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Spells, Priests, Amulets, Healing, and Sacred Power

Simone Butler

For those who have always sensed that the ancient world

had more to say than the history books record.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Contents

[image: ]




Preface

A Historical Timeline

Introduction

Chapter One Heka: The Sacred Power of Magic

Chapter Two The Origins of Egyptian Magic

Chapter Three The Gods of Magic and Divine Authority

Chapter Four The Priests and Practitioners of Sacred Power

Chapter Five Sacred Texts and Magical Literature

Chapter Six Words of Power: Spells, Incantations, and Divine Speech

Chapter Seven Amulets, Talismans, and Protective Symbols

Chapter Eight Healing Magic and Sacred Medicine

Chapter Nine Magic in Daily Life

Chapter Ten Temple Ritual and Ceremonial Magic

Chapter Eleven Protective Magic for the Dead

Chapter Twelve Royal Magic and the Power of Kingship

Chapter Thirteen Magic Beyond Egypt: Influence and Transmission

Chapter Fourteen The Enduring Legacy of Egyptian Magic

Bibliography

About the Author



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Preface

[image: ]




There is a particular kind of silence in an Egyptian tomb that no other silence quite resembles. It is the silence of a space that was sealed for a purpose, a space whose contents were arranged with extraordinary care around a specific expectation: that the arrangements would hold, that the magic inscribed on every surface would continue to work, that the person lying at the centre of all that preparation would make the passage they were being helped to make. Encountering that silence now, three or four or five thousand years after the tomb was sealed, is to stand at the edge of a tradition whose ambition was nothing less than the management of death itself through the correct deployment of sacred power.

This book is an attempt to take that ambition seriously.

Ancient Egyptian magic has suffered somewhat from its reputation. In the popular imagination, it tends to appear in one of two guises: as colourful superstition, the quaint rituals of a people who had not yet learned to distinguish the real from the imaginary, or as a repository of mysterious wisdom, the secret knowledge of an advanced civilisation whose full understanding we have lost. Neither of these is an accurate characterisation, and both do the tradition a disservice. Egyptian magic was a serious, sophisticated, and internally coherent sacred technology, developed over three thousand years by trained specialists who understood it within a theological and cosmological framework of considerable depth. To approach it without that framework is to misread it; to approach it through the framework is to encounter something genuinely impressive.

The Egyptian word for magic, heka, is sometimes translated simply as magical power, but this translation undersells the concept. Heka was understood as a primordial force, older than the gods themselves, woven into the fabric of creation and available to human beings who knew how to access it correctly. It was not separate from Egyptian religion; it was the mechanism through which Egyptian religion operated. A prayer was heka. A correctly inscribed tomb wall was heka. A healing spell recited over a feverish child was heka. The daily temple ritual that sustained the cosmic order was heka. Magic and religion in Egypt were not different activities. They were the same activity approached from different directions.

What follows in these pages is an account of how that activity was understood, organised, and practised across the full range of Egyptian civilisation. It moves from the theological roots of the tradition through its historical development, its divine figures, its human practitioners, its great textual traditions, the specific domains in which it was applied, and finally its long afterlife in the cultures that inherited something of its influence. The aim throughout has been accuracy, depth, and readability: to give the tradition what it deserves, which is careful historical attention presented in prose worthy of the subject.

Egyptian magic rewards serious engagement. The more closely one looks at it, the more coherent, the more sophisticated, and the more genuinely interesting it becomes. I hope that quality comes through in what follows.

Simone Butler



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Historical Timeline

[image: ]




A NOTE ON DATES: Egyptian chronology remains a subject of scholarly discussion and refinement. Dates given here follow the conventions of mainstream Egyptological scholarship and should be understood as approximate, particularly for the earlier periods.


PREDYNASTIC PERIOD — c. 5000 to 3100 BCE



c. 5000 BCE


Badarian culture active in Upper Egypt. Earliest evidence of careful burial with grave goods, suggesting belief in continued existence after death. Protective animal figurines placed with the dead.



c. 4000 to 3500 BCE


Naqada I period. Elaborately decorated pottery with images of boats, animals, and human figures begins to appear. Cosmetic palettes, initially functional, take on increasingly symbolic forms.



c. 3500 to 3200 BCE


Naqada II period. Long-distance trade connects Egypt to the Levant and Nubia. Sacred animal enclosures attested at Hierakonpolis. Ceremonial palettes with narrative imagery produced for elite use. Early protective amulets widespread.



c. 3200 to 3100 BCE


Naqada III or Dynasty 0 period. Earliest hieroglyphic inscriptions appear on labels attached to grave goods in elite burials at Abydos and Hierakonpolis. Writing emerges as a sacred technology from its first appearance.

EARLY DYNASTIC PERIOD — c. 3100 to 2686 BCE



c. 3100 BCE


Unification of Upper and Lower Egypt under the first kings of the First Dynasty. Royal tombs at Abydos constructed with elaborate burial chambers and rows of subsidiary burials. Foundation deposits begin to be used in sacred construction.



c. 3100 to 2890 BCE


First Dynasty. Royal cult develops in its earliest institutional forms. Hieroglyphic writing used for royal titulary, administrative records, and sacred inscriptions. The five-part royal name established as a magical text of divine authority.



c. 2890 to 2686 BCE


Second Dynasty. Continuity of royal funerary traditions at Abydos and Saqqara. Development of the sacred animal cults associated with the early phases of the Apis bull cult at Memphis.

OLD KINGDOM — c. 2686 to 2181 BCE



c. 2686 to 2613 BCE


Third Dynasty. Construction of the Step Pyramid complex at Saqqara under Djoser, designed by the legendary Imhotep. The pyramid as a cosmological instrument and royal magical provision established in its first monumental form.



c. 2613 to 2494 BCE


Fourth Dynasty. Construction of the great pyramids at Giza under Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure. The pyramid complex as a complete magical system for royal resurrection reaches its most ambitious expression.



c. 2494 to 2345 BCE


Fifth Dynasty. Solar theology becomes dominant in official religion. First known inscriptions of the Pyramid Texts appear in the pyramid of Unas at Saqqara, around 2375 BCE. These are the oldest substantial corpus of religious and magical writing in human history.



c. 2345 to 2181 BCE


Sixth Dynasty. The Pyramid Texts tradition continues and develops. Provincial nobles begin to accumulate independent power. Autobiographical tomb inscriptions from this period reveal growing awareness of individual moral responsibility and divine judgment.

FIRST INTERMEDIATE PERIOD — c. 2181 to 2055 BCE



c. 2181 BCE


Collapse of central authority. Egypt divided between competing ruling houses at Herakleopolis in the north and Thebes in the south. Major temples continue to function but royal building on the Old Kingdom scale ceases.



c. 2055 BCE


Reunification under Mentuhotep II of the Theban Eleventh Dynasty. The political crisis of the Intermediate Period has produced important developments in the democratisation of funerary magic, as provincial elites adopt practices previously reserved for royalty.

MIDDLE KINGDOM — c. 2055 to 1650 BCE



c. 2055 to 1985 BCE


Eleventh Dynasty. Reunification and the resumption of royal building programs. The coffin as the primary vehicle for funerary magical texts becomes established among the elite. Early Coffin Texts appear.



c. 1985 to 1795 BCE


Twelfth Dynasty. The high point of Middle Kingdom literature and art. The Coffin Texts tradition develops its fullest elaboration. The Book of Two Ways, one of the earliest illustrated religious texts, appears. Medical papyri including the source material for later collections compiled.



c. 1795 to 1650 BCE


Thirteenth Dynasty and the beginning of the Second Intermediate Period. Political fragmentation but cultural continuity in religious and magical practice.

SECOND INTERMEDIATE PERIOD — c. 1650 to 1550 BCE



c. 1650 to 1550 BCE


Hyksos rulers control the Delta region. Theban rulers maintain Egyptian culture in the south. Technological innovations including the horse-drawn chariot and new weapon forms enter Egypt through Hyksos contact.

NEW KINGDOM — c. 1550 to 1069 BCE



c. 1550 BCE


Expulsion of the Hyksos by Ahmose I. Foundation of the Eighteenth Dynasty and the beginning of the New Kingdom, the period of Egypt's greatest imperial expansion and some of its most important religious and magical development.



c. 1550 to 1295 BCE


Eighteenth Dynasty. The Book of the Dead tradition develops its characteristic New Kingdom form. The great temples of Karnak and Luxor reach their early phases of development. The Valley of the Kings established as the royal necropolis. The Amduat, the first of the royal underworld books, composed during the reigns of Thutmose I and his successors.



c. 1352 to 1336 BCE


Reign of Akhenaten. The Amarna Period: a major disruption of the traditional polytheistic religious system in favour of an exclusive focus on the solar disk, the Aten. Traditional temple cults suppressed, the names of Amun chiselled from monuments. The magical tradition, rooted in the polytheistic system, is profoundly disrupted.



c. 1336 to 1327 BCE


Reign of Tutankhamun. Restoration of traditional religion. The temples of Amun and the other gods reopened, their names restored, their priesthoods reconstituted. The traditional magical system resumes its institutional expression.



c. 1295 to 1069 BCE


Nineteenth and Twentieth Dynasties. The Ramesside Period. Great building programs at Karnak, Luxor, Abydos, and Abu Simbel. The literary and magical papyri of this period include some of the most important surviving sources for private magical practice.



c. 1279 to 1213 BCE


Reign of Ramesses II. Probably the most prolific builder and most extensively commemorated ruler in Egyptian history. The Battle of Kadesh recorded and celebrated in both text and image across multiple temple sites.

THIRD INTERMEDIATE PERIOD — c. 1069 to 664 BCE



c. 1069 BCE


Collapse of the New Kingdom. Division of power between the pharaonic line in the north and the High Priests of Amun at Thebes. Priestly power reaches its greatest institutional expression.



c. 945 to 715 BCE


Twenty-second and Twenty-third Dynasties of Libyan origin. Cultural continuity in religious and magical practice despite political fragmentation. The Book of the Dead tradition continues.



c. 747 to 664 BCE


Twenty-fifth Dynasty of Kushite rulers from the Sudan. A deliberate archaising cultural program seeks to restore what is understood as the pure forms of earlier Egyptian religious practice.

LATE PERIOD — c. 664 to 332 BCE



664 BCE


Assyrian withdrawal from Egypt. Twenty-sixth Dynasty, the Saite Period, begins. Deliberate programme of cultural renewal drawing on Old and Middle Kingdom models. Major temples restored and expanded.



c. 525 BCE


Persian conquest of Egypt under Cambyses. First Persian Period begins. Egyptian temples generally respected by the Persian rulers, who adopt the forms of pharaonic ideology.



c. 404 to 343 BCE


Period of native Egyptian rule under the Twenty-eighth, Twenty-ninth, and Thirtieth Dynasties. The Thirtieth Dynasty produces major sacred buildings including additions to the temples at Karnak and Luxor and the completion of the temple at Philae. The Metternich Stele, one of the most important healing magical monuments, dates to this period.



343 BCE


Second Persian conquest of Egypt.

PTOLEMAIC PERIOD — 332 to 30 BCE



332 BCE


Alexander the Great enters Egypt without significant resistance. He is welcomed as a liberator from Persian rule and acclaimed as pharaoh, visiting the oracle of Amun at Siwa where he is declared the son of the god.



305 BCE


Ptolemy I Soter establishes the Ptolemaic dynasty following Alexander's death and the division of his empire. Alexandria founded as the new capital. The great Library and Museum of Alexandria become centres of scholarship drawing on Egyptian, Greek, and other traditions.



c. 300 to 200 BCE


The Egyptian priestly tradition continues in the great temples. The development of syncretistic religious and magical practices begins in earnest as Egyptian and Greek traditions interact in the culturally diverse world of Ptolemaic Egypt.



c. 196 BCE


The Rosetta Stone inscribed, bearing a decree of Ptolemy V in three scripts including hieroglyphic and Greek. This text would provide the key to hieroglyphic decipherment nearly two thousand years later.



c. 200 to 100 BCE


The Hermetic philosophical tradition begins to take shape in the intellectual world of Alexandria, drawing on Egyptian priestly theology and Greek philosophical currents.

ROMAN PERIOD — 30 BCE to 395 CE

30 BCE

Death of Cleopatra VII. Egypt becomes a Roman province. Augustus maintains the forms of pharaonic ideology in official contexts, presenting himself as pharaoh in temple inscriptions.



c. 50 to 300 CE


The Greek Magical Papyri compiled by practitioners working in Roman Egypt. These texts, combining Egyptian, Greek, Jewish, and other traditions, represent the continuing vitality of the Egyptian magical tradition in the multicultural world of the Roman empire.



c. 100 to 300 CE


The Hermetic corpus, including the Corpus Hermeticum and the Asclepius, composed in their surviving forms. Egyptian theological concepts expressed in the vocabulary of Platonic philosophy.



c. 200 CE


Zosimus of Panopolis active in Upper Egypt. His alchemical writings draw on Egyptian temple traditions and Hermetic philosophy.



394 CE


The last securely dated hieroglyphic inscription carved at the temple of Isis at Philae on the Nile's first cataract.

LATE ANTIQUE AND BEYOND — 395 to 641 CE



c. 400 CE


The great temples cease functioning as centres of active cult worship in most locations. The tradition of temple-based magical and religious practice that had sustained Egyptian sacred life for three thousand years comes to a formal close, though local practice continues in various forms.



535 to 537 CE


The temple of Isis at Philae, the last functioning Egyptian temple, closed under the emperor Justinian. Its priests dispersed. The last Egyptians who could read hieroglyphic script and maintain the traditional priestly knowledge pass from the scene within a generation.



641 CE


Arab conquest of Egypt. The Coptic Christian tradition, which had maintained continuity with many aspects of ancient Egyptian culture while transforming them within a Christian framework, enters a new phase of coexistence with Islamic governance.



THE LONG AFTERLIFE

8th to 10th centuries CE


Arabic scholars preserve elements of the Hermetic tradition and Egyptian magical knowledge in compilations that will eventually reach medieval Europe. The Ghayat al-Hakim (later translated into Latin as the Picatrix) contains materials traceable to Egyptian sources.



15th century CE


Marsilio Ficino translates the Corpus Hermeticum into Latin for Cosimo de' Medici in Florence, 1463. The Hermetic tradition enters European intellectual life at the height of the Renaissance, carrying Egyptian theological concepts into the foundations of Western esoteric thought.



1822 CE


Jean-François Champollion deciphers the hieroglyphic script using the Rosetta Stone as the primary key. The ancient Egyptian texts become readable for the first time in over a millennium. The systematic recovery of the Egyptian magical tradition begins.



1858 CE


Edwin Smith acquires the surgical papyrus that bears his name, eventually one of the most important sources for understanding Egyptian healing magic and medicine.



1881 CE


Discovery of the Deir el-Bahri cache of royal mummies, including Ramesses II and Seti I. The physical reality of the tradition's most important subjects becomes dramatically present.



19th to 21st centuries CE


The ongoing work of Egyptology continues to recover, translate, and analyse the texts, objects, and sites that document the Egyptian magical tradition. Each generation of scholars finds new dimensions in a tradition whose full significance has still not been exhausted.
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In the spring of 1881, a group of Egyptian tomb robbers led authorities to the cliffside at Deir el-Bahri on the west bank of the Nile at Luxor, and the world of Egyptology changed. Inside a concealed shaft in the rock face, investigators found more than fifty royal mummies, including those of Seti I, Ramesses II, and Thutmose III, reburied in antiquity by priests who had rescued them from plundered tombs. Lying among the linen bandages and the remnants of their original funerary equipment, these figures had been moved and re-wrapped and provided with fresh protective inscriptions by priests who understood, with complete and practical seriousness, that the magic sustaining their existence required physical maintenance.

That moment of discovery, so charged with the meeting of the ancient and the modern, captures something essential about the tradition this book explores. The priests who rewrapped those mummies were not performing an archaeological preservation exercise. They were engaging with the dead as living presences whose continued existence depended on the ongoing deployment of sacred power. Their actions were those of practitioners who understood heka, the sacred magical force at the heart of Egyptian religious life, as a real and active force whose application was a genuine responsibility.

Ancient Egyptian magic is the subject of considerable popular fascination and rather less popular understanding. The images are familiar: the cobra rearing from the pharaoh's brow, the scales weighing the heart of the dead, the papyrus scroll covered in hieroglyphs. The reality behind these images is both richer and more serious than most popular accounts suggest. Egyptian magic was a sophisticated theological and practical tradition developed over three thousand years by some of the most carefully trained religious specialists the ancient world produced. It was woven into medicine, architecture, statecraft, astronomy, agriculture, and the most intimate dimensions of family life. To understand it properly requires setting aside the modern habit of treating magic as fantasy and approaching it instead as what the Egyptians understood it to be: a technology for engaging with the divine forces that governed the universe.

This book examines the full range of Egyptian magical practice across the span of its history, from the earliest Predynastic traces of ritual life to the transmission of Egyptian magical traditions into the Greco-Roman world and beyond. It begins with the theological concept of heka itself, the sacred force that made all magical practice possible. It traces the historical development of the tradition, explores the divine figures whose authority empowered its practitioners, examines the training and social position of those practitioners, and analyses the major textual, material, and ritual traditions through which Egyptian magic was expressed.

Throughout, the aim has been to keep the Egyptians themselves in focus: to understand their magic as they understood it, within the theological and cosmological framework that gave it its meaning, rather than to impose modern categories on a tradition that operates according to its own distinctive logic. The result, I hope, is a portrait of a civilisation that took the invisible world with the deepest seriousness and developed in response to it one of the most remarkable systems of sacred thought the human world has ever produced.
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