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Critically analyse a text from the Greek or Demotic Magical Papyri in terms of its magic and divination
Word Count: 4646
Introduction
This essay will critically examine and analyse the spell ‘PGM VIII 64-110 Request for a dream oracle of Besa.’[footnoteRef:1] It will look at the magic and divinatory practice in the spell. In terms of magic, this essay will analyse contemporary debates on the terms ‘magic’ and ‘religion’, and whether or not distinctions between the two, or definitions, can apply to PGM VIII and the PGM as a whole. In terms of divination, this essay will analyse what kind of divination is occurring in this spell, what the practitioner wants to accomplish and how they might achieve this.  [1:  Hans Dieter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri In Translation, Including The Demotic Spells, PGM VIII 64-110, (Chicago: Chicago University Press) 1996 via https://ia600208.us.archive.org/22/items/TheGreekMagicalPapyriInTranslation/The_Greek_Magical_Papyri_in_Translation.pdf. p.147-8.] 

The person seeking the oracle (henceforth referred to as the magician[footnoteRef:2]) prepares for the spell by following specific instructions, the praxis[footnoteRef:3], on what to write with, what to have with him and what to say. Following this, they recite the logos[footnoteRef:4], which begins with a hymn to the sun. This is followed by the incantation to summon the god needed. The goal of the spell is to invite a specific form of divination, the dream oracle and/or direct vision, from Bes ‘the oracle giving god’.[footnoteRef:5] The Greek Magical Papyri (henceforth abbreviated to PGM) also gives further practical instructions, such as having ‘a small tablet … lest after going to sleep you forget’[footnoteRef:6] and a recipe for the ink. [2:  Note: I am aware of the debates surrounding the terms ‘magic’ and ‘magician’ and these will be considered in the writing of the essay. I use the term magician in the essay for ease of understanding.]  [3:  David G. Martinez, ‘Papyrology’ in The Oxford Handbook Of Ancient Greek Religion, eds. Esther Eidinow and Julia Kindt (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2016), p.137.]  [4:  Ibid. ]  [5:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM VIII 64-110, p.147.]  [6:  Ibid. ] 

To analyse the spell effectively, it is necessary to examine the context of the writing and translations of the PGM. In the Introduction to The Greek Magical Papyri, Hans Dieter Betz notes that the name of the work comes from 
‘a name given by scholars to a body of papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt containing a variety of magical spells and formulae, hymns and rituals. The extant texts are from the second century B.C to the fifth century A.D.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ibid. p.xli. ] 

The spells do not feature characteristics of a singular religion or purpose, but is actually an all-encompassing book of work that may be considered magical. The PGM presents readers with an overview of popular religion at the time, as well as an insight into what people were looking to accomplish with magical workings. George Luck in Arcana Mundi notes that ‘the borrowing of names, concepts, and rituals from foreign religions is one of the characteristics of ancient witchcraft, as the magical papyri attest’[footnoteRef:8]. Betz also states that ‘For these magicians, there was no longer any cultural difference between the Egyptian and the Greek gods’[footnoteRef:9]. For PGM VIII 64-110, this historical context will be useful when analysing the reasons for the mention of specific Egyptian gods in the spells. In the translation notes of PGM VIII, it is noted that the incantation is ‘directed to Bes, an originally non-Egyptian god who came to Egypt early and was given many functions, one of which was to provide oracles.’[footnoteRef:10] Here again, the amalgamation of religions is evident, however the role of Bes remains the same, which is not always the case[footnoteRef:11]. The glossary of PGM defines Bes: [8:  George Luck, Arcana Mundi: Magic And The Occult In The Greek And Roman Worlds.
(Wellingborough: Crucible, 1987), p.36. ]  [9:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.xlvi. ]  [10:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM VIII 64-110, p.148. ]  [11:  Luck, Arcana Mundi. p.38. ] 

‘Ancient Egyptian religion knew of an entire class of so-called Bes-demons (in Greek, Besas), distinguished by their dwarf-sized ugliness, who served as protectors of sleep and childbirth. In Hellenistic Egypt, Bes became a pantheistic deity, and in this form he appears in PGM VII. 222-49 and VIII. 64- 110 … His role as an oracle giver was popular at Abydos (Ammianus Matcelliius 19. 12). In PGM the god was identified also with the Headless One (see n. on PGMII. 11)’[footnoteRef:12] (emphasis my own).  [12:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.333.] 

The spell specifically speaks of the Egyptian gods Bes/Besa, Osiris and Isis as well as a reference to Seth/Typhon. The myth of Isis and Osiris, very briefly summed up, followed the brother/husband-sister/wife in the fight against the evil of their brother Seth. Osiris is killed and sealed in a sarcophagus, but is then found by Isis who attempts to hide him. Seth discovers the sarcophagus and, infuriated, dismembers his body. Isis sets out to recover the dismembered pieces and, according to different versions of the myth, either buries them at the site or creates statues of Osiris ‘out of aromatic wax and establishing a defunctive cult at each site… to prevent Seth from discovering which tomb was the real one, and to ensure that the cult became as widely diffused as possible.’[footnoteRef:13] Osiris’ power does not end there, however. Isis’ quest of mourning and rediscovery culminates with a new life cycle as Osiris was able to, from the underworld ‘bestow new life, in the sense that Isis could have intercourse with the inert corpse and thus become pregnant.’[footnoteRef:14]  This myth will be analysed in relation to the oracle spell, examining whether myth provides some kind of magical power used by practitioners.  [13:  Jaime Alvar Ezquerra and R. L. Gordon, Romanising Oriental Gods: Myth, Salvation, And Ethics In The Cults Of Cybele, Isis and Mithras (Leiden: Brill, 2008), p.45. ]  [14:  Ezquerra and Gordon, Romanising Oriental Gods, p.46.] 

The spell sets out specific directions for the magician to follow. In this particular spell, it is noted that the ink itself has to be made from two different types of bird blood. PGM XII 401-44, however, shows that the ingredient specified was not always the ingredient used:
‘Because of the curiosity of the masses they [i.e., the scribes] inscribed the names of the herbs and other things which they employed on the statues of the gods, so that they [i.e. the masses], since they do not take precaution, might not practice magic, [being prevented] by the consequence of their misunderstanding.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM XII 401-44, p.167.] 

Whilst this list does not include the blood of the birds mentioned in PGM VIII 64-110, it is important to keep in mind when analysing the inclusion of blood in ink for the spell. In ‘Writing in Blood’, Miriam Cesteros writes that ‘red was associated with demonic figures and hostile gods … the use of red inks in aggressive magic and in the invocation of Underworld entities, such as spirits of the dead, does not seem arbitrary’.[footnoteRef:16] It is important to keep this in mind when looking at other colour specific parts of the spell such as line 87, which states that the person must use a lamp that is ‘not coloured red’[footnoteRef:17] when seeking a direct vision. These specifications will be analysed with consideration to Egyptian myth and cosmic sympathies as it was understood by Neoplatonists.  [16:  Miriam Blanco Cesteros, ‘Written in Blood?: Decoding Some Red Inks Of The Greek Magical Papyri’, in Traces of Ink (Brill: 2021), pp.33–55, p.41. ]  [17:  Bezt, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM VII 64-110, p.147.] 

Oracles, Divination and The PGM
The magician in this spell is seeking an oracle, but the directions note a slight addition if he wishes to receive a direct vision. David Martinez notes that asking for an oracle usually concerned practical daily matters, whilst receiving a direct vision ‘involves some kind of divine encounter.’[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Martinez, ‘Papyrology’, p.136.] 

Divination fell into two categories in Late Antiquity: technical and natural. Technical divination used sources external to the diviner himself, such as astrology, reading entrails or drawing lots. Natural divination came in oracles and visions from the gods themselves. Forms of divination do not always neatly fall into these two categories however; Johnston writes that natural divination had to be interpreted by someone ‘associated with such an oracle – a priest, a prophet or another member of the personnel’[footnoteRef:19] and so was still reliant on human skill to some extent. Similarly, Aristotle writes in Parva Naturalia that it was necessary to be skilled in interpreting dreams to extract true meaning from them[footnoteRef:20]. Indeed, the spell says that you should have ‘near you a small tablet’[footnoteRef:21] to write what Bes relates to you. Human faculties are not discarded in the performance of divination or magic, and the limitations of human memory are acknowledged.  [19:  Sarah Iles Johnston, “Introduction: Divining Divination,” in Johnston, Sarah Iles and Peter Struck, Mantike: Studies in Ancient Divination, (Leiden: Brill, 2005). pp.1-28. p.3. ]  [20:  Aristotle, Parva Naturalia, Loeb Classical Library 288. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 1957, p.385. ]  [21:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.147. ] 

As the spell was a ‘Request for a Dream Oracle of Bes’, it did not require external sources and thus can be classed as natural divination. Debate exists as to whether divination is a form of magic. Johnston writes that
‘Because scholars knew quite well that many civic and religious institutions of the Greeks and Romans incorporated divinatory practices, and because many of these institutions had long been admired for their “rational” accomplishments … it was difficult to put divination in the same category of magic.’[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Johnston, Introduction: Divining Divination, p.7.] 

Divination and oracular knowledge served more than just a ‘magical’ purpose, in fact it seems that it was considered part of civic life, as opposed to magic. However, PGM VIII takes place in private, with the person instructed to perform the spell at night and ‘to go to sleep without giving answer to anyone.’[footnoteRef:23] But even if the spell was instructed to be performed in private, it did not necessarily negate its efficacy - adaptation to changing circumstances necessitated a change in where and how the oracle was received.  [23:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.147. ] 

The god invoked in the spell ‘Besa’ is the originally non-Egyptian god Bes[footnoteRef:24]; the spell tells us that Bes is ‘the oracle giving god’ who ‘watch[es] the head of Osiris’. David Frankfurter writes that Bes evolved from having no shrines to becoming a ‘creative extension[s] of Osiris’ and ‘the mythical guardian of Osiris’ head.’[footnoteRef:25] Frankfurter notes that originally, patrons would come to the temple to receive the oracle while sleeping from Bes, however as oracles developed and adapted to changing circumstances, ‘some of these priests were taking the Bes oracle… “on the road”’[footnoteRef:26]. The inclusion of this spell in PGM displays an adaptation of Egyptian religion, which took oracular divination into the private sphere as well. Johnston notes that diviners tied to a sacred place such as the oracles of Delphi would refer enquirers to freelance diviners who may serve them.[footnoteRef:27] Divination, therefore, evolved into something that could be, with the right instructions, done anywhere. This blurs the distinction between religion, magic and which category divination belongs to.  [24:  Ibid, translation notes, p.148. ]  [25:  David Frankfurter, “Voices, Books and Dreams: The Diversification Of Divination Media In Late Antique Egypt” in Johnston, Sarah Iles and Peter Struck, Mantike: Studies in Ancient Divination, (Leiden: Brill, 2005). pp.233-254, p.238.]  [26:  Frankfurter, Voices, p.241. ]  [27:  Johnston, Introduction: Divining Divination, p.24. ] 

Dream oracles and divination had been part of Egyptian religion, and became part of Graeco-Roman practices. Of Egyptian cults, Ezquerra states that:
‘The appropriate place for uttering a prayer was the temple, which was deemed the privileged spot for communicating with the deity, transmitting requests and obtaining a response by means of a vision, a dream or some significant sign of the kind discussed earlier. As often as not, it was there that the goddess revealed herself to the supplicant[footnoteRef:28]’  [28:  Ezquerra and Gordon, Romanising Oriental Gods, p.320.] 

Incubation was the practice of sleeping at the god’s temple for the purposes of oracles and healing, with the god appearing to those sleeping.[footnoteRef:29] Incubation was not a static practice. The oracle of Bes in particular evolved, with traditional incubation methods taking place as well as waking consultations of Bes (through the priest) for answers[footnoteRef:30]. [29:  Sarah Iles Johnston, Oracles and Divination in The Oxford Handbook Of Ancient Greek Religion, ed. by Esther Eidinow and Julia Kindt (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2016), p.479.]  [30:  Martinez, Papyrology, p.143. ] 

PGM VIII 64-110 takes incubation as a means of divination into the private sphere. It requires an active participation and ritual preparation to obtain an oracle. What sets the spell, and much of the PGM, apart from cults and civic practice involving the gods is the performance in private. However, Egyptian religion was not static, and itself went through periods of change necessitated by human development in religion, philosophy and general life. Initially, temples were not entirely accessible to the everyday Egyptian, but this does not mean the everyday Egyptian worshipped in a completely different way.[footnoteRef:31] This view of religious practice sits in a social context, in that  [31:  Francoise Dundand and Christiane Zivie-Coche, Gods And Men In Egypt 3000 BCE to 395 CE, trans. David Lorton. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press 2004), p.108.] 

‘personal piety was not institutional in character, for it was practiced outside the framework of the temple, it was nonetheless codified, and it obeyed … norms that were the obligatory mediators in the man/god relationship.’[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Ibid. p.109. ] 

The development of oracular divination in the New Kingdom saw the ordinary Egyptian enquiring about his ordinary life.[footnoteRef:33] Private practice of religion, as well as using religion to seek personal knowledge to improve one’s life such as through oracular divination, was not uncommon by the time of the writing of PGM, nor did it always necessarily go against religion in the way that definitions of magic would suggest.  [33:  Ibid.] 

It is necessary now to enquire whether these aspects would categorise the spell as ‘magic’ or whether it is even necessary to do so. In Magic, Science and Religion, Eugene Anderson does not see magic as a ‘meaningfully isolable cross-cultural entity.’[footnoteRef:34] Religion is ‘a real emotional force.  Whether or not religion is about awe or fear or love, it is certainly about some kind of production of psychological solidarity from synchronizing individuals’ emotionalities.’[footnoteRef:35] Indeed, the prayer to the setting sun in PGM VIII indicates reverence: [34:  E.N Anderson, Magic, Science And Religion: Useful Labels In The Past? Useless In The Present? (2005) http://www.krazykioti.com/articles/magic-science-and-religion/ [24/04/2022]]  [35:  Ibid. ] 

‘Golden-haired Helios who wield the flame’s Untiring light… who create all things Yourself which you again reduce to nothing’.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.147. ] 

The prayer here is in reverence to the power of Helios, carrying the torch of the sun and the essence of life and death. Helios’ power is the beginning and end of all things. However, language of compulsion is also present, directed towards Bes:
‘immediately, immediately, quickly, quickly, in this night come’[footnoteRef:37]  [37:  Ibid. ] 

‘I call upon you/ the headless god’[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Ibid. ] 

The apparent contrast in the hymn versus the summoning of Bes may indicate that this was closer to magic than religion, even if oracular divination was part of civic religious rites at the time. Matthew Dickie notes that people at the time saw the magician as someone who ‘did not humble himself before the gods … as beings to whom he was prepared to apply force and coercion.’[footnoteRef:39] This in itself, however, is not enough evidence to argue that the PGM was effectively distinct from wider religion. Dickie points out that viewing ancient practice through a modern lens must be avoided.[footnoteRef:40] Similarly, Anderson writes that ‘traditional people themselves never seem to do this labelling; they treat spirit forces and spirit beings as part of their natural world.’[footnoteRef:41] What the practitioner may have considered a legitimate form of prayer or seeking help from a god may be seen as magical today, but this distinction was not so clear cut upon the writing of PGM, or even the hymns and myths of the Egyptians.  [39:  Matthew Dickie, Magic And Magicians In The Greco-Roman World, (London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group 2005), p.25. ]  [40:  Dickie, Magic And Magicians, p.19. ]  [41:  Anderson, 2005.] 

The power of the gods was not forgotten in this request, and it is important for the practitioner to speak a prayer first to Helios, to prepare the correct ink and to not use a red lamp lest Seth-Typhon interfere with the spell. In the next section, the intersection of hymn, myth and Egyptian religion combines with Greek philosophy to produce an interesting reading of the oracle request of Bes. 
Divine Dreams And The Power of Gods
As Bes is the ‘mythical guardian of Osiris’ head’, the person seeking an oracle from Bes is instructed to wrap the remaining black cloth of Isis around their neck[footnoteRef:42] perhaps in an effort to keep their own head attached – another oracle request of Bes spell mentions that this is so the god does not ‘smite’[footnoteRef:43] you. The black cloth is to be tied on the hand on which the diviner has drawn the figure of Bes, presumably to prevent it from being wiped off before the spell is complete. The black cloth of Isis has been interpreted to mean the black cloth of the Isis cult[footnoteRef:44] . The link between the Isis cult and Bes in this oracle may be because of the association of Osiris, and Isis from the third millennium BC[footnoteRef:45]. Isis is mentioned throughout PGM, her first appearance being in PGM I.42-195, where the black band of Isis is again part of the spell. The black band of Isis is noted in the glossary of PGM: [42:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.147.]  [43:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.123. ]  [44:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.122.]  [45:  Ezquerra and Gordon, Romanising Oriental Gods, p.39. ] 

‘Isis band: Cloth or material taken from the dresses of statues of the gods, especially of Isis, was considered magically potent. Isis is a widow of Osiris and thus identified with the color black.[footnoteRef:46]’ [46:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.336. ] 

Spells requiring ‘magically potent’ material may indicate that in private divination it was necessary to use magic to ensure the spell worked. Whilst established oracles performing divination at temples did not scorn the practice of private divination, Johnston notes that ‘there is no record of the great oracles encouraging or endorsing specific practices that can be called ‘magical’.’[footnoteRef:47] The power of the oracles at temples, for example The Pythia, obtained their knowledge directly from the gods. Where this power and knowledge came from has different mythical and scientific origin stories; some located the power as coming in the fumes from the Earth herself, or from the god Apollo.[footnoteRef:48] PGM VIII, locates this power in ritual – both preparatory functions and sleep.  [47:  Sarah Iles Johnston, Oracles and Divination, p.480.]  [48:  Ibid. ] 

There was philosophical debate as to what was truly occurring during sleep, concerned with whether prophetic or oracular dreams were divine intervention or simply coincidence. Aristotle in Parva Naturalia, wrote On Prophecy In Sleep and On Dreams, where he considers instances of prophetic dreams, the state of the soul in the dream and what may cause activity during sleep. In contrast to Iamblichus, Aristotle is of the view that while dreams are ‘of a divine origin; for nature is divinely ordained, though not itself divine’[footnoteRef:49]. Aristotle argues that the stimuli occurring during sleep are the source of the creation that may be known as dreams, however he does concede that dream interpreters exist and possess a very valuable and unique skill.[footnoteRef:50]  [49:  Aristotle, Parva Naturalia. On Prophecy in Sleep, translated by W. S. Hett. (Loeb Classical Library 288. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 1957, p.379.]  [50:  Ibid, p.385. ] 

In De Mysteriis, philosopher and theurgist Iamblichus explains that divinatory dreams occur in the state between wake and sleep, and the state in which it is received is in itself divine[footnoteRef:51]. The act of sleeping is ‘a liberated activity’[footnoteRef:52] revealing divine dreams. In PGM VIII, the person asking the oracle is instructed to go to sleep, giving himself over to divinity to receive the oracle. Sleep itself did not bring the most divine dreams, indeed this was one of Porphyry’s arguments against divination[footnoteRef:53], but it was the preparation and purification of the theurgist that was a part of the divination process, allowing for such prophetic dreams to occur. Dreaming itself was something magical, giving a means of becoming close to a god. Cicero in De Divinatione Book I, also writes that ‘if only such a faculty [divination] exists — since by its means men may approach very near to the power of gods[footnoteRef:54].’ Both Iamblichus and Cicero view divination as a means of becoming close to the gods, approaching their power but not, it seems, wielding it. Proximity to the gods allowed powerful things to happen.  [51:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J.P. Hershbell (eds.) Iamblichus, On The Mysteries (De Mysteriis) (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature) 2003. p123.]  [52:  Clarke, De Mysteriis, p.127. ]  [53:  Roger Pearse, The Epistle Of Porphyry To The Egyptian Abeno (2007) https://www.tertullian.org/fathers/porphyry_anebo_02_text.htm accessed on 27.04.22. [accessed on 21/04/2022].]  [54:  Thayer, Bill, De Divinatione By Cicero (Loeb Classical Library) 1923. 
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/e/roman/texts/cicero/de_divinatione/1*.html [accessed on 21/04/2022].] 

The inclusion of the black cloth of Isis and calling upon Bes, the guardian of her brother-husband’s head, is indicative of the necessity of the gods in true practices of divination. With the still necessary power of the gods in PGM, can these spells still be accurately called magic? Luck argues that the magicians of the PGM probably did not take part in Egyptian cults, nor did they fully understand the purpose of Egyptian gods, simply borrowing what they deemed effective for their own practice[footnoteRef:55]. From the Bes oracle, however, there does seem to be at least some understanding and reverence for Egyptian religion, especially in regards to the myth of Osiris and Isis. The spell contains a prayer to the setting sun, with a reference to the natural cycle of the sun through the sky, as well as the underworld;  [55:  Luck, Arcana Mundi, p.47. ] 

‘By your own laws which cause the whole world to / Rotate through its four yearly turning points. If you go to the depths of earth and reach / The region of the dead, send up the truthful Prophet out of that innermost abode.’[footnoteRef:56]  [56:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM VIII 64-110, p.147.] 

Osiris resides in the underworld after his death, but was also the god who spread knowledge of agriculture throughout Egypt. Ezquerra writes that
‘it is he [Osiris] who introduces agriculture to Egypt; but the myth also replicates the annual vegetative cycle by representing Osiris as a god who gives life after a transitional period: he lives under the earth for a period of time and there germinates the seed that will give new life.’[footnoteRef:57] [57:  Ezquerra and Gordon, Romanising The Oriental Gods, p.50. ] 

References to the underworld, beginning the ritual with a hymn to the sun and finally the reference to birds,[footnoteRef:58] representing Isis and Nephthys[footnoteRef:59] demonstrates at least some magical link between Greek oracular rituals and Egyptian myth. The words ‘ANOUTH ANOUTH’, another name for Osiris, appear in the spell.  [58:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM VIII 64-110, p.147.]  [59:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM VII, 222-49, p.123. ] 

So how do myth, magic and dreams combine to provide a dream oracle? It can be argued that the power of divine names wielded some kind of power or magic useful to oracular divination. Simon Pulleyn argues against this being a widespread phenomenon in wider Greek religion, noting that the emphasis on names only appears in ‘late defixiones and the magical papyri’[footnoteRef:60] and that ‘knowledge of the name is an essential prerequisite to any form of communication. There need not necessarily be anything magical to it.’[footnoteRef:61] Appearing only, then, in the magical papyri, it seems that the divine names must have had some purpose that went beyond popular religion. David Porecca[footnoteRef:62] argues that it is the ‘foreignness’ of the names that gave them a feeling of power. Considering these views, it can be argued that the private performance of the spell necessitated something more to make it feel magical. If sleep was divine, then this became a medium for divination. If divine names felt powerful, then this could allow the practitioner to call for the god directly. [60:  Simon Pulleyn, ‘The Power Of Names In Classical Greek Religion’, Classical Quarterly, 44.1 (1994), pp. 17-25, p.23.]  [61:  Pulleyn, The Power of Names, p.18. ]  [62:   David Porecca, ‘Divine Names: A Cross-Cultural Comparision (Papyri Graecae Magicae, Picatrix, Munich Handbook)’ in Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft, 5.1 (2010), 17–29, p.20. ] 

Analysis of the proximity of dreams and divinity, the power of myth and theurgy leads to the conclusion that PGM VIII 64-110 was built on various understandings of the world and the gods. It is difficult to say for sure why specific gods were chosen and invoked so regularly in PGM, but it is fair to say that the myths themselves gave power to the divine names, and in turn, power to the magician. 
Summoning the God 
There are various ways of summoning the god, or compelling the god, in PGM. In the Bes oracle request, there are a few notable elements. To understand the use of specific ingredients, hymns and words, it is important to understand their magical power in relation to the gods. Some ingredients can be linked to the doctrine of cosmic sympatheia. That is, all on earth and heaven is interconnected. A Neoplatonist understanding of sympatheia is most relevant in relation to magic and divination. Neoplatonists believed sympatheia allowed ‘human beings to have an effect on daemons.’[footnoteRef:63] [63:  Katerina Ierodiakonou, “The Greek Concept of Sympatheia And Its Byzantine Appropriation On Michael Psellos” in The Occult Sciences in Byzantium eds. Paul Magdalino and Maria Mavroudi (La Pomme d’or) 2006, p.105.] 

Some instructions can be easily explained. For example, in the Bes oracle, if the 
‘Lamps, not painted red: In the PGM we find frequent references to the use of lamps with no red colouring … In lamp divination, however, the red colour had to he avoided because of its association with Seth-Typhon.’[footnoteRef:64] [64:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.336.] 

Divination was not an infallible practice. Although many precautions were taken to avoid human error, sometimes the god themselves would seek to mislead.[footnoteRef:65]  In this case, the association with Seth-Typhon is in direct opposition to the gods being called upon in the spell – Osiris and Bes. When asking for a direct vision, the spell states to ‘place the linen as a wick in the lamp that is not coloured red.’[footnoteRef:66] This may have been in an effort to avoid interference by Seth-Typhon, or to not interfere with the summoning of Osiris by something associated with his murderer.  [65:  Johnston, Oracles and Divination, p.480. ]  [66:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.147. ] 

On the inclusion of the hymn to the sun, Martinez notes that Bes had associations with solar power and solar deities[footnoteRef:67]. He also locates the origins of the oracular power to a town called Abydos, where an ancient cult to Osiris, where an oracle/incubation centre of Orisis/Serapis existed during the Hellenistic period.[footnoteRef:68] [67:  Martinez, Papyrology, p.142. ]  [68:  Ibid. ] 

On correspondences, Miriam Cesteros uses the example of a memory spell[footnoteRef:69], which uses ingredients corresponding to the god Hermes-Thoth, ruling over knowledge, and by extension memory. In the spell for Bes, the ink is to be made with ‘the blood of a crow, blood of a white dove’.[footnoteRef:70] Blood was significant, representing ‘the power of life and death.’[footnoteRef:71] It was used in ‘aggressive magic … and in the invocation of Underworld deities.’[footnoteRef:72] Returning to myth, Isis and Nephthys transformed into birds to watch over Osiris, and Isis grieved his initial death by transforming into a bird every night. The gods themselves experienced life, death and grief. Perhaps bird blood as a ritual component brought one closer to the divine, compelling the gods to attend to you as the very nature of life and death was spilled for them.   [69:  Cesteros, Written In Blood?, p.37.]  [70:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.147.]  [71:  Cesteros, Written in Blood?, p.39. ]  [72:  Ibid. ] 

Some ingredients were common in inks not specifically made for magical purposes, such as wormwood and myrrh.[footnoteRef:73] Another ingredient is cinnabar. Cinnabar produces a reddish pigment, and was used in funerary contexts[footnoteRef:74] alongside red ochre, although cinnabar appears less than ochre due to its price.[footnoteRef:75] In PGM VII 222-49, also requesting an oracle of Bes, red ochre is a required ingredient.[footnoteRef:76] It is difficult to say whether this had links to funerary contexts of Macedonia,[footnoteRef:77] or simply a matter of price and availability. What is certain though, is that the colour red is an important component of this spell, both for its association with Seth and with blood. From the myth of Osiris and Isis, the mentions of the underworld in the hymn to the sun and finally the ‘coffin of myrrh, there is considerable reference to the underworld. The power of the colour red through it’s association with the underworld could give considerable magical power to the ritual.  [73:  Cesteros, Written In Blood?, p.38.]  [74:  Elisabetta Gliozzo, ‘Pigments — Mercury-Based Red (cinnabar-Vermilion) And White (calomel) And Their Degradation Products’, Archaeological and Anthropological Sciences, 13.11 (2021), p.210. ]  [75:  Lydia Avlonitou, ‘Pigments and colours: An Inside Look At The Painted Decoration Of The Macedonian Funerary Monuments’, Journal of Archaeological Science: Reports, Volume 7,2016, p.674. ]  [76:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, PGM 122-59, p.122. ]  [77:  Avlonitou, Pigments and Colours, p.668. ] 

Conclusion
The Greek Magical Papyri as a whole represents popular religion, myths, cults and what may be called magic. It is a stunning documentation of cross-cultural influences, and the power that the mythic aura of foreignness had on people at the time. A desire to know more, to control more and to understand more arguably led to people seeking beyond themselves, whether that be in foreign countries, through the divine or a combination of the two. From the analysis of this essay, the allure of foreign religion, myth and practice provided the magician with a host of tools to increase his credibility. Betz’s[footnoteRef:78] comments on the purpose of magic for the ancients, and perhaps still today, stand true. Seeking an oracle, summoning a daimon or creating love potions all served to break the limits of the human experience. Foreknowledge and bending the will of others gave a sense of control over fate.  [78:  Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, p.xlviii.] 

PGM VIII 64-110 uses what it deems to be most effective for the purpose of oracular divination. A combination of ingredients for ink, praxis and logos combine to allow humans a path to closeness with the divine. Elements of the Neoplatonist understanding of sympatheia, myth and a desire to know underpin this spell. Although this spell originated from incubation and the temple of Osiris, where Bes would provide oracles, the PGM guides the practitioner through the necessary magical rites in order to summon the god. Natural developments of divination, adjusting to a changing world perhaps necessitated parts of religion originally limited to temples to become a part of the private sphere as well. This does not necessarily mean the rituals, spells and rites became ‘magic’, as the ritual of this particular request does not show any features going against codified religion[footnoteRef:79] of the time. [79:  Dunand and Zivie-Coche, Gods And Men In Egypt 3000 BCE to 395 CE, p.109.] 

In terms of it’s divination, this spell again uses a feature Egyptian religion and healing: incubation. Neoplatonist arguments for divination also demonstrate that the nature of sleep itself, that is the freeing of bodily limitations present when one is awake, allow a person to become closer to the divine. Oracular dreaming, and indeed even direct visions, were arguably easier to come by in sleep. Iamblichus’ philosophy on the nature of divine dreams is most useful here; the ritual to come by a divine dream or divine sleep is an intimate one that brings one closer to the divine. 
Attempting to define PGM VIII as a feature of magic or religion proves difficult. From this analysis, the request for an oracle resides in religious parameters, but uses material and invocations that may be considered magical. However, returning to the concept of sympatheia, using magic materials does not make the practice any less valid. In fact, the concept of sympatheia may even legitimise the use of ‘magically potent’ material in an effort to become closer to the divine. 
Daily religious rites and prayer in an attempt to influence one’s own life is not an uncommon feature in the ancient or modern day. PGM VIII is, arguably, not so different. The search for guidance, control and an understanding of fate are forces driving people to seek out foreknowledge, whether in the form of magic, divination or religion. 
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