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1.In 2001, the American historian of religion Jonathan Z. Smith wrote on the Greek Magical Papyri, a
collection of texts from Graeco-Roman Egypt dated to the first centuries of the common era which
contains scores of spells, formulae, hymns, and rituals. Smith wrote* If one reads through the entire
corpus with an eye toward ritual activities, it is not purification, nor incubation, nor even sacrifice that
predominates. Rather, the chief ritual activity within the Greek Magical Papyri appears to be the act of
writing itself. The vocabulary of inscription constitutes one of the larger groups. Alongside the evident
concern for the accurate transmission of a professional literature marked, among other features, by
scribal glosses and annotations, is an overwhelming belief in the efficacy of writing, especially in the
recipes that focus on the fashioning of amulets and phylacteries—themselves miniaturized, portable,
powerful written texts of papyrus, metal, stone; and bone.

2.Questions of unity and diversity have a long history in the study of Chinese religion and society. In
the 1970s and 1980s, the variety in things labeled “Chinese religion” gave rise to a debate whether
something called Chinese religion existed or not, whether behind the variation there was an order of
some sort. Ritual diversity is one of the themes of scholars’ research. Why were rituals held on the
same occasion in villages literally within shouting distance of each other so diverse? Ritual was of the
utmost importance as Chinese culture was a performance culture and ritual was the highest form of
action or performance. Chinese philosophers had for a long time been more concerned with how people
should act, and what counted as good actions, than with using logic to prove propositions. This recalls
an argument that performance took precedence over belief and that it mattered little what one believed,
as long as the rites were performed properly. These rituals are scripted performances through which

villagers interacted with the Powers, that they believed had a certain degree of control over their fates.
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