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Can theurgy be considered a form of magic?

Introduction 
Both theurgy and magic were common practices in the Ancient World, and there are large debates about how closely the two are linked. This essay is going to focus on the characteristics and features of theurgy and magic in order to compare the two and come to the conclusion of whether theurgy can be considered a form of magic or not. To begin with, theurgy will be explained and in turn magic, using examples of both practices along with scholarly debates in order to answer the question at hand. Theurgy was a greatly spiritual religion and the main theurgical rituals that will be looked at are divination, oracles, and telestikē. Magical practices that will be looked at are the use of spells, amulets, and potions.

First of all, it is necessary to define the term ‘theurgy’ in order to understand the question presented. The literal meaning is ‘god-working’ or ‘divine work’, and it denotes a set of rituals and way of life based on ethical and intellectual practices.[footnoteRef:1] As Addey stated, the aim of theurgy was to contact and assimilate to the divine, with the goal of forming a union with the gods.[footnoteRef:2] Thus, a religious context can already be attached to the term due to the role of the divine within the practice. Athanassiadi defines theurgy as a state of mind that varies from individual to individual, changing depending on the theurgist’s state of mind.[footnoteRef:3] This statement in itself does not give much insight into what theurgy really entails other than being spiritual, but Athanassiadi provides a further definition of theurgy being “the often involuntary manifestation of an inner state of sanctity deriving from a combination of goodness and knowledge in which the former element prevails.”[footnoteRef:4] This definition once again brings in a divine aspect and we are led to believe that the gods can provoke these states of mind upon their will. The gods do not necessarily need to be called upon by a theurgist in order for them to be present.  [1:  Chrystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 3. <https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/readonline/9781409451532> [accessed 22nd June 2019]]  [2:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods, p. 3.]  [3:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, (The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83, 1993, pp. 115-130), p. 116. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/300982>]  [4:  Athanassiadi, Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus, p. 116.] 


The first mention of theurgy was most likely to have been in the Chaldean Oracles,[footnoteRef:5] a set of spiritual texts written by either Julianus the Chaldaean or his son, Julianus the Theurgist.[footnoteRef:6] Majerick stated that Julianus the Theurgist was a practitioner of both theurgy and magic,[footnoteRef:7] bringing into question the debate around how close, or far apart, theurgy and magic were in terms of rituals and procedures. If it is possible to be both a theurgist and a magician, is it not possible that the two are interlinked? [5:  Ilinca Tanaseanu-Döbler, Theurgy in Late Antiquity: The Invention of a Ritual Tradition, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), p. 21. <https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/readonline/9783647540207> [accessed 12th June 2019]]  [6:  David Potter, The Chaldean Oracles by R. Majercik , (The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 81, 1991, pp. 225-227), p. 225. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/300540>]  [7:  Julianus the Theurgist, The Chaldean Oracles: Text, Translation, and Commentary, transl. Ruth Majercik, (Leiden: 1989), p. 2. <https://books.google.at/books?id=Ow0VAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA1&dq=h.+Lewy+in+Chaldaean+Oracles+and+Theurgy&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiRk6ecmIDjAhUl-yoKHWokC78Q6AEIMjAB#v=onepage&q=h.%20Lewy%20in%20Chaldaean%20Oracles%20and%20Theurgy&f=false> [accessed 21st July 2019]] 


Secondly, the notion of ‘magic’ needs to be defined. Murray and Rosalie Wax claimed that there are two approaches to defining magic: an intellective and a moral approach, and in both, magic is defined negatively, meaning one comes to understand what magic is not, rather than what it is.[footnoteRef:8] This in turn makes it difficult to fully differentiate between what religion is compared to what magic is, and whether there is a great difference between the two in an ancient context. However, as Bremmer pointed out, the ancients themselves did not differentiate between magic and religion.[footnoteRef:9] It is rather a more modern approach to the question at hand. However, some attempts at defining magic have been made. For example, Taylor proposed that magic was a way of attempting to “discover, foretell, and to cause certain events.”[footnoteRef:10] This is very similar to what theurgists tried to achieve. For Frazer, magic was a way to control and manipulate the subject, whereas religion was a way to worship and supplicate powers.[footnoteRef:11] From these two definitions or theories, we can deduce that magic is a way to gain something from the gods, whereas religion appears to be more of an act of worship.  [8:  Murray Wax and Rosalie Wax, The Notion of Magic, (Current Antropology, Vol 4, No. 5 Dec., 1963, pp. 495-518), p. 495. <www.jstor.org/stable/2739651> [accessed 4th May 2019]]  [9:  Jan N. Bremmer, “The birth of the term ‘magic’”, Zeitschrift fur Papyrologie und Epigraphik (ZPE) 126 (1999), pp. 1-12. p. 10 <http://uni-koeln.de/phil-fak/ifa/zpe/downloads/1999/126pdf/126001.pdf> [20th June 2019] ]  [10:  Wax and Wax, The Notion of Magic, p. 495.]  [11:  Wax and Wax, The Notion of Magic, p. 496.] 


Theurgical Practices
A central practice of theurgy was divination and the goal was to gain divine information from the gods in the form of a prophecy. Iamblichus wrote a series of letters to his supposed teacher, Porphyry, discussing the practice of divination and in these letters he argued the various kinds of divinatory practices. For example, he discusses dream divination, which he separates into two categories; human dreams and “god-sent” dreams.[footnoteRef:12] Human dreams are dreams that come to us in our sleep based upon our thoughts or feelings that we experience, for example, throughout the day. “God-sent” dreams, however, occur when in a state between being awake and asleep. The dreamer hears a sudden voice and a whooshing sound and this would result in a seizure similar to a blackout.[footnoteRef:13] As mentioned above, the gods did not necessarily need to be invoked by the individual to appear and, as is the case in this example, the gods make their appearances as they wish. From these characteristics we can deduce that the prophesier has little control over dream divination. The gods came to the dreamer without needing to be invoked. However, Iamblichus often mentions the prophesier needs to be pure in order to receive the gods, implying that the gods are able to act of their own free will, but the prophesier must be ready to accept them.  [12:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell (eds), (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), III.2.]  [13:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.2, p. 123.] 


Another form of theurgy that Iamblichus discusses is oracles and, more notably, the Pythia at Delphi and oracles at Colophon.[footnoteRef:14] This practice differs from dream divination, as here a ritual must be carried out before the prophesier is able to receive word from the gods. For oracles at Colophon, one prophesies by means of water. The prophet must drink the water on a certain night and perform preliminary ceremonies. After this, he or she is able to deliver the oracles.[footnoteRef:15] A similar ritual is true for the Pythia at Delphi. She must be pure in order to receive the god and must fast for 3 days before being able to deliver oracles. Thus it cannot be contested that theurgy never requires a ritual to be performed in order to contact the gods. In some practices, this is necessary. [14:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.11, p. 145]  [15:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.11 p. 145] 


The final form of theurgical practice that will be looked at is telestikē, or agalmatomancy. This was the use of statues for divinatory purposes and was a popular form of divination in Egypt.[footnoteRef:16] The word telestikē refers to the creating of statues that a certain god could be called into through performing certain rituals.[footnoteRef:17] Once the god was within the statue, he or she was able to provide aid and information to the mortals. Proclus claimed “the telestic art, by means of symbola and ineffable synthemata, represents and makes statues suitable to become receptacles for the illuminations of the gods.”[footnoteRef:18] Symbola were objects or sounds that held a connection to a certain god and synthemata were a sub-category of symbol, words or phrases that had the effect of symbolon.[footnoteRef:19] Thus from Proclus’ statement, we can see that symbola and synthemata were used to make statues to house the gods, thus allowing them to enter easily. According to Porphyry, it was the gods themselves that told theurgists to make the statues in this way.[footnoteRef:20] This links back to the acts of divination and oracles; it is the gods who decided how and when to reveal themselves. It was also possible for the gods to spontaneously enter the statues and cause them to move or weep, amongst other things, and the interpreters or theurgists were then able to interpret these actions.[footnoteRef:21] Once again, the gods were not invoked by the theurgists, but rather the gods made themselves appear to the prophesier.  [16:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, p. 252.]  [17:  Sarah Iles Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, (West Sussex: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2008), p. 166. <https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/lib/trinity/reader.action?docID=437516#> ]  [18:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 166. ]  [19:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 167.]  [20:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 168.]  [21:  Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, p. 168.] 


From these three examples of theurgical practices, it is clear that a highly religious, divine, background supports the rituals. The gods are present in each practice and play a central role. The theurgist does not control the gods, but rather through purity and receptivity, the gods are able to share his or her divine gift with the theurgist and provide divine information. As Stang stated, for Iamblichus, “the agency in all the work of theurgy is, […], always divine.”[footnoteRef:22] This supports the theory that the mortal does not control the gods, but rather the gods can come and go as they please. [22:  Charles M. Stang, “From the Chaldean Oracles to the Corpus Dionysiacum: Theurgy between the third and sixth centuries”, Journal for Late Antique Religion and Culture 5 (2011) pp. 1-13, p. 7.] 


Magical Practices
In contrast to theurgy, common magical practices included making curses and amulets, and using drugs and potions.[footnoteRef:23] The Papyri Graecae Magicae is a collection of ancient Greek spells, ranging from spells to catch a thief to love spells. There is also a spell to cause oracles.[footnoteRef:24] As seen before, oracles were also used in theurgical practices. As opposed to the use of oracles from a theurgic point of view, a ritual must be carried out before the gods are able to visit the magician in his or her sleep. For example, in PGM VII lines 703-726, a magician who wishes to request a dream oracle must write a spell on clean papyrus with myrrh. After placing the papyrus under a lamp, the practitioner must go to sleep in a pure condition.[footnoteRef:25] This shows that, opposed to theurgy, the magician has to convince the gods to come to them in their sleep. The gods needed to be enticed with an offering. [23:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, p. 32.]  [24:  Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, (Chicago & London: The University of Chicago Press, 1986).]  [25:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, VII 703-26, p. 138.] 


Another form of magic used in the Greek and Roman worlds was the use of amulets. According to Ogden, these were, at their most basic level, “a protective or empowering magical bond” and quite often, these amulets were worn around the neck in a fabric pouch or a bronze tube.[footnoteRef:26] These amulets could be used for a range of different purposes, from contraceptive methods, to healing purposes. For example, spell 267 in Ogden’s collection is an ‘amulet protecting Rufina from a lawsuit’.[footnoteRef:27] This is a silver lamella that was created for someone named Rufina and, as Ogden writes, amulets were often custom made for particular purposes and individuals.[footnoteRef:28] This particular amulet in question was an engraving on a silver lamella and was used to protect Rufina from a lawsuit and to grant her protective powers for the future. It enabled her to defend herself against poisonous or magical attacks. Once again, we see that a certain text or spell must be written on specific material in order for the gods to make an appearance or grant the wish that is being requested, they do not just make themselves present. [26:  Daniel Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 161.]  [27:  Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds, p. 269.]  [28:  Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds, p. 269.] 


Another form of magic employed in the Ancient World was the use of potions and lotions, for example, love potions or contraceptives. Potions were used often when women suspected men to be cheating on them and often this resulted in the death of the man when an incorrect dosage was given.[footnoteRef:29] Ogden outlines the “vulva key” lotion, which a man is to use in order to attract a woman.[footnoteRef:30] In this spell, the man is supposed to take various different objects, e.g. various plants along with the bile of an electric ray, and he must anoint his genitals whilst chanting a spell. In comparison to this lotion, is “a lotion to avert women from sex.”[footnoteRef:31] In this spell, very specific ingredients are to be smeared on the loins of a woman in order to end her sexual desire, but no chant is required in order for it to work as in the first lotion. Thus, for lotions, the gods are not always called upon in order for the magic to work, as opposed to theurgy.  [29:  Christopher A. Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 114.]  [30:  Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds, p. 235. (212)]  [31:  Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds, p, 229. (202)] 


From these three examples of magic, it is possible to conclude that, in comparison to theurgy, the gods do not necessarily need to be present in order for the process to work. It is true that the gods are often called upon for their wisdom or aid, but, for example, the gods are not around when creating a love potion, nor are they present when creating a healing amulet. Divine chants however are in some cases carried in out in order to ask the gods to share their powers. Within magic, there appears to be a notion of give and take. The practitioner offers the gods a sacrifice or an offering and thus he or she may take what they wish from the gods’ power. 

Divination as a magical practice
Divination was also a practice used by sorcerers and as a form of magic and Iamblichus discusses this in Book 3 of De Mysteriis. However, Iamblichus has very strong opinions against the use of divination as a magical practice and he believes that it was not true divination. For example, he states “[…]employing falsehood and deceit of an intolerable nature, enjoys the presence of no god, but produces a certain motion of the soul, contrary to the gods […].”[footnoteRef:32] He continues to mention that the spirit conjured is phantom-like and feeble in power, able to be disturbed by daemonic influences. From this we can conclude that for Iamblichus, theurgy is not a form of magic, or rather magic cannot be used for true theurgical practices. He states later that practitioners of magic are “the cause of all evils inherent in these divinations”[footnoteRef:33] and later in Book 3 he mentions that it is not a god who is a maker of these divinationatory images, but a human being.[footnoteRef:34] Thus we can conclude that no divine presence is present when using divination for magical purposes. To support Iamblichus’ stance on sorcerers’ ability to create divine like images, he states “[…] and so does purely by technical skill, and not by theurgic skill.”[footnoteRef:35] Thus, the magicians, or goetes (sorcerers), do not have any theurgic skill whatsoever. [32:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.13, p.151.]  [33:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.13, p.153.]  [34:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.28, p. 189.]  [35:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), III.28, p. 191.] 


Scholarly Debates
Dickie claims that serious philosophers who practiced theurgy viewed themselves to hold a higher branch of wisdom than practitioners of magic. They did not see themselves as magicians, which shows us that the ancients separated the two practices. However, he claims that theurgical practices were incorporated into magical practices,[footnoteRef:36] supporting the idea that magic was a form of theurgy, rather than the other way around, and that the two developed from each other.  [36:  Matthew W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Graeco-Roman World, (London: Routledge, 2001),  p. 195.] 


Additionally, Iamblichus claims there to be substantial differences between theurgy and magic.[footnoteRef:37] However, the most pressing is way that the rituals are used in the two practices. For the magician, the ritual power is his own, but for the theurgist, these powers are a gift from the gods.[footnoteRef:38] Porphyry supports this claim by warning those practicing theurgy as it comes very close to magic.[footnoteRef:39] Therefore, rather than trying to differentiate between magic and theurgy through the rituals carried out, it is perhaps more necessary to differentiate between the two in terms of what the practitioner felt when carrying out the rituals. Magic appears to be a more selfish act in order to gain something personal from the gods. For example, from the practices discussed above, the end goal is to protect someone from a lawsuit, or to get revenge on an adulterous husband. On the other hand, theurgy appears to include the gods and see the power as a gift, and the theurgist must be pure in order to receive this gift. As Frazer noted, “unlike religion, magical belief lacks personification, and its practices exploit supernatural mechanisms.”[footnoteRef:40] The key word here is ‘exploit’ and, as Durkheim acknowledged, religion involves the community whereas magic involves only a clientele. Malinowski also noted that religious practices have a long-term goal in comparison to magic having a concrete end-goal.[footnoteRef:41] From these ideas, we can conclude that magic is a practice that one performs for personal gain, as we can see in the example of love potions and the amulet made to help Rufina in her lawsuit, whereas theurgy is an act that aimed to gain a deeper connection to the gods. The gods are not exploited in theurgy; rather they work alongside the theurgist and offer advice to those who are pure when needed. [37:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, p. 34.]  [38:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, p. 34.]  [39:  Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Graeco-Roman World, p. 199.]  [40:  Dorothy Hammond, Magic: A Problem in Semantics, (American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 72, No. 6 (Dec., 1970), pp. 1349-1356), p. 1350. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/672852>  [accessed 29th June 2019]]  [41:  Hammond, Magic: A Problem in Semantics, p. 1350.] 


According to Sheppard, theurgy “concerned with the affairs of human life is effectively white magic.”[footnoteRef:42] From this, it is possible to claim that theurgy is indeed a form of magic, but that it focuses mainly on doing good and learning from the gods. Pure magic on the other hand, taking the use of potions and drugs as an example, can be used to cause harm to others or to influence other individuals to do what you wish. This can be seen through the use of love potions; the user of the potion is able to influence another individual to fall in love with him or her. Theurgy, on the other hand, would be used to ask a question relating to the future rather than to influence the feelings of another. [42:  Anne Sheppard, Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy, (The Classical Quarterly
Vol. 32, No. 1 (1982), pp. 212-224), p. 218. <https://www.jstor.org/stable/638759> [accessed 25th June 2019]] 


However, rather than stating how religion, or theurgy, and magic differ from one another, Benedict claimed that religion and magic formed a continuum.[footnoteRef:43] This is perhaps a more reasonable way of thinking, as many of the features of theurgy and magic overlap and link into one another, mainly the gods’ role. In both magic and theurgy, the gods are commonly the driving force; they allow the process to take place. If the gods were not present, there would be neither theurgy nor magic. As Hammond stated, “magic is not an entity distinct from religion but a form of ritual behaviour and thus an element of religion.”[footnoteRef:44] Instead of claiming that theurgy, or religion, is a form of magic, Hammond supports the claim that magic is a subcategory of religion, as is theurgy. Thus, it can be contested that, rather than theurgy being a form of magic, both theurgy and magic are subcategories of religion.  [43:  Dorothy Hammond, Magic: A Problem in Semantics, p. 1351.]  [44:  Dorothy Hammond, Magic: A Problem in Semantics, p. 1355.] 


Furthermore, Addey stated that theurgists might have been influenced by magical practices in their use of symbols.[footnoteRef:45] From this, it is possible to conclude that theurgy was a sub-category of magic and that it grew from magical practices. Stang further claimed that the practices of theurgy and magic may appear similar, but the goal that the practitioner has in mind is different.[footnoteRef:46] This supports Iamblichus’ claim that theurgy has the goal to purify the soul, whereas magic wishes to influence.[footnoteRef:47] Stang further argued that theurgy is perhaps the work that the gods carry out themselves, using the theurgists as mediums and as a “vessel for divine action”.[footnoteRef:48] This differs from magic, as magic rather uses the gods for the magicians’ own purposes, rather than the gods using the humans. Furthermore, as Addey stated, it is difficult to completely differentiate magical practices from religious practices and this in turn makes it difficult to categorise theurgy as either religious or magical.[footnoteRef:49] Theurgy contains elements of both. [45:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, p. 33.]  [46:  Stang, “From the Chaldean Oracles to the Corpus Dionysiacum: Theurgy between the third and sixth centuries”, p. 3. ]  [47:  Stang, “From the Chaldean Oracles to the Corpus Dionysiacum: Theurgy between the third and sixth centuries”, p. 4.; Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), I.12.]  [48:  Stang, “From the Chaldean Oracles to the Corpus Dionysiacum: Theurgy between the third and sixth centuries”, p. 4. ]  [49:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, p. 32.] 



Conclusion
To conclude, it is possible to claim that theurgy was indeed a form of magic, however it is perhaps more fitting to claim that both theurgy and magic are sub-categories or religion, rather than theurgy being considered a form of magic. What appears to differentiate magic from theurgy are the end goals; whilst magic has rather more selfish connotations, theurgy is a more selfless act in that it is carried out with a religious context in mind. Magic appears to be performed in order to gain something, to cause someone harm, or to avoid something. It has a cause and effect. Theurgy, on the other hand, allowed practitioners to learn from the gods. Both practises utilise the gods in order to gain something, and in both, a ritual often needs to be performed in order for the process to work. Overall, magic and theurgy are very similar practices, but it appears that, rather than theurgy being a form of magic, theurgy and magic form a continuum and are both a sub-category of religion.
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