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  Introduction: Magic and the magi




  Magic was an accusation long before it was a practice. Today we might associate it with deception and illusion, perhaps with charlatanry; unusual power, exercised in secret; we

  might think of spells and incantations, to gain advantage or cause damage. It is sometimes used to describe the beliefs of people from distant cultures. Many of the magic-related stereotypes we

  harbour are negative: witches and sorcerers are typically portrayed as evil. All of these notions can be traced directly back to the classical world. To the ancient Greeks, who coined the word,

  magic was an umbrella term for a number of fearsome and dangerous practices familiar from legend and myth: enchantment; sorcery; witchcraft; deception. These were connected by the suspicion that

  they were all pursuits of the mysterious Persian magi, the visitors from the east at the biblical nativity. Magic was what they thought the magi did. It was only later in antiquity that a small

  group of Greek philosophers depicted magic as a positive and worshipful activity. They opposed the widespread fear and condemnation, and embraced magic as genuine wisdom about the natural

  world.




  Such disagreements are at the heart of the history of magic. No definition of magic, no interpretation or analysis of it, has ever been uncontroversial. Nor have the questions of what counts as

  magic and what does not, or who is practising magic and who is not. Magic, in short, is hard to pin down. All of which can cause problems for anyone trying to discuss it in broad terms. This book

  is guided by its subjects: it includes those who claimed to be practising magic and who advocated it; it includes accusations of magic (however unfounded) and the people who made them. It is a book

  about debates around magic, as much as it is about practices. What magic was, what it involved and who was doing it were questions that people wrangled over for centuries. In order to understand

  magic – to appreciate where it came from, and how it comes to occupy its place in modern culture – we need to pay close attention to the answers that they came up with. With that in

  mind, this introduction begins in the ancient world, exploring classical views of magic and the prejudices and beliefs that shaped them. These provided the foundations for all later discussions of

  magic. Magic, for these early writers, was intimately connected to the magi, so the next few pages also trace their changing portrayals by writers from ancient times through the Christian tradition

  to the modern period. These attitudes have shifted in parallel with the magical tradition, and clearly demonstrate the importance of ancient debates to the history of magic.




  Before magic (Greek mageia, Latin magia) there were sorcerers, enchanters and witches. Sorcery (goeteia) seems to have been a well-established concept by the time Plato

  characterized it in the fourth century BC. In his account, sorcerers created illusions and cast spells to constrain the wills of unwitting subjects. Alongside the sorcerer stood the

  pharmakis (or venefica in Latin), perhaps best translated as ‘witch’. This was someone who used substances to harm people, either by administering them directly (as drugs

  or poisons) or at a distance (in a charm, for instance, perhaps accompanied by an incantation). Romans suspected witches of malicious acts such as moving neighbours’ grain to their own

  fields, or casting charms over neighbours’ fruit; these deeds were specified in the earliest law codes as punishable by execution. Later laws singled out for comment those who attempted

  ‘anything against the life or person of anyone’ or who were ‘found guilty of influencing chaste minds to lust’. Soothsayers or prophets (harioli) were just as

  dangerous and should not be consulted. The law likewise forbade summoning the spirits of the dead or sacrificing to devils (daemones). By that time (the fourth or fifth centuries BC) any of

  these activities might be considered magical. Magic, for the Greeks and Romans, was about raising the dead and dealing with spirits; it involved deceiving and hurting people, by casting spells,

  using charms, administering poisons. Its practitioners might claim healing powers but they were not to be trusted. Perhaps the first clear description of ‘magic’ as a field of activity

  was by Pliny the Elder (AD 23–79); convinced of its ‘utter falsity’, Pliny described it as a seductive blend of medicine, religion and astrology. In short, ‘magic’ was

  chiefly an accusation (not to say an insult): it was something one attributed to others.




  Yet from around Pliny’s time, some began to think of magic as a good thing – a positive activity that had simply acquired a bad reputation. Philo of Alexandria (20 BC–AD 50), a

  Jewish writer heavily influenced by Plato, was one of several philosophers who redeployed the word as a badge of honour. The ‘true magical art’, he wrote, was ‘a science of

  discernment, which beholds the books of nature with a more acute and distinct perception than usual’. There was nevertheless one (fake) type of magic practised by charlatans who convinced

  clients that they could cause love and hate and hurt people through charms and incantations – in short, the magic traditionally feared. Later followers of Plato agreed that magic was an

  important way of engaging with the natural world; the hugely influential scholar Plotinus (AD 205–70) referred, like Philo, to a ‘true magic’, which was performed by harnessing

  nature’s hidden powers and virtues. For these men magic could be good.




  If there was disagreement over what activities constituted magic, it was clear what the word meant: literally it referred to the activities of the magi (in Greek, magoi), who came

  from Persia. The association between these men and the practices labelled magic (whatever they might be) was spurious but well attested. Pliny, dismissing magic, wrote that the art had

  ‘originated in Persia, under Zoroaster’. Philo, supporting it, noted that no one could be king of the Persians without being initiated into ‘the mysteries of the

  magoi’– by which he meant magical wisdom. In fact, we have no evidence that the magi practised anything that we might recognize as ‘magic’ at all. The magi were

  members of an ancient Persian caste or tribe (sources are unclear) who conducted important rituals. We know from the Athenian author Xenophon (c.430–c.355 BC) that they sang

  ‘hymns to the gods at daybreak’ and sacrificed to them daily. Herodotus (c.480–425 BC) reported that a maguš (the Greek magos borrows directly from the

  Persian) was ‘always present at sacrifices’ to pronounce incantations recounting the birth of the gods. Those gods, he noted, included the sun and moon, earth, fire, water and the

  winds. Persian sources confirm the importance of the magi in sacrificial rites, as well as their administrative function within the royal court.




  At some stage they shifted to Zoroastrianism. Derived from the complex and intricate teachings of the ancient sage Zarathuštra, this (in the simplified form that they seem to have known)

  had a good spirit battling an evil one for control of the world, with good behaviour tipping the balance one way and evil behaviour pushing the other. The magi officiated at Zoroastrian fire

  ceremonies.




  Ancient attitudes towards these men and their practices were at best mixed. Cicero described them as ‘wise and learned among the Persians’, but Tacitus called the arts

  ‘absurdities’ and Heraclitus denounced the rituals of these impious ‘night-wanderers’.




  Today they are more familiar as the travellers from the East visiting the infant Christ in St Matthew’s Gospel. King Herod, having seen a portentous star, seeks their wisdom on its

  significance; told that it signals a child’s birth, he sends them to Bethlehem to find the baby and bring back word so that (in the familiar words of the King James version) ‘I may come

  and worship him also’. Led by the star, they find the nativity scene:




  

    

      when they came into the house, they saw the young child with Mary his mother, and fell down, and worshipped him: and when they had opened their treasures, they presented

      unto him gifts; gold, and frankincense, and myrrh. And being warned of God in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed into their own country another way.


    


  




  It is curious to note that there is no evidence that the magi interpreted omens or dreams (though Herodotus suggested that they did); nor do Persian sources give much basis for

  believing that they had any astronomical or astrological interests. In fact, as used by many Greeks, the term magos could refer to the priests of any Eastern cult: for all the world of

  difference between a Persian maguš chanting incantations over sacrifices, and a Babylonian Kaldu (Chaldaean) observing the stars, they were equally likely to be called

  magoi by the xenophobic Greeks. The Romans made just as little distinction. The fourth-century Christian writer Calcidius described the magi as ‘the wisest of the Chaldaeans’. It

  is therefore possible that the men called magoi in the New Testament are Chaldaeans themselves.




  Contemporary views of the gospel story tended to avoid the issue of what the magi’s expertise was, instead emphasizing the men’s foreignness and piety. Where the issue could not be

  avoided, commentators denounced them. Origen (c.AD 185–254) wrote that the magi had consorted with demons, relying on spiritual powers that they had lost when Christ was born. Alerted

  by this, the magi had gone to pay homage to the child. Justin Martyr (c.AD 100–65) described the Gospel story as showing the magi ‘turning from superstition to the adoration of

  the true God’. Ignatius of Antioch (c.AD 35–107), reading the Gospel perhaps only a generation after its composition, explained that by the star ‘all magic was dissolved,

  and … ignorance was removed’. Augustine (AD 354–430) argued that the heavenly omen was ‘new and unprecedented’, beyond the magi’s experience and knowledge, and

  that they must have been told what its meaning was by angels. Presented with this revelation they had visited Christ, implicitly renouncing their prior beliefs. Returning to the same subject years

  later he explained that the star had ‘confounded the futile calculations and divinations of the astrologers, when it pointed out to star-worshippers the creator of heaven and earth as the

  proper object of worship’. While such a view seems to have been almost unanimous in the early and medieval church, there are occasional glimpses of other interpretations. John Chrysostom

  (c.AD 347–c.407), who believed that by making the star appear God had been indulging pagan superstition, noted with some irritation that certain Christians were using the story

  to demonstrate that astrology was trustworthy. The degree of care necessary when discussing the magi’s role in the nativity was presumably heightened by the presence in the Acts of the

  Apostles of two other figures, Simon and Elymas, who were each referred to as ‘magos’ and whose roles were unequivocally unsympathetic. An additional account in the apocryphal Acts of

  Peter described Simon Magus levitating to convince a crowd that he was a god, only to fall to the ground when the apostle Peter prayed for God’s help. Lying on the ground, his legs broken, he

  was stoned to death by the angry mob.




  Medieval accounts of the magi typically depicted them as kings. Psalm 72 had referred to kings bringing tribute and paying homage to the Messiah, while Isaiah 60:3 was thought to predict that

  kings would walk in the light of the star heralding his birth. So the visiting magi, previously men of obscure and dubious learning, must be kings. Not only did this mean the fulfilment of

  prophecy, it also provided an implicit blessing of royal power – important from Constantine’s time onwards, when Christianity changed from a marginal cult of little influence to a key

  part of the institutions of state. Occasionally there were hints that other views of the magi survived, particularly in the common medieval belief that carrying a piece of parchment bearing their

  (legendary) names would prevent epileptic seizures. There were further stirrings of a reassessment of their knowledge. Roger Bacon (c.1214–c.1292), an English Franciscan and

  philosopher who was eventually imprisoned for his unorthodox views, claimed that God had ‘willed to arrange his affairs in such a way as to show rational souls by means of the planets certain

  things which he foresaw or predestined’. The magi (whom he called ‘philosophers’) had been guided astrologically to the nativity, ‘led solely by the impulse of

  reason’.




  Despite official opposition, this focus on the magi and their wisdom became increasingly attractive during the Renaissance. Petrarch (1304–74) considered Zoroaster the inventor of the

  magical arts. Marsilio Ficino (1433–99), a cleric and scholar, emphasized the magical wisdom and astrological abilities of the magi. For him, their position in St Matthew’s Gospel

  suggested that pagan learning generally, and magic in particular, could be a path to Christian faith. He explained that divine wisdom had been bestowed on Zoroaster before Christ’s birth, and

  that Zoroaster had passed this wisdom down via a tradition that included the Egyptian sage Hermes Trismegistus (Hermes the Thrice Great), Orpheus, Pythagoras, and Plato.




  Now that the magi’s wisdom was increasingly emphasized, the very words in which the biblical account was presented to its readers were altered. The King James Bible calls the magoi

  who visited Jesus ‘wise men’, while Simon and Elymas, the magoi encountered in the Acts of the Apostles, are ‘sorcerers’. Few if any English language Bibles since

  then have rendered the word the same way in both places.




  This shift towards depicting the magi as ‘wise men’ reflected the fact that the importance of magic to the story was once more being effaced; the magi, by the Enlightenment, had come

  to represent secular learning. When Voltaire complained that everywhere ‘the feast of the Kings is celebrated, nowhere that of the Magi’, it was their role as representatives of

  (non-scriptural) wisdom that prompted the thought, not their reputation for engaging in magic. The emergence of occultism as a movement during the nineteenth century, however, brought with it a

  resurgence of interest in magic’s history, and the magoi were incorporated into a broader account of the development of magical doctrines and practices. According to one history of

  magic, the magi were ‘the adepts of Magic’: ‘we may even call them the priests of the wisdom of antiquity’, it added. They were




  

    

      philosophers dedicated to the study of the universe, that sphere whose centre, they said, is everywhere, whose circumference has no bounds, and at the heart of which are

      united without being confounded – or are separate, without being lost from sight – the physical, the intellectual and the divine worlds: the triple face of all knowledge, the triple

      base of all analysis, the triple stem of all synthesis.


    


  




  The magoi in this account were precursors of the modern occultist: privy to mystical knowledge, in tune with the world around them and espousing through their magic

  something akin to a religion.




  This has remained an unusual attitude. At various times, the magi have been depicted as wise men or kings, knowledgeable and powerful or fearful and superstitious; magic has been championed as

  spiritual or rational, astrological or mundane. For most people it remained as mysterious (and perhaps as frightening) as it had originally been to the ancient Greeks. The ongoing conflicts between

  the proponents of these different views are the backdrop for the rest of this book. Chapter 1 returns to the Christian tradition, tracing official views of magic from the classical world in which

  Christianity first took hold, through the theological debates of the Middle Ages, to the mysterious world of the necromancers and the witch trials. Chapter 2 charts the rise of natural magic, magic

  as a way of gaining power over the physical world. Renaissance writers proposed grand cosmological systems in which magic played a central role, while contemporaries employed magical techniques in

  the service of everything from medicine to spiritual enlightenment, via the search for stolen goods. Chapter 3 addresses the theme of magic as spectacle and deception, from courtly displays and

  street conjurors to the stage magic that took hold during the Enlightenment, and modern illusionism. Today, stage magicians are some of the most vocal rationalists. Chapter 4 takes up the story of

  modern occultism and the re-emergence of magic as counterculture. Chapter 5 confronts the issue of rationality: in the nineteenth century, anthropologists studying other cultures used the word

  ‘magic’ as a technical term that positioned it somewhere between religion and science. Much of the historical work on the European magical traditions has been guided by the work of

  these scholars. The book closes with an epilogue that discusses where this leaves us: magic as performance, magic as ritual practice, magic as a sort of ritual hinterland between religion and

  rationality. What is magic today?




  I start, however, by returning to the classical attitudes to magic and its practitioners. The earliest Christian writers were products of those traditions, and their teachings would guide the

  history of magic for two thousand years.








  




  1




  A pact with Hell




  For Christians, magic has always involved the devil. Early Christians feared the same bundle of assorted myths and beliefs as classical writers, but what

  linked them now was not magi but demons. Magic still involved binding people’s wills, cursing them, calling on spirits, raising storms; damaging and harming. The crucial difference was the

  belief that these things could only be done with the help of the devil and his servants. Those who successfully cursed others (for instance) must have demons working for them. Anyone who worshipped

  a non-Christian god was practising magic. Most worryingly, it was entirely possible to be relying on demonic aid and not realize it. Sometimes magic was the action of Satan’s representatives

  on earth; sometimes it was a way of trapping the unwary, curious or greedy. Either way it was devilish. However old the word ‘magic’ might be, and whatever classical precedents there

  were, it was specifically this formulation that has shaped attitudes ever since. This chapter looks at how classical views of magic were turned into this Christian doctrine. It shows how

  missionaries reinvented pagan charms and amulets for the Christian world, and how divination became demonic. Ancient necromancers had consulted the dead; their medieval successors consorted with

  devils. Meanwhile theologians debated what demons could do, and what counted as magic. Witches had once been seen as simply malicious – by the end of the Middle Ages they were Satanic. The

  chapter ends with the Reformation debates in which Catholics and Protestants accused one another of magic and devil-worship.




  Early Christianity: inherited and new views of magic




  Christian authorities, taking over the remnants of the Roman Empire from the fourth century AD onwards, inherited the classical notion of magic: a jumble of harmful and

  unpleasant practices supposedly linked to the Persian magi. They saw these men as outsiders, subversives, perhaps charlatans. It was easy to find examples in the Bible; early Christian writers had

  these caricatures in mind when they wrote of the magi who had visited the nativity, or Simon Magus and Elymas, who are described in the Acts of the Apostles as using magic to turn people against the faith (both are called ‘magoi’). They read the Old Testament account of Pharaoh’s servants using incantations to match the miracles performed by

  Moses. Here again, magic was an evil imitation of divine miracle.




   




   




  

    TWO ANCIENT LATIN CURSES


  




  

    Archaeologists have discovered a large number of lead tablets bearing inscribed curses that were buried – or rather, sunk, as they tend to be found in watery sites such as

    wells and springs – in antiquity. They are often folded or rolled up and sometimes transfixed with nails; the texts use the Latin word defigo, ‘I fix’ or ‘fasten

    down’, to describe what is to be done to the victim, and as a result the word came to mean ‘bewitch’ or ‘curse’. One example from the ancient city of Nomentum, near

    Rome, contains two curses – one on each side. The first reads: ‘Malchio son of Nico: eyes, hands, fingers, arms, nails, hair, head, feet, thigh, stomach, buttocks, navel, chest,

    breasts, neck, mouth, cheeks, teeth, lips, chin, eyes, forehead, eyebrows, shoulders, upper arm, sinews, bones, marrow, stomach, cock, leg, business, money, health, I curse in this

    document.’ On the reverse side it says: ‘Rufa the public slave: hands, teeth, eyes, arms, stomach, breasts, chest, bones, marrow, stomach … [words missing] … legs,

    mouth, feet, forehead, nails, fingers, stomach, navel, c––t, womb of this Rufa Publica I curse in this document.’ Such fierce imprecations have been unearthed across the Roman

    Empire.


  




   




  In Christian doctrine, magic could only be effective if it involved demons. ‘Demons’ (Greek: daimones; Latin: daemones) already had a long history in various forms: to

  Romans and Greeks they were neutral spirits, lower than the gods but higher than humans and free to do good or ill. In ancient Greece they might be lesser gods or ghosts of the dead. Centuries ago,

  Hesiod had written that the men of the world’s Golden Age had been changed into daimones by Zeus to act as guardians to mortals. People secured the help and protection of a

  daimon by paying respects at its shrine. According to Plato, Socrates had claimed to be aided by a small daimon that warned him of mistakes, and the later Greek rulers (from Alexander

  the Great on) were believed to have guiding daimones. By late antiquity, Greek and Roman gods were increasingly seen as distant from the affairs of the world, impassive and motionless;

  daimones remained on earth, subject to the same physical and spiritual forces as people. There were good eudaimones who watched over people, and evil kakodaimones who deceived

  and caused harm.




  Christian writers, in contrast, made all demons evil. They were fallen angels. One third-century treatise explained that they were ‘impure and wandering spirits’ that sought

  people’s ruin. They hid in statues and supposedly sacred images; they interfered with the motion of birds, fire, spilled entrails – anything used by seers to predict the future; they

  deceived people by mixing truth and falsehoods, and caused diseases which they could then appear to cure. One of the early Church’s most influential authors, St Augustine of Hippo (AD

  354–430), wrote that demons had invented magic and taught it to people, and that it was those same demons that actually carried out what practitioners wanted. Even in the cases of apparently innocent natural phenomena, such as the ability of certain rocks to attract iron, demons might be involved: if spirits were not directly participating, they might still have

  provided guidance and instruction. In one way or another, magic implied demons. When the archbishop and encyclopaedist Isidore of Seville (c.AD 560–636) rehearsed the familiar list of

  arts that constituted magic, he included many forms of divination, plus enchantment (the magical use of words) and ligatures (binding magical items to someone to cure an illness). ‘All such

  things involve the art of demons’, he claimed. Magic was demonic, and consulting demons was magic.




  Non-Christian religions were also magical, as their false gods must be demons. This attitude was a classical survival: in the ancient world, the term mageia had often been used as a

  convenient way of abusing others’ religious practices. Ancient Greece’s civic elites had called the religion of rural outsiders ‘magic’, though they were no less likely to

  lay curses on people (an activity that contemporaries clearly defined as magic). The distinction between religious activity and ‘magic’ had never been totally clear: magical practices

  sometimes involved appealing for divine aid. The magical papyri of Roman Egypt invoked higher gods such as Helios, to gain power over the daemones whose help was needed. Further north,

  Germanic mythology associated the god Woden (Odin) with the runic alphabet and held that he could use its magical powers to accomplish wonderful things; his aid is often requested in charms that

  have survived.




  Many classical writers had reckoned that religion became magic when it was carried out in secret, for evil ends. (Some modern anthropologists have agreed: see chapter 5 on this.) Christians

  painted the issue with broader strokes. Christianity was religion, anything else was magic. A verbal formula seeking the aid of the Christian deity was probably a prayer; if it mentioned some other

  divinity then it was a spell, addressed to a demon. As with Moses and the Pharaoh, any wondrous deed performed by a Christian in God’s name was a miracle, but any

  performed in the name of some other religion was magic. Again, Simon Magus was a key example: the Acts of the Apostles depicted him fooling the inhabitants of Samaria into believing that his

  magical powers were actually divine. These men were dangerous imposters, conspiring with demons; they were to be rooted out.




  As magic’s definition shifted from secret, maleficent religion to non-Christian ritual (and to consorting with demons), so the legal strictures surrounding it changed. Roman laws had

  prosecuted people who harmed others; who stole crops, raised storms, called up the dead. How they did any of these things was a secondary issue. Later amendments forbidding love magic, divination,

  and healing magic received little attention. After the emperors’ conversion to Christianity, magic itself was made an offence – regardless of intent or effect. From AD 357, those in the

  empire caught engaging in magic or divination were to be beheaded. Ammianus Marcellinus (c.AD 330–398), a pagan writer, complained of the fierceness of the new laws, pointing out that

  anyone who sought help from a soothsayer, or used ‘some old wife’s charm’ to ease an ache, could legally be executed. Magic involved demons, was reprehensible, and was now

  explicitly banned.




  Nevertheless, pagan attitudes persisted; of particular importance to the later history of magic was a school of philosophers in late antiquity who followed Plato’s teachings – later

  called the ‘Neoplatonists’. These men developed a philosophical religion which centred on practices they considered magical. The first of the Neoplatonists was Plotinus (c.AD

  205–70), who wrote that magic and prayer both worked by harnessing the cosmos’s natural links and hidden sympathies: in fact, he claimed, ‘every action has magic as its

  source’. In other words, the way in which spells and prayers worked was natural – but obscure. Prayer to gods or to heavenly bodies had an automatic effect, just as plucking one end of

  a string on a musical instrument would make the other end move too. Magic could be used to attack people, but it could also be used to defend: by developing the mind’s

  higher powers of contemplation, Plotinus claimed, it was possible to guard against magical offensives. They might still cause disease or suffering, but the victim’s true self would be

  unscathed. Plotinus’ student and biographer Porphyry (c.AD 233–304) reported that Plotinus had indeed rebounded one spell back onto its originator.




  Porphyry’s student Iamblichus (d. c.AD 330) focused on ‘theurgy’, which involved rites for men to commune with gods. Porphyry and successive other critics rejected these

  rituals as coercive and therefore magical rather than properly religious: one should not presume to order the gods around. Iamblichus disagreed: a theurgic invocation, he wrote, ‘makes the

  intelligence of men fit to participate in the gods, elevates it to the gods, and harmonizes it with them’. Theurgy brought men to the level of gods. Its exponents saw themselves as being in

  harmony with the gods and with cosmic sympathies; they contrasted theurgy with sorcery (goeteia), whose practitioners drew on those same natural sympathies to more nefarious ends. As distant

  as all of this was from orthodox Christianity, the positioning of magic was exactly parallel: Neoplatonists distinguished between (good) religious practice and (evil) sorcery. Few in ancient and

  medieval Europe believed that magic was a positive activity, few saw themselves as practising it. For the most part magic remained a slur rather than a practice.




  Charms, amulets, and talismans




  Many of the activities that ancient writers considered magical involved using magical objects, writings, and charms. They believed that certain items had powers that might

  protect, heal, or harm. There is little consistency in the terminology used, but we can loosely characterize three groups: amulets (whose power derived from their substance),

  charms (which involved magic words, as invocations or inscriptions), and talismans (where characters and figures were inscribed on objects, such as rings or stones). Amulets were made from stones,

  plants, or animal parts, materials often explicitly linked to magic – by critics if not by exponents. In a few lines on gems in Pliny’s Natural History, for instance, we find a

  claim attributed to Zoroaster that a precious stone called ‘astriotes’ was useful for the ‘magical arts’, alongside Pliny’s own note that a particular form of another

  stone, a variety of ‘ceraunia’ only found on the site of lightning strikes, was ‘sought after for the studies of the magoi’.




  Charms, in contrast, were often simply written down. ‘Ananizapta’ was one example, deployed in charms against various medical complaints and problems. A protective charm recorded by

  Reginald Scot in the sixteenth century went (in the English translation he provided):




  

    

      Ananizapta smiteth death,




      whiles harme intendeth he,




      This word Ananizapta say,




      and death shall captiue be,




      Ananizapta ô of God,




      haue mercie now on me.


    


  




  Where writing or symbols were engraved onto an object, the result was a talisman. One perhaps surprising example of this type was the coin: made from metal and bearing the

  ruler’s image, coins were considered powerful items and were often used as amulets. John Chrysostom, the Archbishop of Constantinople, complained in the fourth century AD about people

  ‘who bind bronze coins of Alexander of Macedon around their heads and feet’, and considerable archaeological evidence attests to the wearing of coins throughout late antiquity. Christians regarded these practices with considerable suspicion. Verbal formulas that appealed to pagan gods were clearly in veneration of demons, as were the observances and

  rites demanded when preparing certain charms, while the makers of naturally effective amulets might have begun under demonic instruction. In the eyes of the early Christians, all of this was

  certainly superstitious (involved a misuse or abuse of religion) and was probably magical.
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