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Necromancy is perhaps the most 
controversial subject when it comes 
to divination and magic. The word 
“necromancy” is derived from the Greek 
words nekros, meaning “dead,” and menteia, 
meaning “divination.” Necromancy is 
essentially working with the dead to gain 
insight on omens, the future, or to direct a 
spirit of the corpse to do the bidding of the 
magician. 

From an anthropological viewpoint, the idea 
of speaking to the dead by evoking spirits 
is almost certainly derived from shamanic 
practices. Shamanism can be found in nearly 
all parts of the world. Shamans typical 
enter a deep trance state, either through 
psychoactive herbs or by deep meditation, to 
commune with the ancestor spirits, or spirits 
of the dead, to help them better assist the 
community they serve.

Necromancy is only used specifically to get 
information from the dead. It can be used 
as a matter of asking a spirit the name of 
his murderer, to find hidden items (usually 
of monetary value), or to gain insight on 
an issue or problem that is causing harm to 
either the necromancer or their client. 
Although necromancy became very popular 
during the Middle Ages, its reaches in 
history go far back to ancient civilizations of 
Persia, Sumer, Babylon, Greece, and Rome; 
there are also cases of necromancy in the 
Bible. One of the most famous necromancers 
is Endor, of the Hebrew Bible. At King 
Saul’s request, Endor invoked the spirit of a 
prophet named Samael to ask for guidance. 
In Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome, belief 
in the spirits of the dead was so strong 
that they were often consulted prior to any 
battles. Their beliefs were rooted in the idea 
that the ancient believed the future was 
prepared in the realm of the dead and that a 

pure soul, separated from their body, had 
the power of hidden knowledge. 

It wasn’t until the Middle Ages that 
necromancy started to pick up speed 
in occult culture. Most necromancers 
were educated, literate, and trained as 
an apprentice. Naturally, the practice of 
necromancy was banned by the church 
and became known as maleficium, Latin 
for “sorcery.” During the Middle Ages 
and into the Renaissance, necromancy 
incorporated elements of astral travel, the 
Arabic influence of astrology, and a touch of 
exorcism rights from the Catholic Church. 
Necromancy at that time was almost always 
performed in circles with specific sigils 
and secret evocations. Since there was a 
very strong influence from the Catholic 
Church and religion, necromancy began 
to include sacred names from the Bible, as 
well as rituals and prayers that later became 
spells. Probably the two most important 
necromancers that came out of these times 
were John Dee and Edward Kelley. Heavily 
influenced by the teachings of Hermeticism 
(a philosophical religious tradition based on 
the writings of Hermes Trismegistus), Dee 
and Kelley worked together to create the 
Enochian language that was given to Dee by 
the spirit realm. In their work, Dee would 
crystal gaze and give the messages from the 
spirit world to Kelley, who would write them 
down.

Necromancy of course, was always viewed 
as “black magic.” The evocation of the 
dead and the ability to control them to ask 
questions fell into the shadows of the dark 
arts. It wasn’t until spiritualism became 
popular (from the 1840s to the 1920s) that 
spirit evocation become considered a form a 
spiritual practice. Arthur Edward Waite, in 
The Book of Ceremonial Magic, states, “It is 
only within recent times that the attempt to 
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W I T C H  W A Y  M A G A Z I N Ecommunicate with the dead has been elevated to the dignity of White Magic.”

Modern necromancy has changed since the times of ancient and Renaissance occultists. It is, 
however, a divination tool that is most definitely not for beginners or those unfamiliar with the 
different types of dead that can come through. Current ceremonial magic practitioners have clear 
rituals, evocations, and ways to perform successful necromancy in a safe way.

In next month’s issue, I will introduce you to the magical practices and rituals of necromancy and 
communication with the dead, so stay tuned!

Zehara Nachsah is a Voodoo practitioner, ceremonial magician, and modern-day necromancer based in 
Tucson, Arizona. She is currently studying forensic anthropology and makes one-of-a-kind ritual jewelry 

for all magical paths. Visit her website at www.snakeandbone.com.
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