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Critically discuss the relationship between divination, magic and religion in the ancient world

Introduction 
The relationship between divination, magic and religion in the ancient world is a complex one, not assisted by changes in the semantic use of the words over the last two millennia. I intend to show in this essay how certain forms of divination were sanctioned by the state and intimately bound with its welfare and religion. An examination of healing rites will illustrate the complicated connection of the above with magic. To conclude, I shall briefly demonstrate how magic spells outside the socially acceptable norms were dependent upon the Homeric inspired rituals within conventional religion. In order to proceed, therefore, it is necessary to define these terms and certain limitations within the context of this essay.
Firstly, it is necessary to define what is intended by the word ‘religion’ which did not exist in the societies upon which I am basing this study. Melford Spiro uses the word “institution” in describing religion as ‘culturally patterned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings.’
 However, the word "institution" implies a greater coherence and organisation within a society than is necessarily the case in the ancient world,  and so I prefer the definition proffered by Lehmann and Myers, which goes 'beyond the superhuman' to allow for 'the extraordinary' and 'the mysterious'  including magic.
 I am limiting my discussion to divination, magic and religion within the Classical and Hellenistic periods of Greece and the Roman Empire from the time of the Republic up to and including the Imperial period.  By the term divination, I mean any attempt at  two-way communication with the supernatural that requests a response, not simply its more modern definition of an attempt of seeing the future. Using only examples from antiquity, divination could have been through a variety of methods: a formal ancient oracle such as the one at Delphi or a dream oracle at a temple to Asclepius to name but two. Divinatory practices were performed for a multitude of reasons; for example, to establish divine approval for an action or find hope for a cure, but all have in common the fact that they were attempts at entering into a questioning dialogue with the divine and looking to the gods for an answer. 

Few scholars seem to agree on what magic actually is. Early anthropologists, such as Fraser, noted its coercive and manipulative techniques practiced upon impersonal forces, though he was soon criticised for the limitations of his arguments being over-simplistic and ethnocentric.
 Durkheim differentiated it from religion by its independent, rather than community, basis.
 Its definition appears dependent upon the viewpoint of the beholder and within a community, magic possesses its own socially conditioned logic.
 This blurring between religion and magic is evident within the ancient world, and,  as I shall demonstrate, based less in the substance of the ritual acts and more in the social context of the act.

Ambivalence in attitudes to divination and the use of magic within religion in the ancient world
Amongst the intellectual elite there appears to have been a growing dislike, or at least ambivalence, to the place of divination and incantations within religion from the 4th century BCE. Criticism of it appears to be based on its similarity to "irrational" magic, as interpreted at that time, and a rise in medical and scientific knowledge. Hippocrates is credited with the rise in medical diagnosis that was less reliant on incantations and more concerned with a careful observation of the body and its functions. Examples of this can be seen in the treatise On the Sacred Disease, of which he was the putative author. In it, he complains that it is considered 'sacred' because of men's 'inability to comprehend it,' despite his belief that it, like all illness, has a natural cause.
 Another tract, On Ancient Medicine, likens 'subjects which are occult and dubious' to 'empty hypothesis.'
 He criticises the use of incantations in medicine as being ineffective, describing those who use such a method, rather than a scientific approach, as 'conjurors, purificators, mountebanks, and charlatans.'
 A similarly suspicious view of a relationship between divination and religion can be demonstrated by Cicero's comment that it is superstition and a 'great deal of fraud.' 
 
Part of this condemnation, or at least questioning of such a relationship, comes about due to a rise in the philosophical examinations of all aspects of religion, including divination. Academics argued every issue in depth until the most rational conclusion could be found. Stoics likewise emphasised the importance of clear and unbiased thinking, though this does not necessarily preclude a belief in divination. Plato speaks highly of divine madness in Phaedrus, as 'the channel by which we receive the greatest blessings.'
 Yet, the same section consigns the soul of a soothsayer or official of the mysteries to a status lower than that of a physician or warrior.
 
These examples, however, do not reflect the general trend of attitudes towards divination, magic and the importance of its relationship to religion. Hippocrates' complaint against it appears to be targeted against its unnecessary use, for instance, when there is an obvious cause to  illness. He goes so far as to accuse those who attempt to use methods such as purification and conjuration as being themselves guilty of impiety.
 Cicero too, is not against all of divination per se but its lack of logic in the face of obvious problems, such as regional differences in the interpretation of signs or the contradictory nature of supposedly benign gods communicating to humanity by enigmatic riddling. In his book, On Divination, despite a running argument, he stalwartly refuses to condemn the practice entirely. In particular, he recognises the importance of divination for the sake of 'political expediency in order that we might have a state religion.'
 This indicates that divination was necessary, not only as a basis upon which religious ideas, and therefore control of the people, was based, but also that it was for the welfare of the populous. This was due to the particular role that divination played in the religious life of the ancient world, as we shall see below. 

Divination and the State
For the Romans and the Greeks, 'religion' in the modern sense is not necessarily the most accurate term to describe their ritualistic praxis. There was no creed or sacred book on which to base an orthodox viewpoint, although works of literature such as The Iliad and The Odyssey did provide a framework for 'men's expectations in life' in their intimacy with the gods.
 'Faith'  was not a term that could readily be used. With a lack of 'faith', there was also no concept of 'heresy.'
 However, in Vergil's Aeneid, Aeneas is constantly described as "pious" as he puts his obligations to the gods and destiny over his own feelings.
 By writing down the prayer actions of the heroes, and by the subsequent value of the books in both Greek and Roman culture, continuity in the prayer ritual was ensured from the golden age of Homer onwards. It consisted of four stages. The hero would purify himself by washing, offer sacrifice, pray to the gods and pour a libation, (e.g.Iliad 1:430-455.) This emphasis on orthopraxy enabled the various cult priesthoods to be hereditary or government positions, rather than based on religious conviction. In Rome, this state control also extended to the official diviners, such as augurs, who communicated with the gods on behalf of the city, though in Greece, from whom the Romans adopted most of their religious ideas, the mouthpiece of the oracles themselves were from a wider social class. 
Religion was for most, polytheistic, or at least, henotheistic. Similarities in the major attributes of many of the gods allowed for a familiarity with gods in other lands, enabling a hybridisation of certain themes as one society came under the influence of another, through commerce and war. Rituals also were recognisable, even if the god being honoured was not. Prayer, libation and sacrifice were central to all the cults, along with festivals and processions in honour of the deity. Change in these rituals, if it came at all, was slow, with a belief that such a move could threaten their very identity.
  These rituals upheld and reinforced the relationship with the gods. By honouring them, it was understood that the gods would offer protection, (Pax Deoroum.)  Ovid writes, of Augustus, 'May the celestials grant thee the length of years which thou bestowest on them, and may they stand guard before thy house!'  (Fasti, 2, Feb 1)
 In addition, to this hands-on care, the gods also created and upheld the cosmos, several being directly connected to a planet or body, such as Helios-Apollo with the sun. This close relationship of dependency with the gods meant an on-going dialogue was not only desirable, but necessary for the safe running of the city. In order to maintain success and protection, it was essential that the gods' will was understood correctly. Hence, before any enterprise, it was customary to consult the augurs to interpret the divine word. This was not necessarily to see the future. Cicero, himself an augur, condemns this aspect of divination. Instead, as already discussed, for him, divination should be something based on 'political expediency,' acting as a control to the excesses of the State, as opposed to the 'superstitious' divinatory practices of other nations.' (On Divination 2.3.70)

Oracular divination was not considered magical by the general public but seen as a sensible act based on traditional practice. In Cicero's defence of divination, Quintus defends the Oracle at Delphi because of its long history of divining the 'truth for many ages.' (OD 1.19.20)
 Quintus here was expressing the Stoic viewpoint, popular at the time of writing, indicating a general acceptance of such oracles as part of the religion and not just something for the less educated. This is also apparent from the wealth that the oracles could amass for the temple. The oracles themselves were situated in temples or shrines dedicated to the gods, usually Apollo or Zeus, highlighting the essential divination/religion connection. Iamblichus talks as length of the prophetess being 'wholly the god's possession,' and the priest having the 'inspiration of god illuminating the pure sanctuary of the soul.'
 Prior to receiving wisdom from an oracle such as those described by Iamblichus, it was also necessary for both the supplicant and the priest/prophet to undergo rites ensuring purity, some of which started many days in advance. Oracular divination could only be consulted on certain designated days each month and for most, requests were made through the intermediary of a priest or priestess, creating a certain cognitive distance between the pilgrim and the oracle itself, as well as contributing to the mystery of the place.

To the ancient mind, the use of oracular divination within religion was interconnected and a time-honoured means of obtaining direct advice from the gods. To ignore that advice was to act in a way that was at odds with the established religion and therefore the State. Hence, Cicero's opinion that the consuls who ignored the auspices 'were deserving of capital punishment…for treating the customs of their forefathers with such disdain.' (OD 2.33.71) 
 Archaeology also provides evidence of the close relationship between the oracles and the cities. All over the Greek world, oracular responses are found engraved onto stones which then adorned the base of statues (of gods) near the city temples and city gateways.
 The foundation and walls of the city were built with the word of god chiselled into them. The message was clear. The city was protected by treasuring its oracular advice. In Rome, augurs, were responsible not just for interpreting the auspices, but also for maintaining the sacred boundary of the city, the Pomerium. They were appointed until the fourth century AD.
  That they were still being elected to office for so long indicates either a commitment to the auspices or at very least, an unwillingness to depart from tradition, based on an understanding that the security of Rome depended on continuity.
The attitude to magic within medicine
Magic, as noted in the introduction, is not an easy word to define. Despite the misgivings of the Hippocratic author quoted earlier, for most Greeks and Romans there was no real difference in natural or divine causes of illness. With the divine forces permeating everywhere throughout the natural world, even if a doctor were to look for a purely mechanical cause to a disease, it was unlikely that that was due to an unbelief in divine influence in the world.
 Magic, cannot be seen as a 'single category' but rather a set of 'operations whose rules conflict with the prevailing rules of religion, science or logic of the society concerned.'
 With this in mind, the ancient world's view on magic becomes understandable. Religion and magic should be viewed as a continuum, with the difference being one of degree or perception.
 This continuum can be seen in the Greek remedies for wounds and illnesses. Certain incantations and behaviours were deemed to be acceptable, including by the intellectual elite. Pythagoras, for example, would sit his patients in a circle whereby they would chant paeans - hymns to the god of healing, Apollo, as part of the cure.
 
The combination of practical medicine and magic was common, as seen in The Odyssey (Od 19.455) 'The wound of noble, god-like Odysseus, they bound up skilfully, and checked the black blood with a charm.' In another passage from Homer, Patroclus heals Eurypylus by making him lie down and ' and with a knife cut from his thigh the sharp-piercing arrow…'(Il 11.845) Yet, although there is no mention here of any direct magical link, Patroclus is chosen to aid his comrade because learned his skill from Achilles, who in turn learned from Cheiron, the centaur. Thus, even when the method was purely practical and 'scientific,' a mythical link was forged between those who have the ability to heal and  the supernatural, as well as validation in the use of incantations because of the esteem with which Homer was held. 
At the dream oracles, dedicated to Asclepius, the god of healing, it would also appear that cures were effected by an application of both practical and magical means, though as we have seen, Hippocrates objected to some of the approaches. At Asclepius' temple, pilgrims would go in the hope of dreaming a message from the god which could give the information needed to cure their illness. This dream would be interpreted by the priest, who in turn could collaborate with the doctors to effect a remedy. The rite itself took time, and this, by necessity, resulted in the temple attendants and doctors having the time to listen and chat to the patient. Mirroring the four acts of Homeric prayer, purification, sacrifice, entreaty and libation, the supplicant cleansed themselves by a fast or special diet that lasted several days. The patient would then spend a night sleeping in a special chamber, lying on fleeces of sheep which had been offered in sacrifice to the god. There were two incubation chambers at the temple in Pergamum, the Greater and the Lesser, depending on the size of the financial offering. After a successful night's dream, encouraged by the burning of Egyptian spices and incense, the patient would talk through the dream and hopefully, begin a cure.

The architecture of the temple, and the numerous shrines that arose in his name (for Asclepius was a god that appealed to people of all social classes) would seem to indicate that some meta-cognition was being undertaken to emphasise the mysterious elements of his divine persona. A chthonic-like atmosphere was deliberately created by either situating the smaller shrines in or near caverns, or constructing the larger one at Pergamum to have a cavernous feel. Long, underground tunnels connected chambers, possibly sleeping chambers, and house snakes glided around the sleeping incumbents, adding to the sense of mystery. This careful creation of "otherness" is seen throughout the traditional forms of divination, where a sense of awe is created. Sacred time is established; oracles and divination only take place on certain days, or at certain times. Others do not permit the supplicant to question the oracle itself, but instead, approach through a religious intermediary. The materials used in divination indicate that a knowledge of sympathetic magic or symbolic connections are being applied. Thus, mirrors, oil, water and light are frequently seen in the art of divination, as is incense and smoke. Most of these also feature in traditional worship in the ancient world and so the symbolism of the one informs the other. In which direction this information flows, cannot be established. A two-way dialogue was the basic tenet of the religion and through worshipful divination, gods were expected to make themselves manifest, evidence of a close relationship existing between divination, religion and what might nowadays be construed as 'magic.'
Other forms of magic and occult in the Greco- Roman world

To the ancient mind any form of excess was seen as suspicious, and supersitio with its inappropriate desire for knowledge was seen as a potential destabilising force for the state.
 The close relationship between divination, magic and religion described above was not replicated in the form of magic exemplified by the spells in the Greek Magical Papyri (GMP) or objects such as defixio. Yet, these are the evidence that such forms of magic were being performed that were outside the social norms. Regardless of whether such rituals were effective, the desire to manipulate the gods was seen by the establishment as immoral and impious.
 Its perpetrators were seen as 'other' or foreign: a Persian Mage or Massylian witch.
 
 Pliny traced the origins of such magic to 'barbarous and outlandish tribes.'
 In 13 BCE, Augustus ordered the burning of burn 2,000 magical scrolls.
 Acts such as this, show the suspicions of the State to the occult, but also shows its popularity. 
Part of the appeal of texts such as the Greek Magical Papyri may have lain in the similarity of ritual to (or perversion of) conventional worship and divination. There is the requirement for purification, sacrifice, prayer (incantation) and libation. Many follow a format close to that of GMP 1.42-195. The magician, clothed in a pure garment, must first purify himself by abstaining from 'animal food and from all uncleanliness.' A sacred spell is recited and frankincense is burned as a falcon is offered in sacrifice.  As a quasi-religious setting, the rituals takes place on a 'lofty roof' of a house as the sun rises. Other spells refer to clean lamps, particular physical orientations (usually eastern) and prescribed hours. Further imitation of religious and divinatory practices can be seen in the use of magical symbols and the voce magicae. By deliberately obscuring the rite, the magician's own status was elevated to one separated from the rest of the population by possession of arcane knowledge, similar to the oracle and shrine attendants instructed to interpret and translate divine messages. 
Thus, although, a practitioner of such arts could be described as perverting religious practice, they were reliant upon the forms of traditional religion for the structure of their own spells, and could not have existed in their current form without the paradigm of prayer and divination seen in Homer. 
Conclusion 
The relationship between religion, magic and divination in the ancient world is intricate. The three aspects are reliant upon each other, despite any misgivings or prejudices one discipline may have had for the other, in an essentially symbiotic association of ideas. One cannot exist without the other two. As Cicero said, 'divination…should be cultivated…in order that we have a state religion.'
 And where there is a state sanctioned religion, there will be always be its antithesis, practicing its beliefs in the shadows, mimicking its rituals and perverting its structures. 
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