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Written sources on magic in antiquity  

• Classical authors 

• Greek magical papyri 

• Curse tablets 



Classical authors on magic 



Pliny the Elder – Natural History 

• “The Natural History of Pliny the Elder is a voluminous survey of 
science, pseudoscience, art, and technology. Reflecting the state of 
knowledge of the late Hellenistic era, it is based on a hundred or so 
earlier authorities.” (Arcana mundi, p. 68.) 



Pliny vs. magicians 

•  „Magorum vanitas perunctis adipe eo faciliorem gratiam apud 
populos regesve promittit, praecipue tamen eo pingui, quod sit inter 
supercilia, ubi esse nullum potest.“ (PLIN. Nat. 28. 25) 

 



Magical ingredients within Natural history 

human ingredients 

 animal ingredients  

ingredients against certain illnesses 

• Foreign animal species 

 



Animals as magical ingredients in Greek 
magical papyri 

• "The Greek magical papyri" is a name given by scholars to a body of 
papyri from Greco-Roman Egypt containing a variety of magical spells 
and formulae, hymns and rituals. The extant texts are mainly from the 
second century B.C. to the fifth century A.D.“ (Betz, 1986, p.41) 

• „The Greek magical papyri are, however, original documents and 
primary sources. Their discovery is as important for Greco-Roman 
religions as is the discovery of the Qumran texts for Judaism or the 
Nag Hammadi library for Gnosticism.“ (Betz, 1986, p.42) 



PGM I. 247-62 - Invisibility spell 

• Ἀμαφρωςι<σ> δοκίμη. μζγα ἔργον· λαβὼν πιθήκου ὀφθαλμὸν ἢ νζκυοσ 
βιοθανάτου καὶ βοτάνην ἀγλαοφωτίδοσ (τὸ ῥόδον λζγει) ταῦτα τρίψασ 
ςὺν ἐλαίῳ ςουςίνῳ, τρίβων δὲ αὐτὰ ἐκ τῶν δεξιῶν εἰσ τὰ εὐϊνυμα λζγε 
τὸν λόγον, ὡσ ὑπόκειται· “ΑΝΟΚ ΑΝΟΤΠ ΑΝΟΚ ΟΤ΢ΙΡΦΡΗ ΑΝΟΚ ΢Ο΢ΩΣ 
΢ΩΡΩΝ ΟΤΙΕΡ ΑΝΟΚ ΠΕ ΟΤ΢ΙΡΕ ΠΕΝΣΑ ΢ΗΣ ΣΑΚΟ· ἀνάςτηθι, δαίμων 
καταχθόνιε ιω Ἐρβηθ ιω Φορβηθ ιω Πακερβηθ ιω Ἀπομψ, ὃ ἐὰν ἐπιτάξω 
ὑμῖν ἐγὼ ὁ δεῖνα, ὅπωσ ἐπήκοοί μοι γζνηςθε.” ἐὰν δὲ θελήςῃσ ἄφαντοσ 
γενζςθαι, χρῖςόν ςου τὸ μζτωπον μόνον ἐκ τοῦ ςυνθζματοσ, καὶ ἄφαντοσ 
ἔςῃ, ἐφ’ὅςον χρόνον θζλεισ. ἐὰν δὲ θελήςῃσ ἐμφαίνεςθαι, ἀπὸ δφςεωσ 
ἐρχόμενοσ εἰσ ἀνατολὴν λζγε το ὄνομα τοῦτο, καὶ ἔςει δηλωτικὸσ καὶ 
ἔποπτοσ πᾶςιν ἀνθρϊποισ. ἔςτιν δὲ τὸ ὄνομα· “Μαρμαριαωθ μαρμα 
ριφεγγη, ποιήςατζ με, τὸν δεῖνα, ἔποπτον πᾶςιν ἄνθρϊποισ ἐν τῇ ςήμερον 
ἡμζρᾳ, ἤδη, ἤδη, ταχφ, ταχφ.” ἔχε<ι> λίαν καλῶσ. 

 







Why donkey? 





Curse Tablets 



CIL 8.12511, Carthago, 1st.-3rd. cent. CE 

• „Ὡσ οὗτοσ ὁ ἀλζκτωρ καταδζδεται τοῖσ ποςὶ καὶ ταῖσ χερςὶ καὶ τῆ 
κεφαλῆ, οὕτωσ καταδήςατε τὰ ςκζλη καὶ τὰσ χῖρασ καὶ τὴν κεφαλὴν 
καὶ τὴν καρδίαν Βικτωρικοῦ τοῦ ἡνιόχου τοῦ βενζτου ἐν τῆ αὖριν 
ἡμζρα καὶ τοὺσ Ἵππουσ ...“ 

 

 





Conclusion 
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