
COSMOLOGY, MAGIC AND DIVINATION 2021  
(HPCA7027)

Seminar 1: Introduction to 
the Module
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Dr Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum, Dr Dawn Collins 
and Dr Crystal Addey



Aims of the Module
To:

• introduce students to the theory and practice of magic 
and divination as understood within the context of 
ancient Greek and Roman ritual and religious 
traditions

• locate such practices within classical and Hellenistic 
cosmology and the development of astrology

• explore the wider context of ancient Egyptian and Near 
Eastern divination and magic

• consider the legacy of Hellenistic and Classical 
divinatory and magical practices in post-Classical 
culture, especially in Late Antiquity

• introduce students to oracles and divination in ancient 
Tibet

• consider the anthropological topics and themes that 
can be applied to ancient divinatory practices
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Learning Outcomes of the 
Module

By the end of this module successful students should be able to:  
• Demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of the theory of 

magic and divination.
• Demonstrate a critical understanding of cosmological 

frameworks in the Classical and Hellenistic worlds, especially 
the notion of individual participation in cosmic processes, and 
their legacy in the Near East.

• Display an advanced awareness of current academic debates on 
ancient divination and magic, and critical evaluation of scholarly 
theories.

• Critically interpret the emergence of classical astrology, its 
nature and function, within a religious and divinatory context.

• Demonstrate a working knowledge of ancient Tibetan oracles 
and divination. 

• Be able to apply theories and practices of anthropology to 
ancient divination and its practices.
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Essential Reading
• Addey, Crystal.  Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of 

the Gods, Farnham: Ashgate, 2014 (available from TSD Library as an 
e-book)

• Betz, Hans Dieter, The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, including 
the Demotic Spells, 2nd ed. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992. 
(1st edition available at archive.org)

• Campion, Nicholas, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of 
Western Astrology, Vol. 1, The Ancient and Classical Worlds, London: 
Continuum, 2008. (available from TSD Library as an e-book)

• Flower, Michael Attyah, The Seer in Ancient Greece, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007. (available from Ebscohost ebook
collection)

• Greenbaum, Dorian Gieseler, The Daimon in Hellenistic Astrology: 
Origins and Influences, Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2015 (available from 
TSD Library as an e-book)

• Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis): Emma C. Clarke, John 
M. Dillon and J.P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, 
Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003 (available paperback for 
ca. £33)

• Ogden, D., Magic, Witchcraft and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman 
Worlds: A Sourcebook, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002. 
(available from UWTSD database EBSCOhost)
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Course Schedule
• Week 1: Introduction; Cicero’s On Divination (De 

Divinatione) and Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De 
mysteriis)

• Week 2: Divination, Magic and Religion
• Week 3: Magic, Theurgy and Philosophy in the 

Graeco-Roman World
• Week 4: Divination and Oracles in Ancient Greece
• Week 5: Divination in Egypt and the Near East
• Week 6: Divination and Oracles in Ancient Tibet
• Week 7: Hellenistic Astrology and its Place within 

Divinatory Practice
• Week 8: Magic, Medicine, Religion and Divination 

in Ancient Greece
• Week 9: Anthropological Perspectives on 

Divination and Magic
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Course Schedule
• Keep up with the weekly reading listed in the 

bibliography in the Course Handbook (p.7 
onwards); read recommended reading both 
before and after the relevant seminars

• Read the weekly lecture notes, handouts and 
slides on Moodle

• If you have any queries or questions:
• Email Dorian (d.greenbaum@uwtsd.ac.uk), 

Crystal (crystal.addey@ucc.ie) or Dawn 
d.collins@uwtsd.ac.uk)

• The Oracle Cafe is also open!
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Cosmology, Magic and Divination: Zoom 
Seminar Schedule (all times London/UK 

time 1700-1900)
• Week 1: Seminar 1: Tuesday 8 February 2022, 5-7 pm 

Dr Dorian Greenbaum, Dr Dawn Collins
Introduction to the Module and Writing your Critical Review
Introduction to Cicero’s On Divination, Iamblichus’s On the Mysteries

• Week 2: Seminar 2: Tuesday 15 February 2022, 5-7 
pm
Dr Dorian Greenbaum
Divination, Magic and Religion in Antiquity

• Week 3: Seminar 3: Tuesday 22 February 2022, 5-7 
pm
Dr Crystal Addey
Magic, Theurgy and Philosophy in the Graeco-Roman World

• Week 4: Seminar 4: Tuesday 1 March 2022, 5-7 pm
Dr Crystal Addey
Divination and Oracles in Ancient Greece
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Cosmology, Magic and Divination: Zoom 
Seminar Schedule (continued)
• No seminar on Tuesday 8 March 2022 

(READING WEEK)

• Week 5: Seminar 5: Tuesday 15 March 2022, 5-7pm
Dr Dorian Greenbaum
Ancient Divination in Egypt and the Near East

• Week 6: Seminar 6: Tuesday 22 March 2022, 5-7pm
Dr Dawn Collins
Divination and Oracles in Ancient Tibet
Week 7: Seminar 7: Tuesday 29 March 2022, 5-7pm
Dr Dorian Greenbaum
Hellenistic Astrology and its Place within Divinatory Practice

• No seminar on Tuesday 5 April 2022 
(READING WEEK)
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Cosmology, Magic and Divination: Zoom 
Seminar Schedule (continued)

• Week 8: Seminar 8: Tuesday 12 April 2022, 5-7 
pm
Dr Dorian Greenbaum
Magic, Medicine, Religion and Divination in Ancient Greece

• Week 9: Seminar 9: Tuesday 19 April 2021, 5-7 
pm
Dr Dawn Collins 
Anthropological Perspectives on Divination and Magic
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Assignment 1: Critical Review
• Assignment 1:  Critical Review: Analysis of a 

Primary Source Document
• One 3000 word assignment (40% of marks). 

Write:
• A Critical Review of Cicero’s Arguments against 

divination in De Divinatione (On Divination)
(use the Loeb edition of Cicero’s De Divinatione
available through UWTSD database: Loeb 
Classical Library)

OR
• A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ Arguments for 

Divination in De Mysteriis (On the Mysteries)
(use the translation by Emma Clarke, John 
Dillon and Jackson Hershbell 2003 if possible; if 
not, the translation by Thomas Taylor) 10



Assignment 1: Critical Review

• Assignment 1 Due 
Dates: 

• Completion: Monday 
7 March 2022

• Final date for 
Submission: Monday 
14 March 2022, 
23:59
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Wikimedia Commons.)  Image below: Iamblichus From the oldest manuscript of De mysteriis liber (Wikimedia 
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Assignment 1: Writing your critical review
• Read the ancient source first: it is 

important to read Cicero’s De Divinatione
(Books 1 and 2) or Iamblichus’s De 
mysteriis before you start.

• Make notes on the ancient source.
• Then read secondary sources (the modern 

works of scholars) on these works.
• Why?  

– The importance of examining the evidence 
directly

– The importance of developing your own views
– The importance of critical analysis
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Assignment 1: Writing your 
critical review

• Introduction:
• What is the source? 
• Who created the source? 
• When was the source created? 
• Where was the source created? 
• Why was the source created? 
• Introduce Cicero or Iamblichus, their 

work and their historical and religious 
contexts.
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Assignment 1: Writing your 
critical review

• What arguments are given for or against 
divination?

• What context do these arguments occur 
within?  Hint: think about the dialogue form in 
each case.  Why might dialogue be used?  
How important is the literary form?  How does 
the use of dialogue relate to philosophy and to 
religious practices?

• Read modern scholarly works on these ancient 
texts.

• Include plenty of references (citations) and 
examples to support and illustrate your points.
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Assignment 2: Essay
• One 4500 word essay (60% of 

marks) on one of the following 
topics (essay titles listed on next 
slide)

• Assignment 2 Due Dates: 
• Completion: Monday 25 April 2022
• Final date for Submission: Monday 

2 May 2022, 23:59
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Assignment 2 Essay Titles
• 1. Analyse the roles of, and relationship between, cosmology and 

divination in ONE of the following:
– Ancient Egypt
– Ancient Mesopotamia
– Hellenistic astrology

• 2. Critically analyse a text from the Greek or Demotic Magical Papyri in 
terms of its cosmology, magic and divination.

• 3. Critically examine the roles of divination within theurgy.

• 4. Analyse the connections between theurgy, philosophy and magic. 
• 5. Analyse the role of divination within the theory and practice of ancient 

Greek medicine.
• 6. Can the theory and practice of divination help distinguish between 

magic and religion?
• 7. What relevance do anthropological theories and observations have to 

the study of divination and magic in antiquity?
• 8. Explain how the insights regarding science and knowledge gained by 

Evans-Pritchard in his anthropological fieldwork among the Azande can 
assist us in our study of divination and religion in the ancient Graeco-
Roman world.
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Week 1 Student Activity
• This course is going to introduce you to 

ancient divination, magic and cosmology. 
Of course you are not expected to know 
all about these topics before taking this 
module.

• But as an exercise before the module 
begins, think about your conception of 
divination right now. (You don’t need to 
Google it – this is an exercise in your 
impressions.) How would you define it? 
Do you think it is real? Do you think it 
still exists? Have you ever practised 
divination? 
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Task for Seminar 2 (Tuesday 15 
Feb 2022): Divination, Magic 

and Religion in Antiquity
Magical and Religious Rites: What is magical and what is 

religious?
Compare and contrast the Christian rite of communion, with a 
spell in the Greek Magical Papyri. The spell we are asking you 
to compare with Christian communion is from PGM XIII, lines 
760-1050. Why and how is the god being invoked? Within the 
spell you will find different sections, which give instructions for 
invoking the god, the reasons for the invocation, the methods of 
invocation and the physical instructions for performing the 
spell. You may consider all of these in your analysis and 
comparison with Christian communion. 

Questions to consider: why has one procedure been classified as 
religious, and the other magical? What parameters make them 
magical or religious? Do you agree with these classifications? 
Why or why not?
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Ancient Mediterranean Religions: 
Egypt, the Near East, Greece and Rome

• Polytheistic and pagan: involving worshipping 
and honouring many gods, goddesses and 
divine beings

• Mythological
• Mystery cults: optional.  Initiation.
• ‘Embedded’ within everyday life (no Greek word 

for ‘religion’; Roman religio)
• No dogma or orthodoxy but systematic use of 

divination
• Orthopraxy: Action rather than belief?  But 

shared worldview and sense of meaning and 
efficacy.
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Cicero’s On Divination (De divinatione)

• Text available Loeb Classical Library 
database at UWTSD

• Bill Thayer has transcribed the English of 
the Loeb edition here:

• http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/R
oman/Texts/Cicero/de_Divinatione/home.
html

• The Perseus site at Tufts has the Falconer 
translation here:

• http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text
?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2007.01.0043%3
Abook%3D1%3Asection%3D1 This can be 
toggled to see the Latin original.
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Cicero
• Marcus Tullius Cicero: orator, philosopher, politician 

and augur at the end of the Roman Republic.
• Born 3 January 106 BCE, probably at Arpinum, Latium 

(now Arpino, Italy); murdered 7 December 43 BCE at 
Formio

• Consulted the oracle at Delphi: 
‘...when he asked the god at Delphi how he might become 

most renowned, the Pythia enjoined him to make his 
own nature, and not the opinion of the masses, the 
guide of his life.’ (my trans. based on Perrin)

• Became a lawyer, and orator and a politician; also 
appointed to the college of augurs in Rome

• Wrote prolifically, including books of his orations, 
philosophical treatises and letters

• On Divination: written in Latin around 45 BCE to 
supplement his work On the Nature of the Gods (De 
Natura Deorum)
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Cicero’s On Divination (De divinatione)
On Divination: written in Latin around 45 BCE to 

supplement his work On the Nature of the Gods 
(De Natura Deorum)

• Characters: Marcus Cicero and his brother 
Quintus Cicero

• Purpose: Philosophical dialogue about 
divination
– Book 1: Quintus argues for divination
– Book 2: Marcus argues against divination
– Why use the dialogue form and give pro and 

contra arguments?
– The philosophical context
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Dialogue as a literary form
• Came into being with Plato (‘Socratic Dialogue’)
• Also used by Xenophon, Aristotle, Plutarch, 

Porphyry and Iamblichus
• Effective as a teaching strategy
• ‘dramatize[s] inquiry’*
• Often uses the technique of questions and answers;  

makes us pay attention to the relationship between 
questions and answers

• Excellent for exploring a topic in depth
• Forces consideration of more than one side of an 

argument
• Demands interpretation by the reader

• *R. Lamberton, Plutarch, New Haven: Yale U. Press, 2001, p. 26
• http://greecepodcast.com/episode16.html (MM McCabe 

podcast on Platonic dialogue
23
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Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis

• Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, translated by 
Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J.P. 
Hershbell, Atlanta: Society of Biblical 
Literature, 2003.

• Iamblichus, On the Mysteries and Life of 
Pythagoras, translated by Thomas Taylor, 
Dorset: Prometheus Trust, 2003 (available from 
Prometheus Trust with 20% discount for 
£13.60 (paperback) or £18.40 (Hardback): see 
www.prometheustrust.co.uk)

• Thomas Taylor translation also available online 
(Section 3 = Book 3): 
http://www.archive.org/stream/iamblichuson
mys00taylgoog#page/n9/mode/1up

http://www.prometheustrust.co.uk/
http://www.archive.org/stream/iamblichusonmys00taylgoog
http://www.archive.org/stream/iamblichusonmys00taylgoog

	�COSMOLOGY, MAGIC AND DIVINATION 2021  (HPCA7027)�
	Aims of the Module
	Learning Outcomes of the Module
	Essential Reading
	Course Schedule
	Course Schedule
	Cosmology, Magic and Divination: Zoom Seminar Schedule (all times London/UK time 1700-1900)
	Cosmology, Magic and Divination: Zoom Seminar Schedule (continued)
	Cosmology, Magic and Divination: Zoom Seminar Schedule (continued)
	Assignment 1: Critical Review
	Assignment 1: Critical Review
	Assignment 1: Writing your critical review
	Assignment 1: Writing your critical review
	Assignment 1: Writing your critical review
	Assignment 2: Essay
	Assignment 2 Essay Titles
	Week 1 Student Activity
	��Task for Seminar 2 (Tuesday 15 Feb 2022): Divination, Magic and Religion in Antiquity�
	Ancient Mediterranean Religions: Egypt, the Near East, Greece and Rome
	Cicero’s On Divination (De divinatione)
	Cicero
	Cicero’s On Divination (De divinatione)
	� Dialogue as a literary form�
	Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis

