]  [42:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p.248]  [43:  Green, ‘Possession and Pneuma’ p. 44’] 



Magic and the Greek Magical Papyri - 

The most prevalent primary source for the study of magic from the Hellenistic era is the Greek magical papyri. Originating from Greco- Roman Egypt, it comprises a collection of spells, rituals, magic formulae and hymns, dating between the time periods of the 2nd century B.C.E. to the 5th century C.E.[footnoteRef:44] They provide an excellent source for examining magical practices during this period and are a rare survival from a time in which many magical texts were systematically destroyed or supressed.[footnoteRef:45] The elements involved in the spells are both simple and complex. They involve a cosmology in which divine intervention and participation in the affairs of the human realm are both accepted and expected. The elements of the ‘Indispensable invisibility spell’ are but one example, ‘Take fat or an eye of a nightowl and a ball of dung rolled by a beetle and oil of an unripe olive and grind them all together till smooth’, begins the recipe. This mixture is then advised to be smeared over the body while addressing to Helios, ‘I adjure you by your great name, Make me invisible, lord Helios/ in the presence of any man until sunset.’ 222-231[footnoteRef:46]   [44:  Hans, Dieter, Betz, (ed.) ‘The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation’ (United States of America, University of Chicago Press, 1986) p. xli]  [45:  Betz, (ed.) ‘The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation’ p.xli]  [46:  ‘The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation’ (United States of America, University of Chicago Press, 1986)] 


In this spell, in order to obtain invisibility, the ingredients are mixed, (now magical through its intention) and applied to the body.  The body is a conduit in the process of the spell, much like the body of the Pythia is a conduit for the divine. To be enacted with precise instruction, it is inferred that the spell is not a one off occurrence but can be repeated should the same procedure be enacted by another, much in the manner of ritual.  There is a specific intent, directed by the undertaking towards an outcome. In both contexts, the oracular sanctuary and the personal spell, words are perceived as intensely powerful, either by inscription or incantation.  There seems implicit within the spell, and the religious oracular sanctuary at Delphi, a notion of participation, communication and exchange, across the natural and divine world.  

Though they are distinctly magical within the definitions of both Mauss and Luck, the collection of the Greek Magical Papyri are also deeply conceptually involved with divinity, symbolism and meaning making and so it could be argued also fit into religious framework.  The use of magic was not only an activity of the lower or uneducated classes, but was also practiced and believed in by the intellectuals until the end of antiquity.[footnoteRef:47] What is revealed through this collection of texts is a widened perspective on the religious life of the Graeco- Roman world.[footnoteRef:48]  As, Hans Dieter Betz remarked, prior to the discovery of the Greek Magical Papyri, views regarding the subject of magic within Hellenistic society could only be shaped by the sources available, namely ‘the literature of the cultural elite, and the archaeological remains of the official cults of the states and cities.’[footnoteRef:49] This material presents only the public face of religiousness and not the nuanced nature of more private worship, ritual, belief and practice that can be gleaned through a collection of spells. Why would people who have a such an embedded religiosity in their society also engage in magical practices? Mary Luck offers an explanation, not specific to the Hellenistic period but very applicable,  ‘We should recognize the possibility of magic intervention is always present in the mind of believers, that it is human and natural to hope for miracle benefits from the enactment of cosmic symbols.’[footnoteRef:50] What is provided within the collection of the Greek Magical Papyri, is not the state sanctioned method of relationship with the divine world but, as a  ‘storehouse of ideas’ it conveys the hopes dreams fears and wishes of a populace in motion. [47:  Luck, ‘Arcana Mundi’ p. 9]  [48:  Betz, (ed.) ‘The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation’ p.xli]  [49:  Betz, (ed.) ‘The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation’ p.xli]  [50:  Mary, Douglas, ‘Purity and Danger, An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo’, (Great Britain, Frederick. A. Praeger, 1966) p. 60
] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Conclusion – 

The relationship between divination, magic and religion, must be viewed within their social context to form any understanding of their relational meaning.  In the Hellenistic period the embedded religious culture was based upon on mythological story and ritual. Through ritual, religion becomes a practice and a way of maintaining meaningful social cohesion.  The narrative of the divine myths created the communicative reason for the practice of ritual. At Delphi, divination and religion were clearly bonded forming an incredibly powerful cultural centre, spiritually, politically and economically, lasting over a thousand years. Magic shares many characteristics of both divination and religion, it contains ritualistic elements of formula, time and place and it portrays a language of private desire and wish fulfilment. At the same time magic contains a meaning making system of knowledge, communicating with sources outside of the human realm. All three, represent different aspects of a contemplative, communicative, and connective relationship with a divine cosmos. They are also joined by concepts of power and control, both of the larger populace and of the natural and human world. Divination, magic and religion, in the Hellenistic world are intrinsically related through their shared culture. They are bridges between the human and divine and represent different ways of relating to concepts of divinity in response to different human needs. 
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