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INTRODUCTION

A belief in magic has always existed. In the earliest societies, shamans tried to establish control over nature in order to help their communities survive. Some tried to propitiate the gods, starting religions, while others tried to replicate natural effects. The shaman was believed to maintain the balance between man and nature, to travel to other realms, and to transform himself into animal form.

As civilization developed, the purpose of magic changed. It became an expression of greed, for knowledge, power, or money. Sometimes it became a weapon. The best intentions, like the desire for wisdom, were seen afterwards as bad deeds. Knowledge was a dangerous thing in times of scientific ignorance or religious extremism. ‘Magus’ was a term of respect in the Near East for a learned man, but if you earned the reputation of being a ‘sorcerer’ in the European Middle Ages, you were in serious trouble. Such accusations were convenient political tools for enemies of some of those who appear in this book.

Whether there really were people who could use words to change themselves into animals, fly through the air, summon devils, or turn lead into gold, one thing is certain – wizards and their talents have always been a popular subject for entertainment.

Many of their tales share similar tropes. Academic Elsie Butler concluded that there is a universal ‘myth of the magus’, with very distinct and recognizable elements. It usually starts with the wizard’s strange childhood; they might be fostered, or show magical powers from birth or around puberty. Harry Potter was lucky as most wizards of myth and legend did not have an easily-accessed education. They had to travel far and wide to gain their knowledge and were often outcasts.

For some wizards of legend, there is a period of wandering in an inhospitable environment, while others were apprenticed to an existing wizard to be formally taught their craft. All of the great magi of legend underwent tests, trials, or temptations to prove their worth. They would have a formal initiation, which marked them out as different to their fellow men and invested them with some form of authority, even if only within a clandestine group. One of these tests is a magical duel to the death with another wizard, and a number of legends suggest the apparent death and rebirth of the wizard as part of the ongoing learning process. The experience of death allowed the wizard to communicate with spirits.
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Throughout history, wizards have worked in their magic circles to conjure spirits or demons and to acquire power or knowledge, as in this 19th-century painting. (North Wind Picture Archive / Alamy)

By the end of their lives, it was imperative that they find someone worthy of receiving their knowledge and carrying on their work. So, where we find a wizard we usually find an apprentice or two. One of the most famous magical books, the Sworn Book of Honorius, made its keeper promise to make three copies only before his death, to pass to his successors.

Some of these stories might seem familiar to us from their very recent retellings: the wizard as a young boy, discovering his talents; magical books that have a tendency to develop a life of their own and may need to be chained down; arcane languages, alphabets, and words like ‘Expelliarmus!’ or ‘Abracadabra!’ or ‘Stercus stercus moriturus sum’.

From behind the friendly face of the old grey-bearded wizard still peeps the shaman in his skins and hides, half-man, half-beast, lost in the mists of prehistoric time; the alchemist in his smoke-filled den, risking death by explosion as he mixes his impossible elixirs; the scholar, hiding his thoughts in code. Behind all of those shifting faces and identities, the trickster god of the old pagan world stretches out his hand to grant universal truth, but only if it is earned through hard work and even then at a price.

The Brothers Grimm should have the last word, though. In 1816 they wrote, “The stories of witches and wizards have survived better - and will survive better than any others - as our superstitious minds expect a better tale of good and evil from a wizard than they would from a giant or dwarf, which is why these are the only tales of the people that are welcome also among the educated classes.”
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THE ORIGINAL WIZARDS

Dedi – The Ancient Egyptian Sorcerer

The pharaoh, Khufu, was bored. Work was going well on the gigantic pyramid and on the remodelling of the Sphinx’s face to match his own, but the day was too hot to be working on these construction projects, so the pharaoh wanted entertainment. His advisors suggested that he go fishing, so Khufu boarded his royal barge, powered by both sail and 20 women rowers. The rowers thought it amusing to wear dresses made of faience glass beads, resembling fishing nets. This pleased Khufu, who, carrying a gold fishing rod, was torn between trying to catch his rowers or actual fish.

Neither were biting. It would take a miracle to cheer up the pharaoh, and that was what he wanted. His son, Prince Djedef-hor, said, ‘There is a miracle worker, a commoner named Dedi, who lives in the village of Djed Snefru. He is 110 years old, and every day he eats 500 loaves of bread and a shoulder of beef, and drinks 100 jars of beer. He knows how to mend a severed head. He can make a lion walk behind him with no leash, and he knows the number of chambers in the sanctuary of Thoth.’ The sanctuary of Thoth was the tomb of the god who had brought the knowledge of magic to the world, and Khufu had long sought to add a replica to his list of building works. Excited, he dispatched the Prince to bring Dedi to the court.

Djedef-hor took a boat south to Djed-Snefru and then was carried in a golden litter to the house of an old man in a shabby loincloth.

‘Greetings, oh blessed one,’ said the prince. ‘I have come to summon you by order of my father the king, Khufu. He will lead you though a good lifetime and to your ancestors who are in the necropolis.’

Dedi replied with a smile, ‘Welcome, Prince Djedef-hor, who is beloved of his father. Unfortunately, I’m just an old man, unfit to travel all the way to the royal court.’

He did not seem overly impressed that the pharaoh himself had summoned him. The prince didn’t dare to threaten him in case his magic was as powerful as the pharaoh hoped, so instead he filled his head with promises.

‘You will eat delicacies provided by the king, the food of his companions.’ Lured by these bribes, the old man gave in.

The prince’s entourage went to the jetty and was stunned to see Dedi preparing two majestic ships. One ship, Dedi explained, was for himself, while the other one was for his books of magic, his servants, and his apprentices.
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The Sphinx in the 19th century. The face was originally that of a lion but was remodelled into that of Khufu during his reign. (Library of Congress)

When the prince finally brought Dedi before his father, Khufu was unimpressed. How, he wondered, was this scruffy peasant supposed to perform miracles for his guests?

Khufu said, ‘Why is it that I have not seen you before?’

The old wizard answered, ‘Summon me and, look, I have come.’

Then one of Dedi’s students opened a box made of ebony and electrum, and handed him a wax model of a crocodile.

‘Have you heard the tale of the wizard whose wife committed adultery?’ As he spoke, Dedi placed the wax crocodile into the decorative pool in the centre of the courtyard.

‘It was in the time of my forefather, Nebka,’ Dedi said. ‘A maid saw the wizard’s wife dallying in the pavilion by the garden pool with a villager. And the maid told the wizard’s caretaker, who told the wizard. So, the wizard gave his caretaker a crocodile made of wax, just like this one,’ Dedi indicated the wax crocodile he had just placed in the water, ‘and instructed him to place it in the garden pool. The next time the villager arrived to be with the wizards wife…’ Dedi snapped his fingers, and suddenly the wax crocodile in the royal pool thrashed its tail, rearing as it swelled to the size of a fully-grown Nile crocodile. As the assembled court drew back in shock, the now very real beast opened its snaggle-toothed jaws. ‘The beast devoured the wife’s lover. Swallowed him whole in one gulp!’ The crocodile in the royal pool thrashed in the water, hissing at the terrified spectators. Dedi approached the snarling reptile, and, to everyone’s amazement, grabbed it in his arms.

He squeezed and crushed it until he held a wax crocodile again, which he put back in its box. Most of the court were already convinced that Dedi was a magnificent sorcerer. Khufu, though, was still unimpressed. He wanted to see a real miracle, and nothing less than life and death would suffice.

Remembering what his son had said, Khufu asked, ‘is it true that you know how to mend a severed head?’

Dedi nodded. Khufu said, ‘Bring forth a condemned man, and let his sentence be executed.’ Dedi refused immediately, saying that performing such acts on people for entertainment was against the laws of the gods and the priesthood. Instead, he had a duck’s head cut off by an apprentice. The body was placed on the west side of the audience hall and the head on the east side. Dedi incanted magic words, and suddenly the duck stood up and began to waddle across the floor. Its head began to roll towards it. Once the head had reached the body, the duck bent down to allow the head to remount the body. Then it stood up, quacking.

Astonished, Khufu had a goose brought to him, and the same trick was performed with it. He then had a sacrificial bull brought to him, and its head was cut off. Once again Dedi said his magic words, the head and body moved to meet behind him, and the bull stood whole once more.

Now the pharaoh was impressed. He invited Dedi for a more private audience and the promised feast. In his private apartments, Khufu said, ‘It is said that you know the number of chambers in the sanctuary of Thoth.’

Dedi thought carefully. ‘I do not know the number, but I know where they are kept. There is a box of flint, in a room called ‘The Inventory’, in Heliopolis. The sanctuary of Thoth is in that box.’

‘Will you go to Heliopolis for me and fetch this flint box?’

‘No. I physically could not do that.’

‘But you are the greatest wizard in the world,’ Khufu exclaimed in disbelief. ‘I have just watched you conquer death itself. How can there be anything you cannot do?’

Dedi said, ‘Because it is already written that the sanctuary will be brought to you by the eldest of the three kings who are in the womb of Reddjedet. She is the wife of a priest of Ra, the Lord of Sakhbu. They will rule in the whole of this land, and the eldest will become chief priest at Heliopolis.’
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The god Thoth, seen here in his Ibis-headed form, was believed to have brought knowledge of both magic and writing to mankind. Legend held that his dimensionally-transcendental tomb contained even more secrets of the gods. (Franck Camhi / Alamy)

The pharaoh didn’t want to hear any more, frustrated at being outmanoeuvred by a prophecy.

‘What is this mood, my lord?’ Dedi asked him. ‘Was it caused by these children I mentioned?’

Khufu nodded. ‘When will Reddjedet give birth?’

‘On



The Historical Dedi and Ancient Egyptian Magic
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Hermes Thrice-Great
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The Historical Hermes Trismegistus and Hermeticism
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ALCHEMY
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SIMON MAGUS’S BATTLE WITH ST PETER




Simon Magus












A Duel in the Sky
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The Historical Simon of Gitta
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