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An analysis of the Cosmology, Metaphysics and “world-view” of Necromancy and the Oracles of the dead in the Graeco-Roman world.
By Sian Humphries
[bookmark: _GoBack]Word Count: 3119 words
The act of caring for the dead and providing for them in the afterlife was a fundamental part of the culture of the Ancient Greeks and Romans as can be seen by the depiction of funerary rites in Figure 1.
Figure 1:  Funerary rites.[footnoteRef:1] [1:   Gela Painter, Terracota Pinax, 6th century BC.  National museum of Greece. ] 

Figure 1 shows a family attending to a loved one, Prothesis or laying in states and show s the women ritually tearing out her hair. (depicted on a terracotta pinax by the Gela Painter, latter 6th century BC[image: ])



Communication with and seeking advice from the dead has an equally long history of practise. From Homer’s Odyssey, circa 800 BC to the ritual of the Thessalian witch Erictho in Lucan’s Pharsalia, written around 61A.D, the role of the dead was one of the central themes of Graeco Roman culture.    This paper will discuss the cosmology, practise and role of the traditions of necromancy in the Graeco-Roman world.
Rudniki suggests that Graeco-Roman cosmology is based on the mythology and religious beliefs of the ancient Greeks, with the Romans contributing philosophies on the legal and political systems.[footnoteRef:2]  In the cosmology of Homer, Earth existed as a flat disc, surrounded by Okeanos, a river which begins it journey north of the pillars of Heracles and moves clockwise around the earth.[footnoteRef:3]  Macpherson defines the geography of the earth, describing the land of the Cimmerians to be south west of the Okeanos; the land of the shades, Erebus,is adjacent to Cimmarian land, with Hades being located beneath the earth.[footnoteRef:4]  Circe describes Hades location as being at the joining of the rivers Acheron, Pyriphlegeton and Cochytus, which is said to be a tributary of the River Styx.[footnoteRef:5]   The universe from the Greek perspective is one of overlapping but separate lands.  The living may interact with the dead, and even descend to the underworld as seen in the katabasis of Herakles to capture Cerebus for King Eurystheus [footnoteRef:6] , the dead may also rise to haunt the living, as seen in haunting of Achilles by Patroclus in the Iliad.[footnoteRef:7]   The role of Deities within this cosmology is clear; Hades and Persephone rule the underworld, whilst Hermes and Hekate were intermediaries between the worlds of men and the underworld.  Clear roles can be determined from the Orphic Hymns.  Here, we find Hades described by his name Plouton, his role is described as "Chthonic Zeus",  "All receiver, master of death".[footnoteRef:8]  Persephone is likewise described as both commanding the gates of Hades and as the Queen of the Nether World.[footnoteRef:9]  Interestingly she is also described as the nourisher of all but also the killer of all, giving her a more central role in life and death than Hades, who seems have less responsibility for the actual act of dying.[footnoteRef:10]  Hecate is found in the first orphic hymn, where she is described as a "Tomb spirit, revelling in the souls of the dead".[footnoteRef:11]   Whilst Hermes is found as "Cthonic Hermes" and his function as a psychopomp is clearly laid out, ("You who guides the souls of mortals to the nether gloom").[footnoteRef:12]  Both Hekate and Hermes are seen in the Greek magical papyri, both are invoked to gain the favour of the spirits of the dead and both are amongst the most commonly invoked deities within the corpus of the PGM.[footnoteRef:13] These divinities play a central role in the relationship with the dead, and the idea that the dead could provide wisdom and advice if consulted in the correct manner is found throughout the classical mythology and literature. [2:  Konrad Rudniki, The Ancient Greek Cosmological principle: http://southerncrossreview.org/49/rudnicki1.htm, Accessed 20-62018]  [3:  Hector Macpherson, The cosmological Ideas of the Greeks, http://adsbit.harvard.edu/cgi-bin/nph-iarticle_query?bibcode=1916PA.....24..358M&db_key=AST&page_ind=0&data_type=GIF&type=SCREEN_VIEW&classic=YES Accessed 22/6/2018]  [4:   Hector Macpherson, The cosmological Ideas of the Greeks, http://adsbit.harvard.edu/cgi-bin/nph-iarticle_query?bibcode=1916PA.....24..358M&db_key=AST&page_ind=0&data_type=GIF&type=SCREEN_VIEW&classic=YES Accessed 22/6/2018
]  [5:  C.J Mackie, “Scamander and the Rivers of Hades in Homer.” The American Journal of Philology, vol. 120, no. 4, 1999, pp. 485–501.]  [6:  Appolodorus, 12 labours of Herakles, http://www.theoi.com/Text/Apollodorus2.html#5]  [7:  Homer, the Iliad of Homer, trans by Emily Wilson Book 24.]  [8:  Orphic Hymn to Plouton, page 15 ]  [9:  Orphic Hymn to Persephone line 5 and line 7]  [10:  Orphic Hymn to Persephone P23]  [11:  Orphic Hymns page 1 of 250]  [12:  Orphic Hymn to Cthonic Hermes Hymn 57 page 43]  [13:  Hans Dieter Betz: the Greek Magical Papyri In translation , including the Demotic Spells,(university of Chicago Press)  ] 

The earliest word in Greek culture for the practise of questioning the dead is Nekyia.[footnoteRef:14]   The acts of Necromancy fall into different catergories including Nekumanteia meaning divination by the dead,  Psychogogai, or evocation of the dead and Ploutonia, sanctuaries which give off mephitic emmisions .[footnoteRef:15]   The Greeks used the term Nekuomanteion  to denote a place where ghosts were drawn and where people such as Odysseus descended into Hades to receive counsel and prophecy.[footnoteRef:16]   [14:  Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, appendix to the introduction (Princeton University Press,2004)]  [15:  Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, appendix to the introduction (Princeton University Press,2004)
]  [16:  Daniel Ogden, greek and roman necromancy, chapter 2 page 17.] 

There were four main Nekuomanteion:  Acheron Nekuomanteion is located 45 km northwest of Preveza at the mouth of the Ambracian Gulf and is thought to be the place where many of the katabasis mythological descents began.  Both Orpheus and Herakles are said to have descended here and Ogden suggests that this may be the place where Hades himself took Persephone into the underworld.[footnoteRef:17]  Evidence of its use can be found in The Histories, where Periander, sends messengers to the Nekuomanteion Acheron to question his murdered wife Melissa about the location of a treasure; she appears naked and refuses to answer questions until she is clothed.  [footnoteRef:18]  Periander asks for proof of identity and she tells him that he had “placed his loaf into a cold oven” indicating that he had performed necrophilia upon her.  Periander then invites all the women from Corinth to come to the temple of Hera for a celebration and there strips them to give their cloths in offering to Melissa,  which appeases her.[footnoteRef:19]    [17:  Daniel Ogden, greek and roman necromancy, chapter 4 page 43.
]  [18:  Herodotus, The Histories, Book V, Chapt 92G http://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/hh/hh5090.htm, accessed 20/6/2018]  [19:  Herodotus, The Histories, Book V, Chapt 92G http://www.sacred-texts.com/cla/hh/hh5090.htm, accessed 20/6/2018
] 

Avernus Nekoumanteion is found on the shores of a lake near Cumae in Campania, Italy.  This is the site to which Circe directs Odysseus in for his entrance into the underworld.  Evidence is found of its links to necromancy in Lucan’s Pharsalia, Book IV.  Here the Thessalian witch Erictho uses a very graphic necromantic ritual to reanimate a corpse to give information to Pompey’s son.[footnoteRef:20]  Avernus is also said to be Ploutoneion, a sign of this is that it is said to be birdless, this is thought to be due to the gaseous emissions found here.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Lucan, the civil war, Pharsalia book VI lines 507-588, translated by Kline, A.S. https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/PharsaliaVImaster.php#anchor_Toc390004479]  [21:  Daniel Ogden.  Magic witchcraft and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds.  Page 190] 

Hercleia Pontiac is found near the Black Sea and Tainaron on the Mani Peninsula. Named for the mythical hero, Herakles was said to have emerged from Hades with Cerebus.[footnoteRef:22]  Evidence of its use can be found in the tale of Pausanias and Cleonice.  Pausanias had slain the virgin Cleonice accidently after she had been sent to him for sex, he was sleeping, and the room was dark and fearing assassination he jumped from his bed and killed her; she subsequently haunts him repeating “"Draw thou nigh to thy doom; 'tis evil for men to be wanton.".  Pausanias then went to Hercleia to lay her ghost, whose haunting was driving him insane.[footnoteRef:23]  [22: Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, appendix to the introduction(Princeton University Press,2004) chpt 3 p29]  [23:  Plutarch. The life of Cimon Verse 6. http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Plutarch/Lives/Cimon*.html Accessed 1/7/2018] 

To understand the place of necromancy within Graeco - Roman society we must first discuss the ideas round the soul and death itself. In the Homeric epics there is no belief in the immortality of the soul; instead the “psyche” is equated with the life force of the person and this departs as the body dies.[footnoteRef:24]    The animation of the body is caused by the presence of the Psyche, the Menos or strength and the Nous, the understanding. [footnoteRef:25]  Bremmer describes that after death the “psyche” leaves the body forever and departs for an afterlife in Hades”[footnoteRef:26]  He goes on to explain the use of the word eidolon, and how Homer uses it to describe the fact that the psyche assumes an appearance which is identical to the person in life.[footnoteRef:27]  This accounts for Odysseus’ ability to recognise Teresias and his mother during his visit to Hades.  However, it is important to note that the Eidolon does not have the understanding of the person, indeed, it is not possible for the dead to speak, they instead are compared to bats in the way that they make squeaking noises, which are incomprehensible to the living.[footnoteRef:28]    In contrast, Plato argues in the Phaedo that the soul is immortal. Plato describes what appears to be a Homeric concept of the soul through the dialogue of the character Cebes by saying “I think that men find it very hard to believe what you said about the soul. They think that after it has left the body it no longer exists anywhere, leaving it is dispersed like breath or smoke, has flown away and is no longer anything anywhere”.[footnoteRef:29] He then contrasts it with his own idea on the existence of the soul after death via the character Socrates saying “We recall the ancient theory that souls arriving there,(the underworld) come from here and then again that they arrive here and are born here from the dead.  If that is true, that the living come back from the dead, then surely our souls must exist there, for they could not come back if they did not exist”.[footnoteRef:30]   These two world views give a slightly dichotomous idea of the eventual destination of the soul. [24:  Jan N Bremmer,The Early Greek concept of the Soul, p73]  [25:  Jan N Bremmer,The Early Greek concept of the Soul, p57-60]  [26:  Jan N Bremmer,The Early Greek concept of the Soul, p15 ]  [27:  Jan N Bremmer,The Early Greek concept of the Soul, p78]  [28: Jan N Bremmer,The Early Greek concept of the Soul, p85 ]  [29:  Plato, The Phaedo, Ed by John M. Cooper (Hackett publishing company 1997) p60,70a]  [30:  Plato, The Phaedo,Ed by John M Cooper (Hackett Publishing company 1997),p61, 70C-D] 

In both mortal and immortal ideations of the soul, the correct funeral rites have immense importance, it is these rituals that enable the dead to enter Hades and either live on as shades or enter another reincarnate cycle after judgement.  Without them, the dead are still connected to the living and become angry or restless dead.[footnoteRef:31]    Dying on battlefields, being unavenged after murder, dying prior to having children or being unmarried are also conditions in which the soul would not proceed to Hades as desired, all of these types of spirit could be recalled via necromancy.[footnoteRef:32] During the Platonic period, the soul was viewed as having an immortal part and this allowed for the establishment of reincarnation as a cosmological view point.   This can be seen in Plutach’s description of Theonor’s necromantic ritual to gain prophecy from Lysis, a friend who died away from his own home and was thought to have not had the appropriate funeral rites.  During the ritual Theonor hears a voice telling him that “Lysis had been buried with due piety and that his soul, already judged, had departed for another incarnation”, this would suggest that once the correct rites had been received the soul could no longer be retrieved for prophecy.[footnoteRef:33] [31:  Sarah Iles Johnston, The Restless Dead]  [32:  Sarah Iles Johnston, The Restless Dead p175]  [33:  Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, ] 

The primary example of necromantic ritual is found in Homer’s Odyssey, however analysis of the text shows that rather than being a necromantic ritual proper, where the dead come to the world of the living, Odysseus’ ritual is more akin to katabasis, as he descends into Hades to perform it.  Johnston comments here that there are elements throughout the text which give indication of this, such as the inclusion of Hermes shown in figure 2, suggests that the psychopomp is involved in leading Odysseus on his journey into Hades.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Sarah Iles Johnston;Peter T Strucke, Delphi and the Dead, Mantike- Studies in ancient divinations(religiouns in the Graeco-Roman world) 2005] 

[image: ]Figure 2: Odysseus, seated between Eurylochos and Perimedes, consulting the shade of Tiresias; to left Eurylochos wearing pilos and chlamys. Side A from a Lucanian red-figured calyx-krater, ca. 380 BC.Dolon Painter[footnoteRef:35] [35: Trendall, Red-Figure Vases of South Italy and Sicily, 57, no. 79. Current location  Cabinet des Medailles, bibliotheque nationale de France.
] 






The ritual however is very similar to other full necromantic rituals.  In Chapter X of the Odyssey, Circe instructs Odysseus thus “Go to the house of Hades and the dreadful Persephone and ask the Theban prophet, the blind Tiresias, for his advice. Persephone has given him alone full understanding, even now in death.  The other spirits flit around as shadows”.[footnoteRef:36]  In Chapter 11 known as the Nekyia, Odysseus follows Circe’s instructions and begins a necromantic ritual, which invokes not only the spirit of Tiresias but also those of his mother and many other dead shades.[footnoteRef:37]  The instructions for the ritual are very explicit.  First a trench of a cubit length and breadth was dug.  Then libations of Milk and honey, sweet wine and water; then white barley meal was sprinkled upon the surface of the libation.   A black ram was then sacrificed with the head facing the direction of the river Erebus, letting the blood of the animal flow into the libation in the pit.  Circe then informs Odysseus that the dead will then flock towards, his men are then to holocaust the sheep and he is to hold off the ghosts with his sword until Teiresias is forthcoming to answer his oracular questions.[footnoteRef:38]   [36:  Homer, The Odyssey, Translated by Emily Wilson.  Chapter 10, verse 490 (W Norton,1st ed 2018)p275.]  [37:  Homer, The Odyssey, Translated by Emily Wilson.  Chapter 10, verse 490 (W Norton,1st ed 2018)p276-277]  [38:  Homer, the Odyssey Translated by Emily Wilson.  Chapter 10, verse 510-540 (W Norton,1st ed 2018)p276.] 

Daniel Ogden analyses these rituals stating that the ritual is like funeral rituals of this time, suggesting that there is a missing  incantation at this point, which transforms the ritual from funerary to necromantic.[footnoteRef:39]  Ogden discusses the two methodologies of sacrifice, proposing that those offerings that were placed into the pit or bothros were meant for the spirits, whilst those being burnt or holocausted were meant for the underworld Gods.[footnoteRef:40]  There are numerous references to the sacrifice of black rams including those seen in Virgil’s Aeneid, where the goddess demands that Aeneous performs funerary rites for Misenus and asks for “two sable sheep” in sacrifice.[footnoteRef:41]  Jake Stratton- Kent suggests that there is significance to the way the black rams are slain. He suggests that the fact that Odysseus turns the head of the ram to face down towards the underworld and Odysseus himself is looking towards the ocean is significant in that the averting of eyes is common to sacrifices to Hades and Hecate[footnoteRef:42]     [39:  Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, chaper 11, page 163-1
]  [40:  Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, chaper 11, page 163-1

]  [41:  Virgil, The Aeneid, book 6 page p2918]  [42:  Jake Stratton- Kent, Geosophia, Homeric necromancy Page 143] 

The libations that were instructed by the Goddess Circe also have significance.  Ogden states that “water quenches thirst and bathes, milk soothes babies and honey sweetens, wine is also sweet and ameliorates with intoxication”; he later suggests a more symbolic attribution with the chthonic meaning of the sacrifices.  This suggests water as being a chthonic fluid, whilst red wine when libated suggests spilt blood.[footnoteRef:43]  The blood of the rams represents the physical link between the spirits of the dead and the land of the living.  It is only by the imbibing of blood that many of the spirits regain knowledge of who they are and access to their memories.  The shade of Odysseus’ mother does not recognise him until she tastes of the blood he brings in offering, which re-establishes a link to the physical world, allowing her to access her memories of life.[footnoteRef:44]  Odysseus realizes that he cannot physically touch his mother, thus demonstrating that although the Nous has been re-established she is but an eidolon, without Menos.  Tiresas is the notable exception to this rule and it is made clear that this condition is unusual and that “Persephone has given him alone full understanding, even now in death”.[footnoteRef:45]      John Heath agrees with the idea that blood establishes temporarily the Nous and enables the dead to speak, citing the fact that Elpenor and Patroclus could converse without blood only because they had not been admitted into Hades.[footnoteRef:46]  Virgil also equates the blood with the soul in the Aeneid, where he describes the death of Rhoetus "The wound pours out a stream of wine and blood; the purple soul comes floating in the flood."[footnoteRef:47]   The last offering is barley, this offering appears to be to Demeter, the mother of Persephone, the creator of Barley.   Vannucci discusses the origins and myths associated with barely and Demeter and her role in the Eleusian mysteries. These mysteries are associated with the myths surrounding Demeter and Persephone and he suggests that during higher initiations of the Eleusian cult the initiates were "shown a grain of wheat, duly kept in a protective case, in absolute silence and then asked to meditate upon it".[footnoteRef:48]     [43:   Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, chaper 11, page 170

]  [44:  Homer, The Odyssey. Trans Samuel Butler (1900),  http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/odyssey.11.xi.html [accessed June 2018]]  [45:  Homer, The Odyssey, Translated by Emily Wilson.  Chapter 10, verse 490 (W Norton,1st ed 2018)p275.
]  [46:  Heath, John. “Blood for the Dead: Homeric Ghosts Speak Up.” Hermes, vol. 133, no. 4, 2005, pp. 389–400. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/4477671.
]  [47:  Virgil, The Aeneid, Waxlkeep publishing (kindle edition)page 4799.]  [48:  Vannucci, M. “THE ORIGIN OF THE CULT OF DEMETER : THE STORY OF HEXAPLOID WHEAT.” Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, vol. 79, no. 1/4, 1998, pp. 83–114. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41694530.
] 

Another part of the necromantic ritual does not seem, at first glance, to appear in the Odyssey is dream incubation.  In many rituals, the final part of the ritual is to sleep and receive the wisdom of the dead whilst dreaming. An example of this is seen the Greek magical papyri.  In” Pity’s” spell of attraction, the magician uses the hide of an ass and after inscribing a complex spell on the hide, the magician is instructed to “go quickly to where someone lies buried and place the dead body on the hide and then retreat home”. this spell invokes Hekate to draw the spirit of the dead into the service of the magician [footnoteRef:49]  This spell enables the spirit to bring dream revelations and wisdom to aid the magician. Another example of the use of raw skins is found in Ovids Fasta Book V in which we see Numa, sacrificing ewes and sleeping on them to gain a dream oracles.[footnoteRef:50]  Incubation was also used in many places where oracles were found and purpose build sleeping houses or Koimeterion were made available for use.[footnoteRef:51]  Johnston suggests that although Odysseus does not use dream incubation as a sleeping technique, he does in fact have his bare skin on the skin of a black ram.  If you look closely at the picture in Figure2, you will notice that his feet are actually on the ram skin.[footnoteRef:52]  Johnston goes on to say “It is clear that the function of the raw skin was to entice the spirits of the dead to the consultant. It is true of all incubation oracles”.[footnoteRef:53]  Johnston’s work shows interesting parallels between the practises of the Greeks and Romans to those of the Celts, Germans and Anglo Saxons, indicating that the use of the dead in oracle was observed in other traditions as well as Graeco-Roman.[footnoteRef:54] [49:  Hans Dieter Betz: the Greek Magical Papyri In translation , including the Demotic Spells,(university of Chicago Press)  PGMIV2006-2125, Page 73.]  [50:  Ovid Fasti, Book V, translated by James Frazer, XVII. KAL. 15th verse 629  http://www.theoi.com/Text/OvidFasti4.html [accessed 2/7/2018]]  [51:  Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy, P86]  [52:  Johnston, Leslie D. “Incubation-Oracles.” The Classical Journal, vol. 43, no. 6, 1948, pp. 349–355. .]  [53:  Johnston, Leslie D. “Incubation-Oracles.” The Classical Journal, vol. 43, no. 6, 1948, pp. 349–355. 
]  [54:   Johnston, Leslie D. “Incubation-Oracles.” The Classical Journal, vol. 43, no. 6, 1948, pp. 351–353. ] 

Necromantic ritual, that needs neither a Neukuoteion nor a Koimeterion, is seen throughout the Greek magical Papyri and shows a change from a relationship of oracular value to one of magical value.  This change is seen in the Greek magical papyri, such spells as PGM IV 1390-1495, a necromantic love spell asking for the help of those who have died a violent death, including an offering at a place of death.[footnoteRef:55]   These rituals do not appear to need a specific entrance into the underworld,  instead evoking the presence of Chthonic Hermes, Chthonic Hekate and Chthonic Acheron.[footnoteRef:56]   It is of interest here that the offerings of dung from a black cow and polluted dirt, indicate a more demonic cast to the deities than seen in earlier oracular work.  Bremmer discusses the change in the practise of necromancy from the archaic to the classical periods and the change in outlook that occurred during this period.  It is clear the type of necromantic magic practised in the PGM is not the same practise seen in the Odessey.  Bremmer argues that although Porphry and Philastrus argued against it there was little change in practise until the introduction of Christianity.[footnoteRef:57]  Christianity changed the way that the dead were viewed, the fact that criminals were allowed into paradise, and the different way that the infant dead were treated caused a seed change in the way that the dead were approached. [footnoteRef:58]  Necromancy was demonised, and severe penalties were introduced.[footnoteRef:59] [55:  Hans Dieter Betz: the Greek Magical Papyri In translation , including the Demotic Spells,(university of Chicago Press)  PGMIV1391-1495 p64.
]  [56:  Hans Dieter Betz: the Greek Magical Papyri In translation , including the Demotic Spells,(university of Chicago Press)  PGMIV1391-1495 p64.
]  [57:   Jan Bremmer, The Rise and Fall of the Afterlife: The 1995 Read-Tuckwell Lectures at the University of Bristol. (2002) page 80.]  [58:  Jan Bremmer, The Rise and Fall of the Afterlife: The 1995 Read-Tuckwell Lectures at the University of Bristol. (2002) page 81.]  [59:  Jan Bremmer, The Rise and Fall of the Afterlife: The 1995 Read-Tuckwell Lectures at the University of Bristol. (2002) page 81.] 

	In conclusion, the relationship with the dead and the living has been a central part of human culture from its inception.  Belief in an afterlife and in seeking the wisdom of the dead is a common factor in many ancient cultures.  After the introduction of Christianity the relationship with the dead changed and interacton with the dead was viewed very negatively.  Ancient works such as the Odyssey and the spells of the Greek magical papyri give us a window into the practise of oracle of the dead  and divination by dream oracle and later into the magical necromantic ritual of the Graeco-Roman period.
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