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PREFACE
Giacomo de Angelis,” INFN (Istituto Italiano di Fisica Nucleare)

As President of the Alexander von Humboldt Italian Association, I was extremely glad
to open the Humboldt Kolleg “Magic in the Ancient World—New Perspectives” held at
the “Accademia di studi italo-tedeschi — Akademie deutsch-italienischer Studien” in
Meran (BZ, Italy) on 27"-29" October 2016. Ancient Magic: Then and Now re-
presents a remarkable result of that event. Both the conference and the editorial pro-
cess which led to this book were funded by the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung. We
strongly hope that this joint effort may contribute to the scholarly debate around the
phenomenon “magic” in the ancient world. I take this opportunity to outline a histori-
cal overview regarding the evolution, from the Renaissance, of the relationship
between what nowadays, in our society, we tend to label generically as “magic” and
what we consider to be “science.” As a nuclear physicist, I believe my perspective
may be of interest, being in some way complementary to the point of view of the Hu-
manities scholars who have contributed to this volume.

Magic has often been caricatured as a power to influence events by using mysteri-
ous and supernatural forces. The term derives from the Greek word uayeia, meaning
the art of the Magi (udyor). These individuals were originally priests in Ancient Persia.
By contrast, science is typically said to constitute a systematic enterprise that builds
and organises knowledge in the form of verifiable explanation and predictions about
the universe.

Accordingly, magic and Science are seen today as opposites. Magic is often seen
as a realm of mysticism and as a violation of scientific law. Science is seen in a realm
of matter and technology. These two realms are often viewed as eternal opposites. This
was not so in the past and in many cases ideas from magic or metaphysical beliefs
helped science extend the laws of physics into new contests.

Natural Magic, in the context of Renaissance magic, is the part of the occult which
deals directly with natural forces. Ceremonial Magic, on the other hand, deals with the
summoning of spirits. Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa used this term in de vanitate in
1526. In 1556 Giovan Battista della Porta published his Magia Naturalis (Natural Ma-
gic) in Naples. The twenty books include observations on geology, optics, medicines,
poisons, cooking, metallurgy, magnetism, cosmetics, perfumes, gunpowder and invi-
sible writings. Magia Naturalis is a fine example of pre-Baconian science which in-
cludes learning from the ancient world in the shape of Pliny the Elder and Theo-
phrastus.

*  President of the Italian Association “Alexander von Humboldt.”
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Fig. 1. Stamps with (left) the only picture of Johan Friederich Béttger. On the right its seal.

Defined as such, therefore, magic included astrology, alchemy and disciplines which
today would be considered fields of natural science. The modern sciences of botany,
astronomy and chemistry derived from Natural Magic, herbology, astrology and al-
chemy.

Fig. 2. Jar with leaves: Meissen porcelain.

To convert ordinary elements into gold was the dream of all alchemists. The Jung al-
chemist Johann Friedrich Béttger (1682—1719) was one of them.! The King of Saxony,
Augustus II of Poland, was always short of money. He demanded Johann Friederich

1 Queiroz, Carlos Araujo, and Simeon Agathopoulos. 2005. “The discovery of European porcelain
technology.” Trabalhos de Arqueologia 42: 211-215; Gleeson, Janet. 1999. The Arcanum: the
extraordinary true story. New York: Warner Books.
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Bottcher to produce the so-called Goldmachertinktur (gold/maker/tincture) needed to
convert base metals into gold. Like all other alchemists his attempt failed. Instead, he
discovered another kind of gold, namely the secret of making porcelain. This was pre-
pared from a mixture of kaolin, feldspar and quartz. His discovery was the base for
Meissen porcelain. Porcelain was valued as equal to silver and gold and was even refe-
rred as white gold. The Meissen factory, established in 1710, was the first to produce
European porcelain in large quantities. The recipe was kept a trade secret by Bottcher
for his company. Though Béttcher ran the first porcelain factory in Europe, he was
often held prisoner, lest his secret be betrayed. In the end the honour of running the
Meissen factory was taken away because of his immoral ways. He died in Dresden on
March 13" 1719, in extreme poverty, after returning to alchemy.

Fig. 3. A ship of the Duch East Indies.

The metaphysical belief that a basic force (Urkraff) is at the origins of matter is the
principle that guided the work of Julius Robert Mayer.? Mayer was a medical doctor
born in Heilbronn, Germany. He was employed as ship’s doctor on a vessel bound for
the tropics. Shortly after reaching the Dutch East Indies, some of the sailors fell ill.
Mayer’s treatment included bloodletting. He was amazed to find that the sailors’
venous blood was bright red, almost the same colour as arterial blood. Back in Europe
venous blood was much darker. Mayer knew that the body’s use of food, at least in
part, amounted to burning it in a controlled way to supply the body with warmth. The
darker venous blood, containing ashes, was then delivered to the lungs and expelled as
carbon dioxide. Since less food was needed to burn to keep warm in the tropics, he
concluded that that was the reason for the lighter coloured blood. Mayer understood
the sequence: a chemical reaction produces heat and work and that work then produces
a definite amount of heat. Motion and heat had the same ontological status, each as a
different manifestation of a single “Urkraft.” The causal relation between forces only

2 Schmolz, Helmut, and Hubert Weckbach. 1964. Robert Mayer. Sein Leben und Werk in
Dokumenten. Heilbronn: Vertffentlichungen des Archivs der Stadt Heilbronn.
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implied their indestructibility and transformability, not the reducibility of one to the
other. He did not speculate on the nature of the “Urkrafi”; this force possessed the
property of substantiality, but this did not grant it the status of material entity.

Fig. 4. Monument to Robert Mayer in Heilbronn.

In the first paragraph of his “On the quantitative and qualitative determination of
forces,” Mayer writes, “[W]e can derive all phenomena from a primitive force that
tends to annihilate the existing differences, to unite everything that exists into a homo-
geneus mass in a mathematical point.”® Based on this somewhat mystic idea Mayer
reached the statement he made on the conservation of energy in the global meaning
that we have today.

Mayer was aware of the importance of his discovery, but his inability to express
himself scientifically led to a degrading speculation and resistance from the scientific
establishment. Contemporary physicists rejected his principle of the conservation of
energy; even acclaimed physicists like Hermann von Helmholtz and James Prescott
Joule viewed his ideas with hostility.

In 1848 two of his children died in rapid succession. Mayer’s mental health dete-
riorated. He attempted suicide on May 18", 1850 and was committed to a mental
asylum. On his release in 1860, a broken man, he gingerly re-entered public life. In the

3 von Mayer, Robert. 1889. Uber die Erhaltung der Energie. Briefe an Wilhelm Griesinger nebst
dessen Antwortschreiben aus den Jahren 1842—1845. Berlin: Gebriider Paetel.
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meantime, though, his scientific renown had grown. He received belated scientific
acknowledgement for his achievements. Perhaps, though, it was too late for him to be
able to enjoy it.

With these two examples, on behalf of the Italian Humboldt Association, I wish to
express my faith in the progress of knowledge and in the scientific effort. And, once
again, I hope that the studies included in this volume may provide fresh insight into
the modern debate centred on ancient magic.






FOREWORD
Hans-Christian Giinther,” University of Freiburg

Dass Religion und Magie miteinander verwandt sind und einander zum Teil stark
iberlappen, ist offenkundig. Ebenso offenkundig ist es, dass etablierte Religionen in
durchaus verschiedenen Epochen zumindest der europédischen Kultur magische Prak-
tiken verurteilten und entschieden bekdmpft haben. Das ist in anderen Kulturen
durchaus anders, und das héngt durchaus nicht nur damit zusammen, dass dies bei
monotheistischen Offenbarungsreligionen mit Alleingiiltigkeitsanspruch unmittelbar
verstindlich ist, auch religios restaurative Regime der Antike — notorisches Beispiel
das des Augustus — standen magischen Praktiken feindlich gegeniiber. Es lohnt sich,
bevor man hier allzu vorschnell eine Erkldrung gibt, die sich durchaus unmittelbar
aufdriangen mag, den beiden Phdnomenen etwas niher nachzugehen.

Nun, dazu sollte man vielleicht mit einer Klarung der Terminologie beginnen. Im
Falle Magie ist dies etwas einfacher. Unter Magie verstehe ich Praktiken, Geschehnis-
se auszulosen, die jenseits des alltdglich durch menschliche Einwirkung Erreichbaren
liegen. Es sind somit automatisch Praktiken, die nur von Personen mit besonderen,
“libermenschlichen’ Fahigkeiten bewirkt werden konnen. Dies sind nicht Féhigkeiten,
die sich — jedenfalls theoretisch — jeder durch das Erlernen im Alltag gewohnlich an-
gewendeter Techniken aneignen kann: es sind esoterische Fahigkeiten, die ebenso wie
die bewirkten Geschehnisse jenseits des als gewohnlich Menschlich Angesehenen
liegen.

Religion ist ein &duBlert schwieriger, bis heute nicht befriedigend geklarter Begriff.
Letztendlich ist er auf die zahlreichen Phdnomene nicht-européischer Kulturen nur
anwendbar, da er bereits durch seine Ubertragung von der paganen romischen religio
auf das Christentum jeglichen prézisen Sinns entleert wurde, insofern das nun derart
bezeichnete Christentum so ungeféhr das diametrale Gegenteil zu paganer romischer
religio darstellt.!

Die Phianomene, die wir heute in europdischen Sprachen als Religion bezeichnen,
sind so verschieden, dass es eigentlich besser wire, das Wort Religion gar nicht dafiir
zu verwenden. Denn dieses dem europdischen Sprachraum entstammende Wort bringt
in seiner gemeinsprachlichen Verwendung Konnotationen mit sich, die auf die Mehr-
zahl der mit Religion bezeichneten Phédnomenen, einschlieBlich der antiken Paganen
Religion nichts zu tun haben. Insbesondere sollten Worter wie ‘glauben an’ ferngehal-
ten werden.

Nun verwenden wir freilich dieses Wort Religion, ein anderes existiert nicht. Eine
voll befriedigende systematische Untersuchung der Religion genannten Phidnomene

*  Promoter of the Conference “Magic in the Ancient World — New Perspectives,” Meran (BZ, Italy),
27th-29 th October 2016.
1 S. Giinther in: Yousefi, H.R./ Seubert, H. (eds.), Toleranz im Weltkontext (Wiesbaden 2013) 257f.
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liegt nicht vor, freilich gibt es eine durchaus beachtliche Zahl guter alter und moderner
Untersuchungen. Ich mdchte es hier vorldufig einmal mit folgender Beschreibung von
Religion versuchen: die Religion betrifft unseren Bezug zum Ganzen unserer Lebens-
welt. Modern naturwissenschaftlich ausgedriickt konnte man sagen: das menschliche
Gehirn ist so beschaffen, dass wir stets implizit die Frage nach dem Ganzen stellen,
obwohl unser Gehirn nicht dazu in der Lage ist, diese Frage zu beantworten. In der
Religion begegnet uns dieses Ganze explizit und unmittelbar. Dieses Ganze begegnet
uns zunichst als das Fragliche, Unheimliche, Ubermichtige, uns Beherrschende und
von uns Unbewiltigbare. Griechisch gesprochen als das Kreitton oder als deinon. Un-
ser Empfinden ist ein Gefiihl der Furcht vor dem Unheimlichen. Die Haltung, durch
die wir damit umzugehen versuchen, ist respektvolle Scheu, in der respektvollen
Scheu wird das furchtbar Ubermichtige zum Heiligen: Ubermacht impliziert Distanz,
Umgang mit diesem Uberméchtigen impliziert Anniherung. Das religiose impliziert
somit Nihe und Ferne zugleicht: das religiose Gefiihl der respektvollen Scheu hilt uns
in der heiklen Balance von ndhernder Entfernung und entfernende Annéherung.

Diese Religiositdt impliziert zunéchst keinerlei Theorie, sie besteht aus einem rei-
nen Set heiliger Handlungen, dem Kult. Diese Religiositét ist vorziiglich apotropéisch
und, insofern es dabei um den Umgang mit dem Ubermichtigen und unbegreiflichen
geht, skeptisch-vorsichtig. Es besteht gerade kein Verhiltnis vertrauensvoller Zuwen-
dung.

Erst in der philosophischen Ausdeutung oder dem Bezug zu einer schriftlichen,
somit expliziten deutbaren gottlichen Offenbarung wird die Frage nach dem Ganzen
zur Frage nach dem Sinn des Ganzen. Nur in dieser Form erhebt Religion einen
Wabhrheitsanspruch, und dieser Wahrheitsanspruch beruht dann — je nach Religion
auch je nach Gewichtung — auf dem Verstand oder Glauben im recht verstandenen
Sinne. Darauf kann ich hier nicht eingehen. Festzuhalten bleibt jedoch, dass in der
Regel — nicht immer! — auch eine derartige Religiositit stets auch heilige Handlungen,
zumeist sogar in groBem Umfang beinhaltet. Die heilige Handlung ist ja Ursprung des
Religiosen und wird zwar in manchen entwickelten Religionsformen stark zuriickge-
dréngt, verschwindet aber nie ganz.

Was wir gewohnt sind Religion zu nennen, zeichnet sich zudem dadurch aus, dass
es sich in Kultgemeinschaften organisiert. Die Organisation kann dabei lockerer oder
straffer sein: jedenfalls ist es einleuchtend, dass sich die vorsichtige Scheu vor dem
Unheimlichen den apotropéischen Kulthandlungen kollektiv widmet, da das Kollektiv
zugleich Geborgenheit im Angesicht des Furchterregenden bietet und sie zugleich das
Kollektiv insgesamt angehen.

Die Unberechenbarkeit des Unheimlichen gebietet Abstand! Annédherung ist ge-
fahrlich. Sie bedarf besonderer Vorkehrungen. Solche Vorkehrungen beruhen auf dem
Althergebrachten. Volle Sicherheit, wie die Reaktion des angegangenen Unheimlichen
ausfillt, gibt es nicht. Aber je genauer man das traditionelle Zeremoniell beachtet,
desto grofler ist die Chance auf Erfolg. Ist somit das Verhiltnis des Einzelnen zum
Gegenstand Heiliger Handlungen wesentlich von Furcht geprigt, delegiert er gerne
seinen Kontakt zu besonders im Umgang mit ihm Kompetenten: in der Religion gibt
es somit offiziell dazu Befugte. Der Unbefugte bleibt so passiv wie moglich, hilt den
gebiihrenden Abstand.
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Gibt es gottliche Offenbarungsschriften, so ersetzen diese das Althergebrachte,
freilich geht letzteres in diese ein.

Kommen wir nun zur Magie zuriick! Magie versucht mit besonderen Fahigkeiten
Dinge zu bewirken, die iliber das alltigliche Vermogen des Menschen hinausgehen.
Kultische Handlungen fallen somit zundchst alle unter Magie, sogar unter Magie im
eminentesten Sinne. Auch die vorziiglich zu Kulthandlungen Befugten besitzen
Kenntnisse oder Krifte, die der gewohnliche Mensch nicht besitzt. Diese Kenntnisse
sind jedoch im Gegensatz zu denen des Magie Betreibenden mit einer sozusagen offi-
ziellen Befugnis verbunden. Die Fahigkeit wird durch offizielle Befugnis erworben
oder offizielle Belehrung erworben, Magie dagegen beruht auf esoterischer personli-
cher Fahigkeit. Mit der privat betriebenen Magie wird somit das Befugnismonopol der
offiziellen Kultbefugten in Frage gestellt.

Zudem nimmt eine Gemeinschaft, die kultische Handlungen ernst nimmt, auch
magische Féhigkeiten in mehr oder minder hohem MalBle ernst. Somit entgleitet durch
das Betreiben von Magie der Kultgemeinschaft mit ihren offiziell zu kultischen, d.h.
magischen Handlungen Befugten, die Kontrolle dariiber, dass magische Handlungen
nur im von ihr gewilinschten Sinne und nur zu Zwecken, die sie fiir wiinschenswert
hilt, angewendet werden.

Religion und Magie haben weitgehend dieselben Wurzeln und Funktionen. Und
eben deshalb geraten sie so oft in Konflikt. Religion impliziert kontrollierte, offiziell
delegierte Magie. Private Magie fordert somit die institutionalisierte Magie der etab-
lierten Religion heraus. Letztendlich liegt der Grund zu ihrer Ablehnung durch die
etablierte Religion in ihrer Unkontrollierbarkeit und der Kollision zwischen privatem
und institutionalisiertem Anspruch. Die Lage ist ganz parallel zur Mystik, die sich
immer am Rande der Hiresie bewegt, weil sie auf eine private, besondere Offenba-
rung rekurriert.

Zuletzt mochte ich noch einmal explizit darauf hinweisen: weder Religion noch
Magie impliziert ein Glauben an oder vertrauen auf. Im Gegenteil: eine auf einem set
kultischer Handlungen beruhende Religion oder Magie impliziert vorsichtige Skepsis:
magische oder kultische Handlungen sind versuche, etwas unkontrollierbares unter
Kontrolle zu bringen. Das Ergebnis ist immer ungewiss, die Einschitzung der Wahr-
scheinlichkeit des Erfolges mag von person zu person variieren. Sicherheit, glaube an
ist nicht nur nicht impliziert, urspriinglich ist er geradezu ausgeschlossen.

Ich mache einen Sprung: wie steht es mit dem Problem heute? Sind wir heute
wirklich kliiger als dazumal, als man an Magie glaubte? Nun: manchem wird in mei-
nen Ausfiihrungen aufgestoen sein, dass ich Religion in einem zentralen Aspekt mit
Magie gleichgesetzt habe. Wir unterscheiden gerne zwischen Religion und Aberglau-
ben, zumal heute, wo wir ja selbst als religiose Menschen, zumindest in Europa auf-
geklért und rational sind. Wie aber steht es in Wirklichkeit damit. Gewiss, es gibt
Formen von Religiositit, wo das Wunderbare und magische kaum oder gar keine Rol-
le spielt. Kaum eine Rolle spielt es im Islam oder dem reformierten Christentum, je-
denfalls dem eines Rationalisten wie Calvin. Keine Rolle spielt es in einer hochentwi-
ckelten Form des Buddhismus. Es ist freilich bezeichnend, dass diese Form, der japa-
nische Zen-Buddhismus, eine ‘Religion’ der Gebildeten ist. Die buddhistische Religi-
on des ‘kleinen Mannes in Japan beruht ganz auf heiligen Handlungen und die Hal-
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tung des religidsen ist seit der Jesuitenmission Japans zu Recht mit der des christli-
chen, zumal des protestantisch Glaubigen verglichen worden. Eine — jedenfalls nach
Bekenntnis der autoritativen Vertreter dieser Religion — zentrale Rolle spielt das Ma-
gische im Katholizismus: dort werden Sexualneurotiker einem Zeremoniell unterzo-
gen, das sie befdhigt, Wein in Blut und Brot in Fleisch zu verwandeln, und dieser bil-
lige Trick fiir Kinderpartys scheint eine ganz zentrale Rolle zu spielen. Und daneben
gibt es auch heute noch Heilige: und die miissen bekanntlich nachweislich Wunder
vollbracht haben. Ich frage mich und jeden Menschen, der bei rechtem Verstand ist: ist
es etwas anderes, ist es Aberglaube an Spiritismus, Handauflegen zu glauben, oder zu
meinen, man misse Schwellen mit einem bestimmten Ful} tiberschreiten, ist das etwas
anderes, als an die Transsubstantiation oder die Wunder von Johannes Paul II zu glau-
ben? Und ist es nicht, recht besehen, viel absurder, wenn man fiir billige Kindertricks
hochkomplexe philosophische Erkldrungen aus einer Zeit anfiihrt, deren ganzer Wahr-
heitsbegriff heute vollig irrelevant ist? Begriffe wie Wunder und iibernatiirliches ha-
ben heute schlichtweg keinen Sinn. Es gibt nur erklérbare und bis jetzt nicht erklédrba-
re Phanomene. Wer heute von Wundern, von Mysterien des Glaubens spricht, der steht
unter dem einfachen Menschen mit seinem alltdglichen Aberglauben, denn er ka-
schiert und institutionalisiert Humbug mit pseudophilosophischem Gefasel. Das Ver-
héltnis Aberglaube Religion hat sich heute umgekehrt: offizielle Religionen mit ihren
billigen magischen Tricks in einer modernen Gesellschaft sind die absurdeste Form
des Aberglaubens und der Magie, die es je gegeben hat. Dagegen ist Vorsicht, die na-
turwissenschaftlich nicht erklarbare Phdnomene nicht sofort abtut, sondern daraufhin
priift, ob hier nicht letztendlich eher ein noch nicht erkldrtes Phidnomen vorliegen
konnte, das, wenn auch noch ohne befriedigende Erklarung, dennoch eine mehr oder
weniger grofle probabilitdt besitzt, und somit naturwissenschaftlich priifenswert ist,
eminent verniinftig. Es ist vielleicht dem naturwissenschaftlichen Laien heute nicht
hinreichend klar, dass die moderne Naturwissenschaft heute — in eklatantem Gegen-
satz zu der Naturwissenschaft von Newton bis zur ersten Halfte des letzten Jahrhun-
derts eine liickenlose Erkldrung des Ganzen nicht nur nicht anstreben kann, sonder
eine derartige Erklarung geradezu fiir grundsétzlich unmoglich ansehen muss: je gro-
Ber der Erkenntnis Fortschritt heute ist, desto klarer ist, dass das Wissen mit jedem
Fortschritt immer fragmentarischer wird. Der Grund dafiir ist einfach der, dass natur-
wissenschaftliche Erkenntnis in Bereiche vorgesto3en ist, die unser Gehirn adédquat zu
verstehen, nicht in der Lage sein kann, da sie nicht seinen im Laufe der Evolution
entwickelten Fahigkeiten entsprechen. Somit sind wir heute, recht besehen, in die
Situation des religiosen im Angesicht eines unerkldrbaren, tiberméchtigen ganzen
zurlickgekehrt — nur in einem reflektierteren Sinne. Vor dem Hintergrund dieser Re-
flexion ist freilich Magie schlichtweg ein sinnentleerter Begriff: das wunderbare gibt
es nicht mehr, es ist das noch nicht erklarte, und in vollem Sinne auch nie erklérbare.
Dasselbe gilt freilich in noch hoherem Mal3e fiir metaphysische Religiositéit oder fiir
jede Religiositdt mit faktischen Wahrheitsanspruch. Sie ist heute schlichtweg sinnlos.
Es ist seltsam — oder ich jedenfalls finde es seltsam, dass dies heute von kaum jeman-
den bedacht oder jedenfalls klar ausgesprochen wird.



INTRODUCTION

Marianna Scapini, University of Verona
Joseph E. Sanzo, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice

Ancient Magic: Then and Now sets its sight on the rubric “ancient magic,” both as an
analytical construct and as a domain of historical inquiry and imagination.’ The essays
in this volume engage the category “ancient magic” from three partially overlapping
perspectives. First, this volume assesses the heuristic value of “magic” as a category
of analysis. Second, this volume offers a collection of case studies that together syn-
thesize the most important developments in the study of ancient magic. Indeed, the
past decade alone has witnessed a proliferation of books and edited volumes devoted
to specific aspects of premodern “magic”: e.g., scribal culture;? archaeological
context;? gender studies;* authoritative tradition;® materiality;® and writing.” Each of
these volumes usefully illuminates an aspect of ancient magic. Yet, the highly specia-
lized nature of these studies tends to treat such aspects in isolation. This volume
places these manifold methodological developments into conversation with one
another through specific case studies. Third, Ancient Magic: Then and Now includes
several essays that trace the reception of ancient magic in subsequent historical peri-
ods. This part of the volume illuminates the category “ancient magic” as a register of
late antique, medieval, and early modern imagination. It also helps better situate an-
cient magic within the growing field of classical reception studies.®

The structure of Ancient Magic: Then and Now is oriented around these three per-
spectives. The first section, “Magic as a Category: Voices from the Past, Voices from
the Present,” is devoted to different discourses — from both the past and the present —
pertaining to ancient practices that most contemporary scholars label as magic. These
studies support the value of “magic” as a heuristic rubric in certain contexts of the

1  The papers in this volume are based on a conference (“Magic in the Ancient World—New
Perspectives”) that took place at the “Accademia di studi italo-tedeschi — Akademie deutsch-
italienischer Studien” in Meran, Italy on 26th - 29th October, 2016. The editors of this volume
would like to express their gratitude to the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung for funding this event
and these proceedings.

E.g., Bohak, Harari, and Shaked, ed. 2011.

E.g., Wilburn 2012.

E.g., Stratton and Kalleres, ed. 2014.

E.g., Boustan, Dieleman, and Sanzo, ed. 2015.

E.g., Boschung and Bremmer, ed. 2015.

E.g., de Haro Sanchez, ed. 2015.

The importance of classical reception is attested by the several recent journals devoted to this topic
(e.g., Classical Receptions Journal and New Voices in Classical Reception Studies). See also
Hardwick and Stray, ed. 2008; Torlone, Munteanu, and Dutsch, ed. 2017.
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study of antiquity. Therefore, they provide the book with a coherent methodological
frame, which inform to a large degree the papers in the following sections.

In “Deconstructing the Deconstructionists: A Response to Recent Criticisms of
the Rubric ‘Ancient Magic’,” Joseph E. Sanzo highlights that, whilst the category
magic is plagued by many analytical and taxonomic problems, this category possesses
great heuristic value for certain research questions in the study of antiquity. Anton
Alvar Nufio and Jaime Alvar Ezquerra (“‘Pure Magic’ and Its Taxonomic Value”)
focus on a cluster of supernatural powers labelled in anthropology as “pure magic,”
and discuss the taxonomic value of this lexeme for the studies on Graeco-Roman reli-
gion. In “Pliny the Elder between Magic and Medicine,” Orietta Dora Cordovana ana-
lyses several practices of the 1% century Roman Empire ascribed by Pliny to the realm
of ars magica. She focuses on the socio-cultural dimension of these practices and their
relationship with medicine. Overall, the authors of these chapters agree that “magic”
is a rubric, which helpfully classes under a single umbrella practices whose purpose is
more or less similar. Quoting a passage by Anton Alvar Nuifio and Jaime Alvar Ezque-
rra’s chapter, this aim may be defined in the following terms: alleviating “situations
perceived to be crises by the individual, who decides to resort to an intermediary or
other type of semi-institutionalized pragmatic solution.” In keeping with Sanzo’s ar-
gument, the use of the category “magic” (and its cognates) is justifiable insofar as it
helps isolate and organise patterns in the primary source material for certain research
purposes. Of course, the application of the category magic to the sources in this volu-
me does not necessarily preclude the use of alternative labels (e.g., “religion”) for
these sources in other academic endeavors should the scholarly aims mandate it. In
short, this volume operates according to the view that scholarly labels (magic among
them) do not point to metaphysical realities, but are merely heuristic tools to be
deployed for select research questions. It is not surprising, therefore, that the manifold
interests reflected the second and third sections require diverse approaches to the ca-
tegory “magic.”

Whilst the first section brings together voices that talk about the category magic,
the second section of the volume sets its sights on specific phenomena that have been
habitually labelled as “magic” in scholarly discourse: defixiones, healing recipes,
exorcism, divination, necromancy, erotic rituals, incantations, amulets, etc. Like the
authors in the first section, the authors here by and large find heuristic utility in the
term “magic.”

In “Anti-Witchcraft Rituals against Depression in Assyro-Babylonian Therapeutic
Texts,” Silvia Salin shows how Assyro-Babylonian therapeutic texts could cure de-
pression and related symptoms by the recitation of prayers and incantations and
through the performance of anti-witchcraft rituals. The following set of papers, in
turn, is focused on Graeco-Roman magical phenomena across the territories of the
Roman Empire, from Pannonia to Egypt, from Dacia to the Celtic world. The texts,
amulets, gems and inscription taken into account — often with a special focus on their
“materiality” — reflect the manifold ways ancient cultures drew upon one another in
ritual contexts and illuminate the underlying social dynamics behind instances of in-
teraction.
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In “A Lamella from Vinkovci (Croatia) and the Jewish Necromancy,” Attilio
Mastrocinque analyses a thin sheet of gold from Cibalae, Pannonia, found in the
mouth of a dead man. Mastrocinque argues that it was composed to urge the deceased
to send dreams. Celia Sanchez Natalias (“Seth in the Fountain of Anna Perenna?: A
New Interpretation of Magical Container 475549) also proposes a new interpretation
of an inscription on a container discovered in the sanctuary of Anna Perenna in Rome,
arguing that it is in fact a defixio. In “Domino Neptuno corulo pare(n)tatur: Magic and
Law in the Romano-Celtic world,” Francisco Marco Simoén also analyses a fourth-
century C.E. defixio from Brandon, Suffolk, and gives us a glimpse into what he calls
“so-called ‘magico-religious’ practices” in the Romano-Celtic world and the relation-
ship of these practices with law.

Francesca Diosono (“Lamps as Ritual and Magic Objects in Archaeological
Contexts”), on the other hand, focuses on an entire material category (i.e., lamps),
taking into account several archaeological contexts in which the presence of oil lamps
can be related to the performance of para-religious or magic rituals. Juan R. Carbd’s
“Magia y cultos “orientales” en la Dacia romana” also considers a whole category of
materials — in this case magical gems and gems with Egyptian iconography that were
discovered in sanctuaries of Dacia. Carbo also analyses the prevailing tendency
among the Romanian scholars in the last century to ascribe these artifacts to an early
Christian gnostic sect: an interesting case study which prompts further reflection on
the relationship between ancient material evidence and contemporary scholarly ru-
brics. Véronique Dasen’s “Play with Fate” constitutes the last study of this section and
is mainly focused on Roman magical inscribed artifacts. By attending to a board game
scene that is depicted on an amulet gem, Dasen is able to reflect more generally on the
possible magical and divinatory values of board games in the Roman period.

Christopher A. Faraone’s “The Use of Divine Images in the Dream-Divination
Recipes of the Greek Magical Papyri” opens a selection of studies devoted to the
Greek magical papyri. By analysing an ibis surrounded by a text in a Greek magical
handbook, Faraone suggests that the client of the spell was supposed to go to sleep
with the image in order to receive a dream from the god. In “Women as Users of Ero-
tic Spells: Evidence Provided by Papyri and Defixiones,” Emilio Suérez de la Torre
also deals with spells included in the PGM, in particular with erotic enchantments. He
sheds light upon the social conditions and roles of the women mentioned in these
texts. The two following studies, on the other hand, which also take into account the
PGM, focus more on the religious and literary dimensions that recur within the whole
corpus. Isabel Canzobre (“Remarks on the Categorization of the Divine in the PGM”)
analyses cases in the Greek Magical Papyri in which gods, daimones, angels, and spir-
its are apparently confused. Miriam Blanco (“The Paradox of a ‘Magical Hymn’: Re-
viewing the Poetic Compositions of the Greek Magical Papyri”’) deals with the so
called “magical hymns” included in the PGM (i.e. metrical sections probably aimed at
reinforcing the spells).

The following two chapters, which close this second section of the book, take us
far from the PGM corpus. Giulia Pedrucci (“On the Use of Human Milk and Menstru-
al Blood in the Greek and Roman worlds”) overlaps with Suarez’ study, isolating
practices strictly related to Greek and Roman women (e.g., the use of human milk and
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menstrual blood). In “Importancia de la oposicion derecha/izquierda en la magia y la
astrologia,” Aurelio Pérez-Jiménez examines a wide range of sources as part of his
contention that the polarity between right and left — a central theme in the Greek and
Roman astrology — can also be found in Greek and Roman therapeutic and aphrodisiac
recipes and spells.

The third section of the book, “The Transmission of Ancient Magic,” includes
chapters that detail the subsequent transmission and reception of ancient traditions,
practices and texts — including theurgical, divinatory texts and a few literary works
from Antiquity to Medieval and Modern Europe — which according to most contem-
porary scholars are in some way related to ostensibly “Greek and Roman magic.”

While Franco Ferrari, in “Filosofia e teurgia negli Oracoli Caldaici,” deals with
theurgy in Late Antiquity and its relationship with philosophy, Laura Mecella, in
“Guerra e magia nei Cesti di Giulio Africano,” focuses on the numerous references to
what might be called “magic” in the sections of the Cesti of Julius Africanus pertai-
ning to military science.

Raquel Martin Hernandez (“The Transmission of the Sortes Homericae: A Papy-
rological Approach to the Texts”) provides a revised edition of the papyri containing
the text of the Sortes Homericae, and puts forward an analysis of their textual and
material dimensions. Divination is also at the core of Salvatore Costanza’s “Dottrina
magica nei manuali divinatori greci, bizantini e metabizantini,” which draws a compa-
rison between Medieval divinatory treatises and some parts of PGM .

Marina Foschi Albert’s “Magic Potions, Homeric Cunning and Jason’s Charm:
Magic Motifs in Gottfried von Strassburg’s Middle High German version of the Tris-
tan Legend” leads us to the world of Medieval German literature. She explores in
particular the thematic connection between magic, cunning, and love as shown in
Strassburg’s hero Tristan, who shares a few traits with ancient Greek heroes, such as
the Homeric Ulysses and Jason.

In “Considerazioni sull’ecdotica dei testi magici antichi alla luce del PLeid. J 395
(PGM XIII),” Tiziano Dorandi draws our focus back to the PGM (though from a
strictly philological point of view). The philological perspective is also present in the
last chapter of the volume, Carlo Lucarini’s “La prima apparizione di Circe nella lette-
ratura greca e il fantasma dell’epos argonautico pre-odissiaco.” The analysis of a liter-
ary character — enchantress Circe — has a strictly philological function in this case.
Accordingly, although the volume is principally oriented around “ancient magic” (in
terms of objects and rituals), these final chapters emphasises a different, through im-
portant, dimension of magic in the pre-modern world.

It is our hope that this volume as a whole — with its diverse approaches to the wide
range of ancient concerns, sources, and rituals typically deemed “magical” — brings to
the fore various lines of inquiry that are often separated by discipline (e.g., Egyptolo-
gy, Classics, and Early Christian studies) and scholarly region (e.g., America and Eu-
rope) and, therefore, underscores the interdisciplinary and international interests in-
trinsic to the study ancient magic.
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SECTION 1:

MAGIC AS A CATEGORY:
VOICES FROM THE PAST, VOICES FROM THE PRESENT






DECONSTRUCTING THE DECONSTRUCTIONISTS:
A RESPONSE TO RECENT CRITICISMS
OF THE RUBRIC “ANCIENT MAGIC™*

Joseph E. Sanzo, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice

The utility of “magic” as an analytical category has been the subject of a robust debate
within the Humanities and Social Sciences over the past several decades.' This debate
has produced a range of voices in the study of antiquity. Many scholars have found
heuristic value in the term magic. Accordingly, they have produced monographs, edi-
ted volumes, and essays on ancient magic over this period.> Although these works do
not completely dispense with the term magic (at least not in their titles), most of the
authors, editors, and contributors behind them seek — or at least claim — to offer more
critical approaches to this lexeme than prior scholarly analyses.

Other scholars, however, are unconvinced that magic ought to remain a vibrant
part of our scholarly lexicon. In fact, the view that magic should be removed from the
analytical vocabulary of ancient studies has gained considerable traction in recent
decades. John Gager underscored already in 1987 how the term magic might distort
the study of the so-called Greek Magical Papyri (PGM):

...by labeling these texts and the human activities described and prescribed in them as ‘magic,’
they [i.e., Karl Preisendanz and his colleagues] succeeded in relegating them to the periphery of
Greco-Roman culture, the superstitious zone, the realm beneath religion, philosophy, and other
human activities of a more respectable sort.>

Of course, Gager penned these words before many of the monumental volumes, which
have helped dispel such biases against ancient magic, were published. Consequently,
despite the marginal status of magic within current religious studies and history, few

*  The title of this chapter pays homage to Denis Donoghue’s essay (“Deconstructing Deconstruc-
tion”) in The New York Review of Books (Donoghue 1980). As will become evident over the cour-
se of this paper, however, I do not use the term “deconstructionism” (and its cognates) in a techni-
cal, Derridean sense, but as a shorthand for (hyper-)critical analysis and for scholarly approaches
that call for the complete abandonment of analytical terms (esp. magic) on account of ambiguity,
anachronism, ethnocentricity, and the like. This more general or colloquial use of deconstructionist
terminology has precedent in the study of ancient magic (e.g., Otto 2013, 321, n. 55 [cited below]).

1  E.g., Winkelman 1982; Brown 1997; Cunningham 1999; Styers 2004; Serensen 2007. For a
convenient survey of these debates, see the chapter by Anton Alvar Nuiio and Jaime Alvar
Ezquerra in this volume.

2 E.g, Faraone and Obbink 1991; Meyer and Mirecki 1995; Graf 1997; Mirecki and Meyer 2002,
Bohak 2008; Collins 2008; Bohak, Harari, and Shaked, 2011; Stratton and Kalleres 2014.

3 Gager 1987, 80-81.
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critical historians and religionists today would use such demeaning language to
describe ancient texts and artefacts, such as the PGM.

Nevertheless, the deconstructionist position that Gager articulated shows few
signs of abating. This line of scholarship more or less maintains that the term magic is
too laden with cultural and analytical baggage to remain a useful scholarly rubric in
the study of antiquity. Two scholars have recently championed this deconstructionist
position, contending that magic ought to be removed from scholarly analysis of the
ancient world. In a 2007-essay, David Aune provided a detailed study of the problems
endemic to the term magic and, accordingly, called for its removal from scholarship in
early Christian studies.* Aune not only stressed that magic is a fundamentally proble-
matic construct, but he also highlighted the problems associated with the term “religi-
on,” which, he rightly claimed, has often been overlooked in the study of ancient ma-
gic.> Aune concluded that scholars ought to replace the term magic with “sorcery,”
which, he contends, is not burdened with the same degree of ideological bias.®

This 2007-study marked a radical departure from Aune’s widely influential essay,
“Magic in Early Christianity” (1980), in which he advocated for what might be useful-
ly described as a deviance approach to magic:

...magic is defined as that form of religious deviance whereby individual or social goals are
sought by means alternate to those normally sanctioned by the dominant religious instituti-
on...Religious activities which fit this first and primary criterion must also fit a second criterion:
goals sought within the context of religious deviance are magical when attained through the ma-
nagement of supernatural powers in such a way that results are virtually guaranteed.7

In this earlier instantiation of Aune’s thoughts on magic, the term was thought to pos-
sess heuristic utility — albeit only in dialogue with culturally specific notions of accep-
table religious behaviour and when it refers to acts achieved by means of “virtually
guaranteed” mechanisms of “supernatural powers.”®

In 2013, Bernd-Christian Otto penned an important essay that also called for the
removal of the term magic from scholarship on antiquity.’ Otto correctly underscored
many of the problems associated with magic, including its ambiguous use by scho-
lars'? and its long history of devaluing religious beliefs outside the acceptable bounda-

Aune 2007.

On this point, see Sanzo 2013, 357-58.

Aune 2007, 293-94.

Aune 1980, 1515.

It is also worth noting that, within Aune’s governing taxonomy, magic constitutes a particular
“species” of the “genus” religion (Aune 1980, 1516).

Otto 2013.

10 Otto highlights this ambiguity dimension of “magic” to an even greater degree in Otto 2017. In this
latter work, he addresses the broader problem of “critical categories” in the study of religion, with a
particular emphasis on “religious individualization.” For a more detailed critique of Otto’s
approach in this article, see the Conclusions (esp. n. 86) below.
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ries of elite religious discourse.!'! He concluded that magic should be replaced as an
analytical category by “[a] critical interpretation of the concept of ‘religion’ accompa-
nied by modern interpretations of the concept of ‘ritual’ and subordinate functional
terms (describing ritual goals such as ‘divination,” ‘healing,” ‘binding,” etc.)...”'? For
Otto, therefore, the concepts “religion” and “ritual” — albeit only when critically enga-
ged — provide better alternatives to magic. By disassociating magic from its associati-
ve constituent parts, Otto aligned himself with the methodological position that Jo-
nathan Z. Smith promoted nearly two decades earlier (1995):

We have better and more precise scholarly taxa for each of the phenomena commonly denoted by
‘magic,” which, among other benefits, create more useful categories for comparison. For any cul-
ture I am familiar with, we can trade places between the corpus of materials conventionally labeled
‘magical’ and corpora designated by other generic terms (e.g., healing, divining, execrative) with
no cognitive loss.!3

For Smith (and Otto), more specific categories of function, such as healing and divina-
tion, are preferable because they do not carry the same pejorative connotations and
taxonomic limitations as the term “magic.” Otto’s deconstructive analysis ultimately
led him to adopt a “historicizing” approach to magic. This approach consists of tra-
cing the history of the “concept” “magic,” examining how particular writers used
terms for “magic” (e.g., payeia), especially in light of what he calls the “discourse of
exclusion” (i.e., using “magic” in its negative sense) and the “discourse of inclusion”
(i.e., the self-referential use of “magic” terminology).'*

In 2014, David Aune entered once again into this discussion, publishing a theore-
tical chapter on magic in the Festschrift for John H. Elliott.!> In keeping with his posi-
tion from 2007, Aune argued here that “magic” ought to be removed from the field of
early Christian studies. In contrast to his 2007-essay, however, Aune concluded in this
more recent piece that the practices and texts typically regarded as “magical” should
not be labelled “sorcery,” but should fall under the rubric “ancient religion” — a con-
cept that the scholar must disaggregate.'® He writes, “[i]t is more important to focus
on the individual components of the complex reality of ancient religion, including
prayer, ritual, exorcism, curse tablets, divination and the like.”!” Although Aune ad-
vocated in this 2014 essay a more ritually and materially oriented list of religion than
the functional lists of magic found in Smith and Otto, Aune joins those scholars in
promoting a methodology whereby the items typically deemed magical are disaggre-
gated into their respective “religious” components.

11 Otto also appropriately highlights, however, that paysio/magia (and their cognates) could be used
in a positive sense (Otto 2013, 315).

12 Otto 2013, 320-21.

13 Smith 1995, 16-17.

14 Otto 2013, 319-39 (cf. Otto 2017, 44-50). Otto provides a more detailed historiographical sketch
of magic in the published version of his dissertation (Otto 2011).

15 Aune 2014.

16 Despite their overlapping ideas, Aune does not cite Otto in his essay.

17 Aune 2014, 24.
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These studies collectively not only pose a considerable challenge to the scholarly
use of the term “magic,” but they also agree that disaggregating the practices and
functions typically classified under the category magic provides a valid methodologi-
cal alternative. Whilst there is much to commend in these studies, I find that their con-
clusion to abstain from using the term magic in scholarship is ultimately unhelpful. By
contrast, I will argue that magic should in fact be kept as one of our heuristic catego-
ries in the study of antiquity. Of course, I contend that, like all categories of scholarly
analysis, magic must be continually subjected to critical reflection and scrutiny, so
that we might uncover further biases and distortions of the evidence attached to it.'8

1. MAGIC: A PROBLEMATIC CATEGORY

It is necessary to stress at the outset of this section that most of the criticisms levelled
against “magic” in the studies of Aune, Otto, Smith and others are beyond dispute. For
instance, many of the assumptions, which have long been associated with “magic,”
fail to do justice to the complexities of ancient religious life. The Augustini-
an/Durkheimian distinction between private and public rituals — which, within the
scholarly tradition, corresponds to magic and religion respectively — does not accura-
tely reflect all the social realities of antiquity.'” For instance, Andrew T. Wilburn’s
archaeological analysis of the curse tablets from the Ballesta necropolis in Empuies
(Spain) demonstrates that these objects were deposited in cinerary urns before or
during inhumation.?® Accordingly, the deposition of these curse tablets required the
participation (on at least some level) of the families of the deceased who were placed
in the urns. This social setting thus challenges facile notions of the public (religi-
on)/private (magic) distinction.?! In addition, it has long been stressed that the simple
supplicatory (= religion) vs. manipulative (= magic) dichotomy, for which Frazer fa-
mously advocated, fails to capture accurately the divisions of ancient ritual practice.??
To this end, many ostensibly “magical” artefacts cite the Lord’s Prayer — the epitome
of “religious” supplication — as the primary or only authoritative tradition in their
spells.??

18 The argument presented in this essay has many points of resonance with (prior) scholarly
discussions. Alongside the literature cited throughout this essay, the reader is especially encouraged
to examine Bremmer 1999; Johnston 2003; Frankfurter 2019.

19 The private/public distinction was central to St. Augustine’s view of magic. For a discussion, see
Markus 1994. Such a view also has difficulty accounting for ostensibly “magical” rituals performed
on behalf of groups more generally. On this point, see Mair 1972, 225.

20 Wilburn 2013, 219-53.

21 What is more, it is even possible that the efficacy of curses, for instance, was sometimes partially
contingent upon its partial revelation or “semi-public” nature (Wilburn 2013, 261-63).

22 E.g., Frazer 1911, 220-23 (cf. Weber 1993, 28 [original 1920]). For discussion of magic as
manipulation in early ecclesiastical texts, see Remus 1982, 134-36.

23 E.g., P. Scheyen I 6; P. Oxy. LX 4010; BGU III 954; P. Duk. inv. 778; Athens Nat. Mus. nr. 12
227. For discussion of the use of the Lord’s Prayer on amulets, see Sanzo 2014, 47-51; de Bruyn
2017, 157-65. R. Greenfield is thus incorrect and merely recapitulates the rhetoric of certain
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Moreover, as I have noted above, magic — and ancient terms that scholars have
linked with the English word (and its equivalents in other modern languages) — has
been used to denigrate practices ancient writers and modern colonialists attempted to
suppress and marginalise. Such “discourses of ritual censure” have taken a variety of
forms, even in antiquity.>* As Michelle Salzman has demonstrated, Christian emperors
— beginning already in the fourth-century C.E. — ushered in a new age of castigating
traditional Roman rituals under rubrics, such as superstitio.>> Moreover, David Frank-
furter, drawing cross-culturally on the work of Robert Redfield, has argued that spe-
cific rituals, which were a normal part of local religion, could be recast as deviant or
magical once they appeared in global or central contexts.?® In addition to such tempo-
ral and spatial considerations, Kimberly Stratton has demonstrated that magic could,
under certain cultural conditions, be used as a tool for slandering and prohibiting vari-
ous types of female knowledge and rituals?’ — though we must acknowledge along
with Annette Yoshiko Reed that the overarching gendered stereotype of ancient magic
is largely dependent upon scholarly projections of misogyny onto the pre-modern
world.?® Perhaps more counterintuitive is the fact that objects, which scholars have
labelled magical (e.g., amulets and spells), occasionally organise other ritual practices
considered harmful or detrimental under rubrics, such as payeio, eappoxeio, and the
like.?® For instance, Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 (a.k.a. P. Anastasi 9), a sixth-to-eighth centu-
ry C.E. Coptic codex that includes spells for healing, protection, and exorcism, con-
demns as “evil” (MONHpoOC) those who practice “sorcery” (MNTPEYP2IKNE), “invoca-
tions” (MNTpegMoyTe) and other harmful rituals.’® This litany of discourses clearly
demonstrates that magic and magician — and the ancient terms related to them in
scholarly practice — by no means represent culturally neutral, unbiased, or unproble-
matic categories.

ecclesiastical leaders when he writes: “[magic is] a form of religious belief and activity which did
not conform to the doctrinally defined dominant orthodoxy Christianity; it was essentially
associated with the demons and/or with the notion of automatic control of desired outcome or
response” (Greenfield 1995, 118).

24 For the term “discourse of ritual censure,” see Frankfurter 2005, 257.

25 Salzman 1987.

26  Frankfurter 1997.

27 Stratton 2014.

28 Reed 2014. It is important to note that Stratton is also quite nuanced in her account, highlighting
instances of both female and male witchcraft accusations (Stratton 2014).

29 For a fuller treatment of this phenomenon, see Sanzo 2019a.

30 Leiden, Ms. AMS 9, 1r, 1-13. For the editio princeps, see Pleyte and Boeser 1897, 441-79. The
pagination of this artefact does not agree with Richard Smith, who paginated this artefact
incorrectly. I have paginated this manuscript in consultation with images of the original
manuscripts provided online by the Rijksmuseum van Oudheden (http:/www.rmo.nl/
collectie/zoeken?object=AMS+9). I would like to extend my gratitude to Jacques van der Vliet,
who confirmed my readings of the online images through an in-person examination. On the dating
of this artefact, see Petrucci 1995, 10; Szirmai 1999, 43 n. 6. It is also possible that it was part of a
monastic library (de Bruyn 2017, 87).
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2. THE PROBLEMS WITH THE ALTERNATIVES TO MAGIC

Highlighting the analytical limitations endemic to magic and its cognates, however,
ought also to bring into sharper relief the problems inherent in the proposed alternati-
ves to magic in these and other studies. Many scholars have avoided magic in favour
of other terms to describe artefacts and practices that have traditionally been labelled
magic. Perhaps most importantly, Marvin Meyer and Richard Smith have proposed
the rather influential lexeme “ritual power” as an alternative to magic.?' Yet, merely
altering the terminology in this way does little to offset the problems and biased per-
spectives we inherit. What was “ritual power” in antiquity? Which practices did or,
perhaps more significantly, did not involve “ritual power” in antiquity? In light of the
facile nature of this new lexeme, it is not surprising that Meyer and Smith’s volume
was not only titled Ancient Christian Magic, but the corporal limits of their book were
also restricted to objects that had previously been associated with “magic.”? In the
end, “ritual power” is little more than a euphemism for “magic.”

The intersection of ancient and modern terminology has also been a site for taxo-
nomic reflection — and confusion — and for offering potential alternatives to magic.
Many scholars have wedded magic with ancient terminology, such as payeio, as a
matter of intuitive reflex. As it relates to the canonical Acts of the Apostles, for in-
stance, New Testament commentators have habitually translated, referred to, and ana-
lytically framed Simon’s payeia as “magic” (Acts 8:9-24).33 But payeio is not “ma-
gic.”* I would argue that the English “magic” (or the rough equivalent in other mo-
dern languages) is especially inappropriate for the Simon narrative because his stated
practices hardly resemble anything we would call “magic” or a witchcraft accusation:
the text does not mention any ritual objects or practices; Simon is not said to have
manipulated any divinities or anything of the sort; and his actions were not considered
deviant (by the audience in the narrative), but were publicly praised. If anything,
payeia in this text is more closely linked to charlatanry, spectacle, or inferior (ritual)

31 Meyer and Smith 1995 (rev. ed. 1999). The notion of ritual power also plays a considerable role in
Lesses 1998.

32 On the presence of “magic” behind our collections of ancient sources, see, for instance, Versnel
1991; Frankfurter 2019, 10. In the interest of full disclosure, Richard Smith personally
communicated to me that it was the original publisher (Harper San Francisco) that insisted on the
title Ancient Christian Magic.

33 The scholarly literature tying the Simon in Acts to “magic” is immense. See, for instance, the
following monographs: Garrett 1989, 61-87; Heintz 1997; Klauck 2003, 13-30. See also Stratton
2007, 98; Twelftree 2009. In addition to the noun payeio, the redactor also uses the verb poysvw
(Acts 8:9).

34  On the problems with confusing payeio with “magic,” see Frankfurter 2019, 4; Aune 2007, 236—
49; Graf 1997, 26 (and several other places). Rather interestingly, Otto translates poayeio as
“magic” (with scare quotes) several times in his essay. For instance, as part of his historicising
analysis of magic, he asks the following question about the “self-referential” use of poyeia in the
PGM: “[w]hy did the authors of the PGM employ the concept of ‘magic’ as a self-referential
term?” (Otto 2013, 337).
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activity (in comparison with Philip);*> Peter ultimately condemns Simon for his mone-
tary improprieties (Acts 8:18-24).3¢ We must, therefore, always bear in mind that,
despite their etymological relationship and occasional overlaps (see below), magic and
payeio are not identical.

In response to the differences between modern and ancient conceptions of illicit
ritual, other scholars have preferred to retain the ancient terminology (i.e., using the
native words in the ancient text [e.g., poyeio or papuokeio] instead of terms, such as
“magic” and “sorcery”). Although there are many research questions for which the use
of native terminology is viable (and perhaps even preferable), Jan Bremmer’s words
about the use of native Greek terminology in scholarly analysis are apt: “[t]he exclusi-
ve use of Greek terms may suggest an absence of the modern world, but one’s own
cultural framework will inevitably serve as a point of reference.”” In other words, this
approach can mask scholarly presuppositions about antiquity, giving an air of objecti-
vity whilst tacitly organising analysis around contemporary biases. At the same time,
this approach has the potential to stifle comparative analysis by obscuring with an-
cient language meaningful conceptual parallels between the ancient Mediterranean
and other times, locations, and cultures. We would do well to attend to the work of
historian Victoria Bonnell on comparison, in which she distinguishes between the
analytical use of comparison (i.e., oriented around similar kinds of individuals/groups
at a particular period of time) and the illustrative use of comparison (i.e., attempting to
illuminate a broader idea, concept, or model that transcends specific groups or a parti-
cular time period).*® One assumes differences between the various groups and prac-
tices in the latter illustrative mode. Drawing from the work of Bonnell and Jonathan
Z. Smith, David Frankfurter has usefully summed up the values and limitations of this
illustrative use of comparison:

We engage in it for the greater understanding of human society. For this kind of i/lustrative com-
parison our own specialty areas — through which we investigate patterns comparatively — really
constitute a kind of ethnographic fieldwork for the larger understanding of religion. We do not, of
course, delude ourselves with the impression that the patterns exist apart from their heuristic func-
tion in making sense of religion in context or that they grasp in any way the totality of content or
experience. They simply aid us in making sense of phenomena and in bringing our observations to
new situations.

35 1 would argue, therefore, that the English word “magic” is not the best term for this kind of activity.

36 On the problems with understanding Acts more generally through the lens of magic, see Sanzo
2019b, 198-202. To be sure, the association of illicit ritual practice with avarice and other dubious
financial practices was widespread in antiquity (e.g., Plato, Respublica, 2.364; Sophocles,
Antigone, 1055; Cicero, Divinatione, 1.58; Josephus, Antiquitates, 6.48; 18.65—80). Nevertheless,
the redactor does not directly connect the payeio with Simon’s financial misdeeds.

37 Bremmer 1998, 12.

38 Bonnell 1980.

39 Frankfurter 2012, 88 (emphasis in original).
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Indeed, as I will highlight in more detail below, ancient and modern categories of licit
and illicit ritual do in fact partially overlap, thus imbuing the term “magic” with some
explanatory power for certain research questions.

To be sure, many of the scholars calling for the end of the category magic are well
aware of the problems with other categories and rubrics, especially their primary re-
placement category, religion. In addition to the many classic essays of Jonathan Z.
Smith on the category religion*® and Aune’s 2007 essay, in which he simultaneously
deconstructed both magic and religion, Otto’s 2013 article also emphasised the analy-
tical problems with religion in a concessionary footnote. Given the importance of this
footnote, I will cite it in foto:

Of course, one could argue that the concept of ‘religion’ implies problems similar to those of ‘ma-
gic’; likewise, ‘religion’ is characterized by fuzzy semantics, implicit judgments, and a long and
diverse history; it provoked, similarly, an ongoing academic dispute offering no final answers. As
a matter of fact, no academic term is able to survive the critical analysis of a postmodern de-
constructionist; monolithic, well-defined concepts have become (quite rightly) extinct alongside
the burial of the phenomenological school and its grand narratives. However, one has to make
choices: it seems reasonable to argue that some terms are (in a quite pragmatic sense) better than
others. ‘Religion,” with a loose working definition of belief in spiritual beings, is no doubt appli-
cable in Classical Antiquity (and is, in fact, usually applied in this sense in Classical Studies).
Bringing in the concept ‘magic’ while analyzing ancient sources evokes the well-known arsenal of
theoretical problems implied in the terminological dualism of ‘magic’ and ‘religion.” Thus, instead
of working with two problematic concepts the distinction of which may forever remain unclear, it
seems reasonable to stick to the more established (and less disputed) term and discard the other. In
the end, this is a pragmatic decision which cannot be ultimately justified; however, as this paper
will show, the methodological approach proposed here can actually help to make better sense of
the ancient sources and, thus, contribute to academic progress.*!

It is useful to unpack Otto’s rather helpful summary of the problems associated with
definition in the Humanities and Social Sciences more generally since it raises funda-
mental questions about his (and Smith’s and Aune’s) methodological objections to
magic. First of all, Otto appropriately underscores that most of the analytical catego-
ries scholars take for granted have been thoroughly deconstructed. In addition to “reli-
gion” and its contiguous sub-categories — such as Christian, Jewish, and Gnosticism —
the terms that scholars have destabilised (for ancient studies) include: ritual;*? identi-
ty;® experience;* text;* author;* and history.’ It is difficult to imagine a study of

40 E.g., Smith 1980; Smith 1998. See especially his collected essays in Smith 2004.

41 Otto 2013, 321, n. 55.

42  See Grimes 2000, 259-70. On the problems with identifying “ritual” in archaeological fieldwork,
see e.g., Briick 1999.

43 See Brubaker and Cooper 2000.

44 Fitzgerald 2000a.

45 See Clark 2004, 130-55.

46 E.g., Woodmansee 1984; Malina 2014.

47 See e.g., Clark 2004, 9-28; 86-105.
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antiquity, however, that does not use — or conceptually rely upon on some level — one
or more of these and other “problematic” rubrics.

More to the point, although he alludes to the analytical shortcomings of religion,
Otto claims that religion is “less disputed” than magic. This claim inappropriately
downplays the growing sentiment in the field of religious studies that religion consti-
tutes an inherently biased category and, according to some, should thus be removed
from scholarly analysis. Already in 1962, Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s classic tome, The
Meaning and End of Religion, argued that religion inappropriately oriented the
scholarly discourse in favour of systems instead of feelings.*® Talal Asad contended
that religion — at least in the individualistic and definable way we currently conceive
of it — is a post-Reformation-era product.*® Even Randall Styers’s interesting critique
of the category magic, which Otto cites with verve, is ironically based in large mea-
sure on Timothy Fitzgerald’s similar deconstructive analysis of religion.*°

It is difficult to overestimate the impact of religion in the promotion of colonial
ideals and thereby in the construction, maintenance, and defence of modern secular
society.’! In this vein, Otto’s claim that magic is particularly problematic because it
necessarily involves another category (i.e., “religion”) is not only disputable in and of
itself,’ but it is also misleading since it fails to account for the historical linkage
between the categories “religion” and “secularism” that many scholars have stressed.
Asad writes, “...‘religion’ is a modern concept not because it is reified but because it
has been linked to its Siamese twin ‘secularism.””>* More recently, Craig Martin has
expressed his concern with the intrinsically binary nature of the term religion:

The norms [associated with the term religion] typically adhere to or are inherent in binary sche-
mas, wherein two opposing terms are conceived as properly or essentially distinct, either de facto
or de jure: for example, religion vs. magic; religion vs. superstition; religious experience vs. orga-
nized religion; individual religion vs. institutional religion; outward ritual vs. inward sincerity;
reasonable religion vs. fundamentalist religion; church vs. the state; religion vs. politics; religion
vs. the secular; the private sphere vs. the public sphere; religion vs. spirituality; religious faith vs.
scientific knowledge; revealed knowledge vs. empirical knowledge; ete.>

This expanded list of binaries — of which religion is a contrasting component — ought
to make it clear that Otto’s critique of magic on the basis of its binary quality equally
applies to religion and, therefore, should also preclude him from using the latter
term.>

48 Smith 1962.

49 Asad 1993, 27-54.

50 Styers 2004, 11 (cf. Fitzgerald 2000b). For the impact of Styers on Otto, see Otto 2013, 317, 318.

51 As Fitzgerald noted, “[t]he category religion is at the heart of modern western capitalist
ideology...it mystifies by playing a crucial role in the construction of the secular, which to us
constitutes the self-evidently true realm of scientific facticity, rationality, and naturalness”
(Fitzgerald 2000, 3).

52 Bremmer 1999, 9-12.

53 Asad 2001, 221.

54  Martin 2015, 297-98.

55 On the binary quality of most of our analytical vocabulary, see Frankfurter 2019, 11.
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But it is not only modern theorists of religion that have advocated for religion’s
removal from scholarship. Given the significant role the category religion has played
in the construction of modern political and economic systems and sensibilities, scho-
lars have questioned its utility specifically for the study of antiquity. Aune raised
questions in 2007 about the explanatory power of religion for ancient studies on the
grounds that religion did not constitute a discrete domain of Graeco-Roman antiquity:
“[w]hat modern scholars call ‘religion’ was embedded in ancient Greek and Roman
culture to such an extent that it is impossible to disentangle the one from the other.”¢
This critique of the category religion has not gone out of style in scholarship on anti-
quity. In fact, Brent Nongbri has recently devoted an entire monograph to the subject
of religion’s numerous anachronistic biases and assumptions with respect to the study
of the ancient Mediterranean world.>” Whether or not one agrees that religion ought to
be removed from the scholarly study of antiquity — I personally do not — it is clear that
religion is susceptible to the very same critiques of anachronism as magic.

Otto’s particular definition of the term “religion” (i.e., religion as belief in “spirit
beings”) also requires critical reflection. The isolation of belief as the primary defini-
tional criterion for religion is not merely anachronistic; ironically, it also orients ana-
lysis around the very same Protestant proclivities that constructed magic as a foil for
religion (i.e., [Protestant] religious beliefs in contrast to [Catholic] magical rituals).>®
What is more, religion — if it is characterised as belief in “spirit beings” — is also a
generic category that, if applied to antiquity, encompasses virtually the entire corpus
of ancient primary source material.>

To be sure, Aune (2014) and Otto — drawing on Smith — mitigate the dangers of
this potential pitfall by advocating for an atomising approach, whereby “ancient reli-
gion” (including “magic”) is disaggregated into a series of discrete rubrics, such as
healing, protection, exorcism, and curse tablets. Yet, this approach is not without its
own theoretical and methodological problems. The automatic impulse to sub-divide
practices according to function or specific ritual practice can distort our understanding
of antiquity by fragmenting domains that some ancients considered unified. Natalie
Zemon Davis has appropriately warned against such fragmentation:

56 Aune 2007, 235.

57 Nongbri 2013. Although the majority of this book leads one to conclude that scholars ought to
abandon the category “religion” in the study of antiquity, Nongbri changes course in the end of his
study, arguing for a “more informed” way of discussing this category (Ibid., 154-59). Simon Price
has also highlighted problems with the term “religion” in the ancient Greek world (Price 1999).
Likewise, Jan Bremmer has written, “...religion was not yet conceptualized as a separate sphere of
life in the Greco-Roman period and the term ‘religion’ only received its modern meaning in the
immediate post-Reformation era, when the first contours of a separate religious sphere started to
become visible” (Bremmer 1999, 10).

58 On the role of Protestantism in the construction of the religion—magic binary, see e.g., Thomas
1971, 51-77; Thomas 1975, 96; Smith 1995, 44.

59 Even letters written for practical concerns, such as P. Oxy. 46. 3314, include prayers and use
expressions, such as “divine providence.” For a useful discussion of this object, see Blumell 2012,
28.
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[we should] examine the range of people’s relations with the sacred and the supernatural, so as not
to fragment those rites, practices, symbols, beliefs and institutions which to villagers or citydwel-
lers constitute a whole. We consider how all of these may provide groups and individuals some
sense of the ordering of their world, some explanation for baffling events or injustice, and some
notion of who and where they are.%0

Davis’ words are particularly apt since several artefacts reveal that ancients grouped
together various ritual practices.

In fact, at least on occasion, the practices and texts that make up our category
“magic” were likewise organised under a single conceptual rubric in antiquity. As
Michael D. Swartz has noted about Jewish magic, “...there is a great deal of formal
cohesion among amulets, magical handbooks, and the like.”®! The Greco-Egyptian
magical materials likewise display a degree of “formal cohesion,” especially when
compared to other kinds of objects. Certain Egyptian scribal habits tend to be exclusi-
ve to — or at least uncommon outside of — the various texts and practices scholars
deem “magical.” For instance, the so-called charaktéres were commonly used in late
antique curses, healing rituals, and apotropaic contexts, yet were uncommonly — if
ever — used in contexts we would typically regard as “non-magical.”®? There is, there-
fore, tremendous heuristic value in calling the charaktéres a “magical” practice.®

In close dialogue with the material evidence — and, for that matter, our modern ta-
xonomies — certain texts primarily designed to dictate and manage normative behavi-
our reveal that the practices we consider “magic” were at times conceptually related in
late antiquity. For instance, the text traditionally labelled Canon 36 of the Council of
Laodicea states:

Those who are of the priesthood, or of the clergy, ought not be magicians, enchanters, numerolo-
gists, or astrologers; nor ought they make what are called amulets, which are chains for their own
souls. Those who wear (amulets), we command to be cast out of the Church.

In this text, the ritual practices of “magicians” (pdyovg), “enchanters” (€maoidovg),
“numerologists” (padnuoartikodc), and “astrologers” (dotpordyovg) were related to the
extent that they constituted a single threat and thus relegated to a single canon.®> What
is more, these diverse ritual experts were connected to the production and use of

60 Davis 1974, 312 (cited in Frankfurter 2005, 268—69).

61 Swartz 2001, 190.

62 For a recent analysis of the charaktéres, which stresses its changes over time and across space, see
Gordon 2014. See also Mastrocinque 2004, 92-98. For the ability of the charaktéres to reshape
mundane objects as “magical,” see Gordon 2015, 160.

63 In this sense, Bronistaw Malinowski’s “coefficient of weirdness™ has analytical utility — though, of
course, it must be constantly checked and reformulated in light of new insights into contemporary
biases about the bizarre in antiquity (Malinowski 1935, 2:218-25). For the application of
Malinowski’s “coefficient of weirdness” to the study of ancient magic, see Wilburn 2012, 12—13;
Frankfurter 2006, 15-19.

64 Translation taken from Stander 1993, 64. On the problems with connecting this canon to a single
Council of Laodicea, see Joannou 1962, 127-28; de Bruyn 2017, 39.

65  On this point, see Sanzo 2019b, 216—17.
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evAaktiplo, a Greek term often translated as “amulet” (see above). To be sure, as
Fritz Graf has deftly demonstrated, the taxonomic relationship between payesio and
divination was not consistent throughout antiquity.®® Although practices associated
with divination were in earlier periods generally thought to be distinct from payeia,
they were linked under a larger demonological umbrella by Christian thinkers.®” The
same holds true for the relationships between magic and other subcategories of “an-
cient religion,” such as astrology. It is not surprising, therefore, that Epiphanius of
Salamis cast aspersions on Nimrod as the source of both dotpoloyia and payeia (Pan.
1.3.3). Such taxonomic developments notwithstanding, ancient and modern classifica-
tions of ritual do in fact occasionally overlap in substantive ways. The strict avoidance
of magic can, therefore, occlude such instances of intersection.

The atomising approach is problematic for another reason: it is predicated on the
assumption that the disaggregated categories (e.g., amulet, healing, protection,
cursing, and divination) constituted clearly identifiable and distinct spheres of ancient
religious practice. Yet, within the cluster of social contexts we call the ancient Medi-
terranean world, the demonological and pathological domains were often inextricably
linked.®® The material record from Christian late antiquity testifies to the blurred
boundaries between curative, protective, and exorcistic rituals. Take, for instance,
BGU III 954, a now-lost sixth-century CE “amulet” from Heracleopolis Magna

(Egypt):

Master, Oh God Almighty, The Fath[er] of our Lord and Savior [Jesus Christ], and Saint Serenus,
I, Silvanus, Son of Sarapinus, give thanks and bow [my] head before you, asking and beseeching in
order that you might chase away from me, your slave, the demon of the evil eye, the (demon) of the
e[vil] d[e]ed an[d] the (demon) of unpleasantness and remove every sickness and every malady
from me in order that I might be healthy and [able] to speak the Gospel-prayer [of health]. Our
Father, who resides in the heaven[s, may] your name [be holy,] may [y]our ki[ngdom] arrive, may
[your] will be done on earth [as] it is in heaven. Give u[s] today o[ur] daily bread and forgive our
deb[t]s [a]s also [we] forgive those who are indeb[ted to us,] and do [not] bring us into temptation,
Lord, b[ut] deliv[er] us from ev[il. For yours is] the glor[y] forev[er...] and the [?] of those [?]...In
the beginning was the [Wor]d. The book of the ge[nealogy of Jesus Christ, S]o[n of David, Son of
Abraham.] Oh Light of light, True God, grant me, your servant, light graciously. Saint Serenus, beg
for me that I may be completely healthy.®

66 Graf2011.

67 Graf 2011, 133. It must be noted, however, that magic and divination have not always been closely
connected in scholarship. Sarah Iles Johnston has stressed how magic figured much more
prominently in colonial discourses. As a result, magic has played a significantly greater role in
postcolonial scholarship. Johnston appropriately notes: “...because the practice of divination had
never acquired the same dangerously exotic stamp as had magical practices, and because the term
‘divination’ had never acquired as deeply pejorative overtones as those that had prompted attempts
to redefine ‘magic,’ it failed to fascinate the same [postcolonial] scholars who began to take up the
study of magic” (Johnston 2008, 26).

68 For this connection in the Gospel of Luke, see Twelftree 2014, 217.

69 Translation taken from Sanzo 2008, 31-32.
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The juxtaposition of physical concerns (“remove every sickness and every malady
from me in order that I might be healthy and [able] to speak the Gospel-prayer [of
health]”)’® and demonic threats (“chase away from me, your slave, the demon of the
evil eye, the (demon) of the e[vil] d[e]ed an[d] the (demon) of unpleasantness™)’' on
the object makes it difficult to classify with reference to the proposed subdivisions.
Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 (see above) includes requests for protection (e.g., Leiden, Ms.
AMS 9 2r, 5-16; 3v, 22—4r, 4), exorcism (e.g., Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 Ir, 1; 3v, 10), and
healing (e.g., Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 7v, 3-4). With which of the labels proposed by Otto,
Aune, and Smith should we assign this Coptic codex?’? As John Gager has appropria-
tely noted about facile distinctions between defixiones and other ritual technologies,
“...across time uses [of amulets] expanded to cover other needs, so that the boundary
lines between bowls, amulets, and defixiones gradually disappeared.”’3

In sum, the deconstructionist position more or less consistently advocated by
Smith, Aune, and Otto fails on two analytical levels. First, this approach does not
grapple enough with the occasional — though significant — taxonomic overlaps
between ancient and modern notions of magic. Although one certainly cannot claim
that ancient practitioners organised their taxonomies of illicit ritual along the same
lines as, for instance, modern scholars, there are in fact many important points of con-
vergence between these respective groups. Such moments of intersection can be
usefully illuminated in dialogue with broader analytical categories, magic among
them. Second, the deconstructionist approach does not take into sufficient account the
conceptual connections that some ancient practitioners made between the domains of
healing, protection, cursing, and divination and thus the occasional blurring of these
subcategories on particular ritual artefacts. In other words, the disaggregating metho-
dology offered by these scholars does little to alleviate taxonomic ambiguity. Indeed,
the simple preference for religion over magic — with or without the various micro-ca-
tegories — frequently exchanges one set of analytical problems for another. Jesper
Serensen captures well the underlying problems with the abstinence approach to
scholarly terminology, especially magic:

...it is difficult to see what is gained by exorcising such broad synthetic terms as magic (or ‘religi-
on’ for that matter). The whole idea seems to rest on a dubious reminiscence from logical positi-
vism where concepts, and especially scientific concepts, are thought of as neutral reflections of re-
al things found out there in the world. Of course, ‘magic’ is not a natural category found in the

world, but neither are ‘religion’, ‘society’, and ‘elephant’.74

70 Greek: nacov 6¢ vooov kai mioav porakiov deele ' €pod, dnmg Hydve k(ai) [pel]A[fom] einelv
TNV evayyeMKNV g0y [0yu|g].

71  Greek: dubéng am’€pod, Tod dovAov, TOV daipova tpofackaviag kol Tov k[ako]e[plyiag kai Tov Tiig
amdiog.

72 In addition to the blurred lines between exorcism, apotropaic activity, and healing in the amuletic
record, exorcism was conflated with the domains of baptism and “conversion” in texts, such as the
Apostolic Tradition. See especially Délger 1909; Leeper 1993; Sorensen 2002, 14-17.

73 Gager 1992, 220.

74  Serensen 2007, 2. Henk Versnel makes a very similar point when he writes, “Magic does not exist,
nor does religion. What do exist are our definitions of these concepts” (Versnel 1991, 177).
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In the end, Otto’s claim that replacing magic with religion inherently “make[s] better
sense of the ancient sources” is unconvincing.

3. CONCLUSIONS

This essay has sought to demonstrate that, like the uncritical use of the term magic,
the complete avoidance of the term magic — especially when it is governed exclusively
by an atomising approach to ancient religion — has inherited biases that can negatively
impact analysis and interpretation. One must, therefore, adopt a position, which nei-
ther completely avoids the term “magic” nor naively absorbs and reproduces the ideo-
logical baggage associated with the term in its traditional (scholarly) usage.” Ironical-
ly, it was Jonathan Z. Smith who penned one of the best statements about analytical
vocabulary, specifically about the term religion:

‘Religion’ is not a native term; it is a term created by scholars for their intellectual purposes...It is
a second-order, generic concept that plays the same role in establishing a disciplinary horizon that
a concept such as ‘language’ plays in linguistics or ‘culture’ plays in anthropology. There can be
no disciplined study of religion without such a horizon.”®

To take a bit of liberty with Smith’s words on religion and apply them to the concerns
at hand, magic is not a problematic term per se, but one tool among many that scho-
lars of antiquity should use. This is not to say that we should wield the term hapha-
zardly (e.g., translating every instance of poyeio as “magic”); as scholars we must
critically engage with the category magic, balancing deconstructive analysis with the
need in certain contexts for magic as a heuristic rubric.”’

To be sure, the application of such a balanced approach will not be a simple or
easy task. Which items ought to be considered “magical”? Which “religious”? Which
“scientific,” “economic,” or “political”? Which “ancient”? Which “late antique”? The-
re will never be perfect answers to such questions. Ultimately, our selection of rubrics
should depend upon our analytical goals and research questions. Does labelling a text,
object, or practice magical — and thus placing it into comparison with other materials
scholars have labelled magical — facilitate our examination of a specific text or help us
address a particular question? If not, we must try to find a better match.”®

But, one might object, isn’t magic a vague or imprecise term (and thus analytical-
ly unhelpful)? In another venue, Otto noted that, in his co-edited volume Defining
Magic: A Reader, more than 39 semantic and 35 theoretical notions of “magic” were

75 For a similar approach to the category religion, see Wendt 2016, 30-36.

76  Smith 1998, 281-82.

77 1 thus agree with those scholars who see the need for magic as an “etic” term (e.g., Versnel 1991;
Bremmer 1999; Johnston 2003, 50-54).

78 Frankfurter reaches a similar conclusion, when he notes that we should “ask ourselves what is
gained or lost by describing data with one etic term or another” (Frankfurter 2019, 11).
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offered.”® This “heterogeneity” of scholarly ideas about “magic” might appear to re-
flect the term’s absence of any clear reference point.®? Yet, despite the divergent defi-
nitions of and approaches to magic, there is a high degree of scholarly agreement on
which concerns, functions, and primary sources are included within the category “an-
cient magic.” As Roy Rappaport once noted about the term religion, “...vagueness is
not vacuity, and we know well enough what people mean by the term to get on with
things.”®! Ironically, the theorists who deny the usefulness of magic inadvertently
concede this point. In addition to the words of Jonathan Z. Smith (cited toward the be-
ginning of this essay), in which he argues for sub-dividing “phenomena commonly
denoted by ‘magic,””8? David Aune (2007) argued that magic is:

typically thought to include most of the following types of rituals: healing, exorcism, divination,
curse tablets (‘tabellae defixionum,” or ‘defixiones’), necromancy, erotic rituals, incantations, the
evil eye, uses of the divine name, and amulets, to list major categories.83

Likewise, Bernd-Christian Otto (2013), after making the case for abandoning the ca-
tegory magic, posed the question, “...how should Classicists deal with source material
habitually tagged as ‘magic’ in Classical discourse?”®* This long-standing and broad
agreement in scholarship about which sources and concerns make up the category
“(ancient) magic” in fact offers a very useful point of departure.

But again, we must always reflect on the inherent biases of our analytical catego-
ries. We should critically engage with the connotations and associations that magic
currently evokes, without necessarily feeling compelled to postulate new definitions.®
Are any of the inherited qualities of magic inappropriate for the source(s) we are exa-
mining? If so, we should be explicit with our readers about such incongruities. This

79 Otto 2017, 43; cf. Otto and Stausberg 2013, 2-3, 9-10.

80 Mark C. Taylor has in fact argued that the “rich equivocity” of terms in the study of religion
contribute to their analytical usefulness (Taylor 1998, 16—18).

81 Rappaport 1999, 23.

82  Smith 1995, 16-17 (emphasis mine).

83  Aune 2007, 231-32 (emphasis mine).

84 Otto 2013, 319 (emphasis mine).

85 Otto is certainly correct in challenging the automatic impulse to offer monothetic or polythetic
definitions of terms (Otto 2017, 51). But the “polysemantic analysis” (i.e., dividing scholarly
usages of a given term into “sets of notions” or “triggers,” which provide the guiding analytical
framework) that he pioneers is, in my estimation, unworkable; many of the “sets of notions” are
likewise based on problematic categories, which would require their own “polysemantic analyses,”
thus resulting in an endless chain of “triggers” and sub-triggers. For instance, Otto includes under
his first set of notions of “religious individualization” the following trigger (A3): “Pluralization
(this may imply basic ‘extensions of social orbits,” but also multi-religiosity, syncretism, hybridity,
patchwork, entanglement...)” (Otto 2017, 34). Each of the items on this list is “polysemantic” in its
own right and would thus require its own “set of notions” (presumably before one might consider
its meaning and significance for the original category, “religious individualization™). This critique
of his “polysemantic analysis” notwithstanding, his taxonomic focus on scholarly approaches to
terms (and not on some naive “emic” view) is worthwhile and resonates with the argument I make
below (see Otto 2017, 32).
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kind of analysis will inevitably need to be nuanced, taking into account the strengths
and weaknesses of a given theory/theorist or of the boundaries around a given corpus
of sources. To take just one example: although many of Sir James Frazer’s thoughts
on magic (e.g., its placement at the beginning of a cultural evolutionary scheme®® and
its “manipulative” quality) are not very useful for virtually all contemporary research
questions, his claim that magic operates according to the sympathetic principles of
homeopathic association (i.e., “like produces like or that an effect resembles its cau-
se”) and contagious association (i.e., “things which have once been in contact with
each other continue to act on each other at a distance after the physical contact has
been severed”) goes some way toward capturing the assumed logic found in many of
the extant ritual objects from antiquity.’” Indeed, several scholars, including Derek
Collins, David Frankfurter, and myself, have found explanatory power in the principle
of analogy for our analyses of ancient magical practices (even if we have rejected
many of Frazer’s colonial biases on the matter).

We must also continually bear in mind that several of the problems with magic
have little to do with magic per se; they reflect broader problems with rigidly organi-
sed scholarly taxonomies. Both users and deniers of magic have often assumed that a
given kind of object (e.g., amulet or defixio) or concern (e.g., healing or cursing) must
have only one overarching label — whether magic, religion, or whatever. But such a
narrow approach to labelling is by no means our only option. In this vein, we should
not merely take a critical stance toward all of our inherited rubrics, but we should also
be willing to experiment with categories, classifying familiar sources in unfamiliar
ways (if only for select studies).®” One can find much analytical utility for certain re-
search questions in treating amulets and similar objects, for instance, alternatively as
“magical” or — in the tradition of Otto and Aune (2014) — as “religious.” To reference

86 As Robert H. Lowie noted nearly 100 years ago, “Frazer’s argument breaks down at every point,
and even if we adopt his definitions there is no reason to ascribe greater antiquity to magic than to
religion” (Lowie 1925, 147).

87 Frazer 1911, 52.

88 Frankfurter 1995, 469; Collins 2008, 108—109; Sanzo 2014, 65-69. Collins, who finds value with
Frazer’s notion of analogy (with, of course, further nuance), properly notes: “...to the extent that
homeopathic and contagious magic were premised on a misunderstanding of natural law, Frazer’s
theory has largely been proven wrong” (Collins 2008, 20). Scholars now generally orient their
discussions of analogy in magic around Stanley Tambiah’s notion of “persuasive analogy,”
whereby the participants are not thought to operate from a mistaken idea of empirical analogies, but
are said to encourage such analogies through ritual performance (Tambiah 1973; cf. Faraone 1991,
8). Frankfurter has also recently noted that magic — as a heuristic tool of scholars — might usefully
connote, for instance, the “material aspects of ritual, local applications of official ritual, and
shifting evaluations of traditional religious figures or rites” (Frankfurter 2019, 19). Frankfurter,
however, ultimately frames magic as a transitional category, “point[ing] us to something more
fundamental in all the religions of antiquity (and beyond): that what we call religion inevitably
revolves around the image and the amulet, the assemblage and the inscribed letters, the shrine and
the body” (Frankfurter 2019, 20). Although I would agree that magic can point us to such
“religious” dimensions, I remain unconvinced by Frankfurter’s claim that the utility of magic is
limited to its transitional function.

89 For a similar approach to heuristic terms, see Gordon 2015, 134-35.
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Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 once more: this Coptic codex might be productively described as
a magical object or as a religious object. If one’s scholarly interest, for instance,
centres on questions of scriptural reception in apotropaic, curative, and exorcistic
contexts — and/or in quotidian contexts traditionally ignored in scholarly research —
Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 might be usefully labelled as a “magical” object. Indeed, this
codex has been typically classified as “magical” and included within scholarly collec-
tions of “magical” objects.”® Such a classification is not arbitrary since the scribe ex-
plicitly says in its opening text (The Prayer and Exorcism of Saint Gregory) that his
“prayer” (eyxH) could be used as an “amulet” (pyAaKTHPION [e.g., Leiden, Ms. AMS
9, 4r, 1. 1]) and, accordingly, could be deposited (e.g., Leiden, Ms. AMS 9, 1v, 1. 28)
and worn (e.g., Leiden, Ms. AMS 9, 1v, L. 21). It is no wonder, therefore, that this
object shares qualities with other artefacts that scholars have labelled “magical” and
might be usefully compared with them for certain types of scholarly inquires.’! If,
however, one wishes to assess the practitioner’s native classification of this codex,
then Leiden, Ms. AMS 9 should be conceived of as “religious” — or, even better, “anti-
magical” — and, therefore, ought to be placed alongside other early Christian discours-
es against illicit rituals.”?> Indeed, the practitioner not only refers to the object as a
“prayer” (€yxH), but, as I also noted above, this codex explicitly condemns a host of
rituals with a vitriolic tone, which easily rises to the level found in the writings of
Chrysostom, Augustine, and their ilk.

Such taxonomic flexibility ought to be multi-directional and not limited to objects
typically deemed “magical.” There is much value in treating early Christian prayer,
for instance, as a magical practice. One ought not conduct such a study for sensational
effect or in order to denigrate prayer, but to raise new questions in light of different
comparanda and research frameworks. Situating early Christian prayers within the
world of amulets, curses, and the like can help raise new questions about the poetics
of prayers. What principles of analogy or contiguity — if any — were at work? How did
historical precedents and authoritative traditions function in a given prayer? What role
did local specialists play in the promotion of certain forms of prayer and ideas about
prayer? How do the material characteristics of an object inscribed with a prayer con-
tribute to the prayer’s efficacy?

Again, we should not be shackled by our analytical rubrics, but use them in ways
that are valuable to us for our particular studies. In the end, so long as our taxonomies
remain flexible and, consequently, we do not relegate particular items, such as healing
objects, curses, Roman emperors, coins, and Jesus, exclusively to one particular do-
main of social experience, magic alongside other rubrics (e.g., science, religion, poli-
tics, and economy) can help us better understand the fascinating world of antiquity.

90 E.g., Kropp 1931, 73-76, Meyer and Smith 1994, 314-25.

91 For instance, this codex includes the incipits of the Gospels and LXX Ps 90:1, which are common
on amulets and similar contexts during late antiquity. For discussion, see Sanzo 2014, esp. 82-83,
109.

92  For this latter approach to Leiden, Ms. AMS 9, see Sanzo 2019a. On early Christian discourses of
illicit ritual, see most recently de Bruyn 2017, 17—42; Sanzo 2019b.
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