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Compare divinatory practices among Mesopotamia, Egypt and Greece, with reference to their use of cosmology and magic.
The definition of divination according to Beerden[footnoteRef:1] is “the human action of production - by means of evocation or observation and recognition - and subsequent interpretation of signs attributed to the supernatural.” Flower[footnoteRef:2] adds that it is “a means of bridging the gap between gods and humans in such a way that humans may profit from the knowledge acquired.” In other words, divination is the identification and interpretation of signs sent by the supernatural on the understanding that these signs can aid humans in the choices that they make. In Mesopotamia, Egypt and Greece, these signs were thought of as being sent by their gods, who were thought of as wishing to help and guide humans. While divination is usually linked with the conventional religion of a particular civilisation, magic, or the working with supernatural forces, is often thought of as an early stage of religion, or the opposite of religion, a way of forcing the supernatural to do something, rather than offering the gods something to please them, and then requesting their aid. However, in many cases it is difficult to tell the difference between magic and religion: for example, in ancient Egypt, magic was thought of as an integral part of religion, and the Egyptian pantheon included a god of magic, Heka, who personified the cosmic power that existed in the universe.[footnoteRef:3] In Greece, magic appeared to have negative connotations, with the possibility that itinerant prophets or seers could be insulted by being called “magician” or “sorcerer”.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Kim Beerden, Worlds Full of Signs : Ancient Greek Divination in Context (Leiden, Boston: Brill 2013) p. 20]  [2:  Michael A. Flower, The Seer in Ancient Greece (Berkeley:University of California Press, 2008)[hereafter Flower, Seer] p. 72]  [3:  Katharine Zinn, “Magic, Pharaonic Egypt.” Magic, Pharaonic Egypt, (Oxford; Blackwell Publishing Lt, 2012) p. 1]  [4:  Flower, Seer, p. 66] 

What makes a form of divination magical is the specific involvement of supernatural powers within that form of divination, together with the performance of some sort of ritual. Though there are many similarities between the types of divination used in Mesopotamia, Egypt and Greece, there are also many differences, which can be put down to differences in their ideas about their gods, and their system of organising their concept of the universe that surrounded them.
Oracles
All three civilisations used oracles which were connected to their normative religious practices. Each oracle was connected to a temple, and to one or more gods of their pantheon, with the purpose of answering questions in order to reassure humans regarding their possible choices in order to make their lives easier for them. In Mesopotamia, it appears that the most well-known oracle was that of Ishtar at Arbela, while in Greece, the most famous was that of Apollo at Delphi. In Egypt, perhaps the best documented oracle is that of the deified pharaoh Amenhotep I (ca. 1526-1505 BCE), who was particularly revered by the workers living in the village of Deir el-Medina, caring for their well-being after death as he may have done while alive. This oracle used a statue of Amenhotep I carried by a team of priests. As the statue was carried, petitioners would approach the statue and ask their question. The answer would be communicated through the god to the priest carrying the statue, who would sway one way or another, or perhaps dip or shake.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Emily Teeter, Religion and Ritual in Ancient Egypt (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011) [hereafter Teeter, Religion and Ritual] pp.108-9] 

In this way,  a “yes” or “no” answer could be communicated. In contrast, the oracles of Greece or Mesopotamia used an individual to communicate more complex replies to a question. Although the priests carrying the statue in Egypt could be said to be inspired while communicating the god’s message, the priest of Ishtar and the Pythia at Delphi were individuals who underwent rituals, such as ritual bathing, etc. to evoke the deity to “inspire” or work through them, and produce an answer to a petitioner’s question, which could be fairly elaborate. Many records of the oracle at Ishtar were recovered from the collection of Ashurbanipal (668-627 BCE), while the Pythia answered in verse. The oracle of Zeus at Dodona has produced many lead tablets illustrating a range of concerns dating between 550-167 BCE, often personal, such as whether to travel or marry, sometimes also recording the answer.[footnoteRef:6] Those of Mesopotamia and Egypt show similar concerns, but could also issue justice, or confirm appointments - even,  in the case of Egypt, confirm a king in his role.[footnoteRef:7] In this way, oracles for these civilisations, despite their differences, were universally recognised as coming from the divine, and whose purpose was to aid both individual humans and society as a whole. Importantly here, it was thought that this aid could be evoked by the performance of special rituals that would draw down the divinatory power of the deity in question. [6:  Martti Nissinen, Ancient Prophecy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017),  p. 227]  [7:  Teeter, Religion and Ritual, p. 111] 

Signs, omens and their interpreters
Seers or prophets, not necessarily attached to a temple, also interpreted signs sent by the gods for the benefit of their petitioners. While seers or omen-interpreters appear commonplace in Greece and Mesopotamia, this does not seem to be the case in Egypt during the pre-Hellenistic period. One inscription dated to about 1900 BCE does ascribe this ability to pharaoh Amenemhet II, but as pharaohs were considered divine in themselves, this might be expected,[footnoteRef:8] there does not appear to be any evidence for extispicy or the interpretation of random signs such as occur in ornithomancy. In addition, for the seer in Ancient Greece, observation of these signs was commonplace, even obligatory for an army on campaign, for example, where extispicy was usually performed, often by the commander, such as the Spartan Kings as outlined by Xenophon in the Constitution of the Lacedaemonians,[footnoteRef:9] no doubt assisted by specialists. Though specialists could be attached to the army like this, many were itinerant, offering their services to different communities, though the signs that they interpreted were always thought of as originating with the supernatural, who caused them because they wanted to. However, there appears to be a fine line between what seers practiced and what magicians did, as it seems it was possible to insult a seer by labelling him a magician instead. This is perhaps because of their itinerant nature, because this occupation was not backed by any state or particular temple, and because it relied on the temperament and nature of the seer, and not on any formal rules. [8:  Quirke, Exploring Religion p. 196]  [9:  Xenophon, Hiero Agesilaus ; Constitution of the Lacedaemonians ; Ways and Means ; Cavalry Commander ; Art of Horsemanship ; On Hunting ; Constitution of the Athenians. trans. Bowersock, Marchant, Bowersock, G. W., and Marchant, E. C. Loeb Classical Library; 183. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1925) XII.ii-v, pp. 179-81] 

In contrast, omen-interpreters in Mesopotamia appeared to have a higher and more stable status. Unlike in Greece, omen interpretation had a long scholarly tradition, and there existed text books for diviners. According to Rochberg, it was thought that the gods “established the nature and pattern of things both in heaven and earth”.[footnoteRef:10] The future pattern and design of the gods could be interpreted through signs that they sent, and through extensive observation books could be compiled. The interpretations followed the format that if an event occurred in the past, and another event was its sequel, then each time the first event occurred, the second event would follow (if x, then y).[footnoteRef:11] This method could also be applied to extispicy and astrology. [10:  Francesca Rochberg, In the Path of the Moon: Babylonian Celestial Divination and Its Legacy (Leiden;  Boston: Brill, 2010), [hereafter Rochberg, Moon] p. 27 ]  [11:  Rochberg, Moon,  p. 27] 

As well as evoked and observed, unprovoked signs, Reiner[footnoteRef:12] identifies two further ways of categorising divination, into diagnostic forms and those that foretell the future. Diagnostic forms would include medical diagnoses, as well as divining why a petitioner may be experiencing misfortune. A course of treatment could then be proposed. Those that foretell the future, and may foresee a poor one, allowed the petitioner to avoid it by appealing to the deities by means of prayers, or other ritual apotropaic acts, that could be considered magical in form. This division not only applies to the Mesopotamian omen texts that Rochberg focuses on, but the practices of the Greeks as outlined above. Yet, in Egypt, the use of omens and their interpreters seems to have been less popular, while the yes/no responses of the statue oracle means that its ability to diagnose or foretell the future is more limited that the lengthy responses of the oracles of, e.g. Delphi and Ishtar. [12:   In Francesca Rochberg, The Heavenly Writing : Divination, Horoscopy, and Astronomy in Mesopotamian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) [hereafter Rochberg, Divination] pp. 49-50] 

Dreams
However, there is good evidence for dream interpretation in Egypt, in the form of a papyrus manual from the village of Deir el-Medina, which would allow for more detailed interpretations, that therefore may fall into the aforementioned categories. Quirke states that the interpretations worked through “analogy, similar sounds in words, or association of ideas.”[footnoteRef:13] According to Teeter[footnoteRef:14] it was thought that sleep gave access to, and facilitated communication with, the gods, who could then send messages to the sleeper. And while these dreams could be spontaneous, Quirke[footnoteRef:15] states that there is also some small evidence for the practice of incubation, or sleeping in a sacred place to evoke a dream that could then be interpreted by experts. This possibly took place at the temple of the god Sobek at Kom Ombo, which, judging by the inscriptions and reliefs of medical instruments, was a place used for medical treatments, much like the sanctuaries of Asclepius in Greece. [13:  Quirke, Exploring Religion, p.199]  [14:  Teeter, Religion and Ritual, p.109]  [15:  Quirke, Exploring Religion, p. 199] 

The main centre for Asclepius was the sanctuary at Epidaurus in the Peloponnese, where people would sleep in a circular chamber containing images of the god in order to influence the dream. The dream the patient (or the proxy, if the patient were too ill to attend themselves) experienced would help guide the priests at the temple in what treatment to issue, which may involve what might be described as magical incantations as well as practical treatment, in this obviously diagnostic form of divination. Many tablets inscribed with these dreams survive, and the resultant cure from dream incubation was always attributed to the god.[footnoteRef:16] However, the difference between the Greek practice and the Egyptian and Mesopotamian practices is that there were no dream books to guide the priests in their interpretations, so presumably how to interpret the dreams of patients was a form of inspiration. [16:  J. Donald Hughes, “Dream Interpretation in Ancient Civilizations.” Dreaming, vol. 10, no. 1, 2000, [hereafter Hughes, Dream Interpretation] p. 13] 

Evidence for the use of dreams in divination in Mesopotamia comes from the earliest periods. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, which dates from 2700-2600 BCE, Gilgamesh has two confusing dreams which he takes to his mother for interpretation. Gilgamesh’s mother is the goddess Ninsun, so it may be that as the dreams are sent by the gods, Gilgamesh thinks it is advisable that a deity should interpret them for him, and he had ready access to one. Otherwise, dream books do exist in Mesopotamia, again from the library of Ashurbanipal, who collected them, though they date from different periods. Once more, the dreams are thought of as coming from the gods, as an invocation to the gods begins the collection.[footnoteRef:17] The interpretations follow the usual pattern as described earlier, that if x occurs in the dream, then y will follow. The collection also contains apotropia for trying to ensure unwanted predictions are avoided.[footnoteRef:18] In addition, the collection categorises the dreams as being unprovoked, although dream incubation was used.[footnoteRef:19] According to Hughes,[footnoteRef:20] incubation was performed not by the inquirer themselves, but on their behalf by the priest or priestess, unlike in Greece or Egypt. [17:  Rochberg, Divination, p. 81]  [18:  Rochberg, Divination, p. 81]  [19:  Rochberg, Divination, p. 83]  [20:  Hughes, Dream Interpretation, p. 10] 

Astrology and the heavens
The identification of the stars with the gods appears to be common to all three cultures. In Egypt, there is evidence for this from the earliest periods. In the Pyramid Texts, inscribed on the walls of the pyramids of the pharaohs between c. 2613-2181 BCE, the desire for the deceased king to become one of the circumpolar stars is repeated frequently, the circumpolar stars being chosen as they were never seen to set and are therefore considered eternal and undying, and are therefore identified with the gods. However, the stars were not used for divinatory purposes in the pharaonic period, though their observation allowed for the construction of a simple calendar. Similarly, the Greeks of the archaic period observed the stars, and Hesiod’s Works and Days (c. 700 BCE) demonstrates that farmers used the rising of certain constellations to guide them on the activities they should be performing at certain times of the year. Though both cultures went on to develop an astrological tradition, this was influenced by the Mesopotamians, who had been observing the stars and making predictions based upon their movements for hundreds of years.
Evidence for astrology in Mesopotamia dates back to c. 2100 BCE, where King Gudea sees the goddess Nisaba studying a tablet on which were the constellations, and was told that he must build a temple in accordance with the stars.[footnoteRef:21] This account clearly associates the gods with the stars, and Rochberg states that as the gods establish the pattern of things in heaven and earth, then their intentions can be read by observation.[footnoteRef:22] This long observation of the stars enabled the Mesopotamians to observe patterns, and, as well as formulating a very accurate calendar,  allowed them to make links between movements in the heavens and events on earth, which then could be used for future predictions, particularly as this study of the heavens was part of Mesopotamian scholarly tradition and written records were kept. These followed the usual format of “if x, then y,” as described above. However, the most familiar form of astrology in the western world, horoscope, did not exist in any of the three cultures before c. 500 BCE. Somehow, after this the placement of the stars at the time of a person's birth became crucial for divining that person's future. Astrology was then taken up with some enthusiasm by the Hellenistic Greeks studying in Ptolemaic Egypt (c. 305-30 BCE). [21:  Tamsyn Barton, Ancient Astrology, (London; New York: Routledge, 1994) p. 11]  [22:  Rochberg, Moon, p. 22] 

Evidence of the interest in astrology in Ptolemaic Egypt can be found in the astrological ceiling in the temple of Hathor at Dendera, which has been dated to 50 BCE based on the configuration of the stars shown and the depiction of a lunar and solar eclipse. Though this demonstrates the sophistication of the Hellenistic astrologers, there is no indication of what the image is meant to predict, if it predicts anything at all, though it was obviously significant enough to be immortalised in stone. The depiction of the constellations here is a hybrid of Egyptian forms and identifies some of them with Egyptian gods, and Greek forms that are familiar to the modern world, demonstrating the blending of the two cultures, though the practice is based on a third. This Ptolemaic study of the stars and the further development of the horoscope would then filter through Islamic, Jews and Christian tradition to become the basis of today’s genethlialogy.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Rochberg, Moon, p. 189] 

Conclusion
It appears that there are more similarities than differences in attitudes towards divination as practiced by Egypt, Greece and Mesopotamia. All three cultures believed that the supernatural, in the form of a pantheon of various deities, created the world and controlled everything in it. These deities were perceived as caring for humankind, and therefore provided signs or messages that could be identified and understood by humans, who could make use of this knowledge. These signs could be evoked, using rituals that might be considered magical, or simple naturally occurring and recognised. They could also be used to diagnose a particular problem, or foretell the future. Magical, apotropaic rituals could also take place in order to ward off a poor forecast, as it was believed that the gods could help if the correct rituals were performed. The main differences between the three civilisations occur in the methods used to discover the will of the gods. Even there, there are many similarities. Each believed dreaming was a luminal state where the supernatural could send signs that could be clear, or could require interpretation, sometimes from a priest, sometimes from a book. Each used oracles, usually evoked and associated with a particular god, in a temple setting. Each associated the stars with gods, and watched the skies carefully, this observation developing in the Hellenistic period into the type of astrology more familiar in today's world. And each used specialists across many forms of divination, although the only Greeks and the Mesopotamians used specialist seers who interpreted signs, for example, in extispicy or ornithomancy. There are other small differences also, such as the lack of complex responses in Egyptian oracles, who could only give yes/no responses compared to the elaborate responses given by Ishtar in Mesopotamia or Apollo or Zeus in Greece. However, one of the main differences is in Mesopotamia, and to a certain extent Egypt, treated divination in a scholarly, almost scientific manner, making observations over a number of years and keeping records. The Mesopotamian records appear to be particularly sophisticated, following a specific format, while the Egyptian records seem to be less so, and even more fragmentary. In contrast, the Greeks had no such scholarly tradition or oracle-books to rely on, instead using experience and intuition to deduce the messages of the gods, leaving itinerant seers not attached to temple open to negative accusations. Nevertheless, in general, the types of divination common to all three civilisations have more similarities than differences, which is particularly true of their central role in helping and reassuring humankind in the ancient world, this being a universal desire.
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