Bonds and Headless Demons
in Greco-roman Magic
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N THIS PAPER [ wish to discuss the meaning of a gem-stone

in black jasper from the Numismatic Museum in Athens

that Armand Delatte published in 1914. The stone is
inscribed with a headless human figure, its hands bound behind
its back and surrounded by seven symbols with the legend
BAXYX below it (no. 615).! The symbolism of the hands bound
behind the back will be the first topic dealt with and then the
identity of the demon will be considered. Some texts from Late
Antiquity or with their roots in Late Antiquity reveal both the
significance of the binding and the identity of the demon.

The binding of the hands behind the back will represent an
attempt at cancelling the harm that the demon may do. The
belief that the maleficence of demons is rendered null and void
by imposing a bond or deopog on them runs throughout the sub-
magical text known as the Testament of Solomon. In it one demon
after another presents itself to Solomon to tell the king how its
power may be annulled. They come before Solomon already in

1A. Delatte, “Etudes sur la magie Grecque V: "Akégadog Gedg,” BCH 38
(1914) 189 fig. 1. Representations of headless demons are not uncommon in the
world of Late Antiquity. They do not necessarily all represent the same
demonic force. A headless demon is drawn in a Berlin magical papyrus (PGM
11.166-170). For a photograph, see K. Preisendanz, Papyri graecae magicae?, ed.
A. Henrichs (Stuttgart 1972) I pl. 1.2. His identity has occasioned much
discussion: Delatte argued that he represented Seth and Typhon (189-249);
Preisendanz held that he was Osiris cast as a solar deity (Akephalos, der
kopflose Gott, Beih.z.alt.Orient 8 [1926]); Campbell Bonner saw in him

rimarily a bogeyman, though a bogeyman who could be identified with Osiris
FStudies in Magical Amulets, chiefly Graeco-Egyptian [Ann Arbor 1950] 166).
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bonds, since their leader Beelzeboul has undertaken to bring
them into Solomon’s presence bound (énnyyeidato mavio o
dkdBoprta nvedpoto dyoyelv npoc pe déopia, 3.7 McCown).
Solomon, nonetheless, imposes a further 8é¢opiov on some of
them by applying his seal (c@payig) to their person (4.12, 5.12,
10.8, 15.7).

The idea that demons are rendered impotent to do harm by
fettering them is also encountered in the Life of Symeon Stylites
the Younger (henceforth v.Sym.Styl.].). It is not only demons
who are bound and kept from doing harm, a man who behaves
badly towards Symeon suffers the same fate. The notion is ex-
tended to the binding of a presbyter who out of envy spoke ill
of Symeon. There are two episodes in the work in which demons
are subdued by being bound. In one of them two demons attack
a man who had climbed a pine-tree standing on the edge of a
precipice, picking him up by his feet and throwing him over the
precipice, at which point the man called on Symeon for help
and saw the Stylite stretching out his hands, taking him into
them and putting him on his feet again safe and unharmed;
there was then a further vision of the earth opening and of Sym-
eon putting bonds in the form of fetters (&Aboewv deopa tolg
dvoi daipoviorg émbévia) on the demons and of his throwing
them into the abyss (91 van den Ven). The second episode also
contains a vision of Symeon binding a demon. In this case, itis a
boy ill with a fever, whose life is despaired of, who has a vision
of Symeon carrying an iron staff and shackles and of an ugly,
black, headless demon whom Symeon holds bound (xoi datpwv
T1¢ péAaG Kol Aeldng, AxEPaAog TVYXAV@Y, KEKPATNTOL JEGUE-
opevog map’ ovtod) and who then has a further vision, this
time of Symeon pinioning the arms of the demon behind its back
with the shackles (8ficog otV év 1fj Ghboel OmcBaykova),
and of his dragging the demon to his pillar, where he kindled a
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pyre into which he threw the demon. As he saw the sight, the
disease left the boy and he became whole again (231).

At one level the image of the demon rendered impotent by
the bonds or shackles that are imposed on him needs no ex-
planation: its meaning is intuitively obvious. It is not, however,
a matter of chance that the image of binding was used to
symbolize cancelling a demon’s power to do harm and not one
of the many other images that might equally well have been
used. The harm that demons do is pictured in terms of binding.
The demon bound is then very much the biter bit. V.Sym.Styl.].
is again one of the principal sources of images of demons bind-
ing their victims. There is the silentarius from Constantinople
who could not have intercourse with the wife he had just taken,
because of a bond a demon had cast upon him (£¢8eouetfn vrd
daipovog).? This led to his sending a messenger to Symeon ask-
ing that he be released from the decpdg and to Symeon'’s being
filled with the holy spirit and breathing in the direction of the
west, while praying that the man be released from the deopdg of
the Devil (év 1 ovouatt 100 Kvplov Npdv ‘Incod Xprotod Avbh
0 déopog tod daBdrov, 151).2 Then there is the presbyter from
the village of Kassa who, prompted by envy, spoke ill of
Symeon and finally excommunicated him in an anathema; he
immediately saw a host of demons pinioning his arms behind
his back (nAfiog doipudvav dnodviov odtov dmcbiykmva)
and found that he was unable to read from the Gospels and
raise the holy offering; setting out to find some cure for his
condition, he encountered persons who roundly declared that

2For a recipe neutralizing Seopd preventing a man and woman from having
intercourse, see Delatte, Anecdota Atheniensia 1 (Liége/Paris 1927: hereafter
Anecd.Ath.) 1 146.15-34.

3For éupoonoig or insufflation as a technique for defeating demonic forces,
blasting snakes, and curing sickness, cf. Cyr. S. v.Euthym. 23 (Schwartz, TU
49.2 {1939]); Anton. Hag. v.Sym.Styl. 24 (Lietzmann, TU 32.4 [1908]); Thdt.
H.rel. 3.7 Canivet and Leroy-Molinghen (SC 234 [1977]). On its use in exor-
cisms, see Paul van den Ven, La vie ancienne de S. Syméon Stylite le Jeune (SH
32 [1962-70]) II 159.
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sorcery was at the root of his sufferings (€ileyov 81 tvog
yonteiag toto memovBévor avtdv) and who took the little
money he possessed to cure him. It need hardly be said that
they were unsuccessful and in fact made the man worse (239).
The harm demons do conceived as a deopdg has its origins in
a more or less discrete category of spell whose aim it was to
inhibit an opponent physically, either by preventing him from
speaking in court or keeping him from performing some other
action. The opponent was imagined to be bound down.? So in
curse-tablets from Athens of the 4th century B.c. the verb xota-
d¢éw appears in the first person singular preceded by the name
of the party to be bound down in the accusative.® The name for
such a spell is a xatédeo1g or a xatadespog, but when the
substantives are first encountered in Plato, there are indications,
although not conclusive ones, that the terms have a wider
application and are used in a fairly general sense for spells
designed to harm (Resp. 364c2-5, Leg. 93342-85). In Theocritus
we get a woman saying vdv pev 1oig @iATpolg kotadncopol
(2.159) as she puts a love-spell on an errant lover to force him
to return to her.® In the magical papyri of the 4th century A.D.,
such a spell would have gone under the rubric giAtpokata-
deopog (PGM 1V.296). It may well have been called that in The-
ocritus’ time.” What is clear is that there has been an extension

40n early binding-spells, see C. A. Faraone, “The Agonistic Context of
Early Greek Binding Spells,” in Hiera Magika: Ancient Greek Magic and
Religion, edd. Christopher A. Faraone and Dirk Obbink (New York/Oxford
1991) 3-6.

5A. Audollent, Defixionum tabellae (Paris 1904) 52; Wiinsch, IG 1I1.3 40, 41,
45, 47, 48, 49, 50, 52, 74, 84a, 86.

6C. A. Faraone, Ancient Greek Love Magic (Cambridge [Mass.] 1999) 27—
28, maintains that a ¢iAtpov is a spell used by a woman to win back the
affections of a man, while a g1Atpokatédespog or aymyn is what the spells
primarily used by men to arouse sexual passion in a woman are called. I have
argued in a forthcoming article in CQ) that this distinction cannot be sustained.

7]. G. Howie suggests to me that there is a play on ¢1Atpokatédecpog in the
words 1oig piAtpoig katadfoopot.
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in meaning of the verb xatadelv and the term comes to be used
for putting a spell of any sort on someone. Thus the kot&deopo
or katadéopia which a phylactery from Sicily (2nd or 3rd cent.
A.D.) and another from Beirut (4th cent. A.D.) promise to afford
protection against look to be spells in general:® [a0]t0 gopdv 0¥
poPnon pdyov obde katddeopov o0dE nvedula movinpodv oV6E
11 dnnote (32.10-12); Srapvralov "AleEavdpay ... And mavVIOC
dépovog kol maong avaykn(c) devouwv kol &ro depdveov xol
papudxav xai xatadéopev (52.6-13).° In later Greek, the
simplex Secudg or deésutov is used in place of the compound
katddeopog as are delv and deopebdewv in place of katadelv and
xotadeopedety respectively!” They are used in a quite general
sense, but the idea that a decpdg or a d¢opiov involves binding
clearly never quite disappears.

The black, ugly, and headless demon whose arms Symeon is
seen to bind behind its back is to judge from the context a fever-
demon (v.Sym.Styl.]. 231). So very likely is the headless demon
on the gem published by Delatte. That headless demons are
very often fever-demons emerges from a passage in the Testa-
ment of Solomon that describes a fever-demon and how he is to
be vanquished (9). He is the fever-demon called ®ovog, who is
human in all of his limbs, but is headless (&vBpwnoc uév névio
10 uEAN a0ToD, dképarog d¢, 9.1); he sees through his breasts;
his special province is to set limbs ablaze with fever and inflict
ulcers on the feet (et 6 TLPAV T& HEAN Kol TOIG TOGIV ERMIMEUT®
Kol €EAkn €umowd); his power is nullified by a fiery thunderbolt

8Roy Kotansky, Greek Magical Amulets 1 (Pap.Colon. XXII.1 [1994]) nos. 32
and 52.

9Cf. Orph.lith. 588, edpuaxa & Gooo méhovianr dtdoBado kol xotd-
Seopoy; Orph.lith.kerygm. 20.19 Halleux-Schamp, xol pioopdtov téviov kol
ratadéopmy kaboptiplov drdpyet.

108eopde: lambl. Myst. 3.27.3; PGM 1V.2904, XI1.162, 170; Cyran. 1.4.48, 59
Kaimakis; v.Sym.Styl.]. 49.12, 151.10; deiv: PGM 1V.2904; deopedev =
xotadeopedev: PGM V.320-321.
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(xal S thig éundpov dotpanic katapyoduatr).! In a formulary
of the 17th or 18th centuries, there is a recipe for an amulet
against fever that recommends the engraving on the stone
known as zonitis of a headless spirit with its hands bound
behind its back and its feet also bound standing upright; signs,
seven in number, are to be drawn around it and behind it the
following (seven) names: Apser, Azekiel, Ouriel, Sichael, Epha-
mael, and Zoizo (eitae AaBov AiBov Lwvitmy yAbyov év ad1d
nvedpo &xéparov SmicBev Exov thg xelpog kol tobg mOdog
dedepévoug kol 6pbplov totdpevov). The manuscript actually
contains an example of the figure to be drawn. It is a winged
headless demon with a tail; its feet are indeed bound, but its
arms are folded across its chest.’? The amulet from Athens does
not have the seven names inscribed on it, but it does have seven
signs, which in combination with its headlessness rather sug-
gests that it is a fever-demon.

August, 2000 The University of Illinois at Chicago

11 An exorcism attributed to Athanasius in a manuscript of the early 18th
century, now in the National Library in Athens (no. 825), exorcizes precisely
this demon: opxifw og, Saipdviov movnpov 10 kohovuevoy Bdvog, 10 Exov pev
navTa & péAn 100 avBpdnov, drégarog 3¢ Sv, 10 BAénov Sk 1dv nocBdv to
moodv BodPovg 10bg GvBpdnovg, o xatapyodpevov Sid tig épnbpou dotpontic
(Anecd.Ath. 1 234.23-27).

12 Anecd.Ath. 1489.7-490.7. The same codex contains one other very similar
recipe for the cure of demoniacs and epileptics that also involves engraving the
figure of an evil spirit on some jasper with its hands and feet bound (eita
AoPodv Aifov Taomv Soxipov yAbyov év ab1®d nvebpo movnpov dedepévov
xelpog xal nédag, dvoun 3¢ abtd Zatdv, Anecd.Ath. 1 487.4-5). The
accompanying figure shows a devil with horns with its hands bound in front
of it and its feet also bound.



