16. Egyptian Rite for Gathering Herbs (PGM 1V.2967-3006)

This is a free preview chapter of the forthcoming book, Interlinear Magic: An Annotated Anthology
of the Greco-Egyptian Magical Papyri, by Brian P. Alt. To order the book, or to access more free
translations and chapters, please visit www.interlinearmagic.com.

One of the most traditional Egyptian rites in all the PGM, this elaborate method for harvesting and
empowering plants for ritual use draws on the ancient Egyptian tradition of Gliedervergottung
(“limb-divinization”) rituals, which are attested for most periods of Egyptian history beginning
already in the Pyramid Texts.! Most of the earliest examples come from a funerary context, in
which the limbs of the deceased are each identified with a different god or goddess, as in the
following New Kingdom text:

My hair is that of Ntin. My face is that of the Aten. My eyes are those of Hathor. My ears
are those of Wepwawet. My nose is that of the Foremost of Khasu. My lips are those of
Anubis. My teeth are those of Serqet. My neck is that of Isis the goddess. My arms are
those of the Ba-Lord of Djedet. My front is that of N&ith, the Lady of Sais. My back is that
of Seth. My phallus is that of Baba. My flesh is that of the lords of Kheraha. My chest is
that of the god Great of Dignity.> My stomach and spine are those of Sekhmet. My buttocks
are those of the Eye of Horus. My thighs and flanks are those of Niit. My legs are those of
Ptah. My toes are those of living falcons. There is no limb of mine without a god, and Thoth
is the protection of all my flesh.’

Later texts attest the adaptability of this kind of rite for other uses, e.g., to remove the toxins from
a poisoned human being or cat, or even to protect a house by identifying the protection over its
various parts with different gods.* The present rite identifies the parts and activities of the soon-
to-be-harvested plant with important Greco-Egyptian gods in order to empower the plant for ritual
use. This empowerment is reinforced through the use of incense (lines 4-6), which in ancient
Egyptian thought has a divinizing function.’

Although there is no explicit mention of cosmic sympathy in this rite, the ideas presented
in lines 7-8 and 35 — “the divinity to whom the herb is being dedicated” in an “auspicious hour and
day” — suggest that the planetary hours may have been employed to harvest herbs related to the
seven planets during the opportune time (ko1p06g) for each. On planetary cosmic sympathy and the
planetary hours, see the Introduction 0.7.3.

! On the Gliedervergottung genre of ancient Egyptian rituals, see Alt (2020) 177-85; Nyord (2009) 481-523; Quack
(1995); Ritner (1993) 40.

2 The god “Great of Dignity” (3 §f3ff) is Osiris; compare line 19 (with note) below.

3 BD 42, translation (here modified) in Quirke (2013) 119, who offers a helpful line-by-line transliteration and
translation of the Egyptian text.

4 Funerary examples include PT 215; CT 531, 761, 945; BD 42. For a rite to remove the poison from a human being,
see Papyrus BM EA 10309 I,11-11,18, translated in Leitz (1999) 26-27; and from a cat, see the Metternich Stela (front
and base), translated in Allen (2005b) 54 and Borghouts (1978) 56-58 (spell 87). For the protection of a house, see
Borghouts (1978) 10-11 (spell 11).

5 The Egyptian word for incense (sntr) is formed by adding the s-causative prefix to the word nzr (“god, divinity;
divine™); thus incense (sntr) analyzed as s-ntr is that which “makes divine” or “causes divinity.” See the Introduction
0.6.1.
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Many of the gods in the present rite can be understood as Egyptian gods under a thin veil
of interpretatio Graeca. In the English translation below, the Egyptian gods referred to by their
Greek names are noted in parentheses, but these parenthetical notes are not part of the original
ritual-text See the Introduction 0.3.3 for the rationale behind these identifications.

English Translation:

Among the Egyptians, plants are always gathered in this way:

The root-cutter first cleanses his or her own body. Then, after sprinkling the herb with
natron and censing it with pine resin, one should circle it three times while carrying the
censer. Then, after burning kuphi and pouring a drink-offering of milk along with the
prayers, one should pull up the plant while invoking the name of the divinity to whom the
herb is being dedicated, for which purpose it is harvested, calling upon it to become more
effective for its purpose. And the general invocation, which the root-cutter speaks over any
herb at the moment of its harvesting, is thus:

“You were sown by Kronos (Geb). You were gathered together by Hera (Mut). You were
watched over by Amiin. You were brought forth by Isis. You were nourished by rainy Zeus.
You were grown by the Sun and dew. You are the dew of all the gods.

“You are the heart of Hermes (Thoth). You are the seed of the firstborn gods. You are the
Eye of the Sun. You are the light of the Moon. You are the esteem of Osiris. You are the
beauty and the glory of Heaven (Nit). You are the soul of the daimon of Osiris. You are
the breath of Amiin.

“Just as you have lifted up Osiris, so too lift yourself up and stretch out, just as the Sun also
rises every day. Your height is equal to the zenith of the Sun, your roots are of the Abyss
(Ntin), and your powers are in the heart of Hermes (Thoth). Your fibers are the bones of
Mnevis, and your flowers are the eye of Horus. Your seed is the seed of Pan (Min).

“I am cleansing you with resin just as I would the gods, and even for my own health. Be
cleansed also by prayer, and give us power, just as Ares (Horakhty) and Athena (N&ith) do.

“I am Hermes (Thoth). I am gathering you with Good Fortune and Good Daimon, in an
auspicious hour and on an auspicious day, which is also effective for all things.”

After saying these things, the root-cutter rolls the harvested herb into a clean linen cloth.
(In the place of the root, the Egyptians deposited seven grains of wheat and an equal amount
of barley, after mixing them with honey.) And after heaping up over the hole the earth that
had been dug up, the root-cutter departs.
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Interlinear Translation:

1. [Tap' Alyvmtiolg dei fotavor Aappdvovior obtwg
Among the Egyptians always plants are gathered in this way:

2. 0 prlotopog kabaipel TpdTEPOV TO 1010V GDLA,
The root-cutter cleanses first (his/her) own body,

3. TPOTEPOV VITP® TEPLP<P>AVOG
first having sprinkled (it) with natron

4. Kai v Botdvnyv Bupidoag prtivn €k Titvog
and having censed the herb with resin from a pine tree

3. €lg v’ meplevéykac TOV TOTOV,
for three (times) having carried (it) around the place,®

6. elta kKDL Ovpdoac kol TV S16 Tod YEAAKTOG GTOVITV YEGUEVOC
then, after burning kuphi’” and pouring a drink-offering of milk

7. HET' DYV AVAoT TO PLTOV £ OVOLATOG EMKAAOVEVOS TOV daipova,
along with prayers, he should pull up the plant while invoking the divinity® by name,

8. ® 1 Potévn dviépotar, Tpdg fv Aapfaveton ypeiav,
to whom the herb has been dedicated, for which need/use it is gathered,

9. TOPOKAADY EVEPYESTEPAY YEVEGOHOL TPOG OOTIV.
calling upon (it) to become more effective for it (i.e., the need/use).

10. €mixkinoig &' avt®d £mi maong fotdvng Kab' dAov €v dpoet,
And the invocation for him over any herb generally at the moment of picking,

11. v Aéyer, €otiv 1)0€
which he speaks, is thus:

® On the Egyptian background of “encircling” behavior in this rite, see Ritner (1993) 57-67; cf. 39-40.
7 On the compound incense kuphi (xD@r), see the Introduction 0.6.1.

8 The ancient Greek word daimon (Saipuwv) has a much broader semantic range than the English “demon.” In the
present context, it can mean a god, goddess, or other divine or semidivine power to whom the herb is being dedicated.
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12.  “éomdpng vmo Tod Kpovov, cuveAnuedng vmo tiic “Hpag,

“You were sown by Kronos, you were gathered together by Hera,

13.  detmpndng Hmd Tod Appwmvog, £téxng Vo Th¢ “Iodog,

you were watched over by Amin, you were brought forth by Isis,

14.  érpdong <vm™> ouPpiov Awdg,

you were nourished by rainy Zeus,

15.  mvé&nbng vmo tod ‘HAilov xai thig dpdGov.

you were grown by the Sun and dew.

16.  ob <el> 1) dpdooc 1) IOV OedV Tavimy,
You are the dew of all the gods,

17.  ov <et> 1) kapdia tod ‘Epuod,
you are the heart of Hermes,’

18. oV &l 10 oméppa TV Tpoydvav 0edv, ov &1 6 6pOuAIdS Tod HAiov,
You are the seed of the firstborn gods, you are the Eye of the Sun, !

19. oV &l 10 &g Thig TeARVNC, oL &l 1) omovdn) Tod Ocipemc,
you are the light of the Moon, you are the esteem!! of Osiris,

° The epithet “heart of R&” (b n r9) is well attested for Thoth; see Bortolani (2019) 298 with n. 24; Klotz (2006) 27
with n. 112; Boylan (1922) 180. Horapollo’s Hieroglyphics 1.36 notes, “When they (i.e., the Egyptians) wish to denote
a heart, they draw an ibis. For this animal corresponds (@keimtat) to Hermes, the ruler of every heart (kopdio) and
reasoning (Aoyiopdc), since the ibis also is like a heart in itself. Concerning this, the talk is great among the Egyptians.”
The Egyptian word for heart (i) is similar to the word “ibis” (Greek iPig, a borrowing from Egyptian hb), and the
Egyptian word “heart” (b) is indeed sometimes written with the ibis hieroglyph, e.g., at the temple of Esna; see
Bortolani (2019) 299 with n. 27; Klotz (2006) 28 with n. 115; Beekes (2010) s.v. ipic; Worterbuch 11.487. The Greek
epithet £ykdapdiog, “in the heart,” occurs in three parallel instances of the hymn to Hermes-Thoth in PGM V.304-69
(at line 399), PGM XVIIb (at line 1), and Rite-37 (line 6: PGM VII1.669). The most elaborate of these three rites (PGM
V.304-69) specifies a kind of laurel (3a@vn) described as €ykapdiog (GMPT renders this as “pithy”), which hardly
seems coincidental. On the Greek hymn and epithet, see especially Bortolani (2019) 298-99.

10 The Eye of the Sun in Egyptian myth could refer to several lion-goddesses, including Hathor, Sekhmet, Tefnut, and
Bastet; see the commentary on the lion in Rite-7.

It seems likely that the word “esteem” (cmouvdn) here translates an important Egyptian concept often associated with
Osiris, $f3f.¢: “dignity, reputation, respect, awe.” For example, in the hymn to Osiris on the “Stele of Sobekhotep and
Sobekiry” (Louvre C 30), Osiris is described as the one “whose esteem (5f5f.f) Atum created in the hearts of men,
gods, spirits, and the dead.” See also the excerpt from BD 42 quoted above, in which the chest of the deceased is
identified with that of the god “Great of Dignity” (S $f5f.f), a common epithet of Osiris.
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oV &1 10 kdAoc kai 1 §6Ea ToDd Ovpavod,
you are the beauty and the glory of Heaven (Niit),

oV &l 1 yoyn 1od Saipovog tod Voipemc, 1 kopdlovso &v mavti Tono,
you are the soul of the daimon of Osiris, the one that revels in every place,

oV &l 10 Tveduo Tod AUHOVOC.
you are the breath of Amiin.

¢ oV 'Ootipy Hymoag, oDTme DYmGOV GEALTIV Kol AVUTEIAOV,
Just as you have lifted up Osiris, so too lift up yourself and stretch out, '

¢ kol 0 "THMog avatédiel kad' éxdotny nuépav:
just as the Sun also rises every day.

10 UfiKOG cov ioov €oti 1@ 10D ‘HAlov pecovpaviuart,
Your height is equal to the mid-heaven point of the Sun,

al o0& pilor Tod Pubod,
and your roots (are) of the depth/abyss,

ai 0¢ duvdpelg cov &v T kapdig Tod Eppod eioty,
and your powers are in the heart of Hermes.

10 EOA 6oV TO OoTEN TOD MVvevemc,
Your fibers are the bones of Mnevis,

Kol 6ov Ta dvOn €oTiv 0 0POaALOG TOD “Qpov,
and your flowers are the eye of Horus,

10 60V onépua Tod [1avog éott onépua.
Your seed is the seed of Pan.

&ya vilw og pntivn o¢ kai Tovg Beovc, kai &mi vyeia EpavtoD.
I am cleansing you with resin just as (I would) the gods, even for my own health.

12 On the notion that Osiris is the power of generation (or “seed”) within plants, see Plutarch On Isis and Osiris
33.364a, translation (here modified) in Griffiths (1970) 169: “The wiser of the priests not only call the Nile Osiris and
the sea Typhon, but apply the name Osiris simply to the general principle and power of moisture-production
(Oypomowdv apynv kai dvvapy), regarding it as the cause of generation (aitiav yevécemg) and the essence of seed

(oméppatog odoiav).”
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32. kol cvvayvieOntt Emevyi) koi 0¢ NUiv dvvauy og 6 Apng kal 1) AOnva.

Be cleansed also by prayer and give us power, just as Ares and Athena (do).

33.  &yo i ‘Eppiic.

I am Hermes. "

34.  lopupave oe ovv Ayadf TOym koi AyabBd Aaipovt

I am gathering you with Good Fortune and Good Daimon

35.  «xoi év KaAf] Opa Kod £V KOAR NUEPQ
and in an auspicious hour and on an auspicious day,

36. Ko émTevkTiKt) TpoOg TavTaL.’
(which is) also effective for all things.”

37.  1odT gimwv Vv pev tpuyndeicav moéav €ic kabapov Erlcoe<r> 006viov
After saying these things, he rolls the harvested herb into a clean linen cloth

38.  (tfic 6¢ pilng <eic> TOV TOMOV ENTA LEV TVPOD KOKKOVG,
(but in the place of the root, they threw in'* seven grains of wheat

39. 1006 6¢ Toovg KP1BTig EALTL devoavTEG EVEPALOV)
and an equal amount of barley, after mixing them with honey)

40. Kol TV AvOoKaQeIoay YTV EvYOooc ATaALAGGETOL.
and after heaping up (i.e. filling the hole with) the earth that had been dug up, he departs.

13 For the self-identification of the practitioner with Hermes-Thoth, see also Rite-8 (lines 42-43 and 57).

14 The words “they threw in” are a translation of &véBodov at the end of the following line (line 39).

© Copyright 2022 Brian P. Alt. All rights reserved worldwide.
www.InterlinearMagic.com



http://www.interlinearmagic.com/

