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Can theurgy be considered a form of magic?
In The Golden Bough, Frazer attempted to define the difference between magic and religion in the classical world as being one where magic sought to dominate and coerce natural forces in accord with the determination of the magician, whereas religion attempted to appease and gain favour with the all-powerful; Frazer acknowledged, however, that priestly religious-activities are, at times, barely distinguishable from those of the magician.[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Sir James Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, Vol. 1 abridged edition (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1922 [1925]), [hereafter Frazer, The Golden Bough], pp.50 – 53.] 

In De Mysteriis, under the Egyptian name of Abamon, Iamblichus attempted to address a series of concerns put in writing to his student, Anebo, by Porphyry.[footnoteRef:2]  According to Clarke, Porphyry had misgivings about Iamblichus’ theurgy, whose practices he saw as involving unsavoury Egyptian magical practices.[footnoteRef:3]  Porphyry was not alone in this view.  Lewis conveys that ‘in antiquity, some Christian critics of pagan philosophy saw “theurgy” as merely a fancy term for magic’, and points to Augustine’s scornful view that, under the respectable name of ‘“theurgy”’, nothing better than ‘“goetic magic”’, was being practiced.[footnoteRef:4]  Iamblichus himself was resolute that there was a difference between the sort of  magic that was mere sorcery (goeteia) and theurgy which was practiced in a framework of philosophy and sacred rites.[footnoteRef:5]   [2:  Emma C. Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell, Iamblichus: De Mysteriis (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), [hereafter Clarke, De Mysteriis), p. 3.]  [3:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, p. xxix.]  [4:  Nicola Denzey Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine: Female Theurgists in Late Antiquity’, in ‘Daughters of Hecate: Women and Magic in the Ancient World’, eds. Kimberly B. Stratton and Danya S. Kalleres (Oxford:  Oxford Scholarship Online, 2014), [hereafter Lewis, ‘Living Image of the Divine’] p. 281. <DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195342703.001.0001> [accessed: 5th July, 2018], p.283.]  [5:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, p. 81, I.21; pp. 165 – 169, III.18 – 19, pp. 165 - 169.] 

This essay investigates whether the rituals and practices of theurgy reveal themselves to be forms of magic.  To address the question, theurgy and magic must first be described.  

Theurgy.
Dodds charted that the Chaldean Oracles laid the foundations for theurgy;[footnoteRef:6] and, Lewis describes that theurgy was informed by Greek and Egyptian traditions.[footnoteRef:7]  According to Shaw, the term theourgia (god-work) was first used by Platonists of the second century to ‘describe the deifying power of the Chaldean rituals’ and it holds a qualitatively different meaning to theologia (god-talk). [footnoteRef:8]  Shaw confirms that Iamblichus was keen to demonstrate the philosophical substance of the Chaldean rites, ensuring they were integral to the sacred practice of theurgy which was, accordingly, ‘intimately tied to the invocation of the natural powers of the cosmos’,[footnoteRef:9] and was given expression through ritual and symbolism.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  E.R. Dodds, Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 37(1 & 2) (Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies, 1947), [hereafter Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’], pp. 55 – 59.]  [7:  Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine’, p. 280.]  [8:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, 2nd edn., (Angelico Press, Sophia Perennis, 1995 [2014]), [hereafter, Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul], p.5.]  [9:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, p. 5.]  [10:  Gregory Shaw, Taking the Shape of the Gods: A Theurgic Reading of Hermetic Rebirth, [hereafter Shaw, Taking the Shape of the Gods], <https://www.princeton.edu/~hellenic/Hermeneutica/ShawPaper.pdf> [accessed May 31, 2018], undated, p. 3.] 

In the late 3rd century some Platonists began to claim that the soul was pure and untarnished by corporeality and that heaven was its rightful abode, Shaw tells that, for Iamblichus, this teaching was an anathema; rather, the theurgical position was that soul has a dual purpose - both divine and corporeal and that, through the soul’s duality, divinisation is possible.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Gregory Shaw, Archetypal Psychology, Dreamwork, and Neoplatonism, 2016, <https://www.academia.edu/27626457/Archetypal_Psychology_Dreamwork_and_Neoplatonism> [accessed: May 31, 2018], p. 329.] 

Dillon sees theurgy as arising from a search for the appropriate way for philosophers to interact with divine entities and influence them to bring about desired outcomes.[footnoteRef:12]  For Iamblichus,  the divine could not be forced to act or brought down by humans; rather, through ‘invocation and rites’ theurgists ‘ascend to the superior beings and attach themselves to them by assimilation and appropriation’.[footnoteRef:13]   [12:  John Dillon, ‘Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy: Some Reflections’, The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition, Vol. 1, (Brill, 2007), [hereafter Dillon, ‘Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy’], <http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/docserver/18725082/v1n1_splitsection3.pdf?expires=1531672520&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=EDE1F946CDE48C3E69732376425FC71B>, p. 30.]  [13:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, III.18, p. 167.] 

Lewis draws attention to the fact that scholars have named the sorts of ways theurgists manifested the powers of the gods (for example; through oracles, visions, meteorological influence, and foreknowledge), [footnoteRef:14] and ascended to unio mystica; for example, by: [14:  Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine’, p. 278. ] 

‘mystical contemplation .  .  .  more mechanical techniques, including the practitioner employing specific words, animating statues, conjuring spirits, making hissing or popping noises, or employing stones, symbols, and a mystical spinning top, the lynx wheel’.[footnoteRef:15]   [15:  Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine’, p. 280.] 


Lewis poses, however, that scholars  ‘failed to comment at length on their social significance’, [footnoteRef:16] which were also fundamental aspects of many of the rituals of the Greek Magical Papyri.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine’, p. 280.]  [17:  Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine’, p. 281. ] 

Iamblichus reveals different grades of theurgic knowledge and communion with divinity: ‘sometimes we share in the god’s lowest power, sometimes in his intermediate, and sometimes in his primary power’.[footnoteRef:18]  Similarly, Shephard, acknowledging the role of magic, also notes three levels of theurgy: [18:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, III.4-5, p. 129 - 131.] 

‘pure ritual ‘white magic’, theurgy which uses some kind of ritual and raises the soul to the level of the intellectual and to the lowest point of the intelligible, and finally theurgy which is not really ritual at all but brings about a union of the ‘one in the soul’ with the higher intelligibles and with the First Hypostasis’.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Anne Sheppard, ‘Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy’, The Classical Quarterly, Vol. 32 (1), (Cambridge University Press on behalf of The Classical Association, 1982), p. 224.] 

Magic.
Attempts to characterise ‘magic’ have been problematic; as seen above, Frazer considered that it involved the manipulation of natural forces; this view has persisted, with the Oxford English Dictionary offering a definitions of magic as ‘the supposed art of influencing the course of events by the occult control of nature or of spirits, witchcraft’; but, also, as ‘an inexplicable or remarkable influence; an enchanting quality or phenomenon’.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Oxford Current English Dictionary, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.480.] 

Collins explains that, amongst academics, magic can be seen as ‘objective and material’ or, alternatively, as ‘subjective and psychological’;[footnoteRef:21]  on the other hand, Wax draws attention to the main ways of studying magic as being either ‘intellective’ or ‘moral’.[footnoteRef:22]  Mauss confidently states that magic ‘forms a distinct class of phenomena’ and it is ‘also susceptible to clear definition’;[footnoteRef:23]  Fowler, though, finds it is difficult to define  ‘magic’ and identifies  that, while it is regularly perceived to concern itself with bringing identified goals into manifestation, this is also true of ‘important Greek rituals that are not normally thought of as magical’.[footnoteRef:24]  Both Mauss and Fowler, however, point to social factors as determining whether certain rituals might be described as magical,[footnoteRef:25]  with Mauss stating that it is ‘any rite which does not play a part in organized cults – it is private, secret, mysterious’ and is shown as distinct from cult or religion by ‘the circumstances in which the rites occur, which in turn determine the place they occupy in the totality of social customs’.[footnoteRef:26]  In contrast, Anderson considers that magic is not a distinct, ‘cross-cultural entity’ and, therefore, does not exist; rather, it is ‘merely the practical, working side of dealing with supernatural entities’.[footnoteRef:27] [21:  Derek Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, and Agency in Greek Magic’, Transactions of the American Philological Association, Vol. 133 (1), (The John Hopkins University Press, 2003) [hereafter Collins, ‘Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic’], p. 18]  [22:  Murray and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, Current Anthropology, Vol. 4 (5), (The University of Chicago Press on behalf of Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, 1963), p. 495.]  [23:  Marcel Mauss, A General Theory of Magic, trans. by Robert Brain, (London and New York:  Routledge, 1950 [1972, 2001]), [hereafter, Mauss, A General Theory of Magic], p. 22.]  [24:  Robert, L. Fowler, ‘Greek Magic, Greek Religion’, in Richard Buxton (ed.), Oxford Readings in Greek Religion (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2000), [hereafter, Fowler, ‘Greek Magic, Greek Religion’], p. 318.]  [25:  Fowler, ‘Greek Magic, Greek Religion’, p. 218; and Mauss, A General Theory of Magic, p. 22.]  [26:  Mauss, A General Theory of Magic, p. 30.]  [27:  Eugene Anderson, Magic, Science and Religion: Useful Labels in the Past? Useless in the Present? <http://www.krazykioti.com/articles/magic-science-and-religion/>, no page number, accessed 13th July 2018.] 

For Collins, unless the setting and cultural milieu of the Classical era is understood , it is hard to define what the Greeks at that time perceived to be magic; [footnoteRef:28] he reveals that labels such as ‘magos’ (practitioner of magic) and ‘goes’ (sorcerer) were variously and fluidly used by ‘elite intellectuals’ to the point where they were applied without discrimination or distinction, so that the terms lost their meaning.[footnoteRef:29]  Collins also posed that it is pertinent to ask at what point a ritual item becomes magical, bearing in mind that the natural world was imbued with the divine, and that the causes of magical occurrences and nature of social contexts within which they occurred were pertinent.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, and Agency in Greek Magic’, p. 17.]  [29:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic’, pp. 19 - 20]  [30:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause and Agency in Greek Magic’, pp. 20 – 21.] 



Theurgy as a form of magic?  
For Dodds theurgy was crudely a ‘manifesto of irrationalism’ and ‘vulgar magic’;[footnoteRef:31]  it isn’t surprising, then, to learn from Hankey that ‘the religion Dodds embraced was strictly and exclusively a religio mentis, “severely intellectual” without ritual or sacrament’.[footnoteRef:32]  Athanassiadi describes that the practices of theurgical divination were seen as ‘the most representative and the most pernicious aspect of the pagan spirit’;[footnoteRef:33] because of Christian doctrine and ‘post-Iamblichan Neoplatonic evidence’, theurgy and magic were viewed as ‘resting on the same presuppositions and using some of the same methods in pursuit of different ends’.[footnoteRef:34]  In Plato’s Symposium, the continuum between the two are seen in the words of Diotima in her argument that Eros is not a god, but is:  [31:  E.R. Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, p. 59.]  [32:  Wayne Hankey, ‘Re-Evaluating E.R. Dodds’ Platonism’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, Vol 103 (Harvard University, Department of Classics, 2007), p516.]  [33: Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (1993), [hereafter, Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’], p. 115.]  [34:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’, p. 123.] 

something between a mortal and an immortal . . . midway between what is divine and what is human . .   . he acts as an interpreter and means of communication between gods and men.  He takes requests and offerings to the gods, and brings back instruction and benefits in return.  Occupying this middle position he plays a vital role in holding the world together.  He is the medium of all worship, incantations, or any kind of divination or sorcery.  [footnoteRef:35]   [35:  Plato, Symposium, trans. by Tom Griffith (London: Folio Society Ltd, 1986 [1991], [hereafter Plato, Symposium], p. 41.] 

.  .  .  .  He has his mother’s nature, and need is his constant companion.  On the other hand, from his father .  .  . He is intellectual, resourceful, a lover of wisdom his whole life through, a subtle magician, sorcerer and thinker.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Plato, Symposium, p. 42.] 


Iamblichus himself, does not deny the potency of the forms of divination shared by magician and theurgists alike, but he makes a clear distinction between divinely-inspired outcomes and those of the ‘vulgar throng, employing falsehood and deceit of an intolerable nature’;[footnoteRef:37]  responding to Porphyry as follows: [37:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, III.13, p. 151.] 


For there are some who overlook the whole procedure of effective contemplation .  .   and they disdain the order of sacred observance, its holiness and long-protracted endurance of toils, and, rejecting the customs, prayers and other rituals, they believe that the simple standing on the characters to be sufficient .  .  yet, how could anything noble or perfect result from this?  Or how can the eternal and truly existing essence of the gods be united with ephemeral acts in sacred procedures?  Hence because of these things, such rash men go wholly astray, and are not worthy to be counted among diviners.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, III.13, pp. 151 - 153.] 


Along these lines, Addey explains the importance of ethics for Iamblichus, who required for theurgical practice ‘a soul which has attained perfect virtue’;[footnoteRef:39]  Similarly, Athanassiadi defines theurgy as the ‘manifestation of an inner state of sanctity deriving from a combination of goodness and knowledge’.[footnoteRef:40]   While Iamblichus was aware of human imperfection, saying ‘not even a virtuous human character can easily be brought to the requisite level of purity’,[footnoteRef:41]  he was shaped by the Delphic precept “Know yourself”’,[footnoteRef:42] traceable to Socrates and Plato, as described by Betz.[footnoteRef:43]  Inherently, then, theurgists were required to achieve virtue by developing awareness of their personal human shadow, thus attaining a high level of self-knowledge, or soul-knowledge,[footnoteRef:44] which was brought to perfection in theurgical ritual.[footnoteRef:45]  This sort of self-awareness, however, was not limited to theurgy; referring to the Greek Magical Papyri, Betz argues that ‘self-knowledge and self-control are no longer regarded as a matter of philosophical examination or moral exercise but as the outcome of magical initiation’. [39:  Crystal Addey,  Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, <https://www.dawsonera.com:443/abstract/9781409451532> [accessed May 1, 2018], pp. 268 – 269; 272.]  [40:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’, p. 116.]  [41:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, I.15, p. 61.]  [42:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, X.1, p. 345.]  [43:  Hans Dieter Betz, ‘The Delphic Maxim “Know Yourself” in the Greek Magical Papyri’, History of Religions, Vol. 2 (2), (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1981) [hereafter Betz, ‘The Delphic Maxim “Know Yourself”’], pp. 156 – 157.]  [44:  Betz, ‘The Delphic Maxim “Know Yourself”’, pp. 157; 163 – 164.]  [45:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, X.3 – 4, pp. 347 – 349.] 

Frankfurter points out that terms such as ‘magic’, ‘sorcery’ or ‘wizardry’ are used to identify what ‘we’ don’t do and ‘suggests an “other” sphere of ritual that is appealingly esoteric, potentially subversive, and solely the perspective of the indigenous or biased person under examination’.[footnoteRef:46]  Iamblichus may not have been immune from tendency to promote one’s own belief system above others, but it is important to bear in mind that the methods used in divination were less troubling for Iamblichus that the attitude with which they were enacted.  The Greek Magical Papyri demonstrate that a reverent approach to the gods was not uniquely attached to theurgical practice; for example, in PMG III.494 – 611, lengthy symbolic preparations and supplications for suitable alignment and connection with the god Helios are demonstrated by the following fragment of the magical spell: [46:  David Frankfurter, ‘Comment: Panel Discussion: “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf’, Numen, Vol. 46 (3), (Brill Online, 1999), available from < https://www.jstor.org/stable/3270161>, [accessed on 12 June, 2018], p. 317.] 


I have spoken your signs and symbols . . 

Come to me in/your holy circuit of
The holy spirit, founder of the world,
O god of gods, lord of the world, who have
Divided by your own divine spirit
The universe; first from the firstborn you
Appeared, created carefully, from water
That’s turbulent, who founded all the world:
Abyss, earth/fire, water, air, and in turn
Ether and roaring rivers, red-faced moon,
Heaven’s stars, morning stars, the whirling planets.
’Tis by your counsels they attend all things.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Hans Dieter Betz (ed.), The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation: Including the Demotic Spells, 2nd edn. Vol. 1: Texts (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986 [1992]), III.494 – 611, pp. 32 – 33.] 


Himmelfarb notes that ‘The magical papyri often evoke high gods such as Helios’, thus bringing magic into similarity with ‘theurgy and with it philosophy – indeed the difference may be entirely in the eye of the beholder’,[footnoteRef:48] and Fritz Graf is persuaded that the Mithras Liturgy of the Greek Magical Papyri is a ‘theurgical text’.[footnoteRef:49]  [48:  Martha Himmelfarb, ‘Comment by Martha Himmelfarb: Panel Discussion: “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf’, Numen, Vol. 46 (3), (Brill Online, 1999), available from  <https://www.jstor.org/stable/3270161>, [Accessed 12 June, 2018], p. 300.]  [49:  Fritz Graf, ‘Response to Comments: Panel Discussion: “Magic in the Ancient World” by Fritz Graf’, Numen, Vol. 46 (3), (Brill, 1999), p. 324.] 

In confirmation, Dillon sees no boundary between magic and theurgy; rather, the ‘real distinction is between magic/theurgy  . . . and religion’,[footnoteRef:50] and he sees Iamblichus, in De Mysteriis, to be ‘taking a stand in defence of “higher magic”’,[footnoteRef:51]using the magicians’ techniques, but doing so from an entirely different and honourable orientation by ‘tuning in to the gods’ and ‘by utilizing the symbola that they themselves have sown in the cosmos’.[footnoteRef:52]  Finamore, on the other hand, posits that recent studies of Iamblichus’ work do not reveal illogical magical practices, but a blend of ‘rational Platonic philosophy combined with a coherent ritual practice’, named theurgy;[footnoteRef:53] but this view might fall into what Lewis describes as a ‘conviction that theurgy must be rescued from the charge of being “magic”’.[footnoteRef:54] Galtier aptly summarises that ‘perhaps we never shall meet a human group whose behaviour is unadulteratedly magical, religious or scientific’.[footnoteRef:55]  [50:  Dillon, ‘Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy’, p. 40]  [51:  Dillon, ‘Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy’, p. 32]  [52:  Dillon, ‘Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy’, p. 35]  [53:  John F. Finamore, ‘Reviewed Works: Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, by Gregory Shaw’, Speculum, Vol 73 (3), (University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 894.]  [54:  Lewis, ‘Living Images of the Divine’, p. 282.]  [55:  Charles Galtier, in Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion of Magic’, Current Anthropology, Vol. 4 (5), (The University of Chicago Press, 1963), p. 506.] 

In this vein, Hutton concludes that ‘it is certainly true that theurgy operated at the boundary between religion and magic,[footnoteRef:56] and Shaw tells that ‘Iamblichus identifies the Invisible One of Platonism with the Egyptian Heka, the god of magic’.[footnoteRef:57]  For Athanassiadi, Iamblichus ‘qualifies his defence of ritual by making its efficacy dependent on virtue .  .  nevertheless the inescapable impression left even on a careful reader of the De Mysteriis is that Iamblichus is a ritualist,[footnoteRef:58] and magic is ‘sublimated under the name of theurgy’.[footnoteRef:59]  However, she depicts this magical theurgy as primarily a ‘dynamic state of mind’,[footnoteRef:60] implicitly, therefore, referring to its vibrant and interactive engagement with the divine energies it seeks to connect with, and going beyond intellect to include the capacities of the whole person. [56:  Ronald Hutton, ‘Paganism and Polemic: The Debate over the Origins of Modern Pagan Witchcraft’, Folklore, Vol. 111 (1), (Taylor Francis Ltd, 2000), pp. 106 – 107.]  [57:  Gregory Shaw, Taking the Shape of the Gods, p. 14.]  [58:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’, p, 128.]  [59:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’, p. 127.]  [60:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination’, p.116.] 






Conclusion.
Theurgy has been seen to have awareness of the indescribable creative potency, or magic, of divinity. While Iamblichus sought distance from godless and exploitative manipulations of an animated world which enables the virtuous and unholy alike to be ‘filled with spiritual influences’,[footnoteRef:61] theurgy was not alone in seeking morally-motivated alignment with the divine power of the gods.  Moreover, with the term ‘magic’ evading definition, and with little scholarly agreement as to whether theurgy falls into the class of ‘magic’, an irrefutable view cannot be arrived at.  However, on balance, it is concluded that theurgy cannot escape being considered a form of ethical magic. [61:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, III.13, p. 151.] 
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