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Divination was a widespread phenomenon in ancient Graeco-Roman 

religion: the Oracle at Delphi, the most famous oracular sanctuary in 
ancient Greece, operated for at least a thousand years, with kings, civic 
officials and private individuals consulting the oracle for advice.1  Many 
other types of divination were also widely practised in the Graeco-Roman 
world: for example, haruspicy, the examination of the entrails of sacrificial 
animals, is a divinatory practice attested to from at least the eighth century 
BC to the late antique period.  Other types of divination practised included 
augury, astrology and dream incubation.  The practice of divination using 
mirrors was called Catoptromancy in the ancient world, derived from the 
Greek word katoptron meaning mirror, or metaphorically, reflection; 
presumably because one looks into a mirror as one would look into a 
reflective pool.  Catoptromancy involved divination by images seen 
reflected on a shining surface, usually a mirror but sometimes water or 
another analogous reflective medium.  This was not a particularly well-
known or prevalent form of divination in antiquity; however, there are 
some notable and striking instances of its use recorded in various literary 
sources.  Pausanias, a travel writer, Artemidorus, a writer on dream 
interpretation, and Iamblichus, a Neoplatonist philosopher, all refer to 
Catoptromancy; their accounts allow a glimpse into the ancient practices 
and rituals involved in this type of divination.  

It seems clear that two types of Catoptromancy were practised in 
Graeco-Roman antiquity.  The first kind, generally practised at oracular 
temples and sanctuaries, uses mirrors by lowering them into water.  The 
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prophet or prophetess would then utter an oracle based on his or her vision 
in the mirror.  The second type of Catoptromancy invokes a god or daimon 
(semi-divine being) to appear as a luminous vision by using reflective 
surfaces to conduct light; the god or daimon would then give the 
practitioner oracular information.  The French scholar Andre Delatte argues 
that the first type made no appeal to supernatural power but relied on the 
natural ability of any glittering surface to encourage divination by exciting 
the imagination, whereas the second kind of catoptromancy had a very 
clear religious character, and employed invocations to both gods and 
daimones.2  I would like to offer a few suggestions regarding the 
interpretation of these two types of Catoptromancy.   
 
 
 
Catoptromancy at Oracle Sites and in Mystery Cults 
 

Pausanias’ Description of Greece, a second century AD travel guide, 
gives us the clearest extant account of this first type of Catoptromancy.3 In 
his discussion of the sanctuary of Demeter at Patras he discusses an 
oracular ritual utilising the practice of Catoptromancy: 
 

tou` de; a[lsou~ iJero;n e[cetai Dhvmhtro~: au{th me;n kai; hJ 
pai`~ eJsta`si, to; de; a[galma th`~ Gh`~ ejsti kaqhvmenon.  pro; 
de; tou` iJerou` th`~ Dhvmhtrov~ ejsti phghv: tauvth~ ta; me;n 
pro;~ tou` naou` livqwn ajnevsthken aiJmasiav, kata; de; to; 
ejkto;~ kavqodo~ ej~ aujth;n pepoivhtai.  mantei`on de; ejntau`qav 
ejstin ajyeudev~, ouj me;n ejpi; pantiv ge pravgmati, ajlla ejpi; 
tw`n kamnovntwn. kavtoptron kalw/divw/ tẁn leptẁn dhvsante~ 
kaqia`si, staqmwvmenoi mh; provsw kaqikevsqai th`~ phgh`~, 
ajll’ o{son ejpiyau`sai tou` u{dato~ tw`/ kuvklw/ tou` katovptrou. 
to; de; ejnteu`qen eujxavmenoi th/̀ qew`/ kai; qumiavsante~ ej~ to; 
kavtoptron blevpousi: to; dev sfisi to;n nosou`nta h[toi 
zw`nta h] kai; teqneẁta ejpideivknusi. touvtw/ me;n tw`/ u{dati ej~ 
tosou`to mevtestin ajlhqeiva~... 
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Next to the grove is a sanctuary of Demeter; she and her daughter are 
standing, but the image of Earth is seated.  Before the sanctuary of 
Demeter is a spring.  On the side of this towards the temple stands a 
wall of stones, while on the outer side has been made a descent to the 
spring.  Here there is an infallible oracle, not indeed for everything, 
but only in the case of sick folk.  They tie a mirror to a fine cord and 
let it down, judging the distance so that it does not sink deep into the 
spring, but just far enough to touch the water with its rim.  Then they 
pray to the goddess and burn incense, after which they look into the 
mirror, which shows them the patient either alive or dead.  This 
water partakes to this extent of truth…4 

 
Pausanias’ description does not inform as to whether the mirror was 
lowered into the spring vertically or horizontally.  It is interesting to note 
that this oracle was not consulted on any matter concerning the inquirer, as 
with most oracular practices in the ancient world, but rather just for cases 
of illness. There seems to be a parallel here with the purposes of the 
divinatory practices at sanctuaries of Asclepius, where sick people went to 
receive cures and advice about their health through dream incubation, by 
sleeping in the temple in order to receive an oracular dream.  
Unfortunately, Pausanias does not fully describe how the oracle was 
produced, neither mentioning whether a prophet or prophetess uttered the 
oracle nor explaining how the actual ritual worked.  Generally, oracular 
practices in antiquity involved the consultation of a prophet or prophetess 
who was thought to utter the words of a deity, in some cases while in a 
trance-like state.  Therefore, presumably, a prophet or prophetess composed 
their oracle from the observation of the vision in the mirror and was 
thought to utter the words of a divinity, most likely Demeter since this 
ritual is located in her temple.  However Pausanias does not give any 
details and therefore does not tell us whether the prophet was in a trance-
like state or not.  However, there are various details in his account that are 
extremely interesting.  For example, the catoptromantic ritual is associated 
with the spring by the temple and linked specifically with the water of the 
spring.  As we have seen, the Greek word katoptron can mean reflection as 
well as mirror, indicating the connection between mirrors and water 
because of their common reflective qualities.  Many Oracles in ancient 
Greece and Asia Minor had a spring near the temple, which served a 
variety of divinatory purposes other than the reflective revelation described 
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in Pausanias’ account.  For example, the Pythia, the prophetess at Delphi, 
drank from the Kastalian spring located near the temple before uttering 
oracles.5 There was also a spring at the Oracle at Claros from which the 
prophet drank before uttering his prophecies; the spring water was thought 
to have oracular power which inspired the prophet.6  Again, there was a 
spring at the Oracle of Didyma, which the priestess bathed in before 
delivering oracles.7  Pausanias asserts that at Hysiae, there was a half-
finished temple of Apollo and a sacred well and in former days oracles 
were obtained from the well by drinking from it.8  In the very elaborate 
ritual preparations of the Oracle of Trophonius in Boeotia the consultant 
had to bathe in the river Hercyna and then had to drink from two springs; 
the priests called the water from these springs, the water of Forgetfulness 
(Lethe) and the water of Memory (Mnemosyne) respectively.9  Therefore 
from these examples it appears that the ritual Pausanias describes is linked 
with hydromancy, divination practised by looking into water, and 
lecanomancy, divination practised by observing water or oil in a bowl or 
basin.  This is confirmed by the emphasis in the text upon the water as the 
instrument which partakes in the truth. Thus, water was a common feature 
at oracular sites and was often involved in oracular rituals, including 
Catoptromancy.   

Another notable feature of Pausanias’ account is that the Catoptromantic 
ritual occurs at a temple of Demeter.  Demeter was an ancient Greek 
goddess associated with the earth, fertility and crops.10  Pausanias tells us 
that there were statues of Demeter, her daughter Persephone and the 
goddess Earth, or Ge, at this temple.11  The earth was often linked with 
water in ancient Greek thought: both were thought to possess prophetic 
power.12  For example the earth goddess Ge was said to possess the Delphic 
Oracle long before the god Apollo did; the legendary origins of this Oracle 
are linked with this ancient earth goddess.13  Indeed Ge is often considered 
to have been the prophetess par excellence.14  The practice of 
Catoptromancy was not only linked with the prophetic power of water, 
through its shared reflective properties and other uses in oracular rituals, 
but more surprisingly it was also linked with the prophetic power of the 
earth.15  Artemidorus’ Oneirocritica, an ancient handbook of dream 
interpretation from the second century AD, states that the mirror is 
associated with the earth and, incidentally, it is associated with foretelling 
death for the sick, in a discussion of the meaning of mirrors in dreams: 
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nosou`nta~ de; ajnairei`: ghvinon gavr ejsti to; kavtoptron, ejx 
oi{a~ a]n h\/ pepoihmevnon u{lh~. 
 
But it [the mirror] portends death for the sick.  For the mirror 
belongs to the earth, whatever the material it may have been made 
from. [my bold]16   

 
Oracular practices using mirrors were associated with earth goddesses and 
their chthonic power.  One reason that the mirror might be associated with 
the earth is that both were viewed as feminine and were thus connected 
with feminine aspects of divine power.  Indeed Artemidorus also suggests 
that the mirror is a symbol of a woman: 
 

eij me;n tuvcoi ejrw`n gunaikov~, ouj th;n ejrwmevnhn o[yetai ajll’ 
i{ppon h] kavtoptron h] nau`n h] qavlassan h] qhrivon qh`lu h] 
ejsqh`ta gunaikeivan h] a[llo ti tw`n shmainovntwn gunai`ka. 
 
…if he is in love with a woman, he will not see his beloved in a 
dream, but rather a horse, a mirror, a ship, the sea, an animal that is 
female, a piece of feminine apparel or anything else that signifies a 
woman. [my bold]17 

 
The use of Catroptromancy at oracle sites was linked with water and the 
earth, both of which were thought to possess prophetic power.  Mirrors 
were associated with earth goddesses because they were perceived as 
feminine.  

The other reference to mirrors in Pausanias’ work is very revealing in 
these respects.  Although it does not comprise an explicit account of 
Catoptromancy, it is very interesting in the light of these associations 
between Catoptromantic rituals, the earth, earth goddesses and water.  
Pausanias describes a sanctuary at Lykosoura in Arcadia which is dedicated 
to a mysterious goddess to whom he refers simply as Despoina, the 
Mistress (to iJero;n th`~ Despoivnh~).18  He enigmatically describes 
Despoina as follows: 

 
tauvthn mavlista qew`n sevbousin oiJ jArkavde~ th;n Devspoinan, 
qugatevra de; aujth;n Poseidw`nov~ fasin ei\nai kai; Dhvmhtro~. 
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ejpivklhsi~ ej~ tou;~ pollouv~ ejstin aujth/` Devspoina, kaqavper 
kai; th;n ejk Dio;~ Kovrhn ejponomavzousin, ijdiva/ dev; ejstin 
o[noma Persefovnh . . . th`~ de; Despoivnh~ to; o[noma e[deisa 
ej~ tou;~ ajtelevstou~ gravfein.  
 
This Mistress the Arcadians worship more than any other god, 
declaring that she is the daughter of Poseidon and Demeter.  
Mistress is her surname among the many, just as they surname 
Demeter’s daughter by Zeus the Maid.  But whereas the real name of 
the Maid is Persephone . . . the real name of the Mistress I am afraid 
to write to the uninitiated.19 

 
Pausanias reports that this temple was associated with the goddess 
Demeter, along with Despoina, the Mistress; altars to both goddesses stand 
in front of the temple.  The statues of the goddesses were constructed from 
one piece of stone, which was dug up from the earth within the sanctuary 
in obedience to a dream (ajlla; kata; o[yin ojneivrato~ levgousin).20  The 
fact that the statues were constructed from the same piece of stone clearly 
reflects the link between the goddesses, and the oracular dream instructing 
the Arcadians to dig the stone from the earth indicates a connection 
between these goddesses, the earth and oracles.   
     Pausanias then alludes to a mirror displayed on the right wall of the 
temple: 
 

ejn dexia`/ de; ejxiovnti ejk tou` naou` kavtoptron hJrmosmevnon 
ejsti;n ejn tw/̀ toivcw/:  tou`to h[n ti~ prosblevph/ to; 
kavtoprton, eJauto;n me;n h[toi pantavpasin ajmudrw`~ h] oujde; 
o[yetai th;n ajrchvn, ta; de; ajgavlmata tw`n qew`n kai; aujta; 
kai; to;n qrovnon e[stin ejnargw`~ qeavsasqai. para; de; to;n 
nao;n th`~ Despoivnh~ ojlivgon ejpanabavnti ejn dexia/̀ Mevgarovn 
ejsti kalouvmenon, kai; telethvn te drw`sin ejntau`qa kai; th/` 
Despoivnh/ quvousin iJerei`a oiJ jArkavde~ pollav te kai; 
a[fqona. 
  
On the right as you go out of the temple there is a mirror fitted 
into the wall.  If anyone looks into this mirror, he will see himself 
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very dimly indeed or not at all, but the actual images of the gods 
and the throne can be seen quite clearly.  When you have gone up 
a little, beside the temple of the Mistress on the right is what is called 
the Hall, where the Arcadians celebrate mysteries, and sacrifice to 
the Mistress many victims in generous fashion. [my bold]21 

 
This fascinating passage states those exiting the temple who look into the 
mirror can see themselves only dimly or not at all, but the statues of the 
goddesses can be seen very clearly.  This suggests the mirror has some 
special significance since it is not reflecting what one would expect, i.e. the 
person standing in front of it most clearly and the statues of the gods in the 
background less clearly because they are more distant. Rather this mirror 
reflects the statues of the gods most clearly, showing the divine that lies 
behind the human.  The fact that immediately following this comment 
Pausanias describes the Arcadian mystery ceremonies devoted to Despoina 
seems significant: it raises the possibility that the mirror displayed on the 
temple wall had some connection with these mystery ceremonies.   

Mirrors were certainly linked with the mystery ceremonies held in 
honour of Dionysus. A fresco in Room 5 of the Villa of the Mysteries at 
Pompeii which depicts scenes from Dionysiac Mysteries22 shows a young 
satyr looking intensely into a cup.  A Silenus, a mythical creature who was 
a follower of Dionysus, holds up a mask (which was a cultic object sacred 
to Dionysus) behind the satyr and a girl on his right looks frightened.  It is 
generally believed that this is a scene of Catoptromancy.  Some scholars 
argue that the satyr is a medium who tells the Silenus what he sees on the 
shining surface; the Silenus then interprets the vision as an oracle for the 
girl, who looks terrified because of the content of the oracle.23 In the 
adjacent room, Room 4, which also contains frescoes depicting Bacchic 
scenes and is thought to be linked with Room 5, a rectangular mirror rests 
on a painted cornice in the right-hand corner of an architectural vista above 
a mural depicting a priestess.  This mirror is tilted so that the reflection of a 
red-skinned figure is partially visible.24  The similarities with Pausanias’ 
account of the mirror in the temple at Lykosoura are striking: both mirrors 
are placed to the right-hand side of the wall (which may be significant 
given that omens appearing on the right were considered to be auspicious in 
antiquity) and both reflect effigies of deities.  Given this evidence and its 
location in a temple, it is possible that the mirror described by Pausanias 
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may also have been a sacred object used in the mystery ceremonies devoted 
to Despoina. 

Thus, a complex web of associations are apparent in the use of mirrors 
in ancient Graeco-Roman religion and divination.  This first type of 
Catoptromancy practised at oracular temples was clearly connected with 
earth goddesses, particularly Demeter, and with ancient Greek religious 
conceptions of the prophetic power of water and the earth.  These links 
suggest that Catoptromancy was perceived as having a feminine and 
chthonic nature, at least as it was practised at oracle sites.  Catoptromancy, 
and mirrors in general, also lead us to aspects of Graeco-Roman cults 
which are obscure to us: the feminine and chthonic power of Greek 
goddesses was linked with mystery cults which remained, and still remain, 
shrouded in secrecy and obscurity because of their initiatory and therefore, 
secretive, nature.  All initiates had to take an oath of silence, and so a thick 
veil of secrecy obscures the nature of these ancient Graeco-Roman mystery 
cults.  Pausanias’ description of the mystery cult at Lykosoura as well as 
the mirror found in the Villa of Mysteries at Pompeii raise the possibility 
that mirrors played a significant role in the mystery cults of antiquity.  
However the use of the mirrors is also shrouded in the secrecy of initiation, 
affecting the tentative nature of the conclusions drawn here. 
 
 
Catoptromancy in private, ritual practices: evoking the light 
 

The second type of Catoptromancy utilised reflective surfaces, 
seemingly in imitation of mirrors. It involved the invocation of a god or a 
daimon to appear as a luminous vision on a reflective surface by using 
water to conduct light; the invoked being was thought to provide oracular 
information. This type of Catoptromancy is primarily discussed by the 
Neoplatonist philosopher Iamblichus in the third century AD in his work, 
On the Mysteries.25  This type of Catoptromancy Iamblichus calls, evoking 
the light (fwto;~ ajgwghv or fwtagwgiva).26  Although Iamblichus does not 
specifically refer to a mirror in his description, it is clear that the practices 
he alludes to can be classified as Catoptromancy, since they entail 
divination by images seen on a reflective surface. 

According to Iamblichus, the use of water or any other transparent, 
reflective surface for evoking the light is just a means to an end; any 
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accessory or instrument that one can shine and conduct light through seems 
to be appropriate: 

 
jEnivote d’ au\ kai; di’ u{dato~ a[gousi to; fw`~, ejpeidh; 
diafane;~ o]n tou`to eujfuw`~ diavkeitai pro;~ uJpodoch;n tou ̀
fwtov~.  [Allote d’ eij~ toi`con aujto; poiou`sin ejpilavmpein, 
tai`~ iJerai`~ tw`n carakthvrwn katagrafai`~ 
proeutrepivzonte~ e{dran ajrivstw~ eij~ to;n toi`con tw/̀ fwtiv, 
kai; a{ma ajposthrivzonte~ aujto; ejntau`qa e[n tini sterew/` 
cwrivw/, w{ste mh; ejpi; polu; diaceis̀qai. 
 
Sometimes, moreover, they also conduct the light through water, 
since this, being transparent, is naturally well suited for the light’s 
reception.  At other times they cause it to shine on a wall, having 
expertly prepared in advance a place on the wall for the light with 
sacred inscriptions of magical symbols, and at the same time fixing 
the light on a solid place so that it will not be too diffused.27 

 
Iamblichus emphasises this point repeatedly: any instrument which 
conducts light is appropriate.28  In this form of Catoptromancy, water and 
mirrors are merely instruments for conducting the light which can be used 
interchangeably.  Iamblichus’ explanation of the operation of this type of 
divination is philosophical: the light illuminates the soul vehicle of the 
practitioner and acts as a conduit for the divine light which surrounds the 
soul; then the divine appearances within the soul vehicle, set in motion by 
the gods’ will, take possession of the imaginative power within us.29  In 
other words, the imagination is affected from the outside by the gods, 
ultimately causing the appearance of divine visions on the reflective 
surface.  Iamblichus emphasises that the imagination is a passive receptacle 
of divine visions.30 
     The later Neoplatonist philosopher Damascius also refers to an evoking 
the light ritual where a wall is used as the reflective surface upon which the 
light is shone.31 These types of rituals are also attested to in the Greek 
Magical Papyri, a collection of papyri from Graeco-Roman Egypt 
containing a variety of magical formulae, hymns and rituals.32  However 
these rituals do not seem to utilise a reflective surface such as a mirror or 
water, but instead use a lamp.33   
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Conclusion 
 

Due to the nature and scarcity of the evidence, it is difficult to draw firm 
conclusions about these two types of Catoptromancy; however, I would 
like to suggest some modifications to Delatte’s distinction between these 
two types.  Delatte argued that the second type of Catoptromancy, evoking 
the light, had a far more supernatural and religious character than the first 
type.  The use of terms such as supernatural have been widely contested 
and debated in recent academic research, as has the distinction between 
religion and magic.34  I would suggest that Delatte’s distinction between 
them is anachronistic since both types of Catoptromancy are clearly 
religious, the first type as much as the second since it was used at oracular 
sites consecrated to specific deities. As we have seen, the prophet or 
prophetess at Patras was probably thought to utter the words of a divinity, 
most likely Demeter.  A distinction drawn between them in terms of public 
ritual, which any individual could utilise in a recognised public institution 
(the first type), and private ritual, undertaken by private individuals 
possibly in secrecy (the second type), would seem to provide a more 
accurate categorisation. Similarities do seem to be apparent in both types, 
since the mirror seems to be interchangeable with any shining, reflective 
object in both types of ritual.  Both types use the mirror or a similar 
reflective surface to inspire the human soul of the prophet or practitioner: in 
the first case to utter oracles and in the second case, to perceive divine 
visions.  In both cases the practitioner was thought to be the recipient of 
divine truth.  However, another distinction between these types would seem 
to be the natural phenomena which are utilised in conjunction with them. In 
the first type of Catoptromancy, this is clearly water; in the second type, it 
is more predominantly light, and water only functions to replace the mirror 
rather than being used in conjunction with it. The first type of 
Catoptromancy is very clearly connected with the prophetic qualities of 
water and the earth, and is linked with the worship and cult of earth 
goddesses, particularly Demeter.  The second type is connected with light; 
a phenomenon which, for Iamblichus at least, acted as a conduit and 
reflection of divine beings. At the oracle sites, the prophet or prophetess 
looks into the mirror-in-water, which imperfectly reflects divine truth.   
With the second type of Catoptromancy, Iamblichus tells us that one uses 
the reflective surface representative of the mirror, to focus or direct the 
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light, but looks at the light rather than the mirror.  In conclusion a complex 
yet fascinating network of associations surrounded the use of mirrors in 
divinatory practices in the ancient world.  This network of associations 
suggests the falsity of an overstatement of this distinction between the two 
types.  Both types of Catoptromancy, that used at oracle sites and the 
practice of evoking of light, share the same ultimate aim: to use elemental 
phenomena to gain a vision of truth and knowledge from the gods.  
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practice, which may be secret and a potential threat to group identity. Marcel Mauss, A 
General Theory of Magic (London: Routledge, 1950), 18-25, follows Durkheim in 
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magic is a universal notion and not one that is culturally specific.  Cf. the discussion in 
Matthew W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World (London: Routledge, 
2001), 18-20.   The notion of magic as a universal concept has been questioned by various 
recent anthropological studies, which argue that ‘magic’ is a modern-western biased 
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Ritual Power, ed Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki, 3-5 (Leiden: Brill, 1995); Einar 



 14  

                                                                                                                                      
Thomassen, Is magic a subclass of ritual? in The world of ancient magic, ed. David R. 
Jordan, Hugo Montgomery and Einar Thomassen, 55-66 (Bergen: The Norwegian Institute 
at Athens, 1999). 


