Making Sense of Magic:  Pattern Poems and Magical Language

This paper will demonstrate a clearer understanding of the patterned vowels and the magical incantations involved in the Greek Magical Papyri by examining PGM V. 70-95. I will argue that the pattern poems of the Hellenistic Era of Simias (Egg, Wings, Axe) among others provide viable parallels to the patterns in the magical papyri contrary to the ideas expressed by Cameron 1995 and Guichard 2006. Rather than the poem Egg, for example, being conceptualized as representing a poem written on a real egg, I argue that the poem Egg is conceptualized as being an egg, and if the poem is seen as actually being the object that it describes, then the poem no longer represents, the poem actually is. This leads to a concretization of the words on the page into a real object with substance. I argue that the same purpose and effect is created in the patterned vowels, though in order to concretize the power inherent in the vowels. 


The spell in question contains a speech-act (Austin 1962) as follows: “As long as I strike the eye with this hammer, let the eye of the thief be struck and let it swell up until it betrays him.” This is an example of persuasive analogy (Tambiah 1973), which I argue is encoded in the shape of the patterned vowels as well as the language of the magical incantation itself in addition to the explicit statement in the spell. First, the shape of the patterned vowels is one that increases, whereas almost all other patterned spells in the Greek Magical Papyri decrease. The decreasing spells, frequently associated with things such as curing fever, have long been seen to be examples of persuasive analogy, that is, just as the letters decrease, so may the fever decrease. I argue the increasing patterned vowels is also an example of persuasive analogy, that is, just as the letters increase, so may the eye of the thief increase (until it bursts).


Also, in the spell a paste is made of the plants chelkbei and bugloss, which is then transformed through burning and used to write CHOŌ, likely Coptic for ‘hand over’, on the wall. The fact that the plants are transformed into something else acts as another persuasive analogy for the transformation of the eye into something larger, and is also tied up with the concept of ‘handing over’. 


A final act of persuasive analogy lies in the structure of the incantation: CHALCHAK CHALKOUM CHIAM CHARCHROUM ZBAR BĒRI ZBARKOM CHRĒ / KARIŌB PHARIBOU. These so-called voces magicae normally serve as names and epithets of the divinity being summoned and display the magician’s knowledge to his client (Graf 1991). Yet the incantation has a highly developed structure which features a complex sequence of syllables which are repeated and then transformed through successive changes, with the subsequent addition of modified syllables. That is, the first syllable CHAL is repeated and changed to CHAK. The next word repeats the CHAL again then changes the next syllable to KOUM, a more ‘radical change’ but one that takes part of its shape from the previous word, as the K in KOUM is present because it is repeating the K in CHAK. Next we have CHIAM, a blending of the two elements we have seen so far, CHAL and KOUM, though with a change of the vowel. This process continues to the end with each element of the incantation transforming the earlier syllables. These complexities signal an idea which is present in the transformation of the chelkbei and bugloss (indeed, the CHAL is a reflection of the first syllable of the plant chel-kbei). Perhaps more importantly, we obtain insight into the ‘authorship’ of magicians by seeing the choices present in their works and the cohesive unity of their spells. 
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