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UNLOCKING ANCIENT
MYSTERIES: THE GREEK MAGICAL
PAPYRI IN TRANSLATION

For centuries, the religious and magical
practices  of  the ancient  Mediterranean
world  remained  shrouded  in  mystery,
known  only  through  fragmentary
references in classical literature and the
biased  accounts  of  early  Christian

polemicists.  That  changed dramatically
with  the  discovery,  publication,  and
subsequent translation of a remarkable
body of texts known collectively as the
Greek  Magical  Papyri.  For  scholars,
historians  of  religion,  and  modern
practitioners of esoteric traditions, The
Greek Magical Papyri in Translation
represents  a  cornerstone  text  that
opened a direct  window into the lived
spiritual  experiences  of  ordinary  and
extraordinary  people  in  Greco-Roman
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Egypt.  This  collection of  spells,  rituals,
hymns,  and  recipes  is  not  merely  a
historical curiosity; it is a vital document
that  reshapes  our  understanding  of
ancient syncretism, personal piety, and
the  very  definition  of  magic  in  the
ancient  world.
The journey of these papyri from buried
remains  in  the  sands  of  Egypt  to  the
bookshelves  of  modern  readers  is  as
fascinating as the texts themselves. The
single  most  important  volume  for
English-speaking audiences remains the
collection  edited  by  Hans  Dieter  Betz,
published by the University of  Chicago
Press. This monumental work made the
esoteric  and  often  cryptic  Greek  and
Demotic  spells  accessible  for  the  first
time  in  a  reliable,  scholarly  format.
Before  this  translation,  access  to  the

material  was limited to specialists who
could  read  the  original  languages  and
navigate the complex apparatus of the
original  German  and  French  editions.
The  Greek  Magical  Papyri  in
Translation  democratized  knowledge,
allowing  a  generation  of  scholars  and
seekers to study these primary sources
firsthand,  sparking  a  renaissance  in  the
study of ancient magic.

What Are the
Greek Magical
Papyri?
The term "Greek Magical Papyri" (often
abbreviated  as  PGM,  from  the  Latin
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Papyri  Graecae  Magicae)  refers  to  a
collection  of  papyrus  texts  discovered
primarily in Egypt, dating from the 2nd
century  BCE  to  the  5th  century  CE.
These are not literary works intended for
public consumption but rather practical
handbooks  used  by  temple  priests,
professional  magicians,  and  initiated
individuals.  The  texts  are  written
primarily  in  Greek,  with  significant
sections in Demotic Egyptian, Old Coptic,
and  even  fragments  of  Aramaic  and
other languages. This linguistic diversity
alone  speaks  volumes  about  the
multicultural  melting  pot  that  was
Ptolemaic  and  Roman  Egypt.
These papyri contain a staggering array
of  instructions.  A  typical  entry  might
include  a  recipe  for  a  love  charm,  a
method for acquiring a divine assistant

(paredros), a spell for gaining favor with
a ruler, a rite for dream incubation, or an
elaborate hymn invoking a specific deity.
The  worldview  presented  is  deeply
syncretic,  blending  Greek,  Egyptian,
Jewish,  and  even  early  Christian
elements. Gods like Apollo, Hermes, and
Aphrodite  appear  alongside  Egyptian
deities  such as Isis,  Osiris,  and Horus,
while angels, archangels, and the God of
Abraham  are  invoked  with  equal
reverence  and  pragmatic  intent.  This
seamless blending of traditions is one of
the  most  striking  features  of  the
collection.

The Significance
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of the Betz
Edition
Before delving deeper into the content, it
is crucial to understand the impact of the
standard  reference  work.  The  volume
The  Greek  Magical  Papyri  in
Translation,  Including  the  Demotic
Spells,  edited by Hans Dieter  Betz,  is
the definitive English-language resource.
First  published  in  1986  and  later
updated,  it  represents  decades  of
collaborative  work  by  an  international
team of scholars. The translation is not
merely  a  word-for-word  rendering;  it
inc ludes  extens ive  footnotes ,
commentary,  and cross-references that
guide  the  reader  through  the  often

opaque and  technical  language of  the
spells.
What  makes  th is  t rans lat ion  so
essential? The original papyri are often
damaged, with lacunae (gaps) that must
be  filled  conjecturally.  The  texts  use
specialized  jargon,  divine  names,  and
voces magicae (magical utterances) that
are  deliberately  obscure.  Betz  and  his
team provided the necessary scholarly
apparatus  to  make  these  difficult
passages comprehensible. Furthermore,
the edition is organized sequentially by
papyrus number, preserving the integrity
of  the  original  documents  while  also
providing  indices  of  gods,  rituals,  and
magical  terms.  For  anyone  seriously
studying The Greek Magical Papyri in
Translation ,  the  Betz  volume  is
indispensable.
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Key Themes and
Content Within
the Papyri
Exploring  the  actual  content  of  the
papyri reveals a world far removed from
both  the  idealized  philosophy  of  Plato
a n d  t h e  s i m p l i s t i c  i m a g e  o f
"superstition." The magic of the PGM is
deeply  practical,  r itualistic,  and
experimental.

DIVINE ENCOUNTERS AND
THEURGIC ASCENT

One of the most profound categories of
spells  involves  direct  contact  with  the

divine. These are not simple requests for
favors  but  e laborate  r i tua ls  o f
purification,  fasting,  and  recitation
designed to compel a god to appear. The
most  famous  example  is  the  "Mithras
Liturgy," a lengthy spell preserved in the
Great  Paris  Papyrus  that  describes  a
celestial  ascent  through  the  planetary
spheres to  encounter  the highest  god.
This text,  studied heavily by the great
classicist  Franz  Cumont  and  later  by
psychologist  Carl  Jung,  blurs  the  line
between  magic  and  re l ig ion.  I t
represents a form of theurgy,  a ritual
practice aimed at achieving union with
the divine, which was a central concern
of later Neoplatonic philosophers.

LOVE SPELLS AND BINDING CURSES

No discussion  of  The Greek Magical
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Papyri  in  Translation  would  be
complete  without  mentioning  the
ubiquitous love spells and binding curses
(katadesmoi). These spells are often raw
and visceral. Love spells frequently aim
to  inflame  uncontrollable  passion,  using
ingredients like blood, hair,  or clothing
from the intended target. They are not
about  gentle  romance  but  about
overwhelming  compulsion.  Conversely,
binding  curses  were  used  to  restrain
opponents in legal cases, chariot races,
or personal quarrels. These texts reveal
a society where magic was a routine tool
for  navigating  competitive  and  often
dangerous social landscapes. The spells
against daemons and illness also fall into
this protective category, showing a deep
concern with spiritual and physical well-
being.

THE ROLE OF THE MAGICIAN AND
THE ASSISTANT

Practicing  the  rituals  described  in  the
PGM  was  not  for  amateurs.  The  texts
often  prescribe  long  periods  of  purity,
complex  astrological  timing,  and  the
creation of specialized ritual equipment.
The  central  figure  is  the  magician
(magoi  or pharmakeus), who acts as a
mediator between the human and divine
realms. A key concept is the paredros, a
divine assistant or familiar spirit that the
magician acquires through a lengthy and
dangerous  ritual.  This  spirit,  often  the
soul of a prematurely deceased person
or a minor deity, becomes a permanent
helper,  carrying  out  the  magician's
bidding.  The  acquisition  of  a  paredros
represents  the  pinnacle  of  magical
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power  in  these  texts.

The Challenge of
Translating
Magical Texts
Translating  material  like  the  Greek
Magical  Papyr i  presents  unique
challenges  that  go  beyond  standard
philology. The texts contain many voces
magicae—words  that  are  not  Greek,
Egyptian,  or  Hebrew but are nonsense
syllables,  vowels  strung  together,  or
corrupted  versions  of  divine  names.
These  sounds  are  believed  to  have
inherent  power;  they are meant to  be
chanted  or  sung.  A  translator  must

decide  whether  to  transliterate  them
phonetically, translate their meaning (if
known),  or  leave  them in  the  original
script.
Furthermore, the conceptual framework
is  alien  to  most  modern  readers.  The
idea  that  performing  a  specific  action,
while  reciting  a  specific  name,  on  a
specific  day,  with  a  specific  plant,  could
produce a tangible result is not how we
generally understand causality.  A good
trans lat ion  must  preserve  th is
strangeness while making it intelligible.
The  editions  of  The  Greek  Magical
Papyri in Translation accomplish this
by  providing  literal  translations  of  the
technical  instructions  while  adding
explanatory  notes.  They  balance  fidelity
to the text  with the reader's  need for
comprehension. The use of brackets to
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indicate  gaps  in  the  papyrus,  and
parentheses for conjectural readings, is
a  standard  scholarly  practice  that  is
essential for understanding the tentative
nature of many passages.

Influence on
Modern
Esotericism and
Scholarship
The  impact  of  The  Greek  Magical
Papyri  in  Translation  extends  far
beyond academic classics departments.
Since the publication of the Betz edition,
these  texts  have  become foundational

for modern occultism, ritual magic, and
pagan  reconstructionist  movements.
Groups like the Hermetic  Order of  the
Golden Dawn and later practitioners of
thelema  drew  heavily  on  the  PGM,
finding in them a living connection to the
ancient mystery traditions.
Contemporary  scholars  like  Ronald
Hutton, David Frankfurter, and Sarah Iles
Johnston  have  used  the  papyri  to
completely  re-theorize  the  nature  of
magic  in  antiquity.  The  old  dichotomy
between  "religion"  (good,  socially
accepted,  public)  and  "magic"  (bad,
deviant,  private)  has  been  largely
dismantled by this  evidence.  The PGM
shows that the same priests who served
in the official temples also practiced the
rituals found in these handbooks. Magic
was not a fringe activity but an integral
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part  of  the  spiritual  economy  of  the
ancient  world.  The  translations  have
allowed historians to  see that  the line
between prayer and spell, and between
priest  and  magician,  was  exceedingly
thin.
Moreover, the study of these texts has
shed light on the development of early
Christianity.  Many  spells  invoke  the
name  of  Jesus,  angels,  and  even  the
Hebrew  alphabet,  demonstrating  how
Jewish and Christian mystical ideas were
absorbed  into  the  broader  magical
tradition.  The  "Eighth  Book  of  Moses"
and  other  texts  within  the  collection
claim  Mosaic  authority,  showing  the
enormous  prestige  of  biblical  figures  in
the  magical  marketplace  of  late
antiquity.

Understanding
Specific Papyri
and Their
Context
To appreciate the depth of the material,
it  helps  to  look  at  a  few  specific  papyri
that are frequently cited.

PGM I and IV: These are among
the longest and most important
papyri. PGM IV, the "Great Paris
Papyrus," contains the Mithras
Liturgy as well as many other
spells. It is a compendium of
magical knowledge from a single
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source.
PGM XIII: This papyrus is known
as the "Eighth Book of Moses" and
contains invocations to the highest
god, blending Jewish angelology
with Greek and Egyptian elements.
It is a prime example of the
syncretistic nature of the tradition.
The Demotic Spells: The Betz
edition includes translations of the
Demotic magical papyri, which
have even stronger Egyptian
traditional elements. These spell
collections show the deep roots of
native Egyptian priestly magic that
continued into the Roman period.

Each of these documents, when studied
in translation, reveals a coherent system
of practice. The spells often require the

construction  of  a  specific  ritual  space,
the use of incense and lamps, and the
recitation  of  long,  sometimes  garbled-
sounding hymns. The goal is always to
harness  cosmic  power  for  a  human
purpose.

Why Read the
Greek Magical
Papyri Today?
For  the  general  reader  interested  in
ancient history, religion, or the history of
ideas,  engaging  with  The  Greek
Magical  Papyri  in  Translation  is  a
transformative experience. It challenges
our modern categories. Are these spells
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religious prayers or manipulative magic?
Is the magician a priest or a charlatan?
The texts do not answer these questions
easily, and that is precisely their value.
They force us to see the ancient world
on  its  own  terms,  as  a  place  where
spirits, gods, and daemons were as real
as the stones in the street.
For  practitioners  of  modern  magical
traditions,  the  PGM  offers  a  rich  source
of ritual techniques, divine names, and
philosophical  concepts  that  can  be
adapted  and  reconstructed.  Many
modern Neopagan and ceremonial magic
traditions  directly  cite  these  texts  as
primary  sources.  The  availability  of  a
reliable, complete translation has been a
major factor in the revival of authentic

Greco-Egyptian magic  in  the 20th  and
21st centuries.
CONCLUSION: A PERMANENT
GATEWAY TO THE ANCIENT MIND

In  summary,  The  Greek  Magical
Papyri in Translation is far more than
a  collection  of  strange  recipes  and
incantations.  It  is  a  profound  and
complex  corpus  of  texts  that  provides
unparalleled access to the spiritual and
practical concerns of people living in the
Greco-Roman world. The Betz edition, in
particular,  stands  as  a  monument  of
modern  scholarship,  transforming
obscure  and  difficult  papyrus  fragments
into  a  coherent,  usable  resource.
Whether  the  reader  approaches  them
with academic curiosity,


