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ANCIENT NECROMANCY: FACT OR FICTION?

Necromancy was a mode of divination that, for a long time, drew
only a moderate measure of interest from.* In the last few dec-
ades, however, more studies of necromancy have appeared than
in the entire previous century. Recent interest in the topic has co-
incided with the increased popularity of studies in ancient magic,
and it is, therefore, not surprising to find a whole book dedicat-
ed to necromancy, viz. Daniel Ogden’s Greek and Roman Necroman-
cy.> Now even he must have realised thata book-length study was

1 Th. Hopfner, Griechisch-Agyptischer Offenbarungszauber. Seine Methoden (Leipzig
1924), 148-63; idem, ‘Nekromantie’, RE 16 (Stuttgart 1935), 2218-34; F. Cumont,
Lux perpetua (Paris 1949), 96-108; E.R. Dodds, The Ancient Concept of Progress (oxford
1973), 207f.

, M.W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the Greco-Roman World (London and New
York 2001), 237-9; D. Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy (Princeton 2001); Brem-
mer, The Rise and Fall of the Afterlife (New York and London 2002), 71-86; C. Faraone,
‘Orpheus’ Final Performance: Necromancy and a Singing Head on Lesbos’, Stu-
di Italiani di Filologia Classica 97 (2004), 5-27, ‘A Skull, a Gold Amulet and a Ceramic
Pot: Evidence for Necromancy in the Vigna Codini?’, MHNH: Revista Internacional de
Investigacién sobre Magia y Astrologia Antiguas 5 (2005), 27-44 and ‘Necromancy goes
underground: the disguise of skull- and corpse-divination in the Paris Magical
Papyri (PGM 4.1928-2144)’, in S.L. Johnston and P.T. struck (eds), Mantike. Studies
in Ancient Divination (Leiden 2005), 255-82; s.1. Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination
(0xford 2008), 171-5; K. Beerden, “Dismiss me. Enough’: A comparison between
Mesopotamian and Greek necromancy’, in R. Rollinger et al. (eds), Interkulturalitdt
in der Alten Welt (Wiesbaden 2010), 265-81; W. Friese, ‘Facing the Dead: Landscape
and Ritual of Ancient Greek Death Oracles’, Timeand Mind 3 (2010), 29-40 (non vidi).




overdoing things, as he noted at the beginning of his analysis:
‘There is little in any of our fields of evidence - arguably even none
of it - that, when pressed, can be taken to document directly any
specific historical performance of necromancy in antiquity. There
is, then, a sense in which this is less a history of necromancy it-
self in antiquity, than a history of ancient ideas, beliefs, and prej-
udices about it’ (xxii-xxiii). Speaking in football terms, one must
say that Ogden put the ball right in front of the goal and that,
sooner or later, somebody would kick the ball in. Indeed, in a se-
vere but clear review, Fritz Graf argued that:

the main problem is the concept of necromancy itself, with its
heavy Judeo-Christian overtones: it is not very useful to an un-
derstanding of the ancient evidence that connects deceased hu-
mans and oracular power. Language shows that Greeks conceived
of methods, places, and persons who would deal with and even
draw prophecies from restless dead. The meaning of the Greek term
vekvopavteia speaks for itself, but it is rare, literary, and polem-
ical, as is Cicero’s necyomanteia, which denigrates Appius Claudi-
us as an adept of almost criminal Greek hocus-pocus. Earlier, but
still rare, are puyaymytov, vekvopavteiov, and puyoropmneiov as the
places where souls could be placated (not asked about the future),
and puyaywyoi as the specialists who dealt with restless souls.
Greeks thus know of persons who claimed to lay ghosts and of ap-
propriate places apt for this. In the common imagination, there
existed also rites (see Aeschylus’ Persae and Cicero’s attack on Appi-
us Claudius); but they were entirely fictional - and different from
Odysseus’ rites at the outset of the Nekyia that were only later called
necromancy. The modern associations of necromancy are manifest
in the literary polemics only, but they are irrelevant at best, and
rather deleterious to our understanding of Homer, Aeschylus, or
Herodotus’ Periander.?

3 F. Graf, Classical World 99 (2006), 459-60.
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I have quoted Graf in full here, as he clearly sets out his ide-
as, which I may summarize as follows: (1) the term ‘necromancy’
is misleading, as it carries Judaeo-Christian overtones; (2) earlier
mentions of necromancy do not concern divination via the dead
but placation of the dead; (3) modern associations are manifest
in literary polemics only, and (4) reports of necromantic rites are
wholly fictional. It is no wonder, then, that the latest discussion
of necromancy by Sarah Iles Johnston states: ‘It must be empha-
sized that, in spite of the fact that the Greeks and Romans liked
to think (her italics) about necromancy, they seldom or never prac-
ticed it’.*

There can be little doubt that Graf rightly criticises Ogden for
exaggerating the importance of ancient necromancy. Yet one may
also wonder if Graf himself, in turn, does not overstate his own
case in some of the points he makes. I will therefore take a fresh
look at the evidence by concentrating on the four main points
of his argument isolated above. Let us start with the question
of terminology. First, it is important to realise that ‘necroman-
cy’ is a modern, somewhat generic term referring to a group of
(sometimes alleged) ancient practices. In fact, there are at least
four emic Greek and Roman terms which are all subsumed under
our etic term ‘necromancy’, namely Greek psychagdgia, nekromanteia,
nekyomanteia and Latin necyomanteia and sciomantia. Moreover, each

term has its own history. The oldest of them is psychagdgia, and
its practitioners, the psychagdgoi, are attested as early as Aeschylus.
Necyomanteia is the title of a mime of Laberius (c. 105-43 Bc), which
‘appears to be a Latinised form of the Greek feminine noun nekyo-
manteia (‘prophecy of the dead’)’.s But the other terms all postdate
the beginning of the Christian era. This fact alone should already

L

4 Johnston, Ancient Greek Divination, 97. This conclusion is a shift away from
Johnston, Restless Dead (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London 1999), 85.
s C. Panayotakis, Decimus Laberius: the fragments (Cambridge 2010), 301.
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used for people who beguiled their audience with their words and
teachings, whereas in later Greek it developed into the meaning
‘to entertain’. Thus, in Aristophanes’ Birds (1553-55), Socrates psy-
chagdgei, ‘evokes the souls of men’, near a lake, a passage hardly to
be disconnected from Aeschylus’ satyr drama, as was seen after
the latter’s first publication in 1978.% The term is repeatedly used
in Plato (Phaedr. 261a, 271c) and Isocrates (Nic. 49; Evagr. 10) for
charming an audience with words, but it is also used for beguil-
ing people with music, spectacles and sculptures.** As a metaphor
it is probably older than its first occurrence 414 Bc, the date of the
Birds, since in the Clouds (94) of 425 Bc, the inhabitants of Socrates’
phrontistérion are called psychai sophai, ‘wise souls’:*s its metaphori-
cal usage may well have been invented by Gorgias.** Evidently, the
metaphor became so powerful that the learned Byzantine bishop
Eustathius felt it necessary to refer to necromancy with the ex-
pression nekyomantikeé psychagdgia.”

Having looked at the psychagogues, let us now turn to nekro-
mantia, the verbal ancestor of our term ‘necromancy’. The first
thing to note is that instances of the term are surprisingly late.
In the latter half of the second century ap the Egyptian astrolo-
ger Ptolemy (Tetr. 4.4.10) mentions VEKPOUAVTELG Kal SALUOVOV
KvnTikovg (nekromanteis kai daimonon kinetikous). This is our first at-
tested passage with a term related to nekromanteia. The actual

13 See also Ch. Moore, ‘Socrates Psychagdgos (Birds 1555, Phaedrus 261a7)’, in F. De
Luise and A. Stavru (eds), Socratica 111. Studies on Socrates, the Socratics, and the Ancient
Socratic Literature (Sankt Augustin 2013), 41-55.

14 The term deserves closer analysis. For a first exploration, see E. Moutsopou-
los, La musique dans I'oeuvre de Platon (Paris 1959), 259-61; M. Wigodsky, ‘The Alleged
Impossibility of Philosophical Poetry’, in D. Obbink (ed.), Philodemus and Poetry (Ox-
ford 1995), 58-68 at 65-68 (with thanks to Simon Trepanier).

15 Dunbar on Ar. Av. 1553-5; A. Willi, The Languages of Aristophanes (Oxford 2003),
113.

16 Dodds on Pl. Grg. 452e 1-8; A. Willi, Sikelismos (Basel 2009), 273 note 25.

17 Eustathius on Od. 1.322, 390; 9.65.
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noun does not occur before Eusebius’ Against Hierocles (392.20) cir-
ca 303 AD, where he seems to quote Hierocles himself as using
the word. Subsequently, we find it in Christian fourth-century
authors, such as Chrysostom (Hom. in Matth. 57.403), and in the
Pseudo-Clementine Homilies (1.5.2, 4), where the novelty of the

term is still apparent, as the latter author speaks of ‘the so-called

nekromanteia’. It fits this late date that necromantia is not found

in Latin before the early third-century in Porphyrio (on Hor. Ep.
5.pr.3),'® Lactantius (Div. Inst. 2.16.1), the Pseudo-Clementine Re-
cognitions (2.13, 15) and Servius (on Aen. 3.67; 6.107, 149). In the last

two cases the additional term sciomantia also appears, to which

I will return shortly.

In Hesychius (v 264), nekromanteia is a gloss that explains neky-
omanteia, and it is also the latest attested occurrence of this term.
Nekyomanteia, on the other hand, as a term for the practice of con-
sulting the dead, first occurs in the Latinised form necyomantea to
designate a painting by Nicias the Younger, which existed at Ath-
ens.” In our texts we do not find the term before Cicero (Tusc. disp.
1.37), but we see it appear more frequently in the second century
in Justin Martyr (Apol. 1.18), Lucian (his work Menippos or Nekyoman-
teia), and the Cyranides (1.13 Kaimakis)® as well as in the mid third
century in the Martyrium Pionii (13.8: circa 250 AD). It is also in the
second century AD that we start to find Nekyomanteia as a name for
the eleventh book of the Odyssey.? Additionally, Eusebius (PE 2.3.4)
mentions that the nekyomanteia of the Etruscans (surely a reference
to Cumae) was practised in the dark during a descriptive passage

18 For Porphyrio’s date, see now S. Diederich, Der Horazkommentar des Porphyrio im
Rahmen der kaiserzeitlichen Schul- und Bildungstradition (Berlin and New York 1999), 2f

19 Pliny, NH 35.132: Athenis necyomantea Homeri.

20 Cf. M. Waegeman, Amulet and Alphabet. Magical Amulets in the First Book onymm-
des (Amsterdam 1987), 103-09.
ap 218Hermogenes Prog. 2; Ps. Justin, Ad Graecos de vera religione 28.2 Rledweg, Prol.

3
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echoed by the Late Antique Christian bishop Theodoretus (Graeca-
rum affectionum curatio 10.3). The late fourth-century astro?oger He-
phaestion (Apot. 2.19) quotes Ptolemy as using nekrt?mantels, but at
least one manuscript (v) changed it into nekyomanteis.?:

Given these late attestations, it is very interesting that we
also find the term nekryomanteia in the apocryphal book Jannes and
Jambres: ‘Jambres, after opening the books under the apple tree,
performed necromancy (nekryomanteia) and brought up from Ha-
des the shade of his brother’. This book has been overlooked‘ bY all
scholars working on necromancy in the last decade. The Biblical
reference in 2 Timothy 3.8 to Jannes and Jambres may well have
been occasioned by the appearance of the apocryphal book. Is
this a neologism or a ghost (!) word? The editor of the fragmenFs
of the book, Albert Pietersma, emends the term to nekromanteia,
but that cannot be correct. The book itself is dated by him Fo the
first century Ap, when the term nekromanteia did not yet exist, as
we have seen. The emendation must be nekyomanteia, although ne-
kryomanteia strongly suggests that the scribe also knew the term
nekromanteia, as indeed befits the late fourth-century date of the

papyrus.2

22 For nekyomanteis, see also Artem. 2.69; Cyril, COfnmentarius in ISalarF pn{))phelit;rxn1
= Patrologia Graeca, 70, 649.44. We find the term first in Strabo 16.2.39 for 'elr;in
diviners. For Persians and Magi as necromance'rs, see Python Tr(?F 91 F 1,lJ 1 H;Z:
NH 30.8.14; Plut. Mor. 369€F; Suet. Nero 34; Lucian, MFn. 6; la.rnbl'lc‘fg)}?, .Ba y;t;nd
ka apud Photius 94.75b16; J. Alvar;s, ‘A Hidden Magus in Chariton’s ‘Chairea

i 4 128 (2000), 383f. .

Calzlgl rz?el’i’eze:?ne;, Ih£ Apoc)ryphon of Jannes and ].ambres the'Magicians (Leldenl :tglg:;l))
90 (date papyrus), 213.20 (text), 220 (emendation) and (in Cel:maln t‘r;‘x;zi s
Jannes und Jambres (Giitersloh 2013), 68.19 (text); see also G. Sc mei, e nent
Fragmente des Apocryphons iiber die Zauberer Jannes und Jambres ,d e
del xx11 Congresso Internazionale di Papirologia (Florence '2001), 1202-12 :n o
XLvia, b, c; Pietersma, ‘Two More Fragments of the Vlenx}a ]'annes an .]atrr;fr;n:
BASP 49 (2012), 21-29. Note the recent discovery of an Ethiopic m.(ainuscr_lp “"<;.
nes and Jambres: http:// paleojudaica.blogspot.nl/ search?updated-max=2015
24T11:16:00Z (accessed 2 March 2015).
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What can we conclude from this survey? It seems to me that the
evidence we have does not support Fritz Graf’s suggestion that the
term ‘necromancy’ is misleading or carries Judaeo-Christian over-
tones. It is true that necromancy was forbidden for the Israelites,
as witnessed in the story of the witch of Endor,* and that the early
Christians simply followed suit. But they were no exception in Ro-
man society, since Cicero was able to use the accusation of necro-
mancy as an invective against his opponents. In short, the term
is well supported by both Greek and Latin evidence, even though
we cannot fail to note that both terms (nekromanteia and nekyoman-
teia) became more popular in Christian late antiquity. Their solid
pagan ancestors and origins allow us to continue using the term

‘necromancy’,

But what did necromancers do? Did they just placate restless
dead, as Graf argues, or were they engaged in other activities as
well? There can be little doubt that restless souls were part of the
psychagogues’ business. We have the well-known examples of Per-
iander and Pausanias. The first, after having mislaid something
that a friend had left in his charge, sent €nvoys to the Thesproti-
an oracle to inquire about its whereabouts. The ghost of his wife
Melissa, whom he had murdered despite her being pregnant, ap-
peared but said that she would not tell, since she was cold and na-
ked: apparently Periander had not given her a proper burial.> At

—_—

24 See, most recently, M. Parmentier, Goddelijke wezens uit de aarde. Criekse kerkva-
ders over de ‘heks’ van Endor (Kampen 1989); C. Grottanelli, Sette storie bibliche (Brescia
1998), 247-58; B. Arnold, ‘Necromancy and cleromancy in 1 and 2 Samuel’, Catho-
lic Biblical Quarterly 66 (2004), 199-213; R. Greer and M. Mitchell, The ‘Belly-Myther’ of
Endor; interpretations of 1 Kingdoms 28 in the Early Church (Leiden 2007); E. Gass, ‘Saul
in En-Dor (1 Sam 28)’, Welt des Orients 42(2012), 153-85. .

25 Cic. InVatin. 14.

26 Her. 5.92 with Hornblower ad loc.; Nic. Damas. FGrH 90 F 58; Plut. Mor.
1104D; J. Stern, ‘Demythologization in Herodotus: 5.92.1’, Eranos 87 (1989), 13-20;
N. Loraux, ‘Melissa, moglie e figlia di tiranni’, in eadem (ed.), Grecia al femminile
(Rome and Bari 1993), 3-37; E. Pellizer, ‘Periandro di Corinto e il forno freddo’, in
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