Invisibility, “Magic,” and the Law:  Framing Invisibility in the Late Republic and Early Empire

This presentation follows recent scholarship highlighting aspects of “magic” in the Latin West, especially in light of new archaeological discoveries (Cunliffe 1988 and Gordon and Simón 2010). Yet, this kind of material evidence for invisibility spells in the West is lacking. The insider’s perspective is desired, but it is the outsider’s view, with all of its biases and blemishes, that we possess. Numerous scholars have addressed the inherent problems involved in accepting prima facie such “outsider” information from ancient literature (Phillips III 1986, 1994). This is not to suggest that all literary authors were unaware that rituals for invisibility existed in their society. Indeed, imperial writers like Pliny the Elder and Apuleius tapped into sources reflecting better knowledge of such rituals. In the absence of ritual texts, however, this presentation will have more to say about how individual authors, ranging from the Late republic to the early empire, conceptualized and framed the deliberate acquisition of invisibility in their writings. Attention will also be given to how such practices might have been viewed within Roman law, e.g. the Twelve Tables and the Lex Cornelia.

The deliberate act of invisibility here is broadly defined to include shapeshifting, concealing oneself with darkness, clouds, or mists, and blinding or affecting the perceptions of others (Phillips 2009, 23-30). With this in mind, two major questions regarding invisibility will be explored. First, is there anything about the acquisition of invisibility that made it intrinsically illegal in Rome during the time of the republic? And secondly, when did the deliberate acquisition of invisibility begin to be framed as an act of “magic”? Becoming invisible by itself did not suggest questionable behavior. Venus conceals Aeneas in Carthage (Aen. 1.411-414). Livy relates the apotheosis of Romulus (1.16). How one is depicted as attaining invisibility is of the utmost importance. Is it the result of unsolicited divine favor or is it the result of willful or deliberate acquisition on the part of an individual? The dividing line between these two categories is difficult to draw, and more often than not determined by the author who frames the account.

It is not until the first century BCE that we see the emergence of a language of “magic” in Latin literature. Yet, even Cicero, while discussing the ring of Gyges in his De officiis (3.37-38), fails to frame invisibility in terms of “magical,” let alone illegal, activity. Instead, he merely asserts that such behavior was simply not befitting a good Roman (Honesta enim bonis viris, non occulta quaeruntur). In Vergil’s Eclogue 8, we begin to see the association of invisibility with “magical” rites as well as illegal activities. The adjective magicus appears here for the first time in known Latin literature in reference to private ritual practice. Vergil’s sorceress goes on to make mention of a country practitioner named Moeris:
“Moeris himself gave me these plants (herbae) and poisons (venena) culled from Pontus (a great number grow in Pontus), by these I have often seen Moeris transform into a wolf (lupus fieri) and hide himself in the woods (se condere silvis), summon souls from the depths of the grave, and transfer sown crops to another field.”

Not only does Vergil borrow the theme of lycanthropy and necromancy from Greek literature, but along with these Greek motifs he includes the Roman theme of crop conveyance, and in doing so associates and hence, reconceptualizes a ritual act previously forbidden in the Twelve Tables with Greek notions of “magic.” (Graf 1997, 58; Rives 2003, 316). He becomes the first known Latin author to mention a deliberate act of invisibility in rites that are openly called “magical.” Moreover, by association he seems to be suggesting that the ability to become invisible is the provenance of individuals who, among other things, engage in activities that are forbidden by law. 

Similar themes regarding invisibility, “magic,” and the law will also be explored in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (7.404-424), regarding Medea’s attempted poisoning of Theseus. 
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