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Preface

Kimberly B. Stratton and Dayna S. Kalleres

DAUGHTERS OF HECATE presents a collection of chapters on the topic of
women and magic in the Mediterranean world during the ancient and late an-
tique periods. This volume gathers together pointed investigations by leading
scholars from the fields of Classics, Judaic Studies, and early Christianity, which
illuminate as well as interrogate the persistent associations of women with magic.
Since Homer’s depiction of Circe’s pernicious brew in the Odyssey, which turned
Odysseus’s sailors into swine (Od. 10.210-213), women have been typecast as ex-
perts in dangerous supernatural arts. In Greco-Roman tradition the allegation
that women engage in nefarious magic practices operated in a variety of contexts
and appears in a broad range of texts from different genres, including tragedy,
erotic verse, philosophical discussion, and invective. This image of female sor-
cery passed into Christian discourse where, in moralizing homilies, it served to
denigrate women, justifying their subjugation to male control. Eventually, it con-
tributed potent ideological ammunition to the witch-hunts of the early Modern
period. This book investigates the basis of this inveterate, gendered stereotype
by combining critical theoretical methods with research into literary and mate-
rial evidence from across the ancient Mediterranean: a diverse array of materi-
als including Christian homily, Latin love elegy, and Jewish Aramaic incantation
bowls.

Daughters of Hecate is divided into three sections, each of which challenges
presumed associations of women and magic by probing the foundation of, the
processes underlying, and the motivations behind the stereotypes. The result is
a thorough and more nuanced consideration of the problem than that accom-
plished in previous studies. In light of this volume’s stated commitments, the first
chapter, “Interrogating the Magic—Gender Connection,” surveys the history of
scholarship on women and magic in order to situate the contributions of this
volume in that theoretical conversation. The following sections engage the sub-
ject of women and magic in antiquity from three angles: 1) Fiction and Fantasy:
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Gendering Magic in Ancient Literature, 2) Gender and Magic Discourse in Prac-
tice, and 3) Gender, Magic, and the Material Record. This interdisciplinary ap-
proach illuminates the reality as well as the ideology and fantasy behind ancient
constructions of the “witch.” It avoids, as well as deliberately questions, simplis-
tic readings that accept literary depictions at face value, consequently secking to
unearth the elements constituting such stereotypes. Furthermore, by juxtaposing
the components of this portrayal with contradictory historical materials, Daugh-
ters of Hecate offers fresh and pertinent insights into the construction of both
gender and magic in the ancient world.

This book’s unique strength derives from the diverse critical methodolo-
gies scholars working in related ancient fields have used to explore the theme of
women and magic in a wide array of ancient cultures and contexts. The cumula-
tive result provides a more nuanced and critical exploration of the topic, while
avoiding reductive approaches that generalize from one cultural pattern or tra-
dition. In fact, the chapters in this volume uncover complexities and counter-
discourses that challenge, rather than reaffirm, many gendered stereotypes taken
for granted and reified by most modern scholarship. Due to its theoretical vigor,
furthermore, Daughters of Hecate holds relevance in contemporary culture as
well. The category of the witch continues to operate today, informing vilifying
portraits of powerful women. Popular cinematic presentations of jealous girls
dabbling in occult practices, for instance, demonstrate one of the many resid-
ual effects of this denigrating stereotype as do Photoshopped pictures of Hillary
Clinton in a witch’s hat that circulate the Internet. For this reason, understanding
the historical and cultural origins of women’s association with magic is as relevant
as ever.

The editors would like to extend their generous appreciation to the follow-
ing people without whom this volume would never see the light of day: Cynthia
Read at Oxford University Press, who agreed to take on the volume when it lost
its original home. She has also exhibited stalwart patience beyond even that of
Job, waiting for us to finish the volume. Wendy Lochner at Columbia University
Press encouraged us in our initial pursuit of this project and valiantly fought for
its publication at Columbia; when that fell through, she graciously allowed us to
reuse strong reviews and recommendations that she requisitioned. The contribu-
tors to the volume have been extraordinarily patient throughout the long process
that brought this book to fruition and deserve their own applause. Three contrib-
utors to this volume in particular have shared their editorial expertise at various
stages of the project, which has improved certain chapters in the volume: David
Frankfurter, Annette Yoshiko Reed, and Nicola Denzey Lewis. Five undergrad-
uate and graduate research assistants helped with formatting the chapters and
compiling the unified bibliography: Simon Gurofsky, Véronique Emond-Sioufi,
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Ian Hartlen, Lauren Tansley, and Yevgeniya Kramchenkova. We would like to
thank each of them for their contribution as well.

Most of all, I would like to thank Dayna S. Kalleres for agreeing to co-edit this
volume with me. Her editorial insights improved many papers, especially mine.
As importantly, her enthusiasm and support for the project bolstered my flagging
spirits at critical junctures. Thank you Dayna!

Abbreviations follow the SBL Manual of Style: For Ancient Near Eastern,
Biblical, and Early Christian Studies (biblical, Jewish, and Christian texts) and
The Oxford Classical Dictionary (Greek and Roman literature). Additional ab-
breviations, when used, are provided by the authors.
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Interrogating the Magic—Gender
Connection

Kimberly B. Stratton

The more women, the more witchcraft.

HILLEL, Mishnah Avot

All [witchcraft] comes from carnal lust, which is in women
insatiable.

Malleus Maleficarum

THIS BOOK INTERROGATES the association of women and magic, which as
these two epigraphs suggest, has culturally endured since antiquity." One histo-
rian of the Early Modern Period tellingly remarked that “witch hunting is tanta-
mount to women hunting.” Yet, closer analysis of historical records reveals that,
in fact, the association of women with magic does not appear as monolithic and
one-dimensional as people often assume. Men, in many cases, constitute a fair
share of those accused of working magic in both antiquity and the Early Modern
Period;? where a gender bias appears in the accusations and representations,
a closer look at the specific details and patterns that emerge reveal large varia-
tion, depending on culture and context.* Yet, despite this ambiguous history,
stereotypes of women’s sorcery persist to the present day, shaping not only rep-
resentations of magic and witchcraft in popular culture, but scholarly analysis of
historical data as well s

In full disclosure, this volume began with the same preconception: namely,
the expectation that women were more often represented and accused of magic
than men were in ancient writings, and I sought an explanation for this bias. In
addition to drawing together leading scholars who work on the topic of magic
and gender in antiquity, I looked to the vast amount of scholarship on Early
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Modern witch-hunts to find a sophisticated and satisfying explanation for the
gendering of magic, which could be utilized to frame the ancient material in this
volume. Instead I discovered a plethora of competing explanations, each one con-
tingent upon particular historical data and limited largely to that context. When
a scholar did formulate a general explanation for the preponderance of female
victims of witch-hunts, a scholar working in another time period or locale quickly
contradicted it. My quest to understand why women are associated with magic
thus grew more frustratingly inconclusive as my research progressed.

As the chapters for this volume started to arrive, Dayna and I began to realize
that they also undercut the original intention of the volume: many of the contri-
butions revealed texts that do not identify women with magic. Or, as Annette
Reed persuasively demonstrates in chapter 4, scholars themselves push a gendered
interpretation, enamored, as many of us are, by revealing and critiquing ancient
misogyny. This volume, thus, evolved into a much more complex and nuanced
view on the topic of women and ancient magic than Dayna and I had anticipated;
as we read through the contributions, we began to realize how the scholarship,
which stood between antiquity and our place as moderns, contributed in some
degree to the gendered stereotyping. The chapters in this volume, then, reveal
instances where women are stereotyped or accused of practicing magic as well as
surprising examples where they are not, although we would expect them to be.

This chapter surveys scholarship on women and magic, including theoreti-
cal explanations for the Early Modern witch-hunts. It explores how the powerful
women-magic stereotype contributed not only to demonological treatises and
trials of accused witches, but shaped contemporary scholarship on them as well.
Interrogating this conception, thus, promises to cast some light on our fascination
with this stereotype. It also serves to situate the chapters in this volume within
the larger body of scholarship on the topic of women and magic. Furthermore,
I hope that this volume’s interdisciplinary examination of literary stereotypes,
actual accusations of magic (or their absence), and material evidence for magic
(or accusations of it) provides a rich and complicated view of women and magic
that may be useful for scholars working in other historical periods or disciplines.

With the advent of second-wave feminism in the 1970s and 1980s, scholars
examined women’s history more critically, interrogating the misogyny of Early
Modern witch-hunts. In the 1990s and early 2000s, classicists and scholars of
ancient religion extended this investigation to the gendered portraits of magic
from ancient literature, proposing different explanations for the gendered ste-
reotyping of magic, and sometimes reinscribing that very bias. Contributions to
this volume take the next step in that inquiry individually and collectively by
interrogating and denaturalizing the women-magic association. This volume con-
tributes to contemporary debates about gender construction, women’s history,
and magic, by offering fourteen original studies on the intersection of gender and
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magic in the ancient world from three different perspectives: fictional imaginar-
ies, the discourse of magic in social practice, and material evidence for women’s
use of magic.

In order to situate the contribution of individual chapters in this volume, I
will analyze previous approaches to understanding the frequent gendering of
magic from antiquity to the Early Modern witch-hunts. Although the witch ster-
cotype was only just emerging in the ancient world and operated under a variety
of different vocabulary (saga, pharmakeutria, striga, mekhashefa), I will use the
terms “witch” and “sorceress” interchangeably to refer to stereotypes of women'’s
magic in this chapter, indicating my sense of the continuity between early and
late representations. Similarly “magic” and “witchcraft” both appear throughout
this chapter to refer to the ritual practices of witches/sorceresses; the language
reflects the language and conceptualization of the historical period under discus-
sion. In other words, I use the form of magic discourse appropriate for each con-
text. Contributors to this volume provide their own definitions of magic when
necessary and as appropriate for their studies.

Stalking the Women—Magic Connection

Innumerable theories and approaches to the study of women and magic appear
during the course of the last four decades. These include attributing witch-hunts
to the misogyny of demonological treatises, denying the importance of gender
altogether in favor of other heuristic factors, such as economics or social change,
or proposing psychological explanations on the grounds that the fantastic rites
attributed to witches escape rationalization and can only reflect deeply subcon-
scious fears and drives. I divide the approaches into five discernible categories,
which is somewhat artificial since certain studies combine different approaches
and strategies that cross the boundaries of my classification scheme. Nonethe-
less, this rubric provides a useful way to organize the broad array of studies on
magic and women, the sheer number of which exceeds my ability to discuss them
all here. This analysis is intended to present a general overview of the history
of scholarship on women and magic, focusing on important studies that have
shaped it; no doubt, I miss many significant contributions as well.

Guilty as Charged

Many scholars accept accusations, representations, and confessions as more or
less accurate, arguing cither that women did engage in the magical activities
attributed to them, or engaged in (ritual) practices that were misrepresented as
magic, or believed themselves to be in league with the Devil for various social
and psychological reasons. The first group of scholarsincludes some classicists,
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for whom literature constitutes a primary source for reconstructing the polit-
ical, religious, and social history of the ancient world; it is no surprise there-
fore that they rely substantially, although not entirely, on literary portraits
to reconstruct women’s magic practices in antiquity. While there is a large
amount of material evidence for magic employed in antiquity, the extant
spells pose a problem for understanding women’s use of magic since the over-
whelming majority are commissioned by men and were most likely produced
by literate male ritual specialists.® Different approaches to solving this conun-
drum have surfaced in recent years. For example, Matthew Dickie compares
material evidence for erotic magic (both men’s and women’s) with literary
depictions and concludes that the majority of magic practiced by women
stems from prostitutes seeking to protect their financial interests; they either
sought to remove rivals or to attract and keep clients.” He postulates a demi-
monde populated by sexually available young women and wealthy young men
looking for love affairs and, possibly, concubinage.® Elsewhere he draws on
stereotypes in Roman satire and Old, Middle, and New Comedy to argue
that aging prostitutes are responsible for the majority of women’s magic.” By
triangulating from stereotype to stereotype—that of drunken old women
(who, therefore, must be prostitutes), to drunken sorceresses (even though
this itself may be part of an invective charge)—he argues that most sorcer-
esses were drunk old whores, who relied upon magic to stay in the game de-
spite diminishing natural charms. (By contrast, see the treatment of the same
material in the chapters by Frankfurter and Kalleres in this volume.) This
reconstruction entirely recapitulates invective satire, and reveals more about
the activity of gendered stereotypes in Roman literature than about women’s
actual practice of erotic magic."

Christopher Faraone proposes a different theory to explain the discrep-
ancy between material evidence for ancient Greek love magic (in which men
predominate) and literary depictions of magic (in which women predomi-
nate). Based on these two types of evidence, Faraone argues that men used
aggressive attraction spells (agogai) to draw women for sexual gratification
while women used love potions (phitres) to protect existing relationships that
were in danger. Prostitutes, however, who played the “male” role as sexual ag-
gressors, also used agogai to draw and keep clients.” As in the case of Dickie,
Faraone’s reconstruction of women’s magic relies on literary portraits, which
he accepts at face value, although they are fictionalized products of a male
author’s imagination and likely reveal very little if anything about the private
rituals of ancient women.™

In the context of the Salem witch trials, most scholars reject the entire pro-
ceedings as fraudulent and politically motivated. Chadwick Hansen bucks this
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trend by arguing that Puritan New Englanders commonly practiced forms of
white magic for healing and protection, and that other more nefarious sorts of
magic, such as the use of poppets to harm an enemy, also appear to have been
widely used.” Based on trial records and eyewitness accounts, Hansen suggests
that at least three of the women accused at Salem very likely practiced both types
of magic, and illicit forms of divination, practiced by the youngaccusers, opened
the door for hysterical seizures and finger-pointing. In other words, while the vast
majority of accused witches at Salem were entirely innocent, he does not dismiss
the likelihood that some of them may have practiced some form of magic either
to heal, protect, or harm. The accusing girls’ own anxiety about dabbling in magic
provoked their hysteria and symptoms of possession.

In these three studies, scholars accept the representation of women’s magic at face
value and use it to reconstruct women’s actual ritual practices along lines that follow
the official record and reaffirm the stereotypes. Not all scholars accept the literary
depictions or accusations so casily. Instead they discern behind the charges innocu-
ous practices that male authors seck to denigrate by labeling them magic. Tal Ilan,
for example, attributes the identification of women with magic in rabbinic literature
to women’s cooking, healing, and caring for the sick. Similar activities practiced by
men do notattract this pejorative label; the gender of the actor constitutes the single
difference between women’s magic and men’s medicine or religion.* Most rabbinic
writings portray women’s practices as magic and a threat to the community. In the
case of Abaye’s foster mother, however, Rebecca Lesses points out that rabbis rely
upon and preserve her expert knowledge of medicinal and apotropaic remedies.
Similarly, incantation bowls from late antique Syria and Mesopotamia indicate that
men as well as women used bowls for protection from demons, who were believed
to cause sickness, death, and infertility (see Elman’s contribution to this volume).’®
Thus, both Lesses and Ilan attempt to reconstruct the actual nature of women’s ritual
practices upon which accusations of magic rested and do so with nuanced awareness
of the ideology of gender at work in these male-authored texts.

Many historians of Early Modern witch-hunts also accept the accusations and
confessions as true to some degree, but try to discover why a woman would choose
to become a witch or come to see herself as one even if she did not engage in
harmful magic. One theory suggests that she despaired of salvation, having been
told throughout her life that women are morally and spiritually inferior to men
and naturally inclined toward evil and Satan. She may have sought, in despera-
tion, to improve her social and financial situation through an alliance with the
Devil because she believed God had abandoned her to an intolerable fate.”” Some
accused women could have been hysterical or mentally ill and imagined them-
selves to be witches with supernatural powers.”® Another explanation posits that
women in vulnerable situations deliberately cultivated the reputation of being a
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witch to protect themselves from abuse by social superiors. Or they cultivated
this reputation to self-aggrandize for its own sake.” Scholars have also plausibly
proposed that when aged female beggars were turned away without a donation
they left muttering, which was regarded as a curse or request for divine vengeance.
This righteous anger could easily be interpreted as witchcraft if a sudden illness or
badluck befell the stingy houschold.>

All of these explanations make sense of accusations and confessions without
dismissing them as fraudulent or entirely coerced. In fact, it seems that while
most accused witches (male and female) had to be tortured to produce an accept-
able confession, others offered a confession fairly casily and even seem to have
reveled in their identity as a witch. Lyndal Roper applies psychoanalytic theory to
interpret these confessions and argues that confessing women did, in fact, come
to regard themselves as witches and understood themselves to be in opposition to
the church and society.”” Roper discerns in the confessions extreme anger, hatred,
and a sense of being marginalized and abandoned by society, the church, and
God; she understands the confessions to reflect an act of splitting and denial.
These women projected their hostile emotions onto the Devil: he gave them the
poisonous powder, 4e told them to harm the infants, etc.* This psychological
splitting allows them to accept their negative emotions and actions by attributing
them to Satan.

Linclude Roper’s study in this section, “Guilty as Charged,” rather than in “Psy-
chological Projection” because she accepts the confessions as more or less true:
some accused women did perform acts of harmful magic (maleficia) attributed to
them and saw themselves as servants of the devil. Alarmingly, Roper regards their
confessions under torture and the subsequent retractions when torture has stopped
to be games of “cat and mouse” between the witch and her interrogator, driven by
sado-masochistic fantasies in which the roles of sadist and masochist are sometimes
reversed as the witch gains the upper hand: “in this sadistic game of showing and
concealing, the witch forced her persecutors to apply and reapply pain, prising her
body apart to find her secret. Once it was found, she might herself identify with the
aggressor.”* While this approach treats accused witches as subjects and not merely
passive objects of trial judges’ misogyny— “mere consumers of male discourse™—
it too readily accepts the confessions at face value and posits the feelings of hostility
and Otherness to the women prior to being accused and as a motivation for their
witchcraft rather than as an emotional response to being accused and tortured to
confess with no hope of ever being acquitted.”

These studies all discern at least a basis of reality in literary depictions, accusa-
tions, or confessions of women’s magic; Ilan and Lesses more skeptically interro-
gate the pejorative literary portraits than other scholars do; they understand it to
reflect a gender ideology that maligns women’s apotropaic rituals and traditional
roles as cooks and healers.
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Gender Is Irrelevant

In response to early feminist historiography that denounced Early Modern
witch-hunts as misogyny and an attempt to wrest control over female reproduc-
tion from the hands of wise women and midwives, new theories emerged that
dismissed gender as meaningful at all and looked instead to social factors such as
economic difficulties and social change. Keith Thomas’s Religion and the Decline
of Magic chronicles the many hardships faced by England’s population during
the late Renaissance and Early Modern Period, when urban fires, poor nutrition,
and lack of reliable medical care made death and discase intimate acquaintances
for even aristocratic families. He provides this social-historical background to
substantiate his understanding that accusations of magic occur in response to
misfortune, not misogyny.>¢ Based on English trial records, he argues that most
accusations of witchcraft stem from interpersonal conflict and tension follow-
ing a sudden misfortune.”” Irascible neighbors garnered the most suspicion when
illluck occurred as did anyone displaying aggressive or odd behavior.”® An exten-
sion of this theory argues that since women are more likely to resort to aggressive
language and cursing than physical assault in situations of conflict, their bad
language—identified as a curse—becomes the basis for a witchcraft accusation.>
Thus, structural inequalities, not ideology or gender bias, determines the sex of
the accused witch in many contexts.

Other scholars identify economic instability and social dislocation to be the
primary triggers of witchcraft accusations. Ian MacFarlane, for example, identifies
economic changes in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—which put pres-
sure on rural peasant communities and their traditional social fabric—as a key
contributing factor to the rise of witchcraft accusations and fears at that time. He
posits that those who breached expected and traditional neighborly conduct, by
refusing to make a loan or give to a needy widow, experienced guilt and a fear of
divine reprisal, resulting in psychosomatic manifestations that were then blamed
on the real victim in the encounter—the person turned away without assistance.®
An accusation of witchcraft thus justified this maltreatment of the needy poor
and assuaged any guilty feelings by extirpating the evil from society.”” Paul Boyer
and Stephen Nissenbaum discover similar factors at play in the Salem witch trials,
where not only the destitute but the parvenu garnered negative attention: a swift
rise in economic status could be seen as a sign of discontent as much as bitter
muttering, and “testified to the power of unfamiliar economic forces to alter and
shape a life.”

These scholars regard the origins of witch-hunting to be local, arising from
conflicts generated in small rural communities strained by economic hardship
and new individualistic impulses that tore at the fabric of traditional peasant so-
cieties and their communally based social networks. They argue that witch-hunts
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did not represent an ideological war against women but were driven by indi-
vidual neighbors dealing with their personal conflicts, fears, and guilt.* Women
constituted the majority of accused witches because they were poorer and more
vulnerable to social and economic disruptions. This approach had a significant
influence on subsequent studies of witchcraft persecutions, sidelining gender as
an explanatory factor.

While Thomas, MacFarlane, and others who adopt the social approach iden-
tify local tension and economic hardship as the primary causes of witchcraft
persecutions, Walter Stephens attributes witch-hunts to intellectual debates of
the day.’* Like social theorists, however, Stephens disregards gender as a signifi-
cant contributing factor; instead he attributes witch persecutions to theological
and scientific questions pertaining to the reality of demons. At a time when de-
bates over the nature and capacity of demons intensified, witches offered proof
that demons had physical bodies, which could interact in meaningful ways with
human bodies. Thus, the obsession with obtaining minute details about sexual
congress with demons, demonstrated by so many witch tribunals, reflects a desire
to prove the corporal reality of demons rather than prurient fascination with
sex.’ Witches’ confessions to copulating with demons offered positive proof for
the reality not only of demons but, by extension, of the Devil and God; their
testimony “confirm[ed] the reality of the world of spirit” at a time when scientific
method and materialism were undermining confidence in religion.* Despite the
near exclusive focus on women’s delectation of demonic sex, however, Stephens
dismisses misogyny as a contributing factor. On this point, he appears to protest
too much.?” If demonologists merely sought to prove the existence of demons,
why did witch commissions torture women into implicating others in their tes-
timony, expanding the network of violence? Furthermore, why execute these
women in the pursuit of scientific inquiry if not for terror and social control?
It would seem that belief in women’s moral weakness and proclivity toward sin
forms the basis of such an inquiry and reflects gender bias and misogyny with
origins in the ancient material covered in this volume.

Gender Matters

A number of scholars point to the fact that women constituted the majority of
prosecuted witches, in most times and places, to argue that gender s relevant:
the crime of witcheraft may not have been “sex specific” but it was “sex related.™*
These scholars find that in certain locales the elite directed witch-hunts accord-
ing to demonological treatises that identify witches as women, and used witch
tribunals to enforce a moral agenda focused on controlling the behavior of
women. Based on her research of Scottish witch-hunts, for example, Christina
Larner argues that the elite controlled the demand for and supply of witches in
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a “conspicuous and unequivocal way.> According to Larner, the stereotype of
the witch emerges from a combination of Aristotelian theory, which conceives
women to be flawed men resulting from faulty conception, and Christian in-
terpretations of the Genesis story that identify Eve as the mother of all sin.*°
Primarily, she regards a refusal to show deference or be submissive as the reason
certain women were accused of witchcraft while others were not.* Thus witch-
hunting constituted the hunting of women who refused to conform to societal
expectations about proper (submissive) female behavior.#* Witchcraft accusa-
tions enforced moral and theological conformity in response to women’s new
sense of independence and equality in Protestant Scotland.*

Joseph Klaits links Early Modern witch-hunts with zealous religious reform
and the imposition of scholastic definitions of witchcraft as heresy and Satanic
allegiance onto peasant communities (which previously saw witchcraft as indi-
vidual acts of maleficence without any element of diabolism).*# In accord with
Larner, Klaits regards witch-hunts to be techniques of social control allied with
rigid moral reforms. Both Catholic and Protestant reformers associated anything
that did not match their standards of behavior with Satan, leading them to ex-
press suspicion, especially, of carnal pleasure.* This created a situation, according
to Klaits, in which no outlet existed for men’s sexual guilt except to project it onto
women, who continued to be regarded as morally weaker and liable to Satan’s
seductions.*¢ According to Klaits, therefore, the impetus from elite reformers and
their particular obsession with sexual immorality—identified both with women
and Satan—determined the gender bias of the witch-hunts.

A more recent study provides an especially rich view of the role of elite ideol-
ogy on witchcraft prosecutions. Jonathan Durrant examines trial records from
Eichstitt, Germany, which highlight the instrumental role played by the cleri-
cal establishment and their use of demonological interrogatories to direct trial
proceedings and manipulate the testimony of accused witches.*” Durrant reveals
that accusations of witchcraft in Eichstitt emerged overwhelmingly from con-
fessions extracted under torture, which compelled accused witches to name ac-
complices. Thus they did not name men and women out of malice, fear, or guilt,
as other scholars have argued, but because they fit into the confession narrative
constructed at the direction of the interrogators.** The commission interrogated
the accused until their confession confirmed participation in a wide Satanic cult,
details of which needed to conform to ideological preconceptions about witch-
craft, including sexual subordination to the devil and his demons, attendance at
nighttime sabbaths, and committing acts of maleficence, although this was of less
interest to the commission than the prior two elements.* In fact the commis-
sion rarely sought witness testimony to verify harmful magical attacks and often
ignored testimony that contradicted confessions of causing harm because it cast
doubt on the veracity of the confessions themselves.*°
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Durrant concludes that women constituted the vast majority of convicted
witches (85 percent in Eichstitt), not because they were poorer, more cantan-
kerous, or more likely to rebel against authority, as other scholars suggest, but
because of the stereotype perpetuated by demonologists, who identified women
as weak-minded and more liable to demonic seduction, and by the use of suspect
lists acquired through tortures' Durrant concludes that in Eichstitt the ecclesi-
astical elite directed witch-hunts in conformity with conceptions of witchcraft
shaped by scholastic demonology, which believed women’s concupiscence led to
sexual relations with and allegiance to the devil. By situating sexual relations with
Satan at the center of witchcraft proceedings, the Eichstitt witch commission re-
inforced efforts to impose stricter Catholic morality on the population. Thus, the
definition of witchcraft employed by the trial commission determined the gender
of witchcraft suspects in a conspicuous way.**

In New England, witch trials similarly functioned to enforce Puritan ideals
of female conduct. Carol Karlsen’s study of trial records and land deeds indi-
cates that women accused of witchcraft often refused to accept a submissive role,
whether by acting bitter and angry toward social superiors, including especially
their husbands, or by inheriting property and acting as heads of households.”
She argues that women who acted independently aroused suspicion or animos-
ity; they violated their divinely appointed subordination according to Puritan
ideology. This finding resonates with other scholars investigating New England
witch trials, who point out that brash behavior and contentiousness constituted
signs of witchcraft in women, but not in men’* As in Eichstitt, the link between
witchcraft and women in New England reflected gender ideology: according to
Puritan thought, God created woman to serve man and obey him. Any challenge
to male authority constituted rebellion, which was the origin of witchcraft.s
Thus, any sign of self-assertion in a woman drew comparisons to Eve and her
mortal alliance with Satans¢ For Karlsen and Durrant, therefore, religious ide-
ology drove witch trials and supported harsh strategies of social control, which
goaded women into being docile and cooperative by punishing those who chafed
against authority.’

Further evidence for the link between gender ideology and witchtrials stems
from England, where ironically, the witch-hunts were least virulent and did not
rely on tortures® Two scholars identify the comparatively light witchcraze expe-
rienced in England with the improved social standing of women in that country,
suggesting that gender ideology supported witchcraft persecutions in most other
countries.”” Alan Anderson and Raymond Gordon consider factors for women
such as literacy rates, marriage laws, the right to own and control property, and
the right to run a business as indicators that English women of the sixteenth cen-
tury enjoyed a higher social status and more freedom and respect than their peers
on the continent.®® They also suggest that having a successful and long-reigning
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female monarch during a period of military success, colonial expansion, and in-
creased peace and prosperity contributed to a higher opinion of the female sex
than elsewhere in Europe or prior English history. They correctly point out that
stereotypes must be credible to be effective at targeting certain groups for per-
secution; the traditional view of women as morally weak and inclined toward
concupiscence and sin faced disconfirmation in England where actual women
demonstrated themselves to be rational, self-controlled, and capable—Queen
Elizabeth represents the most outstanding example among these women but she
was not unique.® The findings of Anderson and Gordon reinforce the troubling
link between gender ideology, female subordination, and witch persecutions that
scholars working on communities outside England identified.

Shifting the line of inquiry from ideology of the trial commission and
judges to the self-understanding of accused women alters the way we under-
stand the gendered performance of witchcraft confessions. Elizabeth Reis in-
vestigates how many women internalized Puritan conceptions of personal sin
and guilt, which contributed to their self-identity as sinners and their con-
sequent public confessions to witchcraft. Puritan thinking so firmly identi-
fied women with Satan, Reis argues, that women accused of witchcraft had
already come to see themselves as deeply and inherently wicked prior to their
trial and examination.” These women understood that any moral failing, no
matter how trivial, amounted to a pact with the devil and, consequently, were
willing to confess to being witches.® Women, on the other hand, who rejected
the accusation of witchcraft needed to prove that they had never sinned.® No
middle ground existed for women; they were either witches or saints. Any
woman who attempted to defend herself appeared to be an insolent liar for
even suggesting she was sinless. Men, on the other hand, Reis agues, did not
defer to the members of the court but either boldly confessed to outrageous
crimes, or denied them completely.® Men were not compelled to admit their
inherent sinfulness and enter into the “drama of Puritan confession and for-
giveness,” which Reis regards as central to New England witch trials.” The
court proceedings thus reinforced Puritan conceptions of proper gender roles;
women admitted to their sinful, weak nature and demonstrated deference to
male authority, while men did not.®

These approaches to understanding the Early Modern witch-hunts all iden-
tify gender ideology to be behind the willingness of both men and women to
accuse female members of their community of malevolent acts of witchcraft. The
belief that women formed an antediluvian association with Satan, compounded
by the conviction of their moral and rational inferiority, enabled women and men
to regard ordinary women as witches; even women accused of magic may have
come to see their individual mistakes and moral failings in this light and con-
fessed to being under Satan’s control. Confessions to sex with demons or Satan
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and attendance at unholy midnight masses indicate the influence of elite theories
of witchcraft that have their origin in classical and biblical stereotypes, except in
England, where these ideas gained little ground, possibly reflecting the relatively
higher social standing of women in that country.*

Psychological Projection

A number of scholars look to psychology for explanations of what appears to be
an irrational fear of witches. Yet others point out that belief in witchcraft seemed
entirely logical in its day and commensurate with high science; even the found-
ers of modern rationalism (Bacon, Locke, Boyle) accepted it as part of a dualis-
tic universe, according to Hansen.” If psychology does not explain why people
believed in witchcraft, some scholars use it to illuminate why people believed
witches were usually women.

Among classicists, John Winkler first drew attention to the divergence be-
tween evidence for the actual practice of magic in ancient Greece and literary
representations of it He interprets the preponderance of aggressive (even vio-
lent) attraction spells enlisted by men to attract women as forms of psychologi-
cal projection. Drawing on evidence for ancient magic from the Papyri Graecae
Magicae (PGM), Winkler proposes a nighttime scenario in which a love-struck
young man, suffering from the afflictions of erds, directs a love spell against an
unsuspecting young maiden, who sleeps peacefully in her own bed. The attrac-
tion spell (2gage) —which can also be classified as a binding spell (kazadesmos)—
invokes chthonic powers to inflict suffering on the woman, causing her to ex-
perience the very same sleeplessness and tortured desire that, Winkler surmises,
the magician does until she unites with him carnally. Winkler proposes that, by
ritually projecting his suffering onto the victim and imagining his mastery over
her, the magician gains mastery over his own affliction; the violent language thus
reflects this process of splitting and projection. A similar projection, Winkler
argues, accounts for the literary stereotypes of women’s predatory sorcery. Por-
traits of women’s magic project undesirable male behavior onto women: “both
contrasts make sense as part of a cultural habit on the part of men to deal with
threats of erds by fictitious denial and transfer.””*

Other classicists adopt Winkler’s explanation with additions or emendations.
Fritz Graf, for example, concurs that the literary depictions of women’s predatory
magic represent a form of denial and projection: “these stories remove erotic magic
still furtheraway from theworld of men; theyare thusameansfor gettingrid of what
should not exist.”” To this explanation he further proposes that such stories reveal
a perceived threat posed by women’s love to male autonomy and provide a way to
explain and justify the mad love of a man for awoman. In sum, these scholars argue
that representations of women’s magic in ancient literature reflect men’s collective
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efforts to explain away their own helplessness and bad behavior in the face of
love’s overwhelming power.

Returning to studies of Early Modern witch-hunts and gender stereotyping,
several scholars draw inspiration from Melanie Klein’s work on infantile perse-
cution fantasies to explain the surge in witch persecutions during the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. According to Klein, infants do not yet perceive their
mothers as separate individuals but merely as an extension of their own needs and
desires. They identify the mother solely with her breast and the sustenance and
satisfaction that it provides, which is emotional as well as nutritive* When the
breast fails to present itself upon demand, the child resents and wishes to hurt the
offending breast, which is also the mother”s As the child develops and begins to
register that the sustaining breast, the “good” breast, is one and the same as the
“bad” breast that withholds itself, the child fears retaliation for its violent fanta-
sies and believes that its thoughts have really harmed the mother. Klein terms this
carly fear “persecutory anxiety.””¢ A healthy child will overcome this persecutory
fear associated with the mother through reassurance that the good breast will
reappear; her anger does not harm the mother and the mother does not seck
revenge.”’

Kleins work helps explain the image of the witch as an inverted mother
figure”* Mothers nurture and give life to human children. Witches' withered
bodies, in contrast, nurture demonic imps, who bring death and destruction, on
secret nipples hidden often in their sexual anatomy;™ they are monstrous moth-
ers gone bad.* Deborah Willis documents changes in Early Modern childrearing
practices that sent infants to wet nurses and, later, to other homes to labor or
apprentice.” This created a social atmosphere in which children did not develop
past their infantile persecution anxiety but carried it into adulthood, where it
readily projected onto mother figures who resembled but were not their actual
mothers or nurses, thereby preserving the ideal image of and love for one’s own
mother.* Building on the socio-economic theory of witchcraft accusations pro-
posed by Thomas and MacFarlane, Willis speculates that old women, especially if
they seemed bitter or overly demanding, provoked these primal fears from child-
hood as the younger person feared retaliation from an elderly beggar to whom
they refused assistance.

According to Evelyn Heinemann, based on trial records, the accused witch
usually began as the injured party: someone had refused to repay a loan or pay
for eggs purchased on credit, or give alms to poor beggars.* The guilty party then
began to interpret every strange incident or accident as magical revenge. Their
guilty conscience may even have led to psychosomatic symptoms, understood
to be magical attack.” She argues that the witch constitutes an imago—an in-
ternal image, containing feelings of aggression and fear of persecution projected
onto another person. The court could not execute a witch unless she confessed;
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she had to accept the projection and go along with it. Only her execution could
destroy the guilty feelings, according to Heinemann.* The dualistic thinking of
witch beliefs reflects psychoanalytic splitting: it divides the universe between ab-
solute good and absolute evil, God and Satan, the Virgin Mary and her antithesis
the witch.*” Heinemann links this process to the child’s carliest images and im-
pressions, split between good breast and bad breast, satisfaction and hunger. Some
children fail to integrate these two images during the stage of separation and indi-
viduation that follows the prenatal symbiosis with the mother.® If this process of
integrating good and bad experiences does not succeed, Heinemann states, fears
of persecution by images of absolute evil develop.* Because mothers are always
female, the predominant projection of the witch image falls onto women.*°

Lyndal Roper also draws on psychoanalytic theory to explain Early Modern
witchcraft in her book, Oedipus and the Devil: Witchcraft, Sexuality, and Reli-
gion in Early Modern Europe. Like the scholars just cited, Roper finds Melanie
Klein’s work on infantile experience of attachment and envy to be significant for
understanding both accusations and confessions of witchcraft. She expresses sur-
prise at the disjunction between demonological treatises, the leading questions
and concerns of the trial commission in Augsburg, where her research is based,
and the preoccupations of women involved in the drama as both accusers and ac-
cused. Based on accounts of witches’ sabbaths, cavorting with the Devil, flying on
broomsticks, and illicit connubial contacts with Satan, she anticipated that sexual
guilt would be the primary underlying psychic drive for witch beliefs. Instead,
she found a preoccupation with parturition and the bodily needs of infants and
mothers in the early days and wecks following birth.” Accusations of witchcraft
centered on this period, when the lives of newborns are most vulnerable.

These scholars combine socio-economic explanations with psychoanalytic
theory. Most notably, they draw on the theory of infant persecution fantasies
proposed by Melanie Klein to explain both the preponderance of women accused
as witches and the temporal concentration of witch-hunts in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. This was a period when changes in social structure and
early education dramatically altered the experiences of childhood, fostering per-
secution complexes directed at inverted mother figures.

Binary Thinking

The final approach I examine regards the gendering of malevolent magic as the
result of a purely intellectual process: binary thinking. Simone de Beauvoir first
articulated the idea that women represent the primal Other in her groundbreak-
ing book, Zhe Second Sex: “[woman] is defined and differentiated with reference
to man and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential
as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute—she is the
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Other.” In order to understand why socicties traditionally relegate women to
this state of alterity, de Beauvoir begins with an analysis of human and animal
biology to determine what, from a strictly scientific point of view, differentiates
male members of the human species from female members. She discovers that
the human female devotes more of her biological resources to reproduction—
what de Beauvoir calls being “enslaved to the species”—than other mammals,
whose physiology is encumbered with the processes of ovulation, conception,
parturition, and lactation less time out of every year than human women.” The
demands of these processes on the human female distract her from outward pur-
suits that express the human spirit and will toward transcendence, binding her
to a limited world of immanent concerns.?* Thus, men have the leisure and physi-
cal resources to develop tools, which allow them to conquer nature and each
other, creating slaves to till the subdued land.”> Women’s bodies become another
object to be subdued and harnessed for their reproductive capacities as men’s
desire for offspring increases with the development of private property that can
be passed to heirs.”® De Beauvoir locates the origin of women’s Otherness not in
biology alone, but rather in the effects that those biological limitations have on
women’s ability to shape their world and express mastery over it.

Having discerned the origins of women’s social inferiority and subjugation,
she turns to mythology for an understanding of the semiotic value of women’s
Otherness. She notes that from the moment the idea of the Other emerges in
the process of man’s assertion of Self as subject and free being, the Other poses a
threat, a danger. Greek philosophy identifies Otherness, alterity, as negation, and
therefore Evil>7 This is the reason, de Beauvoir argues, that laws treat women with
such hostility; by keeping women down they control the chaotic forces of nature
that are identified with evil: “The Other—she is passivity confronting activity,
diversity that destroys unity, matter as opposed to form, disorder against order.
Woman is thus dedicated to Evil.”*

In a similar line of thinking, Stuart Clark argues that demonologists did not
primarily seck to persecute witches; they concentrated on other intellectual and
scientific disputes of their day bearing on such questions as the workings of nature,
processes of history, maintenance of religious purity, and what constitutes legiti-
mate political authority. Regarding them as primarily misogynists bent on persecut-
ing women misses the point of their endeavor; demonologists drew on commonly
held attitudes toward women in their day to think about larger scientific and theo-
logical problems. He consequently criticizes attempts to explain the gendering of
witch-hunts in terms of women’s marginality, pointing out that such explanations
do not clarify why witchcraft should be the accusation chosen to persecute women
when any other crime would do.*” Clark reverses the question to ask what it was
about witcheraft that made it most commonly associated with women.”*® Belief in
witchcraft survived three hundred years because it made sense in the worldview of
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the time; the association of witchcraft with women similarly emerged from cen-
turies of accepted beliefs about women’s nature, biology, and moral inferiority.*

The logic of binary thinking, Clark demonstrates, identified witches as
female. Witchcraft functioned as the classic example of a Sassurian sign; it had
no referent in the real world and thus signified purely through contrast to what it
was not.”* According to this approach, witchcraft constituted a parody of social
order. It was anarchic, overturning proper social roles; its rituals parodied those
of the church and secular society, inverting them in a topsy-turvy manner with
celebrants of the black mass walking backward or on their hands.** Women,
likewise, represented the opposite of men, and came to be identified with every-
thing contrary in early European thought: women were intellectually and mor-
ally inferior, they were “imperfect creatures from whom depravity and evil were
expected.”™* Clark thus draws the conclusion that witchcraft, which represents
an inversion and opposition to civilized society and God’s rule, naturally paired
with women because women were conceived to be the opposite of men according
to binary logic. Men conceptually belong on the side of God, the good, and social
order—women on the side of Satan, evil, and chaos.

While Clark overly diminishes the influence that these demonological tracts
had on shaping people’s perceptions of witchcraft and the proceedings of witch
trials, especially the contents of confessions extracted through torture, as others
have demonstrated,” his identification of binary logic as the key to understand-
ing the common link between women and witchcraft provides one of the clearest
explanations of the phenomenon. As Clark notes and we have seen, most other
explanations limit themselves to local contexts and do not apply universally. The
notion of binary thinking—that women are the essential Other in male dis-
course—in contrast, offers a useful heuristic for understanding the ubiquitous
gendering of nefarious magic.

It is important to keep in mind that even with intellectually satisfying ex-
planations such as Clark’s and de Beauvoir’s, accusations of magic in much of
Western history have not been gendered to the extent that the binary explanation
would have us believe. Men also have been targets of witcheraft accusations.

Ubiguitous but Not Universal

Despite the common association of women and magic in occidental thinking,
from antiquity to modernity the gendering of magic does not occur unanimously
or universally. Christian literature from the first two centuries, for example, por-
trays magicians as male rather than female. In the contest over legitimacy and
authority, accusations of magic functioned as powerful invective in the hands
of certain Christian writers, who sought to derogate competing forms of Chris-
tianity by besmirching leaders of other churches.”®® In this ideological warfare,
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magic discourse targeted male religious leaders, maligning them as charlatans
who use magic to seduce women in their flock. The lack of accusations against
women stands out given the potency of the “witch” stereotype at that time and
the apparent prominence of women in many heterodox churches. Why did her-
esiologists miss the opportunity to accuse these women of magic and to employ
powerful denigrating stereotypes of female sorcery from Greek and Roman liter-
ature to marginalize them? Only in the mid-third-century cg, when the church
began to be more established, do we see magic discourse used to marginalize
a female prophetess (see Tuzlak’s contribution to this volume). In previous re-
search I propose that the gendering of magic in this and other cases reflects wom-
en’s relative position as Other vis-3-vis male writers and thinkers, who control
the public discourse: “where men define their cultures’ discourses and configure
their identities vis-a-vis women, gender and magic will naturally be combined as
discourses of alterity. Where men or a community of men see themselves as mar-
ginal vis-a-vis other larger powers, women will operate as a mirror for Self rather
than a foil for conceptualizing the Other.”*”

As de Beauvoir and Clark both argue, according to common binary systems
of thought, women most often constitute the discursive Other to men. Stereo-
typing patterns in early Christianity, however, reveal that this position as Other
is relative; when a community perceives itself to be threatened or marginalized,
as carly Christianity did, the outsider or opponent replaces women in the role
of symbolic and psychological Other. Women, specifically Christian women,
in this case, come to signify the vulnerability of the community, represented in
carly Christian writings as a violated virgin.”® In both scenarios women are being
used to think with; representations of women’s magical victimage do not reflecta
more straightforward view of women’s lives than those that depict their nefarious
magical activities.

In the Middle Ages, also, accusations of magic did not target women in any
special way; men were accused of being witches or sorcerers in almost equal
number to women.®® According to Joseph Klaits, prior to 1400, women com-
prised only a slight majority of accused witches, which suggests “that originally
witchcraft was not viewed specifically as a woman's crime. . . . As the crime was
redefined in the fifteenth century to stress servitude to the devil, however, witch-
craft became a gender-linked offense.”

Norman Cohn traces this transition from men to women and attributes it to
three factors: fear of secret societies, peasant beliefs, and the rise of ceremonial
magic in the Renaissance. First he identifies fear of secret societies meeting under
cover of night, committing infanticide, cannibalism, and incest in an effort to
overthrow civilized society. Such fears appear in antiquity; Christianity itself was
persecuted for being a society of misanthropes, dedicated to incest and canni-
balism, before Constantine’s Edict of Toleration legalized the religion in 313 CE.
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These fears resurfaced during the Middle Ages against dissident Christian groups,
such as Bogomils, Cathars, and Waldensians, who were accused of similar crimes
and of worshiping demons and Satan. By the twelfth century, heresy became ex-
plicitly identified as allegiance to Satan—the ultimate opposition to God, Christ,
and civilized society—although this alliance is insinuated already in many carly
Christian apologies (Justin 1 Apol. 9, 14; 2 Apol. 5.5; Tertullian, Apol. 22).™"

Peasant beliefs constitute the second contributing factor to the great witch-
hunts. According to Cohn, peasants widely believed in women who traveled
about at night either to cause harm or to bless homes. Some women themselves
claimed to fly at night, commit infanticide, cause storms, and kill neighbors.
Other women were welcomed as beneficial by peasants who observed a tradi-
tional practice of leaving goodies for these “ladies” who followed the goddess
Diana at night and blessed well-kept homes that welcomed them. The educated
cleric and secular authorities dismissed these traditions as impossible fantasies
and folk superstition until the late fourteenth century."”> Cohn argues that the
shift toward believing in these night journeys made possible the witch persecu-
tions a century later; attendance at giant sabbaths, where witches were purported
to cavort with demons and swear allegiance to Satan, required that ordinary
women have a way to leave their beds and travel great distances in a single night.™

Finally, Cohn identifies the rising popularity of ritual magic during the Re-
naissance as the third contributing factor. These magicians, highly literate (male)
members of the clerical and secular intelligentsia, created demonic familiars
whom they controlled through magical use of divine names. While these ma-
gicians apparently regarded this practice as commensurate with Christianity,
because they used names of God and divine power to control the demons, the
practice was outlawed by the church and prosecuted. In the fifteenth century, ac-
cording to trial records, roles began to shift: magicians emerge as servants of the
demons they originally controlled, bowing to them, kissing their hinder parts,
and signing contracts with them at the price of their own souls. Consequently,
women increasingly became associated with this type of magic; it was believed
that women sealed pacts with the Devil through sexual congress with Satan or
one of his demons, which left a mark on their bodies signifying the Devil's owner-
ship."# Long-standing belief in women’s moral weakness, passivity, and proclivity
to seduction contributed to this shift from men to women as demons came to be
seen as dominant to the human agents they previously served.” Thus, changes in
demonological beliefs contributed to the progressive conflation of the feminine
and demonic in the Early Modern Period, but this association did not prevail
during the Middle Ages despite common assumptions.

Even in the Early Modern Period, at the height of the witch panics in much
of Europe, men constituted a greater percentage of accused witches in certain
places like Iceland, Normandy, and Estonia.”¢ In Iceland, men outnumbered



Interrogating the Magic—Gender Connection 19

women both in accusations of witchcraft (120 to 10) and executions (22 to 1)."
Kirsten Hastrup links these figures to traditional Icelandic beliefs in magic,
which shaped stereotypes of the witch despite an influx of European ideas that
associated witchceraft primarily with women.” In Icelandic tradition, magic
and sorcery were associated with knowledge, specifically with words, charms,
and poems as well as with the written word in the form of runes, believed to
possess esoteric power.” Since this type of knowledge traditionally belonged
to men, the introduction of learned European ideas about sorcery and witch-
craft (maleficium) merged with the Icelandic conception of magic (galdur),
producinga masculine stereotype of the witch. The first person to be tried and
executed for witchcraft in Iceland, for example, was arrested for possessing
runes in his home.” Hastrup further surmises that because the generic term
for “witch” in Icelandic (galdramadur) was masculine, women went largely un-
noticed in witch-hunts: they “were less ‘visible” than men, when seen through
the cultural filter of ‘witchcraft’ and knowledge”” This is a key observation;
Laura Apps and Andrew Gow demonstrate that, for the most part, in other
parts of Europe, witchcraft terminology was gender-inclusive, using cither the
masculine form of a word to include both male and female witches, as well as
to refer to witches in the abstract, or employing gendered terminology to refer
to specific persons according to their sex. This demonstrates that semantically
witches could be masculine or feminine without any linguistic bias toward
cither gender.”

Susanna Burghartz’s comparative study of witch-hunts in Lucerne and
Lausanne during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries raises many interest-
ing challenges for theories about witch-hunts and gender. While Lucerne’s
judges were secular and apparently uninfluenced by demonological treaties
in their conceptualization of witchcraft, they nonetheless targeted women.™
In Lausanne, on the other hand, ecclesiastical inquisitors directed witchtrials
on behalf of the bishop, yet men surprisingly constitute 62 percent of those
prosecuted despite the patently misogynistic ideology of the Catholic church
at the time and the powerful influence of demonological treatises that iden-
tify witchcraft with female concupiscence.”* Burghartz concludes: “the tra-
ditional hostility of the medieval church towards women, though it has been
repeatedly adduced in the general context of witchcraft persecution, can only
be accredited with a part in the creation of the classic, stereotypical image of
the witch as a female being: it is certainly not enough to explain the realities
of the persecutions themselves.”

As these studies demonstrate, the identification of women with magic and
witchcraft did not occur universally. The cultural expectation that magic is gen-
dered, however, sometimes skews scholarship and ends up reinforcing the very
stereotypes scholars seek to interrogate and critique.
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Gendered Preconceptions

Despite the cases that challenge an identification of witchcraft with women,
cultural expectations shape not only popular witch stereotypes but, more sig-
nificantly, bias scholarship on magic and witchcraft. Apps’s and Gow’s insight-
ful monograph, Male Witches in Early Modern Europe, highlights the degree to
which scholars working to explain Early Modern witch-hunts and demonological
treatises skew their findings in favor of gendered stereotypes of witchcraft. Their
study does not deny that witchcraft was predominantly associated with women
in demonological treatises or that in most times and places women constituted
a large majority of those accused and executed for witchcraft. Apps and Gow
point out instances where preconceptions about the gendering of Early Modern
conceptions of witchcraft cause scholars to overlook evidence for male witches,
skewing the data even more. For example, in his study of the binary logic behind
demonology’s association of women with witchcraft, Stuart Clark asserts that
the binary scheme was so fundamental to witchcraft beliefs that male witches
could not be conceived.”*® In fact, Apps and Gow demonstrate that the most
influential treatises on magic use the masculine term for witch when discussing
witches abstractly, demonstrating that male witches could be entertained and
that the language for witchcraft did not predetermine the gender of the accused,
as Clark argues. Furthermore, woodcut illustrations depicting witches’ atroci-
ties also feature male as well as female witches.”” So one question to ask is why
has the association between women and witcheraft become so compelling in
recent decades that it interferes with our ability to perceive or conceive of male
witches when even the perpetrators of horrible witch trials, forced confessions,
and brutal executions were less biased?

The industry of scholarship on witchcraft has thus contributed to essentializ-
ing the gendered conception of witchcraft in the Early Modern Period, imposing
our own knowledge construct onto Early Modern thinkers and actors, for whom
it is not entirely representative. In so doing, Apps and Gow argue, we erase the
many male victims of European and North American witch-hunts who suffered
and died as individuals just as their female peers did.”® We furthermore reify a
powerful gender stereotype, even while distancing ourselves from it and project-
ing it onto male demonologists, judges, and executioners.

The Contribution of This Collection

The chapters in this volume reveal that the gendering of magic in antiquity was
as complex and multifaceted as it was in the Early Modern Period; as scholars
of antiquity, we need to be sensitive to this complexity when interpreting data
in order to avoid reductionist interpretations that project contemporary witch
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stereotypes onto ancient writers and actors. The chapters are organized into
sections that consider the topic of women and magic in the ancient world from
three different angles. Part I, “Fiction and Fantasy: Gendering Magic in Ancient
Literature,” examines literary portraits of women engaging in artes magicae and
secks to reveal the gendered stereotypes at work in these portraits as well as to
interrogate facile interpretations of such portrayals. Part I, “Gender and Magic
Discourse in Practice,” considers how the discourse of magic operated in cer-
tain specific contexts and illustrates that magic was not always gendered where
and how we would expect it to be. Part III, “Gender, Magic, and the Material
Record,” investigates material evidence for women’s magic, unearthing the genu-
ine concerns and needs that prompted women to use magic and, consequently,
provides a more realistic picture of women’s magic than the stereotyped charac-
ters of literary fantasy. As a collection, this volume challenges the essentialized
conception of magic and gender that has pervaded both academic discourse and
popular culture.

The chapters in Part I, “Fiction and Fantasy: Gendering Magic in Ancient
Literature,” emphasize the diversity and complexity of literary representations of
women’s magic. By eschewing simplistic and universalizing charges of misogyny
in favor of more nuanced approaches, these chapters enable us to understand the
social and contextual dynamics that shaped these portraits and contributed to
the formation of enduring stereotypes of women and magic in Western thought.
In chapter 2, Barbette Stanley Spaeth opens the discussion of fiction and fantasy
by tracing images of the witch in Greek and Roman literature. By delineating dif-
ferences between witches in the two cultures and situating the portraits in their
historical contexts, she illuminates the ideological work that ideas of witches
perform. Roman literature, for example, depicts sorceresses with more detail
and verisimilitude than Greek literature does, situating them firmly in the real
world. Roman witches are not characters from mythology removed from reality
by time and divine parentage, but are portrayed as women one might encounter
in the market on any day. The witch serves various roles in Greek and Roman
imagination: she represents popular fears and fantasies either as a magical help-
mate to the male hero in Greek mythology, or as a destructive, emasculating force
in Roman literature, where she functions as a negative model for proper female
comportment.

Biblical, post-biblical, and rabbinic literature also portray women as sorcer-
ers, but as Rebecca Lesses demonstrates in chapter 3, the traditions vary substan-
tially depending on the rhetorical and ideological context of the texts in which
they appear. For example, Deuteronomy prohibits certain ritual practitioners and
practices because they belong to the nations that surround Isracl and threaten
monotheistic devotion to YHWH. The bible employs the masculine form to
name these practitioners indicating that they were at least as likely to be male
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as female. Exodus 22:17, in contrast, explicitly states that one should not allow
a witch to live (using the feminine form of the word for magician, mekhashefa),
decisively identifying magic (kbishuf) with women rather than men. The bible,
thus, presents an ambivalent position on the sex of magic practitioners in pre-
Exilic Isracl. Rebecca Lesses traces this ambivalence through second temple and
rabbinic writings to show that while some texts do seem to identify women (or
nations personified as women) with sorcery, other texts do not, concluding that
the relationship between women and sorcery as presented in early Jewish sources
resists reduction to a single charge of misogyny.

Continuing this line of argument, in chapter 4 Annette Yoshiko Reed traces
the tradition of the Fallen Angels through the manuscript tradition of 1 Enoch
and its later interpreters. She discovers that great variability in the transmission
of this story reveals changing interpretations of it over time and in different geo-
graphic and socio-religious settings. Earliest versions do not appear to blame
women for the fall, nor to identify the knowledge passed to them by their an-
gelic paramours as “magic.” Later traditions, especially those influenced by the
developing Greek discourse of magic, however, do identify women with magic
(pharmakeia). Reed examines how modern concerns with gender and preconcep-
tions about ancient misogyny predetermine our readings of these texts in circular
ways:if you begin with the assumption that any knowledge possessed by women
must be negative and related somehow to magic, that interpretation reinforces
the perception that women are universally tarred as witches. On the other hand,
if scholars resist imposing anachronistic interpretations onto ancient texts, they
are better able to perceive other questions and concerns that these texts may pose.
Reed considers, for example, how the story of the fallen angels in Zeszament of
Reuben may have more to say about ancient optics and the power of being seen
than it does about gender relations between male angels and human women.
Gendered interpretations of the text in terms of active and passive subject and
object are complicated or even inverted when we read the same story through a
different paradigm.

Kimberly B. Stratton’s reading of Roman depictions of women’s sorcery, in
chapter s, revisits many of the texts discussed previously by Spaeth, but through
a different theoretical paradigm. Situating those portraits of magic in the con-
text of ancient conceptions of the body and concerns over the instability and
mutability of bodies and society, Stratton enlists the concept of abjection as
developed by Julia Kristeva to illuminate certain features of these portraits—
namely, their consistent identification of magic with unstable bodies, identities,
and threats to social order. Kristeva’s notion of abjection explains not only the
association of magic with the macabre in these portraits, but also helps to un-
derstand the frequent association of women with certain types of destabilizing
magic in Roman texts. While the gendering of magic is by no means consistent or
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universal in the ancient Mediterranean, this way of reading depictions of wom-
en’s magic permits us to see how ideas about magic reflected and were embedded
in other social concerns and ideological systems.

Part II, “Gender and Magic Discourse in Practice;” explores the ambivalent
ways that gender and magic discourse intersected in a broad array of ancient lit-
erature, including historical accounts, biographies, homilies, and letters. Was the
identification of women and magic as powerful and pervasive as much scholar-
ship would have us think? The chapters in this section demonstrate that while
literary stereotypes could be utilized for ideological and rhetorical purposes in
actual accusations or sermons directed at women, other evidence suggests that
women were not always associated with the magic arts. Thus, ancient tours of hell
describe both sorcerers and sorceresses suffering punishment for the use of magic,
indicating that this sin was not considered at that time to be the special province
of women.

In chapter 6, Elizabeth Ann Pollard opens this section with her analysis of
magic accusations against aristocratic women during the early Roman Empire.
In the Annals, Tacitus recounts the trials of nine aristocratic women accused of
magic in combination with either sexual misconduct or treason during the reigns
of Tiberius, Claudius, and Nero. While other scholars have analyzed Tacitus’s
account in terms of literary tropes and Tacitus’s own social commentary, Pollard
draws on Mary Douglas’s theory that magic accusations serve to regulate ambigu-
ous competitive relationships, or to realign factional hierarchies between compet-
ing groups, to explain the political dynamics of these accusations. In the context
of the early Principate, following the death of Augustus, whose shrewd leadership
secured his authority, the claim to imperial power was easily threatened by the
prestige and influence of venerable patrician families. Magic accusations against
women of these families served as attacks against the families themselves and
participated in the negotiation of authority and legitimacy during this period of
political change. Magic accusations were also used to negotiate the unregulated
power of aristocratic women and their personal rivalries. Pollard’s study demon-
strates how stereotypes of women’s subversive magic reinforced and gave credibil-
ity to these political attacks. Charges of enlisting artes magicae, combined with
trumped-up charges of adultery or of falsely presenting an illegitimate child, reso-
nated with images of women’s lustful magic circulating in literature at the time.

Dayna S. Kalleres explores the perpetuation of these stereotypes in Christian
rhetoric in the Post Constantinian period, in chapter 7. As Christianity emerged
from secrecy into the public sphere, following the Council of Nicea (325CE),
church leaders such as John Chrysostom expressed concern over patrolling Chris-
tian identity in the secret recesses of private homes. By drawing on literary tropes
of the drunken hag who dispenses amulets and healing potions or the prostitute
who casts love spells to captivate Christian husbands, Chrysostom constructs
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a rhetorical opposition in his sermons between magical dangers lurking in the
pagan city and the vulnerable Christian home and family. In his endeavor to
forge a new Christian empire, Chrysostom tries to force his flock to break from
traditional pagan practices; in the process, even seemingly inoffensive remedia
such as amulets or spells recited in the name of God and Jesus are forbidden as
idolatry. Kalleres demonstrates the role magic discourse played in this rhetorical
war on pagan customs and highlights the continuity between Greek and Roman
literary stereotypes of women’s magic and Christian rhetoric; Chrysostom gave
new life to enduring images of women’s magical proclivities by identifying them
with demonic threats to Christian salvation.

In a fascinating study of magic discourse and internecine conflict, in chapter 8,
Ayse Tuzlak considers a polemical story about a third-century prophetess who is
said to be possessed by a demon. In a letter to Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage, an-
other lesser-known bishop by the name of Firmilian describes a female prophet
who arose in the region of Cappodocia about twenty years earlier duringa period
of natural disasters followed by persecutions of Christians. This woman, accord-
ing to Firmilian, was possessed by a demon, and under its sway attracted a large
following through preternatural feats and fabulous predictions. The real source
of his concern, however, is that she assumed ecclesiastical powers and baptized
many of her followers. While Firmilian never enlists the specific terminology
for magic or sorcery (mageia, goéteia) to discredit this woman, he does draw on
the discourse of magic to denounce her as demon possessed, enlisting a common
trope of magic accusations that served to distinguish divinely wrought miracles
from demonic magic in antiquity. Tuzlak demonstrates how Firmilian enlists this
story about one woman’s illegitimate accessing of ritual power in support of re-
baptism during highly charged ecclesiastical debates over the nature of authority
and sacramental efficacy in the third century. Tuzlak’s analysis highlights similari-
ties between this accusation of demonic possession and similar uses of witchcraft
accusations in conflicts over sacramental power and ecclesiastic authority during
the Early Modern Period.

In chapter 9, Nicola Denzey Lewis examines the biography of a fourth-
century Neo-Platonic sage or Holy Woman, Sosipatra, to see how the discourse
of magic operates in the context of paganism’s waning influence in late antique
Roman society. The account of Sosipatra’s life appears as an addendum to a bi-
ography of her philosopher husband, Eustathius, in the Lives of the Philosophers
and Sophists by Eunapius of Sardis (ca. 405CE). Denzey Lewis’s study reveals the
careful avoidance of anything that might resemble magic in a context where the
ban of Theodosius (391-392CE) outlawed traditional pagan practices, including
oracles, sacrifices, and even philosophy, driving them underground. In this con-
text, Christians frequently denounced theurgy as a form of degraded magic, forc-
ing Neo-Platonist philosophers to pass on the secret knowledge discretely within
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families, often through daughters or wives. Drawing on folk traditions and the
characteristics of the late antique Holy Man, first identified by Peter Brown, Eu-
napius paints a picture of Sosipatra as a powerful figure, possessed of great learn-
ing and hieratic powers such as prophecy and remote viewing. Magic plays a role
in this narrative as a foil for the divine grace and spontancous power wielded by
Sosipatra, and it lurks in the background as a threat and danger in the anti-pagan
climate of late fourth- and ecarly fifth-century Rome. Denzey Lewis reveals the
complex ways that gender and magic intersected in late ancient society, where
women’s association with magic could be a liability in the promotion of theurgy
as a sacred science.

Kirsti Barrett Copeland’s investigation of late ancient tours of hell in chapter
10 reveals that in their imaginings of the tortures that await sinners in the afterlife,
authors of these carly Christian texts did not regard magic as a specifically female
sin, or at least they did not frame it that way as a method of social control. Rather,
sorcery is either described with explicitly inclusive language—men and women
(andres kai gunaikes), sorcerers and sorceresses (pharmakoi kai pharmakides)—or
with “gender-inclusive” masculine terms (veneficii or pharmakoi). By the Medi-
eval period tours of hell, such as Dante’s Inferno or the thirteenth-century Vision
of Thurkill, deliberately diverge from their late antique antecedents by limiting
the crime of sorcery exclusively to female sinners. This deliberate emendation to
the otherwise largely static textual tradition indicates changing ideas of magic
among Christians and the growing influence of gendered witch stereotypes such
as those explored in Part I by Spaeth and Stratton. Copeland’s careful study of the
textual transmission and manuscript tradition of early Christian and Jewish tours
of hell complicates facile assumptions that later ideas about magic and gender,
women and sin, can be assumed for all periods in Jewish or Christian history.

Part III, Gender, Magic, and the Material Record, considers the material
evidence of women’s magical practices or their effects as a counterpoint to the
imagined magic of literary fantasy or the trumped-up charges of political intrigue
and religious competition. The first two chapters in this section contextualize
evidence for women’s magic by reconstructing the social structures and power dy-
namics that constrained women’s lives and may have contributed to the produc-
tion of these surviving artifacts of magical intervention. David Frankfurter opens
this section with an analysis of women’s love magic. In chapter 11, he begins with
a critique of two recent interpretations of women’s love magic that both overly
rely on literary caricature and stercotype. Frankfurter, instead, allows women to
speak for themselves through the spells they left behind in the material record
in order to understand the hopes, fears, and desires that motivated their use of
magic. Through close readings of extant spells from a variety of locations and
time periods, Frankfurter surmises that women most often used love magic to
protect their social and financial position in precarious relationships with men.
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He focuses on magic as an expression of agency on the part of these women, who
may have otherwise felt powerless and vulnerable in their dependency on male
partners. In the final section of his paper, Frankfurter enlists anthropological
studies of women and magic from Latin America to analogize the situation of
ancient spell-casters. Frankfurter concludes that love magic empowered ancient
women to exercise agency in situations where they lacked power or control; he
provides a more sympathetic and realistic picture of women’s erotic magic than
those of previous scholars who replicate ancient stereotypes of overwrought fem-
inine desire and manipulative wives.

Pauline Ripat, in chapter 12, reaches similar conclusions by extrapolating from
a handful of curses that target female slaves or freedwomen. She hypothesizes that
Roman wives may be behind these curses, and are seeking to remove a servile rival
from posing a threat to her position in the houschold. Ripat’s study highlights the
fragile social status of wives; their privileged position and honor in the houschold
depended on a husband’s preferential treatment and respect. By examining Roman
social customs and connubial ideals, Ripat reveals how the difference in status be-
tween a wife and slave was relative since both were supposed to obey the paterfa-
milias, who was master of the house. An ideal wife resembled in many ways a good
slave and vice versa, especially if the slave also played the role of lover and confidant
to her master. Ripat’s interpretation of this category of spells, while speculative,
relies on a careful and thoughtful study of Roman social hierarchy and the sub-
stantive evidence for fraught relations between matrons and female slaves. While
we will never know who authored these curses against particular women, or what
motivated them, Ripat’s reconstruction of the context in which such spells could
have been executed stands in sharp relief with the caricatured portraits of lusty
hags from literature of the time. Like Frankfurter, Ripat seeks to understand the
social reality of women’s magic and eschew fantastic stereotypes bred on fear and
fantasy, some of which get replicated in contemporary scholarship.

Yaakov Elman, in chapter 13, investigates evidence for women’s involvement
in the production of Aramaic magic bowls from ancient Syria and Mesopota-
mia. Looking first at technical skills required for the production of the bowls—
requisite literacy, knowledge of the Babylonian Talmud, or just familiarity with
rabbinic culture—Elman concludes that there is no reason to exclude the pos-
sibility that women may have produced these apotropaic bowls and served as
exorcists in the rituals that accompanied their production or deposition. In the
second section of his chapter, he concentrates on a handful of bowls that men-
tion women specifically as clients or exorcists. While the sample size is extraor-
dinarily small, women appear in more than 30 percent of the total number of
bowls in which exorcists are named. Elman’s study thus suggests that women
could be respected exorcists, manufacturing apotropaic bowls and dispensing
incantations and amulets, which were valued by their clients and communities.
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In this capacity, female ritual specialists operated as a type of colleague to
rabbis, such as Amemar, who is the tradent of numerous protective spells in the
Talmud, including one he attributes to the chief sorceress (reishteinhi denashim
keshfaniot, b. pesahim 110a). Intriguingly, Elman identifies a version of this same
incantation on one of the bowls, suggesting that Amemar’s spell may in fact
derive from a female exorcist as claimed. At the very least it presents a fascinat-
ing case where text and material culture intersect and offers an additional clue
to women’s likely participation in the Sasanian context of magic, demons, and
protective exorcisms.

Fritz Graf’s study, in chapter 14, of ancient tomb inscriptions that curse sus-
pected sorcerers and sorceresses presents a different angle from which to view
women’s magic. He examines a class of tomb inscriptions that respond to the
untimely death of a loved one by invoking divine vengeance upon an unknown
magical assailant. This type of grave inscription appears infrequently given the
large number of inscriptions for those who died young, indicating that suspicion
of magical foulplay was not the most common way to understand an untimely
death. Drawing on anthropological theory, Graf proposes that magic accusations
arise most often in situations where social roles and boundaries remain ambigu-
ous and undefined. Thus, cases involving immigrants, freed slaves, or (as Pollard
also proposes) competition among aristocratic families provided contexts in
which suspicion of magic flourished. Even so, Graf remarks that vague insinu-
ations and calls for divine vengeance on epitaphs could release tension without
creating worse social ruptures in tight-knit ancient communities. Actual accusa-
tions of magic, and consequently “real” witches, Graf concludes, were very rare
despite the abundant depictions in ancient literature. Furthermore, the evidence
for actual accusations of magic (both epigraphic and textual) indicate that ac-
cusations finger men in only slightly fewer cases than women, indicating that,
despite strong tendencies toward gender-stereotyping of magic in Greek and, es-
pecially, Roman literature, magic accusations in reality were much more complex.

AnneMarie Luijendijk closes the volume with her study of a healing amulet
from fifth-century Oxyrynchus, Egypt. Her careful analysis of that artifact upends
common assumptions about women and magic, and recapitulates in a single ex-
ample much of what the previous studies of this collection find. By reconstruct-
ing the social and historical context of an ancient amulet, Luijendijk illuminates
not only the personal difficulties of a single female patient, but more significantly,
the likely role of the clergy in the production of this and similar amulets. Despite
denigrating attacks on the use of amulets by Christian orators such as Athanasius
and John Chrysostom, who both link the production and use of these amulets
to foolish old (sometimes drunk) women, who are leading unwary Christians
into Satan’s snare (see Kalleres in this volume), Luijendijk’s close analysis of the
amulet’s use of scribal practices such as nomina sacra, invocation of local saints,
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and resemblance to Christian liturgy indicates that it was most likely produced
by clergy at a local shrine. The orthopraxy of the amulet suggests that the owner
found nothing incongruent with it and her Christian beliefs despite the rancor-
ous censorship of amulets by certain bishops. In sermons against amulets such as
this one, church fathers employed the rhetoric of foolish old women and the dan-
gers of Satan to denigrate healing practices of devout Christians and protective
amulets provided for them by fellow clergy. They thus enlist a tried and true form
of magic discourse to control the boundaries of Christian practice and identity
according to their own predilection.

Luijendijk’s study provides a fitting conclusion to this volume, which has
demonstrated throughout both the tenacity of certain powerful stereotypes of
women’s proclivity to practice magic as well as ample evidence that this stereotype
was not universal nor univocal. While the tendency to use the trope of women’s
magic was persistent, many texts reveal more complex attitudes toward magic.
Thus Kirsti Copeland discovers no gendering of magic in early Christian tours of
hell and Fritz Graf detects only slightly more accusations of magic against women
than men in ancient Greece and Rome. Nicola Denzey Lewis suggests that Eu-
napius studiously avoided any hints of magic in his depiction of Sosipatra as a
great sage and Holy Woman precisely because he was afraid of such denigration.
Yaakov Elman discovers evidence that women were likely exorcists and possibly
magicians in ancient Babylonia, but they certainly did not have a monopoly on
these practices, and Annette Reed proposes that the story of the Fallen Angels
in Genesis 6 does not tell a univocal story about the evil temptations of women;
rather reading this story without the expectation that it shares the same presump-
tions about women, magic, and sin that we do allows one to discover different
questions and concerns than those imposed on it by many modern scholars. The
evidence marshalled by the contributions to this volume takes us far beyond facile
misogynistic stereotypes to consider relationships between women and magic in
avariety of complex social contexts that also reveal the fragility of health, the in-
security of human relationships, and occasional resistance to gender stereotyping
in struggles over power, authority, and identity.
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From Goddess to Hag: The Greek
and the Roman Witch in Classical
Literature

Barbette Stanley Spaeth

THE “WITCH” OF classical literature is a fascinating figure: sometimes beautiful,
sometimes horrible, but always compelling.' In this article, I shall show that an
analysis of the classical literary representations of witches reveals interesting simi-
larities and important differences between the Greek and Roman sources, and
I shall suggest some possible interpretations of these correspondences and con-
trasts. For the purposes of this article, I am employing the commonly accepted
usage of the term “witch” in contemporary English, that is, “a woman claiming or
popularly believed to possess magical powers and practice sorcery.” This broad
etic definition of the term allows me to consider under the category “witch” a
variety of female magical practitioners from classical literature, although the an-
cient terms for these practitioners divide them into different emic categories.?
Thus, some of these women are distinguished by their methods, for example,
those who used magical potions (pharmakis or pharmakeutria in Greek; venefica
or trivenefica in Latin) or incantations (kéléteira in Greek, cantatrix or praecantrix
in Latin). Some are defined by other characteristics, such as their habit of lurking
around graveyards (fumbas in Greek), or their ability to fly (volaticus in Latin).
Others, particularly Roman witches, may be identified with animals (szriga or
strix in Latin, a term for a type of bird) or monsters (lamia in Latin, a mythologi-
cal female monster who devoured children). Roman witches also may be iden-
tified with pejorative terms, such as malefica, “evil-doer,” or lupula, “whore,” or
they may be called by more euphemistic terms: saga, “wise-woman,” veteratrix,
“well-practiced, seasoned,” or anus, “old woman.” Finally, some ancient sources
classify witches by their association with certain types of magic (perimaktria: one
who purifies with magic; telesphoros: one who initiates with magic), while others
employ feminine versions of words designating practitioners of magic in general:
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so the Greek term, goézeia, leads to the use of goéteutria for a witch (cf. goétés for
a male magician), while the Latin term 72agia leads to the use of maga for the
female magical practitioner (cf. 72agus for the male practitioner).

These latter terms emphasize the association of the witch with the general
concept “magic” in antiquity, itself a highly contested term.* For the purposes
of this discussion of the witch in classical literature, I define magic as the socially
unsanctioned use of supernatural powers and tools to control nature and compel
both humans and superhuman beings to do one’s wills This definition helps to
distinguish the witch from the Olympian goddess or female monster, who has
no need of magical tools to carry out her will, and also from the priestess, whose
contacts with the supernatural are socially sanctioned. Greek literary portraits of
witches include Homer’s Circe; the Medea of Pindar, Euripides, and Apollonius
Rhodius; and Theocritus’s Simaetha.® Roman examples include Virgil's Simaetha
(or Amaryllis, if that is indeed her name); Horace’s Canidia and Sagana; the
Latin elegists’ old women who sell love charms, Ovid’s Medea and Circe; Petro-
nius’s Oenothea; Seneca’s Medea; Lucan’s Erictho; and Apuleius’s Meroe, Pam-
phile, and Photis” Now, to be sure, some of these figures overlap the distinction
that I made above among witches, goddesses, priestesses, and female monsters.
Medea and Circe, for example, are both of divine lineage, and Circe is called a
“dread goddess” (deiné theos) (e.g., Hom. Od. 10.136), while Medea is a priestess
(aréteira) of Hekate (e.g., Ap. Rhod. Argon. 3.252). It may be that in the carliest
stages of their mythic life these figures were not thought to be witches, that is,
magical practitioners, for the concept of magic was not fully formed until the
fifth century BCE.* As Richard Gordon suggests, however, these figures of myth
are emblematic of “magic before magic.” They fit the characteristics of the later
witch, and so, I would argue, still fall under the etic category that I have defined
as “witch.” For example, they make use of tools that are later interpreted as magi-
cal; Circe has her potion and wand that she uses to turn Odysseus’s men to swine
(Hom. Od. 10.233—42), and Medea has potions that she gives to Jason to protect
him from the fire-breathing bulls (Pind. Pysh. 4.220-29). Certainly, in later lit-
erature, Circe and Medea become paradigms of the “arch-witch” and are cited in
a variety of contexts; so, for example, Theocritus has his Simaetha ask Hekate to
make her drugs as potent as those of Circe or Medea (Theocr. Id. 2.5-16).° The
female monster also can overlap the witch figure, as with the so-called “night-
hag” type, like the Roman szrix/striga, who can be seen either as wholly animal-
istic (e.g., Ov. Fast. 6.131-69) or as more human in nature (e.g., Petron. Saz. 63)."
These anomalous instances, however, I would argue, do not vitiate the basic defi-
nition of the witch as a woman who practices magic, and this definition allows
us to recognize the variety of representations of such figures in classical literature.

These representations come from a variety of genres, including epic and lyric
poetry, tragedy, satire, and the ancient novel.™ Although genre conventions
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certainly influenced the way in which these literary portraits of witches were
constructed, nevertheless an in-depth examination of these portraits reveals cer-
tain important characteristics that transcend literary genre to show much about
how the ancient Greeks and Romans thought about witches.” It is important to
recognize that these representations do not necessarily reflect reality; they prob-
ably do not tell us much about actual witches, that is, the real women in antiquity
who believed they were practicing magic or were believed by others to do so.*
In other words, we should not read these literary portraits naively, as pointing
toward the reality of the practice of magic. As Fritz Graf has recognized, “it is
tempting to use [these literary representations] in order to fill the gap in the epi-
graphical documentation, and too many scholars have uncritically yielded to this
temptation. But this procedure is dangerous. Works of literature have their own
laws, and it is always risky to disregard laws.” Nevertheless, the analysis of literary
representations is a powerful tool that can reveal much about how the societies
of classical antiquity thought about and with the cognitive category of “witch.”
For example, when the literary sources represent witches carrying out certain
procedures, but do not show their male counterparts, magicians or wizards, car-
rying out these practices, it may well say something about cultural concepts of
the relationship between gender and magic. Indeed, I shall argue that Greek and
Roman cultural conceptions inform the category of “witch” as female magical
practitioner, in many ways.

Let us begin by examining the basic similarities in Greek and Roman literary
representations of witches. These figures all share two important characteristics:
a connection with nature and a focus on the human body." The witch herself may
be located in the natural world. Homer’s Circe, for example, dwells in a forest
glen (Od. 10.210), and Medea, according to Apollonius Rhodius, serves Hekate
in a temple located in the woods far from the city (Argon. 4.47-53).”7 The tools
of the witch, particularly the ingredients she needs for her magic potions, come
from nature; indeed their location in the natural world is consistently empha-
sized in the literary sources.” Witches’ potions contain potent herbs, which must
be gathered on mountaintops at the dead of night. A fragment from Sophocles’
Rhizotomoi shows Medea cutting the roots (rhizon . . . tomas) of these herbs in
the wild with a bronze sickle (Macrob. Saz. 5.19.9 = Pearson fr. 534). Witches’
potions also contain the parts of wild animals, apparently the more exotic the
better. Lucan’s Erictho uses the froth of rabid dogs, the entrails of a lynx, the
hump of a hyena, the marrow of a stag fed on snakes, the marine monster echenais,
the eyes of a dragon, and the ashes of the Phoenix (6.667-84). Ovid’s Medea
uses the wings and flesh of screech owls, the entrails of a werewolf, the scaly skin
of a snake, the liver of a stag, and the eggs and head of a crow (Mer. 7.262-75).
Witches are closely associated with animals in other ways as well. According to

Homer (Od. 10.212) and Ovid (Met. 14. 255), Circe’s house is guarded by wolves,
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lions, and bears. Witches commonly transform themselves or other humans into
animals:" Circe transforms Odysseus’s men into pigs (Hom. Od. 10.234-39), and
Thessalian witches are said to be able to transform themselves into birds, dogs,
mice, and even flies, according to Apuleius (Mez. 2.22). Witches are frequently
compared to savage animals or animal-like monsters, as Euripides (Med. 92, 187~
89, 1342—43, 1407) and Seneca (Med. 4078, 863—65) compare Medea in her
wrath to a bull, lioness, tigress, and the monsters Scylla and Charybdis. Some
witches look or sound like wild animals: Horace’s Canidia wears serpents in her
hair (Epod. s.15-16), while his Sagana has hair like a sea-urchin or a raging boar
(Epod. s.25-28); Lucan’s Erictho has a voice that sounds like a dog, wolf, owl,
and serpent combined (6.685—93). Finally, some witches even behave like savage
animals: Canidia and Sagana dig at the carth with their nails and tear a lamb to
pieces with their bare teeth (Hor. Saz. 1.8.26-27); Erictho eats human corpses and
tears into living flesh with her teeth and nails (Luc. 6.533-68).

This close connection between witches and the natural world may reflect a
widespread cultural equation of women with nature. In a seminal article, Sherry
Ortner argued that cross-culturally, women are symbolically associated with
nature, as opposed to men, who are associated with culture.*® Although Ortner
has been criticized for being too reductionist in her interpretations and too
universalizing in their application, I believe that her formulation of “female is
to male as nature is to culture” remains an idea that is “good to think with” for
understanding the role of the witch in classical literature.” Ortner proposed that
the connection of women and nature derives in part from a woman’s body and its
functions, which, being more involved with “species life” seem to place her closer
to nature, in contrast to man’s bodily functions, which free him more completely
to take up the projects of culture.”> Women, she contended, are more commonly
connected with the things of the body through their physiology, which involves
menstruation, parturition, and lactation.

Witches in classical literature also exhibit this emphasis on the body, to an
even greater degree than “normal women.” Ancient witches, in fact, seem ob-
sessed with the things of the body. They are driven largely by bodily lust: Homer’s
Circe desires Odysseus for her bed (Od. 10.333-35); Apollonius Rhodius’s Medea
lusts for Jason (Argon. 3.286-98); Theocritus’s Simaetha craves her Delphis (/d.
2. 82—-90); Horace’s Folia has a “masculine libido” (Epod. s.41: masculae libidi-
nis); and Apuleius’s Meroe (Met. 1.7), Pamphile (Met. 2.5), and Photis (Mez. 2.6)
are all driven by their sexual desires. Witches’ lust is considered so overpower-
ing that it can cause male impotence.”® In Homer, Hermes warns Odysseus that
having sex with the witch Circe might make him “weakly and unmanned” (kakon
kai anénora: Od. 10301).** In Petronius, the woman Circe causes Encolpius to
become impotent (Saz. 128). Although he tries to heal his impotence with the
help of the witches Proselenos and Oenothea, their own lust also proves more
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than he can handle (Szz. 138). The lustful actions of these witches are a form of
inversion of the “natural” order, for according to ancient conceptions, it was the
male who was supposed to be the active sexual partner. In assuming the active
role, witches call into question the normative sexual roles of men and women in
classical culture, threatening the culturally constructed boundaries of male and
female. »» Witches are also connected with the things of the body through their
spells, which, the sources emphasize, make frequent use of bodily parts and fluids.
Human bones, organs, flesh, appendages, blood, spit, gore, gall, and urine are all
ingredients in magical spells.>® Thus, according to Apuleius, Pamphile’s workshop
contains a variety of items from the human body for use in her spells, including
noses, fingers, and blood (Mez. 3.17).

I suggest that witches’ connection with nature represents an intensification of
the cultural association of women with the natural world and the human body.
Witches are not merely associated with nature, they are identified with it.”” As we
have seen, witches can be found out in the wild, and they can even be described as
savage animals themselves. Their connection with nature, however, extends even
beyond this identification with nature to actual control of natural phenomena.
So, for example, Ovid’s Medea addresses the gods and spirits of nature with these
words (Met. 7.199-209):**

With your help when I have willed it, the streams have run back to their
fountain-heads, while the banks wondered; I lay the swollen, and stir
up the calm seas by my spell (canzu); I drive the storms and bring on the
clouds; the winds I dispel and summon; I break the jaws of serpents with
my incantations (verbis et carmine); living rocks and oaks I root up from
their own soil; I move the forests, I bid the mountains shake, the earth to
rumble, and the ghosts to come forth from their tombs. You also, Luna, do
I draw (#raho) from the sky, though the changing bronze of Temesa strives
to aid your throes; even the chariot of the Sun, my grandsire, pales at my
song (carmine); Aurora pales at my poisons (venenis).

The image of the witch causing streams to run backward and “drawing down the
moon” is found throughout the literary depictions of witches from Apollonius
Rhodius to Lucan.” The witch’s control of the natural world is an inversion of
the “natural” order of things, whereby men through their association with cul-
ture have control of the world.** The ancient authors presented this inversion as
profoundly threatening” They suggested that it led to the dissolution of all law
and the destruction not only of culture but also of the entire world. In Seneca’s
Hercules Oetaeus (463), Deianira’s nurse notes that “naught holds to law against
my incantations” (nibilque leges ad meos cantus tenet)* And in Apuleius (Mez.
2.5), Photis warns Lucius that as a witch of the first order (maga primi nominis),
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Pamphile knows how to “drown all the light of the starry heavens in the depths
of hell and plunge it into primeval Chaos” (omnem istam lucem mundi sideralis
imis Tartari et in vetustum Chaos summergere novit).» Witches, then, represent
the ultimate fear of the loss of all human, or more specifically male, control over
the world and of the chaos that will result from that loss of control.

Although witches’” connection with nature is an important common charac-
teristic in their representations in both Greek and Latin literature, many other
aspects of these portrayals are quite dissimilar. In general, Roman witches are
represented far more negatively than Greek witches are. This description is ap-
plicable particularly to the witch figures invented by the Romans, like Canidia
and Erictho, rather than witches like Circe and Medea, whose portrayals were
borrowed from Greek literature. Even the borrowed witch figures, however,
show the influence of more negative ideas about witches than the original Greek
sources.’* The climax of this negative portrayal of the witch is found in Latin
literature of the Golden and Silver Ages, that is, from the late first century BCE
to the mid-first century CE. We can sce the distinctions between the Greek and
Roman witches by examining the representations of their physical descriptions,
motives, methods, and powers.

Greek witches are generally depicted as young and beautiful, while the Roman
witches are old and ugly.s Homer describes Circe as “fair-tressed” (euplokamos:
0d. 10.136; cf. kalliplokamoio: Od. 10. 220, 310: and as having a “sweet voice” (Od.
10.221: 0pi kaléi) > Simactha, Theocritus tells us, has a “fair body” (/4. 2.110: kalon
chroa) and “beautiful lips” (/d. 2.126: kalon stoma) 7" These women dress in lovely
clothes to complement their beauty: Circe wears “a long white robe, finely woven
and beautiful” (argupheon pharos mega . . . lepton kai charien) and around her
waist a “fair girdle of gold” (zonén . . . kalén chruseiéen) (Od. 10543-45),* and
Simacetha has a “fair long linen dress” (bussoio kalon . . .chitona) and a “fine wrap”
(xustida) (Id. 2.73—74) Similarly, Apollonius of Rhodes gives a charming pic-
ture of the beautiful witch Medea in the following lines from the Argonautica:
(Argon. 3.828-35):+°

Now soon as ever the maiden saw the light of dawn, with her hands she
gathered up her golden tresses which were floating round her shoulders in
careless disarray, and bathed her tear-stained checks, and made her skin
shine with ointment sweet as nectar (aloiphéi nektareéi); and she donned a
beautiful robe (peplon kalon), fitted with well-bent clasps (eugnamptoisin
... peronéisin), and above her head, divinely fair (ambrosii), she threw a
veil gleaming like silver (kaluptren argupheén).

In contrast, the Roman witches are old, ugly, and frightening, and they wear
frightful clothing to match their evil dispositions. Horace’s Canidia is one of
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the “filthy old hags” (Epod. 5.98: obscenas anus), and her “locks and disheveled
head (are) entwined with short vipers” (Epod. s.15-16: brevibus implicata viperis
crines et incomptum caput).* She has uncut nails (inresectum . . . pollicem) and
discolored teeth (dente livido) (Epod. s.47-48); her pallid complexion makes her
and her sister witch horrible to look at (Saz. 1.8.25-26: pallor utrasque fecerat hor-
rendas). She does not wear the bright, shining garments like the Greek witches
do, but instead a black robe (Saz. 1.8.23: nigra. . . palla). Ovid’s Dipsas is depicted
as an old woman (4. 1.8.2: anus) who has the double pupil (4. 1.8.15: pupula
duplex) characteristic of the evil eye.** Petronius’s Oenothea is described as an
old woman (a7us), ugly in her black clothes (nigraque veste deformis) (Sat. 134).
Lucan’s Erictho is most horrible of all (6.515-18): “Haggard and loathly with age
is the face of the [witch]; her awful countenance, overcast with a hellish pallor
and weighed down by uncombed locks is never seen by the clear sky” (:. . . zener
ora profanae/foeda situ macies, caelogue ignota sereno/terribilis Stygio facies pallore
gravatur/inpexis onerata comis . . .).* Her clothes and hair are also quite ghastly
(6.654—56): “She put on motley raiment, whose multi-colored wool was fit for a
fiend to wear; she threw back her hair and revealed her face; and she looped up
her bristling locks with festoons of vipers” (discolor et vario furialis cultus amictu/
induitur, voltusque aperitur crine remoto,/et coma viperis substringitur horrida
sertis).*+ Moreover, it is the Roman witches, like Horace’s Canidia and Lucan’s
Erictho, who are represented as looking and behaving like animals, while the
Grecek ones are only associated with or compared to animals, as Homer’s Circe
and Euripides’s Medea.

The motives of these two groups of witches are also quite different. The Greek
witches are often driven to perform their magic by their sexual attraction for a
man, whom they subsequently protect. In Homer, Odysseus says that Circe is
“yearning for me to be her husband” (Od. 9.32: lilaiomené posin einai).* Although
she turned his men into pigs, when she cannot do so to Odysseus, she tries seduc-
tion to gain control of him. He refuses to sleep with her, however, until she swears
an oath that she will do him no harm (Od. 10.343-44), and thereafter Circe keeps
her bargain, offering him food and wine for his journey and sending fair winds to
speed him on his way (Od. 11.7-8; 12.16-19 and 148-51), as well as offering him
advice on his journey (Od. 12.36-141). Medea also is driven by sexual attraction
to help Jason. According to Euripides (Med. 7-8), it was crotic love (erdti) for
Jason that drove Medea to help him obtain the fleece and slay his uncle Pelias.*¢
In Apollonius Rhodius (Argon. 4.360-68), Medea chastises Jason for trying to
leave her when everything she did, she did for him:+

I have left my country, the glories of my home and even my parents—
things that were dearest to me; and far away all alone I am borne over the
sea with the plaintive kingfishers because of your trouble, in order that I
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might save your life in fulfilling the contests with the oxen and the earth-
born men. Last of all the fleece—when the matter became known, it was
by my folly you won it; and a foul reproach have I poured on womankind.

Now, to be sure, the Greek witch when crossed can turn against her man, as
Euripides’s Medea wreaks her vengeance on Jason after he has betrayed her by
making plans to marry the Corinthian princess. However, her initial motive
at least was to help rather than harm. So in general we can say that the Greek
witch may cast her spells on behalf of another, or at least to attract another, and
she is portrayed as morally neutral or as mixed, good and evil together. Roman
witches, on the other hand, perform their magical arts for far more selfish and
even evil purposes, and they are seen as morally repugnant. So, the witches in
the Roman elegists Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid cast their spells for money,
secking to bring a lover to a client, or to remove uncomfortable passion from a
client whose love is now unattainable.** Horace’s Canidia, Sagana, and Folia act
out of lust alone, as do Apuleius’s Meroe, Pamphile, and Photis, with no concern
for their victims.*® Erictho, on the other hand, acts purely out of an evil desire for
power; according to Lucan (6.578-85):°

She feared that the war might stray away to some other region, and that
the land of Thessaly might miss so great a carnage; and therefore the witch
(venefica) forbade Philippi, defiled by her spells (canzu) and sprinkled
with her noxious drugs (diris . . . sucis), to allow the warfare to change its
place. Then all those dead would be hers, and the blood of the whole world
would be at her disposal. She hopes to mutilate the corpses of slaughtered
kings, to plunder the ashes of the Roman nation and the bones of nobles,
and to master the ghosts of the mighty.

The methods that the Greek and Roman witches use are also quite dif-
ferent, as are the divinities upon whom they call to help them in their spells.
The Greek witches generally use relatively simple methods, and little time
is spent on their description by the ancient authors. The classic example is
Homer’s Circe, who works her magic rapidly and casily on Odysseus’s men
(0d. 10.233-39):5*

She brought them in and made them sit on chairs and seats, and made for
them [a potion of ] cheese and barley meal and yellow honey with Pram-
nian wine, but in the food she mixed baneful drugs (pharmaka lugr [a]),
that they might utterly forget their native land. Now when she had given
them [the potion], and they had drunk it off, then she presently smote
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them with her wand (7habdii), and penned them in the sties. And they
had the heads, and voice, and bristles, and shape of swine, but their minds
remained unchanged even as before.

Similarly, in Pindar and Euripides, Medea uses drugs to carry out her will, but no
description is given of their source or method of preparation, nor of any incanta-
tions employed during their preparation. Among these authors, Euripides alone
mentions Medea calling upon the gods, and most of the divinities she names are
familiar celestial divinities, including Themis, Artemis, Zeus, Dike, and Helios,
although as she becomes more angry and desperate she also calls on the witches’
own goddess Hekate and the avenging demons, the Alastores.s+

As we reach the Hellenistic period, the Greek authors pay more attention to the
methods of witchcraft and to the divinities invoked in conjunction with magical
spellss In Theocritus’s Idyl/ 2, Simaetha’s methods are carefully described, includ-
ing the use of drugs and magical tools like the iunx and rhombus, although their
effect scems relatively mild. In her incantations, Simactha calls for the most part on
benevolent celestial gods, primarily Selene, the Moon, but also Artemis, Aphrodite,
Hekate, and the Moirais® In Apollonius Rhodius, Medea uses a variety of drugs and
spells to help Jason, and in two instances more information is given about her magi-
cal methods. First, when she prepares the drug (pharmakon) that is to protect Jason
from the fire-breathing oxen and the sown men, the gathering and preparation of the
appropriate plant is elaborately described, as is the necessary incantation to Brimo,
queen of the underworld, identified with Hekate (Argon. 3.844—68). Then, when
she prepares to neutralize Talos, the bronze giant who guarded the island of Crete,
her incantations (avidais) to the death-spirits, the Keres, are described, as is the evil
eye (echthodopoisin ommasi) that she uses to carry out her will (Argon. 4.1631-77).

Although the authors of this period give more information about the meth-
ods of witchcraft and the divinities involved in magic than their predecessors, the
overall impression given of the spells these witches produce is relatively benign.
In contrast, the methods of the Roman witches are claborate and frightening;
the gods they call upon are the terrifying divinities of the underworld; and the
overall effect of the description of their spells is horror. In one of Horace’s poems
(Epod. s.s1), the witches Canidia, Sagana, and Folia bury a living boy in the
ground and starve him to death to obtain his liver for a love spell. They call upon
Diana (Artmis), as did the Greek witches, but they add the more fearful Nox,
the personification of Night, to their incantations. In his satire on the witches
(Sat. 1.8.34-35), Horace has Priapus observe them tearing a lamb to pieces with
their bare teeth and pouring its blood into a trench to draw forth the spirits of
the underworld, as they call upon Hecate and the dread Fury Tisiphone to aid
their spells. In the Metamorphoses (7.179-293), Ovid describes in great detail the



50 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

complex preparation of the spell that Medea casts to rejuvenate Jason’s father
Aeson, including a long list of ingredients and an elaborate series of incanta-
tions to Night, Hecate, Earth, Moon, and Youth. At the very opening of Seneca’s
Medea (1-18), the witch casts a curse on Jason with a litany of divinities, begin-
ning with the gods of wedlock (di coniugales), Lucina, Minerva, Neptune, and
Titan, but ending with a long list of infernal gods, including Hecate, the “chaos
of eternal Night” (noctis aeternae chaos), the “realms remote from heaven” (aversa
superis regna), the “impious spirits of the dead” (manesque impios), the “lord of
the realm of gloom” (dominumaque regni tristis = Pluto) and his queen (domi-
nam = Proserpina), and finally the “goddesses who avenge crime” (sceleris ultrices
deae = Furies)” Later in the play, Medea’s ritual to prepare the poisoned gifts for
the Corinthian princess is elaborately described (675-843), and she herself makes
along incantation to a variety of denizens of the underworld (740-51):%*

I supplicate the throng of the silent and you, funereal gods, murky Chaos,
and shadowy Dis’ dark dwelling-place, the abysses of dismal Death, girt by
the banks of Tartarus. Leaving your punishments, ye ghosts, haste to the
new nuptials; let the wheel stop that is whirling his body, and Ixion stand
on carth; let Tantalus in peace drink his fill of the Pierian spring. You,
too, whom a fruitless toil mocks with urns full of holes, ye Danaids, come
hither: this day needs your hands. On one alone, my lord’s new father, let
a penalty rest heavier—let the slippery stone roll Sisyphus backward oer
the rocks. Now, summoned by my sacred rites (mz¢is sacris), do thou, orb of
the night, put on thy most evil face and come, threatening in all thy forms.

Lucan’s Erictho also calls upon the denizens of the underworld: the Eumen-
ides, Poenae, Chaos, Hades, Styx, Elysium, Persephone, Hecate, the Fates, and
Charon (6.695-70s), and she uses all sorts of human body parts in her rituals,
which she collects in a particularly gruesome way (6.538—49):*

But when the dead are coffined in stone, which drains off the internal
moisture, absorbs the corruption of the marrow, and makes the corpse
rigid, then [the witch] eagerly vents her rage on all the limbs, thrusting
her fingers into the eyes, scooping out gleefully the stiffened eyeballs,
and gnawing the yellow nails on the withered hand. She breaks with her
teeth the fatal noose, and mangles the carcass that dangles on the gallows,
and scrapes the cross of the criminal; she tears away the rain-beaten flesh
and the bones calcined by exposure to the sun. She putloins the nails that
pierced the hands, the clotted filth, and the black humor of corruption
that oozes over all the limbs; and when a muscle resists her teeth, she
hangs her weight upon it.
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How far have we come from the beautiful Circe and her magic wand!

Finally, the powers exhibited by Greek and Roman witches are quite dispa-
rate. The Greek witches have the power to change humans into animals, prophesy,
cure childlessness, cast the evil eye, bewitch a lover, and poison an enemy. Dan-
gerous they are, to be sure, but hardly horrific. Moreover, the powers that they
exhibit are exercised largely in a mythical context. Until Theocritus’s Simaetha in
the Hellenistic period, the Greek witches, such as Circe and Medea, are mytho-
logical figures, rather than people in the real contemporary or historical world.
By placing these figures in a mythological past, the Greek authors make their
witches less “real” to their audience, and hence do not stimulate the same kind of
fear among them. In contrast, Roman authors generally place their witches firmly
in the real world. Except for the witches borrowed from Greek mythology, like
Ovid’s Circe and Seneca’s Medea, Roman witches are represented as contempo-
rary or historical figures, such as the witches from whom Propertius, Tibullus,
and Ovid seck spells to beguile their lovers, or Lucan’s Erictho, whom the Roman
general Sextus Pompeius consults to learn his future. In addition to being more
“real;” the power of Roman witches is far greater than that of Greek witches. They
can do all the things that Greek witches can, plus control the spirits of the dead,
animate corpses, and even control the gods. Lucan’s Erictho again provides the
best example (6.523-28):¢

She addresses no prayer to Heaven, invokes no divine aid with suppliant
hymn, and knows nothing of the organs of victims offered in sacrifice;
she rejoices to lay on the altar funeral fires and incense snatched from
the kindled pyre. At the first sound of her petition the gods grant every
horror, dreading to hear a second spell (carmen). She buries in the grave
the living whose souls still direct their bodies: while years are still due to
them from destiny, death comes upon them unwillingly; or she brings
back the funeral from the tomb with procession reversed, and the dead
escape from death.

Erictho’s powers thus break all the boundaries of natural law: the boundaries be-
tween sacred and profane, mortal and immortal and even between the living and
the dead. It is this frightening power that threatens to bring primordial Chaos
back to the world.®

How, then, can these significant differences in the literary representation of
Greek and Roman witches be interpreted? A variety of explanations can be pro-
posed, and indeed the reasons may be over-determined; that is, more than one
may apply. One possible explanation is that the portraits of Greek witches that we
have examined come from a period in which the concept of magic was not yet fully
defined, and so its negative characteristics were not yet completely developed.
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Richard Gordon notes that there are two different faces of magic in classical liter-
ature: “one face is that of religious power used illegitimately, the other the dream
of power to effect marvelous changes in the real world.”* Gordon suggests that
the negative marking of supernatural power does not appear until at least the fifth
century, and it is fully developed only during the Hellenistic period.®® The literary
portraits that we have of Roman witches all come from a later period, and so were
influenced by the development of the concept of magic in general.** This expla-
nation, however, does not address why the Roman portraits are so much more
negative than the Greek. In the Hellenistic period, when the concept of magic
was full blown, the portraits of Greek witches, such as Theocritus’s Simaetha and
Apollonius Rhodius’s Medea, are not nearly as frightening as Horace’s Canidia
or Lucan’s Erictho. There seems to be a basic cultural difference here that this
explanation does not sufficiently address.

Another possible explanation for the difference in the portraits of Greek and
Roman witches is that magic in general was viewed more negatively in Roman
than in Greek society. To some extent, this scems to be true. The Romans scem
much more concerned about the negative effects of magic on society as a whole.*
This concern goes back to the Twelve Tables, the Roman law code traditionally
dated to the Early Republic, which lists attempting to enchant another’s crops
as a serious crime.® In the time period from which most of our literary portraits
of Roman witches come, the Late Republic and Early Empire, concern over the
practice of harmful magic seems to have been quite high. Special legislation was
passed to stamp out the practice of such magic,”” and magical practitioners, in-
cluding magicians and astrologers, were periodically expelled from Rome and
Italy.®® Negative attitudes toward magic among the Romans may then explain at
least partially the negative representations of the witch in Latin literature.

On the other hand, this explanation does not address the highly problematic
representations of gender and magic. Literary portraits of male practitioners of
magic in Latin literature and also in Greek literature from the Empire are in gen-
eral far more positive than those of female ones.® These men are represented as
learned magicians, or even philosophers, whose interest in magic is part of their
search for knowledge’ So, according to Varro, the ancient Roman king Numa
Pompilius used magic to obtain knowledge of the rites and practices he should
establish for Roman religion (Varro, cited in August. De civ. D. 7.35). A similar
motive is attributed to the magical dabbling of Nigidius Figulus, a polymath of
the Late Republic, who is described as a “keen and diligent investigator of those
things which seem to be hidden by nature.” (Cic. T7m. 1: acer investigator et dili-
gens earum rerum, quae a natura involuate videntur)”* Moreover, authors portray
these male magicians as using their magic for good rather than evil. So Apollo-
nius of Tyana, the great philosopher/miracle-worker of the Early Empire, suppos-
edly performed exorcisms, cured the sick, averted a plague, and raised the dead
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(Philostr. 7/A. 3.38-39, 4.10, 4.45). A Palestinian miracle-worker of this period,
Simon Magus, reportedly made cripples whole, the blind see, and the dead live
again (Justin, Apol. 26.1-2). Even when these literary portraits are not quite so
positive, the objection to male practitioners of magic seems to be that they are
charlatans, performing conjuring tricks rather than real magic. So, Anaxilaus of
Larissa, a Pythagorean and magus of the Augustan Age, had a collection of amus-
ing spells to entertain guests at a drinking party, including one in which cuttlefish
ink was put on a lamp wick to make all present look like Ethiopians (Plin. HN
19.19). The most famous of these supposed charlatans, Alexander of Abonutei-
chos, is reputed to have deluded the masses by using a fake talking serpent to give
out his prophecies (Lucian, Alex. 26). This is not to say that men in the Roman
period were not in reality accused of the practice of harmful magic, as the trial
of Apuleius certainly shows (Apul. Apol.). My point is that the Roman literary
representation of the male magician tends to be far more positive than that of
the female witch. There are no portraits of evil male sorcerers in Latin literature
comparable to the horrific images of the female witches Canidia and Erictho.
Negative attitudes toward magic in general among the Romans thus cannot fully
explain why it is specifically the women who are demonized in Roman literary
portraits of magical practitioners.

We must therefore seck another explanation for the differences in the literary
representations of Greek and Roman witches. One possibility is that these differ-
ences are related to the cultural constructions of the female in Greek and Roman
society,* in particular to the divergent concepts that these peoples had of the
appropriate relationship between women and power, and between women and
the divine. In Greek society, at least until the Hellenistic period, the evidence sug-
gests that women had little societal power, with the exception of religion, where
as priestesses of official state cults they regularly mediated the divine alongside
male priests for society as a whole” If we follow Gordon’s proposal that magic
can be viewed as “religious power used illegitimately,7* we might hypothesize
that since Greck women commonly had legitimate religious power, the notion
that they might also have had illegitimate religious power, that is, magical power,
would have seemed less threatening. Moreover, since Greek women’s societal
power was largely restricted to the religious sphere, the possibility that they might
obtain power that would threaten male control of society as a whole would seem
unlikely. The representations of Greek women with magical power thus would
in general then be more positive, expressing more the positive fantasies of the
men who created them rather than their negative fears. In Roman society, on the
other hand, from the Late Republic on, women had considerable economic and
political power, although this power was unofficial and highly contested, whereas
their role in state religion was highly restricted”> We might hypothesize that the
idea that Roman women might wield illegitimate religious power would be seen
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as highly threatening, both since they were generally restricted from access to
religious power in general, and because the possibility seemed more likely that
they could in fact threaten male control of society. Such fears might lead to the
highly negative portraits of witches in the Roman sources, producing the image
of the witch whose power threatened to destroy natural law and lead the universe
back into chaos’®

If we consider in detail the cultural context in which the most negative rep-
resentations of witches were produced, another possible interpretation also
emerges. As I have noted, negative portrayals climax in Latin literature of the
late first century BCE and the early to mid-first century CcE with such frightening
witch figures as Canidia and Erictho. This period from the end of the Repub-
lic through the Early Empire was characterized by political, social, and cultural
turbulence. One area that was singled out for concern was a perceived decline
in socio-moral standards, particularly as they affected traditional gender roles.””
There was a high degree of anxiety expressed in contemporary literature over the
ways in which women were perceived as behaving, especially at the highest levels
of society”® The reality may not have been that women were in fact changing their
behavior; however, the literary representations of that behavior indicate a percep-
tion of such a change. According to these reports, upper-class women, such as
Augustus’s wife Livia, were meddling in affairs of state, contrary to social norms
that proscribed women’s interference in such matters.”” Examples of female moral
turpitude were held up for particular societal opprobrium, such as the notorious
Messalina, the third wife of the emperor Claudius, who reportedly turned the
imperial palace into a brothel and serviced its customers herself (Juv. Saz. 6.115—
32). Moreover, the laws the emperor Augustus passed that attempted to encour-
age marriage and to discourage abortion and adultery indicate that considerable
anxiety was being expressed over women’s sexual behavior in this period, whether
or not there was any real change in such behavior.*® The early imperial poet Juve-
nal’s vituperative Sixth Satire on women showcases the highly negative reactions
to these reported changes in women’s traditional roles and behaviors, attacking
their inappropriate desires for sex and power. Perhaps the similarly negative witch
portraits that belong to this period are another way of representing anxieties re-
garding women “out of control,” that is, behaving in ways that threatened tra-
ditional gender roles and thus social stability. Kimberly Stratton has suggested
that these negative portraits are tied to an ongoing discourse in Roman literature
on women’s dangerous independence.”’ This discourse, which dates back to the
third century BCE, was tied to magic in the Augustan period, heightening the de-
monizing power of the representation of the “wicked” independent and powerful
woman. As we have seen, the witch represented the polar opposite of all that the
“proper” Roman matron was supposed to be:* the witch was ugly, lustful, castrat-
ing, power-mad, and evil rather than beautiful, chaste, fertile, submissive, and
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good. The loathsome figure of the Roman witch therefore could serve to reassert
traditional social mores through reaffirming by contrast the traditional roles held
by women in Roman society.

This explanation assumes that the Roman stories regarding witches are being
told as cautionary tales regarding women’s behavior. We should recognize, how-
ever, that they also address issues concerning men’s behavior, and that since they
are tales written by men for a largely male audience, this may in fact be their
primary focus.” These stories fit into an ongoing discourse in the late Republican
and early imperial period regarding the Roman definition of masculinity and the
challenge represented to that definition by mollitia, “effeminacy.”®* In an article
on the tales regarding the Roman “night hag,” the most frightening of the witch
figures, I have argued that these stories focus on male concerns over their appro-
priate sexual and social roles and on their fears of emasculation/ feminization and
its concomitant loss of social status.® According to the traditional Roman view
of gender roles, “real” men were dominant both sexually and socially. In fact, the
two areas of dominance were closely linked, for those of high social status were
supposed to be sexually dominant as well, able to penetrate others readily and to
defend their own bodies from any type of penetrative assault, making them, in
Jonathan Walters’s terms, the “impenectrable penetrator.”® The sexually dominant
male, however, was only one of four sexual roles that people could hold, accord-
ing to the Roman formulation of human sexuality, as Holt Parker explains:*”

The Romans divided sexual categories for people and acts on the axis of
“active” and “passive.” Active has, in their scheme, a single precise mean-
ing. The one normative action is the penetration of a bodily orifice by a
penis . . . Thus active is by definition “male” and passive is by definition
“female.” Accordingly, Roman society creates exactly four sexual categories
for people. There is the normal/active male (v77) and the normal/passive
female (femina/puella). Each then has its antitype: the passive/abnormal
man (cinaedus) and the active/abnormal woman (virago/tribas/moecha).

I propose that the Roman night hag represents the antitype of the active/
abnormal woman, while her male victim is the antitype of the passive/abnormal
man. As I have noted earlier, the witch is generally driven by lust, and in the night
hag stories, she acts upon that lust in a particularly violent way. Parker says of the
sexually active woman, “she will desire to penetrate, but cannot be truly (phalli-
cally) active.”®® The female witches in these stories, however, actually do penetrate
their male victims, and they do so not through the normal openings in the male
body (anus or mouth),* but through monstrous orifices that they deliberately
open in that body. They also penetrate their victims symbolically, by breaking

through the boundaries of their houschold, the space that a Roman male was
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traditionally supposed to control. Thus, in the night hag tales, penetration is ex-
pressed on two levels that are symbolically equivalent: the corporeal and the do-
mestic.?® The Roman witches repeatedly violate the margins of both the dwelling
and the male body.”” By submitting to these abnormal acts, their male victims are
made into weak feminized creatures and hence become objects of pity and/or
derision. It is interesting that the night hag stories often end with the audience
to the story laughing at the victim in the story. Such laughter may signal under-
lying anxiety as well as reinforcing social mores through ridicule of those who
are represented as violating them.”* These stories may well express the fears of
men that they could fail in their sexual role as the “impenetrable penetrator” and
thus would no longer be a “real” man, a vir.* The threats of castration frequently
expressed in these tales would then illustrate the fear of emasculation/feminiza-
tion through falling into the role of the passively penetrated male. Indeed, the
standard expression in Latin for assuming this role is muliebria pati, “to have a
woman’s experience.”** The man who assumes this role to a certain extent becomzes
a woman, and the stories suggest that the ultimate result of this gender bending
is humiliation and a drastic loss of social stature. I propose that one significant
purpose of the night hag tales is to express the anxiety surrounding the active/
passive sexual dichotomy and to reinforce strictures regarding appropriate male
sexual and social roles.

One example of this type of story is Aristomenes’s tale from Apuleius’s Meza-
morphoses (1.5-19).% In this tale, Aristomenes meets his old friend Socrates, who
has been reduced to a sorry state by his encounter with Meroe, a witch (Met. 1.8:
saga). According Socrates, Meroe had forced him to submit to her lust (Mez. 1.7:
urigine), taken away his clothing, and confiscated his wages. She had clearly as-
sumed here the dominant male role, while Socrates was feminized/emasculated
by his contact with the witch. Aristomenes does not sympathize with his friend,
but instead castigates him for abandoning his ancestral gods and his family (Mez.
1.8: [ari et liberis), that is, his social status, for the witch’s sexual charms. Socrates
defends himself by proclaiming Meroe’s power and relating a series of tales il-
lustrating her dominance over her other lovers. These stories all emphasize the
degradation that these men experience as a result of their sexual encounter with
the witch, and one explicitly indicates that her goal is emasculation, for she turns
one of her lovers into a beaver in the hope that like that animal, he might castrate
himself in order to escape.?® At the climax of his description of Meroe’s powers,
Socrates shows her control of both corporeal and domestic boundaries by relat-
ing how she had blocked up the womb of her lover’s wife, so that the baby could
not be born,”” and how she had shut the population of an entire village up in
their houses, preventing them from opening their doors or breaking through
their walls.”® The themes of domestic/corporeal boundary control/ violation
and emasculation echo throughout the remainder of the tale. Aristomenes and
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Socrates hide from Meroe in a room at an inn, but in the middle of the night,
Meroe and her companions spectacularly violate the domestic boundary, causing
the bolts to be run back, breaking and tearing out the pivots, and throwing the
doors to the ground.?” They then threaten to rip all the limbs off Aristomenes and
castrate him.”° Instead, however, they turn to a violation of Socrates’s corporeal
boundary: Meroe plunges a sword into his neck, collects his blood, and rips out
his heart through his throat.” They staunch his wound with a sponge and some
magical words, and then they turn back to Aristomenes, humiliating him by strad-
dling his face and urinating on him.”* This act again points to the witches assum-
ing the dominant male role, since urination and ¢jaculation are closely connected
in Latin terminology.”* Moreover, Aristomenes notes that by this act they had
left him naked, cold and wet, like a baby just emerged from its mother’s womb.*
This statement shows that the witches have emasculated Aristomenes, simultane-
ously infantilizing and feminizing him, for coldness and wetness are precisely the
characteristics attributed to women according to classical medical theory.s The
retreat of the witches again signals their control of the domestic boundary, for
the minute they depart, the doors, pivots, bars, and bolts are magically restored
to their prior state.*¢ Aristomenes, whose very name seems to reflect his manli-
ness (“best in strength”),”” then imagines someone casting doubt on his man-
hood for his behavior in this incident by saying “You could at least have called
out for help, if a big man like you could not withstand a woman by yourself.”**
When in fear and shame he then tries to commit suicide, Aristomenes falls on
Socrates, who awakens, apparently restored to his former self. Socrates and Aris-
tomenes flee the inn, but later, Socrates collapses and dies, and Aristomenes flees
the country in fear and trembling, abandoning his previous life and family, and
thus being deprived of all his social status.”*® When Aristomenes finishes the tale,
his travel companion ridicules him, saying that his story is both fabulous and
ridiculous.” The tale of Aristomenes is clearly a cautionary one, pointing to male
fears of emasculation and loss of social status through the assumption of a pas-
sive pseudo-female role. The tale thus reinforces traditional Roman male gender
roles, both social and sexual, and fits well with contemporary discourse on issues
of masculinity and effeminacy.

In conclusion, then, we may note that the witch in classical literature can serve
a variety of functions. First, she can represent male fantasies and fears of what it
would be like to be associated with a woman of supernatural power. Like Medea
in the Argonautica of Apollonius Rhodius, the witch can help a man to overcome
impossible odds to win the object of his greatest desire; or like Meroe in Apu-
leius’s Metamorphoses, the witch can utterly destroy a man, taking away his social
position, his manhood, and even his life. Secondly, the witch can illustrate the
consequences of inverting the “natural” order. When the female witch inverts the
laws of Nature, all the boundaries that order the world are dissolved, and chaos
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results. The clear message is that the natural order must be preserved, in which
men through their association with culture are dominant over women and nature.
Third, the witch can represent a highly negative model for female behavior and
thus help to reassert traditional female roles within that society. The powerful
and sex-crazed witch serves as the antithesis of the traditional submissive and
chaste Roman matron, and thus encourages women and the men who are sup-
posed to be in control of them to make sure that women remain faithful to their
traditional roles. Finally, the witch can also express men’s fears of what might
happen if they do not maintain their own traditional male role of dominance, but
rather sink to effeminate submissiveness. Such a shift would make them not only
powerless but also ridiculous. Interpretations of the witch figure can clearly be
multiplied beyond those I have suggested here.™ She is clearly a prime example of
the Other, against whom a wide variety of anxicties and desires can be projected.
However we choose to interpret her in her manifold forms, it is clear that the
witch was an extremely powerful archetype in classical literature. From the divine
Circe to the demonic Erictho, the witch looms threateningly in these ancient
tales, alternately seducing and terrifying the reader with her magical powers.

Notes

1. This article was submitted in its final edited form in 2008, and I was not able to
change the text in any substantive way or incorporate into the argument more
recent bibliography after that date. I would like to thank the Loeb Classical Li-
brary Foundation, the College of William and Mary, the Reves Center for Inter-
national Studies, the Newcomb Foundation, and the Center for Hellenic Studies
for their financial support of my research on the witch in classical antiquity. For
their helpful suggestions, criticisms, and comments on the content of this article,
I would also like to thank Debbie Felton, Mary Gelfand, Fritz Graf, Sarah Iles
Johnston, Dayna Kalleres, Paul Mirecki, Eric Midelfort, Kathleen Perkins, Oliver
Phillips, Linda Reilly, Kimberly Stratton, and Ayse Tuzlak.

2. American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (4th ed.; Boston: Hough-
ton Mifflin Company, 2000), s.v. “witch,” first definition. I do not make the dis-
tinction, common to anthropological usage between witches and sorcerers, since
this distinction is largely inoperative in ancient texts. On the anthropological
usage, see, e.g., Max G. Marwick, ed., Witchcraft and Sorcery: Selected Readings
(Magnolia, MA: Peter Smith, 1971), 11-19.

3. This discussion of the terminology for “witch” in antiquity is based on a
scarch through the English to Greek (http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-bin/
enggreck?lang=greck) and English to Latin dictionaries (http://www.perseus.
tufts.edu/cgi-bin/enggreck?lang=Ila) in the online Perscus database for the
terms “witch,” “sorceress;,” and “enchantress,” and a review of the terms under the
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category of “magic.” For a general discussion of the terminology applied to magi-
cal practitioners in antiquity, see Matthew W. Dickie, Magic and Magicians in the
Greco-Roman World (New York: Routledge, 2001), 12-16; Fritz Graf, Magic in the
Ancient World, trans. Franklin Philip (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1997), 20—60; and E. E. Burriss, “The Terminology of Witchcraft,” CPh 31(1936):
137-45.

. On this issue, see, e.g., Kimberly Stratton, Naming the Witch: Magic, Ideology, and

Stereotype in the Ancient World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007),
4-18; Jacob Neusner, Ernest S. Frerichs, and Paul V.M. Flesher, eds., Religion, Sci-
ence, and Magic: In Concert and in Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1989); and Dickie, Magic, 18—46. For more bibliography on this issue, see Daniel
Ogden, Magic, Witcheraft, and Ghosts in the Greek and Roman Worlds (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002), 305.

. For the approach that I am taking to the definition of magic as a form of socially

unsanctioned religious activity, see, e.g., C. R. Phillips, “Nullum Crimen Sine
Lege: Socioreligious Sanctions on Magic,” in Magika Hiera, ed. Christopher Fara-
one and Dirk Obbink (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 260~76.

. Hom., Od. 10-12; Pind., Pyth. 4; Eur., Med.; Ap. Rhod., Argon. 3—4; Theoc., Id. 2.
. Verg., Ecl. 8; Hor., Epod. 3, 5,17, Sat. 1.8; Tib. 1.2, 5, 7, 8; Prop. 1.1, 2.28, 3.6, 4.5; Ov,,

Am. 1.8, 3.7, Her. 6, 12, Met. 7, 14; Petron., Sat. 131—s; Sen., Med.; Luc. 6.413-830;
Apul., Mez. 1-3.

. On the formation of the concept of magic, see Graf, Magic in the Ancient World,

20—36 and Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 18—46.

. Richard Gordon, “Imagining Greek and Roman Magic,” in Witchcrafi and Magic

in Europe: Ancient Greece and Rome, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and Stuart Clark
(London: The Athlone Press, 1999), 178.

For more on the literary and artistic tradition surrounding the figures of Circe and
Medea, see Judith Yarnall, Transformations of Circe: The History of an Enchant-
ress (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994) and James J. Clauss and Sarah Iles
Johnston, eds., Medea: Essays on Medea in Myth, Literature, Philosophy, and Art
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997).

For the female monster, see Sarah Iles Johnston, “Defining the Dreadful: Remarks
on the Greek Child-Killing Demon,” in Ancient Magic and Ritual Power, ed.
Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 361—90. For the night-hag,
see Barbette Stanley Spaeth, “The Terror That Comes in the Night: The Night
Hag and Supernatural Assault in Latin Literature,” in Sub Imagine Somni: Night-
time Phenomena in Greco-Roman Culture, ed. Emma Scioli and Christine Walde
(Pisa, Italy: Edizioni ETS, 2010), 231-58.

For a collection of texts in translation on Greek and Roman witches, see Georg
Luck, Arcana Mundi: Magic and the Occult in the Greek and Roman Worlds. A Col-
lection of Texts (2nd ed.; Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006),
93—96, 102-27, 53—57, 246—56, 6671, 77-80, and Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft, and
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Ghosts, 78—14s. For further commentary, sece Georg Luck, “Witches and Sorcerers
in Classical Literature,” in Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: Ancient Greece and
Rome, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and Stuart Clark (London: The Athlone Press, 1999).
So, too, Melissa Jane Schons, Horror and the Characterization of the Witch from
Horace to Lucan (PhD diss., University of California at Los Angeles, 1998), 216—
20: “The complexity and flexibility of the witch’s character make it possible for
poets to design her to appear successfully in satire, iambics, elegy, tragedy or epic
and still maintain the conventions of the genre . . . In defining the witch’s character
in each of these generic environments, the poet creates a figure who is immediately
recognizable as a witch by drawing upon the aspects of the stereotype which suit
his purposes . . . [ The witch] defies the boundaries of genre, for her stereotypical
character traits persist no matter what genre she inhabits . . ”

A lack of recognition of the difference between reality and representation can
lead to such highly problematic statements as the following: “Canidia, therefore,
is probably a typical witch painted from life . . . All that Horace says of her agrees
with what we know of other witches. She was, like them, an old woman of haggard
features and ashen complexion. Her social position at Rome was the lowest . .. As
the other witches whom we have studied were cither procuresses or keepers of low
wine shops, it is likely that Canidia met her friends and customers through the
same convenient avenue of trade . .. They are all libidinous far beyond what would
expect from their years. Indeed, if we ask why any Roman woman should wish
to become a witch, the answer seems to be—/ibido”: Eugene Tavenner, “Canidia
and Other Witches,” in Witchcraft in the Ancient World and the Middle Ages (vol.
2 of Articles on Witcheraft, Magic, and Demonology; ed. Brian Levack; New York:
Garland, 1992), 38-39.

Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, 175—6. Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 11, takes
a rather different approach to the issue of representation, or as he calls it liter-
ary “stereotype”: “To return to the more general question of getting behind the
stereotype in ancient literature to the reality it conceals or distorts, we can cither
renounce the attempt as hopeless and confine ourselves to the not very demanding
task of recording ancient representations or tackle the problem.” Dickie uses liter-
ary portraits to try to reconstruct actual practice of witchcraft in antiquity, with
somewhat mixed results. See David Frankfurter, review of Magic and Magicians in
the Greco-Roman World, by Matthew Dickie, BMCR (27.02.2002; online http://
bmer.brynmawr.edu/2002/2002-02-26.html; cited May 19, 2007) on Dickie’s

overly credulous use of literary sources.

. These associations are commonplace in many representations of witches. On the

witch and nature, see, e.g., Sylvia Bovenschen, “The Contemporary Witch, the
Historical Witch, and the Witch Myth,” NGC 15 (1978): 83-119; on the witch
and the body, see, e.g., Diane Purkiss, The Witch in History: Early Modern and
Twentieth-Century Representations (New York: Routledge, 1996), 91-144. For a
collection of tales from around the world that illustrate the figure of the witch,
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see Shahrukh Husain, ed., Daughters of the Moon: Witch Tales from around the
World (Boston: Faber & Faber, 1994). For the witch in folklore and fairytale, see,
e.g., Venetia Newall, ed., The Witch Figure: Folklore Essays by a Group of Scholars in
England Honoring the 75th Birthday of Katharine M. Briggs (London: Routledge,
1973) and Sarah Miller, “Evil and Fairy Tales: The Witch as Symbol of Evil in Fairy
Tales” (PhD diss., California Institute of Integral Studies, 1984).

Debbie Felton has suggested to me that the description of Circe’s dwelling in the
forest glen, with smoke rising from her house, may be an carly standard description
of witches” dwellings as seen in the folktales of the Brothers Grimm, for example,
Hansel and Gretel.

. This is not to say, of course, that male magical practitioners did not use natural

ingredients in their potions, as the PGM certainly shows. However, the issue here
is one of representation: the witches are often shown in the wild gathering their
natural ingredients; the same is rarely true of the male practitioners in classical
literature. On the representation of male practitioners, see below.

The ability of witches to transform themselves into animals is connected with
their hybrid nature, a characteristic of the demonic in antiquity. See Johnston,
“Defining the Dreadful, 363.

Sherry B. Ortner, “Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?,” in Women, Culture,
and Society, ed. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 1974), 67-87; repr., Joan B. Landes, ed., Feminism, the
Public and the Private (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 21-4 4.

For criticism of Ortner’s views, see, e.g., Carol MacCormack and Marilyn
Strathern, eds., Nature, Culture and Gender (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1980). For Ortner’s answers to these criticisms, see Sherry B. Ortner,
Making Gender: The Politics and Erotics of Culture (Boston: Beacon Press 1996),
173—-80. She argues as follows: “Gender difference, along with nature/culture
is a powerful question. And the gender relationship is always at least in part
situated on one nature/culture border—the body. What I think tends to happen
in most if not all cultures is that the two oppositions easily move into a rela-
tionship of mutual metaphorization: gender becomes a powerful language for
talking about the great existential questions of nature and culture, while a lan-
guage of nature and culture, when and if it is articulated, can become a powerful
language for talking about gender, sexuality, and reproduction, not to mention
power and helplessness, activity and passivity, and so forth. The particular ar-
ticulations of the relationship will vary across cultures, with surprising and un-
expected shifts and alignments. But the chances that the two sets of issues will
be interconnected in specific cultural and historical contexts still seem to me
fairly high.”

I find Ortner’s arguments about the significance of women’s physiology more
persuasive than her interpretation of women’s social roles and psychology in this

context. It is the latter, in fact, that has led to much of the criticism of Ortner’s



62

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

formulations, as well as her emphasis on the universality of the cultural devalua-
tion of both nature and women.

Witches could also cause male impotence through the administration of potions;
see Ov., Am. 3.20-36.

Homer, The Odyssey, trans. AT. Murray, vol. 1, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1984), 367.

For more on witches and normative sexual roles in classical culture, see below and
Spacth, “Terror that Comes in the Night.”

Men’s magic, as revealed by ritual recipe-books such as the PGM and archaeologi-
cal evidence, also employed body parts, but this is a representation versus reality
issue. Men’s magic may have really involved these ingredients, but they aren’t com-
monly represented using them.

Cf. Ortner, “Is Female to Male,” in Landes, Feminism, the Public and the Private,
27: “Returning now to the issue of women, their pan-cultural second-class status
could be accounted for, quite simply, by postulating that women are being identi-
fied or symbolically associated with nature, as opposed to men, who are identified
with culture. Since it is always culture’s project to subsume and transcend nature,
if women were considered part of nature, then culture would find it ‘natural’ to
subordinate, not to say oppress, them. Yet although this argument can be shown to
have considerable force, it seems to oversimplify the case. The formulation I would
like to defend and elaborate on . . . then, is that women are seen ‘merely” as being
closer to nature than men. That is, culture (still equated relatively unambiguously
with men) recognizes that women are active participants in its special processes,
but at the same time sees them as being more rooted in, or having more direct af-
finity with, nature.”

Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Frank Justus Miller and G.P. Gould, 3rd ed., vol. 1,
LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), 367.

E.g., Ap. Rhod., Argon. 3.528-33; Verg., Ecl. 8.69-67; Hor., Epod. s.45-47; Tib.
1.8.17—27; Prop. 1.1, 2.28, 4.5; Ov., Her. 6.81-96, Met. 14.365—71; Petron., Sat. 129,
134—35; Sen., Med. 752—70; Luc. 6.461-506. For more on the ritual of “drawing
down the moon,” see Oliver Phillips, “The Witches’ Thessaly, in Magic and Ritual
in the Ancient World, ed. Paul Mirecki and Marvin Meyer; vol. 141 of Religions in
the Greco-Roman World (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 378-8s.

In this formulation, women are seen as intermediate between nature and cul-
ture, while men are seen as in control of the production of culture. I view this as
a hierarchy, with men on top, in control of culture, then women, who are above
nature, but still associated with it. Ortner points toward this hierarchy in the fol-
lowing passage (“Is Female to Male,” in Landes, Feminism, the Public and the Pri-
vate, 39): “T argued that the universal devaluation of women could be explained
by postulating that women are seen as closer to nature than men, men being seen
more unequivocally occupying the high ground of culture . .. At the same time,

however, [woman’s] ‘membership’ and fully necessary participation in culture are
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recognized by culture and cannot be denied. Thus she is seen to occupy an inter-
mediate position between culture and nature.. .. (E)ven if she is not seen as nature
pure and simple, she is still seen as achieving less transcendence of nature than
man. Here ‘intermediate’” simply means ‘middle status’ on a hierarchy of being
from culture to nature.”

Such inversions are characteristic of demonic figures in the Hellenistic and Roman
periods. See Jonathan Z. Smith, “Towards Interpreting Demonic Powers in Hel-
lenistic and Roman Antiquity, ANRW 11 16.1:425-39.

Seneca, Tragedies, trans. Frank Justus Miller, vol. 3, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1987), 223.

Apuleius, Metamorphoses (The Golden Ass), trans. J. Arthur Hanston, vol. 1, LCL
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 69.

See, for example, Carole E. Newlands, “Medea: Essays on Medea in Myth, Lit-
erature, Philosophy, and Art) in Medea: Essays on Medea in Myth, Literature,
Philosophy, and Art, ed. James J. Clauss and Sarah Iles Johnston (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1997), 186—92; and Yarnall, Tmnsformatiom 0f Circe,
79-98.

Apuleius’s witches span both categories: Pamphile and Photis are of the Greek
type, while Meroe and her friends are of the Roman type. This mixture of cat-
egories seems appropriate, given the mixture of sources Apuleius used to create
his work. On the sources for Apuleius’s Mezamorphoses, see James Tatum, “The
Tales in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses,” in Oxford Readings in the Roman Novel, ed.
S.J. Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 15794, and H. J. Mason,
“Fabula Graccanica: Apuleius and His Greek Sources,” in Harrison, ed., Oxford,
217-36.

Homer, Odyssey, 383.

A. S. F. Gow, ed., Theocritus, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1952), 25.

Homer, Odyssey, 383.

Gow, ed., Theocritus, 23.

Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica, trans. R.C. Seaton, LCL (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1980), 251.

. Horace, Odes and Epodes, trans. C.E. Bennett, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press, 1988), 315.

On the double pupil and the evil eye, see Ogden, Magic, Witchcraft and Ghosts,
224.

Lucan, Civil War, trans. ].D. Duff, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1977), 343. The term “witch” does not appear in the Latin, so square brackets
are used to indicate its absence. Erictho is referred to here instead as an impious
woman (profanae).

Ibid., 353.

Homer, Odyssey, 30s.
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It is worth noting that in Pind., Pyzh. 4.217, Jason uses magic on Medea first, get-
ting her to fall in love with him, which is probably what he refers to in Eur., Med.
526—8 when he dismisses Medeas assistance, attributing all his help to Aphrodite.
Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica, 319.

Tib. 1.2, 15, 1.8; Prop. 1.1, 3.6, 4.5; Ov,, Am. 1.8, 3.7.

Hor., Epod. s, Sat. 1.8; Apul., Met. 1—3, passim.

Lucan, The Civil War, 347.

On the simplicity of their methods, see below.

Homer, Odyssey, 36-12.

Pind., Pyth. 4.220-3; Eur., Med. 3845, 7178, 784—9.

Eur., Med. 160 (Themis and Artemis); 332, 516 (Zeus); 397 (Hekate); 764 (Zeus,
Dike, Helios), 1059 (Alastores).

Kimberly Stratton has raised the possibility that this change in representation
could reflect developments in ritual technology in this period, but concludes that
ideological reasons are more likely to account for the shift: Stratton, Naming the
Witch, 72. See also the discussion of changing ritual technologies in Gager, Curse
Tablets, 7.

Theocr., Id. 2. 10, 69, 75, 81, 87, 99, 105, 111, 117, 123, 129, 135, 165 (Selenc); 12, 14
(Hekate); 33 (Artemis); 30, 130 (Aphrodite); 160 (Moirai). Note that Simaetha
calls upon the dread Moirai only at the very end of the poem, when she despairs of
retrieving her lover.

Seneca, Tragedies, trans. Frank Justus Miller, vol. 1, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1978), 229.

Ibid., 291-3.

Lucan, Civil War, 34-3s.

Ibid., 343.

Cf. also Pamphile’s description in Apul.,, Mez. 2.5, cited earlier: she knows how
to “drown all the light of the starry heavens in the depths of hell and plunge it
into primeval Chaos”: Apuleius, Metamorphoses, 69. Cf. on the Babylonian type
of the demonic witch: Tzvi Abusch, “The Demonic Image of the Witch in Stan-
dard Babylonian Literature: The Reworking of Popular Conceptions by Learned
Exorcists,” in Religion, Science, and Magic: In Concert and in Conflict, ed. Jacob
Neusner, Ernest S. Frerichs, and Paul V. M. Flesher (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1989), 38: “The witch is transformed into a powerful human figure who in-
troduces chaos into the social order and even intrudes on the divine world. She can
compete with and even overpower the gods.”

Gordon, “Imagining Greeck and Roman Magic,” 178.

Ibid., 178—91. For the development of the concept of magic, see also Graf, Magic in
the Ancient World, 20-36 and Dickie, Magic and Magician, 18—46.

The earliest Roman literary portrait of a witch seems to be Vergil’'s and he is clearly
influenced by that of Theocritus’s Simaetha: so Anne-Marie Tupet, La magie dans
la poésie latine I: Des origines 4 la fin du régne dAuguste (Paris: Société dédition
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“Les Belles Lettres”, 1976), 223—4. Tupet suggests that there may have been earlier
such portraits, but we have little evidence for them.

See Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, 36: “The situation in Rome [regarding the nature
of the concept of magic] seems comparable to what hasjust been described for Greece—
yet, at the same time, it is rather different . . . The divergences resulted first from the fact
that in Rome the practices of sorcery had always been fought by the civil authorities and,
therefore, the accusation of magic was much more serious than in Greece...”

The relevant primary sources are Sen., Q Nat. 4.7.2 and Plin., HN 28.17. On magic
in the Laws of the Twelve Tables, see Graf, Magic in the Ancient World, 41-43 and
Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 142-s.

This legislation may be traced back to the Sullan law of 81 BCE, the Lex Cornelia de
sicariis et veneficiis, although this law was probably not originally used to prosecute
accusations of black magic. On the Sullan legislation and its later applications,
see Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 145-51.

On these “police actions” against magicians, see Ibid., 152—7.

For a collection of primary texts in translation of male magicians in this period,
see Ogden, Magic, Witchcrafl, and Ghosts, 41-77 and Luck, Arcana Mundi., 142—
53, 57—61, 89—90, 271-2, 335—53. For further commentary, see also Luck, “Witches
and Sorcerers”. For an old, but still interesting, study of the male magician in clas-
sical antiquity, see E. M. Butler, The Myth of the Magus (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1948), 44-83.

On the learned magicians of the Late Republic and Early Empire, see Dickie,
Magic and Magicians, 168—75 and 202-19.

My translation.

For a basic overview of the cultural construction of gender and the recent scholar-
ship on this topic, see D. Boyarin, “Gender,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies,
ed. M.C. Taylor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 117-3s.

On women in Greece from the Dark Age to the Classical period, see, e.g., Sarah
B. Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity
(New York: Schocken Books, 1975), 32-119; Eva Cantarella, Pandora’s Daughters:
The Role and Status of Women in Greek and Roman Antiquity (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 38—76; Elaine Fantham et al., eds., Women
in the Classical World: Image and Text (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994),
10-127; Sue Blundell, Women in Ancient Greece (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1995), 63-196. For the role of women in Grecek religion, see Ross
Shepard Kraemer, Her Share of the Blessings: Women’s Religions among Pagans,
Jews, and Christians in the Greco-Roman World (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1992), 22—49, 80—92; Matthew Dillon, Girls and Women in Classical Greek
Religion (London: Routledge, 2002); Barbara Goff, Citizen Bacchae: Women's
Ritual Practice in Ancient Greece (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004);
and Joan Breton Connelly, Portrait of a Priestess: Women and Ritual in Ancient

Greece (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007).
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Gordon, “Imagining Greeck and Roman Magic,” 178.

For Roman women in the Late Republic and Early Empire, see, e.g., Pomeroy,
Goddesses, 149-80; Jane Gardner, Women in Roman Law and Society (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1986), 257-66; Eva Cantarella, Pandora’s Daugh-
ters: The Role & Status of Women in Greck & Roman Antiquity, trans. Maureen
B. Fant (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 135—70; Fantham
et al,, eds., Women in the Classical World, 260—329. The importance of the role
of women in Roman religion is contested in contemporary scholarship. John
Scheid, “The Religious Roles of Roman Women,” in A History of Women in the
West I: From Ancient Goddesses to Christian Saints, ed. Pauline Schmitt Pantel
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 377-408 argues that women
never filled leading roles in Roman state religion. This view is clearly contradicted
by such priestesses as the Vestal Virgins and the priestesses of the Bona Dea and
Ceres/Proserpina, who administered public cults on behalf of the Roman state;
these priesthoods, however, are the exception to the rule that in general men held
official religious power and authority in Roman religion. For the Vestal Virgins,
see Robin Lorsch Wildfang, Rome’s Vestal Priestesses in the Late Republic and Early
Empire (London and New York: Routledge, 2006); for the other priestesses, see
Ariadne Staples, From Good Goddess to Vestal Virgins: Sex and Category in Roman
Religion (London: Routledge, 1998) and Barbette Stanley Spacth, The Roman
Goddess Ceres (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), 102-13. Celia E. Schultz,
Women’s Religions Activity in the Roman Republic (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2006) also argues for the importance of women’s roles in a
variety of aspects of Roman religion.

Cf, e.g., Sen., Herc. Oet. 463 and Apul., Mez. 2.5, as discussed above.

This argument is derived from anthropological and sociological theory on witch-
craft, which suggests that at times when a society is under stresses that threaten
socio-moral boundaries and the stability of gender roles, a more negative view
of the witch becomes prevalent, resulting often in an increase in witcheraft ac-
cusations. The classic anthropological text for this theory is E. E. Evans-Pritchard,
Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1937). For a discussion of the further development of Evans-Pritchard’s ideas, sce
Mary Douglas, ed., Witchcraft: Confessions and Accusations (London: Tavistock,
1970). For the sociological adaptation of this theory, see Nachman Ben-Yehuda,
Deviance and Moral Boundaries: Witcheraft, the Occult, Science, Fiction, Deviant
Sciences and Scientists (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985) and “Witch-
craft and the Occult as Boundary Maintenance Devices,” in Religion, Science, and
Magic in Concert and in Conflict, ed. Joseph Neusner, Ernest S. Frerichs, and Paul
V.M. Flesher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 229—61.

For a discussion of the ideological reasons that such literary representations may
have been promoted in the Augustan period, see Kristina Milnor, Gender, Domes-
ticity, and the Age of Augustus: Inventing Private Life (Oxford: Oxford University
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Press, 2005), 140—85 and Catharine Edwards, The Politics of Immorality in Ancient
Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 34—62.

For example, see Suet., T7b. s0.2—3 for Tiberius’s concern regarding Livia’s med-
dling: “Vexed at his mother Livia, alleging that she claimed an equal share in the
rule, he shunned frequent meetings with her and long and confidential conversa-
tions, to avoid the appearance of being guided by her advice; though in point of
fact he was wont every now and then to need and to follow it. He was greatly of-
fended too by a decree of the senate, providing that ‘son of Livia, as well as ‘son of
Augustus’ should be written in his honorary inscriptions. For this reason he would
not suffer her to be named ‘Parent of her Country; nor to receive any conspicuous
public honour. More than that, he often warned her not to meddle with affairs
of importance and unbecoming a woman . .. Suetonius, Lives 0f the Caesars,
trans. J.C. Rolfe, vol. 1, LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998),
381. On Livia, see, e.g., Anthony A. Barrett, Livia: First Lady of Imperial Rome
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002) and Elizabeth Bartman, Portraits
of Livia: Imaging the Imperial Woman in Augustan Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998).

On changing sexual mores in the Augustan period and the attempts to control
them through legislation, see Fantham et al., eds., Women in the Classical World,
294-329. For a skeptical view of the reality of such changes, see Milnor, Gender,
Domesticity, and the Age of Augustus, 140-8s and Edwards, Politics of Immorality,
34—62.

Stratton, Naming the Witch, 96—10s. I wish to thank Dr Stratton for allowing me
to read an carly draft of Chapter 3 of her manuscript.

So, too, Schons, “Horror,” 815, who argues that the representation of the witch
deliberately inverts the role of the ideal Roman matron in order to provide a
negative model for female behavior in Roman society. See also Stratton, Naming
the Witch, 99: “T suggest that while Augustus was promoting domesticity and an
idealized and politicized vision of female behavior as part of his imperial ideol-
ogy, the image of the witch emerged as the antithesis. Her uncontrolled libido,
masculine behavior, and independence signified chaos, a reversal of natural order,
and social evils such as murder and infanticide. The witch thus functions as a foil
for the symbol of imperial order, peace, and domestic harmony embodied in the
chaste women of the imperial house, who were prominent icons of Augustus’s
civic renewal” For further discussion of the figure antithetical to the witch, see
my work on the Roman goddess Ceres, whose image was promoted as a model for
the female virtues of chastity and fertility from the Middle Republic through the
Empire: Spaeth, Roman Goddess Ceres, 113—23.

Cf. Kate Cooper’s argument that “. . . many ancient accounts of female behavior
are shaped rhetorically to suit a judgment of male character ... in The Virgin and
the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1996), 13. Cooper (45-67) applies this theory to the Christian
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romances in the Apocryphal Acts. These tales, she argues, although ostensibly
about women and their sexual behavior, in fact are about men and their authority
and status: “The challenge by the apostle to the houscholder is the urgent message
of these narratives, and it is essentially about a conflict berween men. The challenge
posed here by Christianity is not really about women, or even about sexual con-
tinence, but about authority and the social order” See also Stratton, Naming the
Witch, 78: “Insinuations and accusations about women’s sexual misconduct and
luxury thus often concealed political and social contests between men and should
not be accepted as a straightforward portrayal of women’s behavior.”

This discourse is treated in detail by a number of modern scholars, including
Edwards, Politics of Immorality, 63-98; Maud W. Gleason, Making Men: Soph-
ists and Self-Presentation in Ancient Rome (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1995); Anthony Corbeill, Controlling Launghter: Political Humor in the Late
Roman Republic (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996), 128—73; Erik
Gunderson, Staging Masculinity: The Rhetoric of Performance in the Roman World
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000).

See Spacth, “Terror that Comes in the Night.” In this article, I analyze four such
tales: Ov,, Fast. 6.131-69, Petron., Sar. 63, and Apul.,, Mez. 1.5-19 and 2.21-30.
Jonathan Walters, “Invading the Roman Body: Manliness and Impenetrability in
Roman Thought,” in Judith P. Hallett and Marilyn B. Skinner, eds., Roman Sexu-
alities (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 30.

Holt Parker, “The Teratogenic Grid, in Hallett and Skinner, eds., Roman Sexualities, 48.
Parker, “Teratogenic Grid,” 8.

Parker, “Teratogenic Grid,” 48-49. For the female body, the normal openings in-
clude, of course, the vagina.

As C. M. McDonough notes, “(t)he penetration of boundaries marking the house-
hold’s outer limits is recapitulated in the penetration of the victim’s bodily mar-
gins.” See C. M. McDonough, “Carna, Proca and the Strix on the Kalends of June,”
TAPA 127 (1997): 332. McDonough cites Artemidorus (4.30) on how in dreams
a man can be symbolized by his house, Plautus on this same theme in the Mostel-
larvia (84—157), and Lucretius (3.58-8) on how the affliction of the body can be
expressed through the metaphor of architecture.

In this violation of boundaries, the witches show that they are liminal creatures,
those who straddle boundaries. Liminality is another characteristic of the demonic
in antiquity. See Johnston, “Defining the Dreadful,” 363.

Cf. Corbeill, Controlling Laughter, s—6 on Roman humorous invective:
Roman humorous abuse creates social norms by exposing the violators of those
norms. Rome’s humor of aggression caters to, in Cicero’s words, ‘the interests of
each individual and of the community as a whole’ by simultaneously creating and
enforcing the community’s ethical values. Jokes become a means of ordering social
realities ... At Rome, deviant behavior is behavior that public speakers so define in

their invective. As they label deviance through political humor, the positive values
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of society—the ‘proper’ way to look and behave—become reinforced by contrast.
In creating and maintaining the ideal society envisioned in On Moral Duties, Ci-
cero’s Rome does have access to a disciplinary mechanism: laughter” Corbeill
identifies accusations of effeminacy as one of the primary forms of Roman humor-
ous invective. See Corbeill, Controlling Laughter, 11: “The orator had access to a
specific set of external indicators that he could exploit to demonstrate his adver-
sary’s lapse from proper male behavior.” On the social and psychological function
of sexual humor, cf. also Abner Ziv, Personality and Sense of Humor (New York:
Springer Publishing Company, 1984), 65—68: “Sexual humor functions as a regula-
tor of our thoughts on the subject of sexual intercourse. By the term regulator, I
mean a force that contributes to a normative organization of the system of sexual
relations. Humor that ridicules ‘unacceptable’ forms of sexual intercourses acts as
such a normative force. Sexual humor enables us to approach subjects in the area of
sex that arouse anxiety: homosexuality, frigidity, sexual indifference, impotence,
and so on. Mention of these subjects is apparently deeply embedded with taboos,
even more so than general sexual subjects. And once again, humor allows us to
approach these subjects without anxiety—or, at least, with less anxicty. By making
the frightening elements of sexuality seem ridiculous, the intensity of the anxiety
is lessened.” For the classic work on this topic, see Sigmund Freud, Jokes and Their
Relationship to the Unconscious (New York: Moffat Ward, 1916).

For the significance of the term vir, see Gunderson, Staging Masculinity, 7: “In
Latin, a vir is an adult male. But the same word also signifies a man who is a hus-
band or a soldier. Thus, in ‘pregnant’ uses, a man in Latin is a real man, a manly
man. The term also designates a position of authority and responsibility: the adult
is enfranchised, while the child (or slave) is not; the man rules his wife in the
houschold: the soldier is the defender of the safety of the state. In short, the term
evokes more than mere gender.”

Walters, “Invading the Roman Body,” 30-31.

Direct quotations from this tale in the discussion below are taken from Apuleius,
Metamorphoses (LCL).

Met. 1.9: amatorem suum, quod in aliam temerasset, unico verbo mutavit in_feram
castorem, quod ea bestia captivitati metuens ab insequentibus se praecisione genita-
linm liberat, ut illi quogue simile [, quod Venerem habuit in aliam, ] proveniret.
Met. 1.9: eadem amatoris sui uxorem . . . iam in sarcina praegnationis obsaepto utero
et repigrato fetu perpetua praegnatione damnavit . . .

Met. 1.10: . . . cunctos in suis sibi domibus tacita numinum violentia clausit, ut toto
biduo non claustra perfringi, non fores evelli, non denique parietes ipsi quiverint
perforari.

Met. 1.11: . . . repente impulsu maiore quam ut latrones crederes ianuae reserantur,
immo vero fractis et evulsis funditus cardinibus prosternuntur.

Met. 1.13: quin igitur, . . . hunc primum bacchatim discerpimus vel membris eius des-

tinatis virilia descamus?
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Met. 1.13: et capite Socratis in alterum dimoto latus, per iugulum sinistrum capulo
tenus gladium totum ei demergit, et sanguinis eruptionem utriculo admoro excipir
diligenter . . . immissa dextera per vulnus illud ad viscera penitus cor miseri contu-
bernalis mei Meroe bona scrutata protulit . . .

Met. 1.13: . . . varicus super faciem meam residentes vesicam exonerant, quoad me
unrinae spurcissimae madore perluerent.

Amy Richlin, The Gardens of Priapus: Sexuality and Aggression in Roman Humor,
rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 251, note 8.

Met. v14: ... nudus et frigidus et lotio perlitus, quasi recens utero matris editus . . .
For the theory, dating back to the works of Empedocles, see Corbeill, Controlling
Laughter, 144-s.

Met. 1.14: commodum limen evaserant et fores ad pristinum statum integrae resur-
gunt: cardines ad foramina resident, ad postes repagula redeunt, ad claustra pessuli
recurrunt. Cf. later, when Aristomenes himself is unable to open the doors, pre-
sumably because the witches still have them in their control: Met. 1.14: . .. subdita
clavi pessulos reduco; at illae probae et fideles ianuae, quae sua sponte reseratae nocte
fuerant, vix tandem et aegervime tunc clavis suae crebra immissione patefiunt.

The name may be derived from the Greek aristos (best) + menos (strength); cf. B.
L. Hijmans Jr., “Significant Names and Their Functions in Apuleius’ Metamorpho-
ses,” in B. L. Hijmans Jr. and R. Th. Van Paards, eds., Aspects of Apuleius’ Golden
Ass (Groningen: Boumas Bockhuis, 1978), 1167, who interprets it as “good
councilor.”

Met. 1.14: proclamares saltem suppetiatum, si vesistere vir tantus mulieri nequibas.
Mer. 1.19: ipse trepidus et eximie metuens mibi per diversas et avias solitudines aufugi
... relicta patria et lare ultroneum exilium amplexus . . .

Met. 1.20: Nihil . . . haec fabula fabulosius, nihil isto mendacio absurdius. C£. also
Met. 1.2, where the companion laughs at Aristomenes after he first tells his tale,
calling it an absurd and monstrous lie: alter exserto cachinno: “Parce” inquit “in
verba ista haec tam absurda tamque immania mentiendo.”

For example, Dayna Kalleres has suggested to me that anxieties regarding the
witch’s violation of boundaries may point not only to the strict divide between
gender roles within the Empire, but also ethnic boundaries outside of (or more
recently incorporated within) it.
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“The Most Worthy of Women is a
Mistress of Magic”: Women as Witches
and Ritual Practitioners in 1 Enoch

and Rabbinic Sources

Rebecca Lesses

Introduction

NARRATIVES, LAWS, AND legal interpretations connect women with sor-
cery in three major Jewish corpora of antiquity and late antiquity: the Bible, the
Enoch literature, in particular the Book of the Watchers (7 Enoch 1-36), and rab-
binic literature.” When the first-century Jewish sage Hillel is quoted as saying,
“the more women, the more sorcery,> or the second-century rabbi Shimon bar
Yohai as saying, “the most worthy of women is a mistress of sorcery,” it might be
possible to dismiss these statements as isolated opinions. However, when ideo-
logical statements in both the Palestinian and the Babylonian Talmuds interpret
the biblical command “You shall not permit a sorceress to live,’* to mean “most
women are sorceresses, s whether Jewish or gentile, and a number of stories about
women using incantations or various rituals in a malevolent fashion against men
in general and rabbis in particular appear in both Talmuds, it is time to ask what
these statements mean.® Do they represent the normative position in the rabbinic
tradition? What relation, if any, do they have to carlier traditions in the Bible?
Is there a connection to the earlier Enoch literature, in particular the Book of
Watchers of 1 Enoch, which says that one type of forbidden knowledge that the
fallen angels passed on to their human wives was sorcery? How do women figure
into the various discourses of magic as a forbidden art in biblical, Enochic, and
rabbinic sources? What do we learn about these sources’ discourses of women
from the way that they refer to them as witches? Do these discourses bear any
relation to women’s actual use of amulets, spells, and healing practices?
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I argue in this article that these sources must not be read as presenting one
monolithic view on the relation of women to forbidden ritual practices. It is neces-
sary to read them in a nuanced fashion, especially when dealing with the question
of the relationship between the theory of forbidden magic that the texts pres-
ent and the particular practices that they ascribe to women or men. r Enoch and
some rabbinic sources create mythologies that identify women with witchcraft,
but other rabbinic sources in particular undermine this very same mythology in
their accounts of particular permitted or prohibited ritual practices to gain power.

Legal and Prophetic Discussions in the Bible

Exodus 22:17 commands, explicitly using the feminine form, “You shall not
permit a sorceress to live.”” At various historical points this commandment was
taken very seriously, as we know from witcheraft accusations in carly modern
England, France, Germany, and the Massachusetts town of Salem. Is this, how-
ever, the last word on the biblical view of witchcraft? It is instructive to examine
what the biblical laws of forbidden ritual activities include, and whether they
specify women. Deuteronomy 18: 10-11 provide a comprehensive list of forbid-
den ritual practitioners and practices as follows:

Let no one be found among you one who consigns his son or daughter
to the fire, or who is an auger (gosem gesamim), a soothsayer (meonen),
a diviner (menahbesh), a sorcerer (mekhashef), one who casts spells (hover
haver), or one who consults ghosts or familiar spirits (shoel’ 0b we-yid'oni),
or one who inquires of the dead (doresh el-ha-metim).

This passage is concerned with the ritual practitioners that the people of Israel
should not consult (because that would make them like the nations previously
resident in Canaan); rather, they should depend upon God to give them a prophet
like Moses, and he will tell them God’s will.* This section of Deuteronomy makes
an explicit opposition between these forbidden practitioners and the prophet.
None of those mentioned in this list are female, although the terms appear in the
feminine in several other places. As mentioned above, Exodus 22:17 commands,
“You shall not permit a sorceress to live.” Leviticus 20:27, however, decrees death
for both men and women who “have in them” a ghost (o) or a familiar spirit
(yid'oni)? According to the account in 1 Samuel, after expelling those who act
as mediums for ghosts and familiar spirits from the land, King Saul resorts to an
eshet baalat vb (awoman who is a ghost-medium) to bring up the prophet Samuel
from the dead and reveal Saul’s fate in the war (1 Samuel 28:3-28)."° Most of the
legal and narrative discussions refer only to males or explicitly refer to both.”
An interesting perspective on the biblical sources is provided by Yitschak Sefati
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and Jacob Klein, who argue that “in biblical times it was a common belief that
women were engaged in the practice of sorcery more than men. The same belief
is reflected in the relevant cuneiform sources from Mesopotamia.”* Perhaps the
singling out of women as witches in Exodus 22:17 can be traced back to this cunei-
form tradition, but examining the biblical tradition as a whole does not lead to the
conclusion that it is mostly women who engage in sorcery.

Several prophetic passages, however, make a connection between evil women
(or cities symbolically represented as evil women) and witcheraft or sorcery. The
prophetic passages also often connect sorcery and sexual sins, and denounce for-
cign women (Jezebel) or cities (Nineveh and Babylon) as witches. Jezebel is ac-
cused of performing “countless harlotries (zenunim) and sorceries (keshafim)” (2
Kings 9:22). Ezekiel attacks the Israclite women “who prophesy out of their own
imagination” (Ezek. 13:17), using techniques of divination they learned in exile in
Babylon.” Nahum 3:4 denounces Nineveh as a prostitute and sorceress: “Because
of the countless harlotries of the harlot, the winsome mistress of sorcery (baalat
keshafim), who ensnared nations with her harlotries, and peoples with her sor-
cery.” Verse 5 goes on to describe her punishment in language reminiscent of the
humiliation of Jerusalem in Ezekiel 16 and 23: “T am going to deal with you—de-
clares the Lord of hosts. I will lift up your skirts over your face; and display your
nakedness to the nations and your shame to kingdoms.”* In these two cases, the
harlot (Jerusalem or Nineveh) is punished through public nakedness and sham-
ing. Isaiah 47:9 and 11-13 denounce Babylon as a sorceress, an enchanter, and one
who resorts to those who predict the future by examining the skies. None of these
skills can save her.

These two things shall come upon you, suddenly, in one day: loss of chil-
dren and widowhood shall come upon you in full measure, despite your
many enchantments, and all your countless spells (havarim) . . . Evil is
coming upon you, which you will not know how to charm away; disaster
is falling upon you, which you will not be able to appease; coming upon
you suddenly is ruin of which you know nothing. Stand up, with your
spells (havarim) and your many enchantments (keshafim), with which you
labored since youth! Perhaps you'll be able to profit, perhaps you will find
strength. You are helpless, despite all your art. Let them stand up and help
you now, the scanners of heaven (hovrei shamayim), the star-gazers (hozim
bakokhavim), who announce, month by month whatever will come upon
you."

Babylon, like Nineveh and Jerusalem, is stripped naked as a mark of humiliation.
Although the sins of Babylon do not include (in this passage) sexual sins, she still
receives the same punishment:
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Get down, sit in the dust, Fair Maiden Babylon; Sit, dethroned, on the
ground, O Fair Chaldea; nevermore shall they call you the tender and
dainty one. Grasp the handmill and grind meal. Remove your veil, strip
off your train, bare your leg, wade through the rivers. Your nakedness shall
be uncovered, and your shame shall be exposed.¢

The denunciations of Jezebel, Nineveh, and Babylon as sorceresses and harlots
create a composite image that is more detailed than that found in legal and nar-
rative biblical passages. They link sexual seductiveness with sorcery and the evil
nature of foreign women (=nations) who oppress Isracl and lure them to evil
ways, building upon the already established prophetic sexual image of Israel’s
unfaithfulness to God through liaisons with foreign nations and the figure of
the “strange woman” in Proverbs.” While 1 Samuel 28 portrays the medium of
Endor in a sympathetic manner, as a woman who assists Saul when all others
have failed him, these prophetic passages link female figures to the evil of witch-
craft and divination. The prophetic image of the seductive foreign witch may
provide some of the ideological background for the connection between women
and sorcery in 1 Ezoch and in rabbinic texts.

The Book of the Watchers

The third-century BCE Book of the Watchers, comprising chapters 1-36 of 1
Enoch, is in part an elaboration on the biblical story of the “sons of God” who
descended to earth and mated with the “daughters of men.™ Chapters 1—s are an
introduction to the book, while chapters 6-16 treat the story of the fallen angels.
The figure of Enoch does not appear in the Book of the Watchers until chapter
12. He is not part of the introduction (chs. 1-5) or part of the original story of the
sinning Watchers (chs. 6-11). Chapters 17-36 describe Enoch’s tour of heaven,
guided by angels. Chapters 6-16 interpret the events described in Genesis 6:1—4:

When men began to increase on earth, and daughters were born to them,
the sons of God (bnai ha-elohim) saw how beautiful the daughters of men
were; and took wives from among those that pleased them. The Lord said,
“My breath shall not abide in man forever, since he too is flesh; let the
days allowed him be one hundred and twenty years.” It was then, and later
too, that the Nephilim appeared on carth, when the sons of God cohab-
ited with the daughters of men, who bore them offspring. They were the
heroes of old, the men of renown."”

According to 7 Enoch 6-11, the “sons of God” were angels, the “Watchers” (‘rin)
of heaven. They lusted after the “beautiful and comely” daughters of men. Their
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leader, Shemihazah, persuaded them to swear an oath together to descend to earth
and take human women as wives and beget children. Chapters 6—11 are composed
of several separate traditions of the angels’ descent that a later author has com-
bined, but it is still possible to discern what some of these separate traditions were.*
Chapters 12-16 seem to assume the existence of 6—11 in its present form, building
upon the earlier section but introducing the figure of Enoch and presenting details
about the angels that are in some cases quite different from chapters 6-11.”!

Enoch is introduced rather abruptly at the beginning of chapter 12: “And
before these things Enoch was taken up, and none of the children of men knew
where he had been taken up, or where he was or what had happened to him. But
his dealings were with the Watchers, with the holy ones, in his days.>* When
Enoch was “taken up” (Gen. 5:24), he did not die, but instead dwelled with the
angels in heaven, the “Watchers” and “holy ones.” His task was to rebuke the
fallen Watchers for their sins; he also served as their intermediary before God,
and thus he is called “the scribe of righteousness.”

7 Enoch 6-11

The tradition in chapters 611, in which Shemihazah is the leader of the sin-
ningangels, concentrates on the sin of the Watchers—their descent from heaven,
their defilement by intercourse with women, and the sins of their children, the
giants, who destroy the carth. In this tradition, “there is no hint of the view that
the women themselves are impure because of their human nature,” and human
beings do not share any guilt with the angels or the giants.” The flood comes
upon them because of the sins of others.

A second tradition describes how the Watchers led human beings to sin by
teaching them the secrets of heaven.** In this tradition, human beings are not the
purely innocent victims of the angels. They make use of the skills that the angels
teach them—the angels’ sins cause humans to sin.* This tradition occurs in two
forms; in the first one, the angels, led by Shemihazah, teach women magical arts
and heavenly secrets.*® According to the Shemihazah version:”

These (leaders) and all the rest took for themselves wives from all whom
they chose; and they began to cohabit with them and to defile themselves
with them, and they taught them sorcery and spells and showed them the
cutting of roots and herbs.**

The text goes on to give more details about which angels taught what skills:

Shemihazah taught spell-binding and the cutting of roots; Hermoni
taught the releasing of spells, magic, sorcery, and sophistry. Baraqel taught
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the auguries of the lightning; Kokabiel taught the auguries of the stars;
Zikiel taught the auguries of fire-balls; Artegif taught the auguries of
carth; Simsel taught the auguries of the sun; Sahrel taught the auguries
of the moon. And they all began to reveal secrets (r4zin) to their wives.

If we look back to the sins that Isaiah ascribed to Babylon, figured as a woman,
several of them also occur here: casting spells (havarim), sorcery (keshafim),
studying the skies (hovrei shamayim), gazing at the stars (hozim bakokhavim),
and predicting by the moon.*® According to Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Nahum,
Isaiah, and Ezckiel, the mantic and magical arts that they denounce belong to
the practices of foreign nations—the nations of Canaan, Babylonia, and Assyria,
the latter two identified as female personifications of the cities of Babylon and
Nineveh. Given the Babylonian antecedents of the figure of Enoch, and the con-
nections that James VanderKam has demonstrated between Jewish apocalyptic
and Babylonian divination, it is interesting to note that it is just those arts that
the Babylonian wise men, astrologers, and diviners practiced that the angels
teach their human wives.>

In the second version of the teaching tradition, another rebel angel, Asacl,
teaches metallurgy, weapons, and cosmetics to human beings—the arts of civi-
lization that lead people into sin. Dimant argues that these arts are reminiscent
of the skills that the descendants of Cain learned, especially Tubal-cain, “who
formed all implements of copper and iron.”**

Asael taught men to make swords of iron and breast-plates of bronze and
every weapon for war; and he showed them the metals of the carth, how
to work gold, to fashion [adornments] and about silver, to make bracelets
for women; and he instructed them about antinomy, and eye-shadow, and
all manner of precious stones and about dyes and varieties of adornments;
and the children of men fashioned for themselves and for their daughters
and transgressed. And there arose much impiety on the earth and they
committed fornication and went astray and corrupted their ways. »

The Greek translation of Syncellus, which presents a slightly different version of
this passage, implies that the women who learned the arts of beautification from
Asael then turned around and seduced the other angels: “And the sons of men
made for themselves and for their daughters, and they transgressed and they led
astray the holy ones.”* In this case, when the women learned to adorn themselves
with jewelry, precious stones, colored clothing, and makeup, they tempted the
angels to sin with them. They are not innocent, as in the Shemihazah version,
but share guilt with the angels for the downfall of humanity* The prophetic

image of the foreign seductive woman who engages in witchcraft may have been
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a factor in the creation of this version. The idea that women were not innocent
victims, but instead purposely lured the angels by their beauty is found in several
sources dependent upon 7 Enoch and in rabbinic sources that incorporate earlier
traditions.

The Testament of Reuben, a pre-rabbinic text that is part of the Testaments
of the Twelve Patriarchs® explicitly refers to women lusting for the angels during
sexual intercourse with their husbands:

For it was thus that they charmed the Watchers, who were before the
Flood. As they continued looking at the women, they were filled with
desire for them and perpetrated the act in their minds. Then they were
transformed into human males, and while the women were cohabiting
with their husbands they appeared to them. Since the women’s minds
were filled with lust for these apparitions, they gave birth to giants.””

When chapters 9 and 10 of 7 Eroch describe the punishment of the angels, the
theme of secrets unjustly revealed, including the secrets of sorcery, is prominent
among the reasons for their punishment. The four archangels, guardians of hu-
manity, condemn Asael as a teacher of “the eternal mysteries prepared in heaven
[who] made them known to men,” presumably the arts of war and beauty that he
taught to men and women, and Shemihazah as a teacher of “spell-binding,” which
probably includes the sorcery and divination mentioned earlier.’® To counter the
destruction that the revelation of these secrets caused, the angel Raphacel (whose
name means “God heals”) is told to:

Heal the earth which the watchers have ruined, and announce the healing
of the earth, that I shall heal its wounds and that the children of men shall
not altogether perish on account of the mysteries which the watchers have
disclosed and taught the children of men. The whole carth has been dev-
astated by the works of the teaching of Asacl; record against him all sins.*

In the version of the story in Jubilees, Noah himself was given the remedies for
the “illnesses” and “seductions” brought by the evil spirits who came out of the
bodies of the giants.*> These remedies consisted of “herbs of the earth,” presum-
ably beneficial in contrast to the maleficent “roots of plants” and “herbs” about
which the Watchers told their wives in 1 Enoch.

17 Enoch 12-16

Chapters 12—16 of 1 Enoch transform the combined traditions of chapters 6-11
in several ways.*" One of the most interesting differences between them is that
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the miscegenation between angels and women is now described in terms of a di-
chotomy between spiritual and fleshly. The text sharply distinguishes between
spiritual angels, eternally dwelling in heaven, and human women (and men),
who are mortal, fleshly, and dwell on earth. The angels, who are clearly male in
1 Enoch, belong in heaven, but they have sought human women, who symbol-
ize the passing, perishing nature of earth and flesh. In addition, the angels, as
immortal beings, do not need to procreate, unlike men (therefore, there are no
female angels).**1 Enoch 15 explicitly opposes the angels, as they used to dwell in
“high heaven, the eternal sanctuary,” “spirits, living forever,” and their present
condition, after they have defiled themselves with women on the earth and have
begotten flesh and blood children, “who die and perish.* They have defiled
themselves through sexual intercourse with women, and what is more, with
the blood of women’s menstruation.** The angels are spiritual and immortal
beings who have now entered the fleshly realm. Philo makes a similar point in
his remarks on this verse: “But the substance (ousia) of angels is spiritual (preu-
matike); however, it often happens that they imitate the forms of men and for
immediate purposes, as in respect of knowing women for the sake of begetting
[giants].”s

Women may be the dupes of the angels, and thus not responsible for the evil
of their giant children, but they are responsible for propagating the teachings
the angels gave them and causing further evil on earth. Enoch denounces the
fallen angels with these words: “You were in heaven, and there was no secret
that was not revealed to you; and unspeakable secrets you know, and these you
made known to women in your hardness of heart; and by these secrets females
and mankind multiplied evils upon the earth#¢ It is significant that women
are named before men in this sentence—the primary emphasis is on what ey
learned and how they multiplied evils on earth. The text in 7 Enoch 16 does not
spell out what the “unspeakable” or “rejected” mysteries are, but since chapters
12-16 were written with chapters 6—11 in mind, it is probable that the “rejected
mysteries” that the angels taught women were the aforementioned cosmetics,
sorcery, incantations, the loosing of spells and cutting of roots, as well as the
signs of the stars, lightning flashes, the earth, the sun, and the moon.#” They
are the opposite of the secrets of heaven that Enoch learns from God and the
angels.

Chapters 6-16 of the Book of Watchers thus create an antinomy between
the righteous knowledge that Enoch gains by ascent to heaven and the pol-
luting knowledge that women and men gain from the descent of the Watch-
ers to earth.*® Enoch is the special one who can ascend to God’s throne, speak
with God, tour the heavens, and learn divine mysteries.*® The women whom
the angels take as wives, on the other hand, learn sorcery and other “rejected
mysteries.”
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The Fallen Angels in Rabbinic Texts

Does the rabbinic tradition know the story of the fallen angels, their seduction
of women, and their destructive teachings? Did the Enochic tradition that asso-
ciates women with witchcraft have any impact upon rabbinic exegesis of Genesis
6:1—4, and upon the strand in rabbinic tradition that identifies witchcraft with
women? There is evidence, both explicit and implicit, that the Enochic traditions
were known in some rabbinic circles, but were rejected or drastically rewritten
from the second century CE on’° It was only after the close of the Babylonian
Talmud and into the Geonic era that Enoch traditions were taken up by some
authors and incorporated into midrashic retellings of the Bible, late Targumim,
and mystical texts, in particular Sefer Hekhalor (also known as 3 Enoch).s!

The fifth-century CE rabbinic commentary on Genesis, Genesis Rabbahs* and
the early Aramaic translation (second- to third-century CE Palestine),®* Targum
Ongelos, do not interpret the “sons of God” as angels. Instead, in Genesis Rabbah,
R. Shimon b. Yohai (second century) understands them to be the b%ai dayyana
(sons of the judges)**; while Targum Ongelos refers to them as the bnai ravra-
vaya (sons of the chiefs). In fact, R. Shimon b. Yohai “cursed everyone who called
them the sons of God,” which seems to indicate that he knew of the angelic in-
terpretation and deliberately rejected it® Annette Reed argues that R. Shimon’s
condemnation was directed at specific enemies: Christians and other minim who
still valued the books of Enoch and the angelic interpretation of Gen. 6:2.5¢ It is
possible, nonetheless, to find traces of the Enochic interpretations even in these
rabbinic traditions.’” In Genesis Rabbah, after R. Shimon b. Yohai’s curse, the
text asks,

Why did it call them the “sons of God”? R. Hanina and Resh Lakish: be-
cause their days were lengthened with no trouble and no suffering. R. Huna
said in the name of R. Yose: in order to know the seasons and the calcula-
tions [of the heavenly bodies]. The rabbis said: in order that their [ punish-
ment] and that of future generations would be placed upon them. 5

These three interpretations give reasons for use of the term “sons of God” that
echo the attributes of the fallen angels in the Book of the Watchers.*® The inter-
pretation of R. Yose says that they lived for a long time in order to calculate the
scasons and the paths of the heavenly bodies. The Astronomical Book, also part
of 1 Enoch (1 Enoch 72—80, 82), says that this knowledge was given to Enoch, and
it may also have been part of the knowledge the fallen angels gave to humanity
(7 Enoch 8:3).

In Genesis Rabbah, the “sons of the judges” or the “sons of the chiefs” commit
acts that in 7 Enoch are attributed to the Watchers or to their giant children,
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including their sexual transgressions.® One sage, Yudan, interprets the verse,
“That they were fair” as: “When they were beautifying her for her husband, a
great one (gadol) would enter and would have intercourse with her first”—so that
the “great ones” were guilty of adultery. Individual clauses in Genesis 6:2 are
interpreted to refer to specific categories of forbidden unions: “For they were
fair’—these are the virgins; ‘and they took for themselves women'—these are the
married; from all that they chose’—these are males and animals.”®* This interpre-
tation agrees with the Shemihazah strain of 1 Enoch that the women themselves
were innocent, and that the great men were responsible for the illicit miscegena-
tion. The generation of the flood was suspected of greater sexual transgressions
even than those mentioned above: “R. Huna in the name of R. Joseph said that
the generation of the flood was not destroyed until they wrote marriages for
males and for animals.”® Homosexuality and bestiality are not mentioned in 1
Enoch, but the text does mention one other way in which the angels transgressed
the proper boundaries: they had intercourse with women during their menstrual
periods.®+

An adaptation of the view that the women themselves deliberately allured the
angels also appears in Genesis Rabbah: “R. Berakiah said, a woman would go out
to the market and see a youth, and conceive a passion for him; she would go and
have sex with him and would raise up another youth like him.”® A later Aramaic
translation, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan, contains a very similar interpretation:“¢

When the children of men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and
beautiful daughters were born to them, the sons of the great ones (b%ai
ravravaya) saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, that they painted
their eyes (kehalan),” and put on rouge (pegasan),” and walked about
with naked flesh. They conceived lustful thoughts, and they took wives to
themselves from among all who pleased them.

Sages quoted in Genesis Rabbah attribute many of the sins ascribed to the
giants in 1 Enoch to the Nephilim, whom they equate with the primeval inhabit-
ants of Canaan, the “Nephilim, Eimim, Rephaim, Giborim, Zamzumim, Anagim,
and Avim.”® They were given these titles for the following reasons:

“Eimim” because the fear (eimah) of them fell on all; “Repha’im” because
all who see them are melted (7i7pah) like wax; “Giborim” (mighty ones)—
R. Aba in the name of R. Johanan, the marrow of the thigh-bone one of
them was 18 cubits; “Zamzumim”—R . Yose in the name of R. Hanina
said they were great ones (megistoi) of war; “Anaqim,” the rabbis said
because they would heap necklaces (‘anagim) on necklaces; R. Aha said
because they seized (‘ongim) the globe of the sun and demanded “bring
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rain down for us”; . . . “Nephilim” because they caused the world to fall
(hipilu), they fell (naphlu) from the world, and they filled the world with

abortions (nephalim) from their whoring. 7°

They terrified human beings, were giant warriors, destroyed the world, and filled
it with licentiousness. As the editor of the critical edition of Genesis Rabbah
remarks, the interpretation that understood ‘anaqim to mean that they heaped
necklaces (‘anagim) upon necklaces may refer to the tradition that Asael taught
men to make jewelry and precious stones as ornaments for women.”

The tradition that the angels taught (or used) the mantic and magical arts may
not be present in Genesis Rabbah, but traces of this tradition occur in later mysti-
cal and midrashic texts. For example Sefer Hekbalot (3 Enoch), a sixth-century CE
text that belongs to the Hekhalot literature, the family of Jewish mystical texts
that treat the divine chariot (merkavah) and the journey to the heavenly palaces
(hekbalot), contains the motif that the leaders of the fallen angels, Uzzah, Azzah,
and Azael, taught the generation of Enosh magic (keshafim). Following a wide-
spread rabbinic tradition that accounted the beginning of idolatry to the time
of Enosh, 3 Enoch 5:7-9 says that the men of Enosh’s generation “roamed the
world from end to end, and each of them amassed silver, gold, precious stones,
and pearls in mountainous heaps and piles. In the four quarters of the world they
fashioned them into idols, and in each quarter they set up idols about 1,000 para-
sangs in height” They then decided they wanted to bring down the sun, moon,
and stars to worship these idols. “How was it that they had the strength to bring
them down? It was only because Uzzah, Azzah, and Azael taught them sorceries
(keshafim) that they brought them down and employed them, for otherwise they
would not have been able to bring them down.””

Reed argues that this section of 3 Enoch “represents a later addition to the
Enoch-Metatron material in 3 Enoch (3-16 [§§4-20]) and reflects direct literary
dependence on the extracts of the Book of Watchers preserved in the Christian
chronographical tradition.””* She believes that it is “best explained with refer-
ences to the distinctive traditions in 1 En. 611”7 What is interesting, if Reed’s
argument is accepted, is that 3 Enoch s did not mention the angels” descent to
mate with women or their teaching sorcery to their wives, despite the fact that
both elements are part of the Syncellus translation (belonging to the Christian
chronographical tradition)”® Sefer Hekhalot thus continues the process of rein-
terpretation begun in the later booklets of 1 Enoch, which do not cite women
specifically as recipients of angelic knowledge.

Midyash Tanhuma, a Palestinian collection of homilies that has been dated
from the fourth to the cighth or ninth century ck,” also includes the tradition
that the fallen angels or their giant sons themselves engaged in magic. Comment-
ing on the verse, “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days . . . these were
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the mighty men (giborim) that were of old, the men of renown (anshe shem),
it says, “This teaches that they would see the sun and the moon and engage in
magic (keshafim). About them it says, “They are rebels against the light”® They
are the mighty men, who are strong, rebel, and perform magic (m2ekbashefim).””
These two passages associate the fallen angels with magic, but make no mention
of women.

Unlike 1 Enoch, the tradents quoted in Genesis Rabbah do not understand
the “sons of God” to be angels, but rather to be powerful men, rulers or judges.
Nonetheless, they do have some of the qualities that the angels possess in 1
Enoch: they are long-lived, they have knowledge of the seasons and the stars, and
they commit sexual transgressions like the angels: fornication, adultery, bestial-
ity, and homosexuality. The Nephilim, like the giants in 1 Enoch, strike fear into
the hearts of human beings: they are great warriors, and they destroy the world.
The view that the women themselves acted in a sexually aggressive manner also
appears in Genesis Rabbah, in this case toward “youths” in the market. The motif
of the women’s seduction of the “great men” or the angels is consistent through-
out the interpretation of Gen. 6:1-4, both in rabbinic (Genesis Rabbah, Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan, Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer) and non-rabbinic sources (Book of
Watchers, Testament of Reuben). The idea that the angels were somehow in-
volved in teaching or using mantic and magical arts is found, however, only in 1
Enoch, 3 Enoch, and Tanhuma.® It scems unlikely, therefore, that this idea led to
the rabbinic ideology that viewed most women as witches. It is more likely, given
the connections between 1 and 3 Enoch, that such a negative evaluation of the
angels’ involvement in magic and sexuality is important in establishing the oppo-
sition between the evil angels and the pure Enoch, who is carried up to heaven
and is a paradigmatic model for heavenly ascent in 3 Enoch and other works of
the Hekhalot literature. It is important, nonetheless, to try to understand why the
prophetic literature, 1 Enoch, and one tendency in rabbinic thinking so strongly
emphasize women’s connection with witchcraft.

“Most Women Are Witches”

I now turn to consider how rabbinic literature represents women as sorceresses
or as engaging in other forbidden practices in legal and narrative (halakhic and
aggadic) contexts, moving beyond the question of whether the Book of the
Watchers’ ascription of sorcery to the wives of the fallen angels is also attested
in rabbinic interpretation of Genesis 6:1—4. I examine passages in rabbinic liter-
ature that explicitly target women as witches and view women as more likely to
engage in witchcraft than men (mostly centering on exegesis of Exodus 22:17, but
including many aggadic passages as well). A primary example of this targeting
is the only witch-hunt recounted in rabbinic literature—the story of the cighty
women who were crucified as witches by Shimon ben Shetah
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The next section of this paper begins by citing examples from the “Chapters
of the Amorites” (#. Shab. chs. 6-7) which demonstrate a distinctly gendered un-
derstanding of forbidden practices, without at the same time associating women
in particular with sorcery or divination. It then turns to stories from the Baby-
lonian Talmud about a woman referred to by the fourth century sage Abaye as
“Em” (mother). These stories provide an additional contrast to the rabbinic ste-
reotype of women as witches by portraying a woman whose ritual and medical
expertise is relied upon by the rabbis, rather than excoriated as “witchcraft.” The
comparison is intended to highlight the ideological motivation of passages that
target women as witches and demonstrate that they should not be taken as state-
ments of fact, but as participating in a rabbinic discourse that identifies women
specifically as the central practitioners of illicit rituals, which the rabbis name as
sorcery or witchcraft (kishuf).

The legal discussions on the nature of sorcery and divination in rabbinic
literature generally depend on the list of forbidden activities of Deuteronomy 18,
and therefore do not relate specifically to the question of women’s involvement in
witchcraft, since Deut 18:10 refers to the sorcerer (mekbashef) and not to the sor-
ceress (mekhashefah). M. Sanh 7:4, 7, and 11 deal with those who consult a ghost
or a familiar spirit (baal 0b ve-yidoni) and the sorcerer (mekhashef), who are liable
to death by stoning. About the sorcerer it says, “the one who does the act (ha-oseh
maaseh) is liable, but not one who creates illusions (ha-vhez et haeynayim).*
Sifre Deuteronomy (a late third-century CE legal commentary on Deuteronomy)®
defines each of the terms found in the biblical passage; for example, the one who
inquires of a ghost is referred to as “a necromancer (pizom) who (makes the dead)
speak out of his armpit.”®* The one who inquires of the dead raises them by divin-
ing (zekuru) or by consulting the skull of the dead person.®s While the Mishnah
deals with only a few of the categories found in Deuteronomy 18, the Palestinian
and especially the Babylonian Talmuds import more of these categories and give
varying definitions for them.*® The one who casts spells (hover haver) is defined,
as are the soothsayer (meonen) and the diviner (menabesh).*” There is an extended
discussion of the nature of the baal 0b ve-yidoni, with several opinions given in
addition to those of the Mishnah and Sifre Deuteronomy.*® The question is raised
whether the one who inquires of a ghost (*0b) is the same as he who “consults
the dead” (doresh el ha-metim), and the answer is given: “This means one who
starves himself and spends the night in a cemetery, so that an unclean spirit may
rest upon him.”®

The question of women’s involvement in sorcery only arises when the Pales-
tinian and Babylonian Talmuds bring up the mekhashefah (sorceress) of Exodus
22:17 in relation to the mekhashef (sorcerer) of Deuteronomy 18:10.2° Both begin
with a tannaitic comment cited in the Mckhilta (an early legal commentary on
Exodus from the second half of the third century Ce)*: “You shall not permit a
sorceress to live] whether it be a man or a woman.”** They both then ask, why does
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the biblical text nonetheless specify “a sorceress” in the feminine? The Palestinian
Talmud says: “Rather, the Torah is teaching you the ordinary way of the world,
because most women are sorceresses.” The Babylonian Talmud frames the ear-
lier tradition and its objection as a baraita, an early tradition excluded from the
Mishnah, by saying: “Our rabbis taught: The law refers to both man and woman.
If that is so, then why does Scripture say ‘a sorceress’? Because most women are
involved in sorcery.”* Given that previous discussions in the Mishnah, Sifre, and
the two Talmuds depend ultimately upon Deuteronomy 18, which does not men-
tion the sorceress, and that the Mekhilta’s discussion of Exodus 22:17 insists that
while the text says “sorceress,” the same punishment is incumbent upon both men
and women, it is rather surprising suddenly to come upon the claim that 7zosz
women are witches, but it is not unprecedented.

The insistence in both Talmuds that most women are tarred with the brush
of sorcery, which is after all punishable by death, is consistent with other rab-
binic statements that accuse women of illegitimate ritual acts.”> Statements that
associate women with witchcraft begin with the Mishnah, and continue up
through later Babylonian authorities quoted in the Babylonian Talmud. There
are no significant differences between early Palestinian sources and late Baby-
lonian sources. Hillel, the earliest tradent in the sources, who is quoted at the
beginning of this article, asserts that “the more women, the more sorcery.””* Two
baraitot quote R. Shimon b. Yohai (second-century Palestinian) on the ubiquity
of magic among women.”” One of these passages teaches that “edibles may not
be passed by”—in other words, that food left on the road must be picked up—
and then goes on to say: “Rabbi Yohanan said, in the name of Rabbi Shimon
ben Yohai, this was not taught except about the earlier generations, when the
daughters of Israel did not indulge freely in witchcraft, but in the latter genera-
tions, now that the daughters of Isracl indulge freely in witchcraft, we should
pass [edibles] by” because they might have used the food for sorcery®® R.
Yosi, another Palestinian tradent, asserts in the following baraita: “Our rabbis
taught: if one was walking outside a city and he smelled an odor [of spices]; if
the majority are idol-worshippers, one does not say a blessing; if the majority
are Jews, one says a blessing. Rabbi Yosi says, even if the majority are Jews one
does not say a blessing, because the daughters of Israel burn incense for pur-
poses of magic.””” Babylonian amoraic statements refer to specific magical acts
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that women perform™° and provide a curse that one can use against witches.
Tannaitic traditions, therefore, firmly established the idea of women’s ubiquity
in magical enterprises, and Babylonian amoraim accepted this idea and further
developed it

Despite the many condemnations of women as witches, there is only one rab-
binic account of the execution of women for sorcery: the story in the Palestin-

ian Talmud about eighty witches who were crucified by Shimon ben Shetah in
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Ashkelon in the first century BCE. Scholars differ on whether the story reflects
an actual historical event or not.*** Tal Ilan applies a “feminist hermeneutic of
suspicion” to this question.'s She writes:

Is it historically plausible that such an event ever took place? Here the
Yerushalmi can serve as our guide. When its editors had to confront the
bizarre mishnaic text recounting the mass execution of women in Ash-
kelon, they labeled the women “witches.” This suggests that according to
the talmudic editors a mass execution of women is legitimate only when
the culprits are witches. They understand Shimeon ben Shetah’s action as
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a witch-hunt. I think we can safely follow their example.

Ilan believes that there is some historical reality to the tale, argues for the ve-
racity of the events occurring in Ashkelon, and suggests one possible historical
reconstruction:

Perhaps Jewish women, who were accused of witchcraft (or some other
similar crime) and understood that they were doomed, escaped to the
independent city of Ashkelon, secking legal and political asylum. From
the days of Alexander Yannai we hear of political opponents who escaped
his wrath by fleeing beyond the borders of the country . .. However, the
Ashkelon authorities, deeming their independence vital, did not want to
appear to collaborate with the enemies of Queen Shelamzion Alexandra’s
government . .. Thus Shimeon ben Shatah was able to reach those women
and execute them in independent Ashkelon with the collaboration of the
city’s civil authorities. *7

Whether or not this is the correct historical explanation for the story is not my
focus here. Instead, I use the “hermencutic of suspicion” mentioned by Ilan to
read the story against itself. The story presents Shimon ben Shetah as the Nasi
(prince or ruler), slaying the dangerous witches of his day in the city of Ash-
kelon. My reading will point to ways in which the text both constructs a portrait
of Shimon himself as using his knowledge of sorcery to fight against his female
rivals and as using trickery to fool them into thinking he has engaged in sorcery.
In so doing, my goal is to demonstrate that despite the rabbinic opposition to
sorcery practiced by women, they had no objection to employing their know-
ledge of it in what they considered a good cause.

The story is told twice in the Yerushalmi, each time in a different context. In
Sanhedrin, which was probably the original setting of the story, the story is told
to explain the mishnaic statement about Shimon ben Shetah’s hanging eighty
women, which occurs in the context of laws about hanging an executed criminal:
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All of those who are executed by stoning are hanged—the words of R.
Eliezer. The sages say, only the blasphemer and the idolater are hanged. A
man is hanged with his face towards the people and a woman is hanged
with her face towards the stake, the words of R. Eliezer. The sages say, the
man is hanged, but the woman is not hanged. R. Eliezer said to them, “But
didn’t Shimon ben Shetah hangeighty women in Ashkelon?” They said to
him, “He hanged eighty women? But we do not judge two people in the
same day.”**

The mishnaic text says nothing about witchcraft—we do not know why the
women were executed and then hanged. It is only the Palestinian Talmud that
gives an answer to why they were killed. The context in Hagigah is quite differ-
ent, and has to do with disputes between pairs of early Pharisaic leaders on a hal-
akhic question, with the first one in the pair being identified as the Nasi, and the
second one as the head of the court. Shimon ben Shetah is mentioned because of
a question of whether or not he was the Nasi, and the entire story is recounted to
support the claim that he was the Nasi.**

In both Sanhedrin and Hagigah the story about Shimon ben Shetah and the
witches is introduced after a fantastical tale about two pious men in Ashkelon,
one of whom dies and then appears to his friend in a dream. The dead man is de-
scribed as taking a stroll in Gehinnom and seeing the punishments of the sinners
there, one of whom mentions Shimon. That is the point at which the story about
the eighty witches in a cave in Ashkelon begins.™

Immediately Shimon ben Shetah stood up, and it was a rainy day. He
took eighty young men, and he put in their hands eighty clean gar-
ments. He put them in eighty new pots with lids on their tops.™ He
said to them, “When I whistle the first time, put on your clothes. When
I whistle again, come in. When you enter, each of you should embrace
one of them and hold her off the earth, because the performance of this
kind of sorcery (harsha), while she is held above the earth cannot work
atall”

He went and stood at the entrance of the cave. He said to them, “Oyim
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Oyim, open for me, I am from among you.
They said to him, “How did you come to us on this day?”
He said to them, “I walked between the raindrops.”

They said to him, “What have you come here to do?”
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He said, “To learn and to teach. Each one should come and do what he is

skilled in.”

This passage tells a great deal about the literary portrait of Shimon ben Shetah
himself. His instructions to the young men, which include the phrase, “because
the performance of this kind of sorcery (harsha), while she is held above the
carth, cannot work at all,” reveal that he has knowledge of different kinds of sor-
cery. He is not just a Pharisaic leader from the time of the Hasmonacans, learned
in the Torah—he himself knows about sorcery and how it works and uses this
knowledge against the women whom he accuses of sorcery.” This knowledge is
not unique to Shimon ben Shetah: it was attributed to later rabbinic figures as
well in both the Yerushalmi and the Bavli."+ For example, in the Yerushalmi,
Rabbi Joshua foils the spell of a min by use of his own spell: “As this min was
going out, R. Joshua said what he said (aar mah d-mar) and the door seized
him [the m2in].”s

When Shimon ben Shetah greets the woman, his first statement is that he is
one of them. While this statement is deceitful (he says this to hide his murderous
intentions from them), we discover in the story that he indeed is like them in his
knowledge of sorcery. His claim that he “walked between the raindrops” dem-
onstrates special knowledge that might also be part of sorcery (or at least special
knowledge about rain; compare the figure of Honi the Circle Drawer, who was
able to bring rain)."® In his dialogue with the women, in addition to his deceitful-
ness, we also see his claim to magical knowledge at work. He knows something
and claims that he is prepared to teach it, in exchange for learning something
from the women. He presents himself as an equal in magical knowledge."” The
story continues:

One of them said what she said (am7a mah d-hi amra) and she brought
bread (pita). And one said what she said and brought meat (qupad). And
one said what she said and brought cooked dishes. And one said what she
said and brought wine.

The circumlocution “she said what she said” indicates that she recited an incan-
tation.”® Each woman’s incantation produced one of the constituents of a good
meal: bread, meat, a cooked dish, and wine. Notice that their magic is for the
sake of a stereotypically female action—producing food upon the arrival of a
guest. For a similar action, see what the medium of Endor does for King Saul
after he has been rebuffed by the spirit of Samuel, whom she had brought up from
Sheol (1 Sam. 28). She sees how weak Saul is and offers him food, and despite his
refusal, she feeds him.” From what we can see in the story, the women engage
in no dangerous or malevolent actions—all their magic is toward domestic ends.
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When we first hear about the women in this sugya, however, they are ac-
cused of destroying the world. The women are first mentioned in the Palestinian
Talmud in the context of a vow that Shimon ben Shetah had uttered before he
became Nasi, but did not fulfill when he actually became the Nasi: “What was
the sin of Shimon ben Shetah? Because he vowed that when he became Nasi, he
would kill all of the witches (harshayya), and when he became Nasi, he did not
kill them. And there are eighty women in the cave of Ashkelon who are destroy-
ing the world.”>* We do not know how they destroy the world. In this story, how-
ever, the women present Shimon ben Shetah with food, and in return, they are
destroyed in a particularly cruel manner—Dby crucifixion.

Shimon ben Shetah sets the women up for their destruction by tempting
them with the eighty young men he has brought with him.

They said to him, “What can you do?”

He said to them, “I can whistle two times and bring you eighty young men
to be with you and you can enjoy each other.”

They said to him, “We would like that.”

The fact that the women are taken in by this offer is a sign of their evil, lustful
ways—and as we have already seen in prophetic sources and the Enoch literature,
women, sorcery, and illicit sexual desire are linked together. The story ends with
Shimon ben Shetah’s scheme to deprive the women of their power, which allows
him to destroy them.™

When he whistled they [the eighty young men] put on their clean clothes,
when he whistled again they came in together. He signaled to them, “Each
one of you should take one of them and pick her up from the earth, and
what she does will not succeed.”

He said to the one who had brought bread, “Bring bread,” and she did not
bring it. He said, “Take her to be crucified.” [ To the one who had brought
a cooked dish, he said,] “Bring a cooked dish,” and she did not bring. He
said, “Take her to be crucified” [To the one who had brought wine, he
said,] “Bring wine,” and she did not bring. And he said, “Take her to be
crucified.” Thus he did to all of them.™*

Shimon ben Shetah begins with an action that appears to the women to be
sorcery (whistling the young men into the cave) but that is not—he is deceiv-
ing them, not summoning the young men through sorcery. Furthermore,
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the action that Shimon ben Shetah tells his young men to do is not in itself
sorcery—picking someone up is a physical action which does not require any-
thing other than strength. It is, however, based upon his knowledge of how sor-
cery works, and it is efficacious. It is also a sexually charged act—the story may
portray the women as lusting for the men, but it is the men who actually engage
in the overtly sexual act of embracing the women, presumably (the women might
think) the first step toward sexual intimacy. Because they are lifted off the carth,
the women are unable to reproduce their feat of bringing a whole meal into exis-
tence through incantations.” Deprived of their power, they are then taken to be
executed. Shimon ben Shetah’s knowledge of sorcery does not lead to his death,
of course—instead, he uses it against them, as is his right as Nasi.

This story raises the question of whether more women might have been ex-
ecuted for practicing witchceraft than we know of—if both the Palestinian and
Babylonian Talmuds thought that most women were witches, then why were
there not more executions, or at least attempts to do so? Why do we not read
stories about witchcraft trials? One answer may be that the incident in Ashkelon
was so singular that it could not serve as a precedent for future killings of women
as witches. Beth Berkowitz suggests that the mishnaic account of Shimon ben
Shetah’s action (which, remember, does not refer to the women as witches) serves
to discredit sages who are overly enthusiastic in exercising their right to execute
transgressors. “Shimon ben Shetah’s hanging cannot be used as a legal precedent,
since he hanged eighty women at once, while the law limits executions to one a
day.””** Both the Sifre Denteronomy and the discussion in the Yerushalmi after the
story suggest that this was an extraordinary circumstance, and only in such a case,
“when the times demanded it;” could such an action be taken.” Another possibil-
ity has to do with the Talmudic characterization of 7205t women as witches. This
implies that “most women” included the rabbis’ sisters, mothers, daughters, and
wives (and in some of the stories about witches they are members of rabbis’ fami-
lies). Given that the rabbis did not want to destroy their own families, much less
the Jewish people, this characterization must be understood as something other
than incitement to mass accusations of women. It is telling us something about
the rabbinic attitude to women, or the rabbinic understanding of women—that
women, including a man’s closest relatives, are strange to men and possess powers
that they do not know about, powers which may endanger them.

Are Most Women Really Witches?

Given this rabbinic ideology that connects women to witcheraft, it is appropri-
ate to investigate whether rabbinic passages that specify particular cases of ap-
proved or forbidden actions single out women as practitioners of incantations,
divination, and sorcery. The “Chapters of the Amorites” and traditions about
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Abaye’s mother/foster-mother/colleague, Em, refer to women’s ritual expertise
but do not accuse them of forbidden sorcery. The “Chapters of the Amorites”
list a number of actions and rule on whether they are permitted or forbidden by
excluding or including them in the category of the “ways of the Amorites.”¢ The
“ways of the Amorites” are, as Giuseppe Veltri has said, “a conglomeration of dif-
ferent magical genres, superstitions, and medical-magical recipes which can be
compared with Greco-Roman magical literature.”” They are associated with the
“laws of the gentiles” (Lev. 18:3) that Jews should not follow and are also associ-
ated with forbidden forms of divination (Deut. 18:10).”** Both the Palestinian
and Babylonian Talmudic discussions on the “ways of the Amorites” distinguish
forbidden foreign customs from those practices that are permitted for the pur-
pose of healing. In the Palestinian Talmud, it says, “R. Shmuel and R. Abbahu in
the name of R. Yohanan: everything which heals is not of the ways of the Amori-
tes,”* while in the Babylonian Talmud, Abbaye and Raba maintain, “Whatever
is used as a remedy is not [forbidden] on account of the ways of the Amorite.™*
As Veltri says, “The contextualization of the customs of the Amorite indicate
two characteristics of the category: it is synonymous with ‘foreign customs’; at
the same time, it is an anti-category calling attention to what deserves to be con-
sidered ‘healing’ versus ‘quackery’ or even dangerous cures.”* Furthermore, he
notes, “The Amorite is a pseudo-physician, and the context of the darkhe ha-
emori [ways of the Amorites] as opposed to refua, the principle of healing, is the
clearest evidence. Amorite practices are contrasted to true healing.™* However,
as soon as something can be defined as healing, it leaves the category of Amorite
practices.” What is interesting, however, is that Amorite practices are 7ot par-
ticularly associated with women, nor are Amorite practices that women follow
called witchcraft (keshafim).

The references to women in the “chapters of the Amorites” are not very ex-
tensive. The actions that women are forbidden to do, or that should not be done
for them, are gendered—that is, they relate to their roles as mothers or houschold
managers. When the text gives examples of actions that a person of either gender
could perform (e.g., if a picce of bread falls from one’s hand and one says, “give
it back to me so that my blessing may not be lost”),* the examples are always
gendered masculine. Women appear in passages about birth, healing a sick child,
cooking and baking, and taking care of domestic fowl.”* If a woman “leads her
son between the dead,” she is guilty of following the ways of the Amorites.”® If
various things are done to help her during childbirth, some are the “ways of the
Amorites” and some are not:

He who stops up the window with thorns, who ties iron to the legs of the
bed of a woman in childbirth, and he who arranges a table before her—
these are the ways of the Amorites. But if they block the window with a
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pillow or an ear of grain and if they place a cup of water before her and tie
up a hen for her, so that it will be a companion for her—these are not the
ways of the Amorites.””

Blocking the window with thorns or something else, tying iron to the legs of
the bed and tying up a hen for the woman in childbirth were thought to defend
against demons who might threaten the woman or her child.*® Another passage
deals with baking bread, boiling something in a pot, and cooking rice and len-
tils.®? The two last sections of Chapter 6 deal with raising chicks. For example, if
she “sets chicks in a sieve, [or] puts iron between the chicks—these are the ways
of the Amorites. If it is because of thunder and lightning—this is permitted.”*°
As is generally true in these chapters, none of these are malevolent actions of
sorcery targeted at other people; instead, they concentrate on health (of mother,
child, and chickens), and on success in cooking. When two categories of for-
bidden practice known from the Bible are discussed, both examples are in the
masculine: the soothsayer (m¢‘onen), and the diviner (menahesh).+ All of the
forbidden actions that women might practice are domestic in nature, and none
are malevolent. There does not appear to be any overlap between the category
of kishuf and the “ways of the Amorites,” especially when considering women’s
actions.

A positive rabbinic example of a woman connected to ritual and medical
practices is a woman called Em who is related in some way to the fourth-century
Babylonian Amora Abaye."** She concentrated on remedies, as well as on mid-
wifery and the health of newborn children. She was also knowledgeable about
knots and the proper way to recite incantations. Abaye quotes her as saying, “all
(incantations) which are (repeated) several times should be in the name of the
mother, and all knots on the left side.”** Her advice is never described as the
“ways of the Amorites,” nor is she denounced as a witch. In fact, one of the state-
ments she makes, about the healing properties of madder, a plant used for dyeing,
refers to it as a remedy against sorcery."** In order to learn what some women may
have actually done in Sassanian Babylonia, it is also instructive to examine the
Aramaic incantation bowls, which often name women as the beneficiaries, and
sometimes as practitioners who act against demons.* They furnish additional
evidence against the blanket rabbinic condemnation of women as witches.

The actions condemned (or permitted) in the “Chapters of the Amorites”
were in many cases common recommendations (also cited, for example, in Pliny’s
Natural History) for what to do in case of threats to health and well-being.'+¢
Em’s teachings also conduce to health and protection, and in her case, she also
makes a distinction between sorcery and healing. For an interesting comparison,
the Cairo Geniza fragments present many instructions for amulets that should
be tied onto the arm or the bed of a woman who wishes to have a successful
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childbirth, comparable to the iron that should be tied to the bed of the woman
in the “Chapters of the Amorites.”*” Both Pliny and Calumella discuss what to
do to keep newborn chicks healthy, including putting them into a sieve after
they have hatched.™* In contrast to the ideological rabbinic statements or stories
about women as witches, it is much more probable that the actions prohibited or
permitted in the “Chapters of the Amorites” were actually done by real people,
women and men. The more realistic relating to people’s actual lives may account
for the fact that these chapters do not single out women as witches, but rather
discuss their actions in the realms of life they were most likely to be involved
in—childbirth, childrearing, taking care of animals, and cooking—rather than
recounting the spells they used to kill former husbands, attempts to use witch-
craft against various rabbis, or the malevolent stares they would give to men who
passed between two of them at a crossroads.

Conclusions

The presentation in the carly Jewish sources of the relationship between women
and sorcery is complex and cannot be reduced to a simple statement that women
are always associated with malevolent sorcery. In both the Bible and the rabbinic
literature the situation is more nuanced—both men and women, it is assumed
by texts like Deuteronomy 18, could practice sorcery and other forbidden ritual
practices, but Exodus 22:17 singlcs out women. This emphasis on women may
be inherited from earlier cunciform literature from Babylonia, which refers far
more to women than to men as sorcerers. The situation is different with pro-
phetic literature, however, which emphasizes the feminine in passages that de-
nounce foreign women and cities (figured as feminine) as guilty of a linked series
of sexual and ritual sins. The connection of the feminine with sorcery is attached
to the sexualized understanding of the relationships between Israel and other
nations and Isracl and God. The prophets represent women as witches as part of
their gendered symbolism of Israel’s relation to others, both divine and human.
Rabbinic literature, despite the statement that “most women are sorceresses,”
also presents a more varied and nuanced picture than the statements of Hillel
or Shimon bar Yohai would indicate. The punishments incumbent on sorcerers
and diviners outlined in the mishnaic and talmudic tractate Sanhedrin applied to
both men and women. The “Ways of the Amorites” refer to women’s forbidden
actions within the context of their usual familial and houschold duties—just as
they do men. And in both cases, the prohibitions can be mitigated if they are for
the sake of healing. The ritual expertise of certain women, like Em, is a resource
for rabbinic figures like Abaye (and those who redacted the Babylonian Talmud).
It is only in the Book of the Watchers that we find an unequivocally negative
portrayal of women’s connection to sorcery (see also Reed’s contribution to this
volume for a different interpretation). Women learn sorcery and divination from
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the fallen angels and pass this forbidden knowledge on to their descendants. In
chapters 6-11 of 1 Enoch, the illicit intercourse between angels and women—
“knowing” in the biblical sense—leads to illicit knowledge of sorcery, roots, and
omens. This motif may depend on an already existing prophetic connection be-
tween women’s sexuality and the sorcery and prognostication that are part of the
rejected arts of the Babylonians. Chapters 1216 of 1 Enoch give a “spiritualiz-
ing” or even “Platonizing” reading of the story of the fallen angels, seeing women
as the primary representatives of mortality and matter with whom the spiritual
angels get entangled. Women learn the rejected mysteries that belong to the
earth, while Enoch learns the authentic ones in heaven. The Enoch literature rep-
resents women as witches to express the idea that particular evils come to carth
through women, who cannot be trusted to guard the boundaries between heaven
and earth.”*® Women should be marrying men and having children with them,
but instead they bear giant sons for fallen angels.

What is the relationship among these sources? Those who composed the
Book of the Watchers would have known the Pentateuch and the prophetic writ-
ings. The whole range of biblical texts were known by rabbinic authors, and they
would have been cognizant of the legal, narrative, and prophetic passages that
make a link between women and sorcery. It is unlikely, however, that the myth
of the fallen angels who taught women sorcery influenced the strain of rabbinic
thinking that refers to women as witches. While adapted forms of this myth
appear in midrashic texts, demonstrating that knowledge of it was not lost in rab-
binic circles, it seems clear that the more fantastic elements were rejected by those
whom the redactors of Genesis Rabbah chose to quote. Interest in the form of the
myth found in 7 Eroch and other second temple literature only occurs in more
esoteric mystical works, late midrashim, and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan.

Despite the rabbinic rejection of the Enochic idea that women learned sor-
cery from the fallen angels, one strain of rabbinic thought seems to have shared
the conviction that women were in some way inherently connected to witchcraft.
We see this throughout several centuries of rabbinic literature. The rabbis, in par-
ticular, were aware of the possible disjunction between Exodus 22:17 and Deuter-
onomy 18, and give an explanation of why the Exodus passage focuses on women
in a way that implicates “most women” in sorcery. They could have chosen not
to make that comment, and have merely pointed out that the law applies to both
men and women—Dbut they did not do so. Instead, they made an interpretation
that accords well with other rabbinic statements that connect women with sor-
cery. Women challenge rabbis through witchcraft and must be fought off—even
the women of a man’s own houschold may be threatening, such as the daughters
of R. Nahman who “stir the [hot] pot” with their bare hands through sorcery.s
Some of the rabbinic passages also link women’s involvement in sorcery with
illicit sexual conduct. The best example again is the daughters of R. Nahman,
whom R. Ilish alleges to be sorceresses because they committed adultery.



94 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

The account of the eighty witches in Ashkelon who are executed by Shimon
ben Shetah, among other stories, demonstrates that it was not only women (for-
eign or Israclite) who knew about sorcery—rabbis themselves, including their
leaders, possessed this knowledge, and some even practiced sorcery. For exam-
ple, R. Joshua uttered a spell in retaliation against a 727z who had uttered a spell
against him and two other rabbis. The crucial difference between rabbis and
women seems to have been that rabbis regarded themselves as legitimate leaders,
with a legitimate claim to such knowledge, such that their acts of sorcery actually
were not acts of sorcery, but something else. Women, on the other hand, could
not legitimately use the power of sorcery.

For the rabbis, the idea of women as witches expresses the hidden (and threat-
ening) side of women’s activities toward men, presenting women as the “internal
other” As in the Enoch literature, women cannot be trusted to remain within
the boundaries of the rabbinic Jewish community if they are “burning incense for
witchcraft” throwing away on the road the food they used for sorcery, or stirring
the hot pot through sorcery. The rabbinic (and Enochic) statements and stories
about women as witches reflect their fears about women’s supposed mysterious
powers of fascination and control over men, while the “Chapters of the Amorites”
and Abaye’s citations of Em reflect much more closely women’s (and men’s) actual
attempts to control the unpredictable and dangerous world in which they lived.

Notes

1. Earlier versions of the paper on which this chapter is based were presented at the
Society of Biblical Literature in 1998 and 2006, and at the Orion Center for the
Study of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1999. For research support, I thank the Raymond
and Janine Ballag Fund Fellowship of the Hebrew University and the Center
for Faculty Research and Development of Ithaca College. Biblical translations,
unless otherwise specified, are according to the New Jewish Publication Society
translation.

2. m. Avor 2.7. This phrase could also be translated, “The more wives, the more witch-
craft” Immediately after this phrase, he goes on to say, “the more female slaves, the
more licentiousness; the more male slaves, the more theft,” as if to imply that a man
with more than one wife, and several female and male slaves, brings upon himself
the misfortunes of witchcraft, licentiousness, and theft.

. 9. Kid. 48a.

. Exod. 22:17 (my translation).

. 9. Sanb. 7.19, 25d.

N R w

. Simcha Fishbane, “Most Women Engage in Sorcery’: An Analysis of Sorceresses in
the Babylonian Talmud,” JH 7 (1993): 2742, says (p. 33), “An examination of the

Babylonian Talmud has not revealed any explicit illustrations of male sorcerers who
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deal with black magic”; Meir Bar-Ilan, “Witches in the Bible and in the Talmud,” in
Approaches to Ancient Judaism,vol. s, ed. Herbert Basser and Simcha Fishbane (At-
lanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 7—32. See also discussion in Rebecca Lesses, “Exe(o)-

rcising Power: Women as Sorceresses, Exorcists, and Demonesses in Late Antique
Judaism,” JAAR 69 (2001): 343—75.

. My translation.
. James C. VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition (Washing-

ton: Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1984) 71-73.

. See also Lev. 19:31: “Do not turn to ghosts and do not inquire of familiar spirits,

to be defiled by them; I am the Lord your God”; and Lev. 20:6: “And if any person
turns to ghosts and familiar spirits and goes astray after them, I will set my face
against that person and cut him off from among his people.”

Ann Jeffers, “Magic From Before the Dawn of Time: Understanding Magic in
the Old Testament: A Shift in Paradigm (Deut. 18:9-14 and beyond),” in Mi-
chael Labahn and Bert Jan Lictaert Peerbolte, eds., 4 Kind of Magic: Understand-
ing Magic in the New Testament and its Religions Environment (London: T. & T.
Clark, 2007), 123-32.

Male-only passages: Exod. 7:11; Deut. 18:9-18; Dan. 2:2; 2 Kgs 21:6; 2 Chr 33:6; Isa.
8:19—20, 44:24—25; Jer. 27:9, 50:35—36; Ezek. 21:26-28; Mic. 5:11; Mal. 3:5. Male
and female passages: Lev. 20:27. King Menassch of Judah, in particular, is accused
of passing his son through the fire and other sins: “He consigned his son to the fire;
he practiced soothsaying (1) and divination (wn1), and consulted ghosts and fa-
miliar spirits” (2 Kgs 21:6; cf. 2 Chr 33:6).

Yitschak Sefati and Jacob Klein, “The Law of the Sorceress (Exod. 22:17[18]) in the
Light of Biblical and Mesopotamian Parallels,” in Sefer Moshe: The Moshe Weinfeld
Jubilee Volume, ed. Chaim Cohen, Avi Hurvitz, and Shalom Paul (Winona Lake,
IN: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 171-90, esp. 178. The article cites ample evidence from
a varicty of Mesopotamian sources that refer to women as witches far more than
men. One question left unanswered in their article is whether the witchcraft repu-
tation of women is borne out by evidence of women’s actual practices.

This same passage also denounces the male prophets who have “prophesied false-
hood and lying divination” (Ezek. 13:6). Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 1—20 (AB 22;
Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983), 240, argues that the description of the wom-
en’s divinatory methods can be explicated by reference to Babylonian techniques.
Nancy R. Bowen, “The Daughters of Your People: Female Prophets in Ezekiel
13:17-23," JBL 118 (1999): 41733 argues that (pp. 421-22) Ezekiel’s elaborate con-
demnation of these women “looks very much like a Mesopotamian magical cer-
emony. On the basis of both a structural and functional comparison with Magqli,
Ezekiel's oracle is as much an act of magic or divination as what the female prophets

are engaged in.

. J. M. Powis Smith, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Nahum (ICC;

1911; repr., Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1985), 338-39 comments on this
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punishment: “This seems to have been part of the punishment for fornication and
adultery; . .. The figure of the harlot is still maintained. This is probably the way
in which such unfortunate women were treated by the bystanders. . . . Nineveh is
a captive woman exposed to shame, pelted with filth and made a spectacle for all
beholders.” Cf. Hos 2:11-12: “I will snatch away My wool and My linen that serve
to cover her nakedness. Now I will uncover her (=Israel’s) shame in the very sight
of her lovers.”

In Isa. 44:24-25, the prophet also denounces the diviners and wise men: “It is I,
the Lord, who made everything, who alone stretched out the heavens and unaided
spread out the earth; who annul the omens of diviners (2°12), and make fools of
the augurers (omo1p); who turn sages back and make nonsense of their knowl-
edge” According to VanderKam, Enoch, 72, in Isa. 44:25 the word o»1a should be
emended to ™3, referring to a certain kind of Babylonian diviner. John McKenzie,
Second Isaiah (AB 20; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968), 73 comments: “The
baru priest is known from Akkadian literature, and the text is restored from this
word. The sage was the professional wise man, a counselor and a spokesman of
traditional wisdom.”

Isa. 47:1-3; translation according to NJPS. Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40—66: A
Commentary (London: SCM, 1969), 190 comments: “[S]he (as often, Babylon is
designated as ‘she’) is no longer ‘the tender, the delicate one’—the terms conjure
up the idea of luxury, the refinements of the court, the clegant life of carefree en-
joyment—she is now a slave, brusquely ordered about and forced to do the most
menial tasks. Her humiliation extends even to her dress: veil and train, the apparel
denoting high rank, are torn off her; she works with her clothes tucked up, like
a servant girl.” McKenzie, Second Isaiah, 89 translates Isa. 47:3 in more explicit
terms: “Let your nudity be displayed—yes, let your sex appear” His translation
makes explicit the element of sexual humiliation that Westermann glosses over.
As McKenzie comments (p. 91), “In Egyptian paintings women slaves at work are
sometimes represented as very scantily clad. The image also suggests the harsh fact
that women prisoners were at the pleasure of their captors.” He also says (p. 92),
“Babylon is addressed in terms similar to those prophets and poets used in address-
ing Jerusalem when it was threatened; they personify her as the young woman, the
most helpless of the captives of ancient warfare. She is enslaved, put to hard labor,
or forced to submit to sexual abuse.”

Hos 2:4-15, 9:1; Prov 5; 6:24—35; 7; 10:13—18.

For the dating, see George W. E. Nickelsburg, 7 Enoch 1: A Commentary on the
Book of 1 Enoch, Chapters 1—36; 81108 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2001), 7 and
Annette Yoshiko Reed, Fallen Angels and the History of Judaism and Christianity
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 17.

. Translation based on NJPS.

Devorah Dimant, The “Fallen Angels” in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in the Apocryphal
and Pseudepigraphic Books Related to them (PhD diss., Hebrew University of Jeru-

salem, 1974), 54.
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Ibid., 22; VanderKam, Enoch, 129-30; David Suter, “Fallen Angel, Fallen Priest:
The Problem of Family Purity in 1 Enoch 6-16" HUCA so (1979): 119, sees chap-
ters 12—16 as a “‘commentary of sorts” on chapters 6—11. Annette Yoshiko Reed has
demonstrated that chapters 1216 were written as a transition from chapters 6-11
to chapters 17-36 of the Book of the Watchers, and that they resolve some of the
contradictory traditions found in chapters 6—11. Annette Yoshiko Reed, “Heavenly
Ascent, Angelic Descent, and the Transmission of Knowledge in 1 Enoch 6-16,
in Heavenly Realms and Earthly Realities in Late Antique Religions, ed. Raanan
S. Boustan and Annette Yoshiko Reed (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), 4766, esp. 53—56 and 58—6s.

Matthew Black, The Book of Enoch, or 1 Enoch (SVTP; Leiden: Brill, 1985) 31 (1
Enoch 12:1-2). In his translation, Black takes into account the Greek and Aramaic
fragments, as well as the Ethiopic manuscripts.

Dimant, Fallen Angels, 44 (my translation).

Ibid.,, s3.

Ibid., 58; Reed, Fallen Angels, 37—41.

Nickelsburg, r Enoch, 197: “The point of the passage is that various kinds of magical
and divinatory practice have their source in an angelic rebellion.”

1 En.7:1 (Ethiopic). Translation is by Black, Book of Enoch, 28. Matthew Black
edited the Greek manuscripts of 1 Enoch in Apocalypsis Henochi Graece (PVTG;
Leiden: Brill, 1970). They are (pp. 7-9): 1) the Gizeh fragment (Codex Panopoli-
tanus), a sixth-century papyrus from Akhmin in Egypt, which covers 7 En. 1-32:6;
2) The Chester Beatty papyrus, from the fourth century, covers 7 Ez. 97:6-104 and
106-7; 3) Substantial parts of 7 E. are also preserved in the works of Georgius Syn-
cellus. The Aramaic texts were found at Qumran and subsequently published by
J. T. Milik— The Books of Enoch: Aramaic Fragments of Qumran Cave 4 (in collabo-
ration with Matthew Black; Oxford: Clarendon, 1976). The Aramaic is from 4QEn®
1iii and 4QEn® 1ii (Milik, Books of Enoch, 150~s1 and 166), which contains 7:1.

Tal llan, Silencing the Queen: The Literary Histories of Shelamzion and Other Jewish
Women (Tiibingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 2006), 229, remarks that “The verse from
Enoch indicates that at least for the author of that composition, witchcraft and
sorcery were closely associated with the intimate knowledge of plants and roots.
The association with plants and roots is universal, and this is true in Jewish tradi-
tion as well.” Ilan argues (p. 231) that the verse from 1 Enoch meant that women
were professional healers. See also her discussion in Jewish Women in Greco-Roman
Palestine (Tiibingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1995), 221-25.

1 En. 8:3; Black, Book of Enoch, 29. The Aramaic is from 4QEn® 1 iv and 4QEn® 1
iii (Milik, Books ofEnafh, 157—-s8 and 170); see Nickclsburg, 1 Enoch, 197—201, fora
discussion of the exact meaning of these terms.

Isa 47:9, 11-13.

VanderKam, Enoch, 8, s2—7s. See also Michael E. Stone, “Enoch, Aramaic Levi,
and Sectarian Origins,” /§/ 19 (1988): 159—70 and Nickelsburg,  Enoch, 200, on the
Babylonian antecedents of much of the learning in 1 Enoch.
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Gen 4:22; Dimant, Fallen Angels, s4—ss. See Paul Hanson, “Rebellion in Heaven,
Azazel, and Euhemeristic Heroes in 1 Enoch 6-11" JBL 96 (1977), 195-233, esp.
226-32, Nickelsburg (z Enoch, 191-93) and Reed (Fallen Angels, 38—40) on the
question of whether this tradition stems from Semitic or Hellenistic sources.

1 En. 8:1-2; Black, Book of Enoch, 28—29; Milik, Books of Enoch, 166-7o0.

Syncellus of 1 En. 8:1: kal émolnoav éavrols ol viol Tdv dvlpdmwr kal Tais
Ovyarpdow adTdv, kal mapéfnoav kal émddvmoar Tovs ayiovs. George W. E.
Nickelsburg, “Apocalyptic and Myth in 1 Enoch 6-11," JBL 96(1977): 398, accepts
Syncellus’s longer reading; see also Nickelsburg, 7 Enoch, 195, which argues that
“this reading is ancient and is not an accidental variant of the reading in” the Ethi-
opic and the Akhmim Greek manuscript. See also Dimant, Fallen Angels, s6-57.
Dimant, Fallen Angels, s6.

Reed, Fallen Angels, 127—28 argues that the Testaments give evidence both for early
Christianity and early Judaism—they could have stemmed from a Jewish group
that ultimately became Christian and retained earlier traditions. See also David
Frankfurter, “Beyond ‘Jewish Christianity’: Continuing Religious Subcultures of
the Second and Third Centuries and Their Documents,” in The Ways that Never
Parted: Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, ed. Adam
H. Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2007), 131-43
and Torleif Elgvin, “Jewish Christian Editing of the Old Testament Pscudepigra-
pha” in Jewish Believers in Jesus, ed. Oskar Skarsaune and Reidar Hvalvik (Peabody,
MA: Hendrickson, 2007), 286-92.

Howard Clark Kee, trans., “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in 7he Old
Testament Pseudepigrapha, > vols., ed. James Charlesworth (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1983-85), 1.784. Raanan Abusch explains this according to the theory
of “visual conception” common in late antiquity, by which seeing or thinking of
someone during intercourse can lead the offspring to look like that person when
born. Ra¥anan Abusch, “Rabbi Ishmael’s Miraculous Conception: Jewish Redemp-
tion History in Anti-Christian Polemic,” in The Ways That Never Parted, ed. Becker
and Reed (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2007), 307-43, esp. 316.

P. Gizeh, 1 En. 9:6-8: “And all that you see Asael has done, who taught all in-
justice on the earth and showed the mysteries of eternity that are in heaven . . .
And Semiazas, to whom was given authority to rule those who cast spells (7&v v
adT® dua dvrwd). And they went into the daughters of men of the carth and lay
with them and they were defiled, and they showed them all sins.” Black, Book of
Enoch, 131, explains the Greek of 7 En. 9:7 as a mistranslation: “The Greek version
TGV 6O adTé dpa dvrwv (common to Sync. and G and behind Eth.) is an obvious
mistranslation of havurin, ‘spell-binders, (e.g., Tg. Neoph. Dt. 18.1) which has here
been confused with haverin = Heb. haverim, ‘companions, associates. Semhazah,
who taught mankind spell-binding (8.3) is the fallen watcher put in charge of those
who cast spells, i.c. magicians and sorcerers.” Nickelsburg, “Apocalyptic and Myth,”
398, argues that the mysteries that Asael taught were “more than metallurgy and
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mining,” and also included other mantic and magical arts that the angels taught.
Compare Syncellus; he says that Asael “(6) taught the mysteries and revealed
(dmerdAvipe) the eternal things in the heaven. .. (8) ... and they (the angels) taught
them (the women) to do hate-charms (ulonrpa).”

1 En. 10:7-8; Black, Book of Enoch, p. 30.

Jub. 10:12—14 (O. S. Wintermute, trans., “Jubilees,” in Charlesworth, ed., Old Testa-
ment Pseudepigrapha, 2:76).

VanderKam, Enoch, 129. See also Dimant, Fallen Angels, 72~79, and Carol
Newsom, “The Development of 7 Enoch 6-19: Cosmology and Judgement,” CBQ
42(1980): 310-29, esp. 316-19; Reed, “Heavenly Ascent,” 53-6s, and Reed, Fallen

Angels, 44—49.

. As Nickelsburg writes (r Enoch I, 272), “The view of woman, marriage, and sex

expressed here is decidedly male oriented. Sex is for the purpose of procreating the
man’s line; woman was created for him to this end.” Compare the Pandora myth
in Hesiod’s Theogony, lines 570-612, where only men exist at first, and women
are then created for purposes of procreation (Apostolos N. Athanassakis, Hesiod:
Theogony; Works and Days; Shield [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press
1983], 9); a similar story may be told in the second creation story in Genesis. See
Theog., lines 590-91, 600—1: “From her comes the fair sex; yes, wicked womenfolk
are her descendants . . . So, too, Zeus who roars on high made women to be an
evil for mortal men, helpmates in deeds of harshness” (Athanassakis, Hesiod, 28).
In Works and Days, 60-10s, Pandora is created to be a “scourge for toiling men”
(Athanassakis, Hesiod, 69, line 83), and when she opens the jar given to her by the
gods, all evils fly out to afflict men (69, lines 95-96).

1 En. 15.4 (translation from Nickelsburg, 7 Enoch I, 267). Nickelsburg (p. 271)
argues that the angelic defilement is even greater because they had been function-
aries in the heavenly sanctuary.

Ibid., 269, 271; Suter, “Fallen Angel,” 119.

Philo, Supplement I: Questions and Answers on Genesis, trans. Ralph Marcus, LCL
(London and Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953), 61.

1 En. 16.3. Translation according to Black, Book of Enoch, 35. Ephraim Isaac refers to
the “rejected secrets” in his translation,r (Ethiopic Apocalypse of ) Enoch,” in O/d
Testament Psendepigrapha,ed. Charlesworth, 1.22. The Greek (Codex Panopolita-
nus; Black, Apocalypsis Henochi Graece, 30) reads, for the last sentence: xal év 7§
wuoTnplw TovTw mAnfivovow al Oflear kal of dvlpwmor Ta kaka éml THs yijs.
Nickelsburg, “Apocalyptic and Myth,” 398.

Reed, Fallen Angels, 48—49.

VanderKam, Enoch and Apocalyptic, 131-33; Newsom, “Development,” 316; and
Dimant, “Fallen Angels,” 74—77.

For examples, sce Gen. Rab. 26. 4—7, discussed below, and 7g. Ong. Gen. 6:2; for the
text of Gen. Rab. see Midyash Bereshit Rabba, 2nd ed., 3 vols., ed. Judah Theodor and
Chanoch Albeck; (Jerusalem: Wahrmann, 1965), 1.247—49, and The Geniza Fragments
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of Bereshit Rabba, ed. Michael Sokoloff (Jerusalem: Isracl Academy of Sciences and
Humanities, 1982), 117. See discussion of Reed, Fallen Angels, 137-47 and 207.

For example, Pirke de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 22; Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gen. 6:1-2,
4; and 3 Enoch, in Synopse zur Hekhalot-Literatur, ed. Peter Schifer (Tiibingen:
Mobhr/Siebeck, 1981), paras. §5-8.

The final redaction of this midrash is dated to the first half of the fifth century CE
by H. L. Strack and G. Stemberger, Introduction to the Talmud and Midyash, trans.
Markus Bockmuehl (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991), 304.

Bernard Grossfeld, “Bible, Translations,” Encyclopedia Judaica, 16 vols. (Jerusa-
lem: Keter, 1972), 4.844 writes that Targum Onqelos was originally a Palestinian
Targum, committed to writing in the second or third century, and subsequently
brought to Babylonia.

Gen. Rab. 26..

Ibid. Devorah Dimant (Fallen Angels, 31-32) argues that his objection is to the in-
terpretation that views the DX 211 as one of the terms for angels. For a contrary
rabbinic view see Siffe Deut. Ha'azinu Piska 1 (end) and &. Hul. 91b, which does
not, however, scem to have affected the dominant rabbinic interpretation of Gen-
esis 6. See also Theodor-Albeck, Bereshit Rabba, 1.247.

Reed, Fallen Angels, 138. She also (pp. 137-47) points to mishnaic passages (2.
Hag. ».1 and m. Sanh. 10.1) that militated against delving into the mysteries that
interested the writers of the apocalypses, as well as reading the “outside books” (like
1 Enoch) that the rabbis ultimately did not include in the canon of the Tanakh. She
demonstrates (pp. 207-8) that, unlike some of the other categorical prohibitions
of the rabbis (for example, against using magic, also found in 7. Sanb. 10.1), the
second-century rabbinic rejection of the angelic interpretation of Gen. 6:2 suc-
ceeded in suppressing references to the fallen angels until after the completion of
the Babylonian Talmud. “It is striking that these Rabbinic approaches to Enoch
and the ‘sons of God’ both function to undermine the Enochic literary tradition at
its very roots. By reading Enoch’s death into Gen. s:24 and reading the fallen angels
out of Gen. 6:1—4, they effectively sever the exegetical threads that tie the Enochic
pseudepigrapha to the Torah” (pp. 210).

Ibid., 210.

Gen. Rab. 26..

See Gen. 3:22, where God says that “the man has become like one of us, knowing
good and evil; now, lest he reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life,
and eat, and live forever” Living forever is a divine quality not given to human
beings, so the long life of the “sons of God” justifies their divine title. See Theodor-
Albeck, Bereshit Rabba, 1.248 (my translation): “therefore the days lengthened
without trouble or sufferings, because if they had suffered, they would have sought
atonement, but the Holy One, blessed be He, increased their measure because in
the future they would receive punishment and the punishment of the later genera-

tions, for they were punished on account of all of the generations after them.”
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Reed, Fallen Angels, 211.

Gen. 6:2; Gen. Rab. 26.5. Ct. Sifre, Be-haalotcha 86: “And the sons of God saw
the daughters of men. Just as the sons of the judges used to seize women from the
market and force them.”

Gen. Rab. 26.5.

Ibid. Cf. the parallel version in Lev. Rab. 23.9.

1En.15:4. & 70 alpatt 7év yovakdv éuidvinte, “You defiled yourselves with the
blood of women.”

Gen. Rab.26:7; Theodor-Albeck, Bereshit Rabba, 1.254.

Tg. Ps.-]. of Gen. 6:2. Targumic Pseudo-Jonathan is a Palestinian Targum redacted
in the seventh or eighth century, but containing much earlier material (Grossfeld,
Encyclopedia Judaica, 4.845). Aramaic according to E. G. Clarke, Targum Pseudo-
Jonathan of the Pentateuch, with collaboration by W. E. Aufrecht, J. C. Hurd, and
E. Spitzer (Hoboken, NJ: Krav, 1984), 7, according to MS. British Museum Add.
27031 English translation according to Michael Maher, ed. and trans., Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan: Genesis (ArBib 1B; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1992), 38.

The manuscript reads 15021, which makes no sense, and is corrected to 153 accord-
ing to the emendation of the editio princeps (Maher, Pseudo-Jonathan, 38, note 4).
Compare the Aramaic of 7 En. 8:2: “He [Asacl] showed to women concerning an-
timony (kohla) and concerning eye-shadow (shedida)” (Milik, Books of Enoch, 167,
4QEn®1ii). On p. 170 Milik explains the meaning of shedida as eyeshadow, accord-
ing to the Syriac.

Mabher, Pseudo-Jonathan, 38, note 3 suggests that another possible translation is
“curled (or combed) their hair” For the translation “rouge” he follows Marcus Jas-
trow, A Dictionary of the Targumim, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the
Midyashic Literature (New York: Pardes, 1950), 1210. Jastrow relates the Aramaic
to the Hebrew verb opn, which he believes (p. 1169) comes from the word pikes,
meaning “sea-weed or rock-lichen used as a dye; red color, rouge.”

Gen. Rab. 26.7.

Theodor-Albeck, Bereshit Rabba, 1.253—54. Reed, Fallen Angels, 214-15 com-
ments that this kind of exegesis is distinctively rabbinic, because unlike the Second

Temple Jewish literature, it identifies the giants with the Nephilim.

. Theodor-Albeck, Bereshit Rabba, 1.253.
7.

See, for example, Mekhilta Ba-Hodesh 6 (Jacob Z. Lauterbach, ed., Mekilta de-
Rabbi Ishmael, 3 vols. [Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America,
1935], 2.239). Tz Ps.-J.on Gen 4:26 reads: “And to Seth also a son was born and he
called his name Enosh. That was the generation in which they began to go astray,
making idols for themselves and calling their idols by the name of the Memra of the
Lord” (English translation: Maher, Pseudo-Jonathan, 35; Aramaic: Clarke, Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan, 6).

3 En. 5:7-9 (Philip Alexander, trans., “3 [Hebrew Apocalypse of] Enoch,” in
Charlesworth, Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 1. 260).
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74. Reed, Fallen Angels, 239.

7s. Ibid., 256.

76. Black, Apocalypsis Henochi Graece, 22.

77. Strack and Stemberger, Introduction, 332-33.

78. Job 24:13.

79. Tanhuma Bereshit 12.

80. See discussion in Reed, Fallen Angels, 258—70 of other later rabbinic works that cite
the idea that the angels taught humans sorcery.

81. y. Sanh. 6.8,23c and y. Hag. 2.2, 77d.

82. m. Sanh. 7:11.

83. Strack and Stemberger, Introduction, 297.

84. Chaim Saul Horovitz and Louis Finkelstein, eds., Sifre Deuteronomy (Berlin: Ge-
sellschaft zur Forderung der Wissenschaft des Judentums, 1939; repr., New York:
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1969), Piska 172, p. 219. English transla-
tion from Reuven Hammer, trans. and ed., Sifre: A Tannaitic Commentary on the
Book 0f Deuteronomy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 200. This is
the definition of the Mishnah—see m2. Sanh. 7:7; and compare . Sanh. 10:6; ¢
Mak. 4:4 (on the 1an "2n); Siffa Parashat Kedoshim, Parsheta 3, Perek 7, 10 (on
Lev. 19:31); b. Sanh. 6sb. The word pitom is from the Greek m66wv, python, refer-
ring to a Ventriloquist or necromancer (Hammer, Sifre, 456).

8s. Ibid.

86. 9. Sanh. 7.10, end. Cf. £. Sanh. 10:3.

87. b. Sanh. 6sa-b.

88. b. Sanh. 6sb.

89. Ibid.

90. Their discussion springs from »2. Sanh. 7:11.

91. Strack and Stemberger, Introduction, 278-79.

92. Nezikin 17 (on Ex 22:17) in Jacob Z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, 3 vols.
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1935), 133: WX TNX1 WX TNX.
See also H. S. Horovitz and L. A. Rabin, Mekbilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, »d ed. (Jerusa-
lem: Bamberger and Wahrman, 1960), 309.

93. 9. San. 7:19, 25d: 239m YR 7T mMNA PRTAOW XKOX WIRA TAXY WK TR 7NN XS
n1MswI D'win 2Nw.
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Given that there is no other record of this statement as a baraita, and also that
the Palestinian Talmud makes an almost identical statement without framing it as
a baraita, I question the reliability of the tannaitic attribution.

9s. Giuseppe Veltri, Magie und Halakha (Tiibingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1997), 65—69.

96. m. Avot 2:7. He is dated to late first century BCE to first century CE.

97. The first one is quoted at the beginning of this article: “Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai
taught: . . . the most worthy among women is a mistress of sorcery” (y. Kid. 48a,

paralleled in Sofrim ch. 15).
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b. Erub. 64b. In several other versions of this same passage, there is no reference
to the “daughters of Isracl” doing magic; see £ Pes. 2:27—28, Lev. Rab. 37:3,y. AZ
1:9, 7b, 3. Dem. 3:3, 13b; it seems that the fear that the “daughters of Israel” might
do magic with food found on the road is original to the version of the Babylonian
Talmud.

b. Ber. s3a.

For example (b. Pes. 111a): “Our rabbis taught: . . . (If) there are two women
who are sitting at a crossroads one on this side of the road and the other on
the other side, and they turn their faces to cach other, it is certain that they are
engaging in magic (keshafim).

b. Pes.110a, in a statement by Amemar, fourth-century CE Babylonian amora.

For further references, sce the story about the woman who prevented a man from
begetting a child (y. San. 7.19, 25d); the woman who went to take dust from be-
neath the feet of Rabbi Hanina, in order to do some kind of incantation against
him (4. San. 67b; b. Hul. 7b); the woman whom Yannai transforms into a donkey
(b. San. 67b) or the woman who cursed her ex-husband when he had too much to
drink (in pairs of cups, which is dangerous and leaves a man open to witchcraft; 4.
Pes. 10b), or the daughters of Rabbi Nahman, who “stirred the hot pot with their
hands,” by means of sorcery (ba-keshafim; b. Git. 4sa; R. Llish proved that they did
this by sorcery by showing that they were unfaithful to their husbands when they
were taken captive); the encounter between a matron and two rabbis on a boat, in
which she was unable to use an incantation against the boat because of their pres-
ence (b. Shab. 81b); and in b. Yoma 83b, Rav says that the “witches playing with
him” cause the symptoms of a rabid dog. See also Naomi Janowitz, Magic in the
Roman World: Pagans, Jews, and Christians (London: Routledge, 2001), 86-87.

y. Sanh. 6.8, 23¢, with parallel text in y. Hag. 2.2, 77d.

. The stories about Shimon ben Shetah place him during the reigns of King Alexander

Yannaiand Queen Shlomzion Alexandra. According to Josephus, the Pharisces were
prominent during the reign of the queen, so if there is a historical kernel to this story,
it would have occurred during her reign, 76—67 BCE. Also according to Josephus, the
Pharisees executed many of their political opponents (Ilan, Silencing, 214—20). This
information makes placing the story during Shlomzion’s rule plausible, but does not,
of course, prove that it occurred then or at any other time. Jacob Neusner, 7he Rab-
binic Traditions about the Pharisees before 70, 3 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1971), 1.103, dates
the composition of the story to third-century CE Palestine. He also says (p. 133) that
the story in the Palestinian Talmud is not likely “to date before Amoraic times. The
Babylonian Talmud contains no equivalent materials, and we may perhaps assign
the magical accounts to third or fourth-century Palestinian schools.”

Joshua Efron, “The Deed of Shimeon ben Shatah in Ascalon,” in Jewish and
Hellenistic Cities in Eretz Israel, ed. A. Kasher (Tiibingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1990),
318—41, argued that the story was true; Martin Hengel, Rabbinische Legende und
frithpharisiische Geschichte: Schimeon ben Shatach und die achtzig Hexen von
Askalon (Heidelberg: Winter, 1984) argued that the story was an allegory.
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10s. lan, Silencing, 222.

106. Ibid., 223.

107. Ibid. Ashkelon was not under Hasmonaean rule, therefore one might flee there
from the Hasmonaeans.

108. 7. Sanh. 6.4. “Hanging” here is not a method of execution, but rather the prac-
tice of displaying the corpse of the deceased criminal by hanging it on a tree, in
accordance with Deut. 22:22. Compare Sifre Deuteronomy 221 (ed. Friedman,
p- 114b, Finkelstein, p. 253, as translated in Neusner, Rabbinic Traditions about the
Pharisees, 1.90): “And if a man has committed a crime punishable by death and he
is put to death, and you hang him on a tre¢’ (Deut. 22:22). A man is to be hung,
but a woman is not to be hung. R. Eliezer says, ‘Even a woman is to be hung’
R. Eliezer said to them, ‘Did not Simeon b. Shetah hang women in Ashgelon?’
They said to him, ‘He hung cighty woman, and yet [the law is] one does not judge
[even] two [capital] cases on one day, but the times necessitated teaching through
exemplary punishment [and also regards to hanging women].” The version of
Sifre is simpler, and thus probably earlier than that of the Mishnah (on this, see
Neusner, Rabbinic Traditions about the Pharisees, 93), but it also includes one ele-
ment not found in the Mishnah—the mention that the times demanded such a
punishment, which is an element found also in both the Yerushalmi and the Bavli
(b. Sanh. 46b).

109. . Sanh. 6.4.

110. The text of y. Hag. 2.2, 77d is translated, because it is a fuller account, but two para-
graphs from the text of y. Sanh. 6.8, 23¢ are inserted when they provide more detail.

111. The German translation: “Er gab in ihre Hinde achtzig reine Gewinder, tat sie in
neue Helme, und sie drehten sie um (und setzen sie) auf ihre Képfe.” Gerd Wewers,
trans., Hagiga: Festopfer (UTY I1/11; Tiibingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1983), 54, com-
ments that the word gidrin usually means “pots,” but that in connection with this
tradition he thinks that the translation “Helme” (“helmet”) is appropriate, and
that this may be an apotropaic head—covering.

2. Talllan, Silencing, 216, note 8, argues that, “This is a well known Greek invocation,
associated with the mysteries of Dionysus.”

113. Neusner, Rabbinic Traditions about the Pharisees, 102, comments that this story
represents Shimon “as a master of witchcraft, which illustrates R. Yohanan ben
Nappaha’s rule that one could not be appointed to the Sanhedrin unless he was a
master of magic.”

114. Kimberly Stratton, Naming the Witch: Magic, Ideology, and Stereotype in the An-
cient World (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 145-50.

115. y. Sanh. 7.19, 25d. In b. Sanh. 68a, R. Eliezer teaches R. Akiba about the planting
and the plucking up of cucumbers by the utterance of a “word” (127). The question
is then raised how this was permissible—did it not transgress the prohibition on
the performance of magic? The answer is given: “you may not learn in order to do,

but you may learn to understand and to teach.”
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m. Taanit 3.8—Shimon ben Shetah here rebukes Honi because he importunes
God. For a discussion of gender in stories of rainmakers, see Ilan, Silencing, 200-8.
Ct. b. Sanh. 68a, quoted above.

Daniel Sperber, Magic and Folklore in Rabbinic Literature (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan
University Press, 1994), 61.

On women, food, and magic, see llan, Silencing, 22931, and Stratton, Naming the
Witch, 169—74.

120. 3. Sanh. 6.8, 23c¢.

I21.

I22.

These two paragraphs are from y. Sanh. 6.8, 23¢, which gives more details.
Compare y. Hag. 2.2, 77d: “He whistled one time and they put on their garments.
He whistled again and they came in together. He said, ‘Each one of you who comes

should recognize his partner. They took them and they went and crucified them.”

123. Janowitz, Magic, 93, compares this to another rabbinic story (recounted in y. Sanh.

124.

125.

126.

127.

128.

7.19, 25d) where a woman is held up by her hair to diminish her power, “pointing to
some kind of belief in the chthonic power of women.”

Beth A. Berkowitz, Execution and Invention: Death Penalty Discourse in Early
Rabbinic and Christian Cultures (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 146.
My thanks to Kimberly Stratton for referring me to this book.

Compare b. Sanh. 46b, which discusses 72. Sanh. 6.4, but never refers explicitly to
the story of Shimon ben Shetah in Ashkelon. The sugya ends with a discussion of
the same issue raised in the Yerushalmi—are there times when punishments may
be inflicted by the court even though the Torah does not demand ic?

They are found most extensively in z Shab. chs. 6-7, but also in y. Shab. 6.9, and
b. Shab. 67a-b. For text and commentary, see Saul Licberman, ed., The Tosefta:
The Order of Moed (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1962),
22-29; Saul Lieberman, Order Moed (vol. 3 of Tosefta Ki-Fshutah: A Comprehensive
Commentary on the Tosefta; 2nd edition; Jerusalem: Jewish Theological Seminary
of America, 1992), 79-10s; and Giuseppe Veltri, Magie und Halakha (TSAJ 62;
Tiibingen: Mohr/Siebeck, 1997), 93—220.

Giuseppe Veltri, “The ‘Other’ Physicians: The Amorites of the Rabbis and the
Magi of Pliny,” Korot: The Israel Journal of the History of Medicine and Science 13
(1998-99), 39.

Licberman, Order Moed, Tosefia Ki-Fshutah, 8o.

129. y. Shab. 6.10, 8c.

130.

131
132.

133.

134.

135.

b. Shab. 67a.

Veltri, “The ‘Other’ Physicians,” 39.

Ibid., 49.

Han, Silencing, 232—33.

t. Shab. 6.2.

t. Shab. 6.1 (leading a child through the cemetery), 6.4 (to protect the woman in
childbirth), 6.14-15 (cooking), 6.17-19 (taking care of chicks); and &. Shab. 67b

(some of the same practices as found in the Tosefta).
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t. Shab. 6.1. Veltri, Magie und Halakha, 104—s, comments that (my translation),
“The act may lie in the performance of the transferring of the sickness. This expla-
nation is also confirmed by widespread medical-magical practices in antiquity. For
corpses were related to prophylactic and healing goals. Among the Romans the
contact with a part of the corpse's body was reckoned as healthy; they believed that
the sickness was transferred to it” (Plin., HN, 28.11.45).

t. Shab. 6.4.

. Veltri, Magie und Halakba, 113, 117; Licberman, Order Moed, Tosefia Ki-

Eshutab, 83.

t. Shab. 6.14-1s.

t. Shab. 6.19. As Lieberman comments (Order Moed, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah, o1), these
are practices known from Pliny (HN, 10.75.152) and from Columella, On Agricul-
ture (De Re Rustica), 8.5.11-12, and 16. At 8.5.16, Columella (Lucius Junius Mod-
eratus Columella, On Agriculture [ De Re Rustica) [trans. E. S. Forster and Edward
H. Heflner (3 vols.; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1941-55) 2.351])
recommends putting the newly hatched chicks into a sieve for their health: “The
chickens should be placed in a sieve made of vetch or darnel, which has already
been in use, and they should then be fumigated with sprigs of pennyroyal; this
seems to prevent the pip, which very quickly kills them when they are young.”
Deut. 18:10; £. Shab. 7.13—-14.

References to her can be found in b. Kid. 31b, b. Shab. 66b, 133b, 134a, b. Yoma
78b, b. Erub. 29b, b. Moed Katan 12a, 18b, b. Yeb. 25a, b. Ket. 10b, 39a, s0a,
b. Git. 67b, 70a, and b. Avod. Zar. 28b. On her, see Lesses, “Exe(o)rcising Power,”
362—64; Veltri, Magie und Halakha, 230—38; Charlotte Fonrobert, Women’s
Bodies, Women’s Blood: The Politics of Gender in Rabbinic Literature (PhD diss.,
Graduate Theological Union, 1995), 230-43, and Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity:
Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender (Stanford, CA: Stan-
ford University Press, 2000), 151-59; Shulamit Valler, Women in Jewish Society in
the Talmudic Period [Hebrew] (Tel Aviv: Ha-Kibuts Ha-Meuhad, 2000), 161-72.
The word e is usually taken to mean “mother” or “foster-mother.” llan, Silenc-
ing, 27, 234 argues that Em is her name and that she was a physician and a friend
of Abaye’s.

b. Shab. 66b. For a discussion of the very common phenomenon that incantations
and amulets specifically name a person and his or her mother (and not father), see
lan, Silencing, 239—40, and Veltri, Magie und Halakhab, 68.

144. b. Shab. 66b.

145.
146.

147.

See Lesses, “Exc(o)rcising Power.”

Lieberman, Order Moed, Tosefta Ki-Fshutah, 8o-91; Veltri, Magie und Halakha,
97-167.

t. Shab. 6.4; for Geniza amulets see for example, T.-S. K 1.19, page 3, lines 13-16;
T.-S. K 1.143, page 18, lines 12—14, page 19, lines 1—2, in Joseph Naveh and Shaul
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Shaked, Magic Spells and Formulae: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity (Jeru-
salem: Magnes, 1993), 159, 196.

148. Plin., AN, 111, 10.75.152; Columella, On Agriculture, VIIL, 11-12, 16.

149. Compare the story of the woman who seduced Enkidu into civilization in the Epic
of Gilgamesh, or of Pandora in Greek mythology.

150. b. Git. 4sa.
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Gendering Heavenly Secrets?

WOMEN, ANGELS, AND THE PROBLEM OF MISOGYNY
AND “Macgic”

Annette Yoshiko Reed

AT FIRST SIGHT, gender might seem to play an altogether unremarkable role
in Jewish and Christian traditions about the fallen angels, unfolding according
to well-worn patterns of ancient misogyny and long-standing stereotypes as-
sociating women with “magic,” demons, and the dangers of the flesh. The terse
account of “sons of God” and “daughters of men” in Genesis 6 might strike us as
pregnant with such possibilities, with the male associated with the heavenly and
the female with the earthly, and “daughters” figured simultaneously, if tacitly,
as temptresses and victims of sexual violation. Their presumed violation, more-
over, might seem to invite interpretation as the violation of earth by heaven,
with sexual violence foreshadowing the diluvian chaos subsequently unleashed
by the crossing of cosmic lines of difference. Seen from this perspective, it might
seem unsurprising that later versions of the myth might make explicit, not just
the identity of the “sons of God” as angels, but also the culpability of women
in tempting them down to earth. Nor might it seem so strange that the sexual
temptation and transgression of angels, their pollution by female blood and
flesh, and their siring of monstrous hybrids might be joined with accusations
about the fallen angels’ revelation of corrupting skills and secrets to their wives.
After all, the association of women and “magic” now seems as natural as the
image of the witch.!

To be sure, some traditions about fallen angels do indeed seem to follow such
patterns. The Testament of Reuben, for instance, is explicit in interpreting the
myth of the fallen angels as a warning to men about the dangers of temptation by
womanly wiles.* It seems to take for granted that angels can be likened to men,
rather than women, and it argues that women are to blame for the lust of men
and angels alike. To do so, it proposes that the “daughters of men” caused the
angelic Watchers to come down from heaven, citing their example as a lesson in
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the dangers of porneia [cf. Hebrew zenut] and using the rhetoric of “magic” to
condemn them as temptresses:

Evil [ponérai] are women, my children, because, having no power or
strength over man, they use wiles trying to draw him to them by ges-
tures; and whom she cannot overcome by strength, him she overcomes
by craft. For also concerning them the angel of the Lord told me (i.c.,
Reuben), and he taught me that women are overcome by the spirit of
porneia more than man, and in their heart they plot against men, and by
their adornment they lead astray first their minds, and by their gaze they
sow the poison, and then they take them captive by the act. For a woman
cannot force a man. Flee, therefore, porneia, my children, and command
your wives and your daughters that they do not adorn their heads and
their faces, because every woman who uses these wiles has been reserved
for everlasting punishment. For thus they bewitched [ethelksan]® the
Watchers before the Flood: as these looked at them continually, they
lusted after one another, and they conceived the act in their mind, and
they changed themselves into the shape of men, and they appeared to
them when they were together with their husbands. And they, lusting
in their minds after their appearances, bore giants. For the Watchers ap-
peared to them as reaching unto heaven. Beware, therefore, of porneia,
and if you wish to be pure in mind, guard your senses from every woman.

(T Reuben s:1-6:1)+

In addition, here as elsewhere, scholars who wish to scour the past for statements
to judge as misogynous can find much to denounce in the writings of Tertullian.
In De cultu feminarum—the same treatise where Tertullian infamously calls
women “the devil’s gateway” (1.1)—he discusses “those angels who rushed from
heaven on the daughters of men” (1.2), and he demonizes feminine vanity by as-
sociating cosmetics with the teachings that the fallen angels revealed to their
wives (see also On Veiling 8).

The perspectives preserved in these second- and third-century Christian
sources have precedents as well as afterlives.® The Damascus Document, for in-
stance, contains an carly attestation of the appeal to the fallen angels to warn
men not to “follow after. . . eyes of zenut” (CD 2.14-18). Much the same argu-
ment is later made by Christian authors like Clement of Alexandria (Paedago-
gus 3.2; Stromata 3.7.59) and Commodian (Instructiones 3). Such arguments,
of course, bear some exegetical connection to Genesis’ suggestion that all the
problems began when the “sons of God saw that the daughters of men were
beautiful” (6:2). Yet they also—and perhaps especially—draw on the more
extensive traditions about the fallen angels first attested in the Enochic Book
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of the Watchers, a Jewish apocalypse from around the third century BCE (1
Enoch 1-36, esp. 6-16). Tertullian, for instance, explicitly cites this “scripture
of Enoch” as his source for the inclusion of cosmetics among the teachings of
the fallen angels”

Just as Tertullian’s treatises serve, in turn, as a source for Cyprian (On the Dress
of Virgins 13-14), so the wide circulation of the Book of the Watchers and Testa-
ment of Reuben seems to have spurred Christian appeals to the myth of the fallen
angels to decry all women as witches and temptresses.* Cosmetics and women’s
wiles became so closely associated with the myth of the fallen angels that they
remain part of the complex of interpretative motifs surrounding Genesis 6, even
when and where Jewish and Christian exegetes re-read the “sons of God” as
human men: the image of the “daughters of men” as actively luring down “sons of
God” from the heights of their spiritual purity becomes readily transferred onto
Cainites and Sethites.? Just as Ephrem describes the Cainite “daughters of men”
as women who “adorned themselves and became a snare” to the Sethian “sons
of God” (Commentary on Genesis 6:3), so the Armenian Sermon concerning the
Flood recounts how the “daughters of Cain made sinful inventions, braids, coif-
fures, antimony, and rouge” to tempt the ascetic Sethians, and the Descendants of
Adam credits these “daughters of men” with using “potions of love and potions
of hate” toward the same aims.

In what follows, however, I would like to propose that the place of women
and “magic” in Jewish and Christian discussions of the fallen angels is not quite as
straightforward as these traditions might lead us to presume; the trajectory out-
lined above is just one of many. Just as a modern notion of “magic” might lead us
to retroject later taxonomies of knowledge and values onto the past, so a modern
temptation to self-congratulatory denunciations of pre-modern misogyny may
cause us to miss much that is interesting about the rest of the ancient discussion
surrounding women, fallen angels, earthly power, and heavenly knowledge. To
explore these possibilities, this chapter considers four moments in the develop-
ment of the discussion: the formation of the Book of the Watchers in the third cen-
tury BCE, its translation into Greek and interpretation in the Testament of Reuben
in the centuries around the turn of the Common Era, Christian interpretations
of the work and Grecek witnesses to it from late antique Egypt, and the reemer-
gence of Jewish interest in the fallen angels in the early Middle Ages.

In the process, I shall reflect upon some of what has been assumed and ef-
faced in past rescarch on these materials by virtue of the modern habit of
judging ancient writings as more or less misogynous, as if such judgments
had some universal, normativizing force that exempts from the dangers of
anachronism. In this habit, there may hide something of the very assump-
tions about gender and difference that earlier feminist historiography sought
to expose or uproot through re-encounters with the Jewish and Christian
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past. Yet, as Homi Bhabha, Judith Butler, and others have reminded us, the
power of stereotypes is not as much in the negative or positive images they
promote, as in the totalizing systems of knowing that they naturalize,
wherein such binary choices (female/male, magic/religion, nature/culture,
negative/positive, passive/active) can appear to be our only options”—those
systems of knowing that efface their own constructedness precisely by their
power to direct our attention elsewhere, such as to the anxiously repeated task
of judging this or that past representation of women.” If so, then we may fur-
ther wonder whether the scholarly temptation to subject ancient traditions to
a glaringly modern gaze might be less of a cure for gender stercotyping than a
symptom of its present prevalence.” Insofar as much of the discussion surround-
ing the fallen angels concerns the power and limits of the human capacity to
see and know,™* I suggest that it might provide us with an interesting focus for
considering the power and limits of the gendering of sight and knowledge as
well—as here projected up and across the cosmic boundaries that separate earth
from heaven.

Seeking Misogyny and “Magic” in Ancient Judaism

In the Book of the Watchers, two hundred of the angelic class of Watchers are said
to have descended to carth in the days before the Flood, after the sight of human
women sparked their desire to partake in the sexual and procreative prerogatives
of human men. Whereas Genesis 6 provides some precedent for the notion of
the sexual transgression and pollution of these “sons of God,” the Book of the
Watchers adds a potent new element: they are depicted as crossing the divinely
established divide between heaven and earth, not just through physical descent
and sexual mingling, but also through the dissemination of heavenly secrets to
the inhabitants of earth.

The trope of illicit angelic instruction here helps to explain both the ori-
gins of human civilization and the antediluvian proliferation of earthly evils
that necessitated the Flood (cf. Genesis 6:5). The teachings of the fallen angel
Asacl, for instance, are placed at the origins of the human arts of mining,
metal-working, weaponry, shicld-craft, cosmetics, dyes, and jewelry (1 Enoch
8:1). Exiled from their heavenly homes, other Watchers are said to show hu-
mankind how to wrest knowledge from the skies, by divining auguries from
celestial and meteorological phenomena (8:3). Other teachings, associated
particularly with the angelic leader Shemihazah and with the skills revealed to
the Watchers” wives, evoke an association with “magic”: sorcery, charms, the
cutting of roots, and plant lore (7:1; 8:3).

The primary contrast explored in the Book of the Watchers is between heaven
and carth, and the text reflects upon the proper relationship between these
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realms through the descent of the Watchers, on the one hand, and the ascent of
Enoch, on the other.” That some passages associate the Watchers’ revelation of
knowledge specifically with their wives, however, seems to signal some subtext
or secondary narrative, exploiting the charged intersection of sex and knowledge
in a manner akin to that in the alternate etiology of evil in Genesis 2—3. Not
only does the text’s initial description of the Watchers’ sexual misdeeds include a
statement about how they taught sorcery and charms to their new wives (7:1b),
but reference is made to the sins and secrets that the Watchers revealed to these
women (9:8; 16:3; cf. 8:3i).

These passages from the Book of the Watchers (i.c., 1 Enoch 7:1b; 8:3i; 9:8,16:3)
have attracted much scholarly attention and have been widely adduced as carly
evidence for the association of women and “magic.” Tal Ilan, for instance, de-
scribes the development as follows:

In the biblical account women are also involved in the second fall story
[i.c., Genesis 6], but they could be construed as the victims of rape at the
hands of the sons of God. In Enoch’s version they play a more active role,
and are also allotted a more central position in the cosmic order. We are
told that the fallen angels taught the daughters of man a number of useful
skills: the wearing of jewelry and make-up (1 Enoch 8:1), obviously in order
to allure men; the properties of roots and plants, for medicinal purposes,
but obviously also for poisoning and witchceraft (7.1). . .. Thus, the descrip-
tion in 1 Enoch is probably the earliest wholesale association of magic
with women in Jewish literature. In rabbinic literature this association is
endorsed and justified. In answer to the question of why the biblical text
[of Exod. 22:17] singles out witches and not wizards, the rabbis answer
with resounding clarity that the law refers to both males and females, but
“witcheraft was named after women . . . because most women engage in
witchcraft” (y. San. 7.19, 25d; b. San. 67b). ... The development from the
Bible to rabbinic literature, and the middle position evident in the post-
biblical r Enoch is, in this case, clear.’®

Elsewhere, Ilan goes even further, suggesting that the association of certain
types of knowledge and practice (e.g., plant lore) with women is ultimately what
caused their association with “magic” as well."”

Ilan is not alone is interpreting ancient Jewish traditions about the teachings
of the fallen angels as pivotal for the very gendering of “magic” as female knowl-
edge and power.” William Loader, for instance, similarly reads the material about
angelic teaching in the Book of the Watchers through the lens of the passages per-
taining to women, and he thus interprets other references to the Watchers’ teach-
ings as denoting what angels revealed specifically to women;'™ by his reading, the
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text is “concerned with dangerous knowledge and sees women as its source.”®
Consequently, he argues that “we see the association of women with sorcery” and
that “[s]orcery is in that sense gendered.” Likewise, Rebecca Lesses asserts that
the Book of the Watchers “sets up a gendered dichotomy between the Watchers’
human wives and Enoch; women are recipients only of rejected mysteries, while
Enoch learns the true secrets of heaven from the revealing angels when he ascends
to heaven alive”*

Such interpretations are surely alluring, but they may not be quite as
self-evident as they first might seem. The skills said to be taught by the Watch-
ers, as we shall see, are not unambiguously “magical,” nor are they solely associ-
ated with women; the “sons of men” are also among the Watchers’ students,
and it is not always clear which teachings were for women and/or men. Fur-
thermore, to arrive at an assessment of their representation in the Book of the
Watchers, one must make choices about how best to reconstruct the original
text, and one must do so for passages in the Book of the Watchers for which the
manuscript evidence is perhaps the most divided. Not only is the textual situa-
tion for the Book of the Watchers notoriously complex, but the passages pertain-
ing to women also seem to have been a nexus for textual variation during the
course of the work’s translation and transmission. This is certainly the case—as
Kelley Coblentz Bautch has shown—for the passages pertaining to the possible
culpability of women for angelic descent (8:1; 16:3) and to the ultimate fate of
the Watchers’ wives (19:2).5

Our carliest surviving witnesses to the text of the Book of the Watchers are the
Aramaic fragments from Qumran (4QEn***¢<), which date from the second and
first centuries BCE.* These fragments, however, cover less than 25 percent of the
book. The Book of the Watchers is preserved in whole only as part of an Ethiopian
collection of Enochic books (Mashafa Henok Nabiy = “1 Enoch”); this version
likely reflects the Ge'ez translation of Greek version(s) under Axumite patronage
between the fourth and sixth centuries CE but now survives only in manuscripts
from the fifteenth century and following. Although it is likely that the Book of
the Watchers was translated from Aramaic into Greek as carly as the first century
BCE, our earliest extended evidence for this translation dates from centuries later.
Most of the text is preserved, with some duplications (1 Enoch 1:1-32:6 + 19:3—
21:9), in Codex Panopolitanus, a fifth- or sixth-century manuscript from Egypt.
Passages from the work are also extant in Greek in the form of excerpts adduced by
the ninth-century Byzantine chronographer Syncellus in Eclogae Chronographica
(1 Enoch 6:1-9:4; 8:4—-10:14; 15:8—16:1).%

The degree of potential variation in these textual witnesses can be illustrated
by the juxtaposition of the two Greek witnesses to 1 Enoch 7:1—2—the passage
most widely cited as the basis for the tradition about Watchers teaching “magic”
to their wives:
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1 Enoch 7:1-2 in Codex Panopolitanus

Syncellus 12*¢

And they ok for themselves wives; each
of them chose wives for themselves,

And they began to go into them (cf. Gen
6:2) and zo defile themselves with them

And they taught them (£. pl.) sorcery
and spells [pharmakeias kai epavidas),
and they revealed to them (f. pl.) root-
cutting and plants [rizotomias kai tas
botanas).

Those pregnant gave birth to grear
giants, of 3000 cubits.

These and the rest, in AM 1170,
took for themselves wives.

And they began to defile themselves
with them up to the Flood.

And they bore for them three
races. First, the great giants. Then
the giants begot the Napheleim,
and to the Napheleim were born
Elioud. And they were increasing
in accordance with their greatness.
And they taught themselves and
their wives sorcery and charms

(pharmakeias kai epaoidas).

Codex Panopolitanus is here closer to the Ethiopic manuscript tradition.”” It is in-
triguing, nevertheless, that verbatim overlaps in the two Greek versions are so slim
for this key passage concerning the Watchers’ wives. Even those points of agree-
ment that seem to speak most strongly to issues of gender in this passage—such as
the claim that intercourse with women was defiling for the Watchers—are less firm
than one might like: where the two Greek versions refer to the Watchers as begin-
ning “to defile themselves” [Gr. miainesthai] with women, for instance, the Ethi-
opic versions render the more neutral “to unite” or “to mingle” [Eth. zadammaru).*®

Codex Panopolitanus and Syncellus also diverge for 1 Enoch 8:3, the other
passage from the Book of the Watchers most often cited in scholarly treatments of
women and “magic”:

1 Enoch 8:3 in Codex Panopolitanus Syncellus 12

Semiazas taught spells and root- And their chief Semiazas taught

cutting [epavidas kai rizotomias]; them to be objects of wrath
against reason [einai orgas kata
tou noos], and the roots of plants
of the earth [kai rizas botanén

tés gés]. The eleventh, Pharmaros,
taught sorcery, spells, lore, and the
loosening of spells [pharmakeias,
Armaros the loosening epavidas, sophias, kai epaoidin

of spells [epaoidin lutérion); lutéria).

continued



Gendering Heavenly Secrets 115

1 Enoch 8:3 in Codex Panopolitanus

Syncellus 12

Barakiél the study of the stars
[astrologias]; Chochiél the observation
of signs [sémeidtikal; Sathiél the
observation of the stars [asteroskopian];

Seriél the course of the moon
[selénagbgias)

The ninth taught the observation
of the stars [astroskopian). The
fourth taught the study of the stars
[astrologias). The eighth taught
the observation of the heavens
[aeroskopian]. The third taught
the signs of the earth [7a sémeia

tés gés). The seventh taught the
signs of the sun [z sémeia tou
hélion). The twentieth taught

the signs of the moon [7a sémeia
1és selénés). All of them began to
reveal mysteries to their wives

and their offspring [pantes houtoi
érksanto anakaluptein ta mustéria
tais gunaiksin autdn kai tois teknois
anton).

In this case, fragmentary Aramaic is extant. From the evidence of 4QEn® (1 iv

1-s5) and 4QEn® (1 iii 1~s), it is possible to reconstruct the Aramaic text for this

key passage; Michael Knibb, for instance, does so as follows:

Shemihazah taught the casting of spells [and the cutting of roots;

Hermoni taught the loosing of spells,] magic, sorcery, and skill;

[Baraqel taught the signs of the lightning flashes;

Kokab'el taught] the signs of the stars;

Zeqel [taught the signs of the shooting stars;

Ar’taqoph taught the signs of the earth;]
Shamshi’el taught the signs of the sun;
[Sahriel taught the signs of | the moon.

[And they all began to reveal] secrets to their wives. . . .

Comparison makes clear that both Greek versions have been shaped by the

translation of categories of skill and knowledge into Hellenistic idioms; where

the Aramaic lists a series of auguries related to discrete celestial and meteorologi-

cal phenomena (i.e., lightning flashes, stars, shooting stars, earth, sun, moon),
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for instance, the Greek versions make references to technai more familiar in later
times, with various types of astral sciences thus over-represented.’®

Yet the Aramaic also appears to attest the antiquity of the final line in Syncel-
lus’s version—a line often cited in arguments about the place of gender in the
Book of the Watchers” account of illicit angelic instruction. Here, as elsewhere,
readings in Codex Panopolitanus are closer to the Ethiopic tradition. Yet such
examples suggest that, when Syncellus’s excerpts diverge from them, it is some-
times by virtue of preserving older traditions.” Inasmuch as the Aramaic is extant
for so little of the text and Syncellus’s version also bears quite obvious marks of
having been reshaped to fit for later chronographical concerns, the task of trying
to reconstruct the oldest recoverable version of the text proves all the more
challenging.

By virtue of such text-critical complexities, it is problematic to base interpre-
tations of women and “magic” in the Book of the Watchers on the selected citation
of isolated verses.’* Not only is it necessary to consult all of the extant witnesses,
but one must also weigh them with reference to their place in the rhetoric and
structure of the work as a redacted whole. When we approach the Book of the
Watchers in this fashion, however, the task of seeking misogyny and “magic™—
already fraught on both sides with the dangers of anachronism—becomes even
trickier. What I shall suggest, in what follows, is that such difficulties are also
often telling, signaling something of the impact of emergent discourses about
“magic” and misogyny on the transmission, translation, and interpretation of this
Second Temple Jewish text into Late Antiquity and beyond.

The Daughters of Men and the Dangers of Civilization

As we have seen, the first reference to angelic instruction in the Book of the
Watchers (i.c., 1 Enoch 7:1; Greek versions of which are quoted above) is a passing
comment in the course of the description of the angels’ dalliances with women.
Accordingly, it focuses on women, suggesting that the Watchers taught their
wives “sorcery and charms” [Gr. pharmakeias kai epavidas) > Codex Panopolita-
nus and the Ethiopic versions add that they revealed to them the cutting of roots
and herbs as well. When the topic is picked up again in the next chapter, the
recipients of the teachings are male or unspecified. In 1 Enoch 8:1, the Watcher
Asael is credited with teaching about metals, including extracting them from the
carth through mining, working iron and/or bronze to make weaponry, working
gold and/or silver to make jewelry, and about precious stones and cosmetics; in
some versions, he teaches these skills to men, who in turn make weapons, cos-
metics, jewelry, etc., for themselves and their daughters.

The extensive list of teachings of other named Watchers that follows in 1
Enoch 8:3 (quoted above) initially includes no specifications as to their students’
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identity or gender; one could thus assume that they are male, or both male and
female, depending on one’s sense of 1 Enoch 8:1—2. The first two lines of the list
evoke skills already associated with the Watchers’ wives in 1 Enoch 7:1, while the
next six are associated with the auguries of their eponymous celestial and other
natural phenomena.?* After the list, an association with women is again cited in
Syncellus’s version, this time with reference to “mysteries,” and Aramaic is here
extant to confirm the antiquity of his line; even there, however, it is unclear
whether or not these “mysteries” are meant to be understood as the auguries, etc.,
in the preceding list.

At first sight, the revelation of “mysteries” [Gr. mustéria, Eth. mestira, for
Aram. razin] might seem to be the topic most consistently associated with
women, inasmuch as the same accusation is made in 1 Enoch 16:3 (see below). In
1 Enoch 9:6, however, “mysteries” are said to have been revealed by Asael to the
“skillful among the sons of men,” and in 1 Enoch 10:7, by the other Watchers to
their children.’s The Watchers’ teachings—in other words—are not limited to
women, nor is it easy to determine which teachings were for women and which
for men. Even if we proceed with much caution in limiting our conclusions to
what the textual evidence allows us cautiously to reconstruct, the Book of the
Watchers does not readily give up answers to the questions that modern scholars
interested in women and “magic” wish to ask of it.

Furthermore, to focus on whether the Book of the Watchers reflects positive
or negative images of women is perhaps to miss some of the point of the work’s
own argument. The governing contrast throughout the work is between earth
and heaven, rather than women and men. This contrast is explored through
its structure as well as content.’® In the voice of God Himself, moreover, is
placed the assertion that the angels transgress in taking wives, not because
taking wives is sinful, but rather because marriage, sex, and children are the
domain of humankind (1 Enoch 15:4-7); their sin, as here conceived, lies in
the transgression of divinely established distinctions. Likewise, if it is so dif-
ficult to determine whether women or men received this or that angelic teach-
ing, or are most condemned through association with secrets or skills revealed
by the Watchers, it is perhaps partly because the text itself, in all its versions,
remains insistent on depicting both as involved in the spread of carthly sins
catalyzed by illicit angelic instruction—with the involvement of women and
men serving to telegraph the involvement of the totality of humankind, and
hence a shared culpability in bringing about the Flood by which both were
equally destroyed.

In this, the comparison with Genesis is telling. There, the origins of human
civilization are also depicted in ambivalent terms, as resultant from Cain’s sin
and exile, with his progeny inventing cities (4:17), tent-dwelling and cattle-
breeding (4:20), music (4:21), and bronze- and iron-working (4:22). Women are



118 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

mentioned there too. Yet it is only as wives and mothers; they serve solely as links
in the genealogies that connect male culture-creators to one another.

In the Book of the Watchers, by contrast, we find women implicated, alongside
men, in the ambivalent origins of civilization. Women too traffic in the danger-
ous wisdom that here emblematizes the earthly reception of heavenly secrets.
Inasmuch as the origins of civilization are here depicted in highly ambivalent
terms, so women and men together partake in knowledge, power, sin, culpabil-
ity, and punishment.”” Accordingly, to read the inclusion of women as empower-
ing is no less misleading than to judge it as misogynous. Considered in context,
rather, their inclusion mirrors their subsequent destruction, alongside men, in
the Flood—and hence serves as a defense of divine justice both for the Flood and
for the eschatological judgment it is here held to prefigure.’®

This context, moreover, draws our attention to the specific skills and knowl-
edge here taught to women and men. A number of scholars have been perplexed
by the inclusion of metalworking, alongside arts that better fit our modern
notion of “magic” (and particularly women’s magic). Loader, for instance, judges
its inclusion “problematic and rather extreme,” in contrast to other categories
that he apparently feels are more of a natural fit as “forbidden knowledge.”* Such
judgments, however, may speak mostly to the gap between modern categories of
knowledge and their ancient counterparts. After all, the connection of divina-
tion, pharmacology, and metallurgy is well attested in the literature of the an-
cient Mediterranean world. These technai are treated as one complex of powerful
yet ambivalent arts in Prometheus Bound (484—s00 BCE), for instance, and the
fourth-century BCE historian Ephorus of Cyme similarly credits the Idacan Dac-
tyls—whom he describes as “sorcerers [goétas], who practiced charms [epddas]
and initiatory rites and mysteries [72ustéria)”—with teaching humankind about
the “use of fire and what the metals copper and iron are, as well as the means of
working them” (Diodorus 5.64.4—s5).*° As Fritz Graf has shown, metallurgy’s as-
sociation with ambivalent power in the Book of the Watchers reflects its participa-
tion in “the eastern Mediterranean literary Koine.”*

If such cases caution against the sanguine imposition of modern values and
categories of knowledge upon ancient ones, they may also prompt us to be more
cautious about inferring that ambivalent ritual knowledge is “magic” whenever
associated with women. We may wish to be more careful, in other words, about
the temptation to read the relevant ancient sources through the lens of the as-
sumption that any association of women with knowledge must imply the con-
demnation of that knowledge as witchcraft, and the circular reasoning whereby
sources read in this fashion are then used to support arguments about the seem-
ingly universal idea of women as witches.** In the case of root-cutting and plant
lore, for instance, the potentially positive medicinal connotations are clear from
the alternate etiology in the Book of the Jubilees, a Hebrew work from the second
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century BCE closely aligned with early Enochic traditions; there, it is Noah
who receives such knowledge from angels to protect against demons and illness
(10:10-14). Yet, we may not wish to be so quick to conclude that such knowledge
is simply negative (“magic”) when associated with women and simply positive
(“medicine”) when associated with men; as in the case of ambivalence toward
metallurgy here and elsewhere (e.g., Job 28),# the very point—in both cases—
may be its power and danger as a mode of human control over the natural world.

Nevertheless, in the Greek translations of the Book of the Watchers, the as-
sociation of these skills with women’s magic does appear to have been enhanced.
The image of the Watchers” wives learning pharmakeia, for instance, echoes the
trope of the dangerous women in Athenian drama.** The appeal to teachings of
rizotomia and botané in Codex Panopolitanus, moreover, resonates with domains
of expertise associated with dangerous women in Greek literature®—although
even in the Greek evidence, as Lucia Nixon notes, one finds “Demeter’s positive
connection with plant lore” alongside “the more common, negative associations
of women and ‘root-cutting’ represented by Medea and Circe”+¢

In light of the Book of the Watchers’ association of such technai with women, it
might be tempting to conclude, with Ilan, that its references to knowledge about
“the properties of roots and plants” are meant not just “for medicinal purposes,
but obviously also for poisoning and witchcraft.”#” To stop at what is apparently
so obvious, however, is perhaps to miss something—Dboth about the ancient tradi-
tions and about the modern assumptions that we bring to them. If we set aside
the assumption that any domains of technical expertise associated with women
(e.g., roots, plants) are implied to be tainted with “magical” or other negative as-
sociations in some manner that those domains associated with men (e.g., metals)
are not, we are faced with a more poignant and ambivalent account of the power
and danger of civilization, as perhaps emblematized by the plant lore of women
no less than the metallurgy of men.+*

Such concerns make sense, notably, in the context of the ancient discourse
about the origins of civilization in both Jewish and Hellenistic cultures—includ-
ing but not limited to Genesis and the traditions surrounding Prometheus. Yet a
modern gendering of knowledge has often been imposed, as if universal, due per-
haps to two common habits. First is the practice of reading references to women
as always and everywhere meant to communicate something about gender, with
the tacit implication that an author would have only included reference to men
if he had wished to communicate human totality or universality, whereby the
invisibility of masculinity is affirmed and the assumption of the male as model
of the human re-inscribed. Second is the tendency to interpret the association
of any form of knowledge or practice with women as a sign that this knowledge
is being devalued or judged as negative, after which one applies the circular logic
that its lesser valuation speaks to the correspondingly negative view of women.
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In both cases, common modern reading practices can result in a homogenization
of ancient misogyny that forecloses further inquiry into what is distinctive in
specific times and sources.*

The Wiles of the Watchers’ Wives

In the modern West, the association of women and witchcraft has arguably
become so naturalized that it can be difficult to interpret pre-modern texts with-
out imposing our own views of “magic” and misogyny as if these were stable or
self-evident categories. With regard to “magic,” Kimberly Stratton has stressed
that “while certain types of ritual practices have been prohibited as either foreign
or harmful throughout history, the formulation of a broad, polythetic discourse
magic to classify and censure people and practices under one heading has a spe-
cific history.”® Similarly, Ishay Rosen-Zvi has noted that “the main methodolog-
ical problem with the common scholarly use of misogyny as an explanatory tool
is that it tends to isolate only one component of a broader discourse™" he cites
“the supposed triviality of the issue” as a possible reason that modern scholars
have sometimes treated its identification and denunciation in ancient texts like
the Testament of Reuben as an end in itself, rather than the beginning for fur-
ther inquirys* He further notes how studies that aim to unmask the misogyny
of ancient literature often limit themselves largely to this task, even when the
result is merely the repetition of “what is already quite well known: that ancient
cultures are androcentric, chauvinistic, and, to some extent, misogynic.”33 “Mi-
sogyny is a well-known element in Hellenistic culture, and its existence in Jewish
Hellenistic as well as Jewish wisdom writers, such as Philo and Ben Sira, is well
documented,” he notes, but thus points to all the more pressing need to recall
that “misogyny is not a uniform phenomenon.”*

Just as Stratton challenges us to historicize the association of women and
“magic,” so Rosen-Zvi pushes us to ask when, where, and how this association has
(and has not) been tied to (what kinds of ) misogyny. For Stratton, Hellenistic tra-
ditions are crucial for shaping the cross-cultural Mediterranean discourse “magic”
that underlies modern notions of witchcraft, and for Rosen-Zyvi, the interiorization
of lust in Hellenistic Jewish transmutations of zenus and porneia is part of what
produces a new “economy of gender” that shapes modern Western understandings
of gender and sexuality® If they are correct, it is perhaps not coincidental that the
notion of women as temptresses and the association of women with “magic” in the
Book of the Watchers are both attested most strongly in the Greek versions.

Above, for instance, we noted the use of the term pharmakeia in both Greek
versions of 1 Enoch 7:1. In addition, the Greek of Codex Panopolitanus at 1 Enoch
19:2 asserts that the Watchers’ wives will become Sirens, whereas the Ethiopic
translation states that they will be peaceful. A statement unique to the version of
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1 Enoch 9:8 preserved by the ninth-century chronographer Syncellus, moreover,
associates the Watchers’ wives with knowledge of “hate-charms” [misétra].

Also unique to Syncellus’s version of 1 Enoch 8:1 is the attribution of blame
to women for the temptation of angels to earth. With the extant other versions,
Syncellus’s version first notes how the angel Asael taught humankind about met-
alworking, cosmetology, and related skills (see above). To this, however, Syncel-
lus adds that “the sons of men did this for themselves and their daughters, and
they transgressed and led astray the holy ones” [kai epoiésan heautois hoi huioi ton
anthrépdn kai tais thugatrasin auton, kai parebésan kai eplanésan tous hagions] ¢
This version asserts, in other words, that women were the cause for angelic de-
scent, not just its victims.

As noted above, Syncellus’s excerpts often diverge quite dramatically from the
other witnesses. In many cases, the differences are readily explained with reference
to chronological concerns, or to the context of the excerpts vis-a-vis the specific
argument at hand, but there are also some cases in which they fall closest to the
Aramaic fragments from Qumran. For passages like this, for which no Aramaic is
extant, it can be difficult to determine whether Syncellus’s unique readings reflect
traditions more original than those preserved in Codex Panopolitanus and the
Ethiopic versions, or much later additions.

In the case of 1 Enoch 8:1, R. H. Chatles follows the Ethiopic and the other
Greek witness in omitting this line, and Matthew Black dismisses it as alater “mor-
alizing addition.”s” George Nickelsburg, however, posits that Syncellus’s reading
is closer to the original*® To support this choice, he points to the allusion to a
double angelic descent in the second-century BCE “Animal Apocalypse” (1 Enoch
86:1—4), and he posits that it presupposes a complex of traditions wherein “the
angels were seduced by the women”—or, more specifically, wherein Asael’s teach-
ings of cosmetics lead to the artificial beautification of human women, which in
turn empowered the women to tempt Shemihazah and the other Watchers also
to descend.”® For Nickelsburg, then, the view of women as temptresses of angels,
which we cited at the outset of this chapter from the Testament of Reuben, is al-
ready present in the Book of the Watchers.

Nickelsburg’s arguments for the originality of Syncellus’s longer readings con-
cerning women are followed by Loader, for instance—with substantial implica-
tions for his assessment of the representation of women and “magic” in the Book
of the Watchers as a whole.* More recently, however, Siam Bhayro has questioned
whether it is wise to follow Syncellus in this case, particularly in the absence of cor-
roborating evidence from other witnesses to the text of the Book of the Watchers; the
supporting evidence cited by Nickelsburg is itself speculative and open to interpre-
tation." Using the same array of evidence, in fact, Bhayro can convincingly mount
the opposite argument for opposite aims, insisting that “the misogynistic element,
popular with the later retellings of this narrative, is not a true Enochic feature.”®



122 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

Although I find Bhayro’s argument about the textual history of this verse ulti-
mately convincing, the concern to exempt the Book of the Watchers from charges
of misogyny may distract from the interesting possibilities that it opens up.
Indeed, what the studies of Ilan, Loader, Lesses, and Bhayro all share is an inter-
est in whether and why the Book of the Watchers is misogynistic—and, hence, an
approach to the extant Greek and Ge'ez witnesses as sources for reconstructing
its original Aramaic form. That our sources resist any easy application to these
questions, however, may be significant in itself. It is perhaps telling that we find
so much textual variation in the manuscript traditions surrounding the passages
pertaining to women. It may also be telling that scholars who seek “magic” and
misogyny most often find it in the Greek versions of the text. If modern interpret-
ers find the place of women in the Book of the Watchers puzzling and bring ques-
tions to the text that might not fit its original sense, we are perhaps not alone: the
text’s late antique translators and tradents also seem to have struggled to make
sense of how its statements about women might be made to speak their own ques-
tions too, as perhaps shaped by emergent views of “magic” and its gendering.

What I would like to suggest, then, is that we may miss an interesting story
when we approach the textual witnesses to the Book of the Watchers only as data for
the text-critical reconstruction of the original form of the work. The Greek transla-
tions and textual variants may reward re-reading, 7ot only as witnesses to be weighed
in the recovery of the Aramaic of this ancient Jewish text, but also as part of the
rich evidence for the interpretations and transformations of the myth of the fallen
angels. It is not clear whether the authors/redactors of the Book of the Watchers in
the third century BCE were even concerned with women and “magic” in something
of the same sense of the stereotypes later developed and now naturalized. What is
clear, however, is that its transmission-history and reception-history tells us much
about the later spread (and limits) of this association, particularly in relation to
shifting views of the gendering of power and knowledge in Late Antiquity.®

When approached from this perspective, the traditions unique to Syncellus’s
quotations from the Book of the Watchers prove particularly rich—whether his is
the only one of our extant witnesses that selectively preserves carlier material, as
Nickelsburg suggests, and/or his version reflects later interpretation, as Bhayro
suggests. Syncelluss excerpts seem to be taken from the works of earlier chro-
nographers and thus reflect the late antique Egyptian monastic settings in which
these ancient Jewish traditions entered the chronographical tradition with Pan-
odorus and Annianus.®* It is perhaps not coincidental, then, that the materials
unique to Syncellus are also the ones most marked by a concern with the dangers
of women, on the one hand, and a preoccupation with “magic,” on the other.*

As noted above, there is also an interesting addition in Syncellus’s version
of the archangelic summary of the sins of Shemihazah and the Watchers who
followed him in 1 Enoch 9. Here, most versions generally concur in recording
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the accusation that “they have gone in to the daughters of the men of the earth,
and they have lain with them, and have defiled themselves with the women, and
they have revealed to them (£. pl) all sins.” To this, Syncellus adds: “and they have
taught them to make hate-charms [misétra]” (25.1). What is here made explicit is
the association of women and “magic.”

The statement in 1 Enoch 9:8, notably, departs from the rhetoric of the rest of
1 Enoch 9, which summarizes the earlier narrative in more abstract and synthetic
terms. The introduction of a new detail about a topic of teaching, moreover, does
not fit well within the structure of its immediate context, wherein the deeds of
the two major Watchers are otherwise mirrored and matched. In 1 Enoch 9:6-8,
Asael is first associated with teaching “all iniquity upon the earth” and revealing
“mysteries in heaven, which the sons of men were striving to learn,” after which
Shemihazah and his followers go into “the daughters of the men of the earth” and
revealed to them “all sins” Whereas this two-fold summary of angelic transgres-
sion is otherwise consistent with the use of gender specification elsewhere in the
Book of the Watchers to express totality, the passing reference to “hate-charms”
seems to reflect an interpretation that explicates the association of women and
knowledge with reference to “magic.”

The possibility that this detail is a later addition is also suggested by the recep-
tion-history of the Book of the Watchers traditions about illicit angelic instruction
in the centuries between its formation in Hellenistic Palestine in the third century
BCE and the integration of excerpts from it into the Christian chronographical
tradition among Egyptian monks in the early fifth century CE. Strikingly, the asso-
ciation of women and “magic” is simply not found in the eatly tradition surround-
ing the fallen angels. Lesses confirms, for instance, that women are not associated
with “magic” in the rest of the early Enochic literature, nor are they deemed dis-
tinctively culpable for the corruption caused by the Watchers’ teachings.*

At the outset, we noted how Testament of Reuben uses the rhetoric of “magic”
to denounce the Watchers’ wives as evil temptresses. In doing so, it may reflect
some of the same Hellenistic Jewish concerns that shaped the initial Greek trans-
lation of the Book of the Watchers around the first century BCE; it may even draw
from a version of the text that includes Syncellus’s longer reading of 1 Enoch 8:1 as
well as Codex Panopolitanus’ association of the Watchers’ wives with Sirens.” By
the time of its integration in its present form into the second-century ce Chris-
tian Testaments 0f the 12 Patriarchs, however, such concerns seem surprisingly rare.

In the second century CE, a number of Christians were re-reading the Book of
the Watchers traditions about the fallen angels through the lens of Hellenistic and
Roman ideas about 72agoi and mageia. One is hard-pressed, however, to find any
explicit appeals to this association in relation to women. Where we find “magi-
cal writings” associated with the fallen angels, for instance, it is in connection to
“pagan” polytheism, idolatry, and animal sacrifice, with no concern to specify the
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gender of the worshipers (so, e.g., Justin, 2 Apology 5.4),°* and when fallen angels
are placed at the origins of “magical arts,” it is with reference to male “heretics”
(so, e.g., Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.15.6; cf. Proof18), consistent with what Strat-
ton has shown for the early Christian gendering of “magic” as male.®® In the third
century, Julius Africanus mentions traditions about the fallen angels as teaching
their wives “concerning magic and sorcery [peri mageias kai goéteias), as well as
the numbers of the motion of astronomical phenomena,” but he does so only in
passing and in the context of dismissing these traditions as unbelievable; in fact,
the implausibility of the whole complex of traditions is pivotal for the logic of
the passage in question, which is the first known Christian source to promote the
cuhemeristic interpretation of the “sons of God” as human Sethians.

One wonders whether the full articulation of the association of women,
secrets, fallen angels, and hate-charms in the excerpts of the Book of the Watch-
ers preserved via Syncellus might make most sense when read against the back-
ground of the Egyptian milieu of the early fifth-century monks Panodorus and
Annianus. If the unparalleled density of Greco-Egyptian evidence for “magic”
reflects something of its prevalence and diffusion, then this setting may also help
us to understand why Codex Panopolitanus—also created in Egypt, roughly con-
temporaneous to Panodorus and Annianus—might reflect some intensification
of carlier concerns within the Hellenistic Jewish reception and translation of the
Book of the Watchers, even if the redeployment of the angelic descent myth as an
ctiology of Sirens (see below) is relatively carly.

Although any conclusions must await further investigation, it is interesting to
speculate as to whether a heightened interest in the pairing of women and “magic”
might be rooted in the anxieties of monastic epistemology and expertise in a cul-
tural milieu marked—as David Frankfurter notes—by “a much more fluid range of
ritual experts both within and without the monastic fold. A monk was certainly as
likely to provide one with an erotic binding spell as was an Egyptian priest, a rabbi,
or an ‘intellectual pagan, and each could supply the counterspell as well.”” If so,
then it is also intriguing that the figure of the Egyptian monastic expert in “magic”
finds a parallel in modern Ethiopian Christianity, wherein “the dibtira, a literate
but itinerant ecclesiastical functionary, draws up elaborate protective and healing
amulets for clients and is commonly viewed as a master of the demonic world . . .
‘the master of spells, the paragon of ingenuousness, ruse, and deceitfulness, and,
in the eyes of the more rigid priests, a fallen and impure being.””* When consid-
ering the fluidity of the textual tradition of the Book of the Watchers on matters
of “magic,” it might be important to keep in mind its reading, transmission, and
translation in local settings in which—again, in Frankfurter’s words—a “popular
religion, in which spells, talismans, and incantations, priests, monks, saints, and
relics, parchment, magical figures, and sacred oil offered a panoply of resolutions
for misfortune and competition in village life” and in which male ritual experts
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perhaps figured female power as ambivalent, not least because “the negotiation of
sexuality—desire, fulfillment, fantasy, and all the social disruptions incumbent in
desire—made up an essential part of this world.””

Women and the Secrets of the Cosmos

So far, we have focused mostly on passages in the Book of the Watchers attested
both in Codex Panopolitanus and the excerpts in Syncellus, wherein the Ethi-
opic has agreed with the former. Passages relevant for investigations of women
and “magic,” however, also include some cases in which where Codex Panopoli-
tanus and the Ethiopic diverge, with neither Aramaic nor Syncellus extant.

We have already made note of the example of the former’s association of the
Watchers’ wives with Sirens:7

1 Enoch 19:2, Codex Panopolitanus

1 Enoch 19:2, Ethiopic

... and the wives of the transgressing
angels will become Sirens [kai hai
gunaikes autdn ton parabantdn angelon
eis seirénas ganésontai)

... and their wives, those whom
the angels led astray, will become as
peaceful (wa-anestiyahomu-ni
ashiton malaekta kama
salamaweyat yekawweni)

Also interesting is a passage that has been central for determining the episte-
mological ramifications of the Watchers’ revelations to their wives in the Book
of the Watchers, namely, the account of God’s accusation of the Watchers in 1
Enoch 16:3:

1 Enoch 16:3, Codex Panopolitanus

1 Enoch 16:3, Ethiopic

You were in heaven. And every secret
that was not revealed to you [kai pan
mustérion ho ouk anckalupsthé humin)
and a secret from God [mustérion to
¢k tou theo gegenémenon] you knew.
And this you informed [eménusate]
the women/your wives, in your hard-
heartedness. And by this secret,
females and mankind multiplied evils
upon the earth.

You were in heaven. And hidden
things still were not revealed to
you [wa-xebubat Gdi i-takastu
lakemu), and rejected/worthless
secrets [mennuna meshira) you
knew. And these you informed
[zénawa) women/your wives,

in the hardness of your heart.
And by this secret, women—and
mankind—multiplied (f. pl.)

evils upon the earth.
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The Ethiopic version of the verse differs notably in sense and implications from
the Greek version preserved in Codex Panopolitanus, thus puzzling many
modern interpreters.”® The contrasting readings of the verse suggest that late an-
tique translators and tradents of the Book of the Watchers may have faced similar
challenges when secking to understand its statements about women and knowl-
edge in a world in which their association was becoming a matter of danger,
“magic,” and witchcraft.

Where the extant Greek and Ethiopic versions diverge is on the question of
what exactly the Watchers knew—and, hence, on the question what precisely
they taught to their wives. The Greek suggests that these angels knew and re-
vealed heavenly secrets, while the Ethiopic asserts that the fallen angels possessed
no real heavenly knowledge but only rejected or worthless knowledge; it is the
latter variant, for instance, that thus undergirds Lesses’s claim that women are
here depicted as knowing only rejected secrets, in contrast to Enoch, and that
“magic” is thus gendered as female.”®

Notably, the assertion of the Watchers’” wrongful and corrupting use of true
knowledge in the Greek fits better with the literary context, structure, and argu-
mentative logic of 1 Enoch 12-16, which concern the transgression of cosmologi-
cal and epistemological boundaries”” Moreover, if the Watchers are here accused
of wrongfully revealing heavenly knowledge on earth, their transgression would
seem to be blunted, if not altogether negated, by the assertion that the revealed
knowledge was actually not heavenly or true. This, in turn, would detract from
the explanatory power of the trope vis-a-vis the necessity for God to destroy the
entire world by Flood”® It seems more likely, too, that a later scribe might feel
uncomfortable with the notion of sinfulness as paired with true knowledge—as
also, for instance, in the strikingly parallel case of the treatment of the knowledge
of the King of Tyre in LXX Ezckiel 287

For our present purposes, however, the originality of the reading in Codex
Panopolitanus proves less pressing than the late antique Egyptian context of its
cultivation. Although the notion of true knowledge wrongly revealed strikes
some modern scholars as so illogical as to be nonsensical, we do find this con-
cept attested in late antique sources that seem shaped by awareness of the Book
of the Watchers, or traditions therein, in a form similar to Codex Panopolitanus.
As Charles and others have noted,* the reading of 1 Enoch 16:3 preserved in
this Egyptian manuscript secems to be presupposed by Clement of Alexandria.
For Clement, it serves as ammunition in a debate over whether or not there are

hidden truths in Hellenistic philosophy:

We showed in the first szromateus that the philosophers of the Greeks are
called thieves, in as much as they have taken without acknowledgment
their principal dogmas from Moses and the prophets. To which also we
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shall add that the angels who had obtained the superior rank, after having
sunk into pleasures, told to the women the secrets that had come to their
knowledge [hoi angeloi ckeinoi hoi ton ané kléron heiléchotes katolisthésantes
eis hédonas ekseipon ta aporréta tais gunaiksin, hosa ge gnésin antén aphi-
kro], whereas the rest of the angels concealed them, or rather, kept them
until the coming of the Lord. From there emanated the doctrine of Provi-
dence and the revelation of high things [hé #és pronoias didaskalia errué
kai hé ton metedron apokalupsis). Since prophecy had already been im-
parted to the philosophers of the Greeks, the treatment of dogma arose
among the philosophers—sometimes true, when they hit the mark, and
sometimes erroncous, when they did not comprehend the secret of the
prophetic allegory. (Clement, Strom. s.1.10.2)

Clement’s familiarity with the Book of the Watchers and its account of angelic
teachings is well known; elsewhere, for instance, he appeals to its traditions
about illicit angelic instruction to posit that “all the demons knew that it was
the Lord who arose after the passion, for Enoch already said that the angels who
sinned taught humankind astronomy, divination, and the other arts” (Selections
from the Prophet s3.4)." Given his date and setting, moreover, it is perhaps not
surprising that he might be familiar with the work in some form similar to the
version preserved in Codex Panopolitanus. And, whatever the original sense of 1
Enoch 16:3, this familiarity seems to enable his assertion that women stand at the
carthly origins of philosophical teachings such as “the doctrine of Providence
and the revelation of high things,” by which Greeks had some access to Chris-
tian truths even prior to Christ—and because of which, according to Clement,
Christians can profitably draw upon such writings.*

A similar point is made by the fourth-century Egyptian alchemist, Zosi-
mus of Panopolis, to posit the heavenly origins of alchemy. Again, the connec-
tion between the fallen angels and their wives is exploited as a channel for the
transmission of true and powerful knowledge—transgressively yet still effica-
ciously—down to carth. The relevant passage, as preserved by Syncellus, reads
as follows:

... the ancient and divine scriptures said this, that certain angels lusted
after women and, after descending, taught them (f. pl) all the works of
nature |edidaksan autas panta ta tés phuseds erga). Having stumbled be-
cause of these women, he says, they remained outside of heaven, because
they taught men everything wicked and nothing benefiting the soul
(panta ta ponéra kai méden dpselounta tén psuchén edidaksan tous an-
thrépous]. The same scriptures say that from them the giants were born. So
theirs is the first teaching concerning these arts handed down by Chemeu.
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He called this the book of Chemeu, when also the art is called Alchemy,
and so forth. (Sync. 14.6-14)

Here again, women are associated with heavenly knowledge that fell to earth in
ancient times, thus shaping human civilization and the history of knowledge.
If this knowledge is otherwise gendered, moreover, it is not made explicit. Just
as Clement places women at the ambivalent origins of Greek philosophy, so too
Zosimus with Greco-Egyptian alchemy.

Modern scholars have been puzzled by 1 Enoch 16:3, perhaps also because of
the temptation to conflate the illicit angelic teaching of knowledge with angelic
teachings of illicit knowledge. The above-cited passages from Clement and Zo-
simus, however, suggest that the idea of true knowledge wrongly revealed was a
trope that made sense in a late antique Egyptian context, where it could prove a
power strategy for legitimating types of knowledge both problematized and en-
hanced by their potential danger. Zosimus even notes the corrupting effects of
this transmission, further echoing 1 Enoch 16:3, in a manner that also enables
reflections upon the power and limits of alchemy to purify the soul.”* These exam-
ples also suggest that the association of women with heavenly secrets was not nec-
essarily as odd or abhorrent to all ancient men as we might expect from modern
broad-brush characterizations of pre-modern misogyny.

Interestingly, neither Clement nor Zosimus seem to be the first to make their
respective arguments. In the case of philosophy, Clement may be answering other
Egyptian Christians who do assume that the origins of knowledge with Watchers
and/or women might suffice to prove its problematic character.® In the case of
alchemy, Zosimus may also be responding to the carlier use of the myth of the
fallen angels as part of an etiology of alchemy, albeit in positive terms.

The possibility that some Enochic traditions were integrated into Greco-
Egyptian Hermeticism is raised by the Lezter of Isis the Priestess to Horus, which
includes the following tradition:

... it came to pass that a certain one of the angels who dwell in the first
firmament [tina tén en t6 proto steredmati diatribonta ton hena tén an-
gelon], having seen me (i.c., Isis) from above, was filled with the desire to
unite with me in intercourse [andthen epithedrésanta me bouléthénai tés
pros eme mikseds]. He was quickly on the verge of attaining his end, but
I did not yield, wishing to inquire of him as to the preparation of gold
and silver. When I asked this of him, he said that he was not permitted
to disclose it, on account of the exalted character of the mysteries [dia #n
ton mustérion huperbolén], but that on the following day a superior angel,
Amnacl, would come . . . The next day, when the sun reached the middle
of its course, the superior angel, Amnael, appeared and descended. Taken
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with the same passion for me he did not delay, but hastened to where I
was. But I was no less anxious to inquire after these matters. When he
delayed incessantly, I did not give myself over to him, but mastered his
passion until he showed the sign on his head, and revealed the myster-
ies I sought, truthfully and without reservation [kai tén tén zétoumenin
mustérion paradosin aphthonéds kai aléthés poiésétai).

If there is indeed some connection with Jewish traditions about the Watchers,*
the link between sexual desire and secret knowledge has been taken even further.
The incrimination of angels for lasciviousness, moreover, has been paired with
seeming delight in female trickery, control, and resistance in the service of learn-
ing secrets from heaven.” If this text thus challenges our modern expectations
that the pairing of women and “magic” must always be a matter of misogyny, it
also attests the continued fluidity in the gendering of knowledge and power in
the discussion surrounding the fallen angels.

This fluidity, moreover, seems to flow across what we might wish, from a
modern perspective, to try to distinguish as “religion,” “science,” and “magic.”
Not only are similar tales attested in “gnostic,” Jewish, and Islamic versions (see
below), but some echo of the association of the fallen angels and alchemy may
find its way into one version of the Ethiopic translation of the Book of the Watch-
ers: just as the Greco-Egyptian reinterpretation of their teachings in terms of al-
chemy can be readily understood as an extension of the pairing of metallurgy
with “magic” in the Book of the Watchers and its broader cultural context (see
above), so some manuscripts conclude the account of Asael’s teachings in 1 Enoch

8:1 with the statement that “the world was changed.”*

Angelic Lust and Heavenly Ascent

To when and whom, then, do we owe the association of women and “magic” in
the tradition surrounding the fallen angels? Although I have so far resisted the
temptation to subject the dynamism of the tradition to a quest for some single
moment of “origin” or “invention,” it should be clear by now that I find the in-
sights of Bhayro, Stratton, and Rosen-Zvi most insightful for understanding the
full array of the extant evidence. In my view, it is only with some violence that
one reads a misogyny of a later sort back into the Book of the Watchers, and it is
only with some anachronism that one can press its notions of knowledge and
power to fit the Hellenistic discourse of “magic” that has come to shape our own
understandings of “magic,” “religion,” and “science.”

Rosen-Zvi brings a sophisticated and theoretically inflected understanding of
gender to bear on the Testament of Reuben and illumines much about the text.
Rather puzzlingly, however, he asserts that it is “unparalleled in any other known
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source” in its claim that it was “the daughters of men themselves who tempt the
Watchers.”® Apparently unaware of the traditions noted above, he asserts several
times that “[t]his is the only known version which presents the events as a result
of the women’s own initiative; in a// other versions it is the Watchers who plot to
seduce or capture the women,” and this claimed originality proves central to his
reading of the text as highly innovative, reflectinga moment of Hellenistic Jewish
invention that ushers in a “new economy of gender” akin to that which Michel
Foucault locates in Christianity toward the “birth of sexuality>°

Below, we will return to consider its use of the rhetoric of bewitchment to de-
scribe how the “daughters of men” tempted angels down from heaven. For now,
it suffices to note that it does seem to assume some prior association between
women and “magic.” The statement that “they bewitched [ezhelksan] the Watch-
ers before the Flood,” for instance, resonates so poignantly with the notion that
the Sirens began their lives as the Watchers’ wives that one wonders whether it is
merely coincidence.”” The language here used to describe their role in tempting
the Watchers, moreover, is readily understood in terms of the exegesis of a ver-
sion of 1 Enoch 8:1 similar to that preserved in Syncellus: the statement that “by
adornment [dia tés kosméseds) they lead astray first their minds [plandsin préton
tas dianoias]” (1. Reub. 5.3) answers the question of how these women “led astray
the holy ones [eplanésan tous hagious)” with reference to the inclusion of “orna-
mentation for women [kosmia tais gunaiksi)” among the teachings of Azael, as
made by men for themselves and their daughters (z Enoch 8:1, Syn.).

Persuasive, nonetheless, is Rosen-Zvi’s argument that the articulation of this
trope within the Zestament of Reuben is best understood within its literary and
argumentative context, and appreciated for what might be innovative. Even if he
is incorrect that its shifting of culpability from the “sons of God” to “daughters of
men” is “a unique inversion,” he is right to note that it is “the link that connects
the story to the rest of the testament.””* “Man’s inclinations and female tempta-
tions appear here, just as in the case of Reuben and Bilhah, as two sides of the
same coin,” he suggests; inasmuch as the “shift of the narrative focus from the
male figures’ external action to their internal lust parallels the transformation of
the daughters of men from victims to temptresses,” he argues that “T. Reuben pre-
serves traditional motifs, while at the same time integrating them through a series
of relatively small changes into a new economy of gender.””?

This notion of a “new economy of gender” created from “traditional motifs”
may prove useful for understanding Tertullian as well. As noted above, Tertul-
lian similarly uses the myth of the fallen angels to argue for the sinfulness of all
women. In his case, the small change that makes a major difference is the attri-
bution of teaching of cosmetics and jewelry-making directly and distinctively
to women. Although Tertullian is clearly familiar with the Book of the Watchers
and elsewhere defends its antiquity and authority, he deviates from all known
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versions of it in this one detail—with notable effects. Rather than a matter of
cosmic renewal necessitated by universal corruption, involving men and women,
the Flood thus becomes yet another example of female culpability for sin and suf-
fering, for which Eve is the model, and the women of Tertullian’s own time no less
liable. Even here, however, it is not “magic” that the women learn, but rather cos-
metology. What is dangerous about women, for Tertullian, is not that they know
or use “magic” per se, but that they are imagined not to need it: female beauty and
its artifices hold enough power to move even angels from their homes in heaven.

Whether the notion that women tempted the Watchers to earth is attested
already in the Book of the Watchers in the third century BCE, or first in the
“Animal Apocalypse,” the Greek translation of the Book of the Watchers, or the
Testaments of the 12 Patriarchs shortly afterward, it remains that this trope is
most richly extended in late antique and medieval sources—eventually coming
to be intertwined with a discourse on “magic,” albeit perhaps particularly in
cases where the “daughters of men” are imagined as temptresses of human “sons
of God,” with ancient Sethians encoding late antique monks and ascetics.”*
Similar traditions can be found at the medieval reemergence of interest in the
fallen angels within Jewish literary cultures, beginning with the gaonic midrash
Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer and the closely aligned and contemporancous Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan?

What proves perhaps more interesting, for our present purposes, is that me-
dieval Jewish literature also offers examples of positions more similar to those of
Clement and Zosimus, whereby women are positively associated with powerful
knowledge. Even if Ilan is correct that it is possible to draw a straight line from
biblical misogyny to rabbinic misogyny with the Book of the Watchers’ reference
to “magic” in the middle,® this is clearly not the only trajectory.

It shall suffice, for our purposes, briefly to note one complex of midrashim on
Genesis 6 that exemplifies the fluid place of women and “magic” in the discus-
sion surrounding the fallen angels—namely, what A. Jellinek, J. T. Milik, and
others have called the “Midrash on Semhazai and Azael”” This complex is found
in various versions, with varying degrees of narrativization, in Rabbi Moshe ha-
Darshan’s Bereshit Rabbati (11th c.), in the copy of the anthological chronicle
of Yerahmeel ben Solomon (c. 1150) preserved in Eleazar ben Asher Ha-Levi’s
collection Sefer ha-Zikhronot (c. 1325), and in Simeon ha-Darshan’s midrashic
anthology Yalgut Shimoni (13th ¢.)*® Here, we re-encounter the two main Watch-
ers of the Book of the Watchers, Shemihaza and Asael, as Shemhazai and Azael,
and the tale of their descent to earth is retold in the style of classic rabbinic tales
about human/angelic rivalry: descent is here framed as a “test” of the angels’ abil-
ity to resist the evil inclination, as rooted in their jealous desires to expose the
shortcomings of humankind, but they fail immediately upon taking on flesh and
seeing and/or cavorting with “daughters of men.”?
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Among the subsequent traditions about their time on earth is a version of the
above-cited story about Isis, retold as a tale about Shemhazai’s encounter with
one of the “daughters of men,” often given the name Asterah. The fallen angel
sees her and tries to seduce her, but she resists. Refusing to listen to his request,
she demands that he teach her “the Name by which you are able to ascend to the
Ragia” (i.e., the first firmament in heaven). As in the early Enochic and related
traditions, as well as the Hermetic Lezter of Isis to Horus, the angel thus teaches
a heavenly secret to a woman that he desires. Here, however, the woman uses
this teaching, not to spread sin upon the carth, but rather to ascend to heaven
to escape his sexual advances. As a reward, God places her among the stars in the
Pleaides. Although Shemhazai and Azael are said to have found other wives,
the first reference to their teachings thus concerns a woman who resisted and to
whom secrets were taught, albeit as a result of trickery and compulsion.

Here, we find what might be described as an inversion of the inversion in the
Testament of Reuben: it is not the lustful woman who brings the angels down
from heaven, but rather the lustful angel that sends the woman upward. Although
Asterah is reminiscent of Isis in Hermetic literature and Naamah in “gnostic”
literature, and her tale has Islamic parallels as well,°* it is here told in language
that resonates with rabbinic and para-rabbinic traditions. Most intriguing are
the resonances with traditions about angelic adjuration and heavenly ascent in
the Hekhalot literature. Whereas that literature limits such mystical and magical
power to men who are pure of any defilement from woman, this tale proposes
a playful reversal—with the wise and chaste woman uniquely able to learn the
divine Name from an angel, ascend upward to heaven, and even gain God-given
immortality as a star. In effect, Asterah thus takes on the role that had been given
to Enoch in the Book of the Watchers, namely, as the human being who reverses
angelic descent in heavenly ascent. These multiple twists are enabled, moreover,
precisely by the association of women and “magic”—albeit with women now on
the side of purity and “magic” now understood in terms of adjuration and ascent,
even as traditional motifs are yet again redeployed in new configurations.

Gender and Other Ways of Seeing

What, then, might we conclude about the place of women and “magic” in the
Book of the Watchers and its Nachleben? Above, I have tried to resist pinpoint-
ing any single moment of “origins” or “invention,” or tracing any single drama
of devolution or development, attempting instead to follow the evidence along
the multiple lines of its richly polyvalent spread. Such lines lead us not just to
encounters of Hellenism and Judaism, but also to the local cultures of late an-
tique Egypt. We can see Greek ideas combined with biblical and Jewish ideas
already in the Book of the Watchers and Testament of Reunben, and so too, even
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more dramatically, in Codex Panopolitanus and the writings of Clement of
Alexandria. Yet the latter, as we have seen, cannot be wholly understood apart
from their Egyptian contexts, as illumined by Zosimus and the Lezter of Isis to
Horus—and the same might be said with respect to Syncellus’s excerpts as well,
due to their Egyptian monastic mediators. Even the “Midrash of Shemhazai and
Azael” might owe something to this context. This is certainly the case with the
Ethiopian compilation 7 Enoch, created in neighboring Axum in the fifth or
sixth century.

Inasmuch as the present inquiry remains preliminary, I would like to conclude
by reflecting on some of the challenges involved in moving ahead in a manner that
takes seriously the contemporary conversations about gender, stereotype, and
identity invoked at the outset, while also bringing our ancient sources to bear on
the question of the universality of their insights. If Butler is correct that gender
is essentially unstable—requiring embodied, social performance to maintain the
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fiction of natural and immutable distinction'>*—what do we as modern scholars
perform when we choose to focus inquiries upon it? Does our projection of such
theories and questions into the past belie our claims as to their ultimate contin-
gency? What is effaced and naturalized by our own acts of scholarly selection,
and what are the blind spots produced by our own ways of secing and knowing,
as embedded in our own practices of reading and interpreting ancient sources
(whether source-critical, philological, historical, theoretically inflected, etc.)?

By means of conclusion, I would like to reflect briefly on these questions by
returning yet again to the passage from the Testament of the Reuben quoted at
the outset of this chapter and there presented as one of the “parade examples”
of ancient misogyny in relation to traditions concerning the fallen angels. Look-
ing again, however, we might wonder whether this passage also speaks—perhaps
even more poignantly—to ways of seeing, ways of knowing, and the fraught po-
tency of the interface between them. When we re-read the passage in light of
ancient understandings of optics, for instance, the possibility arises that both its
“magic” and its misogyny might be understood, at least in part, as expressions of
a broader concern in the first centuries of the Common Era with the power of
seeing to shape the soul.>*

Contemporary discourse on gender has long taken it as axiomatic that the
male gaze is active and hegemonic, whereas women are those who are seen
and objectified, and thus passive. Although first developed in film theory and
with reference to contemporary contexts, the trope of the active “male gaze”
has become a common reading strategy in scholarship on the representation of
women and gender in pre-modern contexts as well.” Even in cases where femi-
nist theorists stress that gender is socially performed by both women and men,
the description of sight and surveillance often remains gendered, with the “male
gaze” and “imperial gaze” answered in a binary framework by a “reversal of the
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gaze.” In a recent article on eighteenth-century literature, Rivka Swenson diag-
noses the problem as follows:

... inheritors of what we might call the Mulveyan meme, we have natural-
ized the theory of the dominant/male gaze. Laura Mulvey’s significant work
on filmic pornography describes gazing as the province of male spectators
whose experiences are marked by uncomplicated agency. Mulvey writes, “in
aworld ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split be-
tween active/male and passive/female”; her important thesis, implemented
and adapted by other film theorists, makes spectating and agency into syn-
onymous, as well as masculinized, conditions. Potential problems are that
the theory stabilizes subject/object binaries and threatens to offer a mono-
lithic view of sexual difference and gendered experience. ¢

With regard to the cighteenth century, Swenson points to the scientific dis-
courses on optics and their popular reception to suggest that “the dialectics of
the visual field, attended by the empirically generated nexus of seeing, knowing,
and being, exceed modern equations between sight and agency,” partly by virtue
of the prominence of theories of intromission—theories that explain sight with
appeal to the emission of particles [Gr. eidola, Lat. simulacra] from that which
is seen into the eyes of those who sce.” In such cases, the one who is seen is
figured as active, whereas the one who sees is passive—the opposite of what is
assumed in the case of the gaze today, particularly in discussions of its gendered
and gendering power. Accordingly, she wonders whether “the [Mulveyan] meme
reinforces a perceived connection between masculinity, gazing, and agency that
is anachronistic.”*®

Inasmuch as the concern of the present essay is with periods even more dis-
tant from our own, it may prove all the more pressing to historicize our optics
and erotics, lest we impose anachronistic assumptions about the gender, agency,
and the gaze. Such caution may prove particularly apt due to the prominence of
sight in the discussion surrounding the fallen angels. For the Book of the Watch-
ers, as perhaps already for Genesis, the problems began when “the sons of God
saw; and this moment of seeing also becomes a major preoccupation of later ex-
egetes.”” From a modern perspective, it does indeed seem all too natural to read
this act of seeing as an act that marks the angelic gaze as a male one, thrust upon
passive female beauty, and one finds such language widespread within scholarly
treatments of these traditions. Such assumptions, arguably, are as deep as they
have been invisible in scholarly treatments of the issue of the agency of Watchers
and women in the Book of the Watchers and related writings. With regard to the
Testament of Reuben, for instance, even Rosen-Zvi dwells on what he reads as the
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paradox of the passively seen women framed as temptresses of the actively seeing
angels and men:

This structure mirrors . . . T. Reuben’s narration of the Bilhah episode.
Both passages point to women as responsible for bringing about sin. More
specifically, both texts portray women as bringing upon themselves the
male gaze that opens each story, thus re-interpreting the gaze and its con-
sequences as the women’s own fault. Just as T. Reuben presents Bilhah as
a temptress, “drunk and naked,” in the very midst of her sleep, so too the
women in the Watchers tale “bewitched” the angels to lust after them.
Although in both cases the male figures ultimately act on their desires (the
women remain relatively passive), both texts serve as illustrations of the
power of female temptation. Men are victims even in their active plots.
Thus, these texts do not make a specific judgment about the particular
female figures of Bilhah or the daughters of men. Rather, they make a gen-
eral statement about women gua women . . . “Evil are women, my chil-

dren.” (T Reu. 5.1) "°

This, in turn, is what undergirds his broader argument that “the Testaments tend
to expand the female characters’ responsibility for causing the forbidden acts.. . .
as part of a much broader transformation in which internal thoughts and inclina-
tions rather than actions become the focus of the religious struggle,” such that “[t]
he misogyny of the Testaments, . . . rather than merely a commonplace to be noted,
represents the institution of a whole new era of sexual discourse, one which carries
with it a new economy of gender.”"

A closer look at the relevant passage about the Watchers may reveal, however,
that its preoccupation with sight may depend on an understanding of optics that
differs from modern notions of the gaze as an emblem of male agency and he-
gemony, and—perhaps more basically—even from modern notions of sight as
abstract and internalized." In the Testament of Reuben, the process of temptation
is broken up into its constituent components: “in their heart they plot against

» «

men,” “by adornment [dia tés kosméseés] they lead astray first their minds [pland-
sin préton tas dianoias]] “by sight they implant the poison [dia tou blemmatos ton
ion enspeirousi]” and “by the act they take them captive” (5.3); the first resonates
with biblical and related tropes about women and deception, while the second
recalls traditions linking cosmetics with the teachings of Asacl (i.c., 7 Enoch 8:3).
In the third, a concern for tracing views of women and “magic” might lead us to
focus on the appeal to poison, as elsewhere associated so closely with potion. A
concern with questions of sight, however, leads us to notice the active role here

granted to those being seen.
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If this seems strange to modern sentiments or necessarily a matter of mi-
sogyny, it may not have been so paradoxical in the eras and contexts in which
the Testament of Reuben took form. In the centuries surrounding the turn of
the Common Era, the mechanics of vision remained debated, with the range
of positions including what might be heuristically contrasted as intromission-
ism, as described above, and extramissionism, with beams emitted from the
eye to the object seen, as well as various permutation and combinations.” In
contrast to modern ideas about seeing, moreover, ancient optics tended to
conceive of sight as a tactile phenomenon, rather than distant, disconnected,
or neutral; even explanations of vision with appeal to extramission were not
wholly internalized in quite the later sense of the inner self as housed in the
impermeable fortress of the soul. A. Mark Smith, for instance, notes that
“[w]hatever their differences of detail, ancient theories of vision all found
common ground in the assumption that sight cannot occur without some
physical mediation between the eye and visible objects . . . action at a distance
is impossible.”#

Furthermore, even though the passive eye of intromissionism was countered
by extramissionist and other theories, it remained viable, and had literary and
cultural effects; Shadi Bartsch has shown, for instance, how “the notion of the
erotic penetration of the body by corpuscular bodies entering in through the eyes
proves a remarkably consistent ancient paradigm for the workings of the gaze
upon the soul” before and during the second century CE.”> Most significant, for
our purposes, is the place of such ideas of passive seeing in the interpenetration
of optics and erotics in novelistic and other literary reflections on desire from the
carly Roman Empire."

Something of the ancient scientific debate over the passivity or activity of the
eye, for instance, can be glimpsed in following comments on vision and desire by
the first-century Roman author Plutarch:

Vision provides access to the first impulse to love, that most powerful
and violent experience of the soul, and causes the lover to melt and be
dissolved when he looks at those who are beautiful, as if he were pour-
ing forth his whole being toward them. For this reason, we are entitled,
I think, to be most surprised at anyone who believes that, while men are
passively influenced and suffer harm through the eyes, they yet should
not be able to influence others and inflict injury in the same way. The
answering glances of the young and beautiful and the stream of influence
from their eyes, whether it be light or a current of particles, melts the
loves and destroys them. . . . Neither by touch nor by hearing do they
suffer so deep a wound as by secing and being seen. (Plutarch, 7able Talk
68.1a—c) 7
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The continued place of intromission in the optics of crotics, and the crotics of
optics, are evoked in the second century by Achilles Tatius of Alexandria—there
with further reference to the power of sight to shape the soul. Helen Morales, for
instance, draws our attention to several key passages in Clirophon and Leucippe,
where “[v]ision is coextensive with the lover’s body™

Beauty pricks sharper than darts, and floods down through the eyes to the
soul, for the eye is the channel of the wounds of desire. (1.4.4-5)

The effluxion of beauty floods down through the eyes to the soul, and ef-
fects a kind of union without contact; it is a bodily union in miniature, a
new kind of bodily fusion. (1.9.4~s5)

The pleasure of sight, flowing in through the eyes, settles in the chest.
Drawing in constantly the image of the beloved, it impresses this image
upon the mirror of the soul and moulds its shape. For the emanation given
off by beauty, pulled via invisible rays to the lover’s heart, imprints upon it
its shadow-image. (5.13.4) "*

None of these passages, notably, makes immediate sense from the perspective of
modern notions of visuality, and one might be tempted to dismiss their imag-
ery as solely metaphorical. They resonate, however, with ancient theories about
seeing as tactile and potentially invasive.

I suggest that something similar might be said for the Testament of Reuben’s
description of the mechanics of desire that led to the temptation and transforma-
tion of the Watchers. To focus on the text’s misogyny is to illumine the trope of
woman as temptresses, but it is also to miss the assumptions possibly shaped by
ancient optics. Being seen is here figured as active, rather than passive, and thus,
what we would figure as the female reception of a gaze is here likened to insemi-
nation by a glance [blemma).”> What we might read as the hegemonic gaze of
heaven is here an act perpetrated upon angels by women in a manner not merely
reduced to the trope of the temptress: “for thus they bewitched the Watchers
before the Flood: as these looked at them continually”

What enables the rhetoric of “magic” here, moreover, is that the women’s act
of being seen acts upon the Watchers in transformative ways: it has the power to
make angels “change into the shape of men.” Seeing women, in other words, is
what causes heavenly beings to take on gender.””* Furthermore, the passage im-
plies that it is only by virtue of this gendering that the Watchers can exert trans-
formative power upon women as well; the sight of them in this form causes the
women—at a distance, with only the touch of the eyes—to bear Giant children
from intercourse with their own husbands. The warning to men to “guard your
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senses from every woman” (77 Reub. 6:1), thus, is not merely a misogynistic or
moralistic metaphor. It is also a warning about the transformative power of vision
in a world where seeing and being seen were conceived as tactile and physical
experiences, and where opened eyes were also orifices by which souls were made
vulnerable to penetration by transformative powers.™

At first sight, the world evoked by the Book of the Watchers might seem akin to
a perfect panopticon, with the aptly named Watchers of the first firmament peer-
ing down at the earth and its inhabitants invisibly from above, and their higher
counterparts reporting human deeds to God to mete out punishments. At least
for the authors of the Testament of Renben, however, this surveillance also means
that Watchers are vulnerable to the power of sight as a physical connection with
carth: their watching as witnesses opens a conduit between earth and heaven, and
intromission enables the inhabitants of the former to touch the inhabitants of the
latter, through the eyes, with transformative effects.

Just as angels are thus made men by the sight of women, so the power of sight
is later figured as a sort of “magic” in its own right, akin to angelic adjuration:
Isis needs only to have Amnael close enough to see her, to bind the high angel
to her for the knowledge of alchemy’s powers to transform Nature, and perhaps
so too with Asterah’s empowerment by the sight of Shemihazah, whereby she
gains the knowledge of heavenly ascent, transforming from woman to star. In-
asmuch as the Book of the Watchers claims sight as the basis for Enoch’s totality
of understanding of cosmic realities in his tours of heaven and earth, we might
also wonder whether seeing also bears some danger in its power even there. In
this ancient apocalypse—where Genesis® statement that “the sons of God saw”
(6:2) has slipped, so seemingly naturally, into the assertion that “the sons of God
saw and desired” in 1 Enoch 6:2—the power and danger of knowing might be
paired already with the power and danger of seeing, with the latter as potent yet
ambivalent as true heavenly secrets revealed wrongly on earth, at the origins of
civilization and “magic” among women and men alike. Read from this perspec-
tive, moreover, it is perhaps understandable that Syncellus or his sources might
see these events as a story about women who “lead astray the holy ones,” and no
less understandable that some Ethiopian translators and tradents might conclude
that “the world was changed.” Nor might it be surprising that modern readers
have assumed it so natural that a tale about the temptations of sight so readily
slips into misogyny and “magic.”
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cf. K. Coblentz Bautch, “Amplified Roles, Idealized Depictions: Women in the
Book of the Jubilees,” in Enoch and the Mosaic Torah: The Evidence of Jubilees, ed.
G. Boccaccini and G. Ibba (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 338—52 at 351.
Loader, Enoch, Levi, and Jubilees on Sexuality, 38; see also Newsom, “Develop-
ment of 1 Enoch 6-19,” 314, 320-21. Notably, Loader brings such a normativizing
lens to this material that he conflates its association of knowledge with the fallen
angels with the prohibition of the practice and products thereof (a logic whose
limits become clear in the case of metallurgy; p. 38), and he even expresses quite
some surprise that the myth of the fallen angels is not used by ancient authors to
condemn homosexuality and bestiality (p. 80).

See also Pliny, Natural History 7.61. For a comparison with early Enochic tradi-
tions, sce F. Graf, “Mythical Production: Aspects of Myth and Technology in An-
tiquity,” in From Myth to Reason? Studies in the Development of Greek Thought, ed.
R. Buxton (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 322—28.

Graf, “Mythical Production,” 322.

So, e.g., Ilan, who asserts without argumentation when discussing this tradition
that “[w]omen’s knowledge of the plant world is what led to the identification of
the concoction of drugs and remedies from plants with sorcery” ( Jewish Women
in Greco-Roman Palestine, 223; italics mine), as well as elsewhere explaining this
tradition by noting that the “association of women with plants and roots is univer-
sal” (Ilan, Silencing the Queen, 229, see also 231).

See also S. Blakely, Myth, Ritual and Metallurgy in Ancient Greece and Recent
Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).

Stratton, Naming the Witch, 46, so—68. On women, pharmaka, and Hekate, see
Johnston, Restless Dead, 113. For the continued association in late antique Chris-
tian circles, it is interesting to note Basil of Caesaria’s comment on pharmaka that
“this is the sort of thing that women frequently do, who endeavor to attract a love
to themselves by means of spells and tablets, and who give to them charms that
make their thinking cloudy” (Ep. 188.8, translation cited after J. G. Gager, Curse
Tablets and Binding Spells (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) 260).

See references and discussion in L. Nixon, “The Cults of Demeter and Kore,” in
Women in Antiquity: New Assessments, ed. R. Hawley and B. Levick (London:
Routledge, 1995), 75-96 at 85—88.

Nixon, “The Cults of Demeter and Kore,” 86; see also Stratton, Naming the Witch,
46, s0—68. If Nixon is correct to point us to the pharmacological control and
management of fertility as a major nexus for the development and transmission
of this knowledge, then it is also possible that the reference to these teachings

in 1 Enoch 7:1 carries some of this connotation, at least in the Greek versions;
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whereas Nickelsburg and others (r Enoch I, 184) have suggested that the reference
“intrudes between action and result, that is, intercourse and conception” in the
narrative of 1 Enoch 7, we might speculate that it may be meant to communicate,
not the association of “magic” and women per se, but rather some failed attempts
at contraception.

Ilan, “Woman in the Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha,” 133.

That is, like almost all literature from antiquity, the work is clearly androcentric;
whether it can be called misogynistic, however, remains an open question.

Sce further, e.g., Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 66-67; Rosen-Zvi, “Misog-
yny and its Discontents.”

Stratton, Naming the Witch, 37. The importance of remembering this well-established
but often forgotten point with respect to Judaism, in particular, is stressed in the
review by G. Bohak in Journal for the Study of Judaism 39 (2008), 445-46.
Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 67 n. 6.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 66.

Rosen-Zvi, “Misogyny and its Discontents,” 27.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 66.

Stratton, Naming the Witch, 26—69; Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 92—94.
Coblentz Bautch (“What Becomes of the Watchers’ Wives,” 769 n. 15) has recently
drawn attention to the same concern within the Ethiopic tradition surrounding 1
Enoch 19:3, with variation surrounding the depiction of the Watchers” wives as
“those whom the angels led astray” [ashiton maliekta)] or “those who led astray
the angels” [ashitomu mali'kta). She posits the former as more original; see also
Charles, Book of Enoch, 43.

Chatles, Book of Enoch, 19; Black, Book of Enoch, 29, 127. When discussing the
related claim in 1 Enoch 19:2, Daniel Olson notes its implausibility as well, citing
also the lack of reference to the punishment of these women in 1 Enoch 6-16
(Enoch, s4, 268=69). See also Coblentz Bautch, “Decoration, Destruction, and
Debauchery,” 83-89, for a fresh reconsideration of 4QEn" in relation to the Greek
versions of 1 Enoch 8:1-2—stressing that “neither Synkellos nor the Akhmim
manuscript accords perfectly with the Aramaic” (p. 86).

Nickelsburg, “Apocalyptic and Myth,” 397. This line is thus included in his influen-
tial translation; see Nickelsburg, 7 Enoch I, 188: “Asael taught men to make swords
of iron and weapons and shields and breastplates and every instrument of war.
He showed them metals of the earth and how they should work gold to fash-
ion it suitably, and concerning silver, to fashion it for bracelets and ornaments for
women. And he showed them concerning antinomy and eye paint and all manner
of precious stones and dyes. And the sons of men made them for themselves and their
danghters and they transgressed and lead astray the holy ones” Olson, by contrast,
follows the Ethiopic variant “And the world was changed” (Enoch, 35).

That is, its reference to a single star descending, only later followed by many; see
further Nickelsburg, 1 Enoch I, 195-96, and he also reads traditions about the
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Watchers as sent to carth for a positive purpose before becoming tempted (e.g.,
Jubilees 4:15; 5:1-3) as reflecting this same complex of traditions. He also appeals
to much later sources, such as the medieval Targum Pseudo-Jonathan. Coblentz
Bautch cautiously accepts his conclusion (“Decoration, Destruction, and De-
bauchery,” 95), although stressing that “one need not interpret 8:1 so as to con-
clude that the daughters alone are deviant in this account; indeed women are not
solely implicated” (p. o1).

Loader, Enoch, Levi and Jubilees on Sexuality, 10, 17-18.

Bhayro, “Use of Jubilees] 10-17.

Bhayro, “Use of Jubilees, 15.

The value of Codex Panopolitanus for sheddinglight on the late antique Egyptian
context of its production, for instance, has been demonstrated by G. W. E. Nick-
elsburg, “Two Enochic Manuscripts: Unstudied Evidence for Egyptian Chris-
tianity, in Of Scribes and Scrolls: Studies on the Hebrew Bible, Intertestamental
Judaism, and Christian Origins Presented to John Strugnell on the Occasion of his
Sixtieth Birthday, ed. H. Attridge, ]. Collins, and T. Tobin (Lanham: University
Press of America, 1990), 251-60. Note also Flint’s suggestion that “[t]he textual
transmission of the Book of Enoch, and its context, have much to tell about the
later demonising of magic and enchantment” (“Demonisation of Magic and Sor-
cery in Late Antiquity,” 294).

W. A. Adler, Time Immemorial: Archaic History and its Sources in Christian Chro-
nography from Julius Africanus to George Syncellus (Washington DC: Dumbarton
Oaks, 1989), 151—57. The importance of Egypt as a locus for the circulation and
cultivation of Enochic texts and traditions was noted already by Lawlor, “Early
Citations from the Book of Enoch”; Lawlor, “The Book of Enoch in the Egyptian
Church,” Hermathena 3o (1904), 178—83.

On monks and “magic” in late antique Egypt, see below.

Lesses, “They Revealed Secrets to Their Wives,” 204-10.

See discussion below.

Justin here argues that the fallen angels enslaved humankind “by magical writings [dia
magikén graphén)” as well as “by teaching them to offer sacrifices and incense and
libations, which they needed after they were enslaved by lustful passions.” On Justin’s
redeployment of early Enochic traditions see further A. Y. Reed, “The Trickery of the
Fallen Angels and the Demonic Mimesis of the Divine: Aetiology and Polemics in the
Writings of Justin Martyr,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 12.2 (2004), 141-71.
Stratton, Naming the Witch, 107—41. The relevant passage is attributed to a pres-
byter and possibly preserves an oral tradition connected in some fashion to early
Enochic traditions about illicit angelic instruction: “Marcus, you maker of idols
and inspector of portents, experienced in astrology [astrologikés] and the magical
art [magikés technés). Through these, you confirm the doctrines of error. You show
signs to those lead astray by you, undertakings of apostate power—which your
father Satan always orchestrates for you to do through the angelic power Azazel”
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Syncellus quotes Africanus’s statements about the matter as follows: “When hu-
mankind became numerous on the earth, angels of heaven had intercourse with
daughters of men. In some copies [of LXX Genesis], I found ‘the sons of God.
In my opinion, it is recounted that the sons of God are called sons of Seth by the
Spirit. ... But let us understand them as ‘angels.’ Then it was they who transmitted
knowledge about magic and sorcery, as well as the numbers of the motion of astro-
nomical phenomena, to their wives, from whom they produced the giants as their
children; and when depravity came into being because of them, God resolved to
destroy every class of living things in a flood—this would be unbelievable!” (Sync.
19.24-20.4).

D. Frankfurter, “The Perils of Love: Magic and Countermagic in Coptic Egypt,”
Journal of the History of Sexuality 103-4 (2001), 480500 at 499. See also D.
Brakke, Demons and the Making of the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christi-
anity (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2006).

Frankfurter, “Perils of Love;” 498—99, citing A. Young, “Magic asa ‘%asi—Profession’:
The Organization of Magic and Magical Healing among Amhara,” Ethnology 14
(1975), 245—65. For ethnographical and related work on women and “magic” in Ethio-
pia, see R. Pankrust, “Historical Reflections on the Traditional Ethiopian Pharmaco-
pocia,” Journal of Ethiopian Pharmacentical Association 2 (1976), 29-33; T. Gedif and
H. Jirgen Hahn, “The use of Medicinal Plants in Self-Care in Rural Central Ethiopia,”
Journal of Ethnopharmacology 87.2~3 (2003), 155-61.

Frankfurter, “Perils of Love,” 499. Sece also Frankfurter, “The Legacy of Jewish
Apocalypses in Early Christianity: Regional Trajectories,” in Jewish Apocalyptic
Heritage, ed. J. C. VanderKam and W. Adler (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996),
129-200 at 142—200.

Translation here follows Coblentz Bautch, “What Becomes of the Angels
Wives?, 769. She there provides a detailed discussion of the textual evidence
and history of discussion, suggesting an Aramaic Vorlage that featured a peil
participle or peal passive participle of s/, in the sense of “will be destroyed,” as
misinterpreted in terms of other sense of the root s/ in the Greek underlying
the Ethiopic and as reinterpreted in terms of Hellenistic mythology in tradi-
tion of Codex Panopolitanus (pp. 778-80). By contrast, Bhayro argues for the
originality of the Ethiopic (“Use of Jubilees) 16-17), as does Olson (Enoch, 54,
268-69).

Compare, e.g., the translations in Black, Book of Enoch, 1ss and Nickelsburg,
Enoch I, 267.

Lesses, “They Revealed Secrets to Their Wives,” 196.

See further Reed, “Heavenly Ascent.”

Indeed, some exegetes even speculate about the sins of animals, so to explain why
they too were destroyed in the Flood. On this concern in the tradition surround-
ing Genesis 6, see J. Kugel, The Bible as Ir Was (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1999), 117-18.
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That is, MT Ezck 28:4 attributes great wisdom to the King of Tyre before his fall,
but the Greek translations invert the verse so as to assert his lack of knowledge—
albeit, in the process, detracting from the sense and point of the passage.

Sce further Charles, Book of Enoch, 37—38; Black, Apocalypsis, 305 Black, Book of
Enoch, 15s; Vanderkam, “1 Enoch, Enochic Motifs, and Enoch,” 47.

See further Vanderkam, “1 Enoch, Enochic Motifs, and Enoch,” 47; Reed, “Beyond
Revealed Wisdom,” 159—62.

R.J. Bauckham, “The Fall of the Angels as the Source of Philosophy in Hermias
and Clement of Alexandria,” Vigiliae Christianae 39 (198s), 319—30.

K. A. Fraser, “Zosimus of Panopolis and the Book of Enoch: Alchemy as Forbid-
den Knowledge,” Aries 4.2 (2004), 125-47.

Bauckham, “Fall of the Angels,” 319—20.

M. Berthelot and C. E. Ruelle, Collection des anciens alchimistes grecs, 2vols. (Paris:
Steinheil, 1888), 2.28—33 at 29. Translation follows Fraser, “Zosimus of Panopolis,’
132—-33; A.-J. Festugitre, La révélation d’Hermés Trismégiste (repr. Paris: Les Belles
Lettres, 2006), 1.256—60.

Festugicre, La révélation d’Hermeés Trismégiste, 1.255—56.

That is, in this case with Isis stealing secrets from heaven to pass on to her son,
Horus.

Black, Book of Enoch, 127. See E. Isaac, trans., “1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of ) Enoch,”
in The Old Testament Psendepigrapha, ed. ]. H. Charlesworth, 2 vols. (Garden City,
NY: Doubleday, 1983), 1:5-89 at 16 for an interpretation of “alchemy” here. For a
more recent argument for the originality of this reading, based on fresh Ethiopic
evidence and comparing 1 Enoch 98:2, see Olson, Enoch, 3 4.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 75.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 76; italics mine.

See n. 3. On the use of the verb #helgein to describe “verbal and sexual seduction
... often intertwined,” see S. Goldhill, 7he Poet’s Voice: Essays on Poetics and Greek
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 60-66; also L. E.
Dobherty, “Sirens, Muses, and Female Narrators in the Odyssey,” in The Distaff Side:
Representing the Female in Homer’s Odyssey, ed. B. Cohen (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995), 81-92.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 75.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 77.

See nn. 9-10.

The tradition to this effect in Pirge de R. Eliezer §22 finds a parallel in the closely
aligned Targum Pscudo-Jonathan ad Gen 6:2, which seems to reflect the same
gaonic context; see references and discussion in Reed, Fallen Angels, 222—26.
That is, Ilan, “Woman in the Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha,” 133, as quoted
above.

A. Jellinek, Bet ha-midrash (Jerusalem: Sifre Vahrmann, 1967), 4:127-28; Milik,
Books of Enoch, 329-39.
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For further parallels, see L. Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, trans. H. Szold, 7
vols. (repr. ed. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 5:169—71.
Forrivalry see P. Schafer, Rivalitit zwischen Engeln und Menschen: Untersuchungen
zur rabbinischen Engelvorstellung (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1975), and with reference to
fallen angels also A. Y. Reed, “From Asael and Semihazah to Uzzah, Azzah, and
Azael: 3 Enoch 5 (§§7-8) and the Jewish Reception-History of 1 Enoch,” Jewish
Studies Quarterly 8 (2001): 1-32. In Pesikta Rabbati 34.2, for instance, humans
complain to God about the angels, citing Azza and Azael in much the same way
that the accusing angels cite the Generation of Enosh and the Generation of the
Flood: “Master of the Universe, you gave us a heart of stone, and it led us astray;
if Azza and Azael, whose bodies were fire, sinned when they came down to earth,
would not we of flesh and blood sin all the more?” This tradition is also paralleled
in the preface to Aggadat Bereshit, where the angels let themselves down without
God’s consent but also to prove humankind’s wrong, as in the version of the an-
gelic descent myth in Pseudo-Clementine Homilies 8:7-8.

In Bereshit Rabbati, this tradition is presented as an exposition of “the sons of
God saw” (Gen 6:2). A variation of this aggadah is found twice in Seder Hadar
Zegenim, with reference to Gen 6:2 and to Gen 28:12 (see BHM s:156); here, the
woman becomes the constellation Virgo. For Islamic parallels, see B. . Bamberger,
Fallen Angels (Philadelphia: JPS, 1952), 113-16; B. Heller, “La chute des anges:
Schemhazai, Ouza et Azaél,” RE]J 60 (1910), 206—-10.

This tradition that may ultimately root in speculations about the Pleiades and the
astronomical causes for the Flood, on which see, e.g., 6. Rosh Hashanah 11b-12a.
On the “gnostic” Norea, in relation to Jewish and Islamic traditions, see references
and discussion in Stroumsa, Another Seed, 53—61.

It is important to recall, of course, also her initial caution that “[t]o claim that
gender is constructed is 7oz to assert its illusoriness or artificiality, where those
terms are understood to reside within a binary that counterposes the ‘real’ and the
‘authentic’ as oppositional . . . [but rather] to understand the discursive produc-
tion of the plausibility of that binary relation and to suggest that certain cultural
configurations of gender take the place of ‘the real’ and consolidate and aug-
ment their hegemony through that felicitous self-naturalization” (Butler, Gender
Trouble, 43).

For Butler, it is drag and trans-sexuality that exposes “gender reality” as lacking
“reality, in the gap between seen and known: “even ‘secing’ the body may not
answer the question: for what are the categories through which one sees?” (“Preface
1999, Gender Trouble, xxi). Grappling with the history of optics may challenge us
in other ways by pushing us to historicize even what now seems most natural to us
about seeing.

The article typically cited as seminal in this regard is L. Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16.3 (1975), 6-18. For a recent example of its appli-

cation, particularly relevant for our purposes, see H. Morales, Vision and Narrative
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in Achilles Tatius’ Leucippe and Clitophon (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004.), esp. 152—226.

R. Swenson, “Optics, Gender, and the Eighteenth-Century Gaze: Looking at
Eliza Haywood’s Anti-Pamela,” The Eighteenth-Century: Theory and Interpreta-
tion s1.1-2 (2010), 2743 at 29. Swenson continues by noting that “[r]ecent work
has complicated how we think about gender, seeing, and agency, but the original
and circular construct of gazer-as-agent needs another look. To date, critics have
tended to invariably privilege the role of the spectator, reconstructing female spec-
tators within or against the terms of Walter Benjamin’s observant flaneur, Michel
Foucault’s Panoptic surveyor, or Jacques Lacan’s (or Jean-Paul Sartre’s) spectacle-
turned-spectator. In short, recent work, while important, has not quite confronted
the circular logic that must be unpacked if we are to reconstruct the historicized
position of the (female) spectacle as either symbol or reality” (p. 29). Here too,
my concern is less to question the power of the gaze as a technology of gender and
more to question its uncritical application homogenously to all time and places,
in circular readings and already-gendered modes of scholarly interpretation that
interpret secing as necessarily signaling (male) agency and (female) passivity.
Swenson, “Optics, Gender, 28.

Swenson, “Optics, Gender,” 29.

For some examples, see A. Y. Reed, “Reading Augustine and/as Midrash: Genesis
6 in Genesis Rabbah and the City of God, in Midrash and Context, ed. L. Teugels
and R. Ulmer (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2007), 74—90.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 75—76.

Rosen-Zvi, “Bilhah the Temptress,” 67.

Contrast, ¢.g., Rosen-Zvi’s reading of the Testament of Reuben in terms of a notion
that “[g]aze, sight, and even intercourse only serve as mediators for the rea/
struggle taking place inside the soul” (p. 84; italics mine). What I am here suggest-
ing—following Shadi Bartsch—is that we may need to take seriously how ancient
understandings of desire differ from modern ones, by virtue of optical theories
often predicated on the permeability of the eye as a pathway into the body and
soul alike; Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-knowledge, and the Gaze in the Early
Roman Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006).

See further A. M. Smith, Ptolemy and the Foundations of Ancient Mathemati-
cal Optics (Philadelphia: APS, 1999), 23—47. Explorations of the cultural conse-
quences of such theories include D. E. Stewart, The Arrow of Love: Optics, Gender,
and Subjectivity in Medieval Love Poetry (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University
Press, 2003), 14-19.; S. C. Akbari, Seeing through the Veil: Optical Theory and Me-
dieval Allegory (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 23-36; S. Bartsch,
Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-Knowledge, and the Gaze in the Early Roman
Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 55-67.

Smith, Prolemy and the Foundations of Ancient Mathematical Optics, 23; italics
mine. See also Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, 62—63, 67; she similarly stresses that
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“almost all ancient schools of thought about optics, from the atomists to Plato,
Euclid, and Ptolemy, put an emphasis on the tactile nature of sight, and several
of them talk specifically in terms of penetration and touching in language that
is literal, not metaphorical” (p. 59). On some of the social ramifications see, e.g.
C. Barton, “Being in the Eyes: Shame and Sight in Ancient Rome,” in The Roman
Gaze: Vision, Power, and the Body (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press,
2002), 216-35.

Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, s8.

I here focus on the latter in interaction with Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, etc., but
one might pursue other lines of interpretation by reading the visuality of this work
in terms of identity and empire, e.g., with S. Goldhill, “The Erotic Eye: Visual
Stimulation and Cultural Conflict,” in Being Greck under Rome: Cultural Identity,
the Second Sophistic, and the Development of Empire, ed. Goldhill (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 154-94.

Trans. P. A. Clement, cited after Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, 70

Morales, Vision and Narrative, 130-3s.

That is, in this case not generatively, with seed or semen, but rather destructively,
with poison—as described, moreover, like the venom of a serpent, thereby evoking
Genesis 2—3 as well as Lucretius’s likening of the effluences emitted by seen objects
to the slipperiness of a serpent’s molted skin; 4.54-61.

One is reminded of Butler’s famous assertion that “[g]ender is the repeated styliza-
tion of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory framework
that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of
being” (Gender Trouble, 43-44)—in this case, bodies are posited to become sub-
stance as a result of seeing. Here, moreover, we may glimpse some hint that the flu-
idity so problematic in late modern contexts might be taken for granted in certain
ancient ones; compare also pre-modern traditions about the fluidity of gender.
Bartsch, Mirror of the Self, s8. For some late antique examples of visuality and the
soul in relation to pilgrimage, see Georgia Frank, The Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims
to Living Saints in Christian Late Antiguity. The Transformation of the Classical

Heritage 30 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 102-33.
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Magic, Abjection, and Gender
in Roman Literature

Kimberly B. Stratton

LUCAN’S CIVIL WAR epic, Pharsalia, graphically describes the wretched
depravity of the Roman civil war and the ensuing disintegration of civilized
order and human dignity." His depiction of the sepulchral witch, Erictho, is par-
ticularly arresting; she dwells in battlegrounds and cemeteries where she has con-
tinual access to the tools of her trade—decaying flesh, the cinders of cremated
corpses, and the implements of death itself: nooses, crosses, and crucifixion nails
(6.538-46). She also resides on the fringes of what it means to be human; she
is emaciated and filthy, “oppressed by a Stygian pallor and weighed down with
matted hair” (6.516-18). Erictho rejects human society not only spatially, by in-
habiting tombs and going out only under darkened skies (6.518-20), but also
cthically, by violating human corpses; she transgresses a primary tenet of civilized
society—respect for the dead. She furthermore verges on the monstrous by cut-
ting an unborn infant from the womb to make an infernal sacrifice and by slicing
off the faces of men still caught in the throes of death, who hover at the boundary
between this world and the next (6.554-59).

In Book Six of the Pharsalia, Erictho challenges both human and divine order
through a necromantic rite in which she revives the corpse of a fallen soldier so
he can report the outcome of the war, which is known only to the shades below.
Erictho also sends a message back down to the infernal regions through a ritual
that mingles the abhorrent with the erotic; she kisses the open mouth of a corpse,
bites the tip of his motionless tongue, and whispers secret sacrileges into his icy
cold lips (gelidis infundit murmura labris arcanumaque nefas, s65—69). This image
of a filthy hag tonguing a mutilated corpse sends chills up the spine and triggers
an immediate and visceral pang of revulsion.

Lucan’s portrait of Erictho epitomizes the characteristics of magic that have
disturbed the western imagination for millennia. It is the stuff of which night-
mares and witch-hunts are made. In this chapter I will also argue that Lucan’s
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depiction of Erictho is quintessentially abject and that Julia Kristeva’s theory
of abjection can illuminate this and other literary representations of magic in
Roman antiquity.

Portraits of filthy sorceresses, mutilating corpses and violating the dead,
I propose, emerged out of, and reflected, a powerful corporal ideology that
supported social hierarchy. In ancient Rome elite male bodies were regarded
as naturally endowed with superior characteristics that justified their social
privilege. Yet, even elite male bodies required cultivation, regulation, and
manipulation to ensure that they conformed to these idealized standards,
indicating awareness, on some level, of the fragility and artificiality of this
corporal-based social hierarchy. The penal code served to enforce these arti-
ficial distinctions through a class-based punishment scheme that protected
the ideal inviolability of elite bodies while publicly degrading the bodies of
slaves, foreigners, and humiliores (the underclass), rendering their imagined
difference a legal fact.

In this chapter I will read ancient stories of witches, who transgress the
boundaries of bodies, social mores, and even the threshold between life and
death, against the corporal ideology that sought to protect the fragility and
vulnerability of individual bodies, especially those of elite men like the authors
of our texts. Their socially constructed identities and position in the hierarchy
depended on demonstrating inviolability and self-control. The fear, therefore,
of losing control, of being subjected to corporal violation and social inversion,
I suggest, motivates many aspects of depictions of magic in Roman texts. It also
resonates with the psychoanalytic category of abjection, which is why I have
brought these two ideas together to illuminate a problematic feature of ancient
magic.

Abjection—the revulsion experienced at confronting the wretchedness and
fragility of human embodiment—is an idea developed from psychoanalysis by
the French theorist Julia Kristeva. The use of psychoanalytic theory to illuminate
ancient texts and societies has had a mixed reception.? Nonetheless, this chapter
will engage the notion of abjection to nuance our analysis of women and magic
against the backdrop of ancient corporal ideology. As my readings of various texts
indicate, Kristeva’s theory of abjection enables us to perceive a common thread
working through diverse portraits of women’s magic and links them not only to
cach other, but to larger psycho-social dynamics at play in ancient Rome. Fur-
thermore, Kristeva’s notion of the primal abject, which I discuss near the chapter’s
end, offers an explanation for one of the significant social questions prompted
by studying ancient magic, namely, given that the material evidence reveals men
were as likely to be practitioners of magic as women were, why does the literature
associate women and magic so strongly? The concept of abjection has the poten-
tial to illuminate this anomaly.
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Julia Kristeva and the Concept of Abjection

In Powers of Horror: an Essay on Abjection, Julia Kristeva formulates the notion
of the abject as anything that “disturbs identity, system, order”* abjection
forces us to confront our creatureliness. Kristeva develops this concept from
psychoanalytic theory and extends it to an interpretation of religion, literature,
and law. For Kristeva, society and individual psychology are interconnected:
the individual emerges as a subject through internalizing the social-symbolic
order, which is based in language. The same forces that work on society, there-
fore, can be seen to operate on the individual, and vice versa. As she formulates
it, the concept of abjection explains individual psychological development as
well as it illuminates the structures and dispositions in a diverse array of social
products (legal, literary, and religious, among others). Because abjection can be
used to illuminate not only aspects of individual psychology, but social prod-
ucts as well, I propose that it can help us understand why ancient magic gener-
ated strong feelings of fear and revulsion, and why it was often associated with
women.

Starting from the psychoanalytic work of Jacques Lacan and Melanie Klein,
Kristeva describes the infant’s carliest experiences as plenitude and continuity
with the body of the mother; this connection with the mother begins prior to
birth, but continues into the carly prelinguistic stage, which Kristeva labels the
“semiotic chora”¢ In this stage the infant is not yet aware of her own physical or
psychic boundaries; everything is perceived as an extension of herself. Gradually,
through the process of abjection—jettisoning whatever is unwanted, whether
feces or unwanted food—a child develops an awareness of its own body and
boundaries” Through the basic actions of spitting out and excreting, the child
discovers the boundaries of its body and begins to develop an awareness of herself
as a distinct individual.®

For Kristeva, individuals emerge as subjects, first, through pushing away from
continuity with the mother, and then by embracing language and the symbolic
order, which structures the social world. The symbolic order—the arbitrary col-
lective set of symbols that a society agrees to use—for Kristeva is associated with
the father, patriarchy, and law; by embracing this the child is able to emerge as
a self-aware and conscious subject (ego).? Subjectivity is thus quintessentially
an entrance into language, which occurs part and parcel of rejecting the primal
abject—the maternal chora.’> While Kristeva uses the term “maternal” to refer to
this relationship, the notion applies equally to any caretaker who nurtures the
infant. In ancient Rome, clite children would have experienced this relation-
ship primarily with a wet nurse (nu#rix) and houschold slaves rather than with
their own mothers.” Abjection operates not only on an individual psychoana-
lytic level, but also on a social level, where threats to boundaries, borders, and
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collective identities are hedged by laws, taboos, grammar rules, and rituals, all
working to preserve social coherence through containment of the abject. This
is where abjection theory can help illuminate ancient attitudes toward magic, at
least on the part of elite men, who authored most of our ancient texts.

Experiences of abjection continue throughout one’s life in response to objects
and actions that threaten boundaries of the self or society. Kristeva writes, “It
is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules.” Any-
thing abject reveals the fragility of our well-bounded selves and rationally con-
trolled autonomy. In short, the abject is anything that reminds us of our origin
and ultimate dissolution into death and disorder. Because Kristeva conceives the
unconscious to be structured as a kind of language, abjection can also be found
in the limits or breakdown of human communication, in the nonsense and chaos
of foreign speech, expressed by the very word barbarian (barbaros).” Abjection
operates on the societal level as well by demarcating social boundaries and pro-
jecting unwanted behaviors onto other people or groups, who then need to be
repelled or eliminated as monstrous, bestial, and demonic.™* In this way, abjection
acts collectively to regulate socially approved behavior and to define a commu-
nity’s sense of identity.

Much of Kristeva’s concept of abjection resonates with ancient corporal ide-
ology, which both conceived elite bodies to be innately superior and inviolable
and at the same time expressed concerns about protecting their integrity and cul-
tivating the proper characteristics to reflect their presumed innate nobility.

Abjection and Greco-Roman Corporal Ideology

The social function of abjection, which defines communal boundaries by repel-
ling unwanted behaviors and projecting them onto vilified others, illuminates
what is at stake in many ancient depictions of magic, especially those that high-
light socially transgressive behavior. Kristeva conceives the abject to function on
three levels: anything that threatens the integrity of the physical body, individ-
ual identity, or society. Often, all three levels are manifest in depictions of magic;
attacks on the integrity of individual bodies could threaten not only individual
identity, but the stability and integrity of the social body.

This understanding of abjection can be helpful for analyzing Hellenistic and
Roman socicties in which social order was predicated on a clearly demarcated
hierarchy. Nobility resided in the body; traits such as courage, grace, and self-
mastery, which defined the noble classes, were regarded as inborn. Hellenistic
novels, for example, demonstrate the notion that status is corporally located:
despite being severed from their birth families and natal origins by misfortune,
clite protagonists reveal their true identities by their beauty, noble carriage, and
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courage. Like a river to the sea, in these stories, inborn superiority leads children
of nobility to their rightful place at the head of society.

Despite the confident assertion of natural class-based characteristics and ap-
titudes that were displayed in a person’s physiognomy, concern for ensuring that
noble characteristics properly develop also occurs in ancient medical writings and
philosophic literature, revealing a worry that “inborn” traits might not manifest
without sufficient encouragement. For example, medical texts recommend that
high-born infants receive special massages and swaddling techniques with the
intention of directing their physical development in the proper manner; nurses
were instructed to stretch and massage ligaments to impart correct posture and
proportions for noble children in their care. Male and female infants, however,
received different treatment, which was intended to inculcate the different types
of behavior and physical characteristics considered most appropriate for their sex
(Soranus Gyn 2.14-15).”° Elite boys underwent education and rhetorical training
to cultivate proper comportment, hand gestures, eye movements, and vocal mod-
ulation in order to display their masculinity, power, and persuasion. Not only
did professional success in the legal or political realm depend on mastery of this
corporal training (askésis), but social standing and relationships among peers also
relied upon these traits, which were subject to constant scrutiny and revaluation.
One’s social currency could precipitously fall with a misplaced facial expression,
gesture of the hand, or crack in the voice, revealing an alarming fragility of status
and social identity that undercut any conception of inborn character or nobility.””

A delicate hydraulic machine, controlled by humors and temperatures, the
human body required vigilant care to maintain its proper operation and peak per-
formance.” This mutability constituted the source of a body’s vulnerability. Too
much sex or not enough exercise could upset the fragile balance of humors, which
determined a body’s proper masculinity or femininity (Galen’s Hygiene s.2). Dif-
ferent regimes were prescribed for individuals based on sex and social status, in
order to harmonize correctly the different humors in the body; improper ob-
servance of this protocol could deleteriously affect not only the proportion of
masculine to feminine traits in the patient, but the sexual characteristics of their
unborn children as well.”

This corporal ideology was graphically and vividly displayed in the realm
of judicial punishment. Both Greece and Rome respected the integrity and in-
violability of citizen bodies, which legally distinguished them from the bodies
of slaves and foreigners.* The Roman arena in particular displayed this differ-
ence through gruesome and increasingly elaborate spectacles of capital punish-
ment, visually reinforcing the hegemonic class system, which preserved certain
classes of bodies from painful and humiliating degradation but subjected others
to it as a form of edifying amusement.” Capital punishment was almost never
inflicted upon a citizen of Rome in the Republic, especially one of high social
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rank. Rather, he would be banned from fire and water (aguac et ignis interdictio),
which was tantamount to a social death, but did not violate the physical body
of the citizen and allowed him to flee into exile.* During the Principate, two
shifts gradually occurred: first, capital punishment for all orders became much
more common as a result of newly enforced maiestas laws. Second, the distinc-
tion between slave/foreigner and citizen collapsed as Roman citizens of the lower
orders were subjected to degrading and terrifying forms of punishment formerly
reserved for conquered enemies and slaves.” These punishments, the summa sup-
plicia, which included vivicombustion, crucifixion, and being thrown to beasts,
were designed to inflict the greatest amount of suffering and degradation on vic-
tims. The contrast between noble and dignified deaths of the clite and the hu-
miliating violation suffered by lower classes and slaves in the arena ideologically
reaffirmed the division of rank between honestiores and humiliores. Social worth
was demonstrated graphically by the sanctity and integrity of elite bodies versus
the vulnerability and indignity of lower-class bodies.

This concern with the integrity and inviolability of elite bodies translated to
sexuality as well. Because women’s bodies were regarded as naturally designed to
be penetrated and bear children, elite women posed a problem for the ideologi-
cal identification of nobility with inviolability; as Jonathan Walters explains,
clite women’s high social status was in tension with “the ‘naturally’ demeaning
nature of the act of being penetrated.”** By opening their bodies for the ges-
tation of another—distended, morphed into two at once—noble women also
posed a potential danger to the honor of a family or to the certainty of paternity.
As gateways to this world they could act as porous gaps in the security of a class-
based social hierarchy; their bodies might nurture and permit entrance to an
intruder from the wrong class. This unease with the openness of women’s bodies
was expressed medically and philosophically: women were conceived to be
porous, mutable, and lacking self-control—women’s bodies provided a foil for
an clite masculine identity that was predicated on stability, certainty, guarded
boundaries, and self-mastery.* In other words, as Kristeva argues, and I will dis-
cuss more fully below, women’s bodies—especially mothers” bodies—provoked
an experience of abjection and had to be hedged with restrictions, regulations,
and taboos.

Literary Readings: Magic and Abjection in Roman Texts

Reading ancient representations of magic through the lens of ancient corpo-
ral ideology and the concept of abjection illuminates depictions of gruesome,
threatening, and morbid rituals performed by female characters, and fosters an
interpretation that goes beyond merely labeling them as misogynistic. Literary
readings of magic and abjection can be divided into two main categories. First
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are stories in which magic triggers abjectionary revulsion by violating physical
bodies, the sanctity of corpses, or the boundary between human and animal.
These are cases in which the instability of personal identity is ultimately at stake.
Second are stories in which magic violates the integrity of the social body by
challenging gender roles and thereby destabilizing the hierarchy that rested on
them.

Violating the Human Body
Corpses and Mutilated Bodies

I will begin with depictions of magical assault on individual bodies, which ex-
press anxiety over preserving a stable identity; depictions of witches, violating
corpses, figure prime among these. The sanctity of the corpse is one of the most
basic and universal dispositions of human socicty.** While practices vary widely,
from burial to cremation to ritual consumption, all human societies ritualize
their treatment of the dead; this ritual marks the corpse’s transition from a living
member of the community to becoming refuse that needs to be discarded. Out-
side this ritual safe-zone, encounters with corpses trigger a profound experience
of abjection and remind one of the instability of life; the corpse is, after all, the
ultimate waste product, whose castoff existence forces an awareness of our own
certain dissolution.>”

Ancient representations of magic cultivate this horror of the corpse with lurid
depictions of necromantic rites that are conducted in cemeteries or with pur-
loined body parts. Horace, for example, depicts two hags foraging for bones in a
pauper’s cemetery that had been converted into a park on the Esquiline (Sazire
1.8). In this scene two hags harvest buried bodies for use in a magic spell. Their
magic rite not only cultivates abjection by exposing corpses outside the hallowed
rituals of burial and mourning, but also shows the limits of human subjectivity
and the frailty of life: by using corpses for magic, human beings become mere
objects. Garbage to be used and reused for ulterior purposes, they are dispos-
sessed of agency. Kristeva writes, “The subject is unable to accept that its body is
a material organism, one that feeds off other organisms and, in its turn, sustains
them. The subject recoils from its materiality, being unable to accept its bodily
origins, and hence also its imminent death.”” Horace’s satire ends when the old
women flee; they have been frightened by a loud fart from the statue of Priapus,
who is narrating the comic episode (1.8.46). The humor in Satire 1.8 results from
the ironic tension created by juxtaposing an absurdly flatulent ithyphallic statue
with the abjection of the women’s corpse-magic. Because humor is an important
strategy to circumscribe information that is unpalatable, it is no surprise to find
humor and the abject combined here. Humor often attends abject topics such as
excrement and body fluids.>
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Apuleius’s Metamorphoses also combines corpses and abjection with humor
in its numerous depictions of magic. For example, the protagonist in the story,
Lucius, witnesses the grotesque and horrifying ingredients used by Pampbhile, the
sorceress who is at the center of the novel’s plot. Her magic apothecary includes:
“body parts from corpses mourned and even buried; here some noses and fingers,
there some flesh-covered nails of a crucified criminal, elsewhere the preserved
gore of victims butchered, and a mutilated scalp wrenched from the teeth of wild
animals” (3.17). She even employs pulsating entrails that were pulled from a living
body (3.18). Like Erictho in Lucan’s Pharsalia, Pamphile’s magic relies substan-
tially on the abject power of human corpses. It is as if the power of horror that
these objects inspire by transgressing the boundaries between life and death—
human subject and magical object—increases their potency to violate human
autonomy and will. In fact, the entire novel revolves around the theme of abjec-
tion and human transformation: the opening lines of the novel invite the reader
to enjoy a series of bawdy tales “so that you may be astounded at men’s forms
and fortunes, transformed into other shapes and in return restored, reciprocally
bound” (1.1).*° In other words, the novel focuses on the abject instability of iden-
tities; it is no wonder then that magic figures as a constant theme throughout.

In another episode of the Metamorphoses, two witches are stealing body parts
from a corpse that has not yet been buried. In a comic yet unsettling incident they
accidentally steal the facial organs of his sleeping guardian instead. Because the
two men share the same name, the living Thelyphron, rather than the dead one,
responds to the witches’ magical summons (2.30). The mix-up is revealed when an
Egyptian prophet (degyptius propheta) revives the corpse to reveal his murderers’
identities (2.28). He also reveals that the nose and ears of the young man who
watched his body the night before are wax replicas made by witches to conceal
their theft. This story, while depicting an accidental episode of organ-harvesting
from a still-living person (remember that Erictho and Pamphile are said to have
done it deliberately), can be seen as triggering a strong sense of abjection; it reveals
the fragile boundaries between life and death. A living person is harvested like a
corpse, while sleeping, and a dead man is raised to expose the identity of his mur-
derers. This story highlights the vulnerability and instability of the human body,
whose anatomy and identity (little is more integral to a sense of identity than
ones facial organs) are liable to theft. It also underscores the uncasy liminality
of sleep, in which the living enter a state that resembles death and can, as in this
episode, fall prey to terrifying circumstances when they are least aware and able
to protect themselves. The dead, for their part, can be raised from eternal slumber
with potent ritual actions.” In this story, magic functions as a narrative catalyst for
revealing the inherent instability of the human form. As the title, Metamorphoses,
would suggest, bodies and their social personae exist in fragile and uncertain con-
ditions. Magic uncovers the inherent abjection of human existence in this book.
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Another example where magic harnesses the abject power of death is Sen-
eca’s tragedy, Medea. The sorceress dresses in funerary attire, brandishes a torch
snatched from a cremation pyre, and pours her own blood upon the altar (Mazner
noster Sanguis ad aras) as a libation to the goddess Hecate (797-810). This ma-
cabre ritual confounds the normal relationship between sacrificial victim and hi-
erophant, as well as between sacred and defiling. Blood itself is abject and evokes
revulsion: it signifies life when in the veins, but death when it escapes the body.
Its flow signals vitality’s ebb. In Medea’s case, she mutilates her own body while
confusing the boundary between life and death; her attire and ritual implements
carry with them the contagion of the Underworld.

In all three portraits, abjection—marked by the presence of corpses, blood,
and dismembered human bodies—signals the transgressive nature of magic rites
and the female characters who perform them.

Confronting Bestiality
On the threshold between individual identity and social identity lie stories about
magic effecting animal transformations. These stories reveal not only the insecu-
rity of individual identity, they underscore the fragility of the category “human”
upon which notions of society and civilization depend.”

In Apuleius’s Metamorphoses, for example, Lucius is avidly curious about the
workings of magic. He seduces a sorceress’s apprentice to learn secrets of her mis-
tress’s magic art. After witnessing the sorceress Pamphile transform herself into a
bird, Lucius demands the same, but he is accidentally turned into a braying ass.
His lover grabbed the wrong vial and, voila, Lucius is covered in hair and stands
on four-hoofed feet. This episode signals the beginning of Lucius’s quest to be
restored to human form, a goal that is ultimately made possible by the goddess
Isis after many entertaining and harrowing adventures. Animal transformation is
a constant theme throughout the Metamorphoses. Not only does magic transform
Pampbhile into a bird and Lucius into a donkey, but one of the sorceresses (dis-
cussed previously, the one who stole the guardian’s nose and ears), first appeared
to him in the shape of a weasel (2.25). Add to this a tale Lucius hears about an
innkeeper witch (saga 1.8) who turns her enemies into animals. She transforms an
unfaithful lover into a beaver and turns a competing innkeeper into a frog (1.9).
In these stories, satire joins hands with the abject. The novel is humorous and
entertaining alongside its disconcerting and abject depictions of magic that serve
to characterize the human condition.

In all these depictions—and one should not forget to include Circe’s infa-
mous spell in Homer’s Odyssey (10.212), which converted Odysseus’s sailors into
swine—magical transformation reveals how artificial the distinction between
humans and animals can be. By demonstrating the ease with which individuals
slip from one category to the other, these stories highlight the arbitrary and easily
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transgressed nature of boundaries that human societies construct to separate
themselves from beasts. Lucius’s experiences as a donkey, in fact, reveal the cruel,
barbaric, and inhumane behavior that human beings regularly exhibit toward
animals. By violating the boundary presumed to separate humans from animals
in these depictions, magic casts the reader face-to-face with the poverty of human
pretenses to order and civilization, in other words, with the abject.

In addition to stories of magic that transform human victims into animals,
other depictions use animal imagery to portray the sorceress herself as bestial.
In Horace’s Epode s, Canidia’s hair is entwined with vipers (15-16). Her friend
Sagana has the streaming hair of a spiny sea urchin (28). In Sazire 1.8 Canidia and
Sagana claw in the dirt (scalpere terram unguibus) like wild animals looking for
bones and buried body parts (26—27). Propertius similarly uses animal imagery in
his Elegies to portray his lover’s procuress/sorceress, whom he regards as greedy
and an obstacle to his mistress. He accuses the procuress of digging out the eyes
of a crow with her fingernail and of consulting screech owls and disguising her-
self in the skin of a wolf (4.5.14-18). These invective poems use animal imagery
to vilify certain women and convey the transgressive character of magic. If; in
these portraits, human bodies have no integrity or stability, what do depictions
of magic reveal about threats to social boundaries? This is the question pursued
in the following section.

Violating the Social Body

Kristeva describes acts against the integrity of the social body to be equally
abject and revulsion-causing as acts that transgress the individual body. Just as
confronting a disintegrated cadaver challenges our belief in the permanence of
individual identity, confronting violent and evil acts challenges our trust in soci-
ety’s laws and religious prohibitions to shield us. Crime, especially violent crime,
threatens security and stability on the social level, triggering a collective response
to abjection. As Kristeva writes: “Any crime, because it draws attention to the
fragility of the law, is abject, but premeditated crime, cunning murder, hypocriti-
cal revenge are even more so because they heighten the display of such fragility.™
We encounter this type of collective abjection operating in many depictions of
magic, where magic serves to violate social mores, gender roles, and basic human
decency. Infanticide tops the list of all these categories.

Infanticide
Returning to Horace’s Epode s, Canidia’s magic rite appears deadly serious and
sinister, not ridiculous as it did in Sazire 1.8, where flatulence disrupted the ne-
farious activities of two old women. In this text, a group of old crones starves a
boy to death in order to distill yearning desire from his liver, which will become
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the main ingredient of a love potion. This act of infanticide horrifies us as read-
ers. Dismembering rotting corpses on a battle field or mutilating the cadavers of
crucified criminals triggers revulsion to decay and death. But murdering a boy
to make an old hag’s love potion (amoris poculum) evokes horror for its cruelty
combined with trite venality.

In Pharsalia, Erictho commits the most heinous form of infanticide; she slices
an unborn infant from its mother’s womb to deliver the child to an carly death
on a smoldering altar as a sacrifice (6.558—59). Perverting the traditional roles of
midwife and hierophant in the same act, her magic rite inverts proper Roman rit-
uals in which a male priest sacrifices a domestic animal—not a child—to ensure
divine protection, abundance, and fecundity.’* This sacrifice appears especially
horrendous given the vulnerability and liminality of pregnant women, who are
in most societies granted special protection.

Erictho’s obstetric intervention also provokes an experience of abjection by
attacking the very source of life: the pregnant womb. The womb—and according
to Kristeva, female genitalia more generally—arouses ambivalent emotions such
as disgust, fear, and loathing’> Whereas Freud identifies fear of female genitals
with the castration complex, Kristeva links it to abjection. The sight of a dis-
tended pregnant belly recalls with fascination and horror the fact that all human
beings originate inside the body of another person. Life comes from life; human
beings emerge embodied from another body to perpetuate the cycle of birth,
death, and decay.*

Subverting Gender Roles

Lust constitutes a common element in Roman portrayals of women’s magic.
Canidia and her friend Sagana, for example, stop at nothing in their pursuit of
ingredients for a love potion. In Epode 5 they are joined in their project—killing
a young boy for his liver—by Folia of Ariminum, who is described as masculae
libidinis (possessing a “masculine libido”). This designation could apply to virtu-
ally all the sorceresses of Latin literature, who almost unanimously use magic to
pursue and subdue male objects of sexual desire or conceal acts of adultery, which
I will discuss more fully below.’” Horace presents these women as beyond their
sexual prime and physically unappealing; they seck to dominate men whom they
would have no hope of seducing without the coercive power of a love potion de-
rived through murder.’® This situation reverses ancient social custom, perceived
to rest on natural order, according to which men seck sexual gratification with
younger women, not the other way around.

In addition to inverting gender roles when women use magic to control men’s
libidos and gratify their own, the idea of a sexually voracious old crone evokes
horror and revulsion. In Epodes 8 and 12 Horace describes with satiric delight
the abhorrence of an old woman’s body: her flabby chest and withered buttocks,
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which frame an anus like that of a flatulent cow, inspire nothing but vitriolic ridi-
cule from the sexually flaccid poet. Here, again, humor is used to convey abjec-
tion, which eludes the bounds of normal language. Old women’s bodies, in these
satires, invoke the abjection associated with corpses. They remind us of death and
our mortal origins. As Amy Richlin states about these depictions: “Old women
themselves are repeatedly addressed as corpses; one woman is imagined as lust-
ing in her grave. . .. In fact old women evoke the most intense expressions of fear
and disgust, along with a sense that they constitute a sort of uncanny other.” In
other words, sexually potent old women are quintessentially abject: they mingle
the opposing poles of life and death, of fertility and decay; they transgress natural
order in addition to social order.

An carlier Hellenistic portrait that anticipates this theme, Theocritus’s Idyll 2
depicts a magic ritual that explicitly performs this gender role-reversal by melting
and binding the male object while presenting the female subject as dominant and
controlling.** In this poem, a love-struck maiden melts a wax figure of her lover
(who has taken her virginity, but not made her a proper wife, 41) in order to make
him melt with love for her. For the pain he has caused her she burns a bay leaf to
make him burn; to force him to return to her she spins an iunx that will draw
him back.* In each of these actions, she assumes a sexually active and control-
ling stance that inverts traditional sex roles and violates “natural” male mastery,
challenging both masculine identity and one of the cardinal principles of social
organization in ancient societies—patriarchy.** In virtually all Roman depictions
of magic, women use sorcery to overturn traditional gender roles and usurp male
sexual prerogative. From this social perspective, women’s magic is highly abject;
it undermines the fundamental basis of social order in antiquity—gender-based
social hierarchy.

Adultery

The final abjectionary motif that recurs in Roman depictions of magic is adul-
tery. In the majority of Roman depictions of magic, especially from the impe-
rial period, women use spells to facilitate adultery or to pursue men for sexual
relationships outside the confines of marriage.” In Apuleius’s Metamorphoses,
Pamphile transforms herself into a bird and manipulates pulsating intestines
and other ghastly body parts to satisfy her insatiable lust. Although she is mar-
ried, her magic compels handsome young men into her bed, where she violates
their bodies as well as their masculine autonomy. The poet Tibullus similarly
describes a magic rite that is replete with all the customary sepulchral elements,
including “bones from a still-warm funeral pyre,” that will enable his lover to
deceive her husband and commit adultery with the poet (1.2.41-58). Another ele-
giac poet, Propertius, describes the magic powers of his lover’s procuress, which
she uses to deceive watchful husbands (4.5.5-18). In these literary portrayals,
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magic is associated not only with the pollution of corpses and bestiality of ani-
mals, but with the dangerous and abject quality of women’s adultery.

While sex (stuprum, lit. defilement, dishonor) with unmarried freeborn
women was a crime during the Republic,** it became much more serious after
Augustus passed a series of moral reforms that made adultery and stuprum into
public crimes to be tried by the State, rather than family crimes punished by the
paterfamilias.*s Catharine Edwards argues that concerns over adultery expressed at
this time reflect less the actual moral decay of elite women in the late Republic, as
some have argued, than the use of marital fidelity and women’s chastity as potent
symbols for Rome’s social and political stability.** Women’s simplicity and chastity
were idealized as attributes of former times—Dbefore Rome’s power and wealth cor-
rupted the patrician class—and served a nostalgic and propagandistic purpose as
part of Augustus’s claim to restore the virtues and values of the Republic.+”

Given the heavy symbolic load laid at the door of women’s sexual comport-
ment, depictions of women enlisting revolting forms of magic to gratify their lust in
adulterous unions carried an especially potent ideological charge. As a crime, adul-
tery threatens the very basis of patriarchy: women circumvent male control and
surveillance to fulfill their own sexual agendas, generating significant and some-
times paralyzing doubts about paternity and, ultimately identity. Adultery thus
challenges the entire hegemonic structure and corporal ideology of ancient society.

When viewed through the theoretical framework of abjection these depic-
tions of women’s craven magic and adulterous lust express deeper anxieties about
preserving social order and safeguarding elite men’s hierarchical privileges. This
is clear in one final example for this section. In response to the announcement
of his friend’s engagement, Juvenal launches a vitriolic attack on women in an
attempt to dissuade his friend from marriage. He reviles Roman women of his
day for being unchaste, unfaithful, and sexually libidinous (esp. 329-34). They
violate proper gender roles and break their most sacred vow of marriage by falsely
presenting a foundling or illegitimate child to their husbands as an heir (558—
60s). Significantly, they also use magic to deceive and manipulate their husbands,
driving the men literally insane with noxious potions (610-14). This passage,
therefore, combines the abjectionary elements of magic that recur in ancient de-
pictions and could be deemed a triumvirate of abjection: violating class boundar-
ies through unregulated sexuality, overthrowing gender hierarchy, and violating
men’s corporal integrity.

Abjection of Magic in Practice

Manipulating men’s libidos, cither to guarantee their fidelity or seduce them,
figures as a central goal of women’s magic in Roman literary depictions. Signifi-
cantly, erotic desire constitutes a primary motivating factor for a large proportion
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of actual spells performed in antiquity as well. According to John Gager, ap-
proximately one-fourth of extant curse tablets concern “matters of the heart.™®
The rest pertain to other areas of life in which competition and uncertainty led
people to seck advantage through magical means.* Recently, Esther Eidinow
has argued that “competition” is inadequate as an explanation for many of the
curse texts.® Rather, she proposes that writing curses (along with oracle consul-
tation) “were both strategies by which ordinary ancient Greek men and women,
individually and collectively, expressed and managed aspects of the uncertainty
and risk of everyday life.!

Whether we understand the motivation for ancient magic to be competition
or risk management, it is important to point out that ancient magic primarily
took the form of curses and binding spells (defixiones, katadesmoi) 5 That is to say,
people framed their needs and desires in terms of harming or controlling other
people. Even “love” spells sought to attract a particular person by causing him, or
more often her, physical suffering as in the following example:

Nab Euphémia and lead her to me, Theén, loving me passionately like
a mad woman, and bind her fast (katadésate) with unbreakable chains,
super strong, hard as adamantine, for love of me, Theon, and do notlec her
eat, nor drink, nor fall asleep, nor joke, nor laugh, but make her leap forth
from every place and every house, and abandon father, mother, brothers,
sisters, until she comes to me, Theén, loving me, desiring me, right away,
with an unceasing desire and manic love.

To the extent that this type of magic violates the corporal integrity, autonomy,
and social identity (“abandon father, mother, brothers, sisters”) of its victim, it is
abject. As Gager summarizes, “. . . all defixiones express a formalized wish to bring
other persons or animals under the client’s power, against their will and custom-
arily without their knowledge. In some cases, the wish is expressed as an intention
to inflict personal harm or death.”s* Scholars have debated the degree to which
these violent intentions should be understood literally or figuratively. Gager
argues that cursing uses hyperbolic metaphor, the primary purpose of which is
expressive, such as shouting “kill the bum!” during a sports competition.® Fara-
one similarly argues that curses communicate through analogy: the intention is
to render the victim useless /ike a corpse, not actually dead*® John Winkler pro-
poses that the burning and suffering invoked in ancient attraction spells (agdga:)
project the burning and suffering of unrequited love onto the desired object.s”
By ritually acting out and projecting the petitioner’s feelings of frustration, agige
spells allow for a resolution of the petitioner’s psychic turmoil5* While these ex-
planations make sense to a modern observer, who is familiar with the ideas of
“splitting” and “projection” developed by psychoanalysis over the past century,
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most ancient observers regarded spells as dangerous and frightening because they
were believed to work, and that is the starting point for understanding ancient
magic’s ability to elicit abjection.

Although this type of magic was not illegal everywhere in antiquity, it was
often banned and generally regarded as a threat to society by operating surrepti-
tiously against the bodies and minds of citizens.’ It has been suggested, however,
that someone laying a curse on their opponent may not have kept it a secret, in-
tending that fear and hypochondria would harm the target of the spell as much or
more than the spell itself.° In any case, magic threatened the social body through
attacks on the bodies of individual persons, causing a gifted orator to become
mute,” or a fast horse to break his leg,** or an enticing wife or courtesan to lose
her charm.® Faraone has argued that in the agonistic context of ancient cities,
curses and binding spells were frequently enlisted to promote or protect the in-
terests of individuals and their families.** Moreover, he suggests, curses may have
been the last recourse for “underdogs,” who lacked the authority or power to pro-
tect themselves.®

While the leveling effect of defixiones that Faraone proposes may appear to
legitimize the practice, two ancient accounts describe the fear, helplessness, and
horror of those who found themselves victimized by magical attack. Tacitus re-
ports the terrifying discovery of a curse enlisted against the heir to the imperial
throne, Germanicus, and suspected of causing his untimely and painful death.

It is a fact that explorations in the floor and walls brought to light the
remains of human bodies, spells, curses, leaden tablets engraved with the
name “Germanicus,” charred and blood-smeared ashes, and other imple-
ments of witchcraft (malefica) by which it is believed the living soul can be
devoted to the powers of the grave. (4nn. 2.69)

Three centuries later, the orator, Libanius, experienced a sacrilegious night-
mare that he understood to portend “spells, incantations, and an attack by sorcer-
ers.” Following this dream he experienced a crisis in his career; by his own account
“[his] oratory was undone” (1.246). He also suffered from an extended bout of
gout, which he attributed to the same cause. One day, a desiccated chameleon
was discovered in his classroom; “its head was tucked between its hind legs, one
front leg was missing, and the other [leg] closed its mouth in silence” (1.249).
After finding this mutilated creature, Libanius’s situation began to ameliorate;
the magic’s power was apparently undone or weakened by its discovery.

While both stories of magical attack can be explained by other means—
stress and hypochondria on the part of Libanius, poisoning on the part of
Germanicus,**—it is clear from these accounts that harmful magic was readily
suspected when people experienced a sudden and deleterious change of luck.”
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Both these accounts also reveal the extreme horror of discovering evidence of
magical attack and point to the abject nature of binding or nailing a figurine with
the intention of causing surreptitious harm or, possibly, death. The magical viola-
tion of someone else’s autonomy and physical well-being breaches not only the
boundaries of her or his body, but interferes with her or his will and subjectivity.
In this way magic threatens dissolution of the self, provoking an abject response
of horror, revulsion, and fear.

Ancient literary depictions emphasize the subversive power of women’s “love”
magic. The material record suggests that erotic magic indeed constituted a sig-
nificant percentage of extant spells, but surprisingly, given the literary stereotype,
men comprise the overwhelming majority (86 percent) of petitioners in extant
Grecek erotic spells.® The primary danger of erotic magic, therefore, was not, as
literature would suggest, women using it to subvert male authority and commit
adultery, but rather men using it to manipulate women into sexual transgres-
sion; these erotic spells often explicitly seck to lead a dutiful wife or concubine
from the bed of her husband to that of another man, violating the sanctity of the
household and the patriarchal authority of men over their wives and mistresses
(PGM1V.2755—61, LX1.29-30,IV.2756-58).¢ The material record, thus, presents
an impression of ancient women as far more chaste and faithful than they are
portrayed in literature;” it seems that women were more likely to be victims of
men’s predatory magic than mistresses of erotic magic themselves.”"

Erotic magic, even when (or perhaps especially when) performed by men,
causes abjection by undermining a central pillar of ancient society. The patriar-
chal system highly restricted sexual access to frecborn women in order to guar-
antee paternity and, consequently, social status through the orderly transmission
of property between generations of men. By seeking to compel women into illicit
sexual unions, men’s erotic magic circumvented this system and undermined an
important foundation of ancient Mediterranean culture. Fritz Graf has proposed
that men of lower social classes may have used erotic magic to seduce women
of higher classes, gaining a foothold through marriage into a higher social sta-
tion.”> Love magic also may have afforded families an acceptable explanation for
the shameful misbehavior of their daughters, who dallied with men below their
social station.” In either case, performing an attraction (agage) spell on a freeborn
woman challenged the very foundation of hereditary social status, which is why
the good reputations of respectable girls and women were so closely guarded;
even a rumor of infidelity could raise questions about children’s legitimacy and
haunt a family In this way, men’s erotic magic was as subversive and threatening
as the adulterous magic of women stereotyped in literature.

The use of magic by subordinates to win favor from, or control the decisions
of, a social superior constitute another aspect of magic that subverted corporal
ideology and consequently resonates with abjection. The Greek Magical Papyri



168 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

(PGM) contain numerous spells that promise to curb someone’s anger, or make
the petitioner popular and persuasive. One such spell “to restrain anger” (thumo-
katoxon) and “to subordinate” (hupotaktikon) states: “Come to me, O God, who
is not to be despised, O Daimon, and muzzle, subject, enslave (kazadouloson) so-
and-so to so-and-so, and make him come under my feet” (VIL.966-67). This spell
challenges the very core of social identity based in corporal ideology; by giving
someone the power to subordinate a social superior—even asking to enslave and
humiliate him—this type of magic subverts the hierarchical principles on which
ancient society depended. This ability to destabilize social order helps explain the
depiction of magic as abject in so much of ancient literature, which reflects the
perspective and values of the elite who produced it.

In addition to the subversive social effects of magic, many ritual practices
performed as part of ancient spells could also be considered in terms of abjec-
tion. Like the magic of literary imagination, spells that were actually performed
or found in recipe books of professional magicians often enlist ingredients and
ritual actions associated with the abject. Defixiones, for example, were frequently
left in cemeteries and request that the targets of the spells become cold and life-
less like corpses in the graves. While these requests were most likely meant met-
aphorically—cold and lifeless with respect to some person or skill rather than
literally dead”—the site at which the curse tablets were deposited (graves) and
the invocation of corpses both invite an encounter with mortality and corporal
disintegration that are primary and primal components of abjection. Other spells
include macabre ingredients such as parts of mutilated animals, blood, or body
parts from someone who died violently (biaiothanatos)7® and instruments of
death such as gallows-wood (PGM V.74), or parts of a shipwrecked vessel (PGM
V.65, VI1.466). David Frankfurter describes the gruesome use of a fetus (brephos)
in Roman Egypt to bind someone with malice”” These spells resemble in many
ways the lurid depictions of magic from Roman literature of the first and second
centuries CE, which, as we have already discussed, trigger abjection on many
levels?® PGM IV.2145-22 40, for example, closely approximates the necromantic
rite performed by Erictho in Lucan’s Pharsalia. It directs one to inscribe three
Homeric verses on an iron lamella and attach it to a person on the point of death,
who will then be able to answer any question (2155—57). It instructs: “Attach it to
someone condemned and executed, tell him the verses in his ear, and he will tell
you everything you wish” (2164—65). Further permutations of this spell involve
writing with the blood of someone who died violently (haimatos biaioun, 2209), or
burying it in the grave/tomb of someone who died untimely or by violence (2drox
thékén/mnéma 2216, 2222). A “Prayer to Selene” (PGM 1V.2785-2890) capital-
izes on abject imagery in its invocation of the moon goddess: her womb is said to
be covered over with the scales of reptiles (2804~5); like Erictho, she dwells amid
tombs and devours cadavers (2868-69). Significantly, she is also described as the
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source of life and death—“For all things are from you, and in you / eternal one
(aionié), all things reach fulfillment (zeleuta)” (2839—40). This links the goddess
with the womb/tomb described by Kristeva as the primal abject.”

The use of nonsense language (voces mysticae) in many defixiones, especially
from the later Roman Empire, constitutes another aspect of magic that can be
understood in terms of abjection. Like “abracadabra,” these magical words were
charged with power and activated the spell when uttered. While these incom-
prehensible words and phrases have been explained as the appropriate language
to communicate with numinous powers and their intermediaries, angels and
demons,® they also suggest a breakdown of civilized human communication.
They could even be considered a reversion to the pre-linguistic phase of infancy—
when one experienced continuity with the source of life—or of neurosis, where
rational discourse breaks down in the face of the unconscious and its phobias.”
According to Kristeva, it is the ability to use language and symbols to commu-
nicate that initiates the infant’s first steps into individuation from the maternal
chora. The use of language enables the child to recognize the distinction between
self and other; it provides the initial ordering of experience. Entrance into lan-
guage and the symbolic realm more generally marks the beginning of subjectivity,
the maintenance of which is secured throughout our lives by symbol systems,
which mediate our experiences. As Noélle McAfee explains, regarding Kristeva’s
theory of subjectivity, “The subject is an effect of linguistic processes. In other
words, we become who we are as a result of taking part in signifying practices.
There is no self-aware self prior to our use of language”® Nonsense, chaos, in
short any breakdown of the symbolic order, thus, threaten our sense of meaning
and threaten our very self.

In summary, the evidence for the actual practice of ancient magic, while only
a pale reflection of the terrifying rituals portrayed in literature, nonetheless re-
veals many aspects that could trigger abjection. It enabled people to violate social
hierarchy and usurp the benefits and privileges destined by Fortuna for those
with higher birth, nobler ancestors, or greater talent. It interfered with female
chastity and the patriarchal control over wives and daughters, which may also
have contributed to transgressing social hierarchy and putting paternal identity
in doubt. Most importantly, the ritual binding, burning, stabbing, and consign-
ing to Hades that appear so often in extant spells violate the integrity of individ-
ual bodies and wills and provoke a strong revulsion that may explain the highly
developed abjection of magic in literary depictions.

What has not been explained is why magic, which was performed by men in
equal or greater numbers than women according to the material record, should
be associated so strongly with women in the literary imagination. The answer,
I propose, may lic in the connection Kristeva draws between primal abjection
and women.
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The Primal Abject, Women, and Magic

Kristeva identifies the root of all abjection to be the maternal body, which is
both the source of our existence and the object from which we must separate to
become distinct and autonomous beings. The term Kristeva uses, chora (womb
or vessel), first appears in Plato’s Timeans, where it designates the original vessel
of creation: “a receptacle (bupodoxén), a sort of nurse (tithénén) of all genera-
tion” (49a). For Kristeva, chora is not so much the mother’s womb as it is the
sheltered, dependent relationship of the child to her caretaker. It is the space in
which identity begins to emerge, “an articulation, a rhythm, but one that pre-
cedes language.” During this earliest stage of life, according to Kristeva, the
infant’s identity is contiguous with its mother’s or caretaker’s; the infant does
not yet perceive her as a separate person, does not consider her to be an object
to the infant’s subject. Gradually the child emerges from this state of “plenitude
without differentiation* to become a thinking, speaking, and acting subject.
This process, according to Kristeva, is accomplished through the act of abjecting.
“The first ‘thing’ to be abjected is the mother’s body, the child’s own origin.”*
Kristeva argues,

The abject confronts us, on the other hand, and this time within our per-
sonal archacology with our eatliest actempts to release the hold of mater-
nal entity even before existing outside of her, thanks to the autonomy of
language. It is a violent, clumsy breaking away, with the constant risk of
falling back under the sway of a power as securing as it is stifling.*

For Kristeva, becoming an autonomous self occurs precisely through the act
of abjection—first of the mother’s body, which reminds us of our birth—and
eventually, through the abjection of anything that threatens the body’s boundar-
ies, whether physically or symbolically. This separation is never complete. As the
quotation above suggests, there always remains a fear of falling back into that
comfortable abyss of primal unity and undifferentiated experience.’” Abjection
“preserves what existed in the archaism of pre-objectal relationship, in the im-
memorial violence with which a body becomes separated from another body in
order to be.”$

The maternal body thus presents an ever-present psychological danger for the
child and for society, which must patrol it through taboos and prohibitions.*
In fact, Kristeva identifies this fear of and desire for the mother as the origin
of incest taboos. The mother’s body “becomes a phobic ‘object;”*® which must
be abjected so that order, identity, and boundaries can be created. Roman de-
pictions of lustful hags, performing seduction spells on young men, echo this
revulsion toward the maternal body and a desire to proscribe the phobic place of
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origin. Satiric portraits that sexualize the aging female body transgress, and
therefore reinforce, this primal taboo whose aim is to segregate sex and death.
With their images of wilted flesh, these depictions force the reader to confront
mortality, but more significantly, they invite the reader to consider that forbid-
den “place”—the uncanny womb/tomb, as seen in PGM IV.2785-2890, which
according to Kristeva is the place of origin that lurks in our unconscious as the
primal fear of our possible loss of self and dissolution back into the maternal
body.”* Depictions of women’s magic invite the reader to contemplate that threat
and to explore abjection as a violation of the social prohibitions that symboli-
cally proscribe the mother’s body and threaten to annihilate self and society.

Kristeva argues that not only is the mother abject, but all women become
abject through an association with her: “Without a way of conceiving the
mother that allows us to abject her and come to terms with that abjection,
we abject all women.”?* Thus, fear that the maternal body poses a threat to
individual autonomy and social order is projected onto all women, who cate-
gorically become the threatening Other. ?According to Kristeva, it is through
the ritualization of defilement—in an effort to contain and control primal
abjection—that men have managed to relegate the female sex to the position
of Other, identifying women with irrational and dangerous powers: “That
other sex, the feminine, becomes synonymous with a radical evil that is to be
suppressed.”o*

Kristeva thus draws a direct link between the mother’s body, which the ego has
to reject as abject in order for it to develop and for individual identity to emerge,
and the position of women as Other. Through this association, the female sex as
awhole comes to be identified with abjection, and regarded as a chaotic and dan-
gerous power that needs to be brought under control by the patriarchal powers
of law and social order. We see in her logic an explanation for the connection
between women, abjection, and magic that pervades ancient representations of
magic.

Conclusion

We have seen how depictions of magic in Roman literature express anxiety over
controlling the stability and boundaries of the body, thus linking magic with ab-
jection in the context of Roman corporal ideology, which sought to control rigid
hierarchical boundaries through patrolling the comportment and integrity of in-
dividual bodies. Magic in these portraits engages abject materials such as corpses
and defiling funerary implements; it dissolves human bodies, boundaries, and
identities as well as it confounds the distinction between human and animal.
Magic is imagined to violate social order by inverting gender roles and conferring
on women prerogatives like sexual assertion that are traditionally reserved for
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men. These depictions suggest that the producers of these literary texts perceived
magic as a disturbing and degrading threat to individual integrity and social
order: in other words, as abject. The material evidence for ancient magic also
indicates that much about ancient magic resonates with Kristeva’s conception of
abjection: it threatened individual autonomy, corporal sanctity, and patriarchal
control over women; it employed macabre ingredients, contact with corpses, and
nonsense language (voces mysticae) that were saturated with abjection. Thus, it
would appear that, while literary depictions are highly exaggerated and stereo-
typed, the abjection they portray reflects the perception, among at least some
people, that magic was transgressive and disturbing, violating boundaries of the
body, identity, and social stability.

Furthermore, Kristeva’s theory of the primal abject suggests that women are
often associated with abjection through the mother’s body. This may help clar-
ify the frequent depiction of women’s deleterious magic in ancient literature.
While men were frequent users of magic in the ancient world, the identification
of magic as abject appears to have contributed to the association of magic with
women in the literary imagination. In fact, exaggerated and hyperbolic depic-
tions of women practicing magic suggest that these gendered portraits helped to
communicate the abject quality of magic. Women’s Otherness concretized the
Otherness of magic, and vice versa. Magic thus comes to be associated primarily
with women in the ancient imagination, creating enduring stereotypes of sexually
overwrought and infanticidal hags, whose sexuality violates the primal prohibi-
tion of the mother’s body and its identification with chaos, disorder, and death.
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Magic Accusations against Women
in Tacitus’s Annals

Elizabeth Ann Pollard

IN HIS SYSTEMATIC study of “Women on Trial before the Roman Senate,
Anthony Marshall counted in Tacitus a total of thirty-nine trials' that were pros-
ecuted against women in the first century CE.* Nine of these thirty-nine trials,
fully one-quarter, include what might be understood as accusations of the use of
artes magicae in some form or another. Charges related to the artes magicae rank
second in number only after maiestas, or treason, for which there were seventeen
trials, and followed by a close third of adultery, of which there are eight trials.
Several of these treason and adultery trials overlap with the cases concerned with
artes magicae.

What constitutes an accusation of artes magicae for the purposes of this
counting? Some scholars have suggested that magic accusations were merely a
convenient way to attack one’s enemy.* In some of the later cases during the reign
of the Julio-Claudians, especially the accusations by Agrippina Minor and her
son Nero, convenient attack does seem to be part of what is happening. When
desirous of removing a political opponent, a suggestion of malum venenum or
of divinatio certainly seems to have been effective for this last Julio-Claudian.
Throughout the first century CE, women could face accusations under a number
of different guises, all of which are often translated into English as magic or sor-
cery: maleficium, veneficium, venena, artes, carmina, devotiones, and asking ques-
tions of Chaldei and Magi.

Before going any further with the legal definition of artes magicae, though,
it is important to recognize the sociological aspects of magic accusations. De-
spite the potential pitfalls of such interdisciplinary enterprises, anthropological
models can help us to get beyond what may have been transpiring legally; they
can also help us to make sense of the social tensions at the heart of accusations of
magic against women at imperial Rome. Groundbreaking work by Keith Thomas
and Alan Macfarlane on the dynamics of witchcraft accusations in early modern



184 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

English villages has certainly demonstrated the value of such an approach and
many scholars of witchcraft studies have since followed their example One heu-
ristic that could help to explain the climate of witchcraft accusation at Rome in
the first century CE is the model offered by Mary Douglas in her introduction
to a collection of essays written to honor the retirement of Sir Edward Evans-
Pritchard, whose Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the Azande has been so
influential on witchcraft studies since its publication in 1937. Douglas writes
about how “ambiguous,” “competitive,” and “unregulated” relationships can lead
to accusations of the use of magic. The relationships amongst the women in the
Tacitean accounts certainly fit that description. Another of Douglas’s categories
for the accused, a person who “comes into an altogether anomalous position of
advantage or disadvantage,” is also a factor in understanding the accusations laid
against certain women in Tacitus’s Annals.* Douglas notes that when an accusa-
tion of the use of magic is laid against someone within a given community, in
our cases women of the imperial ruling elite of Rome, the accused is cither the
member of a rival faction, a dangerous deviant, or an internal enemy with out-
side liaisons” When the accused is a member of a rival faction, the accusation
“redefine[s] faction boundaries or realign[s] faction hierarchy.”® Douglas’s model
for witcheraft accusation sheds light not only on why certain women are accused
of using artes magicae by their contemporaries, but also on the ways in which
Tacitus crafts his accounts in order to magnify the accusations.

This chapter addresses the accusations of the use of artes magicae against
women in Tacitus’s Annals in three distinct sections. The first section briefly re-
views some of the problems in defining artes magicae, focusing on the legal defi-
nitions in order to set the context for these accusations as they are reported by
Tacitus. Section two examines closely the ways in which Tacitus shapes his ac-
counts of the accusations against two women in particular: Munatia Plancina
and Aemilia Lepida, prosecuted in the same year. Section two also reviews Taci-
tus’s presentation of the accusations of artes magicae against other women. The
third section extrapolates from these nine instances of magic accusations against
women in Tacitus’s Aznals in order to draw some conclusions about how these
accusations fit within Tacitus’s history telling and how his depictions also re-
flected genuine sociological developments in first-century CE imperial Rome.
Tacitus achieves more than merely the completion of his overall negative portrait
of women in positions of power. An application of Douglas’s theory shows how
Tacitus’s accounts demonstrate that accusations of artes magicae against women
served three purposes: to help negotiate competitive and unregulated relation-
ships between women of power, for example, the antagonistic relationship be-
tween Agrippina Maior and Munatia Plancina; to allow contemporary observers
to deal with a group of people who are suddenly in an unexpected position of
social power, such as the wives of governors and senators; and to allow for the
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realignment of factional hierarchy amongst noble families in the early Empire,

especially the Aemilii Lepidi.

Legal Definitions of Artes Magicae

The debate concerning how to define “magic” in general, and in the Roman
world in particular, has burned hotly in the last century. Much of this debate
centers on how to differentiate magic from religion. Modern attempts simply to
distinguish between what might be called magic and religion have focused on:
the possible malignant goals of magic versus the beneficent intentions of reli-
gion,” the individual as opposed to the corporate aspect,™ ritualism versus piety/
belief,” the primitive as opposed to the evolved,™ the peripheral as opposed to
the central,” and similarly the foreign and hostile as opposed to the indigenous,'
activity by women and low-class men as opposed to social superiors,” furtive/
clandestine versus public,”® coercive as opposed to supplicative,” accessing su-
pernatural powers (right or wrong) for right or wrong ends™® and the related il-
legal as opposed to legal.”” Some attempts have been made to describe magic as a
component of religion, similar to other rituals such as sacrifice or prayer.>® Many
attempts at defining magic categorize it as either “bad religion” as these previous
dichotomies suggest, or when it comes to comparison to “medicine,” magic is
“bad science.”™ Ancient writers certainly expressed some of these distinctions,
but there was by no means any consensus in antiquity on what set the arzes magi-
cae apart.

Recognizing the protean nature of magic in antiquity is certainly vital to any
discussion of magic accusation. S. I. Johnston, examining contributions to the
scholarship on the topic, urged the creation of provisional and flexible catego-
ries for the purpose of making progress in the study of magic.* P. Green, also
reviewing books on magic, seems to favor getting away from the knots into which
theoreticians on Greco-Roman magic have tied themselves and instead supports
a more empirical approach.” Both Johnston and Green, from their unique per-
spectives, have advocated—TI think rightly—pulling ourselves out of this defi-
nitional quagmire and moving forward with research on various topics broadly
understood as magic in a Greco-Roman context. Attempting to grab onto any
one or a few of these distinctions would invariably result in our missing intriguing
pieces of evidence for this analysis of Tacitean accounts and would no doubt give
a false sense of simplicity concerning these activities. By focusing on the distinc-
tions the Romans made and the legal charges that Tacitus himself records, we can
provide limits for the study without limiting ourselves by this modern termino-
logical debate.

Roman legal sources refer to, and group together, the range of phenomena as
magicae artes, crimen magicae, maleficium, scelus maleficiorum, mathematica, and
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veneficium.** Other contemporary terms for these phenomena that we see in the
sources include magia, and the Greek terms mageia, mageias and goeteias The
various spoken practices that are associated with these phenomena in the fictional
representations, laws, and historical narratives include the Latin nefarias preces,
devotionibus ac maleficiis, carmina, devotiones, nenia, incantamenta and, in Greek,
odas and epocai*® These might be translated as spells or incantations.”” The terms
used in the fictional representations, laws, and historical narratives for ingredients
that might be used in these practices include venena, poculum amoris, amatoria,
Medeides herbae, philtra, in the Latin and, in the Greek, philtra, kaka pharmaka,
pharmaka lugra, pharmakon oulomenon . Each of these terms might be translated
with the sense of potion. The names that the laws and the historical authors attach
to the people who do these things include magus, Chaldeus, maleficus, veneficus,
and mathematicus.*® When the reference is to a woman who does these things in
the fictional imaginings, the terms used are, in Latin, saga and maga, and in Greek,
mageousas, polypharmakos, and pharmakis>® The problem with translating any of
these terms into English is that the translation often involves forms of the words
magic or witcheraft, both of which are replete with modern overtones. Clearly the
Romans had a number of interrelated legal and literary terms for what is trans-
lated into English as magic, sorcery, poisoning, and astrology.

Unfortunately, Roman laws do not tell us who was punished or how often the
laws were enforced. For that we must rely on historical accounts of trials that scem
to be prosecuted on the legal and imaginative bases outlined here. Previous schol-
arly treatments of these trials have not focused on the relationship of gender to
the accusations of the use of the artes magicae. R. S. Rogers, Ronald Syme, A. J.
Marshall, and Richard Talbert generally focus more on the procedures rather than
the crafted representations of the trials.* Marshall takes the procedural consider-
ations one step further to explore how women’s cases before the Senate suggest
that women were more active political players than was generally thought to be the
case. Still, none of these scholars considers how the recounting of the trials might
reflect genuine sociological developments in the relationships among women at
Rome. With this review of the classification of artes magicae in the laws complete,
we can now turn to how Tacitus may indeed have shaped his accounts in such ways
that make sense not only in literary, legal, and historical terms, but also in terms of
modern sociological and anthropological theories of witchcraft accusation.

Tacitus's Crafting of the Cases against Munatia Plancina
and Aemilia Lepida
The intricacies of accusation and its social function are particularly intriguing

in Tacitus’s juxtapositioning of two cases that occurred in the same year, 20 CE:
the cases against Munatia Plancina and Aemilia Lepida. Family, class, and social
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connections play a prime role in how Tacitus shapes his depiction of these two
cases. In Plancina’s case, popular opinion was hotly against the woman who was
acquitted; in Aemilia Lepida’s case, popular opinion was very much in her favor,
and yet she was convicted.

Before analyzing these cases, it is important to note that while Tacitus, as a
writer, crafts his accounts to achieve certain ends, he is recounting events from
the relatively recent past and, as a historian, must maintain some semblance of
historical accuracy. Any analysis of Tacitus must keep that in mind. Francesca
Santoro L'Hoir has expertly explored how Tacitus utilizes the rhetorical “topos of
the unchaste poisoner” drawing from a range of source material including Greek
tragedy, Cicero, and Quintilian.”* Focusing on topoi and describing women such
as Plancina, Agrippina, Pulchra, et al. as “characters” and “personae,” however,
denies these real women the agency and actions that inspired the historical accu-
sations in the first place. Tacitus’s rhetorical fashioning certainly influences what
he emphasizes and even why the topos was profoundly effective, but his rhetoric
does not explain what these historical agents did (or were thought by their con-
temporaries to have done), nor does it explain the historical circumstances within
which the accusations balanced the complex, competitive nexus of the Roman
aristocracy.

The limits of crafting in mind, then, we see that Tacitus does not lay bare the
legal case against Munatia Plancina as directly as he might have. If “magic” were
such a convenient stock charge, as Phillips and Matthews have suggested, why
does Tacitus hold back?* It is certainly not because he is disinterested in writing
about women. Book Three of the Annals is replete with discussions concerning
women: including several trials for various crimes, a debate on whether or not
wives should accompany their husbands into the provinces, and instances of Liv-
ia’s continued influence on her son, Tiberius.** Plancina just so happens to be at
the center of each of these issues. She was a woman of the nobility, with a censor
and a consul in her near family and a close personal friendship with the empress
Livias Livia’s son, the emperor Tiberius, and Plancina’s husband, Gnacus Piso,
had been consuls together in 7 BCE.** When Gnaeus later became governor of
Syria, Plancina went with him into that province.

Annals 2.69-83 offers the most extended recounting of the death of Germani-
cus, the heir of Tiberius and darling of the Empire, and the involvement of Piso
and Plancina in that death.”” 4nnals 3.10-18 and 6.26.4 record the legal proceed-
ings against Plancina and Piso that follow Germanicus’s death.*® Tacitus focuses
on the charges against Piso, with only asides concerning Plancina here and there.?
The passage in Tacitus which recounts the implements with which Piso allegedly
facilitated Germanicus’s death highlights many of the same activities classified as
magic in both the fictional accounts and the law: the remains of human bodies,
spells, curses, leaden tablets inscribed with Germanicus’s name, charred and
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blood-smeared ashes, and other magical instruments that were thought to devote
the soul to the powers of the grave.+

In Tacitus’s account, the only link explaining Piso’s knowledge of how to use
these magical materials was Plancina’s friendship with a certain Martina. Tacitus
describes Martina as a woman who was infamous in Syria for poisonings (infamis
veneficiis) and a dear friend of Plancina (Plancinae percara).* Vitellius and the
other prosecutors of the case against Piso and Plancina summoned Martina to
Rome to act as a witness.** But Martina never made it to court. She died under
mysterious circumstances at Brundisium. Poison (venenum) was found knotted
in her hair. Even though she had the means to kill herself with this hidden vene-
num, observers considered that suicide was unlikely.*

In Plancina’s case, it is often what Tacitus does not explain that implicates
Plancina all the more: this mysterious death of the one woman who might have
been able to verify whence the poison was acquired and the secret talks that Livia
seems to have had with Plancina.** When the verdict against Piso became clear,
Plancina was even the last person to see her husband alive.* Tacitus suggests that
foul play in Piso’s death was likely. In one of Piso’s final notes, which was read
posthumously before the courtroom, Piso requested leniency for his children.
With respect to Plancina, Piso said absolutely nothing, perhaps assuming that
she had made her own arrangements.*¢

So, in Tacitus’s account, why did Piso alone suffer for the crime if his wife was
equally, if not more, guilty? Plancina clearly sided with her husband until the
trial looked hopeless for him. Only at that point did she separate her own defense
from his and call upon her ties with Livia in order to obtain her pardon.*” Taci-
tus recounts that, even after Piso’s death, a two-day trial took place to consider
just the case against Plancina.*® The senatus consultum de Gnaeo Pisone Patre®
lists no specific charges against Plancina, noting only that there were numerous
weighty charges lodged against her, pluruma et gravissuma crimina>® According
to this senatorial decree, Plancina’s relationship with Livia led to her acquittal.
As mentioned earlier, these connections may have extended back at least ewenty-
seven years, to Tiberius’s and Gnacus’s shared consulship. The senazus consultum’s
praise of Julia Augusta, that is, of Livia, which is centered on her maternity of the
princeps, his devotion to her, her kindness, her sparing use of her deserved great
influence, attempts to justify Tiberius’s intercession on Plancina’s behalf at his
mother’s behest Plancina does not stand by her man as one might expect of the
good Roman matrona; she flees to the protection of the most powerful woman
in the Empire*

The text of the senatorial decree dealing with Piso’s case further records the
senate’s judgment as regards Piso and his children. The charges associated with
the artes magicae, which receive so much attention in Tacitus, do not appear at all
in this decree. How do we explain this silence? I would suggest that it is because
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Plancina escapes punishment at the time of the trial that none of these charges
actually appears in the senatus consultum, but instead, as regards Plancina, only a
long, almost shame-faced, explanation of Tiberius’s intercession at Livia’s request
remains. This lacuna in the senatus consultum, joined with Martina’s crucial and
unfulfilled role in the prosecution, suggests that Plancina, not Piso, was the one
who would have been charged with these magical attacks. This is not merely an
argument from silence. When Plancina receives her pardon, Tacitus reports that
the gossip among the elite was that Plancina was a murderess (inzerfectrix) who
had been rescued from the Senate, that Tiberius and his mother had defended
Plancina (Piso is not mentioned), and that “consequently [Plancina] might now
turn those drugs and arts (venena et artes), so favorably tested, against Agrippina
[and] against her children.s

Tacitus makes it clear that Plancina, not Piso, was believed to be the mas-
termind of the venena et artes, which had led to Germanicus’s death and Piso’s
downfalls* As Germanicus had lain dying, he claimed that he had been cut oft by
the wickedness of bozh Piso and Plancina.® Perhaps more telling was his deathbed
assertion that he had fallen by the treachery of a woman (muliebri fraude ceci-
disse) > The final stamp of Plancina’s guilt, Tacitus tells us, is that thirteen years
later, only four years after Livia died, Plancina was “arraigned on charges well-
known to the world.”s” She was found guilty and committed suicide. Once her
highly placed ally Livia was gone, Plancina joined her husband in death.

Christopher Pelling discusses the narrative techniques by which Tacitus mir-
rors his characterizations of Piso and Germanicus; Piso’s last letter as compared to
Germanicus’s closing speech, their response to threats, their republican ancestry,
and their openness. Pelling notes that “Piso . . . finds his leading traits reinforced
by the character of his wife. Violence, pride and truculence are hardly Germani-
cus’s characteristics, though (interestingly) they are Agrippina’s.”s® Perhaps Taci-
tus is working out the mirrored tellings of Piso and Germanicus even further
through the depictions of their wives. While Plancina was the craftily presented
user of artes magicae who ultimately gets her due, Agrippina Maior is the perpet-
ual victim of artes magicae, either in the death or accusations of those close to her.

To sum up the magic accusations against Plancina, then, there is a senato-
rial decree that mentions very little about Plancina and nothing about magical
charges and a heavily crafted historical account that lays on the charges thickly
against the husband and includes enough detail and innuendo to implicate the
woman who was initially pardoned but later found guilty. The venena, the artes,
the blood-smeared ashes, and the leaden tablets all drew on the legal and liter-
ary imaginings of how artes magicae worked. There are hints of women’s secretly
shared knowledge, between Plancina and Martina and between Plancina and
Livia, as well as suggestions of the mysterious “other” in the barbarous descrip-
tion of Martina and her poison-knotted hair that begins to call to mind such
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fictional characters as Canidia and Folia in Horace, with their remarkably un-
bound, and hence unmatronly, hair’* Plancina is a woman who does not know
her proper place. Not keeping herself in the proper manner for ladies (zec Plan-
cina se intra decora feminis tenebat), Plancina attended military exercises and in-
volved herself in politics.® Finally, Tacitus also does not miss the opportunity to
connect women'’s lust with the probable use of magical attacks. Tacitus’s treat-
ment of Germanicus’s death closes with a recounting of a law passed to limit the
lust (/ibido) of women by restricting the classes of women who could be prosti-
tutes and another law that aimed to banish the rites of the Egyptians and Jews.®
Although not explicitly linked by Tacitus, it seems that the historian might have
assumed that his reader would easily have made the logical transition between
discussions of legal prosecutions of artes magicae against Piso and Plancina and
women’s unbounded lust as epitomized by high-class prostitutes. Again, with
the reference to Egyptians and Jews, the Eastern and the lustful connections of
artes magicae, so crucial to the case concerning Germanicus’s death, are brought
to the reader’s mind.

In terms of the social implications, 4 la Mary Douglas, of these accusations,
we have two women, Plancina and Agrippina Maior, with little direct access to
power and few other means of social negotiation, battling it out through accu-
sations of the use of artes magicae.” Women who were described as azrox, like
Agrippina Maior and later her daughter, not only strived against other women
but they also “aspire[d] toward a masculine role” in ways that genuinely seemed
to threaten writers like Tacitus.** This is not just an empty literary threat, how-
ever; Agrippina Maior and Plancina are both characterized by Tacitus as duces
feminae, women who place themselves at the heads of military forces. These
two women held unregulated positions of social power, and after the death of
Germanicus, Agrippina found herself in an “anomalous position of social dis-
advantage,” to use Mary Douglas’s terminology. Agrippina, who went from the
position of next-in-line to be empress of Rome to being merely the widow of
Germanicus with no political future, was a woman who nevertheless held some
claim to the vast client base of her dead husband. Her social connections are a
central element of Tacitus’s narrative: for example, Germanicus is said to have
urged those who would prosecute Piso and Plancina for his impending death to
consider Agrippina’s role as granddaughter of Augustus, wife of Germanicus, and
mother of six children (i.c., potential imperial heirs).®® Agrippina exercised so
much power and influence that even Tiberius seems to have been troubled by it:
years later, in the context of magic accusations against her friend Claudia Pulchra,
he refuses Agrippina’s requests to remarry and tells her that she is not “a woman
injured, if she lacked a throne.””” When Agrippina’s husband was killed, her basis
for power through her marriage to the man designated to be the next emperor
was cut out from under her. This unaccustomed position of social disadvantage



Magic Accusations against Women 191

would understandably have spurred her to lash out in some way against the pow-
erful woman she saw as being to blame, Munatia Plancina. Germanicus seems to
have seen this coming when on his deathbed he urged Agrippina to “strip herself
of pride” and never to “irritate those stronger than herself by a competition for
power (aemulatione potentiae).*® Accusations of using artes magicae would have
been one way for Agrippina Maior to ignore Germanicus’s pleas and to achieve
retribution against her enemy Plancina.

The power and influence Plancina derived as the wife of a governor in such
an important province as Syria, with its significant legionary strength and border
with ever-threatening Parthia, would have put her in an “anomalous position of
social advantage” that would have been uncomfortable for her contemporaries.
Plancina presumably built up her own client base while accompanying her hus-
band, Piso, when he served as governor in the province of Syria.® For example,
her receipt of gifts from Vonones, the briefly reigning, Augustus-backed, Parthian
ruler, certainly placed her at the heart of a very touchy foreign relations issue.
The senator who comes to Piso’s and presumably Plancina’s legal defense (before
she separated hers from his) demonstrates even further the nexus of social rela-
tions playing out in this magic accusation. This lawyer for Piso’s, and likely Plan-
cina’s, defense is a Lepidus—ecither Manius or Marcus (the textual tradition is
unclear).° This could be the Lepidus who was listed by Augustus as capax imperii,
(i.c., capable of being his successor in licu of Tiberius), or it could be his cousin.”
Whichever Lepidus it is, coming to the defense of Piso and Plancina is a man
from a powerful Republican family, members of which were a triumvir with Au-
gustus and Antony and were even handpicked as Augustus’s potential successors.
This defense suggests that Plancina and her husband were aligned with a family
that could challenge Tiberius’s right to rule, and by Douglas’s model, would be
appropriate and expected targets of magic accusation.

The genuine social tension between Plancina, Agrippina, and their families
continues in Tacitus’s recounting of the case against Aemilia Lepida, who was
also tried in 20 CE. Tacitus offers the case against Aemilia Lepida, former wife of
Quirinius, yet another governor of Syria, as a clear foil to Plancina’s role in Ger-
manicus’s death”* Whereas in the former case Tiberius interceded for Plancina’s
acquittal, in the latter case, Tiberius’s position is more difficult to determine.”» He
does, however, ultimately deliver the final damning evidence that Lepida’s slaves
had revealed under torture, namely that she had made an attempt on her husband’s
life by venena. The charges brought against Aemilia Lepida, as Tacitus recounts
them, demonstrate a certain unity. Her “rich and childless” ex-husband Publius
Quirinius accused her of feigning to be a mother (defertur simulavisse partum).
Adulteries (adulteria), poisoning (venenum), and inquiries made through the
Chaldeans (quaesitum per Chaldaeos) with reference to the Caesarian house were
added to the indictment (adiciebantur) ™ Tacitus’s grouping of Aemilia Lepida’s
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consultations of astrologers (Chaldaci), her alleged use of venenum, and her in-
volvement in adultery should not be surprising given the later Roman law codes,
which considered these crimes together as unpardonable offenses.”

But is there any closer relationship between the charges of poisoning, adul-
tery, and illicit divination (all well within the range of expected legal magical
charges) and those that Aemilia Lepida feigned birthing a child to Quirinius?7®
Breaking marital bonds is certainly typical of the lustful erotic artes magicae de-
picted in the contemporancous novels. One need only call to mind the plots of
the magae and sagae of Apuleius’s Metamorphoses for this stereotype”” But what
of the charges de falsum, of being a suppostrix? Such claims of illegitimate chil-
dren may draw on the literary imagination of magic as well”® This linked charge
is similar to one launched by the late first-century BCE poet Horace against
Canidia, that famed literary practitioner of artes magicae. In the same rhetorical
jab, Horace sneers with sarcastic irony that she is “no old woman practiced in
scattering ashes among the graves of the poor” (in other words, the sepulchral
wanderings old female magic-practitioners were known to do) and, two lines
later, that “the midwife washed rags red with your blood, however robustly you, a
woman in labor, leaped up” (in other words, insinuating that it was not her blood
on the birthing rags, given her post-parturient spryness).” In the same breath,
Horace links Canidia’s magic use and faked childbirthing. It is not surprising that
Aemilia Lepida would be prosecuted for venena and astrology, along with falsum,
if the trope from Horace holds.

Family connections and potential client bases play a role here as well. As the
wife of Quirinius, governor of Syria around the time of the birth of Jesus, Ae-
milia Lepida may have had close eastern associates much like Plancina’s Syrian
friend Martina.* In addition, at one point, Aemilia Lepida makes appeals to her
ancestry in her own defense. Tacitus reports how when games interrupted her
trial, Lepida showed up at the theater of Pompey with a number of distinguished
women. With a weeping lamentation and invocation by name of her ancestors,
including Pompey himself, Lepida stirred up so great a sympathy that the crowd,
shedding tears, cried out against Quirinius that he was betraying a woman who
had been the destined wife of Lucius Caesar (and, although Tacitus does not say
it, hence a woman who might have been empress if her betrothed had not died
an carly death, making room for Tiberius’s own designation as Augustus’s heir-
apparent).” Lepida’s ancestry included not only Pompeius Magnus but also L.
Cornelius Sulla. Aemilia Lepida appeals to the memory of that same Sulla whose
lex Cornelia de sicariis et veneficiis in 81 BCE enabled prosecutions against those
who used malum venenum.®* Given her appeal to innocence through invoking
the anti-verena name of Sulla and given her childless union with Quirinius, one
wonders whether the venena that Lepida was accused of using were love-philters
to attempt to have a child by Quirinius. Such love potions were included under
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the legislation that discussed veneficium.® Even more interesting is who comes
to her legal defense, namely her brother Manius Lepidus. Once again the lack
of clarity in the Tacitean manuscript tradition foils our ability to be certain that
the Manius Lepidus who here defends his sister on magic charges is the one who
was capax imperii (1.13) or the same one who defends Piso and Plancina (3.11).
But this is a tantalizing detail, that Piso and Plancina as well as Aemilia Lepida
are defended by members of the Lepidus family, cousins if not the same man, in
a family that would no doubt have been even more powerful were it not for the
Julio-Claudian hold on the principate. Given Aemilia Lepida’s family, any child
she might have borne (or alleged to have borne) would have posed a legitimate
threat to the Julio-Claudian claim to absolute rule. The initial charge that Lepida
made “Chaldacan inquiries into the Caesarian house” takes on a much more omi-
nous and specific meaning.

Hence, in his reporting of the case against Aemilia Lepida, Tacitus freely
draws on the literary and legal depictions of artes magicae. The trope of Canidia’s
questionable motherhood and the legal grouping of verenum, divination, and
adultery demonstrate that borrowing. But this accusation is a historical event de-
manding explanation, not just a rhetorical or literary topos. As with Plancina,
once again we see accusations as a tool against powerful women. In this case, Ae-
milia Lepida, a woman with powerful family connections, finds herself to be the
object of accusation. One can see perhaps the third element of Douglas’s model
for accusation working itself out: that of the realignment of factional hierarchy.
In this case, Aemilia Lepida’s near relatives were capax imperii, and she herself
might have been empress had her betrothed not met an untimely end. Her an-
cestry goes back not only to Pompey, the rival of Caesar, the founder of the now
ruling line, but in addition, her family, the Aemilii Lepidi, is a powerful faction
from the Republic that has very little power in the early Empire.* The accusations
against her both draw on that family’s traditional Eastern connections and serve
to undermine her entire lineage. Thus, the manner in which her contemporaries
accuse her and the way that Tacitus depicts the accusations, re-inscribing fictional
stereotypes, reveal the multiple layers, both historical and stylized, of accusation
and how they work to negotiate social relationships—not just between women
but also among the powerful families from which these women come.

Other Accusations against Women Related to Artes Magicae
in Tacitus’ Annals

A brief recounting of each of the remaining trials of women for various arzes
magicae considers the exact charges lodged against these women, how Tacitus
crafts these accounts, and how new light is shed on them by applying Douglas’s
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theories of magic accusation. In 24 CE, Fabia Numantina was brought up on
charges of carmina and veneficium after her ex-husband, Plautius Silvanus, was
under suspicion for flinging his current wife out a window. The thinking
behind the charge was probably that Numantina’s use of aphrodisiacs, or even
the equivalent of what Faraone would call philia magic (to lure back her former
husband), could have driven him insane to the point of killing his new wife. The
ex-husband in question was the grandson of Urgulania, a close friend of Livia.%
When Urgulania sent a dagger to her grandson, he took it as a hint to commit
suicide. R. Develin argues that Tacitus uses the verb credere in this passage to
distance himself from a conclusion he clearly wishes his readers to draw, namely
that in this case when Urgulania sends the dagger it is a message from Tiberius
(through Livia) to commit suicide.*” The effect, if not intent, of Urgulania’s in-
tervention, was to shield Numantina from prosecution due to a lack of evidence
as a result of her ex-husband’s death. Thanks to her former grandmother-in-law’s
intercession, Numantina was subsequently acquitted of driving Plautius Silva-
nus insane with carmina and veneficium. Urgulania’s involvement is particularly
notable given that Plautius’s and Numantina’s trials come just after Calpurnius
Piso’s death prior to his trial on charges of keeping venenum.*® This is the same
Piso, brother and co-defender of Gnacus, who had tried to bring Urgulania to
court because of his anger about influence exerted on the state by Livia and Ur-
gulania.® The same women’s network of power (Livia-Urgulania) that had both-
ered Calpurnius Piso enough to bring a charge against Urgulania that resulted
in his own death may have been at play in the vindication of Numantina. That a
grandmother, at the behest of her friend Livia, would convince her own grand-
son to commit suicide amidst this climate of magic accusation demonstrates just
how complex were the power struggles taking place among the nobility at this
time and how accusations against women were one of the ways these struggles
were negotiated.

Friends in high places, however, do not always aid one’s case, but could
prompt accusations, as we might expect from Douglas’s sociology of witchcraft
accusations. In 26 CE, Claudia Pulchra, second cousin of Agrippina Maior and
widow of the Varus who famously lost three Augustan legions in the Teutoberg
forest in 9 CE, was prosecuted by Domitius Afer and found guilty on charges
of unchastity.?> Other charges included having a certain Furnius as her lover, at-
tempted poisonings and casting spells against the emperor (veneficia in principem
et devotiones obiectabar)?* Agrippina claims this prosecution has been undertaken
solely to trouble her.?* Pulchra’s case firmly demonstrates how charges of sexual
misconduct and treasonous plots could be linked with artes magicae, in particular
veneficia and devotiones. For Tacitus, what Pulchra may or may not have done
seems less important in this particular account than his desire to trace the char-
acter development of the grieving widow of Germanicus, Agrippina Maior, who
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resented being deprived of power as a result of the death of her husband, the
former heir, and who was attacked through the targeting of her friends.

In the next generation of Germanicus’s family, his daughter Agrippina Minor
takes her mother’s place as the thorn in the imperial side. Whereas Agrippina
Maior and her friends had been the victims of magic use (Germanicus) and magic
accusation (Claudia Pulchra), Agrippina Minor uses magic and magic accusation
to her advantage.”” More than twenty years after the trial of Claudia Pulchra,
Agrippina Minor, allegedly out of jealousy, targets Lollia Paulina with charges
of magic.* In 49 CE, Lollia is charged with consorting with Chaldeans (obicerer
Chaldeos) and questioning magi (magos interrogatum), as well as seeking informa-
tion from the image of Clarian Apollo about Claudius’s marriage to Agrippina.’s
This wealthy former wife of Caligula had been a rival to the younger Agrippina
when Claudius was choosing his next wife after the debacle of his marriage to
the meretricious Messalina.*¢ Claudius himself speaks against Lollia and she is
exiled but soon afterward forced to commit suicide. Anthony Barrett suggests
that these accusations against Lollia are consistent with “behavior considered
typical of would-be traitors.”?”

What is really happening here may well be answered by Douglass model
for witcheraft accusations. These accusations are working out competitive and
unregulated relationships among powerful women and their families, includ-
ing especially the would-be wives of emperors. In this case, an imperial woman
(Agrippina Minor) and wife of the emperor targets for accusation a former im-
perial wife with less social power and privilege in much the same way that less
well-connected people are often targeted for accusations of witchcraft due to the
perceived potential harm their envy could bring. There is more going on here,
however, than jealous rivalry and deflecting envy. Lollia Paulina’s wealth was ex-
treme.”® In other words, she had the money to make real trouble for the Julio-
Claudian dynasty. Claudius says as much when he says that her resources for
wickedness must be removed. To use Douglas’s phrases, Lollia Paulina was clearly
in a competitive relationship with Agrippina Minor (as a former imperial wife
and a rival for Claudius), and her vast wealth afforded her an “anomalous posi-
tion of advantage” that needed diffusing.?

Another case against a woman for consulting astrologers occurred later in
the reign of Claudius. In s2 CE, Vibia and her son, L. Furius Arruntius Scribo-
nianus, were indicted for their alleged attempts to inquire through Chaldeans
into Claudius’s death (finem principis per Chaldeos scrutaretur).*° Her husband
had been the L. Arruntius Camillus Scribonianus who had instigated an aborted
revolt of Dalmatian legions under his command ten years prior. Tacitus makes ex-
plicit reference back to this revolt and Vibia’s relegation by the Senate on account
of it.”" Tacitus raises suspicion that Camillus might have died by poison (vezne-
num) while in exile for this revolt. It is quite possible that Tacitus is attempting
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to cast suspicion on Vibia for this poisoning along with her astrological consul-
tations. Vibia is portrayed almost like a Plancina character: a fomenter of her
husband’s rebellious activities in the provinces, avoiding punishment for a decade
and possibly capable of poisoning, as well.®* She is a woman who, as a widow, is
acting outside the expected role of a proper matrona. Along the lines of the socio-
logical implications of witchcraft accusations, she could be seen as a member of a
rival faction who must be brought down. In terms of the way that Tacitus stylizes
his presentation, it is interesting to note that Tacitus presents this case just prior
to the mention of the expulsion of astrologers from Italy and the reward voted to
Pallas for his part in developing a law that penalized women who married slaves.
The proposer of this reward is none other than the consul-designate Barea Sora-
nus, whose daughter’s astrological consultations contribute to his demise, as we
shall see in the case of Marcia Servilia.” For Tacitus, his discussion of Vibia is
consistent with treasonous concerns relating to mathematici and women who
confound their social station with inappropriate marriages.

Agrippina Minor’s interests take center stage again in the charges against
Domitia Lepida in 54 CE.* Domitia Lepida was the mother of Messalina (the
late wife of Claudius) and sister-in-law of Agrippina by the latter’s carlier mar-
riage to Cn. Domitius Ahenobarbus (cos. 32 CE) and sister-in-law of Claudia
Pulchra (sister of her husband M. Valerius Messala Barbatus). Tacitus represents
Domitia and Agrippina as rivals, especially for influence over young Nero. Sueto-
nius suggests another cause for their animosity: the charges of adultery and incest
between Agrippina’s husband and his sister, this very same Lepida. According to
Suetonius, these charges were only dropped due to the mutatione temporum.'s
The exact charges against Lepida were that she used devotiones against Agrippina
and failed to keep her slaves in Calabria in check. Lepida was sentenced to death.
In the case of Lepida, suggestions of undue political influence, both in her influ-
ence over Nero and her control over her slaves, and her aberrant sexuality with
her brother combine with accusations of magical activity in the form of devotio-
nes. Here we have a woman with access to power in ways that her contemporaries
find problematic. In terms of Mary Douglas’s model, the accusations against her
serve not only to undercut a woman in an anomalous position of power, they also
serve to realign factional hierarchy in the otherwise unregulated and competitive
relationship that Domitia Lepida and Agrippina have for control over Nero. The
charges also fall in line with the expectations of accusations being leveled by one
in a position of social advantage against an envying social inferior.

Twice, then, in the cases of Lollia Paulina and Domitia Lepida, Tacitus depicts
Agrippina’s jealousy as leading to charges of artes magicae against her rivals. As al-
ready mentioned, Douglas’s description of the sociological implications of witch-
craft accusations helps to explain this. Yet, according to Tacitus, Agrippina herself
was not above employing her own expert in the artes magicae. Just as Munatia
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Plancina apparently made use of the services of her friend Martina, possibly even
to poison Agrippina’s father Germanicus, Agrippina Minor herself employed the
services of a certain Locusta.”*® Mentioned by Tacitus as having been lately con-
demned on a poisoning charge (nuper veneficii damnata), Locusta is employed by
Agrippina to do away with Germanicus’s brother, her husband/uncle Claudius.
Locusta seems to be in the long-term service of Nero and his mother, as the poi-
soner of Claudius, his son Britannicus by Messalina, and supplicr of the poison
Nero intended to take while flecing Rome in 68 CE.” Locusta was ultimately put
to death by Galba, the briefly ruling successor to Nero.*® Agrippina’s employ-
ment of Locusta’s services suggests that even women who cast accusations were
not above employing others for the exact same activity themselves.

Once Agrippina succeeded in attaining the rule for her son, two other trials
of women on related charges are presented by Tacitus. The accusations against
Junia Lepida in 65 CE are presented as part of Nero’s plot to deal with his rival
Silanus.* In fact, Junia Lepida, daughter of M. Junius Silanus (cos. 19 CE) and
Aecmilia Lepida (step-nicce of Claudia Pulchra by her grandfather’s second mar-
riage), was a member of the family that was vehemently and litigiously pursued by
Caligula, Claudius, and Nero. Barry Baldwin notes that “[t]o a degree, it may be
necessary to condemn the regime for persecuting the name [Silanus].” Here we
see again Douglas’s point about the way in which witchcraft accusations realign
factional hierarchies. As they did with the Aemilii Lepidi, the Julio-Claudian
emperors seem to have made good use of such accusations in order to subdue the
Junii Silani. In the case at hand, Tacitus suggests that the charges against Junia are
fabricated. The exact charges were incest with her brother’s son and horrible rites
of unholy matters (diros sacrorum ritus). In the case of this apparently trumped-
up charge to pursue further the enmity of the imperial line against the Junii Silani,
Nero resorted to accusations entirely consistent with the contemporary literary
imagination; the combination of imprecise charges related to artes magicae and
improper sexual conduct. The diros ritus recall the legal definitions of proper, as
opposed to subversive, religio.

The final case of an accusation of a woman’s use of artes magicae in Tacitus is
presented as a tragic melodrama. In 66 CE, Marcia Servilia was accused of con-
sulting astrologers on her father’s behalf.™ More specifically, Servilia was charged
with paying magicians (pecuniam magis dilargita esset) to conduct magical rites
(magicos sacros) in order to determine the safety of her family and the possibility
that her father’s trial would end well. The scene of her aged father, who was ac-
cused of maiestas, and Servilia in tears, having already become a widow at the age
of twenty, seems to have been constructed by Tacitus to elicit pathos in his read-
ers. After the daughter and father make pleas before the Senate on each other’s
behalf, they attempt to rush to embrace one another and are prevented by lictors
who come between them. The filial piety and drama is heightened in that this
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case is described just before the death scene of her father’s co-defendant, Thrasca
and his wife Arria. Although Thrasea discourages her suicide, this Arria was sure
to call to the audience’s mind the story of her mother, the Arria who stabbed her-
self to show her husband that it did not hurt to commit noble suicide.” Recalling
such pietas after Servilia’s death for attempting to help her father, albeit through
magical means, only highlights Tacitus’s aims in relating Servilia’s magica sacra.
The illegality of her actions is minimized in the light of Tacitus’s sympathetic
treatment of this tearful, obedient, desperate daughter and her death at the hands
of the despotic Nero.

The Social Function of Magic Accusations against Women
in Tacitus’s Annals

Following this review of the evidence for the accusations and trials for activities
related to the artes magicae in Tacitus’s accounts, a few summary conclusions
are possible. First, the accusations are often reported in conjunction with some
suggestion of sexual misconduct on the part of the accused, whether adultery,
incest, or even claiming to have borne a child who does not exist. This group-
ing is consistent with many of the literary depictions. The linking of adulterium
with artes magicae is likewise to be found in the laws. Although Plancina does
not appear to have broken any sexual mores, she did commit other sacrilege, such
as her ill-timed festive celebrations after Germanicus’s death. Her inappropriate
celebrations placed her outside the role of a proper Roman matron in much the
same way that the licentiousness of the other accused women depicts them as
transgressing the proper role of a wife and mother. Frequently, but not always,
the accused is implicated in a treasonous plot (m2aiestas) against the emperor, or
in some other uprising such as that of Vibia, who in 52 CE is implicated in her
husband’s earlier rabble-rousing in Dalmatia, or Domitia Lepida, whose slaves
in 54 CE are apparently making trouble in Calabria. Such women were seen as
grasping at political connections and power, which would be inappropriate for a
woman to exercise. Accusing these women of magical activities was a sure way to
undermine their authority.

In terms of these social connections, quite often the woman who is the object
of these accusations either gets help from, or suffers as a result of, a woman con-
nected with the imperial household. We see this in the aid that Plancina received
from Livia and arguably that which Numantina received from Urgulania, a close
friend of Livia. Alternatively, the woman could be attacked due to her friendly
associations with an imperial woman as happens with Claudia Pulchra, whom
Tacitus says is only charged due to her relationship with Agrippina, widow of
Germanicus. In addition, making a powerful enemy in a woman of the imperial
family could result in accusations of magic, which constitute one of the few ways
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that imperial women could attack others, as we see with Agrippina Minor against
both Lollia Paulina and Domitia Lepida. Competitive relationships amongst
women of the upper classes, which have few other ways of being resolved, could
lead to accusations of the use of the artes magicae, as well as assistance to those
who have been accused.

Similarly, competitive relationships amongst ruling families led to accusa-
tions of women’s use of artes magicae. Plotting these nine women accused of arzes
magicae onto a family tree demonstrates that five of them are related to one an-
other by ties of blood and/or marriage (Figure 1). Aemilia Lepida, Fabia Numan-
tina, Claudia Pulchra, Domitia Lepida, and Junia Lepida can all be charted on
the same stemma, the central relative being Paullus Aemilius Lepidus the consul
of 34 BCE.™ Perhaps the traditional Eastern afhiliation of the Aemilii Paulli clan
gave this family and its women an air of mystery and intrigue, as well as the east-
ern and African client base, which might have been thought to know something
of the magical arts.”+ More recent history—namely the Aemilius Lepidus who
was a triumvir, the one who was capax imperii, and the one potentially designated
by Caligula as a successor—showed this family to be a legitimate rival for Julio-
Claudian dominance. Attacking these women was a way of attacking this family.
Regardless, with each accusation, the women of this family became more and
more susceptible to such charges. When considering the case of Domitia Lepida,
she might have been all the more vulnerable to the accusation given that her sis-
ter-in-law, niece, and great aunt had all been more or less successfully prosecuted
on charges of artes magicae.

For Tacitus, individuals could be on all sides of the power dynamic implicit
in accusations of the use of artes magicae. For example, Agrippina Minor is the
victim of maleficium, veneficium, and venena, through her father Germanicus’s
death. She is a user in her employment of the skilled poisoner Locusta against her
enemies. Finally she is an accuser in the cases against her rivals Lollia Paulina and
Domitia Lepida. Accusations of the use of artes magicae in the Annals could be
legitimate grounds for legal action, tools for women’s bickering, and the stuff of
farcical melodrama. Going beyond Tacitus, another important issue that should
be mentioned is the way in which magic accusations hurled against women by
other women (and the class distinctions between upper-class women like Agrip-
pina Minor, who employ magic users, and the lower-class women such as Martina
and Locusta, who are experzs in magic use) re-inscribed the patriarchal structures
that bound all these women. Amy Richlin, in a study of Roman women’s religion,
has rightly pointed out how women’s “rituals may have been used by one class
of women to express their power over another class of women.””s This same co-
optation may well be playing out in magic use and accusation. The phenomenon
of women accusing women has long been of interest to scholars of witchcraft
accusation in all historical periods, wishing to dig deeper than the assumption
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that such accusations are blindly driven by misogyny, in order to determine
women’s complicity in those very accusations.”¢ Application of Douglas’s models
for witchcraft accusation to this first—century context has revealed the strategic
application of accusation by women against other women in order to work out
their otherwise unmediated power struggles, with dramatic repercussions in the
world of male politics.

In Tacitus’s accounts of women’s artes magicae, he moves from the serious
charges against Plancina to the almost trivialized dramatic account of Servilia’s
astrological consultation, where this pious daughter, while being held apart from
her father by lictors, begs in tears to be cleared of these exaggerated and trumped
up charges. The prosecutable charges in Tacitus range from the use of venena,
carmina, and devotiones and the hiring of professionals to accomplish these, to
the consultation of astrologers, both Chaldei and magi. All the women accused
in the courts are of the aristocracy. Of Martina and Locusta, the two experts, the
former never has her day in court and the latter does not meet her end in the text
of Tacitus. Six of our nine women are found guilty, and a seventh, Plancina, is
initially acquitted through her friendship with Livia but convicted a decade later.
An cighth, Vibia, is not mentioned as convicted or acquitted, only as spared by
the emperor. In fact, only Fabia Numantina is acquitted of the charges against
her. In Tacitus’s accounts, these women are accused of having used arzes magicae
to gain the upper hand—ecither a better position for her husband, a better posi-
tion for herself, or attempting to divine the future for the benefit of the men in
her life. These charges are combined with women’s sexual impropriety and their
illegitimate attempts at social power in ways that are altogether consistent with
the imaginings from the literary representations and the legal ideals.

Tacitus drew on the literary stereotypes of women who overstep sexual and
social boundaries to transgress their appropriate roles as good wives and mothers.
Perhaps to be expected, social connections among these noble, and often related,
families determine the outcome of the trials. Friends in the highest of places,
in our cases Livia Augusta and her close associate Urgulania, are the only pos-
sible deflectors of the charges of artes magicae. Enemies in the highest of places,
whether the emperor or a powerful woman behind an emperor, such as Agrip-
pina Minor with her influence over both Claudius and Nero, seem to guarantee
a conviction. No consistent picture of the typical user, accuser, or victim of the
artes magicae emerges. These charges are flung at women, by women and by men,
in order to gain leverage within the ranks of the aristocracy. Lower-class magi-
cal experts, such as Martina and Locusta, are means to an end and are not pros-
ecuted. Tacitus takes full advantage of this potential fluidity in who might accuse
whom of using artes magicae. By making use of the trope of magical accusations,
Tacitus casts these women in whatever light he desires: as unjustly acquitted, un-
justly convicted by imperial rapacity, or convicted merely through the jealousy
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of another woman. It is worth noting, however, that quite often it is women
who are accusing women of magic use. Given the female accusers, one would be
hard-pressed to attribute these accounts merely to Tacitean, or even more broadly
Roman, misogyny.

This discussion has drawn frequently from Mary Douglas’s treatment of how
accusations help to negotiate competitive and unregulated relationships. In our
cases, these relationships are between women with power. Women such as Agrip-
pina Maior and Munatia Plancina had few fora in which to play out their ani-
mosity and power struggles. Women’s relationships of power with respect to one
another had little formal outlet in Roman society. A woman in Agrippina Maior’s
situation, who was once next-in-line to be empress (as the wife of Germanicus
the presumed heir), became much less powerful at his death. Against whom else
might she lash out, but Plancina, the woman she felt had deprived her of her sta-
tion? The second situation, which might precipitate an accusation of artes magi-
cae, is a woman in an unexpected position of social power. Wives of governors
in the provinces (such as Plancina and Aemilia Lepida in Syria), wealthy women
such as Lollia Paulina, and female imperial advisors such as Domitia Lepida,
certainly fall within that category. Finally, we turn to the possibility that these
accusations could realign factional hierarchy or address an equilibrium that has
been upset. Given the family stemma of several of the women prosecuted and its
extension back to the Scipiones, a family conspicuously absent on the political
scene since the demise of the Roman Republic, it is easy to see how the Lepidae
might have presented a rival threat to the Julio-Claudian ruling elite. The ac-
cusations show a possible resolution of social tensions along the lines of what we
might expect from sociological theory: the regulation of competitive relation-
ships among women that otherwise had no formal rules, a diffusion of contempo-
rary reaction against women in “anomalous positions of advantage,” and, finally,
the maintenance, worked out with the bodies and fates of women, of a balance of
power amongst the ruling families of Rome.

Notes

1. 'This number includes the ten trials against women, which he catalogs as “dubious”
senatorial trials.

2. Earlier versions of this material appear in my dissertation, Magic Accusations
Against Women in the Greco-Roman World from the First through the Fifth Cen-
turies CE (University of Pennsylvania, 2001), and were presented to the Social
History of Formative Christianity Section at the annual meeting of the Society
of Biblical Literature (2000) and to the Friends of Ancient History in Southern
California (2003). I would like to thank those who have offered feedback to these
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(Vestigia 48; Munich: Beck, 1996), 87-88, and Marshall, “Women on Trial,” 342
and n. 23 for Munatia’s family relations. Syme, Augustan, 374 and 429 only briefly
discusses Plancina’s trial and acquittal in two short paragraphs.

At the beginning of this consular year, Tiberiuss mother Livia threw a party,
inviting all the women of Rome (Dio Cass. s5.8.1). Perhaps it was at this party
that a friendship was formed between Plancina and Livia, a friendship that led
to Livia’s intervention on Plancina’s behalf when she was on trial for charges of

murder almost three decades later. Syme, Angustan, 369, argues for Plancina as
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Piso’s second wife due to their age difference and the date of their eldest son’s con-
sulship. Possibly following Syme, Eck reasons that her oldest son having held the
consulship in 27 CE suggests that he would have been born by 7 BCE. This would
mean that Plancina was married to Piso when Livia threw her party to celebrate
Tiberius’s consulship. Syme, Augustan, 58, by different reasoning, suggests that
Piso might have taken Plancina as his wife even earlier.

Dio Cass. 57.18.9-10, attributes the murder plot to both Piso and Plancina, writ-
ing that bones of men (do7a dvfpdmwr), lead curse tablets (éXaouol poAiBdwor
dpas Tivas perd Tob dvéuaros adrod) and poison (papudrw) were used to kill
Germanicus.

Suetonius’s accounts of Germanicus’s death do not mention Plancina at all, but
instead describe Piso as an instrument of Tiberius’s plan to do away with Germani-
cus; Suet. 77b. 52 and Calig. 2—3, where he mentions the veneficia and devotiones
employed by Piso at the behest of Tiberius. Tac., Ann. 3.15-16, alludes to such in-
volvement by Tiberius when he discusses the mysterious papers that Piso seemed
to clutch throughout the trial but Piso killed himself (or was assassinated) before
he could reveal their contents (presumably Tiberius’s orders to kill Germanicus).
Tacitus is very careful not to subscribe to either opinion, concerning whether Piso
killed himself or was assassinated. Tacitus does remark that Plancina was the last
person to see Piso alive.

According to the narrative analysis of Cynthia Damon, “The Trial of Cn. Piso
in Tacitus’ Annals and the Senatus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre: New Light
on Narrative Technique,” 4/P 120, no. 1 (1999): 143—62. Tacitus uses a mirrored
telling of the events in Books 2 and 3 to show that although Piso was able to dif-
fuse the charge of venenum, he did not adequately address that of devotiones ('Tac.
3.13.2, for the prosecution’s accusations of both venenum and devotiones). Damon
remarks that “Tacitus’ defense (in Book 3), which was so well prepared to face the
charge of poison, has nothing to say about the magical attacks . . . by putting the
devotiones in the narrative and not discrediting them at the trial Tacitus recreates
for the reader the suspicions that survived for generations after the fact” (Damon,
“Trial,” 157).

Tac., Ann. 2.69: et repericbantur solo ac parietibus erutac humanorum corporum
reliquae, carmina et devotiones et nomen Germanici plumbeis tabulis insculptum,
semusti cineres ac tabo obliti aliaque malefica quis creditur animas numinibus in-
fernis sacrari. The stock of Pamphile’s workshop in Apuleius (Mez. 3.17) included
metal tablets and human body parts.

. Gunhild Viden, Women in Roman Literature: Attitudes of Authors under the Early

Empire (SGLG 57; Goteborg, Sweden: Acta Universitatis Gothobugensis, 1993),
45, argues that the Latin text uses chiasmus to implicate Plancina in the poisoning;
infamem veneficiis . . . Plancinae percaram (2.74.2). Ann. 2.74: Isque (Marsus) infa-
mem vmeﬁfiis ea in provincia et Plancinae percaram nomine Martinam in urbem
misit . . . Marsus sent into the city a certain woman by the name Martina, infa-

mous in that province for poisonings and a dear friend to Plancina. In The Magician,
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the Witch, and the Law, Edward Peters’s arguments concerning courtly witcheraft
accusations in the medieval period suggest that magic accusations might be lev-
cled by upper-class people against lower-class dependants of their rivals as a way
to attack those rivals. Applying this model to the Roman period, we might expect
that Martina would have been accused, not merely brought in as a witness. Perhaps
the private prosecutorial nature of the Roman legal system explains why Martina
would not herself be accused.

Tac., Ann. 274, for Vitellius’s summons to Rome of Martina. Suet., /7¢. 2 and Plin.,
HN 11.187 for Vitellius as the prosecutor of the case against Piso and Plancina.
Surprisingly, Marshall, “Women on Trial,” 356—57 does not include Martina on his
list of women called as witnesses before the Senate. Granted she did not make it
to trial, due to her mysterious death at Brundisium, but her involvement definitely
deserves note in that context. This is all the more true if she gave relevant eviden-
tiary testimony before her death, comparable to Urgulania’s home interrogation
by a practor in 16 CE (Tac., Ann. 2.34.8), mentioned by Marshall, “Women on
Trial,” 356.

Tac., Ann. 3.7. Eck, Caballos and Fernandez, Senatus, 153, mentions Martina as one
who might have been called as a zestis, had she not died at Brundisium. Such zeszes
cuinsque ordinis, witnesses of every rank, are mentioned in the SCP, 1.25. Wood-
man and Martin, Annals, 121-22 discuss the difficulties of this passage, concern-
ing how she died. They do note though, that although Germanicus’s body has no
marks of poison on it according to Tacitus, Suctonius (Calig. 1.2) and Dio Cass.
(57.18.9) do comment on the traces of poison left on his body. They do not close
the loop to suggest that Martina and Germanicus might have died by the same
non-traceable poison. But they do suggest “that there seems no reason why Mar-
tina, an experienced and notorious poisoner should have committed suicide or be
thought to have done so.” All of this suggests that Plancina might have had a role
in killing both Martina and Germanicus by the same means. Or else, it suggests
that Tacitus is interested in making it scem that way.

Tac., Ann. 2.82; “hoc egisse secretos Augustae cum Plancina sermones” when describ-
ing the crowd’s interpretation of the situation when hearing of Germanicus’s fail-
ing health. Tacitus implicates Tiberius and Livia further, especially after Plancina’s
acquittal (3.17). Livias intervention on Plancina’s behalf, recorded in the SCP to
be discussed shortly, certainly provides support for Tacitus’s suggestion that these
two women were in close contact.

Piso is last seen in the evening in his bedroom writing notes in his defense (Tac.,
Ann.3.15-16).

Tac., Ann. 3.16: de Plancina nihil addidit.

Tac., Ann. 3.15.

Tac., Ann. 3.17.

The SCP makes reference to Plancina in lines 10 and 109—20. For texts of this
decree, see Eck, Caballos and Fernindez, Senatus, and David S. Potter, ed., “The
Senatus Consultum de Gn. Pisone Patre” (trans. Cynthia Damon), 4/P 120,
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no. 1 (1999): 13—42. The entirety of vol. 120, no. 1 (1999) of AJP comprised arti-
cles devoted to this decree, following a joint session of the APA/AIA in Chicago,
1997. Other articles of interest include John P. Bodel, “Punishing Piso,” 4/P 120,
no. 1 (1999): 43—63; Edward Champlin, “The First (1996) Edition of the Sena-
tus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre: A Review,” 4JP 120, no. 1 (1999): 117-22;
Damon, “Trial,” 143-62; David S. Potter, “Political Theory in the Senatus Con-
sultum de Cn. Pisone Patre,” AJP 120, no. 1 (1999): 65—88; Richard J. A Talbert,
“Tacitus and the Senatus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre,” AJP 120, no. 1 (1999):
89—97; T. D. Barnes, “Tacitus and the Senatus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre
(review article),” Phoenix 52, nos. 1-2 (1998): 125—48; David S. Potter, “Senatus
Consultum de Cn. Pisone,” JRA 11 (1998): 437—57; Alexander Yakobson, “The
Princess of Inscriptions: Senatus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre and the Early
Years of Tiberius’ Reign,” SCI 17 (1998): 206—24; Miriam Griffin, “The Senate’s
Story, JRS 87 (1997): 249—63;]. S. Richardson, “The Senate, the Courts, and the
Senatus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre,” CQ 47 (1997): s10-18.
SCP 1.109, translation and text in Potter, ed., “Senatus Consultum.” Eck, Caballos,
and Ferndndez, Senatus, 22228, offer commentary on the acquittal of Plancina in
the SCP, Senatus Consultum de Cn. Pisone Patre (lines 109—20); December 10, 20
CE. [ Text and translation from Potter, ed., “Senatus Consultum,” 13—41.]
Concerning these matters the Senate decreed as follows: . ...
THAT as far as the case of Plancina was concerned, against whom
numerous weighty charges (pluruma et gravissuma crimina) had
been lodged, since she admitted that she placed all hope in the
compassion of our princeps and of the Senate, and since our princeps.. ..
interceded for Plancina at his mother’s request, and received very just reasons
made to him by her, as to why his mother wanted to obtain these concessions,
the Senate deemed
THAT both Julia Augusta, who was most well deserving
of the republic not only because she gave birth to our princeps
but also because of her many great kindnesses to men of
every order—although she rightly and deservedly should havew
the greatest influence in what she requested from the Senate,
she used it most sparingly— and the very great devotion of our
princeps to his mother should be supported and indulged and
THAT it was the Senate’s pleasure
THAT the punishment of Plancina be remitted.
SCP 11. 115-19. Champlin, “First,” 121 remarks that Livia’s role in Plancina’s acquit-
tal “confirms the truly astonishing power of Julia Augusta (which has often been
doubted).” Mireille Corbier, “Male Power and Legitimacy through Women: The
Domus Augusta under the Julio-Claudians,” in Women in Antiquity: New Assess-
ments, ed. R. Hawley and B. Levick (New York: Routledge, 1995), 17893, outlines
the Augusta’s powers.
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The woman who stands by her man is a recurring positive exemplum for Tacitus.
In Hist. 1.3 the good matrona is she who stands by her man (husband or son) for
good or ill, exile or suicide. Anthony J. Marshall, “Ladies in Waiting: The Role of
Women in Tacitus’ Histories,” 4Soc 15-17 (1984—86): 167-84, 171—7s5, discusses
Tacitus’s emphasis on this model of the good woman/wife.

Tac., Ann. 3.17. Woodman and Martin, Annals, 181 argue that the coordination of
venena and artes here should be equated to magical arts, hence depicting Plancina
as a “witch” [sic]. For this terminology, they cite TLL 2.665.34fF, Butler-Owen on
Apuleius’ Apol. 25, and Burriss, “Terminology,” 137.

See R. Develin, “Tacitus and Techniques of Insidious Suggestion,” Antichthon
17 (1983): 64—95; Israel Shatzman, “Tacitean Rumors,” Latomus 33, no. 3 (1974):
549—78, 564—67; and Inez Scott Ryberg, “Tacitus’ Art of Innuendo,” TAPA 73
(1942): 383—404, for discussions of Tacitus’s proclivity to use such rumor and
strong innuendo as I am suggesting here in the case of Plancina. Develin reviews
various Tacitean suggestive techniques and the words Tacitus uses to signal uncer-
tainty and alternatives, including incertum, tradere, and credere, as well as report-
ing variations of rumor. Although he does not examine Plancina in detail on her
own, Develin, “Tacitus,” 92, concludes similarly that “the real climax of sugges-
tion [in Tacitus] involves Tiberius, Livia, Germanicus, and Piso, with incidentals.”
Shatzman, “Tacitean,” s64—67, considers the use of rumor in Tacitus’s account of
Germanicus’s death, but focuses much more on Piso than on Plancina. Ryberg,
“Tacitus’ Art, considers the death of Germanicus in detail, noting in particular
the suspicion cast on Tiberius (and Livia) by Tacitus’s telling. But, suspicion of
Tiberius does not rule out that of Plancina as well. The devices Ryberg mentions as
building up this innuendo include avoidance of direct accusations of crime, accu-
sations reported as hearsay, accusations vocalized by another individual, and later
referring to charges initially presented as rumors as fact, and finally “the innuendo
which depends . . . on clever juxtaposition of ideas” (“Tacitus’ Art,” passim and
390). Although Ryberg does not mention it, some of Tacitus’s word choice in this
passage carries innuendo and insinuation of magic. Tacitus uses words that hint
at magic, but actually mean something else. For instance, the phrase that precedes
Germanicus’s comment that he has died by female treachery is zoz bellorum super-
stitem (the witness of so many wars, 4nn. 2.71). The word for witness, superstes,
calls to mind superstitio, a word often used in the context of discussing magic. In
describing Plancinas inappropriate religious activities, Tacitus’s audience hangs
on his words when he says magis insolenscente Plancina, (Ann. ».75) where magis
functions adverbially and not as the ablative plural of 7zagus, which could have
implied the means by which Plancina pursued her venena et artes.

Tac., Ann. 271, scelere Pisonis et Plancinae.

Tac., Ann. 2.71; 2.69, for Germanicus’s belief that he was poisoned by Piso.

Tac., Ann. 6.263, petitaque criminibus haud ignotis; also Dio Cass. s8.22.5 for
Plancina’s fate. Marshall, “Women on Trial,” 353—54 and n. 55 include Plancina’s
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ultimate trial as one of those he classifies as dubious Senatorial trials. Where this
conviction occurred is less important to my argument than the fact that these
charges surfaced a second time, after the protection of Livia was removed.
Christopher Pelling, “Tacitus and Germanicus,” in Tacitus and the Tacitean Tradi-
tion, ed. T.]. Luce and A. ]. Woodman (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1993), 84. Viden, Women, 38—47 also notices Tacitus’s contrasting of Plancina and
Agrippina but does not work it out with respect to artes magicae.

For worrisome knowledge transmission by female magic users, see, e.g., the pairing
of Simactha and Thestylis (Theoc., Id. 2), Canidia and her friends (Hor., Epod.
5), Meroe and Panthia as well as Pamphile and Photis (Apul., Mez. r.11-13 and
3.15-25), and the discussion in Elizabeth Pollard, “Magic Accusations against
Women in the Greco-Roman World from the First through the Fifth Centuries
ce” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2001), 66—70 and 83. For the wild hair
of witches, see, e.g., Hor., Sat. 1.8.24—26 (Canidia) and 5.16 and 5.27 (Folia).

Tac., Ann. 2.55.6 (Plancina with the military) and 2.58 (Plancina received gifts
from Vonones) for Plancina’s manly roles. Viden, Women, 44—45, provides more
discussion of Plancina’s unwomanly ways.

Tac., Ann. 2.8s.

Christopher A. Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1999), 146-60 for prostitutes’ use of aggressive/masculinized
love magic. See also love clegists Ovid, Propertius, and Tibullus for the relation-
ship between magic and the lena/procuress (K. Sara Myers, “The Poet and the
Procuress: The Lena in Latin Love Elegy,” JRS 86 (1996): 1-21).

In her discussion of Messalina, Sandra R. Joshel, “Female Desire and the Discourse
of Empire: Tacitus’s Messalina,” Signs 21, no. 1 (1995): s0-82, 58, usefully reminds
us “that Roman women in the upper classes had wealth and influence but, at the
same time, no political roles and limited legal rights.” This is not to say that women
did not compete in realms of unofficial competition. Childbearing and marriage
ties were certainly an unofficial locus of competition; certainly one ripe for magic
use and magic accusation, as well. One need only think of the various love spells
(e.g., DT 270.5-13, PGM 16.1-75, and PGM 15.1-21) and womb spells (e.g., PGM
7.260-71and PGM 62.76-106) for evidence of that. For further discussion of this
female competition, see Pollard, “Magic,” 161279, and Pauline Ripat, chapter 12
of this volume.

Michael Kaplan, “Agrippina semper atrox: A Study in Tacitus’ Characterization
of Women,” in Studies in Latin Literature and Roman History, vol. 1, CL 164, ed.
C. Deroux (Brussels: Collection Latomus, 1978), 411.

Ann. 1.69.1-4 for Agrippina and 2.55.6 for Plancina as duces feminae. For discus-
sion, see Francesca Santoro L’Hoir, “Tacitus and Women’s Usurpation of Power,”
CW 88,n0.1(1994): 525, 12—13, and Kaplan, “Agrippina 412.

Tac., Ann.2.71. Her lineage and children are also a part of Tacitus’s depiction of the

melodrama as Agrippina returns to Rome with Germanicus’s ashes (An7. 2.75).
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67. Tac., Ann. 4.52. In Ann. 4.53, Agrippina then tearfully pleads with Tiberius to

68.
69.

70.
71.

72.

allow her to remarry, but Tiberius refuses the request, wisely wary of the political
power the widow of Germanicus could wield.

Tac., Ann. 2.72.

To contextualize Plancina’s presence in Syria with her husband (and Aemilia Lep-
ida’s possible accompaniment of her husband to Syria twenty years earlier), note
that it was only after Plancina’s trial that Aulus Caecina suggested a law in the
Senate prohibiting wives accompanying their husbands into the provinces. Rich-
ard A. Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome (New York: Routledge, 1992),
142—43 and 252, n. 32, discusses Tacitus’s report (4n7. 3.33-34) of Caccina’s pro-
posal and his motivation for it (being bested by Agrippina in Germany). Racepsact-
Charlier, M-Th, “Epouses et familles de magistrats dans les provinces romaines aux
deux premiers si¢cles de "Empire;” Historia 31 (1982): 56—69, 64—69, offers a cata-
log of evidence for eighty-nine women accompanying their governor-husbands
into the provinces in the first two centuries CE. She also discusses the exact dating
of the decree following Tacitus’ chronology rather than that of Justinian’s Digest
(1.16.4). Anthony J. Marshall, “Roman Women and the Provinces,” ASoc 6 (1975):
109-27 offers a general discussion of the role played by wives of provincial gover-
nors. Santoro L'Hoir (“Tacitus,” 12—17 and Tragedy) has emphasized the echoes of
Livy’s account of the second-century BCE Jex Oppia debate in Tacitus’s account of
the debate over governors’ wives in the provinces. More recently, Santoro L'Hoir,
Tragedy, 168—69 discusses the rhetorical relationship between female mobility, un-
chastity, and charges of adulteress/poisoner, but does not link this relationship to
the debate about the presence of governors’ wives in the provinces.

Tac., Ann. 3.11.

Tac., Ann. 113 for an M. or M. Lepidus described by Augustus as capax impe-
rii. Ronald Syme, “Marcus Lepidus, Capax Imperii] JRS 45 (1955): 22—33; repr.,
pages 30—49 in Ronald Syme, Ten Studies in Tacitus (Oxford: Clarendon, 1970)
discusses this conundrum in detail. In this same passage, Tacitus notes that some
traditions also put Gnaeus Piso on the list of Augustus’s handpicked successors.
That would make the rivalry between Agrippina and Plancina even more acute.
Tac., Ann. 3.22—23; Suetonius Tiberius 49. Tacitus himself juxtaposes these two
cases at Ann. 3.24.1. See also Woodman and Martin, Annals, 209—23, for the trial
of Aemilia Lepida. They note the juxtapositioning of it to Plancina’s trial, but do
not posit the effect this has on implicating Plancina further, as I argue here. Syme
mentions her trial, but does not link it to Plancina (Syme, Augustan), 115. Fred-
erick H. Cramer, Astrology in Roman Law and Politics: Astrology in Rome until
the End of the Principate (MAPS 37; Philadelphia, PA: American Philosophical
Society, 1954), 103—4, discusses her trial as typical of maiestas trials conducted by
Tiberius to rid himself of troublemakers. Her trial is Cramer’s case no. 2 of viola-
tions of the Augustan edict of 11 CE against astrology. This edict is recorded at
Dio Cass. 56.25.5, and states that diviners (navreis) are forbidden to prophesy to
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any person alone or ever to prophesy concerning death. The chronology in Sueto-
nius’s account makes it difficult to determine when the alleged crimes might have
occurred. Suetonius suggests that a period of twenty years elapsed between their
divorce and Quirinius’s trial against her. Woodman and Martin, Annals, 21213
discuss the difficulties in chronology. The date of their divorce is not crucial for my
discussions, although if the instances of venena-use did occur twenty years earlier,
they might have taken place while the couple was in Syria. Syme, Augustan, Table
IV, shows this Aemilia Lepida (who later married Mam. Aemilius Scaurus). She
is one generation before (and a distant cousin of ) the Aemilia Lepida who mar-
ried M. Junius Silanus (cos. 19) and was the mother of the Junia Lepida who was
brought up on charges of incest and diros sacrorum ritos in 65 CE (Ann. 16.7-8).
D.C. A. Shotter, “Tiberius  Part in the Trial of Aemilia Lepida,” Historia 15 (1966):
312—17 and G. B. Townend, “The Trial of Aemilia Lepida in AD 20, Latomus 21
(1962): 484-93.

Tac., Ann. 3.22.

Cod. Theod. 9.38.7 in 384 CE groups together as savage crimes (scelera saeviora) the
following: treason (maiestas), poisoning (veneficium), magic (maleficium), seduc-
tion (stuprum), adultery (adulterium), and sepulcher violation (violatio sepulcho-
rum). Santoro L'Hoir, Tragedy, 159—73, shows how these crimes are grouped in
Ciceronian rhetoric.

Woodman and Martin, Annals, 212, note the frequent association of adultery and
poisoning charges, although they do not posit the possible reasoning between this
linking, i.e., the use of love potions.

One example from among many is, of course, Apuleius’s richly drawn Meroe (Met.
17-13).

See Woodman and Martin, Annals, 210-11, for the themes of suppositious chil-
dren in Greek and Roman comedy and the lex Cornelia de falsis as the possible
grounds for this charge.

Hor., Epod. 17.47-52. Anne-Marie Tupet, La magie dans la poésie latine I: Des
origines 4 la fin du régne dAuguste (Paris: Société d'édition “Les Belles Lettres,”
1976), 295, referencing Juv. 6.602—9, thinks this passage refers to the substitution
of infants in wealthy upper-class houses. I would suggest rather that Horace’s pas-
sage links magic-use and faked-childbirthing as the type of thing a “witch” might
do.

Tacitus, Ann. 3.48 records a eulogy of Quirinius, for whom Tiberius proposed a
public funeral. Following a 12 BCE consulship, Quirinius was governor of Syria
and is mentioned in Luke 2.2. The possibility that the venena-use might have oc-
curred while Lepida and Quirinius were in Syria is interesting: Lepida would have
been charged with using venena in Syria while her husband was governor in the
same way that Plancina, through Martina, had access to verena while her husband
was governor of Syria.

Tac., Ann. 3.23.
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Digest 48.8.3. Cod. Theod. 9.16.3 explored the issue of the intent of the user of vene-
num. Richard Gordon, “Imagining Greek and Roman Magic,” in Witchcraft and
Magic in Europe: Ancient Greece and Rome, ed. Bengt Ankarloo and Stuart Clark
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 255—56, provides further
discussion of malum venenum. It should also be noted that other possible laws
under which Aemilia Lepida might have been prosecuted include the lex Cornelia
de falsum or the lex Julia de adulteria.

Cod. Theod. 9.163 for the use of artes magicae to turn virtuous minds to lust.
Gordon, “Imagining,” 256-57, for love potion use as veneficium.

Ronald Syme, 7he Roman Revolution (London: Oxford University Press, 1939),
494, well sums up the ill fate of the Aemilii Lepidi under the Julio-Claudian
principate: “The last of them . . . succumbed to the evil destiny of his family—
conspiracy and a violent death.”

Syme, Augustan, Table XXVII shows Numantina’s lineage in the Fabii line. Nu-
mantina is the daughter of Marcia (and Paullus Fabius Maximus cos. 11 BCE), and
through her the granddaughter of L. Marcius Philipus (son of the second husband
of Augustus’s mother, Atia) (Tac., Ann. 4.22). Marshall, “Women on Trial,” 353
and n. 52, case no. 32, lists this as a dubious trial before the senate.

Urgulania’s amicitia with Livia is attested in Tac., Ann. 2.34.

Develin, “Tacitus,” 7s.

Tac., Ann. 4.21.

Tac., Ann. 2.3 4.

Syme, Augustan, 327 is careful to distinguish that the proper charge would have
been impudicitia, not adulterium, since Pulchra was at this time a widow. See
Ronald H. Martin and Anthony J. Woodman, Tacitus Annals Book IV (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 216, for her family connections and Syme, Au-
gustan, Table Il and IV, for her family tree.

Tac., Ann. 4.52 and Dio Cass. 59.19.1. For Claudia Pulchra, Marshall, “Women on
Trial,” 34445, case no. 9. Martin and Woodman, Zacitus, 215—18 discuss Pulchra’s
trial but do not discuss the charges and their implications in any detail. Cramer,
Astrology, 256—57 discusses Pulchra as his case no. 3 of a violation of the 11 CE edict
because Tiberius was the object of her spells.

Anthony A. Barrett, Agrippina: Sex, Power and Politics in the Early Empire (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 34-35 offers a discussion of the full
import of Agrippina’s comments to Tiberius. According to Barrett, Agrippina’s
claim that such a prosecution attacked a true descendant of Augustus (his grand-
daughter through Julia from his first marriage to Scribonia), as opposed to Ti-
berius (the adopted son, natural stepson of Augustus by his second wife Livia),
would have played on Tiberius’s anger at having been chosen successor to Augus-
tus after so many other possible heirs had died.

Tac., Ann. 4.53 mentions Agrippina Minor’s memoirs as a source for the ups and

downs of her mother’s life. One can almost imagine the daughter taking notes on
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her mother’s ill fortune when it comes to magic and magic accusation and then
learning from that in order to turn magic and accusation to her own benefit.
Barrett, Agrippina provides a detailed biography of Agrippina Minor, discussion
of the trials involving Agrippina, and an exhaustive bibliography. Barrett does not
include any discussion concerning the nature of the magic-charges other than to
mention in passing that they were typical in cases of treason. He does not treat
these cases systematically and mostly recounts Tacituss record of events. Judith
Ginsburg, Representing Agrippina: Constructions of Female Power in the Early
Roman Empire (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006) emphasizes the female
rivalry.

Tac., Ann. 12.22 and Dio Cass. 61.32.4; Marshall, “Women on Trial,” 349, case no.
22. Syme, Augustan, Table X, for her ancestry. For Cramer, Astrology, 259—61 this
case (his no. s for violations of the 11 CE Augustan edict) marks a turning point of
when inquiries about the emperor become maiestas.

Tac., Ann. 12.1 for the marriage rivalry; Barrett, Agrippina, s7-58, 95-96 and
275—76, n. 6 discusses this rivalry and the wealth. Aemilian connections come up
again in the context of Lollia Paulina’s carlier marriage to Caligula. Caligula’s sister
Drusilla had married a member of this family and according to Dio was intended
as a successor to Caligula (Barrett, Agrippina, 58).

Barrett, Agrippina, 107-8.

For Lollia Paulina’s wealth, Plin., HN 9.117, Suet., Calig. 25.2, and Dio Cass. 59.12..1.
She reportedly possessed emeralds and pearls to the amount of forty million
sesterces.

Given Carol E. Karlsen’s (Devil in the Shape of a Woman: Witchcraft in Colonial
New England [New York: Norton, 1987]) arguments that women were targeted
in late seventeenth-century New England for magic accusation because of inheri-
tance issues, one wonders if that model may well have applied to Lollia Paulina as
well, i.e., she was accused of magic as a convenient way to confiscate her money.
Tacitus records that in her prosecution Claudius advocated stripping her of her
property. That magic accusation and inheritance issues go hand in hand in the
Greco-Roman context is certainly supported by Apuleius’s Apologia, in which he
spends almost as much time defending himself against charges that he was after
Pudentilla’s wealth as he does deflecting charges that he used magic to lure her into
relationship.

Tac., Ann. 12.52 and Hist. 2.75; Dio Cass. 60.16.1—3; also Marshall, “Women on
Trial,” 351, his case no. 28. Syme, Augustan, 278, n. 62 and (1970), 99, n. 1, discusses
the possibility that Vibia’s actual name was Vinicia. Syme, Augustan, Table XV,
shows her marriage into the family of M. Livius Drusus Libo. This is case no. 6 for
Cramer, Astrology, 261—62, his case no. 6 of trials prosecuted under 11 CE Augus-
tan edict.

Syme, Augustan, 278—79 for Camillus’s revolt.
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Although it does not fall into Douglas’s categories for why magic accusation hap-
pens, it is worth noting here that many of the cases of magic accusations against
women happen in conjunction with fears of external military threat. Plancina’s
accusation falls in the context of a threat of revolt in Germany; updates on the
revolt of Tacfarinus in N. Africa are reported in conjunction with the trials of Ae-
milia Lepida and Numantina; a war in Thrace precedes Pulchra’s accusation; fears
about Mithridates precede Lollia’s case. Mary Beth Norton’s study of accusation at
Salem (I the Devil’s Snare: The Salem Witchcraft Crisis of 1692 [New York: Knopf,
2002]) offers intriguing parallels. In this study she argues that the accusations of
witchcraft in late seventeenth-century New England are best explained by the
struggles the settlers were having with Native Americans. She argues that witch-
craft accusations constructed by the afflicted girls had a great deal in common with
fears of Indians and that those accused could be connected with mismanagement
of the war front.

Tac., Ann. 12.53.

Tac., Ann.12.6 4—65; Suet., Ner. 7.1 and 34.5; PIR? D 180 (1933). Marshall, “Women
on Trial,” 354 and 365, and n. 57 lists this as a doubtful senatorial trial, instead sug-
gesting that it was a trial that took place intra cubiculum. The case of Domitia
Lepida is Cramer’s case no. 8 in Astrology, 26364 of the prosecution of the 11 CE
edict.

Suet., Ner. s.2.

PIR* L 414 for Locusta.

For her poisoning of Claudius, Tac., 4%#. 12.66; of Britannicus, 4%. 13.15; and her
supplying of Nero’s poison, Suet. Ner. 47.

Dio Cass. 64.3.

Tac., Ann. 16.8—9; Marshall, “Women on Trial,” 349, case no. 23; Syme, Augustan,
Tables XII and XIII for Junia Lepida, daughter of Aemilia Lepida (distant cousin
of the Aemilia Lepida, wife of Quirinius, discussed above) and M. Junius Silanus
(cos. 19 CE).

Barry Baldwin, “Executions, Trials and Punishment in the Reign of Nero,” PP 22
(1967): 425-39, 428. Baldwin does not, however, deal with this prosecution of
Junia Lepida in any detail nor does he focus on charges related to artes magicae.
Tac., Ann. 16.30-3 and Dio Cass. 62.26.3. Marcia Servilia is Marshall’s case no. 24
(Marshall, “Women on Trial”), 349—so. Baldwin dismisses the case against Ser-
vilia’s father, Q. Marcius Barea Soranus, without any direct mention of Servilia.
His basic conclusion on this was, following Syme, that “Soranus was not quite a
paragon” (“Executions,” 438-39). Cramer, Astrology, 264—65, case no. 9 includes a
discussion of the exact edict Servilia must have violated, that of 11 CE.

Mart. 1.13 recounts the story of the elder Arria’s suicide encouragement-by-

example to her husband A. Caecina Paetus (actually a co-conspirator of the

husband of Vibia).
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This is the father of the M. Lepidus (cos. 6 CE) as discussed in Syme, “Marcus,” 30—49.
In this article, Syme provides an extended discussion of the men of this lineage and
Tacitus’s favorable depiction of this powerful family with the capacity for rule. Paul-
lus Aemilius Lepidus’ (cos. 34 BCE) cousin’s daughter is the Aemilia Lepida charged
in 20 CE. His sister’s granddaughter is the Domitia Lepida charged in 54 CE. Domitia
Lepida is the sister in law of Claudia Pulchra, charged in 26 CE. Claudia Pulchra is
the step-daughter of Paullus Aemilius Lepidus in his second marriage to Marcella
(minor). In addition, Claudia Pulchra’s aunt Claudia (sister of her father M. Valerius
Appianus, cos. 12 BCE) was the second wife of P. Sulpicius Quirinius, Appianus’s 12
BCE consular colleague and former husband of Aemilia Lepida, charged in 20 CE.
Fabia Numantina is related to Claudia Pulchra through marriage. She marries Sex.
Appuleius (cos. 14 CE), son of Qljnctilia, Claudia Pulchrass sister-in-law through her
marriage to P. Quinctilius Varus (cos. 13 BCE, of Teutoberger Wald fame). Finally,
Junia Lepida is the great-granddaughter of Paullus Aemilius Lepidus. Those four
women charged with offenses related to the artes magicae who do not fit neatly into
this stemma are nonetheless of noble aristocratic background. Munatia Plancina,
who married into the Gnaci Pisones (Syme, Augustan, 369 does point out that Mu-
natia Plancina’s own nobilitas was recent, cither her father or grandfather being the
novus homo consul in 42 BCE); Lollia Paulina (descended from L. Volusius Saturni-
nus, cos. 12 BCE, and M. Aurelius Cotta); Vibia (or Vinicia); and Marcia Servilia.
The castern connections of this family extend back to Lucius Aemilius Paullus the
victor in the Third Macedonian War in 168 BCE and his son Publius Scipio Aemil-
ianus Africanus, the final conqueror of Carthage in 146 CE.

Richlin “Carrying Water in a Sieve: Class and the Body in Roman Women’s Reli-
gion,” in Women and Goddess Traditions, ed. Karen King (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1989), 331-32.

On the inherent misogyny of witch-hunting and the idea of witch-hunting as
woman-hunting/hating, see most notably Andrea Dworkin, Woman Hating (New
York: E. P. Dutton, 1974), 118—s0, Anne L. Barstow, Witchcraze: A New History of the
European Witch Hunts (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1994.), passim, and Christina
Larner, Enemies of God: The Witch-Hunt in Scotland (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1981), 3, 9293, 197. Larner is sometimes critiqued by feminists (see
especially Barstow) for her characterization of witchcraft accusations as “sex-related”
but not “sex-specific” Diane Purkiss, Zhe Witch in History: Early Modern and
Twentieth-Century Representations (New York: Routledge, 1996), 7-29, challenges
the way in which witchcraft/magic accusations have become an unexamined battle
cry of a radical feminism divorced from historical reality. On women accusing other
women, see Clarke Garrett, “Women and Witches: Patterns of Analysis,” Signs 3,
no. 2 (1977): 461-70, 462—63, and Lyndal Roper, Oedipus and the Devil: Witch-
craft, Sexuality and Religion in Early Modern Europe (New York: Routledge, 1994),
199—225. For women testifying as witnesses against other women in witchcraft cases,
see Clive Holmes, “Women and Witnesses,” P2P 140 (1993): 45—78.
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Drunken Hags with Amulets
and Prostitutes with Erotic Spells:
1he Re-Feminization of Magic in Late
Antique Christian Homilies

Dayna S. Kalleres

Introduction

By the early imperial period, Greco-Roman literature had constructed a deeply
chiseled portrait of the witch—a harrowing image of a powerful, sexually vora-
cious, female magical practitioner. Countless portraits have surfaced of a similar
stripe: Horace’s Canidia, Ovid’s and Seneca’s Medea, Apuleius’s Pamphile, to
name but a few.! We also have Juvenal’s power-hungry Roman matriarchs dis-
pensing pharmakeia with haphazard abandon and frequently fatal consequence.
Equally pervasive, though more humorous than frightening, are the descriptions
of female healers. Old, drunken women offering amulets, incantations, and
other magical wares soak the pages of Roman satire as well as moral discourse.?
Despite the existence of figures ready for Christian literary adaptation, Chris-
tian authors in the early imperial period generally turned away from female mag-
ical agency. When delineating boundaries marking the several dimensions of
“true” Christian identity, as Kimberly Stratton has shown, authors instead pre-
sented women as “the victims of male magical predation, inverting the common
stereotype of sorceresses enlisting magic to manipulate affections of male tar-
gets”+ Stratton attributes this inversion to “Christianity’s marginal status in
the pre-Constantinian Empire” and locates a shift back to accusatory rhetoric
aimed at women’s illicit ritual activities after the third century While this was
indeed the case and appearances of female magic in the ensuing centuries were
infrequent, the full expression of such frightening imagery would lic dormant
for the most part until the anti-witchcraft writings of the late medieval period.
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The purpose here is to consider the occasional resurfacing of female magic in
late antique Christian texts. And as we shall discover, though the appearances of
female magic were rare, the surprising consistency of those images suggests that
they served a narrowly circumscribed purpose. Ecclesiastical leaders were dealing
with fragile and shifting positions of power in the evolving world of the post-
Constantinian era; more to the point, they were grappling with the formidable
challenge of extending the church’s paternal reach deep into the growing number
of families now entering the church. When and where church leaders were able to
gain view into the domestic life of their flock, congregants’ ritual practices were
troubling to say the least. Church authorities often discovered a domestic sphere
engaging in ritual practices hardly up to the ethical standards of the Christian
church. In the church’s endeavors to reshape the Christian family, if not indeed
redefine family-church relations, female magic made a dramatic re-entrance into
Christian discourse as an ever-present threat to the Christian family as the church
struggled to maintain its ecclesiastical integrity. Often these families were situ-
ated in cities deeply rooted to a polytheist past.®

In this chapter, I will consider how patristic authors adapted certain Greco-
Roman literary types of female magical practitioners in an effort, in a sense, to
frighten the Christian houschold and family into existence: 1) “old drunken
hags” who introduced healing magic into the Christian home and 2) prostitutes
whose erotic magic lured Christian husbands out of the home, thus disrupting
or even destroying families. The meager evidentiary pool limits my analysis to a
few authors: Athanasius, Augustine, Basil of Caesarea, and Caesarius of Arles,
with John Chrysostom dominating. Finally, I adopt Stratton’s working defi-
nition of magic: that is, magic as a discourse of alterity. As Stratton explains,
magic appeared in moments demanding identitarian clarity; authors deployed
culturally familiar stereotypes that they then molded to demark localized, situ-
ational boundaries. Descriptions of magical practice, rather than reflecting a
historical fact, functioned as a discourse: “dynamic, twisting, and contorting to
meet the ideological needs of various situations.”” To that end, magic in post-
Constantinian Christian discourse served many of the same functions as magic
in Greco-Roman literature from the late Republic and early Imperial periods;
magic marked and/or constructed ritual and social aberrance. Images of female
magical practice were discursive objects marking an Other, which measured the
inverse construction of proper Christian identity both ritually and socially in
specific, local situations of the post-Constantinian period. Therefore, I wish to
clarify at the outset that I am reading these images with a view to their boundary-
marking function rather than in a historically positivist manner.

I do not deny the plausibility that these images reflected actual socio-
historical and cultural types: undoubtedly elderly women knowledgeable
in remedia helped Christian children recover from illness and prostitutes
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dabbled in magic in an effort to retain their clients, many of whom were Chris-
tian husbands. What is unlikely—and what is unverifiable in any event—is
that the authors surveyed here were referring to specific historical women and
situations; rather, I consider how the authors drew upon well-known literary
tropes in constructing their rhetorical invective and also played upon shared
cultural knowledge to heighten the emotional tenor of that invective. With
that caveat in place, let us move back toward the fourth century.

After Constantine: A New Ecclesiastical Presence in the Public
and Private Spaces of Empire

The Council of Nicea (325 CE) dictated an imperial orthodoxy anticipating the
development of an orthopraxy on a widespread, public scale. Bearing an imperi-
ally backed directive, ecclesiastical authorities stood in public spheres through-
out the empire shaped by ceremonials, religious rites, processions, and calendars
that were Roman. While these rituals reflected the Greek, Egyptian, and Syrian
elements in particular localities, they were decisively non-Christian. Church
leaders lacked the ritual traditions enabling an easy transition from the marginal
and hidden to the public and visible.® Complicating matters, as Ramsay Mac-
Mullen pointed out long ago, ecclesiastical leaders now faced congregations full
of individuals who had only recently turned to Christianity, many for a less than
pious interest in social mobility.? To ecclesiastical leaders’ general dismay, many
congregants as well as clergy remained comfortable in their notion of a Christian
identity that blended almost scamlessly into many of the non-Christian social,
cultural, and religious arenas of life that had changed very little in the several
years following 325 CE.®

This predicament fueled church leaders’” endeavors to delineate a ritual divide
between Christian versus non-Christian identity as well as divine versus demonic
cosmology. In this discourse, church leaders conflated a demonized magic with
an equally demonized idolatreia and paganos superstitio” All three—magia,
idolatreia, and superstitio—met their demise and thus their eradication from
the public as well as most private spheres in two historical events: Christ’s ar-
rival followed by Constantine’s victory.” In his Oration in Praise of Constantine,
for example, Eusebius of Caesarea contended that with the rise of Constantine
“those apostate spirits . .. who fastened on the souls of men™ would no longer be
able to lend unconstrained power for “charms of forbidden magic, and the com-
pulsion of unhallowed songs and incantations;”* demons could also no longer
“[lurk] within their statues, or lay concealed in secret and dark recesses, cager
to drink their libations, and inhale the odor of their sacrifices.” Athanasius of
Alexandria featured Antony interrogating Greek philosophers: “Where are your
oracles now ? Where are the incantations of the Egyptians? Where are magicians’
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phantasms?”*¢ All had suffered a mysterious decline in efficacy since the historical
event of Christ’s crucifixion: “Where the sign of the cross occurs, magic is weak-
ened and sorcery has no effect”” In his de Doctrina Christiana, Augustine sepa-
rated Christian ritual engagement with divine beings from pagan superstitio. The
latter encompassed rituals devised “to consult and make agreements with demons
on the basis of conventional and established signs”—such as “the many magi-
cal arts.”® The catalog of forbidden practice consisted of the following: books
of augures and haruspices, markings or characters, praecantationes (incantations),
ligaturae (amulets), astrology, daily acts of superstition, interpretations of bodily
twitches, to name a few.” Here Augustine conjoined zageia, idolatry, cult, and
any manner of divination techné. In de Civitate Dei, Augustine again critiqued
humanity’s sinful inquisitiveness, leading to demonic communications “which
they call magic (magia), or the more despicable term sorcery (goéteia) or more
honorific (theurgy).”>

Descriptions of fernale magic, however, narrow the focus of ritual censure in
a specific manner to speak to the issues of domestic orthopraxy and Christian
family. Silly, old, drunken hags from the underbelly of urban life offered healing
incantations for sick babies who were tended by nurses within the home who
frantically affixed protective amulets to the infants’ arms;* prostitutes used erotic
magic to bind once obedient husbands in passionate infidelities that destroyed
Christian families.”* In parading such women before their congregations, church
leaders intended a general warning regarding the dangers facing a Christian
houscehold in a still largely non-Christian world. Authors inserted more discrimi-
nating, subtle messages in the specific literary “type” of female magical practitio-
ner as well as the individualized threat that cach posed to the Christian family. In
so doing, bishops and priests attempted to persuade their congregants to rely on
the church’s ecclesiastical and sacramental ritual protection over and above their
own deeply embedded traditional ritual instincts. The church leaders surveyed
here recognized that their task amounted to nothing less than a ritual conver-
sion of the Late Roman household—in fact, a ritual conversion of the domestic
sphere long overdue; likewise these leaders understood that such a conversion, if
accomplished, would reconfigure or readjust social relations and power hierar-
chies in the family. Consequently, long before this could happen in reality, it must
first take place much more dramatically and persuasively in sermonic descrip-
tion. To that end clerical leaders appear here and there in sermons performing
the role of ecclesiastical Pater familias, ritually empowered as a caretaker for all
members of a Christian family. And, indeed, eventually through prayer, blessings,
and evolved usages of the sacraments, clergy would come to penetrate hidden
domestic spheres and colonize what was once far beyond their reach. Bishops and
priests would stand in arcas that were once the exclusive territory of the Devil and
its rituals.
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Old Women Healers and Drunken Old Witches
in Greco-Roman Literature

In Homilia in Colossenses. 8, John Chrysostom warns mothers tending sick
children against inviting a “drunk and silly old woman” who promises healing
through incantations. In Ad Illuminandos catechesis. 2, he similarly admonishes
the recently baptized not to tarnish their seal by inviting “half-witted, drunken
hags” into their homes to perform, we may reasonably presume, healing incanta-
tions. Athanasius chastises his congregation for a similar transgression.

For the old woman pours a flood of words over you for twenty obol or,
for a quarter of wine, she offers the invocation of a snake. And you stand
like an ass, gaping wide, carrying upon your neck the filth of a four-footed
animal, while deceiving the seal of the saving cross.”

It is important to realize that in using phrases such as “half-witted, drunken
hags” John Chrysostom and Athanasius were baiting their sermons with rheto-
ric that would have undoubtedly caught the ears of culturally well-versed congre-
gations. In these brief admonishments, each church father spoke in a deliberately
provocative mixture of stock literary types that stretched back to Ancient Greek
comedy because their urban audiences were still rooted in Greco-Roman literary
culture. While the church used imagery lifted from Greco-Roman texts to de-
marcate Christian ritual identity, they also changed the imagery in the process.
To comprehend fully the transformation, we need to understand what literary
types circulated. How would audiences have reacted to the description of “half-
witted, drunken hags,” entering their homes and performing incantations and
other magical practices? More to the point, how would they have responded to
the added threat that such a transgression would compromise the power of their
own baptismal seal?

The old female healer (graus, anus) is found throughout Greco-Roman lit-
erature.** We find her performing purification fumigations, incantations, amulet
manufacture, snake charming, chasing away fevers, warding off the evil eye, and
providing a variety of other services for the ill and diseased, as well as those
emotionally or mentally compromised. While the literature clearly presumed
that old women healers were permanent fixtures in the religious worlds of the
ancient Mediterranean from classical Greece to late antiquity and far beyond,
they occupied a humble, lowly position in the hierarchy of magic workers in the
ancient world. It was precisely their debased, humble reputation, it would seem,
which shielded them from the relentless anti-magic and demonizing rhetorical
invective that would come to envelop male practitioners of questionable rituals
(angures, haruspices, and astrologers, for instance, but also 72ag0i and goétes) and
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that fundamentally constructed the frightening images of female sorcery in the
carly imperial period (Horace’s Canidia or Apuleius’s Pamphile). Intriguingly,
the appearance or even mention of the old woman healer could also serve as an
indictment of those who sought her help. Men who turned to her were supersti-
tious and foolish individuals who had begun to slide precipitously down the slip-
pery gendered scale of the ancient world. By contrast, women who turned to old
women healers demonstrated their inherent mental limitations; women’s innate
irrationality left them prey to unscrupulous ritual practitioners. Clearly, wives
needed firm guidance; the husband should have control over the purse strings.

In what follows I offer a brief survey of old women healers in the literature to give
a sense of the wide range of services they offered as well as the ideological undercur-
rent conveyed in their presentation. Then we can begin to understand which aspects
of this discourse within Greco-Roman literature the church fathers adapted for the
task of colonizing the domestic sphere and crafting the ecclesiastical family.

In performing her most basic and base ritual skill, an old female healer pos-
sessed tremendously powerful saliva. Theocritus (third century BCE) mentions
the ability of the graus to spit on her clients to protect them from the evil eye
(baskania), a skill she could teach to any pupil sufficiently hydrated and willing to
learn. Female ritualists were also known for their skills in amulet manufacture. As
Diodorus Siculus remarks, for example, women (yunaika) made amulets with the
inscribed name of Heracles, who was a wizard (goés) from the Idacan Dactyli of
Crete and “practiced charms and initiatory rites and mysteries.”* Diodorus adds
that the women also incorporated Heracless own incantations into their prac-
tice. While his account conveys the tone of ancient ethnographic account, other
descriptions present female ritual healing in a manner that casts an unmistakable
and unflattering shadow over her clients. In the opening of Menander’s Phasma,
we meet Pheidas, a wealthy young man who had just seen a disturbing appari-
tion of a beautiful woman; he complains to his slave, Syros, that he feels “strange
and out of sorts.” Presuming his master’s complaints are the typical fare of the
idle rich, Syros responds dismissively, “Find an empty medicine (kenon pharma-
kon) for your empty illness (kenon) and believe it’s helping.” Syros then counsels
his master, Pheidas, to seek the aid of certain women (yunaikes) who are well-
rehearsed in the art of magic; they who would encircle him, massaging and fumi-
gating him. He further advises Pheidas to follow their actions and spray his body
with water from three springs, adding salt and lentils.** The poet Tibullus charac-
terizes the practices of female healers even less favorably.”” In an effort to regain
the affections of his Delia, who was tortured by nightmares, he worked together
with an old female healer (a7us); as she chanted her magical incantation (magico
carmine), Tibullus scattered cleansing sulfur all around Delia. Once the healer
left, Tibullus labored on to banish the “cruel dreams that had to be thrice propi-
tiated with the offering of holy meal.” Tibullus went so far as to wear a woolen
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headdress and ungirdled tunic; he performed nine vows to Trivia/Hecate in the
dead of night. Anything for his beloved, who in the end still gave her affections
to another. In de Superstitio, Plutarch ridicules those men whose deisidaimonia
conjures horrifying, nightmarish apparitions in their sleep: “When, later, such
persons arise from their beds, they do not contemn nor ridicule these things, nor
realize that not one of the things that agitated them was really true, but trying to
escape the shadow of delusion that has nothing bad at the bottom.”® Such men
mistake nightmares for frightening apparitions (phantasma) and in their deluded
(apates) state foolishly seck help from conjurers (agyrzai) and sorcerers (goézes),
who casily persuade them to call “the old woman (graus) who performs magical
purifications (perimaktrian).”* They follow this with other similarly supersti-
tious activities: dipping in the ocean, sitting on the ground all day, smearing mud,
wallowing in filth, and other immersions.*

Elderly female healers emerge relatively unscathed in these descriptions. Their
male clients, by contrast, are clear targets of rhetorical opprobrium; men’s depen-
dence on an old hag’s magic not only reveals their unhinged, irrational, supersti-
tious personality but that some kind of effeminizing passion has unraveled their
masculinity. The old female healer with her purifications, incantations, and fumi-
gations appears fleetingly in these descriptions; she functions only to confirm the
disintegration of her client’s masculinity.”

Elite male authors were no less sparing when criticizing women who hired
praecantrices (female singers of incantations) to visit their households. Authors
in the late Hellenistic/early Imperial period had particular contempt for female
gullibility, which pushed out all common sense from the domestic sphere, allow-
ing praecantrices and other female magic workers into the home. In Plautus’s Miles
Gloriosus, Periplectomenus humorously complains of the costs a witless wife de-
mands to run a household:

Please dear husband, give me some money, Mother needs a little present.
Give me some cash to buy some candy; Give me some money to give next
Sunday to the praccantrici, coniectrici, hariolae atque haruspicae. If  don’t
have the cash I'll enrage the lady who tells the future from my eyebrows.

Before moving forward let us make a few observations regarding our sources,
more specifically, what they can and cannot tell us. This literature strongly
suggests that the healing rituals existed as well as the healers; however, the
passages do not provide reliable insight into much else. Nonetheless, such de-
scriptions do offer an important window into a robust discussion among the
male elite, the cultured literati, as to the slow and steady harm such healing ritu-
als inflict in society along gender lines. I am far from the first to make this sug-
gestion; still I would like to comment further regarding the interpretation of the
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late antique materials. Even as scholars note the shifting ethical, theological, and
cthical aspects of the now-Christian context in which we find old female healers
in the post-Constantinian material, they read the figures themselves in a positive
manner. That is to say, for example, interpreters treat John Chrysostom’s descrip-
tions of half-witted, drunken hags as confirmation that certain socio-religious roles
(i.e., old female healer/witch) continued relatively unchanged from the Hellenistic
period into late antiquity.® The only difference is that a thin, Christianized layer
coated the surface of her spells in this later period. To that end, what I would like to
draw attention to is the ways church leaders clung tightly to the old female healer
in her original literary form and in what ways they attempted to re-fashion her. In
reconfiguring elements of gender, old age, and magic within this Greco-Roman lit-
erary type for a Christian context, Christian leaders produced new figures bearing
very specific, condemnatory messages regarding religious alterity and aberration.
John Chrysostom, Athanasius, and Caesarius of Arles needed to project images of
demonically aligned, old hags threatening the very souls of feverish Christian chil-
dren in order to compel mothers to surrender their control over the domestic sphere
and grant that power to church leaders whose ritual expertise could keep Christian
family safe physically and spiritually. Referencing the old female healers exactly as
they appeared in the literary tradition would have hardly achieved this goal.

To that end, we must consider how Christian authors not only absorbed this
Greco-Roman type into Christian discourse, but how they transformed it. Here
the first issue to consider is what new elements John Chrysostom and Athanasius
add in the indictment of these female healers: both refer to them as drunken;
John adds half-witted or silly. By adding these small descriptives to the graus who
heals, John Chrysostom and Athanasius tap into a character type among the old
female magical practitioners in Greco-Roman literature—one whose moral char-
acter is a central point of interest and a target for derision. Thus she proves quite
a departure from our old female healer. And as such she, rather than her client,
draws attention as a target of rhetorical invective.

A specific type of female magical practitioner associated with alcohol comes
into sharp view rather dramatically in Roman literature during the Augustan era:
the older female procuress (lena) turned sorceress (saga). Matthew Dickie under-
stands the drunken, magic wielding /ena to reflect a chronologically wide-sweeping
social reality and situates her into his view of a sordid underworld of consumerized
sex and magic: “a Demi-monde made up of prostitutes (mzeretrices) and procuresses
(lenae) and of well-to-do young men who have nothing better to do with them-
selves than to have affairs with prostitutes.”** Dickie describes a logical progression
in the life of a prostitute: she gains a necessary proficiency in erotic magic, especially
the more aggressive aggge spells that were tools of the trade in her line of work.» Fi-
nally, of course, she consumes wine in copious amounts to soften the harsh realities
of aging in a friendless, possibly homeless, and impoverished condition.
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Leaving aside the question of the merits of this sociological model, I direct
attention to the literary construction of these women. These women appeared
in fragments before they exploded onto the pages of Roman love-clegy: a drunk,
but non-magic practicing procuress in Herodas’s 1st Mime; fleeting mention of an
old woman offering ineffectual erotic incantations in Theocritius 2nd Idy//; and,
of course, the trials and tribulations of /enae fill several scenes in the plays of Plau-
tus.’* When elderly /enae stumble drunkenly onto the pages of Roman elegiac
poetry, however, their character has decidedly changed. Ovid, Sextus Propertius,
and Tibullus, for example, hasten the physical disintegration of decrepit, wine-
soaked hags while managing to magnify the dangers they pose to others in their
necromantic arts;¥” we sce Jenae bleary-eyed with drink and yet capable of effect-
ing aggressive and disturbing forms of magic.

In Amores, Ovid presents the lena Dipsas, who tried to instruct her girlfriend
in the more canny skills of prostitution: “Don’t give a free night because he’s hand-
some; tell him to raise the cash from one of his men friends first. Easy does it
while setting the trap but once he’s caught squeeze him hard as you like.*® Ovid
harshly describes Dispas’s “wispy white hair”, “baggy checks’, and “alcoholic eyes.”
In Ovid’s words: “Rosey Dawn has never seen her sober.” In stark contrast to her
feeble appearance, the old woman (anus) possessed surprisingly deadly potency as
the local witch (i/la magas artes)—who “can reverse the flow of water, whirl the
magic wheel, cull herbs, brew aphrodisiacs, guarantee the weather, cloud or sun-
shine, blood red stars . . . or a bloody moon ... She’s a night-bird—probably flits
about in owlish feathers ... And her eyes are twine-pupilled, glinting double. She’s
necromantic too and chants earth-splitting spells.” Throughout the poem, Ovid
manages to hold in tight, disquieting juxtaposition the shape of a doddering, ine-
briated buffoon dishing out advice to a young prostitute with that of a much more
horrifying demonic creature capable of performing vicious and powerful dark
forms of goéteia. Inexplicably, these contrasting figures inhabit the same body, and
people deceived by Dipsas’s apparent frailty would likely regret their mistake.

Sextus Propertius offers an almost identical characterization of his girlfriend’s
procuress, Acanthis, who could “blind watchful husbands with her skill.”* In
order to do so “she plucked out the eyes of undeserving crows with her nail”
Acanthis also transformed her back into that of a nocturnal wolf (zocturne lupo)
by “daring to impose the laws of the enchanted moon.” Much to Propertius’s
dread, she secemed to plot against him as well. She consulted screeching owls
about his blood and “read hippomanes, growths on a new born foal.” Like Dipsas,
Acanthis’s magical power was paradoxically harnessed to a withering form: “T saw
the phlegm congeal on her wrinkled neck and the bloody saliva passing through
gaps in her teeth and her rotten breath expire on her paternal mats. . . ” Repeat-
edly, Propertius hoped for her death as he cursed her shade to suffer an alcoholic’s
perpetual thirst.
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Aberrations like Dipsas and Acanthis emerge in Roman love elegy out of a
rhetorical mixture of satirical disdain and horror. Ovid and Propertius express
unrelenting disgust for the decrepitude of aging female flesh; the lena’s decaying
female body is an abomination to behold; moreover, she recks of alcohol. We
could almost dismiss her entirely, but her frailty is an illusion; in fact, it is danger-
ously deceptive. Hidden inside the seemingly vulnerable, even infirm body, is a
diabolic kind of magic. These /enae do not perform run-of-the-mill incantations
or erotic magic; Ovid and Propertius describe living carcasses that enchant the
moon, transform into other animals, and rip apart the living bodies of humans
and animals. An old, garrulous, drunken woman, these poems insist, is never
what she appears to be.

In the Dialogue of Courtesans, Lucian holds the world of old women, wine,
prostitution, and erotic magic at an emotional distance. In Dialogue 4, the cour-
tesan Melitta is desperate to recover a former lover who has fallen in love with an-
other. As she laments to her friend Bacchis, “if we could only find an old women
(graus), as I said! Her presence could save me.” Bacchis offers “a most useful witch
(pharmakis) of Syrian birth who is still quite fresh and firm.”+ Moreover, she
could attest personally that the woman’s skills in erotic magic were exemplary.
Bacchis describes an elaborate ritual that involved the witch fumigating a piece of
Bacchis’s lover’s clothing with sulfur and then whirling a rhombos around while
singing incantations of “horrible and outlandish names.” Her fee was low, only a
drachma; likewise the old woman (graus) demanded a bowl of mixed wine which
she then drank all by herself.

These women—old, ugly and drunken—stand apart from the elderly female
healers in many respects. But there is one difference in particular that I would
point out: they are not healers. In fact, their magic could cause significant harm.
Likewise, authors give them reprehensible personalities, often matched by a re-
pulsive physical appearance. While these drunken /lenae and old sagae grab and
hold the audience’s attention, the old female healer is barely noticed. As the
drunken /lena/old saga is engaged in incantations and fumigations, the audience
takes note of the horrors of rituals as well as the horrifying ritualists. By contrast,
the prototype of the female healer functions to draw disapproving focus to those
around them: superstitious and/or love-obsessed men and irrational women
of the houschold. In the post-Constantinian period, Christian authors, aware
of the individuated depth of these two different literary types from the magic
world, fused them together in complex ways. A close reading, especially of John
Chrysostom’s passages, reveals a deliberate intermingling of the two sets of char-
acteristics. Many within the audience would have been familiar with the full lit-
erary background of both and aware of the constituent parts coming together in
the creation of the “half-witted and drunken woman” who could heal a feverish
child. In the generation of her composite nature, however, she had been loosened
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from the predictable pattern of action and conventional teleological message de-
fined in Greco-Roman literature. Thus she now had the potential to project a
much more dangerous presence. Along with healing spells and bottles of wine,
she brought something quite deadly into the houses of the physically sick—she
smuggled in the Devil himself for the specific purpose of destroying Christian
souls. Viewed from this angle, newly hybridized figures, who originated from the
older world of Greco-Roman magic, could be made to bear a darker meaning as
well as an urgent message in their Christian, post-Constantinian context.

Women’s Ritual Space and Domestic Invisibility

Matthew Dickie has cited Chrysostom’s silly, drunken hag as testimony of the
Christianization of the old female healer in late antiquity.* While this may
indeed have been the case, I would suggest also considering the role this woman
and all female ritual practitioners, including the pious Christian mother, served
in this sermon. They marked an essential divide between correct Christian prac-
tice and dangerous idolatreia as it related to the private, Christian, domestic
sphere. To that end, we must consider the powerful image Chrysostom chose to
arrange opposed descriptions of female ritual: a sick child. He selected an emo-
tionally palpable image to insist upon an important theological point. Congre-
gants were overly attached to an embodied life. Concern for the health of loved
ones had led many, most especially mothers, to turn to questionable ritual heal-
ing. Attending to physical health to this degree ultimately risked spiritual death.

In late antiquity, survival was not an easy task. Disease, poverty, famine, natu-
ral disasters, imperial rule, and war conspired against the health and longevity
of everyone regardless of socio-economic status. Constantine passed a law that
recognized these hardships in an interesting way. Marking a divide between illicit
magic and healing remedia, Cod. Theod. 9.163 (319 CE) condemned “the science
(scientia) of those men who are equipped with magical arts (magicis accincti ar-
tibus).”+* Individuals discovered to have harmed anyone were punished severely.
But then the law starkly deviated, authorizing remedia intended for the healing of
human bodies. The law also sheltered ritual actions that protected against natural
disasters.® In the beginning of the fourth century, then, imperial law essentially
legalized ritual remedia.

As the fourth century progressed, however, Christian rituals steadily gained
footing in public spaces. Ecclesiastical rituals spilled from the church to the street
in stational liturgies; martyr cults moved from distant cemeteries to crowd the city
center.** Consequently, pagan cults—and once ambiguously treated ritual prac-
tices such as cult divination (e.g., haruspices and augures)—increasingly became
the target of Christian opprobrium and imperial regulation. In relation to this
overarching trend, church authorities censured traditional remedia (e.g., amulets,



230 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

incantations, and phylacteries), which attended to the healing of the body. Such
condemnation helped to construct an emerging notion of “Christian” ritual re-
media. Baptism, the Eucharist, and the Sign of the Cross were promoted as an
“ecclesiastical form of therapy” which treated the body, but more importantly, the
soul.# In this discourse, sacramental rituals, martyr cults, and holy men offered
powerful healing, while traditional rituals and ritual objects—involving amulets,
incantations, and incubatory practices of questionable spiritual content—were
increasingly condemned as illicit, demonic, and magical.

David Frankfurter has argued that Christian leaders’ insistent polemic against
such rituals—labeling them magic, superstitio, or demonic—attests to the degree
to which lay Christians viewed traditional healing practices as normal.*¢ Augus-
tine’s own comments incisively illustrate the wider ecclesiastical effort to address
the inveterate ritual habits of many Christians: “someone comes along as you are
lying there in a fever and in danger of death, and assures you that he can rid you
of certain spells and charms . . . such things are from the 72a¢i”+ Church au-
thorities were sharply aware that physical illness could override one’s adherence
to religious boundaries, leading a person to choose cures that moved into danger-
ous ritual territory. In a Christian’s physical health, late antique Christian authors
found a literary crucible. In detailed depictions of sickness and disease plaguing
innocent Christians, traditional ritual remedia—such as amulets, incantations,
other folk practices, and healing sites—transmuted into the Devil’s deceits. Like-
wise authors appropriated the categories of traditional healing to describe Chris-
tian rituals/sacraments—such as the sign of the cross or baptism—as powerful
“remedia of Christ” They built a concept of Christian remedia in juxtaposition
against a deliberately exaggerated account of non-Christian healing practices. To
that end the silly, drunken hag provided a striking contrast to Christian ortho-
praxy. We see this in Athanasius of Alexandria’s attack against congregants, which
I quoted partially above and which follows, in more complete form. Athanasius
criticized specifically their failure to realize the healing power of the cross when
they instead turned to popular practices.*®

For the old woman pours a flood of words over you for twenty obol or,
for a quarter of wine, she offers the invocation of a snake. And you stand
like an ass, gaping wide, carrying upon your neck the filth of a four-footed
animal, while deceiving the seal of the saving cross. Not only are the ill-
nesses afraid of that seal, but also the entire crowd of demons fears and are
astounded by it. For this reason, every sorcerer (goés) is unsealed.”+

AnneMarie Luijendijk astutely observes in her own contribution to this volume
that Athanasius drew upon the characterization of drunken old women who
performed magic in Apuleius’s Metamorphosis. For his poor choice in ritual
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practitioners, Lucan was turned into a donkey. Athanasius, by contrast, de-
scribed the potential for a far more consequential transformation. Anyone who
entrusted his health to an old woman offering “amulets and sorceries” would
jeopardize his religious and mental state.

But if someone consulted amulets (periapta) and sorceries (goéteiai mataia
boéthemata), let him know this clearly, that he has made himself instead
of a believer, an unbeliever; instead of a Christian, a pagan; instead of
wise, an idiot; instead of reasonable, an irrational person.s°

We should read John’s sermon in light of the larger Christianizing shift in
the post-Constantinian church. His narrative of a sick child indicated a painful,
but necessary, divide between what was and what was not Christian remedia. To
that end, let us notice the manner in which this section begins in Hom. in Col.
8: John’s depiction of a proper Christian mother. This “daughter of Abraham”
who despite the illness and even potential death of her child, engaged in only one
action: thanking God. “She made no amulets (periapta)” despite the overwhelm-
ing temptation to do so:

Even though those [amulets] are unavailing, a mere cheat and mockery,
still there were nevertheless those who persuaded her that they do avail,
and she chose rather to see her child dead, than to put up with idolatry.

Christianized—but not Christian—ritual practices abound in John’s narrative
world, serving to represent the confusing situation a mother in his congregation
faced in a time of crisis. Not only did John attempt to acknowledge the ambigu-
ity facing Christians who must select from an array of ritual choices in Antioch,
he also presented the ease with which a person’s ritual misstep could lead to a
serious theological transgression.

For these amulets (periapta), though they who make money by them are
forever rationalizing about them, and saying, “we call upon God and do
nothing extraordinary,” and the like, and the old woman (graus) is a Chris-
tian “and one of the faithful, the thing is idolatry.*

In this post-Constantinian era, Christianization problematized—but in no
way resolved— the dilemma of correct ritual practice. The legitimacy of tradi-
tional resmedia had become a pressing issue as Christian rituals moved to take the
public stage and church leaders grew increasingly anxious about what remained
lurking within the private sphere. While a defixione might invite rousing and
even unified rejection from the devout, and at the very least recognition of its
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theologically problematic nature from the lukewarm congregant, what about a
verbal or written formula that simply invoked Jesus? Peter? The Trinity? Regard-
less of the ambiguity among his congregants, or precisely because of that ambigu-
ity, John was unequivocal. Only one Christian remedy existed: “Sign the cross
(sphragison).”s

John attempted to capture the tension, confusion, and anxiety that his congre-
gation faced when such a crisis arose to test their orthopraxy. In Hom. in Col. 8.,
he introduced women who automatically turned to tying the names of rivers as a
form of protection; women chose amulets, incantations, old wives’ tales (graudeis
mythous) and spells (grammata) before they considered the sign of the cross for
healing. They engaged in enigmatic rituals involving “soot, ash and salt” which
protected against the evil eye. Likewise they believed “Christian” incantations
offered by old women could offer real help; even if such rituals failed to heal the
sick, at least their actions offered no further harm. By contrast, John insisted that
these rituals were deadly due to their demonic nature: “this is that willingness of
the devil to cloak our deceit and to give a deleterious drug in honey.”s* The body
may have even been healed by these means, but at what cost to the soul?

Our drunken hag appears again couched in almost identical language in John
Chrysostom’s Ad Illum cat. 2 and seems to echo Athanasius’s own reference to
this character-type.ss In the final moments of a sermon to those “about to be il-
luminated” through baptism, John castigated those who not only accepted amu-
lets (periapta) but incantations (epodai) “leading drunken and half-witted old
women into [their] house”s® Their presumed defense of such actions reveals the
problematic ambiguity involving the status of healing rituals at this time:

For when we deliver these exhortations, and lead [Christians] away, think-
ing that they defend themselves, they say, that the woman is a Christian
who makes these incantations, and utters nothing else than the name of
God. On this account I especially hate and turn away from her, because
she makes use of the name of God, with a view to ribaldry. For even the
demons uttered the name of God, but still they were demons.s”

The drunken, silly, old hags of Hom. in Col. 8. and Ad lllum. cat. 2 are strik-
ing in their similarity and, therefore, worth considering more closely. In Hom § on
Col., John had been discussing the issue of idolatreia when he suddenly turned to
describe a mother who would rather sacrifice her child to fever than make healing
amulets*® She would also reject women offering amulets and incantations. She un-
derstood that a “simple incantation” was the first step on a steady slope to idolatries
that would lead her from her home to a pagan temple. John did not use words
such as mageia or goéteia. He instead selected terms and descriptions designating
specific ritual actions to suggest incriminatory practice: amulets, incantations,
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sprinkling of soot and ash, spells and old wives tales. While eschewing direct ac-
cusation of maleficia or ars magica, Chrysostom characterized these traditional
remedia as “device(s) of Satan.” His condemnation reached its height with the
introduction of an old woman, who entered freely into the intimate, vulner-
able space of a Christian home. She performed incantations bearing a fusion of
Christian and non-Christian elements and a disarming interweaving of Greco-
Roman literary types from harmless female healer to harmful, drunken /lena.
In this abbreviated mixture of easily recognizable literary portraits, John’s au-
dience listened to how simply demonic deceit could gain power over the weak,
desperate, unsuspecting members of a Christian household. This was a woman,
decrepit and old, hardly a threat and yet by inviting this “drunken and half-
witted old woman” into a Christian home, a wife or female servant also invited the
reversal of the epochal event of Christ’s arrival In this new, not so easily navigable
ritual world of burgeoning ecclesiastical Christianity, a person needed a strong
guide to point out the proper ritual sources for healing and blessing that lead to sal-
vation. To step off the ritual path, even slightly, was tantamount to stepping directly
into the pit of damnation.

In Ad Illum. cat. 2 again a drunken old woman entered a house, bringing in
an obfuscating blend of Christian and non-Christian adjurational content.® Like
Hom. in Col. 8, a heavy issue weighed in the background of the description. John
contended that the use of Christianized, though certainly not Christian, remedia
bore a heavy consequence.

Do you not know what great result the cross has achieved? It has abol-
ished death, has extinguished sin, has made Hades useless, has undone the
power of the devil, and is it not worth trusting for the health of the body?
It has raised up the whole world, and do you not take courage in it?*"

A Christian who turned to old, apparently Christian women who performed
healing incantations was not committing a minor ritual infraction. The same
held true for the use of amulets and charms. Such an action, no matter how ap-
parently innocuous in its familiarity, worked to reverse the cross’s victory over
the Devil and his devices. The Devil, eager to regain purchase over humanity,
would use any means at his disposal.

Concerns regarding the fallout in a Christian domestic sphere from female
ignorance and irrationality endure at least until the sixth century. Caesarius of
Atles presented a similar scenario: a crisis of familial health forcing a mother to
choose between Christian orthopraxy and magical remedia. Before speaking of
the similarities in Caesarius’s and John’s descriptions, let us present the differ-
ences in their ecclesiastical situations. Arles experienced an idiosyncratic Chris-
tianization process. Christianity came to this Western city much later than it
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did to the Greek East; it did not grow slowly and organically but through larger
conversions in the later fourth century. Consequently, as Klingshirn notes, Chris-
tianity “evolved as a local community religion designed with the needs of the
peasants in mind.”®* Therefore, non-Christian folk healers and diviners held an
inveterate position as “alternative givers of authority in the community” to a
greater degree than in Antioch, for example. Like all cities in the Roman Empire
from the third century on, Arles experienced “de-Romanizing shifts” and by the
sixth century much of the public secular sphere had converted into private living
space hidden from the eyes of the church. Caesarius expresses concerns regard-
ing the invisibility and inaccessibility of the Christian domestic sphere, which he
felt was more welcoming to the folk healers” remedia than a priest’s sacraments.
In light of this, he constructed a rhetorical invective against private healing prac-
tices which in certain ways bears an uncanny resemblance to John Chrysostom’s
condemnations.

In Sermon 52 Caesarius addressed mothers who were incapacitated by “grief
and terror” when faced with a sick child. Rather than entreating priests to anoint
the sick child in blessed oil, according to Caesarius’s characterization, they pur-
sued a path that lead to the death of the soul: “Let us consult that soothsayer,
diviner, fortune teller or herbalist. Let us sacrifice a garment of the sick person, a
girdle that can be seen and measured. Let us offer some magical letters (caracteres),
let us hang some charms on his neck (praccantationes adpendamus ad collum)”*
Caesarius also reprimanded mothers who were only “apparently wise Christians.”
While they propetly refrained from actively mixing demonic and divine healing
themselves, they sent nurses or “other women through whom the Devil suggests
these practices” to find remedia for their children. Therefore, despite precautions
to remain pure themselves, such mothers still invited demons into their homes to
execute what Caesarius described as the charms’ cruel healings. Caesarius worked
within the framework of John Chrysostom’s carlier warnings, or at least within
the general frame of the Greco-Roman literary trope. Women, as the practitio-
ners/overseers of domestic health, were the means through which the Devil all
too easily entered a Christian home. The Devil entered through non-Christian
healing practices (magical and remedia) and practitioners, thus gaining unlimited
access to the intimate spaces of a sick Christian’s home during precarious, stressful
times. Noticeably absent in Caesarius’s list of the Devil's modes of domestic entry
is our female healer with (or even without) her bottle of wine.

More insistently than John Chrysostom, Caesarius’s sermons promoted—in
a deliberate and sustained manner—what Klingshirn has described as an “eccle-
siastical form of therapy.”** He promoted the healing properties of the Eucha-
rist—a campaign suited to this later age when the majority had been baptized
at birth. Caesarius urged the sick to run to the church, “receive the Body and
Blood of Christ, be anointed by the presbyters with consecrated oil, and ask these
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presbyters and deacons to pray over [the sick person] in Christ’s name. If he does
this, he will receive not only bodily health but also the forgiveness of his sins.”*
Cacsarius’s texts express the church’s ritual evolution (in both the East and West)
from the possibility of physical healing in ecclesiastical ritual in the fourth cen-
tury to a guarantee in sacramental rites by the sixth century. As the Eucharist
assumes a role as remedia for both soul and body, the elderly female healer, drunk
or otherwise—at least in her ideological guise—fades from the Christian texts.

The Frightening World of Prostitutes and Magic

in Greco-Roman Literature

In Homilia in Romanos 24, John Chrysostom warned of prostitutes (pornai)
who “use incantations, libations, philters, potions and innumerable other things
[to retain lovers]”; they also invoke the Devil, and use incantations to the dead
(neknomanteia) against their clients” wives.®® They employed magic to make
themselves more beautiful and used potions for abortions.

C. Faraone and M. Dickie have both approached Greco-Roman literary ac-
counts describing prostitutes who engage in aggressive love magic. Each has relied
heavily upon these texts in formulating their understanding of a lived reality in
the ancient world and the situation of certain types of prostitutes within that
world. In Faraone’s sociological reading, prostitutes, especially those of a higher
status referred to as hetaira, were engaged in a business practice that was gendered
male; that is, they were autonomous or semi-autonomous economic agents, and
in the effort to find and secure their clientele, the aggressive form of the agoge
spell was an important tool of their trade; it was an effective as well as pragmatic
means of sustaining their livelihood.*” Matthew Dickie, by contrast, reads the
literature in a somewhat positivist manner, flattening the ideological, symbolic
and intertextual aspects of the characters and narratives in individual texts.¢®
Dickie looks to magic-working prostitutes of literature (e.g., Simactha, Canidia,
the sagae of the Roman elegists, Lucian’s Melitta and Bacchis) as testimony of a
widespread belief in antiquity that prostitutes did practice magic freely.® He has
also presented an easily legible, diachronic history of the magic-wielding prosti-
tute and socio-economically autonomous hezaira from classical Athens through
to late antiquity”®

Despite the methodological and perspectival differences separating them,
Faraone and Dickie come together to posit that John Chrysostom’s multiple
warnings against prostitutes’ magic offer clear evidence that her socio-religious
“type” continues into late antiquity relatively unchanged.” Dickie also at times
seems to absorb, rather uncritically, the literature’s moralizing tone and exagger-
ated depictions into his reconstruction of the bleak world these women actu-
ally inhabited. Hence, we have his “demi-monde” of prostitutes, /enae, and male
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clients lurking in shadows beyond the brightly light civilization that comprised
the rest of his ancient world.

Their claims are problematic in that they rest almost entirely on the evidence
of John Chrysostom. Second, neither, in any serious manner, considers the
wider context of the priest’s descriptions in his sermons. Third, they neglect to
examine the language John favors in his depiction of magic-wielding prostitutes.
If they had, they would have noted Chrysostom’s exclusive preference for the
word porné and porneia in several passages and then addressed the ambiguous
meaning of the word. They would have also observed John’s deep attachment
to Pauline language in 1 Corinthians 6-7. In short, Dickie, and Faraone, who
follows his lead, fail to address the constructed nature of passages written not
just by any ecclesiastical leader, but by one who did not bear the name “Golden-
Mouthed” by chance’* Consequently, both reflexively presume #hat rather than
critically consider if Chrysostom’s urgent warnings provide a clear, unadulter-
ated view of a specific type of female magical practitioner who inhabited, if not
inundated, the late antique urban environment.”> What scholars have neglected,
therefore, is how Chrysostom used local, cultural fears of prostitutes to develop
a new Christian ethical concept and familial construction. However, Chryso-
stom was not relaying an account of actual women. He projected images of
prostitutes—as familiar with the bones of the recently dead in the cemetery as
they were with bodies of the recently aroused beneath the sheets—to persuade
Christian families (especially husbands) to cling to their ecclesiastical leaders
and view their bishop as the ultimate Pater familias. Chrysostom emphasized
the urgency in managing one’s emotions through a steady Christianized practice
of moderation (saphrosyné) especially in what was still basically a Greek city de-
signed to incite desire (epithymia).

For John Chrysostom’s strategy to be effective, the images would have to
have a footing in reality. An element of socio-historical authenticity certainly in-
formed his construction. And thus Dickie and Faraone are not entirely wrong
in their readings. Christians associated with prostitutes, and prostitutes engaged
in erotic magic in their business.* However, John’s descriptions are not a useful
piece in discovering how or how much this happened in Antioch. It was never
John’s intention to provide a verifiable history after all. He was determined to
generate frightening projections of jealous, magic-wielding prostitutes and their
ability to overturn Christian familial harmony in order to turn his congregation
toward a particular mode of protective behavior: his idea of Christian saphrosyne.
In crafting prostitutes dabbling in erotic spells and other more harmful forms of
magic, he drew upon a rich Greco-Roman literary archive of frightening cour-
tesans. Several in John’s urban, educated congregation would have had more
than a passing familiarity with authors such as Lucian, Theocritus, Horace, and

Ovid. More to the point, perhaps, this literature produced a deeply embedded,
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yet widespread, sense of unease at the prostitute’s ability—both in her powers
of sexual seduction and her magical potency—to dissolve a man’s free will, thus
ripping to shreds the delicate fabric of familial relations. Moreover, undoubt-
edly, Antioch’s population circulated rumors of prostitutes seducing/enslaving
clients through frightening magical practice. John’s prostitutes, therefore, while
not providing a transparent window into historical reality, do consciously reflect
the literary and cultural specter of the vengeful, magic-practicing prostitute that
still pervaded the late antique city. Now let us consider images of prostitutes and
erotic magic in Greco-Roman literature. While the archive is quite rich, space
permits only a few examples.

In his Second Idyll, Theocritus introduces the plight of Simaetha.”s Simaetha
frames the story of her torrid relationship with the younger Delphis by detailing
the preparation and performance of the binding love spells (katadesmoi philtroi)
that will bring him back. As she describes falling immediately and irreversibly
in love with Delphis, she chants to the moon and to Hecate and aspires to make
pharmaka as potent as Circe or Medea were able to concoct. As she portrays the
first time she and Delphis had sex, she displays her skills with the rhombos and
adds some of Delphis’s possessions to a fire fumigating with bay leaves. Theocri-
tus carefully constructs a portrait of a fearsome sorceress, driven single-mindedly
by an erotic passion for a man who no longer wants her and has attached himself
to another. But this seems only to enhance her resolve. She replays again and
again in her mind the details of their short time together while strengthening her
katadesmoi with fire spells and a “brayed lizard.” Theocritus leaves the reader with
the strong impression that erotic desperation and magical ability is dangerous, if
not deadly, in an untethered, economically autonomous female. Indeed Delphis
may be in danger of losing more than his free will if he does not immediately
succumb, as Simaetha adds at the end: “Now with my love magic I will bind him,
but if he vex me, so help me, Fates, he shall beat upon the gates of Hades, such
evil drugs, I vow, I keep for him in my box, lore that I learned, Queen, from an
Assyrian stranger.” One cannot help but wonder if Simaetha has anyone else in
mind who shall join Delphis on his journey to Hades should her binding spells
fail. His new lover perhaps?

In Lucian’s Dialogue of Courtesans, Bacchis, from our previous discussion,
explains how casy it was for her to retrieve her lover, Phanias, who left her in
anger and took up with another woman. For hardly any money at all, she was
able to hire an old Syrian woman who could prepare binding spells to retrieve
Phanias. In addition to fumigating his clothes with sulfur over a salted flame,
the old woman also used the thombos and sang incantations with “horrible and
outlandish names.” Seemingly helpless to resist the old woman’s strong magic and
unresponsive to the protests of both his new lover and his friends, Phanias imme-

diately returned to Phoebis and he has never left her side again. The binding spell
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in effect ripped him immediately and irreversibly from his social embedment.
The old woman also taught Bacchis a spell to turn Phanias against his new lover,
Phoebis. Wherever Bacchis saw Phoebis’s footprints, she should erase them and
make her own in the opposite direction and say “I trample on you and am on top
of you” Bacchis followed the old witch’s instructions with the enthusiasm of a
young apprentice. Lucian provides a fleeting, but provocative, glimpse of how an
erotically infused love mixed with the fear of betrayal and abandonment might
push a person to go beyond the erotic binding spell and seck extra magical insur-
ance. As Lucian suggests, such a person could turn to even darker forms of magic
that could reach deep into a lover’s extended social and familial relationships,
perhaps with fatal consequences.

Finally, other notorious literary figures warrant inclusion. Though these
women are not clearly identified as prostitutes, they are characterized by their
unbridled “masculine lust” for men’® Far from being a prostitute or a courte-
san, the married Pamphile in Apulius’s Mezamorphosis has a notorious reputa-
tion for entrapping young men she lusted after and using especially frightening
magic. Most infamously of all, perhaps, in Epode s, Horace describes Canidia’s
desperation to win the love of Varus, who has forgotten her and sleeps around
with every harlot”” She exclaims: “He walks free from my power by the charms of
some more knowing witch . .. T'll prepare a stronger dose that will counter your
disdain, and sooner shall the sky sink under the sea with all the earth spread over
both than you not burn with passion for me.” Horace describes in graphic detail
Canidia’s frightening appearance with her hair disheveled with vipers as she pre-
pares a love potion capable of such potency. The main ingredients were liver and
marrow harvested directly from a young boy who is held in captivity and starved
to death over several days; he is buried to his neck, and meals were placed before
him several times every day so that his eyes could easily see the food that would
never again pass his lips.

The Sermonic Imagination of John Chrysostom: Horrifying
Pornai and Familial Sobriety

After our brief tour of a few graphic, not to mention disturbing, images from the
Greco-Roman archive, let us return to John Chrysostom’s prostitutes. In Homz. in
Rom. 24, Chrysostom warned of prostitutes (pornai) who “use incantations, liba-
tions, philters, potions and innumerable other things” to keep their married Chris-
tian clients as satisfied lovers.”® Undoubtedly Antioch was a city that offered a home
to prostitutes, betairai, and as Dickie puts it “actresses-cum-prostitutes,” especially
given the importance of the theater. Here and in all of John’s descriptions of
female magic-wielding prostitutes, John preferred the word porné and its cognates
(porneia, pornewomenai) rather than other terms (betairai). Porné and porneia
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appear prominently in a sct of texts important to Chrysostom’s construction of
Christian identity—the Pauline epistles. Indeed, 1 Corinthians 6-7 relies on the
inherent ambiguity in porneia (prostitution, fornication, and general immorality)
to emphasize the importance of maintaining strict boundaries of sexual and mari-
tal regulation over the human body and its desires until the Second Coming. This
was not an easy task, given the body’s carnal (sa7x) nature. To step beyond these
boundaries was to risk an inflammation of desire (epithymia) and fall into sexual
depravity.

As Margaret Mitchell has explained, Chrysostom understood himself as a
fourth-century Paul, and indeed we can sense the dualism of 1 Corinthians 6:15—
19 standing behind many of the passages in which John projected images of pros-
titutes attacking families with magic.

Do you not know that whoever is united to a prostitute (porzé) becomes
one body with her? For it is said, “the two shall become one flesh (sa7x).” But
anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. Shun fornication
(porneia)! . .. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy
Spirit within which you can have from God, and that you are not your own.
For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body (sd724).

A prostitute (porne) and prostitution (porneia) figuratively marked the nether-side
of the border established upon one’s entry into a Christian community. According
to Paul in 1 Cor. 7, this Christian body is sustained at the individual, marital, and
communal level by moderate living (saphrosyné) until Christ’s return. To abandon
moderation, whether indulging in drunkenness (mzezhé), luxuriousness (aselgeia), or
extreme asceticism, was to risk rousing one’s epitbumiﬂ, thus relapsing into porneia.

Chrysostom wove Pauline porneia into his constructions of magic-working
pornai and thus projected frightening images that would induce congregants to
practice sgphrosyné. The Christian population was caught between two epochal
events: Christ’s incarnation and his eventual return. Consequently, Christians
were still embodied and vulnerable to temptation and the rise of the passions.
In Hom. 24 on Rom., Chrysostom advised the extermination of the most deadly
passions like “lust and anger” These emotions could erode one’s self-control,
and such a state would most certainly endanger one’s chances at salvation. In-
stead congregants should “put on Christ” (Rom. 13.14)—a phrase Chrysos-
tom interpreted in a Stoic manner—and manage their unwieldy flesh through
behavioral moderation or sophrosyné. They must carefully tend to the body’s
health without indulging its appetites to the point of excessive luxuriousness.
In these sermons, Chrysostom did not forbid wine altogether but allowed a
certain amount for the maintenance of one’s health. He encouraged marriage
as a means of avoiding sexual wantonness. Following the middle path between
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extreme asceticism and debauchery was the safest for embodied Christians until
Christ’s return.”?

While Christ’s own life offered an exemplar of embodied moderation, Chrys-
ostom warned that Christians were not Christ. They should look to Christ’s ex-
ample, but strive within social structures provided to maintain healthy flesh in
a carnal city. To that end, social and familial institutions were in place to sup-
port onc’s pursuit of saphrosyné. Fornication was not forbidden; in fact, mari-
tal intercourse served as a safety valve for sexual desire.** Through such marital
regulation, Christians could offer their own example of embodied propriety to
non-Christians: “Let the Gentiles see that Christians know best how to indulge,
and to indulge in an orderly way (meta kosmon).”™

While the institutional aids of marriage did exist, Antioch was a Greek city
and thus the Devil’s, with demonic advantage sewn into every aspect of embodied
existence of the urban sphere. The Devil was everywhere “secking to quench the
light spirit.”®* Passions were casily stirred to licentiousness (aselgeia) and porneia.
One must always be on guard and never sleep. To underline the dangers involved,
Chrysostom offered an environment and activity familiar to a particular socio-
economic level that could easily tip one’s behavioral balance: a banquet.

For from banquets of that sort you have evil desires (ai ponerai epithu-
miai), and impurities and wives come to be scandalized, and prostitutes
(pornai) in honor among you. Hence come the upsetting of families and
evils unnumbered and all things are turned upside down, and you have
left the pure fountain and run to the conduit of mire. For that prostitute’s
body (z0 tés pornes soma) body is mire (borboros), I do not ask any one else
but you yourself who wallows in the mire, if you do not feel ashamed of
yourself, if you do not think yourself unclean after the sin is over. There-
fore I beg you flee from fornication (porneia).®

Here John warned against undermining the marital order that managed fleshly
sobriety. When pornai or “to tés pornes soma” took the place of wives in a hus-
band’s affections, a situation arose in which desire (epithymia) and licentious-
ness (aselgeia) increased. The wayward husband could anticipate the prostitute’s
inevitable pregnancy—a misfortune setting off a chain reaction of further ma-
levolency. Pregnant and desperate, the prostitute would aggravate the situation
by turning to magic to protect her interests. In so doing, she would advance her
own damnation as well as destroy a Christian family. The precision of Chrysos-
tom’s description of magic’s role in a Christian family’s descent is worth consid-
ering. As he explained, the birth of an illegitimate child was abhorrent in and
of itself.** But Chrysostom added that the prostitute, in a state of panic, would
engage magic and potions to abort the fetus or commit infanticide. Moreover,
at that point, her magic may reach beyond the child and the seduced husband
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to stretch deep into legitimate domestic terrain—John warned against “sorceries
(pharmaka) applied not only to the womb but to the injured wife and there are
plottings without number, and invocations of devils, and necromancies, and daily
wars, and truceless fightings, and home-cherished jealousies.” While in the be-
ginning the prostitute used comparatively innocuous magic—“incantations, and
libations, and love-potions” to maintain her beauty and attract the husband—she
would turn inevitably to darker magic as her dependency upon him deepened.®

John Chrysostom described a female ritual practitioner of harrowing potency.
And yet, John carefully denied her agency in these crimes. Whatever the kind
of magic the prostitute employed, Chrysostom placed the blame entirely upon
the husband: “For even if the daring deed (fo/mema) be hers, the cause (aitia)
of it is yours.” In other words, when a husband made the misstep of attending a
banquet—where wine flowed and prostitutes enticed—he set off a chain reaction
culminating in a desperate prostitute’s necromantic schemes. The husband’s de-
cision to attend, and not the prostitute’s magic, initiated the destruction of the
marital institution protecting Christian sphrosyneé. “The upsetting of families, the
wrongs due to children, the other ills unnumbered” could have all been avoided if
husbands had only refrained from attending banquets where prostitutes and al-
cohol were in abundance.’” In his inability to manage his desire for wine-soaked
social and sexual intercourse—in short, to abstain from attending a Greek cultural
practice—a Christian husband moved beyond, and indeed abandoned, Christian-
ized domestic boundaries designed to produce legitimate children who would in
turn reproduce Christian institutions that cultivated Christian sgphrosyneé.

In this way, John departed from Greco-Roman literary tradition. The pros-
titute in this passage was not an active agent, if indeed she had any subjectivity.
John situated her as porreia incarnate, describing her at one point as “zo #és pornes
soma” —and, moreover, a body full of mire (borboros). Finally, rather than instruct
the husband to flee the prostitute, he ambiguously begged him to flee porneia—a
nameless, shapeless immorality that took the Christian husband to the porne or
to tés pornes soma. This woman is a far cry from the strong figure of Simaetha or
Canidia; she was only as powerful as the Christian husband allowed her to be.
Her magic was only effective because he failed to regulate his desires and now that
desire empowered her magical threat over his family.

John created an image of a prostitute who would not hesitate to employ erotic
magic to tear a man’s flesh from the communal body of Christ. Indeed if a Chris-
tian husband foolishly forgets sophrosyné and succumbs to porneia, turning his
limbs and joining them to a prostitute as described in 1Corinthians 2.15-16, the
prostitute’s magic is quite powerful and deadly. However, if a husband refrains
from this initial surrender, she is impotent, her agage spells ineffectual.

That we may then escape from all these, let us put on Christ and be
with him continually. For this is what putting Him on is—never being
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without him, and having Him ever more visible in us, through sanctifica-
tion, through our moderation.®

Similar themes surface in a well-known passage in Homz. 37 on Matthew. Once
again John established in bold strokes the boundaries regulating proper embod-
ied behavior. Marriage, family, house, and friends—all of these existed for the
“health of the body and the benefit of the soul” And once again a barrage of
porneia and necromantic magic conspired to tempt one into a wantonness sub-
verting regulatory socio-familial order. Interestingly, however, while the message
was the same, John positioned familiar elements of porneia and magic differently.
Rather than a single event such as a Greek banquet, John offered an entire non-
Christian environment, which held lapsarian inevitability for Christian men: the
theater. The stage served as a literal and figurative setting for harlotry and magical
temptation. Porneia was loosened from an individual female prostitute or body
of the prostitute (0 #és pornes soma) and prismatically multiplied to intensify its
malevolence. The passage is worth quoting in full.

Why the tumult, and the satanical cries, and the devilish gestures? For
first one, being a young man, wears his hair long behind, and changing his
nature into that of a women, is striving both in aspect, and in gesture, and
in garments, and generally in all ways, to pass into the likeness of a tender
damsel. Then another who is grown old, in the opposite way to this,
having his hair shaven, and his loins girt about, his shame cut off before
his hair, stands ready to be smitten with the rod, prepared both to say and
do anything. The women again, their heads uncovered, stand without a
blush, discoursing with a whole people, so complete is their practice in
shamelessness and thus pour forth all effrontery and licentiousness (ase/-
geian) into the souls of their hearers. And their one study is to pluck up all
moderation (saphrosyné) from the foundations, to disgrace our nature, to
satiate the desire of the wicked demon (emplesai tou poneroun daimonos ten
epithymian). Yea, and there are both foul sayings and gestures yet fouler;
and the dressing of the hair tends that way, and the gait and the apparel
and voice and flexure of the limbs; and there are turnings of the eyes, and
flutes, and pipes, and dramas, and plots; and all things, in short, full of the
most extreme impurity (aselgeia). When then will you be sober again, I
pray you, now that the devil is pouring out for you so much of the strong
wine of fornication (porneia), mingling so many cups of unchastity (akola-
sia)? For indeed both adulteries and stolen marriages are there, and there
are women playing the harlot (porneuomenai), men prostituting (hetairo-
kotes), youths corrupting themselves (malakizomenoi): all there is iniquity
to the full, all portends (teratidias), all shame.®
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As John would have it, this spectacle of gender subversion and moral per-
version worked almost magically to transfix the Christian men within the audi-
ence.’® The true intent of this entrancing display was a “plot against marriages.”"
And the result of gazing upon images was immediate: “Husbands [become] in-
supportable to their wives, wives contemptible to their husbands . . . how many
husbands those pornai have severed from their wives, how many they have taken
captive, drawing some even from the marriage bed itself, not suffering others so
much as to live at all in marriage”>* Drawing upon the rhetorical conventions
regarding theatrical spectacle, John presented a mixture of sexual perversion and
gender subversion splayed before an unprotected audience. As Blake Leyerle has
so well explained, destruction of marital saphrosyné was assured the moment a
husband’s eyes met these strange images. Hapless spectators (i.c., Christian hus-
bands) were maliciously seduced and all too easily dragged from the safety of
home, marriage, and family. However, this was not all: an entrancing pornreia on
stage gained added strength from the goés standing behind the proverbial curtain.
This strange spectacle of porneia comes complete with aggressive agage spell.

The sorcerers (goétes) too. Whence are they? Is it not from [the theater]
that in order to excite the people who are idoling without object and make
the dancing men have the benefit of much and loud applause, and fortify
pornai against those who live in moderation (sdphronousais), they proceed
so far in sorcery (magganeias) as not even to shrink from disturbing the

bones of the dead .

John Chrysostom’s rhetorical fugue forced the audience to a precipitous
edge, persuading male listeners especially to despair of their ability to survive
temptation if they stepped into this quintessentially Greek environment. And
yet he retreated from the description of a Christian’s complete destruction to
speak of pleasures that could still maintain moderation: “You have a wife, you
have children . .. you have a house.”** These were the primary means, apotropaic
in a sense, of warding off the perverse pleasures to be gained from a prostitute
boy, harlot, and fortune-teller. Chastity of mind (sgphrosyné) could find fortifi-
cation in other spectacles—rivers, grasshoppers, and attendance at the martyr
shrines.

The underlying message here is clear. Yes, the world was treacherous. The
Devil soaked through most of urban life with virulent temptations in a dizzying
blend of male and female prostitutes, actresses, and gender subversion height-
ened by sorcery. But if one walked carefully—as one must until the end times—a
person always bore the power to secure his/her own salvation. In one’s behavior
and daily interactions in the civic sphere, one “must rejoice in the Lord, not in

the devil”
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Conclusion

In the post-Constantinian era, old women undoubtedly manufactured healing
amulets and performed incantations for the sick and diseased, and Christians
purchased such remedia and indeed any kind of ritual objects they felt would
bring healing to those suffering in their houschold. So too prostitutes practiced
agdgeé magic as did many in late antiquity, including married Christians; so too
Christian husbands were hardly immune from indulging in licentious sexual ac-
tivity outside of marriage, no matter how severe the divine punishments prom-
ised by their bishops. While patristic literature may provide a window into the
social history of these practices, it is an intentionally contorted one and should
not be trusted for a realistic account without corroborating archaeological and
material evidence. A much more intriguing way of reading these texts involves
how church fathers construct a frightening demonic threat in the deceptively
harmless figure of a silly, drunken old woman with amulets and a desperate pros-
titute with erotic spells. In patching together elements of the Greco-Roman lit-
erary archive as well as drawing upon cultural ideas (and fears) of female magic,
church fathers promoted the church’s ritual power to heal and paternally protect
the Christian family until Christ’s return.
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rather than doctors when it comes to their children’s health: uz faciunt pleraequae,
ut adhibeant praecantrices nec medico ostendant. Fr. 15, A Riese, M. Terenti Varronis
Saturarum Meippearum Reliquiae (Leipzig, 1865).

Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 2811F.

Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 176.

Christopher A. Faraone, Ancient Greck Love Magic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1999), 146—56, has argued similarly, though from a more nuanced
angle, seeing prostitutes” use of 2gggé spells as another sign of their “aggressive mas-
culinity, which he argues was perfectly natural given their status in public life:
“once we realize that as a group they are in many ways quite similar to Greek men,
especially in their economic autonomy and their education” 156.

The following plays of Plautus: Curculio, Asinaria, Cistellaria, Mostellarria, Persa,
and Truculentulus.

Ovid, Amores 1.8; Tibullus, 1.5.49-56; Sextus Propertius, 4.5.

Ovid, Amores 1.8.

Sextus Propertius, 4.5.

Lucian, Dial. Meretr. 286.

Translation from Clyde Pharr, The Theodosian Code and Novels, and the Sirmon-
dian Constitution, Corpus of Roman Law I (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1952.).

Cod. Theod. 9.16.3. The Latin reads: scientia punienda et severissimis merito legibus
vindicanda, qui magicis accincti artibus aut contra hominum moliti salutem aut pu-
dicos ad libidinem deflexisse animos detegentur. nullis vero criminationibus impli-
canda sunt remedia humanis quaesita corporibus aut in agrestibus locis, ne maturis
vindemiis metuerentur imbres aut ruentis grandinis lapidatione quaterentur, inno-
center adhibita suffragia, quibus non cuinsque salus aut existimatio laederetur, sed
quorum proficerent actus, ne divina munera et labores hominum sternerentur.

For a meticulous guide to stational liturgies’ development in late antique cities,
John Baldovin, The Urban Character of Christian Worship: The Origins, Develop-
ment, and Meaning of Stational Liturgy (Roma: Pont. Institutum Studiorum
Orientalium, 1987); regarding the spread of martyr cult from cemeteries into the
center of the late antique city, see Gillian Clark, Christianity and Roman Society
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); also J. Leemans, W. Mayer, P.
Allen, and B. Dehandschutter, eds., “Lez Us Die That We May Live”™: Greek Homi-
lies on Christian Martyrs from Asia Minor, Palestine, and Syria (c. AD 350-4D 450)
(London and New York: Routledge, 2003), 3-22; Wendy Mayer with Bronwen
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Neil, Sz. John Chrysostom: The Cult of the Saints: Select Homilies and Letters (Crest-
wood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2006), 23. Liturgical practices and eccle-
siastical regulations arising with martyr cult promoted a Christianization of the
temporal and geographical dimensions of the late antique world; the classic stud-
ies of the transformation include R. A. Markus, The End of Ancient Christianity
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) and E. D. Hunt, Holy Land Pil-
grimage in the Later Roman Empire AD 312—460 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984).
For a more recent as well as theoretically nuanced approach to this issue, David
Frankfurter, ed., Pilgrimage and Holy Space in Late Antique Egypt, Religions in the
Greco-Roman World 134 (Leiden: Brill, 1998).

For this phrase, William Klingshirn, Caesarius of Arles: The Making of a Chris-
tian Community in Late Antique Gaul (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), 222.

David Frankfurter, “Beyond Magic and Superstition” in Late Ancient Christianity,
ed. Virginia Burrus, 4 People’s History of Christianity, vol. 2 (Minneapolis, MN:
Ausburg Fortress Press, 2005), 255—260.

Augustine, Serm. 306¢ [Edmund Hill, trans., John E. Rotelle, ed., Works of Saint
Augustine (Brooklyn: New City, 1990-99), 3:11, 277-78]. For a discussion of the
Augustinian passage, David Frankfurter, “Beyond Magic and Superstition,” 277—78.
Athanasius, Fi: de Amul. (PG 26.239~40). For a discussion of this passage, see
Dickie, Magic and Magicians, 284.

Ibid.: Katantlei= ydp oot ypais dwa K dBolovs, 7 Terdpryy olvov émaodny T0od
Shews* kal ov €0TNKAS WS GVOS XAOTUWUEVOS, hop@dV O€ éml Tov adyéva Tv pumrapiav
7OV TeTpamédwy, Tapakpov—oduevos THv odpayida Tod cwrnplov oravpod. “Hy
appayida o uévov vooripara dedolkacw, dAXa kal mav 76 oTidos TdV Sarudvwy
doBetrar kai Tépmev. “Obev kal mas yéms doppdyioTos vmapyeL.

Athanasius, De amuletis, PG 26.1320.

Ibid.: [Ta yap meplamra kal af yonretar pdrara Bonbipara vmdpyovow.] Ei §¢
75 avTols KéypnTal, ywwokérw ToiTo capds, 6TL éavTov émoinoey AvTi TLOTOD
amioTov, avri 8¢ XpioTiavod éQvikdv, avri 8¢ ouveTol dolverov, avri 8¢ Aoyurxod
aASyioTov.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Col. 8. (NPNE, first series, 13:298; PG 62.358).

Ibid: “ITvomy €l, oppdyioor.” Several texts feature the sign of the cross as the ul-
timate weapon against magical and demonic rituals: for example, Cyril of Jerusa-
lem, Ad illum. cat., 1336, describes the sign as a “powerful phylactery” (uéya 76
dudartipiov); see also Epiphanius, Haer. 1.2.30.7; 30.12.1-10. (PG 41.417, 426
27); Leonitus, Symeon the Holy Fool, 21—22; Martin of Braga, Reforming the Rustics,
16.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Col. §. (NPNE, first series, 13:298; PG 62.358).

John Chrysostom, Ad illum. cat. 2.5 (PG 49.240).

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Col. 8. (NPNF, first series, 13:298; PG 62.358):
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John Chrysostom, Ad Illum. cat. 2.5 (PG 49.240).

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Col. 8. (NPNE, first series, 13:297-98; PG 62.357—-59).
Ibid. Cf. Caesarius of Arles, Serm. 52.6. For other examples of women provid-
ing ritual (“magical”) healing: John Chrysostom, I epistulam ad Corinthos [PG
61.106]; cf. Augustine, Confessions 17.11. By contrast, Ammianus Marcellinus,
Res Gestae 29.2.26-28, describes a “simple-minded old woman” offering “harm-
less charms for fever” who was caught up in a vicious anti-pagan prosecution in
Antioch.

Due to the fact that the language in Hom. in Col. § and Ad Illum. cat. 2 is so similar,
the question lingers whether the old female healer has simply been accidentally
duplicated in the process of manuscript transmission. I would argue against this in
light of the fact that Chrysostom situates her quite specifically in each context to
speak to a certain ritual dilemma. In the case of Hom. in Col. 8., the problem is how
one must adhere to orthopraxy in the domestic sphere; in the case of Ad illum. car.
2, Chrysostom uses old female healers to delineate a boundary between the healing
powers of the baptismal seal and non-Christian remedia, as well as gesture toward
possible frailties of that seal, if one engages in heteropraxy.

John Chrysostom, Ad Illum. cat. 2.5 (PG 49.240).

William Klingshirn, Caesarius of Arles: The Making of a Christian Community in
Late Antigue Gaul (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 212.
Cacsarius of Arles, Sermons s2.s. [Saint Caesarius of Arles: Sermons, FC 31
(Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, repr. 1971), 1: 2625
CCSLio3, 1: 232]). The Latin reads: [llum ariolum vel divinum, illum sortilegum,
illam erbariam consulamus; vestimentum infirmi sacrificemus, cingulum qui inspici
vel mensurari debeat; offeramus aliquos caracteres, aliquas praecantationes adpenda-
mus ad collum.

Klingshirn, 222.

Caesarius of Atles, Sermons 19.5 [Saint Caesarius of Arles, 1:101).

John Chrysostom, Homilia in Romanos 24. (NPNE, first series, 11:520; PG 60.627):
érwdas kal omovdas kal GpidTpa kal pvpla érepa pnxavdvrar . . . Sapudvawy
kA)oeLs, Kal vekvouavTelaL.

Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic, esp. 146—59. To this end, Faraone’s study stands
in line with the view of F. Graf, S. Iles Johnston, H. Versnel, and others who make
a case for the practical, everyday use of magic in the ancient world. Furthermore,
Faraone attends to the gender construction of the magical practitioner as well as
the object of desire—while the aggressor in the agoge spell is coded masculine, the
object of the binding spell, who loses all rational control once bound to the ritual-
ist, is coded as feminine or effeminate.

In his article “Who Practices Love-Magic in Classical Antiquity and in the Late
Roman World?”, The Classical Quarterly, New Series, vol. 50, no. 2. (2000), 581, M.
Dickie looks to magic-working prostitutes of literature (e.g., Simaetha, Canidia,
the sagae of the Roman elegists, Melitta and Bacchis of Lucian’s Dial. Meretr.) as
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testimony of a widespread belief in the antiquity that prostitutes did practice magic
freely. This belief was set against the contrary belief, also reflected in the literary
account, that respectable wives did not practice magic.

Ibid.

In Magic and the Magicians, Dickie treats John Chrysostom’s sermons as the pri-
mary evidence for prostitutes’ magic in late antiquity. He compiles a list of magical
practices from the following texts: Virg s2. s2 [SC 125]; fem. Reg. 1 Dumortier;
Hom. 37 in Mt. [PG s7.257]; Hom. In 1 Cor. 7.2 [PG s1.217] in addition to the texts
we will treat below.

Basil of Caesarea, in First Canonical Letter, 8 (Epistle 188.8 [PG 32.624F]), also
classifies women who accidentally kill the men through erotic magic (magical love
philters, incantations, magic knots) as intentional homicide. However, the status of
the women is not clear: married, single, or prostitute? The text deals with a variety
of ethical and legal issues Basil is subsuming into his episcopal purview.

Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic, 154—ss: “The suspicion that prostitutes and
mistresses used aggressive types of erds magic is, moreover, widespread in later
Mediterranean and European history. The church father John Chrysostom warns
married men to stay away from such women because they use magic to alienate
men from their wives, an accusation that recurs in Byzantine and medieval sources,
in the especially detailed record of the Florentine and Venetian Inquisitors, in the
trials and tribulations of the English royal house, and in sixteenth century Modena
and modern Algeria.” In his footnote for John Chrysostom he thanks M. Dickie
for the reference to John Chrysostom In I//ud Propter Fornicationes Uxorem (PG
51.216), a text we are not treating here.

This is especially clear in the list that Dickie provides, which is a lengthy list of mag-
ical practices John Chrysostom ascribes to prostitutes in several sermons.

Notice, for example, Dickie’s reading of the PGM material in his article “Who
Practices Love-Magic in Classical Antiquity.”

Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic, 153—54, argues strongly and persuasively for
Simaetha’s identity as a courtesan, which includes a discussion of Simaetha’s “ap-
propriation of traditionally male forms of erotic magic.”

Once again Simaetha is the center of much of Faraone’s argument, 153fF.

Horace, Epode s.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNFE, first series, 11:520; PG 60.627):
émwdas kal omovdas kal ¢pidTpa kal pupila €repa pnyavdvral . .. dawudvwy
kAjoets, kKal vekvopuavTelaL.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNE, first series, 11:518; PG 60.623).

For Chrysostom’s indebtedness to Paul in his own preaching, see Margaret Mitch-
ell, The Heavenly Trumpet: John Chrysostom and the Art of Pauline Interpretation
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002).

Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNF, first series, 11: 520; PG 60.626).

Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNE, first series, 11: 519; PG 60.625).
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John Chrysostom, Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNF, first series, 11: 520; PG 60.626).
Ibid.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNE, first series, 11:520; PG 60.627):
dappakelar Aowmov kwodvTat, ok éml iy vmdov Ty mopvevouévny, AAN’ éml
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¢L)\0V€LKL’(1L.
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Ibid.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Rom. 24 (NPNF, first series, 11:520; PG 60.627)—
emphasis mine: Sua s dywwatvns udv, Sia Ths émetkelas.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Matt. 37 (NPNF, first series, 10:249; PG 57.426-27).
Read the important treatment of this and similar passages in Blake Leyerle, “John
Chrysostom and the Gaze,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 1/2 (1993): 159—74;
Leyerle, Theatrical Shows and Ascetic Lives: John Chrysostom’s Attack on Spirvitual
Marriage (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 42-74.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Matt. 37 (NPNEF, first series, 10:249; PG 57.427).

Ibid.

Ibid.

John Chrysostom, Hom. in Matt. 37 (NPNF, first series, 10:250; PG 57.428).
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1he Bishop, the Pope, and the
Prophetess: Rival Ritual Experts
in Third-Century Cappadocia

Ayse Tuzlak

IN A LETTER to Cyprian of Carthage, dated 256 CE, a bishop by the name of
Firmilian described some troubling events that had happened some twenty years
carlier. A rash of earthquakes had wrecked buildings all over Cappadocia, Firmil-
ian said. What is worse, the local Roman authorities blamed Christians for the
damage,’ bringing about a persecution that took the Christian community by sur-
prise. Christians were forced to abandon their property and flee to arcas that were
not affected by cither the natural or the political disaster.

In the midst of this upheaval, a strange figure entered the scene, and Firmilian
thought that Cyprian ought to know something about her.

Suddenly, a certain woman started up in our midst: she presented her-
self as a prophetess (propheten se praeferret), being in a state of ecstasy
and acting as if she were filled with the Holy Spirit. But she was so deeply
under the sway and control of the principal demons (principalinm dae-
moniorum impetu ferebatur) that she managed to disturb and deceive the
brethren for a long time by performing astonishing and preternatural feats
(admirabilia. .. et portentosa).*

According to Firmilian, the evil spirits that resided in this woman gave her
powers—strictly limited, but real nonetheless—that enabled her to mislead a
number of well-meaning Christians. For example, the woman claimed that she
could cause carthquakes. Firmilian insisted that this was not actually the case;
her controlling demon, he said, had a “gift of foreknowledge” which allowed it
to predict carthquakes that were going to happen by the will of God, creating the
illusion of a power much greater than it actually possessed.?



The Bishop, the Pope, and the Prophetess 253

Firmilian’s letter, then, stands as an intriguing example of the work of those
Christian authors who were attempting, as early as the late second century, to
explain demonic epistemology and demonic agency in a world presumably con-
trolled by an omnipotent and omniscient God. Christian understandings of de-
monic power—its limits, its relationship to God’s sovereignty, and the role that
human beings take in the manifestation of a demon’s will on carth (whether it is
through “magic” or “possession”)—find expression in second- and third-century
debates regarding sacramental theology.* Firmilian’s possessed prophetess offers
a very intriguing glimpse into this discourse, in particular the manner in which
contemporary anxieties about possession, agency, gender, and sexuality could
play into debates regarding ritual expertise and sacramental efficacy. Indeed, it
is the ambiguous expression of this anxiety that I would like to take as the focus
of this essay.

Firmilian never expresses an explicit opinion about whether the Cappado-
cian prophetess was consciously lying to her community, or whether, by con-
trast, she was as much of a dupe as her followers were. He does seem to imply
that she was not in full control of her actions. He leaves the subjects of some of
the verbs in this story ambiguous, leaving the reader unsure of which actions
were performed by the demon and which were performed by the woman: sub-
egerat mentes singulorum ut sibi obedirents’ diceret etiam se in Judaeam et Hiero-
solymam festinare;* item et alium diaconum fefellit” G. W. Clarke supposes that
the ambiguity is deliberate, though the limitations of English syntax force him
to choose a subject when translating these passages (in all three cases, he chooses
the masculine pronoun: “he so succeeded in subjecting the minds”; “he would
say that he must be off to Judea and Jerusalem”; “he so managed to trick ... a
deacon”).?

In any case, one thing on which Firmilian is very clear is that the demon could
compel the woman to do unnatural things. It would “make her go in the very
depths of winter through the bitter snow in bare feet.” Worse still, it managed to
persuade a deacon and a presbyter (“a country fellow”)™ to sleep with the proph-
etess. Then, knowing through some sort of prognostication that its true nature
was about to be discovered, the demon declared that the exorcist who was about
to confront it was an unbeliever.

The demon’s attempt to dismiss the exorcist’s accusation was unsuccess-
ful, but apparently so was the exorcism itself. Firmilian assures Cyprian
that the exorcist “stoutly withstood” the demon and “succeeded in reveal-
ing that the spirit which had previously been thought holy was in fact
thoroughly evil”" Yet he does not say that the exorcist managed to drive
the demon out of the woman. Quite on the contrary, he continues to tell
his story about their “illusions and trickeries” without any break in the
narrative.'”



254 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

What was worst of all about this episode, in Firmilian’s view, was,

that woman . . . employing a by no means despicable form of invocation
(innocatione non contemptibili), would pretend (simularet) to sanctify the
bread and celebrate the Eucharist, and she would offer the sacrifice to the
Lord not without the sacred recitation of the wonted ritual formula (/zo7/
sine sacramento solitae).” And she would baptize many also, adopting the
customary and legitimate wording of the baptismal interrogation (baptiza-
ret. .. multos usitata et legitima nerba interrogationis usurpans). And all this
she did in such a way that she appeared to deviate in no particular from ec-
clesiastical discipline (uz nibil discrepare ab ecclesiastica regula uideretur).*

With this paragraph, any lingering ambiguities about agency are sharply elimi-
nated. “That woman” (i/la mulier) performed invocations, and she dared (ausa
est) to pretend (simularet) to sanctify the Eucharistic bread.

It seems ironic that Firmilian pins the responsibility for a sexual crime—the
seduction of the rural clerics—on a demon rather than on the human woman
that it had possessed. The word spiritus (which Firmilian prefers to daemon, at
least in the singular) is grammatically masculine. To be fair, Firmilian does not
use gendered language when talking about the spirit itself, and it seems that he
chose the word spiritus only so that he could contrast the prophetesss “spirit”
with the Holy Spirit that she mistakenly claimed to possess. Nevertheless, his
story still creates an odd sexual tension between three masculine characters and
the woman who is intimate with all of them.

But then Firmilian goes on to tell Cyprian that the false rituals were all per-
formed by that woman: she baptizes, she celebrates the Eucharist, she recites the
formulae. A few lines later, Firmilian backpedals and says that she was used by the
demon to commit these ritual crimes (zequissimus daemon per mulierem baptiza-
vit), just as she seems to have been used to commit sexual crimes.

Immediately apparent are the ambiguities in Firmilian’s characterization of this
prophetess and it is these anxieties about possession, agency, and ritual expertise
that I would like to take as the focus of this essay. Firmilian’s evident reluctance to
ascribe any power to the woman—even while he must admit that her ritual and
prophetic behavior had a dramatic impact on her community—illuminates the un-
certainties that Christian authorities had about gender and power in this period.
His frequent use of litotes (“by no means despicable . . . not without the sacred
recitation . .. to deviate in no particular”) can be seen as a literary attempt to grant
the prophetess a kind of legitimacy and then withdraw it in the very same breath.

One thing that makes this exchange even more curious is its context. Though
the story of the prophetess is most easily interpreted as a jab against a rival
Christian sect, most likely the Montanists,” predicated in part upon a series of
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assumptions about what religious functions women could or could not serve, it
is worth remembering that this narrative is only a brief digression in a long letter
about the efficacy of the sacraments. The insults that Firmilian leveled against
this unnamed woman are part of a much broader argument about who can access
God’s power and what can be done with it. This was a very contentious issue in
the third century. Far from being an abstract theological debate, it was deeply en-
tangled in the politics of the day,'® with genuine repercussions for all the members
of a young and unpopular religion.

Of course, Firmilian and Cyprian took the exclusion of women from ritual
authority as axiomatic. They never seriously considered the possibility that a
woman could legitimately baptize or celebrate the Eucharist. The prophetess’s
story provides not a point of debate but its opposite: namely, common ground
for two powerful male interlocutors to take comfort in their shared outrage about
their absent target.” For all that they disagreed on, Firmilian and Cyprian could
take for granted that the prophetess’s behavior was unnatural, outrageous, and
offensive to God. This permits Firmilian to argue “backward” from the outlier
case that he identifies, toward a more subtle and stable ritual theology that would
stand with Cyprian’s against that of the reigning pope.

And yet, to make this argument, Firmilian is forced to grant that a woman
could persuade others to submit to her baptisms, which in turn implies that her
authority is not necessarily rejected out of hand by everybody. This assumption
brings narrative sense to Firmilian’s story—the prophetess must have a clientele,
after all—but it is in tension with his stated position that her lack of ritual power
is self-evident and plainly dictated in scripture.

Firmilian tries to resolve this tension by making the demon into the true
agent in the story. Since his primary concern is with ritual efficacy, replacing the
Holy Spirit with a demon preserves the supernatural exchange of power that both
he and Cyprian see as a crucial element of Christian sacraments. But though the
presence of the demon may solve the 77#ual problem to Firmilian’s satisfaction, it
does not resolve the psychological or social issues raised by the prophetess and
her authority within her community. This is an issue to which I will return later
in the paper.

What, then, did Cyprian and Firmilian disagree about, if not the assump-
tions about this woman’s gender and authority? This question calls for a brief
digression about what would have been considered legitimate ritual authority in
third-century North Africa.

Thaschus Cecilius Cyprianus, better known as St. Cyprian, was the bishop
of Carthage in the middle of the third century. His correspondence provides
modern historians with interesting insights into pre-Nicene debates surround-
ing baptism, ordination, and martyrdom. Near the end of his life, Cyprian was
engaged in an extended, and often very bitter, argument with the bishop of
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Rome, known to history as Pope Stephen I, concerning the validity of baptism
under certain circumstances.

Cyprian maintained that Christians who were baptized in a heretical church
must be rebaptized upon their return to the true church. Stephen disagreed, and
his position is the one that eventually became dominant in many “mainline” de-
nominations of Christianity, including Roman Catholicism. Today, if someone
is baptized in a Protestant or Orthodox Church, and later converts to Roman
Catholicism, she will not be expected to undergo a second baptism. Instead, it
is assumed that the effects of the first baptism are actuated once the convert be-
comes a member of the Catholic Church, as the good intentions of the initiate at
the time of her baptism achieve perfection at the time of her conversion.”

This was not a very common opinion in North Africa in Cyprian’s time. At a
council that convened at Carthage in the spring of 256 CE, seventy-one bishops
who sought the right to rebaptize heretics signed a conciliar letter asking Ste-
phen for permission to do so.” The heretics who were perceived as the greatest
threat to Cyprian and his faction were the followers of a man named Novatian.
It is important to understand that Novatian’s error was not Christological, but
ecclesiological. In other words, Cyprian had no quarrel with Novatian’s views on
salvation, the Trinity, the resurrection, the nature of God, the Biblical canon, and
so on. All these elements of Novatian Christianity were perfectly orthodox, as
Cyprian himself repeatedly admits.>

Rather, it was Novatian’s perspective on the makeup of the church that caused
offense to Cyprian. In Cyprian’s opinion, Novatian was too much of a hardliner
on the treatment of the “lapsed”—that is to say, Christians who avoided martyr-
dom by performing pagan sacrifices or bribing Roman officials. Novatian claimed
that the church could not extend forgiveness to Christians who had weakened in
the face of Roman persecution.

This was not a hypothetical issue in the third century. The Decian persecution
was a constant threat for high-profile Christians. Cyprian himself was exiled to
Kurubis (now Korba, Tunisia) in 257 CE. This forced him to address the conflict
between ritual authority (such as that granted to bishops through ordination)
and social status (popularly granted to martyrs, whose blessings were sometimes
perceived to absolve sins) in a very direct way.* Even before his exile, Cyprian was
engaged in a struggle to preserve episcopal authority against the claims of those
who sought intercession from the recently martyred.”*

So far as Cyprian was concerned, Novatian’s ecclesiology—echoes of which
can be seen in the confidence of “confessors” who survived the first round of per-
secutions and who earned significant social status as a result—demonstrated an
alarming lack of faith in the power of the apostles and their successors.”> More-
over, in setting himself up as a rival pope to Stephen, Novatian created division
in the church—a particularly grievous sin in Cyprian’s view. In his early letters,
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Cyprian simply calls Novatian a schismatic, but by the time Firmilian’s letter was
written, he had been promoted to a full-blown heretic.

The broader point is that the authority that Cyprian and Firmilian seem to
take for granted is significantly more unstable than they let on in their correspon-
dence. In this light, it is possible to see Firmilian’s story about the prophetess not
as an attack on a heretical practice so much as a tactical retreat into the safe ter-
ritory of gender roles. Cyprian could not always assert episcopal authority, even
over his own presbyters,** and the reigning pope disagreed with him on critical
issues in sacramental theology. It is therefore no wonder that Firmilian sought
to reassure his fellow bishop with the story of a demon-possessed woman who
caused some temporary social damage but whose trickeries were eventually and
rightfully exposed. It is also no wonder that this attempt at reassurance is fraught
with even more narrative and philosophical problems than it aimed to solve.

A first-time reader of Cyprian might be forgiven for missing the nuances of
the discussion, since he spends most of his time arguing simply that Novatian
is “fake and foreign”;* that he is an arrogant traitor and flatterer, “frantic with
greed”;* that he left his father unburied and caused his wife to miscarry;*” and
that his sacraments are obviously total frauds, unsanctioned by God.* In a letter
to Antonianus from 251 CE, Cyprian urges his fellow bishop to feel no curiosity
about Novatian’s teachings, since all that matters is that Novatian is ousside the
church.” In an argument that anticipates Firmilian’s discussion of the prophetess
and her careful baptismal wordings, Cyprian asserts that the ritual pronounce-
ments of heretical clerics have no effect because they do not actually refer to
anything:

There is no one binding credal formula common to us and to schismat-
ics, neither is there any common baptismal interrogation. For when hey
say “Do you believe in the forgiveness of sins and life everlasting through
the holy Church?” they are being fraudulent . . . since they have no such
church.°

To this day, historians argue about whether Cyprian had a consistent sacramen-
tal theology or whether his real gift was as a polemicist.’ A decision need not be
forced for the purposes of this chapter, since, as I will demonstrate below, both
polemic and theology illuminate Cyprian’s and Firmilians assumptions about
gender and authority.

In any event, the bishop of Rome denied the African bishops’ request for per-
mission to rebaptize heretics. Stephen argued that heretics should be received
into the church with the ritual of laying on of hands, which he interpreted as a
sign of penance. Cyprian asked sarcastically why the laying on of hands would do
any good if rebaptism did not. His argument is worth quoting at length:
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If [the heretics] do possess the Holy Spirit, then we ask further: why do
those who have been ‘baptized’ with them, when they come over to us,
have hands laid on them for receiving the Spirit, whereas the Spirit would
most assuredly have already been received at the time it could have been
received had the Spirit been there? But if, on the other hand, no heretic
or schismatic, being outside the Church, imparts the Holy Spirit, and if,
for this reason, hands are laid on them in our Church so that with us they
may receive what neither exists with them nor can be imparted by them,
then, that being so, it is manifest that no forgiveness of sins either can be
granted through those who beyond doubt do not possess the Holy Spirit

themselves.

The movement of the Holy Spirit is treated as if it were a physical exchange in
this passage; as if grace itself were “contagious,” so to speak.” Cyprian cannot see
how the laying on of hands could reproduce the ritual efficacy of baptism, which
he understands in a very specific, almost material way. Throughout his work,
Cyprian speaks of the baptismal water as both requiring and transmitting purity.
For instance, he cites Ezekiel 36.25 (“and I shall sprinkle over you clean water,
and from all your uncleanness and all your idolatry you will be cleansed”) to
argue that the only water that can cleanse sins is water that has been sanctified by
a bishop;** elsewhere he cites Exodus 14.27, where the Pharaoh is defeated once
he reaches the water, to argue that the devil can only “persist in his malice” until
he touches holy water, at which point he is stopped >

Typically, Cyprian concludes his argument with an appeal, not to Christol-
ogy, but to ecclesiology and to ritual practice:

The conclusion must be, accordingly, that if they would wish to receive
the forgiveness of sins . . . all without exception who come over from those
adversaries and antichrists to the Church of Christ must be baptized with
the baptism of the Church.*

The debate survives only in Cyprian’s letters, and Stephen’s responses have not
been preserved in full 7 However, Cyprian went on to create a voluminous corre-
spondence on the matter, providing modern historians with a helpful, if slanted,
view of the differing positions on the topic that circulated in the third century. It
is as a part of this correspondence that Firmilian’s letter survives.

What does any of this have to do with our Cappadocian prophetess? I think it
is important to understand how Firmilian himself uses the story, what he believes
it illustrates, and why he chose to put it into this particular place in his letter.
We know much less about Firmilian than we do about Cyprian,*® and his influ-
ence on the development of Christian doctrine has been slight. Cyprian’s extant
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writings include dozens of letters and a handful of treatises and pamphlets, while
all that survives of Firmilian’s correspondence is the single letter that serves as the
focus of this article. Therefore it is difficult, and perhaps even unfair, to speculate
about Firmilian’s opinion on baptism and prophecy.

Nevertheless, for all of its elusive brevity, the story about the prophetess raises
interesting questions about gender, authority, agency, and ritual efficacy in third-
century North Africa. A close but cautious reading of Firmilian can illuminate
the way in which he uses this dramatically Other figure (a woman who baptizes,
a demon who seduces ordinary men, a Jerusalemite in Cappadocia) to delve into
issues of orthodoxy—and more importantly, orthopraxy.

Both Cyprian and Firmilian disagreed with Stephen on the topic of baptism,
maintaining that anyone who was originally baptized outside the church must be
rebaptized (or, as they would put it, baptized propetly for the first time)** upon
his or her conversion. At their most vitriolic, they could use shockingly abusive
language when talking about the Bishop of Rome.*°

Yet at the same time, both bishops acknowledge Stephen’s authority, even to
the point of defending that authority against the claims of Novatian, a man whose
views of the sacraments were arguably more orthodox than Stephen’s own, even
by the bishops’ own standards. Earlier in Stephen’s career, before the relationship
between the two men soured,* Cyprian admitted frankly to the importance of
the episcopal seat at Rome:

You, dearly beloved brother, far more than anyone else, are duty bound to
bring honor upon [the martyrs’ memory] by exerting the full weight of
your personal authority (gravitate et auctoritate tua); after all, you are the
one who has been appointed to replace and succeed them.*

Therefore, though it is somewhat anachronistic for the title of this chapter to refer
to the bishop of Rome as the “Pope;” it is fair to say that Cyprian maintains a grudging
respect for the institutional hierarchy that gives Stephen his authority. Cyprian even
admits that a heretic in Rome is somehow more damaging than a heretic in Carthage:

They now have the audacity to sail off carrying letters from schismatics
and outcasts from religion even to the chair of Peter, to the primordial
church, the very source of episcopal unity; and they do not stop to con-
sider that they are carrying them to those same Romans whose faith was so
praised and proclaimed by the Apostle, into whose company men without
faith can, therefore, find no entry.*

This is a letter to Stephen’s predecessor, Cornelius—and a conciliatory one at
that. Perhaps Cyprian developed a different opinion about the authority of the
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Roman church when fierce disagreements with Stephen surfaced a few years
later. Be that as it may, Cyprian clearly believed that there was Biblical backing
for Rome’s special position in Christendom.

How could Cyprian and Firmilian sustain the paradox between legitimate
ecclesial authority and ritual correctness? Firmilian’s enigmatic figure of the
prophetess may supply a way to answer this question.

The scant scholarly literature on Firmilian’s prophetess has tended to focus on
the question of whether or not she was a Montanist. “Montanism” is a fourth-
century name for a second- and third-century Christian sect** whose members be-
lieved, among other things, that when they entered ecstatic trances, the Holy Spirit
would speak through them.* Many of the themes that pervade anti-Montanist lit-
erature appear in Firmilian’s letter as well: women seizing authority that does not
rightfully belong to them, demonic spirits persuading people that they are actually
holy, bad baptisms and ordinations, false prophecy leading to heresy.*¢

Whether Firmilian’s prophetess was “really” a Montanist is of limited rele-
vance for my argument in this chapter, since the bishop’s criticisms of her do not
directly depend on her association with any particular sect. In fact, the opposite
seems to be the case, since Firmilian does not seem to think that naming her
heresy would give any extra traction to his narrative. Nevertheless, the problems
that the proto-orthodox Christians had with the Montanists were haunted by
some of the same uneasy ambiguities that are present in Firmilian’s description
of the prophetess (and he does mention his concern with the Montanists in the
same letter that talks about the prophetess, suggesting that the two were con-
nected, at least indirectly, in his mind).+

So how does Firmilian classify this prophetess? His own words are instruc-
tive. Primary, perhaps, is the fact that she is a woman (mulier). She is also “a false
prophet and a heretic” (pseudoprophetam et haereticum),** “deeply under the
sway and control of the principal demons” (principalium daemoniorum impetu
ferebatur). Other nouns are harder to find; the rest of her description must be
constructed with verbs. She is a person who “disturbs” (sollicitaret), “deceives”
(deciperet), and “tricks” (fefellit) “many people” (multos)—both ritually and sexu-
ally. Most scandalously, she baptizes: baptizaret, baptizavit.

In Firmilian’s perspective, this evidence is enough to condemn the prophetess ut-
terly; it seems self-evident to him that nobody, not even the most stalwart members
of the anti-rebaptism camp, could accept her initiations as legitimate. “Can it be that
Stephen and his adherents extend their approval even to this baptism,” he sneers,
“especially as it came complete with Trinitarian credal formula and the legitimate
baptismal interrogation of the Church?+ Firmilian cannot imagine the members of
this woman’s cult entering the catholic communion without being baptized all over
again, and he uses her story as a way to prop up Cyprian’s arguments to the same
effect. (In fact, Cyprian said in a letter from the same year that what he endorsed
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was not rebaptism at all, but simply baptism: what heretics do does not counts® Of
course, if heretics rebaptize their converts, they are simply acting like “apes.”)*"

Christine Trevett argues that Cyprian would not have seen the Cataphrygian
sect as particularly threatening, since he was sympathetic toward Christians who
made ecstatic prophetic utterances and could, perhaps, have been one of them
himselfs* If this is true, Firmilian’s account is propaganda designed to cast the
worst possible light on the sect, and it was consciously crafted in a way that would
have appealed to Cyprian’s sensibilities.* Consider the fact that Firmilian cat-
egorizes the prophetess as an ecstatic, then goes on to assert that she performs all
her rituals with careful attention to wording and gesture. Even within Firmilian’s
own narrative, then, multiple elements are suspended in tension.*

This raises the interesting possibility that the public alliance of Cyprian and
Firmilian against Stephen might obscure a more complex relationship between
them. If the two men disagreed about the role of prophecy or extasis in ritual,
then Firmilian would have needed to get as much leverage as possible out of
the characteristics of the prophetess that Cyprian would have found troubling
as he did. The most obvious of these characteristics, of course, was her gender.
The structure of his narrative, however, forces him simultaneously to affirm and
deny the efficacy of the prophetess’s rituals: Firmilian’s theology cannot permit a
woman to baptize effectively, but his story depends on the woman’s social success
for its horror and its subsequent call to action.

Cyprian was aware of this issue on some level, though he used a slightly dif-
ferent tactic in his approach to it. Instead of using demons to explain how a her-
etic could be both impotent and persuasive, he searched the Bible for illustrative
examples. His favorite such example was the Biblical story of Kore, Dathan, and
Abiram, three men who led a revolt against the Aaronite priesthood and who
were punished by being swallowed by an earthquake. Cyprian frequently used
this passage to demonstrate that a false priest angers God even if his theology and
his ritual behavior are perfectly correct.s

Firmilian uses exactly the same example in this letter to Cyprian,® prompting
G. W. Clarke, the editor of the letter collection, to accuse him of being “largely
Cyprian rechauffée”s” There is no doubt that Firmilian is sycophantically devoted
to Cyprian. However, I believe that the unsolicited digression about the prophet-
ess brings an interesting nuance into the discussion: Firmilian has his own vision
of Christian ritual, and he is trying to persuade Cyprian to adopt it. Nevertheless,
whatever incongruities may have existed between Cyprian and Firmilian, it is
clear that in the view of both bishops, social and institutional boundaries are just
as important as Christology and a female baptizer would threaten those bound-
aries. By juxtaposing the prophetess’s inoffensive statements with her usurpation
of a priestly role, Firmilian was able to spotlight exactly the sort of perversity
that had upset Cyprian earlier. And by accusing her of being a sexual predator,*
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Firmilian could develop the Biblical theme that orthodox theology could coex-
ist with abhorrent behavior. His goal was to condemn Cyprian’s contemporary
enemies by describing an outrage from recent history.?

If Trevett is right about Firmilian’s motives, then what we have here is an in-
triguing case of nested internecine disagreements about the efficacy of a sect’s rit-
uals. Though Firmilian is in almost slavish agreement with Cyprian on the topic
of rebaptism generally, the story about the prophetess might be designed to win
Cyprian over on the topic of spirit possession. In other words, if the two bishops
disagree about anything, it is not whether the category of dangerous heretics,
who need to be rebaptized exists; it is about whether ecstatic and spirit-possessed
women fall into that category. The point is subtle enough that Firmilian is forced
to make it dramatically, highlighting the elements of the prophetess’s behavior
that would anger Cyprian the most. But as a result, he puts more pressure on her
gender than it can bear, and the story he tells is inconsistent as a resul.

In any case, it seems clear that Firmilian’s attack is not designed to bring any-
body “back into the fold.” The events surrounding the prophetess had already
reached their conclusion at least two decades before this letter was written; ac-
cording to Firmilian, an exorcist triumphantly exposed her lies despite the de-
mon’s noisy protests.*® Even if the prophetesss personal followers still existed in
256 CE, they could not possibly have been the intended audience of a letter that
was addressed to Cyprian, Firmilian’s “most cherished brother.”

This is a book about women, witchcraft, and magic in the world of antiquity,
but I have mentioned neither witchcraft nor magic so far in this essay. Firmilian
does not use any of the Latin words traditionally translated into English as “magi-
cian” or “sorcerer;,” and, so far as I have been able to discern, Cyprian does not ad-
dress these topics in his extant corpus either.®” Andrzej Wypustek makes the case
that Montanism and other forms of ecstatic Christianity would have struck pagan
authorities as sorcerous and illicit,®* but the Christian authors under discussion
in this chapter did not choose that vocabulary when crafting their accusations.

Unlike Wypustek, I do not believe that prophecy and possession—the phe-
nomena that are ostensibly at issue in Firmilian’s letter—are synonymous with
magic or witchcraft, and all of these terms are considered profoundly problem-
atic in our discipline anyway.®® However, I think that what is at issue in Firmil-
ian’s story does address the broader question of ritual expertise, which is at the
crux of any discussion about “magic.” The narrative that one politically powerful
man provides to another politically powerful man about the use and abuse of
sacraments in the third century anticipates the arguments that Protestant and
Roman Catholic Christians will have about the Fucharist a millennium later.®+
The models that these North African bishops use for their polemics differ from
those that witch hunters will use in the Early Modern Period, but their concerns
can be profitably compared.
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Recent studies within the disciplines of religious studies and anthropology
have tended to reject attempts to categorize actions as “magical” or “religious”
based on their content. That approach was popular in the nineteenth century and
much of the twentieth, but today, scholars usually prefer to categorize practices in
terms of how they are perceived, both by the practitioners themselves and by their
opponents. For the most part, the contemporary academic literature focuses on
the rhetoric of accusation and self-identification, along with emic categories in
the cultures that they study, rather than attempting to create checklists of “objec-
tively” magical and religious acts.®

The case of Firmilian’s prophetess illustrates a few of the reasons why this ap-
proach is useful. The “many” people she baptized obviously did not think she was
evil or demon-possessed. Firmilian’s implication that they were all duped by her
demonic spirit does not bear scrutiny: the fact that they submitted to the baptism
at all seems to suggest that they took for granted, at the very least, that a baptism
by a woman could theoretically be valid. Therefore we cannot assume that every-
one in Cappadocia was in agreement about what qualities might be possessed by
legitimate spiritual authorities. Though patristic authors, including Firmilian and
Cyprian, were quick to ascribe stubbornness and perversity to anyone who did
not see things their way,* it seems likely that the people who disagreed with them
often did so in good faith and for good reasons.

Thus it is neither accurate nor helpful to imagine the prophetess as misunder-
standing or misrepresenting her own religion. There is, of course, the possibility
that she was actually a charlatan who consciously misled people—nothing would
have delighted Firmilian more. Late antique literature is filled with stories about
people who used machinery or psychology to manipulate the public.” But even if
this woman was a fraud, she was a fraud with significant authority within a com-
munity. We cannot escape the question of how, in a culture where it is supposedly
self-evident that a woman does not have the authority to baptize, the prophetess
managed to find baptizands. Given the existence of Montanism in that place and
time, I think it is much more likely that she was a representative of a sect that con-
structed ritual authority differently than Cyprian and Firmilian did, particularly
in terms of gender. Zhat is what grated on the bishops.

The work of David Frankfurter helps a modern historian to situate Firmil-
ian’s narrative with more precision. In the past decade, Frankfurter has brought
a precise, sophisticated vocabulary into the discussion of magic, priesthood, and
prophecy by carefully outlining different categories of what he calls “ritual exper-
tise.” In his 2002 article “Dynamics of Ritual Expertise in Antiquity and Beyond:
Toward a New Taxonomy of Magicians,” Frankfurter demonstrates that it was
common in various cultures in antiquity to demonize rival ritual experts as 7zagoi,
sorcerers, or witches.®® In the case of Firmilian’s letter, of course, the demoniza-
tion is quite literal.
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Rather than takingloaded terms like “magician,” “priest,” “wise woman,” “mir-
acle worker,” and so on, as his starting points, Frankfurter identifies the common
element that underlies all these classifications: namely, ritual expertise. He goes
on to divide ritual experts into categories: their fit within the community (is their
expertise recognized as inherited through a local family line, or do they wander
from place to place, selling their services?); the source of their authority (books
[or even just literacy], buildings, an existing hierarchy?); their physical proxim-
ity to the community (are they local, or must the client travel to see them?); the
extent of their familiarity to that community (are they “ensconced in local tradi-
tion” or on the outskirts of it and alien to it?); their relationship with other local
ritual experts (do they have powerful enemies who accuse them of performing
black magic?). In light of these distinctions, the logic of the labels begins to pres-
ent itself on its own terms.

Frankfurter draws upon a variety of examples from around the world and
subtly traces distinctions between native and externally imposed categories. I will
draw attention to only two elements of his argument here, namely those that per-
tain to the “witch” and the “prophet.”

First, the witch: historians of religion have long recognized that accusations
of witchcraft and sorcery are often exaggerated, or even fabricated outright, usu-
ally with the purpose of uniting the community against a perceived enemy.® To
this Frankfurter adds the observation that the accusers frequently benefit materi-
ally from this process of invention. After all, someone needs to solve the problems
that the “witch” creates with her curses, and who better than the trustworthy
ritual expert? He writes:

In every case one can see a relationship between the image of hostile magic
(or sorcery or witchcraft) and the charisma of the one who identifies the
problem, articulates its scope and nature, and provides effective remedies
and apotropaia against it7°

Firmilian never explicitly refers to the Cappadocian woman as a magician or
a witch, and he denies her claims to be a prophetess” Within the context of his
letter, then, she is nothing at all—it is telling that she is not even named. She
is simply a cipher: a mulier who baptizes, but whose baptisms are so worthless
that they must be redone, properly, by an expert whose authority and power are
recognized by Firmilian’s own religious institution. The characteristics of that in-
stitution are precisely the subject that Cyprian and Firmilian’s correspondence
is addressing: their concern is not about bad theology, but bad ecclesiology and
bad ritual practice. At any rate, the prophetess poses no direct threat to any living
Christian, proto-orthodox or otherwise; she is introduced by Firmilian as no
more than an interesting historical curiosity. But she leaches authority from a
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church that demands unity and unanimity in the face of natural disasters (in her
own time) and of political disasters (the context of Cyprian and Firmilian’s cor-
respondence). Thus Firmilian presents her story as a warning. His conclusion is
consonant with Cyprian’s perspective: “Our view;” Cyprian writes around the
year 254 CE, “is that without exception all heretics and schismatics are without
any powers or rights whatsoever.””*

J. Patout Burns argues that the ritual expertise of heretics created more of a
crisis in North Africa, at the periphery of the Roman Empire, than it did for
the bishops entrenched in the capital. For Burns, this explains why the bishop of
Rome was so unresponsive to Cyprian’s increasingly agitated letters.

[Stephen] never perceived a threat to the purity or identity of his church;
he never regarded schismatics at home or dissenters abroad as denizens
of the demonic realm from which he must shield his church. Instead, he
viewed them as rebels within the kingdom of Christ whom he must disci-
pline and subject to his apostolic authority.”

Burns contrasts this with Cyprian’s view, which required that his institution
have complete control over the rituals “by which a candidate was separated from
Satan and rejoined to Christ.””* If modern scholarship is to talk about witch-
craft accusations as a form of social and institutional boundary drawing, then
the prophetess of epistle 75 is a perfect example.

Firmilian is eager to dismiss not only the validity of the baptisms that the
woman administered to her followers, but also the woman’s very agency. “What,
then, are we to say about such a baptism, in which an evil demon baptized by
means of a woman (quo nequissimus daemon per mulierem baptizavit)?””s Ac-
cording to both Firmilian and Cyprian, the power of remitting sins was granted
by Jesus to the apostles, and, through the apostles, to bishops and to the churches
they oversaw’® The seizure of this power by a woman was a disruption of the in-
stitutional and cosmic order. Trevett puts it well when she writes:

The usurpation of priestly rights and rites underlies Firmilians hostile
presentation of the woman. Bishop Cyprian, he knew, was much con-
cerned with catholicity, so in Epistle 75 Firmilian wrote of errorists who
were “enemies of the one, catholic church in which we are”, the adversar-
ies “of us who have succeeded the apostles” and who asserted “unlawful
priesthoods”””

Therefore, by Frankfurter’s definition, the Cappadocian woman is a witch of
the classic type. Her ritual power is socially compelling but ultimately hollow.
She is said to be sexually rapacious, of easy but unnatural movements through the
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ice, and of demonically inspired predictions of earthquakes that are in themselves
profoundly damaging to the church.

Frankfurter’s observations about the practical value of this rhetoric are also
apt. To put it crassly, the priests in Firmilian’s camp are kept in business by re-
baptizing the heretics that were misbaptized the first time. To put it perhaps a bit
more charitably, the presence of a bad ritual expert permits Firmilian to elaborate
on the qualities of a good one. The technical discussion on baptism and the argu-
ment with Stephen that make up the bulk of this very long letter are effectively
illuminated by one very vivid example drawn from living memory”® (Clarke men-
tions in passing that he finds this story refreshing, if only because it is one of the
few elements of Firmilian’s letter that provides a glimpse of “the human context
of the quarrel” about baptism.)”

Second, the prophet: Frankfurter’s “prophet” is somewhat counterintuitively
defined in terms of her marginality; though she is a product of her community,
she is also, paradoxically, pitted against it. One of the things that characterizes
a prophet, in Frankfurter’s view, is her newness: she articulates “a new frame of
reference: a new scheme of the cosmos and of social relations . . . new rituals, new
protective amulets . . . and new healing rites.”* Although Firmilian denies the
woman’s self-appellation, the mere presence of the word propheter in his narrative
raises Biblical associations and the questions about legitimacy that accompany
them; the psendo that precedes the word does not fully efface the authoritative
connotations that could easily have been canceled out had he chosen to call her a
witch or a sorceress.

Within her own community, was this woman considered edgy and danger-
ous? Or was she part of a long-established tradition whose only enemies were
outsiders like Firmilian? Was she a prophet in Frankfurter’s sense, which is to say,
someone who provided her followers with a new set of social relationships and
initiation rites, and thus, by extension, a new vision of the cosmos? If Montanism
had afoothold in the area, and if Cappadocian Montanist sects permitted women
to baptize as well as to prophesy, then she may have been a charismatic but oth-
erwise uncontroversial figure within her social circle. On the other hand, if local
Montanists placed restrictions on gender roles and sexual behavior that excluded
this woman’s understanding of ritual authority, or if she was not a Montanist at
all but some sort of renegade diviner and earth shaker who claimed that she truly
belonged in distant Jerusalem,* then she really would have been a “prophet,” but
perhaps not in the sense that she imagined.

Unfortunately, we will not find our answers in Firmilian’s letter. He treats
the woman’s followers, when he addresses them at all, with even less sensitivity
and seriousness than he treats the woman herself; even one of her seductions is
explained away by the fact that the man who was persuaded to share her bed
was a “country bumpkin.”® The male heretics in the Cyprianic correspondence,
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though perhaps more intensely reviled than our prophetess, are at least granted
more agency; and ye, their stories do not include earthquakes or premonitions
or walking barefoot in snow.

At any rate, the prophetess in Firmilian’s letter is a rich source of Otherness
over and against which the bishop could define good ritual: she is a woman, an
ecstatic, a worker of admirabilia, and, oddly, a “heretic” (despite the fact that her
orthodoxy and ritual propriety is beyond reproach even by Firmilian’s own ad-
mission). All of these elements can bring into sharp relief the vision of ritual ex-
pertise that Cyprian and Firmilian were themselves developing. In addition, they
provide a tantalizing glimpse of other, minority viewpoints. If they also cause us
to reconsider scholarly distinctions between religion, heresy, and magic, then all
the better.

Notes

1. Non-Christians frequently assumed that natural disasters were sent by the gods to
punish towns with Christian populations, since Christians insulted those gods by
denying their existence. Christians, for their part, argued that the natural disasters
were sent by their God to punish the pagans who persecuted Christians. For nu-
merous examples of this trope in patristic writings, see Graeme W. Clarke, ed. and
trans., The Letters of St. Cyprian, 4 vols. (New York: Newman, 1984-1989), 4.264
n. 4s.

2. 'This letter from Firmilian is preserved in Cyprian’s correspondence (75.10.2). It is
the only extant document by Firmilian, though we know of his activities through
other authors (particularly Origen of Alexandria, who was his teacher [Euseb.,
Hist. eccl. 7.28.1]). Throughout this article, I use the translation and extended com-
mentary by G. W. Clarke except when otherwise noted; all quotations of the letter
are drawn from Clarke, Letters, vol. 4.

3. Ep. 75.10.2. This is an argument that Tertullian of Carthage had used a generation
carlier. In his Apologeticum (22.8), Tertullian explains that “all spirits are winged”
(omnis spiritus ales est), which allows them to know everything that is happening in
the world the instant it happens, and to report it in the same instant. “Their swift-
ness of motion is taken for divinity,” he explains. “Thus they would have themselves
thought sometimes the authors of the things which they announce” He adds as a
sly aside, “Sometimes, no doubt, the bad things are their doing, never the good.”

4. Inother words, Christians had already been asking the question of how their rituals
might compel God to do things (is God “forced” to bestow grace upon a bapti-
zand?); and this in turn raises the issue of how demons might act in the presence of
perverse or mistaken ritual behavior, or in the absence of “good,” protective Chris-
tian rituals.

s. Ep.7s.103.
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. Ep.75.103.

7. Ep.75.10.4.

IO.

II.

14.
15.

16.

. Clarke, Letters, 4.85 and note at 4.266nso0. In the last case, the demon does seem to

be the subject of the verb, since he tricked the deacon inso sleeping with this woman
(ut eidem mulieri commiscerentur). In the other two cases, however, cither subject
fits the context.

. 75.10.3.

Clarke, and most other commentators, take “rusticum” as an adjective. It could also
mean the man’s name was Rusticus. Even if this is true, however, the pun would not
have been lost on Firmilian. Clarke, Letters, 4.266 n. s1.

Ep. 75.10.4.

. According to Eusebius, the Montanist prophetesses Maximilla and Priscilla were

also resistant to exorcism (Hist. eccl. 5.16.10, 5.16.16, 5.18.13). Eusebius blames the

heretics’ supporters for “preventing” the exorcism from working properly.

. The Latin actually reads sine sacramento, but Clarke supplies a 7oz in his trans-

lation since the sentence would be nonsense without it. For his justification see
Clarke, Letters 4.267 n. 56.

Ep. 75.105.

It is likely that she belonged to the sect known as the Montanists. Christine Trevett
provides a detailed justification for this identification in “Spiritual Authority and
the ‘Heretical Woman: Firmilian’s word to the church at Carthage,” in Portraits
of Spiritual Authority: Religious Power in Early Christianity, Byzantium, and the
Christian Orient, ed. Jan Willem Drijvers and John W. Watt (Leiden: Brill, 1999),
48-s0. I will discuss the significance of Montanism below.

The definitive work on Cyprian’s tension with the Roman church, and his relation-
ship with the Roman Empire as a whole, is J. Patout Burns, Cyprian the Bishop
(London: Routledge, 2002).

. Women frequently served this purpose for heresiologists in late antiquity. The

case of Firmilian’s prophetess is instructive since she is the primary character
and yet is still anonymous; moreover, she is driven through her own narrative
by a demon. Compare, for example, the story of Marcus, who (according to
Irenacus) flattered beautiful women by telling them they had prophetic gifts
in order to seduce them (Haer. 13.3—5); or Simon Magus, who (according to
Justin, Irenacus, Hippolytus, and others) traveled from town to town in the
company of his lover Helen, an ex-prostitute whom he introduced as his ennoia
but who never gets a speaking part in his story (Haer. 23.2—-3; Ap. 26; Ref. 6.14;
a detailed study of the Simon legend can be found in Alberto Ferreiro, Simon
Magus in Patristic, Medieval, and Early Modern Traditions [Leiden: Brill,
2005]). Firmilian’s reluctance to grant the prophetess the status of a heresiarch,
even as he uses her to make a point about heresy, suggests that her position in
this story is suspended between the subject and the object of his debate with
Cyprian.
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. This view was refined by another North African, Augustine of Hippo, in the fifth

century. Discussion including extensive passages from relevant primary sources can
be found in Pierre Pourrat, Theology of the Sacraments (St. Louis: B. Herder, 1910).
The minutes of the meeting are preserved in the Sententiae episcoporum numero
Ixxxvii, de haeriticis baptizandis, in CSEL 3:1 (435—61). A new critical edition has
been published by Paolo Bernardini under the title Le Sententiae episcoporum del
concilio cartaginese del 256 e la loro versione greca (Bologna: Edizioni Dehoniane,
2005) but I have not seen it.

See, for example, Ep. 69.7.1, where Cyprian argues that heretics affirm the same
truths about their “church” as the orthodox do, but that the church itself doesn’t
exist for heretics. In Ep. 73.4.2, he says that heretics call on the name of God but it
is the wrong God. To borrow the terminology of Gottlob Frege, Cyprian believes
that heretical creeds have “sense” (sinz) but no “reference” (bedentung).

Patout Burns provides insightful analysis of this phenomenon, and proposes a set
of reasons for its development, in Cyprian, 82-84.

On the significance of the Decian persecution for the development of North Afri-
can Christianity in general and Cyprian’s theology in particular, see Patout Burns,
Cyprian, 17—24 and passim.

Epp. 43.2.1-2, 52.2.5, 54.3.2—3. For the perspective of some clerics in Cyprian’s
camp, see Ep. 30.3, addressed to Cyprian by “the presbyters and deacons residing in
Rome.”

See Patout Burns, Cyprian, 8o. Significantly, he entitles this chapter “The Revolt of
the Presbyters.”

Ep. s5.24.1.

Ep.s2.2.1

Ep.s2.s.

Ep. 69.83.

Ep. 55.24.2, emphasis Clarke’s. The Latin reads scias nos primo in loco nec curiosos esse
debere quid ille doceat, cum foris doceat.

Ep. 69.7.1-2, emphasis Clarke’s.

Patout Burns defends Cyprian’s theology, calling his system “tightly argued” and
“practical” (Cyprian, vii-viii). Maurice F. Wiles, by contrast, says that “the grounds
and method of his theological reasoning are not of a kind to inspire confidence”
(“The Theological Legacy of St. Cyprian,” in JEH 14 [1963]: 139-49, 149).
Manifestum est nec remissionem peccatorum dari per eos posse quos constet Spiritum
sanctum non habere, Ep. 69.11.3.

Of course, Cyprian would never use the language of contagion to talk about grace,
though he frequently talks about heresy’s power to contaminate innocent people;
see, e.g., Ep. 67.3.1-2, where he cites Num 16.26 to make his point.

Ep.70.13.

Ep. 69.15.1. Clarke calls this view “somewhat primitive,” but I do not share his

tendency to privilege the intellectual over the material (4.199 n. 6). For more on
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Cyprian’s view of the power of baptismal water to drive off demons, see Clarke,
Cyprian, 4.17s.

Ep. 69.11.3.

The relevant material is preserved in Ep. 74.1-3. Stephen’s argument seems to have
hinged on the ritual efficacy of Christ’s name: see Ep. 75.9.1 and 75.18.1.

A handful of references to him survive in the work of Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 6.27,
6.46.3, 7.5.1-3 [citing Dionysius of Alexandrial), 7.7.5, 7.28.1, 7.30.3—5), Basil (Epp.
70, 188, De Spiritu Sancto 29.74), and Jerome (Ep. 33.4).

A common theme in Cyprian’s work; see, e.g., Ep. 71.1.3.

In this letter alone, Firmilian calls Stephen arrogant, ignorant, crassly stupid, and
a liar, and furthermore, he blithely compares him to both Judas and the Jews. For
a catalog of these terms of abuse, see Clarke, 4.250. To be fair, Stephen seems to
have engaged in some mudslinging of his own: according to Firmilian, he called
Cyprian a “bogus Christ, a bogus apostle, and a crooked dealer” in a letter that has
since been lost (Epist. 75.25.4).

. So Clarke, Cyprian, 4.169n2s, though arguably the argument for dating the letters

in this way is circular.

Ep. 68.5.1.

Ep.s9.14.2.

Montanus’s activity is fixed, following Eusebius, in the 170s. See Douglas Powell,
“Tertullianists and Cataphrygians,” 'C 29, no. 1 (1975): 33—54, 41 for discussion of
dating.

Their opponents also called them “Cataphrygians,” since the sect had its start in Ph-
rygia. The members of the sect seemed to prefer to refer to themselves by the name
“the New Prophecy.” For discussion, see Christine Trevett, Montanism: Gender, Au-
thority and the New Prophecy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 2.

I was particularly struck by the assertion that they would name local Phrygian
cities Jerusalem (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 5.18.3), an accusation that Firmilian also levels
against his prophetess. For more on the conflict between proto-Catholic and Mon-
tanists regarding gender and authority, see Trevett, Montanism, especially chapters
3and 4.

“Those called Cataphrygians, who try to claim they have new prophecies, can pos-
sess neither the Father nor the Son, because they do not possess the Holy Spirit,”
Ep. 75.73. Firmilian mentions Montanus by name in this passage, and dismisses the
latter’s visions as arising from the “spirit, not of truth, but of error” (non veritatis
Spiritum sed erroris). The Montanists’ theology was sound, like that of the prophet-
ess, meaning that it was much harder to accuse them of heresy than it was to label
Arians or Sabellians as heretics. Furthermore, the New Testament itself presents
examples of what seem to be ecstatic utterances spoken during church gatherings
(e.g., 1 Cor 12:1-12, 14:1-19; Acts 2:1-21), all of which take place long after the cru-
cifixion. This makes it hard to condemn an ecstatic Christian for claiming to speak

with the Holy Spirit’s authority.
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Firmilian uses this phrase in Ep. 75.9.1, immediately before introducing the story of
the prophetess. It is arguable, but I think unlikely, that the phrase is not intended
to apply to her.

Ep. 75.11.1, emphasis added.

Ep. 73.1.2.

Ep.73.2.1.

For a persuasive argument in support of this view, see Cecil Robeck, Prophecy in
Carthage: Perpetua, Tertullian, and Cyprian (Cleveland: Pilgrim, 1992).

Trevett, 57.

I am grateful to Ioana Georgescu for raising this issue with me at a recent
conference.

The story appears in Num 16. Cyprian uses it frequently in discussions of legiti-
macy in the priesthood. For examples see Ep. 3.1.2, Ep. 67.3.2, De Unitate 18, ctc.
Ep. 75.16.2.

“[Firmilian’s letter] adds remarkably little to our understanding of the grounds of
the controversy” (Clarke, Cyprian, 4.249).

If she was, in fact, a Montanist this would have been a highly ironic accusation since
Montanists were frequently portrayed, even by their enemies, as being ascetics.
Trevett argues that Firmilian’s verb commiscerentur permits the same ambiguity as
the English phrase “slept with.” If the prophetess was a celibate Montanist who
engaged in the practice of virgines subintroductae— chaste bed-sharing—then she
may well have been literally sleeping with men without committing any sexual mis-
demeanors (“Spiritual Authority,” 58 and notes). Note, however, that Cyprian dis-
approved of any physical contact between men and dedicated virgins, as he explains
at length in a letter about a different case (Ep. 4). There is no reason to believe that
Firmilian disagreed with him on this. On the use of sexual slander among early
Christians as a way to create and denounce “heretics” see Jennifer Wright Knust,
Abandoned to Lust: Sexual Slander and Early Christianity (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006).

Ep. 75.10.4.

The word veneficia does appear in stock lists of sins of the flesh; see, for example,
On the Lord’s Prayer, ch. 16. But as far as [ am aware, Cyprian spends less time dis-
cussing witchcraft and sorcery than he spends discussing the proper treatment of a
man’s beard.

Andrzej Wypustek, “Magic, Montanism, Perpetua, and the Severan Persecution,”
in VC 51, no.3 (1997), 276-97.

In his careful analysis of the words semeion and reras in late antique literature,
Harold Remus considers the oft-repeated claim that Christians and pagans dif-
ferently valorize the language of “miracle” (“wonder,” “monstrosity, “marvel,”
“horror”): “Does Terminology Distinguish Early Christian from Pagan Miracles?”
JBL 101, no. 4 (1982), s31-s1. To the question he puts in his title he answers “no.”

By contrast, Hendrik Versnel argues that modern distinctions between magic and
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religion caz be maintained in some ancient sources: “Some Reflections on the Re-
lationship Magic—Religion,” Numen 38, no. 2 (1991), 177-97. An excellent, up-to-
date review of the literature is Michael Bailey, “The Meanings of Magic,” JMRW 1
(2006): 1-23.

Though I disagree with his conclusions, Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline
of Magic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971) provides numerous examples
of popular Catholic attitudes toward the sacraments that Protestants would later
classify as magical. See also Kevin C. Robbins, “Magical Emasculation, Popular
Anticlericalism, and the Limits of the Reformation in Western France circa 1590,
JSH 31, n0.1(1997): 61-83, which argues that not only Catholic clergy, but Calvin-
ist clergy too, were popularly believed to be magicians. For discussion of the impact
of this Early Modern debate on later scholarship, see Jonathan Z. Smith, Drudgery
Divine: On the Comparison of Early Christianities and the Religions of Late An-
tiquity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990). Smith famously argues that
Protestant suspicion of ritual continues to influence theories of religion today.
The literature on this topic is immense, and the existence of this volume proves
that questions about the definition of magic have not been settled. A number of
excellent synopses and methodological studies exist. See, for example, Sarah Iles
Johnston et al., “Panel Discussion: ‘Magic in the Ancient World’ by Fritz Graf)
Numen 46, no. 3 (1999): 291-325, along with Graf’s book itself (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1999); see also Paul Mirecki and Marvin Meyer, eds.,
Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World, vol. 141 of Religions in the Greco-Roman
World (Leiden: Brill, 2002) and Paul Mirecki and Marven Meyer, eds., Ancient
Magic and Ritual Power (Leiden: Brill, 2001).

Cyprian in particular was incapable of understanding or having any sympathy for the
motivations of those who left his church. He could not even imagine them as being
honestly mistaken. For him, they were all “headstrong and stiff-necked” (Ep. 59.7.1).
The most famous example is probably the charlatan Alexander in Lucian’s 7he
Lover of Lies, a connection that Klawiter and Trevett both explore in the broader
context of Montanism. For discussion, see Trevett, Montanism, 78, and Robert C.
Klawiter, “The Role of Martyrdom and Persecution in Developing the Priestly Au-
thority of Women in Early Christianity: A Case Study of Montanism,” CH 49
(1980): 251-61.

In Mirecki and Meyer, eds., Magic and Ritual, 159-78.

This is particularly the case with studies of mediaeval European witch trials. The
classic study is Peter Brown, “Sorcery, Demons, and the Rise of Christianity from
Late Antiquity into the Middle Ages” in Witchcraft Confessions and Accusations,
ed. Mary Douglas (London: Faber and Faber, 1977), 119-46. The argument that
witch-hunts served to scapegoat unpopular groups was made forcefully by authors
like Hugh Trevor-Roper, Joseph Klaits, and Anne Llewellyn Barstow. For bibliog-
raphy see James A. Sharpe, “Witches and Persecuting Societies,” JHSoc 3 (1990):
75—86.
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David Frankfurter, “Dynamics of Ritual Expertise in Antiquity and Beyond: To-
wards a New Taxonomy of ‘Magicians,” in Ancient Magic and Ritual Power, ed.
Paul Mirecki and Marvin Meyer (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 174.

Propheten se praeferret et quasi sancto Spiritu plena sic ageret, 75.10.2.

Omnes omnino haereticos et schismaticos nihil habere potestatis ac inris, Ep. 69.1.1.

J. Patout Burns, “On Rebaptism: Social Organization in the Third Century
Church,” JECS 1 (1993): 367—403, 401; emphasis added.

Ibid., 402.

7s.1.1. This translation is my own. Clarke’s rendering (“through the agency of a
woman”) is misleading, since agency is precisely what Firmilian is denying. The
woman is the demon’s instrument, by which (per) it does its work.

Firmilian addresses this in Ep. 75.16; Cyprian discusses apostolic succession in nu-
merous places, but most clearly in Ep. 70.3.1.

Trevett, “Spiritual Authority,” s6.

Though perhaps it is an imagined history, which would provide even more sup-
port for Frankfurter’s point, Trevett raises the possibility that the character of the
prophetess might be “a composite of various stereotypes and projected fears with
regard to the kinds of teachers and teachings she was used to represent” Trevett,
“Spiritual Authority,” 44.

In his introduction to Ep. 75, Cyprian, 2s0.

Frankfurter, “Dynamics,” 171.

See the intriguing reference to “Judaea an Jerusalem” in 75.10.3.

On which see n. 9.
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Living Images of the Divine: Female
Theurgists in Late Antiquity

Nicola Denzey Lewis

IN A PRIVATE estate near the city of Pergamum during the closing years of the
fourth century, a teacher of philosophy named Sosipatra is surrounded by her
husband and a gaggle of adoring students. They have gathered eagerly at her feet
to hear their teacher expound on Platonist metaphysics. Midway through her
lecture on the descent of the soul, Sosipatra falls into an oracular, corybantic (ko-
rubantiasmos) frenzy. Her body, flailing then quiet, her eyes open wide in alarm
and fixed at a distant point, she begins to speak after a brief silence:

What is this? Look! My kinsman Philometor is riding in a carriage . .. but
the carriage has been overturned in a rough spot in the road and both his
legs are in danger! But wait: his servants have dragged him out unharmed,
except that he has received wounds on his elbows and hands, though even
these are not dangerous. He is being carried home on a stretcher, moaning

loudly.*

A chill fills the air as Sosipatra’s body slumps, passive. It is difficult to imagine
the scene that follows next. When Philometor’s servants arrive bearing their in-
jured master, confirmation also arrives that Sosipatra’s oracular utterance was
completely accurate. Few around her express surprise. Still, from the event, Sosi-
patra’s listeners conclude that their teacher is omnipresent (pantaxou) and omni-
scient, that “nothing happens without her being able to see.™

Sosipatra, who forms the focal point of this essay, is one of our most famous
examples of a late ancient Platonist sage, many of whom were intimately—
though complicatedly—involved in various types of ritual activities that could
be called (both then and now) “magic.” We know of her only from a sole extant
source: Eunapius of Sardis’s remarkable compendium of philosophers’ biogra-

phies, his Vitae philosophorum or Lives of the Philosophers and Sophists (ca. 405
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CE). Eunapius, born around 347 CE, had been trained by some of the finest
teachers of the Eastern Mediterranean, including the sophist Chrysantius and
the orator Prohacresius. Intent to keep pagan spiritual traditions alive, he had
been initiated into the Eleusinian Mysteries and had joined the college of the
Eumolpidae. His markedly anti-Christian Lives of the Philosophers and Sophists
contains the biographies of twenty-three Platonist teachers, of which Sosipatra’s
life is actually an extension or excursus on the life of her first husband, the phi-
losopher Eustathius.

A thoughtful study of Sosipatra and her significance poses immediate and
vexing challenges, which I will address in this chapter; I also hope to present a
way to navigate through these challenges profitably. The first is an immediate,
though general, question of what late ancient Platonists were up to—that is to
say, it is a question of classification. Do we classify the hieratic or ritual activi-
ties that distinguished late Platonism from the merely “academic” pursuit of phi-
losophy as “magic,” or “religion”? By raising the question with such blunt, clumsy
terms of classification, I am well aware of the history of debate on the usefulness
of either term, as well as the complex relationship between the two.* Secondly,
modern scholars have proceeded on the assumption that we can extract and re-
construct social history from our few late ancient sources. Yet the nature of the
texts themselves—particularly as seen within their social context rather than as
uncritical reflections of that context—invite caution. To put it more precisely,
rather than to accept Sosipatra as a powerful and spiritually gifted woman who
once lived and taught in late fourth-century Pergamum, can we instead be mind-
ful as to how Eunapius constructed her as a character within the specific genre
of late antique philosophical bioi? This is not to say that Sosipatra never existed
beyond Eunapius’s fictive construction of her. Rather, a more helpful question
might be “what ideological work do these narratives do?” A sense of the narra-
tological function of the magical in Eunapius will help us to further understand
what sort of social functions Sosipatra might have served. Here, the recent work
of Kimberly Stratton on “magic” as a discourse of alterity is instrumental for al-
lowing us to see that narrative reflects and refracts the manner(s) in which people
of the fourth century employed the discourse of “magic.” Finally, there is the
issue of gender and magic—the topic of the present volume. In the case of Sosi-
patra, how did her gender affect the way in which she was perceived within late
ancient pagan circles? What her supporters called her—and for that matter, what
her opponents called her—had marked significance in the ideologically charged
world of a nascent Christian empire. She is never called a magician (or a sorcer-
ess) by either group—at least, to the best of our knowledge. Eunapius assidu-
ously avoids labeling, in any case. I believe this was deliberate, yet such bracketing
of troubling words and concepts is no proof that Eunapius was unaware of the
“problem” of Sosipatra. In fact, I argue here that Eunapius’s entire narrative was
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crafted to defend her from charges of magic. How precisely he does this I will il-
luminate in the body of this chapter.

The Curious Life of Sosipatra

Eunapius’s account of Sosipatra’s life is fairly well articulated, full of curious
tales and fine details. She was born near Ephesus into a wealthy family. From the
outset, she was clearly a blessed child—any contact with her “seemed to bring a
blessing on everything.™ The first formal indication that Sosipatra was no or-
dinary child occurred when she was only five years old. One day, two old men
“dressed in garments of skin” appear at her parents’ country estate. First the old
men persuade the steward to let them tend the estate’s vineyards. The next sca-
son’s harvest proves to be so prodigious that everyone in the estate wonders if
the gods themselves had intervened to produce such bounty. This boon wins the
old men the right to sit at the master’s table where they express amazement at
Sosipatra’s beauty and charm. To her father, they note that the abundant vintage
pales in comparison with the great feats of which they are capable. They implore
the girl’s father to turn Sosipatra over to their care, “to us who are more truly her
parents and guardians.” The benefit to Sosipatra’s family is clear: for five years
they need not fear that she will ail or die, and her parents will receive a financial
boon. But the real clincher is the cultivation of Sosipatra’s spiritual potential:
“Moreover, your daughter shall have a mind not like a woman’s or a mere human
being’s.”® With that, Sosipatra’s father duly hands over his child to the mysteri-
ous visitors. Eunapius wonders if the men were indeed human at all, or if perhaps
they were “heroes or demons or of some race still more divine.” He hedges, at
this point, on their hieratic pedigree: “into what mysteries they initiated her no
one knew, and with what religious rite they consecrated the girl was not revealed
even to those who were most eager to learn.”

When, years, later, the father reunites with the now-grown Sosipatra and
her tutors, his daughter astonishes him with her knowledge of the precise de-
tails of his journey to her, “as if she had been driving with him.”*® At this point
in the narrative, the secret is finally disclosed: the old men reveal that they are
initiates into Chaldean lore, “but even this they told enigmatically and with
bent heads” The entire incident appears to have been an initiation or test of
Sosipatra’s readiness for further instruction, for while her father dozes at table
after a meal, the old men “very tenderly and scrupulously handed over to her
the whole array of garments in which she had been initiated, and added certain
mystic symbols thereto; and they also put some books into Sosipatra’s chest,
and gave orders that she should have it sealed”™ And then, as swiftly as they
appeared, the old men are gone, returning to their sacred abode in the Western
Ocean.



Living Images of the Divine 277

First and foremost, the old men had made a scholar out of their young charge.
Like other great Platonist sages, Sosipatra could easily and publicly expound on
poetry, philosophy, and rhetoric. At her base in Pergamum, the most famous
teacher of philosophy in the city, Aedesius, proves no match for Sosipatra, whom
Eunapius admiringly notes attracted throngs of adoring students who came to
hear her teach philosophy in her home.* Yet Sosipatra’s learnedness pales in
comparison with her other skills. We have already witnessed two episodes of her
“remote viewing” abilities. She also appears to have waking, prophetic dreams. In
one story, Sosipatra decides to marry (clearly her own decision), choosinga fellow
philosopher, Eustathius. On the eve of their marriage, she delivers a prophecy:
she will bear him three children, “but all of them will fail to win what is consid-
ered to be human happiness. Yet as to the happiness that the gods grant, not one
of them will fall short”* She also reports that Eustathius will die before her and
earn a fitting place in the afterlife, but that she herself will receive a more distin-
guished favor from the gods; she will attain to an even higher celestial abode. In a
prophetic dream-state, she informs her husband, “your station will be in the orbit
of the moon, and you shall traverse the region below the moon with a blessed
and easily guided motion.” After a brief pause, she adds: “And I can tell you my
own fate also.” But then, Eunapius records, she again falls silent, troubled, before
bursting out, “No, my god prevents me!” Her prophecy concerning the lives of
her children comes true, since, as Eunapius reports, Sosipatra’s prophecies “had
the same force as an immutable oracle, so absolutely did it come to pass and tran-
spire as had been foretold by her.”¢

Sosipatra’s remarkable talents do not end there. The “remote viewing” skills
she exhibits when she recalls the details of her father’s journey or sees Philome-
tor’s carriage overturn are also showcased in one final incident. After the death
of her first husband, Eustathius, Sosipatra tells her favored student Maximus—
whom she has asked to investigate an erotic spell for which she was the target—all
the things he had done in a private ritual to level a counter-spell: she “described
to Maximus his own prayer and the whole ceremony; she also told him the hour
at which it took place, as though she had been present, and revealed to him the
omens that had appeared.”” The entire incident of Sosipatra’s love spell is indeed
an interesting one, to which I shall return presently; for our present purposes,
however, I wish only to note that Eunapius’s point to this story is, once again, to
showcase Sosipatra’s remarkable remote-viewing abilities.

Eunapius says little about Sosipatra’s declining years. Widowed as she herself
had predicted, Sosipatra returned with her three children to her own estate in
Pergamum, where she forged a close romantic relationship with Philometor and
where she was cared for by the great Platonist teacher Aedesius. Again, as she pre-
dicted, two of her children failed to win any acclaim. Only one, Antoninus, lives
up to the example of his mother, traveling to Alexandria and immersing himself



278 DAUGHTERS OF HECATE

in the proper worship of the gods and their ancient rites. Like his mother, An-
toninus has the gift of prophecy and prescience, predicting the destruction of the
Alexandrian Serapeum in the spasm of violence that followed the Theodosian
Decree of 391 CE."

The “Holy Man,” “Pagan Holy Men,” and “Persons of Power”
The Gendered Holy Man

What do we make of Sosipatra’s life? First, we must place her in the broader
context of spiritual savants in late antiquity. In a now famous article published
in 1971, historian Peter Brown introduced a series of essential characteristics of
the late antique holy man: in a culture in transition, he was the new rural patron
par excellence, alocus of divine power, an arbitrator in carly disputes, a mediator
between heaven and earth, and a thaumaturge.” But to bring the obvious to bear,
in Brown’s study two essential features were accepted without question: that the
holy man was Christian, and that he was male.

Scholars in the past twenty years have redrawn the boundaries of Brown’s field
of inquiry. In two landmark articles published in 1977 and 1982, Brown’s student
Garth Fowden broadened his teacher’s definition of “holy” to include pagan holy
men, whom Fowden located in the Platonist circles of Rome, Alexandria, Athens,
and Apamea from the third to the fifth centuries.>® These circles became /oci for
a particular sort of divine power in late antiquity, providing a “widening fron-
tier zone of philosophical mysticism.” Fowden’s studies of the pagan “virtuosi
of the spiritual life” introduced new paradigms for holiness within the context
of Greco-Roman traditions and values.” In contrast to Brown’s, Fowden’s holy
man was essentially urban and privileged, misanthropic and deeply private, a
living algama or cultic image in a world where the public manifestations of pagan
sacrality were becoming harder and harder to detect. Yet these pagan holy men
shared with their Christian counterparts the power to manipulate their physi-
cal environment; they could summon up minor deities, bring rainstorms, fore-
tell the future, and engage (like Sosipatra) in remote viewing and other acts of
extrasensory perception. A few remarkable stories of their power remain: in 375
CE, for instance, the pagan philosophical hierophant Nestorius preserved Athens
and Attica from destruction by earthquake, having been forewarned in a dream
that Achilles had to be honored with public rites.” Later, the Athenian philoso-
pher Proclus saved the same city from a disabling drought by summoning rain.>+
Even the emperor Julian—skilled in the hieratic arts he had learned from his
Platonist spiritual masters—knew how to avert earthquakes and storms.* Thus
pagan holy men exercised potent civic duties to protect citizens by controlling
the forces of nature.
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Although he is fully aware of the existence of Sosipatra and the famed late
fourth-century Platonist philosopher, Hypatia of Alexandria—the two most
famous Platonist female “holy men”—Fowden fails to raise the issue of gender in
his studies of Platonist sages. This is not entirely surprising. The preferred ancient
Greek term for “holy man,” the theios aner, is resolutely gendered, raising at least
the question of whether it would have been licit in antiquity to include 2 woman
under such a clearly masculine designation. Presumably, Fowden merely included
women under the category of theios aner, without intending to imply that a holy
person (despite the gender-specific aner) had to be 