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Krystyna Cap – HPCA7027 – Essay 2
24 April 2023


‘Critically analyse a text from the Greek or Demotic Magical Papyri in terms 
of its magic and divination’
Word Count: 4708 words

This essay will critically analyse PGM IV.154-285 from the Greek Magical Papyri (PGM), ‘Nephotes to Psammetichos (letter concerning bowl divination)’.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will explore the magical and divinatory concepts explicit and implicit in the spell through the conceptual framework that Derek Collins advanced in his article concerning nature, cause and agency in Greek magical practice.[footnoteRef:2] Utilising Collins’ three-fold framework, this essay will consider how PGM IV.154-285 reflects ideas of cosmic sympathy and divine intervention in a naturally ordered world, the role of volition and mechanics in magical causation, and notions of agency in magical and divinatory practice. Before exploring PGM IV.154-285, this essay will begin by summarising the methodological and interpretive issues surrounding the PGM more generally and PGM IV specifically, including its provenance, religious syncretism and the challenges inherent in defining magic and divination in late antiquity.  [1:  PGM IV.154-285, ‘Nephotes To Psammetichos (Letter Concerning Bowl Divination)’ [E.N. O’Neill], in The Greek Magical Papyri In Translation Including The Demotic Spells, ed. by Hans Dieter Betz, 2nd edn (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 40-43. ]  [2:  Derek Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, And Agency In Greek Magic’, Transactions Of The American Philological Association (1974-2014) 133.1 (2003), 17-49 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/ 20054074> [accessed 12 February 2023].] 


Methodological and Interpretive Issues Surrounding the PGM

The Greek Magical Papyri refers to a collection of papyruses acquired by the Armenian-born Swedish-Norwegian Consul-General in Egypt Jean d’Anastasi (1780?-1857) in the nineteenth century.[footnoteRef:3] The papyri have been variously dated from the second to the fifth century CE, with Lynn R. LiDonnici suggesting that the magical formularies contained therein were likely practiced in the Upper Egyptian temples around the fourth century CE.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Lynn R. LiDonnici, ‘Compositional Patterns In PGM IV (=P.Bibl.Nat.Suppl. gr. No. 574)’, Bulletin Of The American Society Of Papyrologists 40 (2003), 141-178 (pp. 142) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/ 24519708> [accessed 7 March 2023]; Hans Dieter Betz, ‘Introduction To The Greek Magical Papyri’, in The Greek Magical Papyri, pp. xli-liii (p. xli).]  [4:  Betz, ‘Introduction’, p. xli; LiDonnici, ‘Compositional Patterns In PGM IV’, p. 142; Lynn R. LiDonnici, ‘The Disappearing Magician: Literary And Practical Questions About The Greek Magical Papyri’, in A Multiform Heritage: Studies On Early Judaism And Christianity In Honor of Robert A. Kraft, ed. by Benjamin G. Wright (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), pp. 227-243 (p. 227).] 

Scholars have debated the origin and provenance of the PGM, with William Brashear and Hans Dieter Betz accepting the view that the papyri rolls and codices were found in a single tomb in Thebes.[footnoteRef:5] LiDonnici has noted that the Theban grave story has often served an academic ‘folkloristic’ function, supporting arguments for the existence of a ‘great religious centre’ at Thebes, though it may be more likely that the corpus simply represented ‘the deliberate collecting activity of a particular individual or group’.[footnoteRef:6]  Sarah Iles Johnston has taken a more extreme view, rejecting the notion of the PGM as a historic corpus; rather, she contended that the PGM represents a largely ‘artificial construct’ with its curation resulting from modern efforts to bring various traditions and rituals together.[footnoteRef:7] Concerning PGM IV specifically, the ‘so-called “Great Magical Papyrus of Paris”’ auctioned to the Bibliothèque Nationale in 1857, Edward O. D. Love has argued that its provenance is inconclusive, accepting only that it represents a ‘bilingual but predominantly Greek-language papyrus codex dating to the late 3rd or first half of the 4th century CE’.[footnoteRef:8] PGM IV contains over 3200 lines of approximately fifty ‘more or less thematically linked spells’, making it, in Love’s view, the ‘lengthiest […] extant magical “handbook” from antiquity’.[footnoteRef:9]  [5:  William Brashear, The Greek Magical Papyri: An Introduction And Survey; Annotated Bibliography (1928-1994)’ in Band 18/5. Teilband Religion. Heidentum: De Religiösen Verhältnisse In Den Provinzen (Forts.), ed. by Wolfgang Hasse (Berlin: DeGruyter, 1995), pp. 3380-3684 (p. 3405); Betz, ‘Introduction’, p. xlii.]  [6:  LiDonnici, ‘The Disappearing Magician’, pp. 236-237; LiDonnici, ‘Compositional Patterns In PGM IV’, p. 143.]  [7:  Sarah Iles Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2008), p. 149. ProQuest ebook.]  [8:  Brashear, ‘The Greek Magical Papyri’, p. 3403; Edward O. D. Love, Code-Switching With The Gods: The Bilingual (Old Coptic-Greek) Spells of PGM IV (P. Bibliothèque Nationale Supplément Grec. 574) And Their Linguistic, Religious, And Socio-Cultural Context In Latin Roman Egypt (Berlin: DeGruyter, 2016), p. 1.]  [9:  Brashear, ‘The Greek Magical Papyri’, p. 3403; LiDonnici, ‘Compositional Patterns In PGM IV’, pp. 144-145; Love, Code-Switching With The Gods, p. 4. ] 

In assessing the spells in PGM IV, certain methodological and interpretive challenges present themselves, chief among them the religious milieux from which the texts stem. Love, for example, has contended that while the divinations of PGM IV reflect definitively Egyptian ‘ritual mechanics and […] practice’, they serve a ‘spectrum of religious outlooks’.[footnoteRef:10] This echoes the generally accepted view concerning the syncretic cultural and religious influences brought to bear on the papyri through the various milieux in which they were likely assembled, assimilating Egyptian, Greek, Jewish and some Christian religious influences.[footnoteRef:11] This makes it challenging to ascribe specific cultural or divinatory particularities to various spells, although Ivana Petrovic, for example, has concluded that many of the PGM’s hymns reflect a ‘genuinely Greek […] origin and character’ suggesting that certain cultural influences can be inferred.[footnoteRef:12]  [10:  Love, Code-Switching With The Gods, p. 146.]  [11:  Betz, ‘Introduction’, p. xlv; Ljuba Merlina Bortolani and Svenja Nagel, ‘Introduction’, in Cultural Plurality In Ancient Magical Texts And Practices, ed. by Ljuba Merlina Bortolani, et al (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), p. 2.]  [12:  Ivana Petrovic, ‘Hymns In The Papyri Graecae Magicae’, in Hymnic Narrative And The Narratology Of Greek Hymns, ed. by Andrew Faulkner and Owen Hodkinson (Leiden: Brill, 2015), pp. 244-267 (p. 245).] 

Although not limited to PGM IV, the concept of magic presents another interpretive challenge owing to the interconnected, ‘symbiotic’ and structural similarities that magic and religion shared in the Greco-Egyptian world.[footnoteRef:13] Many of the anthropological definitions of magic advanced in the first half of the twentieth century tended to dichotomize magic and religion or magic and science as mutually exclusive and contradictory categories, with magic representing a primitive and irrational technology, individually motivated and manipulative undertakings, secret and taboo practices, or even vestiges of a superstitious, pre-modern past.[footnoteRef:14] Matthew Dickie and Edmund Meltzer have cautioned against using anthropological definitions of magic in studying ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome, with Meltzer proposing the term ‘ritual power’ instead, which could be practiced within socio-political, religious, and private contexts, and could be understood through the ways in which practitioners conceived of and expressed the ‘will of supernatural power’.[footnoteRef:15] This concept also found currency in Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki’s 1995 edited volume, Ancient Magic and Ritual Power, in which contributors ‘re-visioned’ ancient conceptions of magic through texts, traditions and rituals that sought to ‘empower people […] by channeling, summoning, adjuring, [and] realizing powers without and within’.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Eleni Chronopoulou, ‘Edition Of The Greek Magical Papyri (PGM) I And VI+II: Introduction, Text And Commentary’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, 2017), p. 5; Matthew Dickie, Magic And Magicians In The Greco-Roman World (London: Taylor & Francis, 2003), p. 19. EBSCO Connect ebook; Sarah Iles Johnston, ‘Magic’, in Religions Of The Ancient World: A Guide, ed. by Sarah Iles Johnston (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press, 2004), pp. 139-152 (p. 141).]  [14:  James G. Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study In Magic And Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1951), I,  p. 13; Edward B. Tylor, Religion in Primitive Culture (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1958), p. 293; Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, ‘The Notion Of Magic’, Current Anthropology 4.5 (1963), 495-518 (pp. 496, 500) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2739651> [accessed 9 February 2023]; Alexander Goldenweiser, Early Civilization: An Introduction To Anthropology (New York: Knopf, 1922), pp. 345-346; Bronisław Malinowski, Magic, Science And Religion: And Other Essays (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1954), p. 19.]  [15:  Dickie, Magic And Magicians In The Greco-Roman World, p. 19; Edmund Meltzer, ‘Old Coptic Texts of Ritual Power: Introduction’, in Ancient Christian Magic: Coptic Texts Of Ritual Power, ed. by Marvin Meyer and Richard Smith (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994), pp. 13-20 (pp. 16-17).]  [16:  Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki, ‘Introduction’, in Ancient Magic And Ritual Power, ed. by Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 1995), pp. 1-8 (p. 3).] 

However, concepts such as ‘supernatural power’ present additional conceptual challenges. As Derek Collins has argued, both the terms ‘supernatural’ and ‘power’ suggest concepts residing outside of a natural order—a potential contradiction of Greco-Egyptian worldviews that accepted magic as ‘intrinsic to nature’ and as much originating from the natural world as from the divine.[footnoteRef:17] Collins’ view is particularly compelling as it echoes similar conceptual tensions within conceptions of divination. As Johnston has argued, the ubiquity with which divination was practiced in late antiquity made it a feature of daily life and a component of the ‘natural’ order, although all types of divination were ‘understood […] to be a cooperative effort between gods and mortals’.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, And Agency In Greek Magic’, pp. 20, 28; Robert Kriech Ritner, The Mechanics Of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice (Chicago: The Oriental Institute Of The University Of Chicago, 1993), p. 8.]  [18:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, pp. 3, 9.] 

Concerning globalizing theories of divination, anthropological approaches have presented equally challenging conceptual frameworks, with early scholarship tending to view divination as a practice confined to an ‘underdeveloped Other’ or ‘an art to which natural science lends little support’.[footnoteRef:19] W. R. Halliday’s early twentieth-century study of Greek divination rejected anthropological frameworks altogether, although he also characterized early Greek traditions as ‘primitive’ and reflecting a ‘barbarism from which [Greek civilization] emerged triumphant’.[footnoteRef:20] More recently, Barbara Tedlock has advocated substituting the ancient Greek word, ‘mantikê’, owing to its more broadly inclusive range of divinatory practices.[footnoteRef:21] However, Corby Kelly has argued that a ‘first-order, emic description’ such as mantikê fails to account for the nearly hundreds of divinatory terms, ‘often internally inconsistent’, which the ancient Greeks had ‘for their own phenomena and cultural practices’.[footnoteRef:22] This demonstrates the difficulties that both divination and magic share where a single, all-encompassing definition is concerned. [19:  Jesper Frøjœr Sørensen and Anders Klostergaard Petersen, ‘Manipulating The Divine – An Introduction’, in Theoretical And Empirical Investigations Of Divination And Magic: Manipulating The Divine, ed. by Jesper Frøjœr Sørensen and Anders Klostergaard Petersen (Leiden: Brill, 2021), pp. 1-20 (p. 3); Barbara Tedlock, ‘Toward A Theory Of Divinatory Practice’, Anthropology Of Consciousness 17 (2006), 62-77 (p. 63) <https://doi.org/10.525/ac.2006.17.2.62> [accessed 11 April 2023]; George K. Park, ‘Divination And Its Social Contexts’, The Journal Of The Royal Anthropological Institute Of Great Britain And Ireland 93.2 (1963), 195-209 (p. 195) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2844242> [accessed 11 April 2023].  ]  [20:  W. R. Halliday, Greek Divination: A Study Of Its Methods And Principles (London: Macmillan, 1913), pp. 4-7.]  [21:  Barbara Tedlock, ‘Divination As A Way Of Knowing: Embodiment, Visualisation, Narrative, And Interpretation’, Folklore 112.2 (2011), 189-197 (p. 191) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/1260832> [accessed 11 April 2023].]  [22:  Corby Kelly, ‘Divination In The Pseudo-Platonic Epinomis’, in Theoretical And Empirical Investigations Of Divination And Magic: Manipulating The Divine, ed. by Jesper Frøjœr Sørensen and Anders Klostergaard Petersen (Leiden: Brill, 2021), pp. 23-40 (p. 23). See also Matthew Dillon, Omens And Oracles: Divination In Ancient Greece (London: Routledge, 2017), p. 3.] 

While definitions of magic and divination are not without contest, this essay will cautiously adopt the view of magic as ritual empowerment and divination as the act of ‘soliciting and receiving messages from the gods’.[footnoteRef:23] These broad definitions will enable a detailed examination of PGM IV.154-285’s myriad magical and divinatory components. Having established this context, this essay will now turn to outlining the structure of PGM IV.154-285 and what the spell reveals about notions of divinity in nature and cosmic sympathy.  [23:  Radcliffe G. Edmonds, Drawing Down The Moon: Magic In The Ancient Greco-Roman World (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2019), p. 188 <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv80ccvj. 17> [accessed 15 March 2023].] 


PGM IV.154-285 and Divinity in Nature and Cosmic Sympathy

PGM IV.154-285 is a spell of 130 lines, written as correspondence from a scribe called Nephotes to Psammetichos, identified as an ‘immortal king of Egypt’ and ‘best wise man’ or ‘expert magician’.[footnoteRef:24] It is worth noting that Psammetichos I ruled Egypt as part of the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty in the seventh century BCE, raising questions around whether a fourth-century CE magical practitioner bore this name, or whether this may represent a literary device aimed at affording the spell the weight of long-standing historical transmission.[footnoteRef:25] This reference may also point to the spell’s Egyptian origins to which Greek influences were later added, thus reflecting Love’s contention that, on balance, PGM IV contains decidedly Egyptian ritual mechanics and practices.  [24:  PGM IV.155-156, p. 40 n. 7.]  [25:  William Hansen, Sages And Philosophers: The Book Of Greek And Roman Folktales, Legends And Myths (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), p. 367 <http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctvc77cr4.13> [accessed 30 March 2023].] 

Nephotes wrote that this ‘magical procedure’ produced a holy power for the practitioner.[footnoteRef:26] Through bowl divination (lecanomancy), which this spell defined as ‘beholding the god in the water and hearing a voice from the god’ or from a ‘dead man’, this procedure was intended to enable its petitioner to gain answers to any questions they desired.[footnoteRef:27] Comprised of three interrelated procedures, this spell began with an initiatory ritual aimed at investing the petitioner with ‘a godlike nature’ through contact with a divinity, the bowl divination procedure prescribed the magical materials and process for compelling gods to furnish answers to the petitioner’s questions, and the concluding hymn reaffirmed the supremacy of an omnipotent deity as well as the powers this deity conferred onto the petitioner.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  PGM IV.159-60, p. 40.]  [27:  PGM IV.166-168, pp. 40-42.]  [28:  PGM IV.220, p. 42.] 

Although this is one of the PGM’s more detailed bowl divination procedures, it shares common features with the PGM’s two other lecanomancy spells: PGM IV.3209-54 ‘Saucer divination of Aphrodite’ and PGM LXII.24-46 ‘(No title) Saucer divination’. In both spells, a petitioner summoned the gods to ‘reveal […] the things [they] ask of them’.[footnoteRef:29] The oral and auditory emphasis of these rituals appears to depart from other Near Eastern lecanomancy procedures, specifically Babylonian lecanomancy, which underscored ‘the crucial role of celestial imagery in oil omens’, interpreting how the oil was dispersed through water.[footnoteRef:30] Although neither Netanel Anor and Yoram Cohen, nor David Tabor’s studies indicated whether Babylonian lecanomancy was accompanied by ritual procedures akin to that of PGM 154-285, A. Leo Oppenheim has written that the goal of lecanomancy was ultimately ‘[establishing] the will of the deity’, something that the two cultural approaches appear to share in common.[footnoteRef:31] [29:  PGM IV.3209-54, p. 100; PGM LXII.24-46, p. 293.]  [30:  Netanel Anor and Yoram Cohen, ‘The Oil Omens From Hattuša: An Investigation Of The History And Transmission Of A Babylonian Divination Compendium’, Journal Of Near Eastern Studies 77.2 (2018), 195-206 (pp. 195, 202) <DOI: 10.1086/699285> [accessed 11 April 2023].]  [31:  A. Leo Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia: Portrait Of A Dead Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964), p. 212.] 

Concerning the will of certain deities, PGM IV.154-285 reflects belief in a divinely animated universe populated by gods and their personification in the natural world. The spell began with Psammetichos engaging in a ritual procedure in which he directed his physical actions to Helios, the sun god, choosing whatever sunrise he desired for the ritual’s performance so long as ‘it was the third day of the month’.[footnoteRef:32] Although this spell reveals little concerning the relationship between Helios and the natural world, clues may be sought elsewhere in PGM IV where Helios is described as ‘[creating] all things’, giving ‘growth’ and ‘light throughout the whole world’, representing ‘Agathos Daimon’ (Noble Spirit), and ‘[turning] in lofty paths around the great pole’.[footnoteRef:33] In the Greek Orphic Hymns, speculatively dated to the third century CE and thus contemporaneous with PGM IV’s spells, allusions to the sun as ‘celestial light’, reflecting ‘the harmony of the cosmos’, giving life, and pursuing a ‘fiery circle of motion’ reaffirm this multi-faceted relationship with the Greek sun god: on the one hand, his critical role in ordering the natural world through regular motion, and his more divine emanations on the other.[footnoteRef:34] Eleni Patchoumi has suggested that Helios’ assimilation with various epithets ‘[substantiates] his supremacy over the physical and divine powers and the cosmos’, while Joachim Friedrich Quack has contended that deities and daimons not only animated the natural world, but also governed components of ritual activities.[footnoteRef:35] In the case of Helios, not only was the timing prescribed with Psammetichos directing this procedure to the sun at its ‘mid-heaven, at the fifth hour’,[footnoteRef:36] but Helios may also have been connected with lecanomancy itself, since the sun god Shamash and the weather god Adad were believed to be responsible for lecanomancy in the Babylonian context.[footnoteRef:37] [32:  PGM IV.170-171, p. 40. ]  [33:  PGM IV.1606, 1635-1636, p. 68; PGM IV.1957-1959, p. 72; PGM IV.2987-2990, p. 95.]  [34:  Apostolos N. Athanassakis and Benjamin M. Wolkow, ‘Introduction’, in The Orphic Hymns, trans. by Apostolos N. Athanassakis and Benjamin M. Wolkow, ix-xxi (p. x); ‘To The Sun’, in The Orphic Hymns, trans. by Apostolos N. Athanassakis and Benjamin M. Wolkow, pp. 9-10 (p. 10). ]  [35:  Eleni Patchoumi, The Concepts Of The Divine In The Greek Magical Papyri (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), p. 73; Friedrich Quack, ‘Postulated Efficacy In Late Antique Divination Rituals’, Journal Of Ritual Studies 24.1 (2010), 45-60 (p. 50) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/44368820> [accessed 30 March 2023].]  [36:  PGM IV.174, p. 41.]  [37:  David Tabor, ‘Babylonian Lecanomancy: An Ancient Text On The Spreading Of Oil On Water’, Journal Of Colloid And Interface Science 75.1 (1980), pp. 240-245 (p. 242).] 

The connection between weather gods and lecanomancy may also be inferred through the spell’s invocation of ‘mighty Typhon’, who is characterized as ‘thunder’s bringer’, ‘breather-forth of hot and cold’, ‘boiler of the waves’ and ‘disturber of the sea’s great depth’.[footnoteRef:38] Typhon is also responsible for ‘obscuration’—a more abstract reference, which may support linkages between Typhon and the Egyptian god Seth found elsewhere in the PGM.[footnoteRef:39] Seth’s identification with ‘obscuration’ may reflect one strand of now-outdated scholarship characterizing Seth as a negative deity, responsible for bringing confusion.[footnoteRef:40] This may not have been entirely without foundation as the Greek philosopher Plutarch (ca. 46-ca. 119 CE) wrote of Typhon’s conceit and capacity for destruction.[footnoteRef:41] Eugene Cruz-Uribe, however, has argued for a revised interpretation of Seth, highlighting his importance in maintaining world order.[footnoteRef:42] When ‘not attempting to confuse the enemies of Egypt and the sun god’, Cruz-Uribe argued that Seth represented a constructive deity whom previous generations of Egyptian royal families ‘held in high esteem’.[footnoteRef:43] It thus appears apropos that Psammetichos, an ‘immortal king of Egypt’, might have appealed to Typhon: his integral relationship in preserving the natural order, enacting physical events in the world, and potentially presiding over lecanomantic powers appeared to make him and Helios essential deities for empowering Psammetichos in his divinatory pursuits.[footnoteRef:44]  [38:  PGM IV.180-185, p. 41.]  [39:  PGM IV.245-247, p. 42; PGM IV.265-267, p. 43; for the reference to Typhon-Seth see PGM I.87 in ‘Cat ritual for many purposes’, p. 21.]  [40:  Eugene Cruz-Uribe has taken this view, arguing that H. te Velde’s 1977 monograph, Seth: God Of Confusion (Leiden: Brill, 1977), is too reductive. See Eugene Cruz-Uribe, ‘Stḫ ꜥꜣ pḥty “Seth, God Of Power And Might”’, Journal Of The American Research Center in Egypt 45 (2009), 201-226 (p. 202) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/25735454> [accessed 30 March 2023].]  [41:  Plutarch, Isis and Osiris, 352, in Plutarch’s Moralia in Fifteen Volumes, trans. by Frank Cole Babbitt (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1952), V, pp. 7-191 (p. 9).]  [42:  Cruz-Uribe, ‘“Seth, God Of Power And Might’”, p. 202. ]  [43:  Cruz-Uribe, ‘“Seth, God Of Power And Might’”, pp. 202, 206.]  [44:  PGM IV.220, p. 42.] 

The connection between ritual power and divination more specifically finds expression in the bowl divination procedure itself, where Osiris and Sarapis are introduced as among the deities whom Psammetichos may contact through the use of specific types of water.[footnoteRef:45] Betz has noted that Sarapis ‘appears mostly […] identical with Zeus and Helios’ in the PGM more generally, while Diana Delia has noted Sarapis’ ‘composite’ nature, ‘[blending] the characteristics of many Hellenistic gods’, including Osiris, who presided over the flooding and life-giving force of the Nile and imparted immortality on the dead.[footnoteRef:46] Patchoumi has written that Osiris and Typhon were contrasting deities, the former personifying good and the latter evil, thus suggesting a kind of contrapuntal energy underpinning the natural world and the range of energetic forces with whom a magical practitioner might work to achieve their desired aims.[footnoteRef:47] Taken together, these deities, their roles and jurisdiction over certain terrestrial events and divinatory mechanics represent what Quack has argued was an underlying belief in a material world that was ‘intentionally’ rather than ‘accidentally divine’.[footnoteRef:48] Collins’ study of Greek magic also arrived at a similar conclusion whereby ‘nature and magic could produce indistinguishable effects in the world’.[footnoteRef:49] This speaks to the spell’s implicit view of a universal order subject to a kind of reciprocal causation: gods could influence the natural world, but a petitioner could also influence the gods through invocation, timing and the magical materials imbued with the symbolic representations of the gods. [45:  PGM IV.226, p. 42.]  [46:  ‘Glossary’, in Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, pp. 331-339 (p. 338); Diana Delia, ‘The Refreshing Water Of Osiris’, Journal Of The American Research Center In Egypt 29 (1992), 181-190 (p. 187) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4000492> [accessed 30 March 2023].]  [47:  Patchoumi, The Concept of the Divine in the Greek Magical Papyri, pp. 143-144.]  [48:  Quack, ‘Postulated Efficacy In Late Antique Divination Rituals’, p. 49. ]  [49:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, And Agency In Greek Magic’, p. 28.] 

It may also be possible to argue that PGM IV.154-285 demonstrates notions of cosmic sympathy for which a definition may be sought from the third-century philosopher and theurgist, Iamblichus. Despite his objection to individuals who ‘wickedly […] try to draw certain portions of the universe into contact with certain other parts’ as Psammetichos might be viewed as doing in this spell, Iamblichus nevertheless illuminated this concept of sympathy, writing that ‘the single harmony of the cosmos […] brings it about that the most distant elements in it co-operate with one another’.[footnoteRef:50] Working within this framework of a sympathetic cosmos was not, however, a passive endeavour. As this next section will demonstrate, attempts to harness the natural and superhuman power of the divine required both intention and effort, underscoring an essential belief in magic’s volitional and mechanical causes. [50:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, IV.10, in Iamblichus – On The Mysteries, trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), p. 219.] 


Causality and Magical Efficacy in PGM IV.154-285

Brashear and Quack have argued that the PGM’s elaborate rituals were essential for a petitioner’s success, demonstrating that belief in a world animated by gods and daimons was as important as ‘conceptions of how to induce them to help’ a petitioner.[footnoteRef:51] In Collins’ three-fold conception of Greek magical practice, causation was thus a complicated but ‘flexible’ system underpinning not only the sympathy discussed above, but also the relationship between volition, mechanics and magical causation.[footnoteRef:52] This section will examine each of these concepts in turn, first addressing how volition is expressed by the petitioner in PGM IV.154-285 before analysing the ritual activities and linguistic mechanics that this spell prescribed.  [51:  Quack, ‘Postulated Efficacy In Late Antique Divination Rituals’, p. 49; Brashear, ‘The Greek Magical Papyri’, p. 3393.]  [52:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, And Agency In Greek Magic’, p. 34. ] 

According to Nephotes, Psammetichos would ‘attain both the ruler of the universe and whatever [he] command[ed]’ by following the procedures described—this included the initiatory ritual and corresponding prayer that would bring a divine sign and confer ‘a godlike nature’ on Psammetichos.[footnoteRef:53] The initiatory ritual appears integral for not only invoking Typhon’s aid, but also for achieving one of divination’s main objectives, namely ‘[winning] the favor’ and securing ‘the cooperation of a particular god who might help the magician accomplish something’.[footnoteRef:54] In this way, the volition of the petitioner is essential: both the actions that Psammetichos must undertake and the words that he must utter affirm his desire to receive godlike powers to direct the gods according to his will. In his prayer to Typhon, Psammetichos stated,  [53:  PGM IV.166-167, 209, 220, pp. 40-42. ]  [54:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 147.] 


[…] give to me
This favor, so that whensoe’r I tell
One of the gods to come, he is seen coming / 
Swiftly to me in my chants.[footnoteRef:55] [55:  PGM IV.197-200, p. 41.] 


This attests to what Collins has called ‘the volitional nature of magic’ characteristic of many of the PGM’s formularies in which the spells were ‘composed with a view toward realizing the practitioner’s intentions’.[footnoteRef:56] In this case, the magical and divinatory intentions were to have Psammetichos achieve a ‘godlike nature’ so that he might direct the gods to ‘speak on […] matters which [he] ask[ed] about’.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  Collins, ‘Nature, Cause, And Agency In Greek Magic’, p. 35. ]  [57:  PGM IV.169, 220, pp. 40, 42.] 

Mechanical procedures directed to achieve the spell’s intended outcomes complement volitional causation. In the bowl divination procedure, mechanical causation rested as much on ritual action as language. In the initiatory ritual, Psammetichos was directed to select whatever sunrise he desired, ‘provided it [was] the third day of the month’.[footnoteRef:58] Then, ascending to the ‘highest part of the house’ and aided by a mystagogue for what appears to be a brief portion of the spell, he was to spread a pure linen garment on the floor.[footnoteRef:59] With the sun at the fifth hour and in the mid-heaven, Psammetichos was to crown himself with dark ivy before reclining naked, covering his eyes with a black band and wrapping himself ‘like a corpse’.[footnoteRef:60] In this state, and poised in the direction of the sun, he recited a prayer to Typhon, forming the basis of the invocation intended to bring forth a divine sign.[footnoteRef:61] If successful, a sea falcon would descend, striking Psammetichos with its wings.[footnoteRef:62] Not only would this signify the conclusion of the ritual—‘that [Psammetichos] should arise […] and clothe [himself] with white garments and burn on an earthen censer uncut incense grains’—but also that he succeeded in obtaining the ‘godlike nature’ that he sought.[footnoteRef:63] Empowered in this way, Psammetichos was thus prepared to undertake the bowl divination procedure. [58:  PGM IV.170-171, p. 40.]  [59:  PGM IV. 171-172, pp. 40-41. ]  [60:  PGM IV. 173-176, p. 41.]  [61:  PGM IV.209, p. 41.]  [62:  PGM IV.210-211, p. 41. ]  [63:  PGM IV.209-215, p. 41.] 

Prayers of petition played an important role in both volitional and mechanical causation. Iamblichus wrote that supplication was essential in raising a petitioner ‘gradually to the level of the object of [their] supplication […] and, starting from [the supplicant’s] own imperfection, [they] gradually take on the perfection of the divine’.[footnoteRef:64] Johnston emphasized this notion of the petitioner ‘perfecting’ themselves to the gods, arguing that this ‘brought the individual into contact with the god in one way or another’ and assured a ‘continuing relationship’ with them.[footnoteRef:65] This also points to an argument advanced by the anthropologist Stanley Tambiah, who argued that in ritual systems ‘word and deed, language and action’ are interdependent.[footnoteRef:66] Both Johnston and Collins adopted aspects of Tambiah’s arguments in their own studies of Greek divination and magic, contending that the ‘magical act is inextricably bound up with speech and ritual actions’, employing special words, unique structural forms or ‘secret names […] handed down from other cultures’ to accompany physical actions.[footnoteRef:67]  [64:  Iamblichus, De Mysteriis, I.15-16, pp. 59-61.]  [65:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 155. ]  [66:  S. J. Tambiah, ‘The Magical Power Of Words’, Man, New Series 3.2 (1968), 175-208 (pp. 175, 188) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2798500> [accessed 7 April 2023].]  [67:  Johnston, ‘Magic’, pp. 142-145; Derek Collins, Magic In The Ancient Greek World (Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), p. 22.] 

In PGM IV.154-285’s prayer, spell and hymn, several features of what may be characterised as ‘ritual language’ are identifiable, chief among them voces magicae, or magical utterances, and ephesia grammata, or ‘meaningless or near-meaningless strings of syllables’, which Petrovic has argued ‘[betrays] the idea that a special language is needed in order to communicate with the gods’.[footnoteRef:68] The initiatory prayer appealing to Typhon as ‘ruler of the realm’ and ‘god of gods’ established his omnipotence.[footnoteRef:69] The prayer then shifted from deific invocation to the petitioner’s self-identification with aspects of a divine mythical narrative. Psammetichos described how it was he ‘who searched […] the whole world and found great Osiris whom [he] brought [to Typhon] chained’.[footnoteRef:70] This inserted Psammetichos into the mythical story of Typhon and Osiris, in which Typhon was said to have searched for the grave of Osiris after he and seventy-two conspirators had trapped Osiris in a coffer and flung it into the Nile.[footnoteRef:71] Psammetichos further described himself as joining Typhon ‘in war with the gods’, noting that he had also been conquered by them, ‘thrown face down because of empty wrath’.[footnoteRef:72] From this humble position, Psammetichos begged Typhon to ‘raise [him] up’ and ‘grant [him] power’.[footnoteRef:73] The numerous epithets describing Typhon and the direct address to a chthonic deity are considered characteristic of magical prayer formulas in this period, while allusions to mythical stories, termed historiolae, have been viewed as serving a performative function, with David Frankfurter arguing that they transmit ‘power from a mythic realm articulated in narrative to the human present’.[footnoteRef:74] [68:  Petrovic, ‘Hymns In The Papyri Graecae Magicae’, p. 247.]  [69:  PGM IV.180-184, p. 41. ]  [70:  PGM IV.186-186, p. 41; Giulia Sfameni Gasparro, ‘Egyptian Theological Lore In PGM IV: A Religious-Historical Commentary’, in The Wisdom Of Thoth: Magical Texts In Ancient Mediterranean Civilizations, ed. by Grażyna Bąkowska-Czerner, Alessandro Roccati and Agata Świerzowska (Oxford: Archaeopress Publishing, 2015), pp. 111-119 (p. 113).]  [71:  Frazer, The Golden Bough, pp. 422-423.]  [72:  PGM IV.194-195, p. 41.]  [73:  PGM IV.194, 197, p. 41.]  [74:  David Frankfurter, ‘Narrating Power: The Theory And Practice Of The Magical Historiola In Ritual Spells’, in Ancient Magic And Ritual Power, ed. by Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 1995), pp. 457-476 (p. 464). ] 

It is this transmission of power from the mythic realm to the present that is perhaps most importantly achieved in the spell spoken over the vessel in the bowl divination procedure. While comparatively short and predominantly composed of voces magicae and ephesia grammata, Betz has offered an editorial note, indicating that one of the strings of letters, totalling 100 characters, represented the ‘chief name of Typhon’; when uttered, this name ‘forcibly [brought] gods and daimons to it’.[footnoteRef:75] This appears to be the most direct invocation for contacting the gods, daimons and dead people for the purposes of lecanomancy: in invoking Typhon’s name, Psammetichos was empowered to engage with whatever god he chose, compelling them to respond to his questions.  [75:  PGM IV.245-247, p. 42. ] 

In the spell’s concluding hymn, the recitation, once again directed to the rising sun, invoked Typhon, but also outlined a kind of ‘personal worship-history’ between him and Psammetichos, the latter of whom stated that his invocation sought to receive Typhon’s ‘assent’ that he should be granted whatever he asked for.[footnoteRef:76] Petrovic has identified these ‘worship-histories’ as characteristic of hymns composed for performance by a single individual to a deity, becoming another mechanism for ritually empowering the petitioner.[footnoteRef:77] Taken together, these linguistic forms—prayer, spell, and hymn—all approach the divine realm slightly differently, although they share a regard for Typhon’s supremacy and the petitioner’s desire for personal empowerment. So long as Psammetichos followed the mechanical components outlined, he was certain to experience gods bending to his will. Thus, magical causation depended not only on the exactitude with which ritual procedures were adhered to, but also on the utterance of various words intended to invoke, compel and praise deities upon whom the petitioner relied for magical efficacy and divinatory success. Having examined aspects of volitional and mechanical causation, this essay will now turn to exploring agency in PGM IV.154-285. [76:  PGM IV.271-274, p. 43.]  [77:  Petrovic, ‘Hymns In The Papyri Graecae Magicae’, p. 245. ] 

 
Agency in PGM IV.154-285

Agency forms the last component of Collins’ three-fold framework, although this essay will depart from the concept of social agency that he applied to his investigation of Greek figurines. Rather, this essay will adopt Jesper Sørensen’s definition of agency as ‘characterised by […an] ability to influence the world by means of action’.[footnoteRef:78] This broad definition permits agency to be ascribed to human and superhuman figures, with both capable of representing ‘agents or patients’ depending on the ritual context.[footnoteRef:79] [78:  Jesper Sørensen, ‘Acts That Work: A Cognitive Approach To Ritual Agency’, Method & Theory In The Study Of Religion 19.3-4 (2007), 281-300 (p. 282) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/23551848> [accessed 8 April 2023].]  [79:  Sørensen, ‘Acts That Work’, p. 289.] 

Within theoretical discussions of magic and divination, the magician is often viewed as an agent manipulating the outside world, while divination frequently ascribes agency to the will of the divine who communicate with humans through mechanical or inspired methods.[footnoteRef:80] This creates a tension between agent and agency in practices reflecting aspects of both magic and divination. In PGM IV.154-285, Psammetichos is subject to this tension: as both magician and diviner, he must negotiate a changing relationship with the divine across the spell’s various procedures. [80:  Jesper Frøjœr Sørensen and Anders Klostergaard Petersen, ‘Manipulating The Divine – An Introduction’, in Theoretical And Empirical Investigations Of Divination And Magic: Manipulating The Divine, ed. by Jesper Frøjœr Sørensen and Anders Klostergaard Petersen (Leiden: Brill, 2021), pp. 1-20 (p. 11); Olaf Almqvist, ‘Beyond Oracular Ambiguity: Divination, Lies, And Ontology In Early Greek Literature’, Social Analysis: The International Journal Of Anthropology 65.2 (2021), 41-61 (p. 45) <DOI: 10.3167/sa.2021.650203> [accessed 9 April 2023]; Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 56.] 

As this essay noted earlier, this spell includes three interconnected procedures: an initiatory ritual to receive personal empowerment from a deity, the bowl divination itself, and a closing devotional hymn, all of which, it may be argued, reflected a shifting relationship between the magician and the divine as active agent. Where the initiatory ritual saw the petitioner secure ritual power from a divine source, the accompanying prayer ultimately recognized Typhon’s supreme agency: his influence over the natural world, as well as his capacity to confer divine powers onto humans.[footnoteRef:81] Within Sørensen’s definition, Psammetichos may be attempting to influence the world by means of action, but does not necessarily possess agency: he ultimately depended upon divine agency to achieve his ritual empowerment. In related scholarship on divine manipulation, Sørensen and Anders Klostergaard Petersen have suggested that this dependency on ‘hidden agents’ sees agency displaced: ‘the activation of agency and force’, in fact, originates outside of the agent performing the ritual act.[footnoteRef:82]  [81:  PGM IV.198-200, p. 41.]  [82:  Sørensen and Petersen, ‘Manipulating The Divine’, p. 12.] 

The relationship between the magician-diviner and the divine shifts again within the context of the bowl divination procedure. In contrast to divine agents communicating their will to passive humans, Psammetichos achieved a ‘godlike’ agency that allowed him to manipulate divine will.[footnoteRef:83] While not as powerful as the omnipotent Typhon, Psammetichos achieved his own quasi-divine status, enabling him to compel specific gods to ‘reply to [him] and tell [him] about anything’ he desired.[footnoteRef:84] This implies a certain coercive value in Typhon’s invocation while potentially signalling what might be viewed as a shared agency: despite his empowerment, Psammetichos must still leverage Typhon’s name to compel other gods, daimons and dead people into action. Further, this may suggest that although magic and divination reflect an individual’s intention to ‘manipulate a non-mundane, supernatural, or supra-human domain’,[footnoteRef:85] a petitioner may be incapable of achieving this facility alone. In fact, as the closing hymn demonstrated, it is through Typhon’s invocation and benevolence that Psammetichos was granted the power that he sought.[footnoteRef:86] [83:  PGM IV.224-234, p. 42.]  [84:  PGM IV.231-232, p. 42.]  [85:  Sørensen and Petersen, ‘Manipulating The Divine – An Introduction’, p. 11.]  [86:  PGM IV.274, p. 43.] 

Certain views of ancient Greek divination ascribed agency to the divine, appearing to subordinate human agency.[footnoteRef:87] While humans may have been the conduits through which divinatory messages could be transmitted and translated, they were not the primary agents directing the will of the gods.[footnoteRef:88] Olaf Almqvist has suggested that early Greek diviners were primarily concerned with improving their relationship with the gods, seeking to develop strategies that guaranteed ‘successful communication’ with what were otherwise ‘potentially volatile agents’.[footnoteRef:89] This view harks back to remarks that Betz made concerning the chaotic energies of the Greco-Egyptian world. ‘Individuals [seemed] to be nothing but marionettes at the end of power lines’, he wrote, ‘Pulled here and there without their knowledge by invisible forces’.[footnoteRef:90] The magician, it was thought, could make sense of this chaos and offer certainty in a world that seemed precarious and uncertain.[footnoteRef:91]  [87:  Almqvist, ‘Beyond Oracular Ambiguity’, p. 45; Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 56.]  [88:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 56.]  [89:  Almqvist, ‘Beyond Oracular Ambiguity’, p. 54.]  [90:  Betz, ‘Introduction’, p. xlvii.]  [91:  Betz, ‘Introduction’, p. xlvii.] 

While the magician may have been capable of making sense of chaos, he did not appear to have been autonomously capable of enacting physical changes in the world. His own intentions and adherence to ritual mechanics may have contributed to magical causation and efficacy, yet the agents ultimately responsible for manifesting the magician’s will remained the deities with whom he worked, alternatively employing prayer and supplication, invocation, and shared agency via command to achieve his desired aims. Thus, while agency is a critical component in magical and divinatory practice, it appears that the efficacy of PGM IV.154-285 rested less on Psammetichos’ own actions than the will of omnipotent Typhon, whom he begged, co-opted and praised to achieve the ability to influence the supra-human world.

Conclusion

This essay has investigated the magical and divinatory components of PGM IV.154-285, ‘Nephotes to Psammetichos (letter concerning bowl divination)’. Utilising Derek Collins’ three-fold conceptual framework concerning nature, causation and agency, this essay contended that his structural categories offered a viable framework for analysing this spell. 
Concerning aspects of nature, this essay examined the extent to which this spell reflected a natural order in which magic was integral, arguing that the various deities invoked within PGM IV.154-285 and evidence of their governance over the natural world suggested a kind of sympathetic relationship in which volitional and mechanical causation could act as a complement to an animated world. 
Focusing on volitional and mechanical causation, this essay went on to address notions of intentionality, highlighting the explicit aims which the spell’s practitioner articulated and the desired outcomes sought through the mechanics of ritual activities and language—magic words, historiolae, prayers and hymns. In both respects it was inferred that adherence to ritual performance and the prescribed verbal utterances were critical in bringing about and ensuring the spell’s efficacy.  
Finally, this essay departed from Collins’ conception of social agency to adopt a broader definition, investigating the extent to which Psammetichos as magician-diviner was, in fact, an active agent. Arguing that his own ritual empowerment notwithstanding, Psammetichos remained indebted to and dependent upon a supreme deity to whom he appealed and gave thanks for his conferred ‘godlike’ status. Throughout the spell, Psammetichos’ relative agency appeared to shift, taking on aspects of active participant as well as more passive religious supplicant. Ultimately, however, this essay concluded that magical and divinatory agency rested not with Psammetichos, but rather with the omnipotent Typhon on whom Psammetichos’ ritual empowerment rested. Throughout, this essay has endeavoured to demonstrate the complexity inherent in analysing the magical and divinatory concepts within the PGM, emphasising their nuance and multi-valency.
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