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Abstract This article examines the Ritual of the Cat on Papyrus Mimaut, a complex
curse centred on the ritual use of a cat. | argue that the extant version preserves clear
traces of editorial reworking, especially in theillustration and invocation to Seth-Typhon
on the third lamella and in the second solar prayer. These passages show that the text
developed in layers, as a more general curse ritual against enemies was reshaped for
a specific anti-charioteer purpose. A close reading of the layout, scribal signs, and the
relation between text and image helps to reconstruct this process of recomposition.
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1 Introduction

The Ritual of the Cat, preserved on Papyrus Mimaut (PGM III*/GEMF 55;2
Louvre inv. 2391), is a Greek-language curse of the third-fourth
century AD,?® written on the recto, coll. 1-5, 1. 1-164.* 1t is presented
primarily as a curse against charioteers,® but is also said to work
for dream-sending, erotic attraction, separation, and enmity. These
applications belong to the broader sphere of aggressive magic and
show that the same ritual could be adapted to different purposes.
While the exact provenance and archaeological context of the papyrus
within Egypt are unknown, its content shows a strong familiarity with
Egyptian religious concepts, suggesting a priestly background. At the
same time, its main aim against charioteers reflects the influence of
Roman-style chariot races, which became increasingly popular in North
Africa from the second century AD onward, especially in Hadrumetum
and Carthage, where numerous curses against charioteers have been
found.®

The recipe can be divided into six parts, though not in the actual
order of execution: (1) the drowning of the cat and the first invocation;
(2) the preparation of the burial and of the ritual tools; (3) the burial
of the animal and the invocation of its spirit; (4) the sprinkling of

This article develops and substantially revises arguments first presented in a
longer Hungarian study, which also included a Hungarian translation of the ritual
text (Takacs 2025).

1 PGM stands for Papyri Graecae Magicae, the title given to the first edition of the
Greek-language portion of the corpus of magical papyri from Graeco-Roman Egypt
(Preisendanz, Henrichs 1973-74).

2 GEMEF is the abbreviation of Greek and Egyptian Magical Formularies: Text and
Translation, a new edition of the magical papyri. So far, only the first volume has been
published, containing texts up to number 54.

3 The dating is based on the most recent examination of the papyrus, see Dosoo,
Torallas Tovar 2022, 58.

4 The line and column numbering follows Preisendanz, Henrichs 1973-74. A new
arrangement of the papyrus fragments has been proposed by Martin Herndndez and
Torallas Tovar (2025), which reassigns the columns of the recipe to 5-10. The precise
new line numbering will be published in GEMF vol. 2, which will no doubt refine the
papyrus’s textual and visual elements. My argument, however, rests chiefly on features
visible at the level of layout, spacing, repetition, and scribal marking. Even where future
editorial work improves the text, the basic claim advanced here should remain secure:
the extant version of the recipe is layered and bears signs of purposeful recomposition.

5 Onagonistic curses, as a starting point, see Gager 1992, 42-77 and Tremel 2004; for
the latest study, see Sanchez Natalias 2022, 56-8. On agonistic magic in general, see
Heintz 1999. On circus curses with a special focus on their archaeological contexts,
see Heintz 1998.

6 On curse tablets from North-Africa, see Sichet 2000. R. Gordon and C. Sanchez
Natalias both assert that the curse tablets of imperial North Africa were produced by
professional practitioners who adapted Egyptian rituals to meet the demands of a new
clientele (Gordon 2012; Sénchez Natalias 2022, 67).
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the water with further invocation; (5) the inscription of the lamellae
(metal sheets) with voces magicae and drawings; (6) and the two solar
prayers, each describing the use of the cat’s whiskers as a phylactery.

This study focuses on the parts of the text that preserve the
clearest signs of editorial intervention: the illustrated third lamella
(§ 3.1), the invocation to Seth-Typhon beneath the figures (§ 3.3),
and the second solar prayer (§ 4). I argue that these are secondary
additions to an earlier version of the ritual. They show how a ritual
expert could reshape the basic material, combine elements from
different sources, and adapt an older aggressive ritual for a more
specific purpose.

The following sections briefly survey the individual parts of
the ritual, with particular attention to the drawing and to the
compositional choices visible in the text.

2 The Overview of the Ritual

The ritual begins with the drowning of a cat - thereby elevating the
animal to a deified state (hesiés)” - and with an accusation directed
against the practitioner’s enemies. In the accompanying prayer, the
cat is associated with the solar god in cat form,® and the enemies are
accused of killing the god’s sacred animal.®

Although the cat-faced deity in this ritual is often identified
with Bastet,® the text itself does not support this interpretation,

7 Onthe word, see Leitz 2002, 474-7. A comprehensive analysis of possible meanings
of hesiés across different periods and contexts, including the magical papyri, see
Dosoo 2022, esp. 377 (for a list of texts mentioning deified animals in the magical
papyri and in the Kyranides, see 342-4). On ‘deified humans’, see von Lieven 2010b.
The most famous of these individuals, worshipped as a god after his death in the Nile,
is Antinous. See Dosoo 2022, 397-400 with further literature.

8 It is invoked with the phrase [0 ¢]wi tiig popeiilg] Tiig ToU fAiov, 6 ailhouplo[mp]
dowtog Oede (the form of the Sun, cat-faced god, 11. 4-5). Unless otherwise indicated,
all translations are by the Author. The term fjAiog (helios, sun) is usually translated
as Helios, the Greek sun god, but this is not always appropriate. At the beginning of
PGM III 1-164/GEMF 55, it clearly refers to the Egyptian sun god Re. By the end of the
text, however, the solar deity incorporates elements from multiple cultures. Since this
kind of blending is a fundamental feature of the magical papyri, distinguishing between
different sun gods in each recipe is neither practical nor necessary. For this reason, I
refer to the deity simply as the Sun wherever possible.

9 Although the killing of sacred animals was generally not accepted in Egypt (and
was sanctioned to varying degrees across different regions), examination of animal
mummies reveals that many were intentionally and prematurely killed, likely for
religious purposes by priests. For the mass scale production of animal mummies, see
Koenig 2017, 81; Dosoo 2022, 382-95 with further literature. On the animal cult in
Egypt, see Fitzenreiter 2013.

10 Scholars who identify the cat-faced god as the Egyptian goddess Bastet, mainly do
so on the basis of a footnote in the English translation (Betz 1986, 18 fn. 1).
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since it refers to the figure consistently in the masculine. The cat is
better understood as a form of Re, since the sun god could appear
in different forms at different hours, one of them being the cat.**
This is well attested both in earlier Egyptian sources'? and in the
Graeco-Egyptian magical papyri.*® The cat’s role as defender of the
solar barque against the serpent Apep (Apophis) also belongs to
Egyptian tradition and is explicitly mentioned in our recipe (1. 83).*

The next stage instructs the practitioner to prepare three lamellae
and a papyrus written in cinnabar. The papyrus, bearing drawings
and names connected with chariots, charioteers, chariot boards, and
racehorses, is wrapped around the cat’s body.*® The three lamellae,
whose detailed instructions are given later in the recipe, are also
placed inside the animal. The body is then buried in a grave or in
the stadium while an invocation to the rising sun is recited. This
invocation calls upon an angelos, and may also refer to “the daimon
of the place”, an expression that appears again later in the recipe; it
also mentions the running of horses. The angelos most likely refers
to the spirit of the cat, whose names were inscribed on one of the
lamellae and invoked to act against the enemies (1. 71-6).

By this point, the cat has already been described as hesiés (deified),
the morphé (form) of the Sun, theos (god), hieron pneuma (sacred
spirit), angelos, and later daimon. The text thus presents the animal
in a series of overlapping divine and intermediary roles.¢

The water used for drowning the cat is then sprinkled in the
stadium or in a ritual space, again with an accompanying invocation.
This prayer mentions several deities, including Meliouchos,*” the
“daimon of the place”, and “the daimon of the spirit-endowed

11 See von Lieven 2010a, 33-4 and Quack 2007, with many examples.

12 Litany of Re § 56 (Piankoff 1964, 10-43; Hornung 1975-76); Book of the Dead,
Spell 17a (Allen 1974, 30, § S 15).

13 PGMIII 507-8/GEMF 55; PGM IV 1649-50/GEMF 57; PGM XXXVIII 18/GEMF 69.

14 [aiMovpom[poow]mos péyag, olaka kpatdv [Beol] (great cat-faced one, who holds
control over the tiller [of the god]). Cf. 11. 81-2, also 1. 98-9 and 102-3, which are parts
of the oral invocation to the Sun.

15 Wrapping the body in papyrus is reminiscent of animal mummification. See
Ikram 2005 and Dosoo 2022.

16 While these terms may at first seem to denote distinct positions within the divine
hierarchy, they are often used interchangeably in the magical papyri to describe
the same entity. It has been suggested that the lack of clear differentiation among
intermediate beings, especially in the role of a messenger, may stem from the absence
of distinct lexical terms within Egyptian terminology. This implies that a clearly
defined concept for these beings did not exist. The magical papyri also reflect a range
of religious ideas, which could further explain the inconsistencies. See Schipper 2007.

17 So far, the precise meaning of the word has not been determined. On the term,
see Brashear 1995, 3592 and Pachoumi 2017, 186. For a comprehensive analysis, see
Harrauer 1987.
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cat” (ll. 43-51). Whether the “daimon of the place” is understood as
a dead competitor, a chthonic power attached to the site, or a spirit
of the burial place,*® the ritual logic remains the same: the dead and
violently transformed cat serves as a medium through which further
underworld powers can be invoked. The ritual use of water rests on
the idea that an animal sacred to a god shares in the deity’s potency,
which can be transmitted to another medium at the moment of death.
In ourrecipe, the power of the solar god, embodied in the cat, passes
into the water through the animal’s death, allowing the liquid to
become an instrument of conjuration.*®

Up to this point, the structure of the recipe is coherent: the cat is
killed, transformed, equipped with ritual tools, buried, and activated
as an agent of curse. The following sections, however, show signs of
editorial layering, most clearly in the detailed instructions for the
lamellae and the two concluding solar prayers.

3 Instructions for the Lamellae

This section first considers the visual and textual instructions
connected with the three lamellae, before turning to the identity of
the figures and to the invocation written beneath them.

3.1 Illustrations

The section?® on the three lamellae provides the clearest evidence that
the extant version of the recipe has undergone editorial reworking.
Earlier in the text the lamellae are mentioned only briefly; here, they
are described in detail. Two of them are to be inscribed with magical
words (taew logos and afAavabavaifa), while the third combines
logoi, arrangement signs, a drawing of figures, and an invocation
beneath the image. This is the point where the papyrus most clearly
exposes the gap between the written template (Vorlage) of the recipe
and its execution in our copy.

The instructions for the two lamellae are located at the end of
col. 2, where two signs indicate the intended layout of the writing.

18 The most common places to hide curses were underground water sources (wells,
drains) and burial sites, due to their believed proximity to the underworld and its
creatures (Ogden 1999, 15-23). For an overview of deposition sites, see Sanchez
Natalias 2022, 37-52. Circus curses were mostly buried within the circus itself or in
nearby cemeteries (Heintz 1998).

19 For more on this concept, see Dosoo, Galoppin 2022, 233-4 and 241-2.

20 Drawings of coll. 2 and 3 can be found in Eitrem 1923, 54 and 56: https://www.
archive.org/details/lespapyrusmagiqu@@eitruoft/page/n53/mode/2up.

109

Quotidiana e-ISSN 3103-5450
1,2,2025,105-124


https://www.archive.org/details/lespapyrusmagiqu00eitruoft/page/n53/mode/2up
https://www.archive.org/details/lespapyrusmagiqu00eitruoft/page/n53/mode/2up

Barbara Takacs
Close Reading of the Praxis Ritual of the Cat (PGM I1l 1-164/GEMF 55)

The sign on the right marks the required ‘grape formation’ (V), while
the damaged sign on the left seems to indicate a square (plinthion)*
arrangement. The sign for the grape formation reappears in col. 3
in the description of the third lamella, together with an instruction
within the centre of the formation sign, approximately two lines below
the aPepapevBw palindrome: kapdiakdg, wg Botpug (heart-shaped,
like a bunch of grapes; 1. 69).

These annotations clearly unveil the authors’ intentions, who were
well-versed in the techniques associated with Graeco-Egyptian ritual
practices and saw no need to waste space or time by meticulously
documenting every detail. The editor of the recipe likely noted these
instructions for himself or for another experienced practitioner, who
would have understood from these markings how the engraving on
the lamella was meant to look.

Following the instruction, three figures are depicted with magical
words and a longer invocation beneath them [fig.1]. On the right,
there is an animal-headed figure, wearing a chiton and a mantle hung
over the left shoulder. It holds a whip in its right hand and a long staff
in its left, the top of which is not preserved on the papyrus. The figure
is significantly larger than the other two. On the left stands a fully
human figure, while the central figure has a human body but lacks its
head because of damage to the papyrus. Both also hold whips in their
right hands, mirroring that of the animal-headed figure. The whip
of the left figure touches an unidentified square object.?? Above this
figure, a writing reads in two lines: okehetoc | 5eE16¢ (right skeleton).
Similarly, there is a fragmented text above the central figure in two
lines: ¢ | epog which is understood as [okeAetolg | [dprotlepds (left
skeleton). Below the left figure appears the 1wepPnd logos,?* written
in noticeably smaller letters than the rest of the recipe, alongside
the ‘skeleton’ labels.

21 On the formations, see Faraone 2012; 2023.

22 Faraone proposes that the object may be an “oversized crown(?)” (2024, 276).
I found that the object’s shape and placement in the arrangement are similar to the
‘Osiris in sarcophagus’ motif that appears on curse tablets (e.g., DTAud 155, 159,
167 = Wiinsch 1898, nos 16, 20, 29). On the other hand, the object also resembles
the structure of the turning point (meta) for charioteers in circus races (e.g., on a
third-century mosaic from Carthage, now housed in the Bardo Museum in Tunis,
inv. A 341, see Aounallah, Ayachi, Baratte 2016, 282-3).

23 Also known as Sethian/Typhonic logos. It is typically associated with the god Seth
and is used in aggressive magic. For more on the logos, see Martin Hernéndez (2019),
who observed that the logos almost always appears in Greek, even in the bilingual
Greek-Demotic recipes, where the rest of the text is written in Demotic (190-1).
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Figurel Figureson thethirdlamella.2025. Digital drawing after Papyrus Mimaut, PGM I11 1-164/GEMF 55,
Louvre, Paris, inv. E 2391. © Krisztina Hevesi, reproduced with permission

K. Preisendanz interpreted the writing above the figures (“right
skeleton” above the left figure and presumably “left skeleton” above
the central figure) as instructions to interchange the figures when
creating the lamella (1973-74, 37). However, since the left and middle
figures are drawn in a similar style, this interchanging does not
seem particularly meaningful to me. In my view, a more plausible
interpretation is that the inscriptions indicate the intended positions
of the figures relative to the larger animal-headed figure. In this case,
the central figure, labelled as “left skeleton”, would already be in the
correct position to the left of the animal-headed figure. Meanwhile,
the left figure, labelled as “right skeleton”, should be positioned on
the right side of the animal-headed figure.

The execution of the three figures raises a compositional
problem. While the arrangement signs and magical words above
them are carefully designed, the drawing below does not show the
same structural coherence. The figures and accompanying textual
elements do not fit into the surrounding context with the same
degree of planning as the other visual instructions in the recipe. This
discrepancy suggests that the image was not conceived as an integral
part of the recipe, but introduced at a later stage of transmission.
The third lamella therefore offers the clearest material evidence in
the papyrus for editorial reworking.
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Several arguments suggest that the drawing was added later.?*
The large animal-headed figure does not fit the available space,
since its legs extend into the invocation below and partly into the
right margin. The figure on the left, together with the 1eppn6 logos
beneath it, is completely relegated to the left margin, with the logos
reaching into the invocation. This is the only place in the recipe
where the compositional elements overlap with the surrounding
text. By contrast, the visual guides for arranging the afepapevBw
palindrome and two other logoi remain within the boundaries of the
column and reflect deliberate planning. In the case of the figures,
the execution looks improvised. The scribe of the main text did not
leave enough room between the notation for the arrangement of the
palindrome and the invocation below, forcing the illustrator to adapt.
The two outer figures were then fitted into whatever space remained.
The right figure’s leg is shortened, and the foot is incompletely drawn,
likely to preserve the readability of the invocation. The 1wepfn6 logos
and the ‘labels’ above the left and middle figures are written in the
same noticeably smaller script. The lines of the 1weppn6 logos are
also misaligned with those of the invocation; some lines of the logos
fall between the much larger lines of the invocation.

These detailssuggestthatatleast partoftheillustration - especially
the two outer figures and the accompanying labels - was added after
the main text had already been copied. The limited space, uneven
composition, and displacement of several elements into the margins
do not suggest the careful execution of a template. Rather, they
indicate that the scribe did not yet have the final pattern of the
illustration before him and that the drawing was added only at a
later stage.

It was common practice in the production of magical handbooks to
leave space for drawings to be completed later, often by a different
individual. Such practices sometimes resulted in illustrations that
were incorrect or poorly positioned, and in some cases, images were
never inserted at all.?

24 Scholars had already questioned the unity of text and image in this section.
C. Harrauer (1987, 24) suggested that the right-hand figure and the 1wepfn6 logos were
later additions, judging from their differing pen-strokes. K. Preisendanz (1973-74, 36)
likewise considered the left-hand figure to be by another hand. More recently, R. Martin
Hernéndez and S. Torallas Tovar (2025, 20 fn. 19) have also argued that the drawings
were inserted afterwards to fill space left blank by the first scribe, noting in particular
the incomplete feet of the animal-headed figure.

25 See, e.g, PGM VII 467-77, 862-918/GEMF 74 (missing figure); PGM VII
579-90/GEMF 74 and PGM XXXVI 178-87/GEMF 68 (image differs from the
description). R. Gordon and R. Martin Hernandez offer an example where two papyri,
PGM VIII/GEMF 72 and PGM IX/GEMF 73, were copied by the same scribe, yet the
illustrations on each belong to two different hands (2022, 307-8).
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3.2 Identity of the Figures

The interpretation of the three figures is particularly challenging and
has given rise to diverse scholarly opinions. The left figure has been
identified as the sun god, Isis-Hekate-Ereschigal; or a contestant;?®
the middle figure as Isis-Hekate-Ereschigal, the headless Osiris, the
sun god, or the cat-faced daimon.?”

The animal-headed figure has been interpreted as the cat,?® a
horse-headed entity, or the god Seth.?® It falls into the category of
‘Sethian figures’, a term coined by R. Wiinsch for representations
with horse or donkey heads, often linked to Seth (1898). These
figures commonly appear in curses and are typically seen as either
a horse-headed demon or Seth.3® They are usually accompanied
by the 1wepPnd logos, associated with Seth, along with words
linked to Osiris (Eulamo, Osiris, Mnevi) and the depiction of the
mummy-Osiris.®* The argument for identifying the Sethian figure
as a horse-headed entity rather than Seth was largely based on
the shape of its ears®? and a presumed connection to racehorses
(Gager 1992, 68; Tremel 2004, 46-7). This interpretation, however,
is contradicted by its appearance in other forms of aggressive magic.

26 For the left figure as the sun god, see Preisendanz, Henrichs 1973-74, 37 (with
question mark); Harrauer 1987, 25 (Helios-Re); as Isis-Hekate-Ereschigal, see
Delatte 1914, 232; as a contestant, see Nowitzki 2021, 153 fn. 124.

27 Forthe middle figure as Isis-Hekate-Ereschigal, see Preisendanz, Henrichs 1973-74,
37 (with question mark); as the headless Osiris, see Delatte 1914, 232: “Ce personnage
est évidemment le dieu solaire acéphale que nous connaissons, Osiris, que Seth menace
du fouet”; as the sun god, see Nowitzki 2021, 153 fn. 124; as the cat-faced daimon, see
Harrauer 1987, 25.

28 Martin Hernéndez 2012, 493; Nowitzki 2021, 153 fn. 124. According to C. Faraone,
the animal-headed figure represents the cat, whose identity has merged with that of
the daimon of the place: “The whip in the hand of this larger figure suggests that he is
the ghost of the charioteer ‘in this place’, who is assimilated with the cat-faced daimén
as the agent of the curse” (2024, 277).

29 Winsch 1898 (Gnostic Seth); Audollent 1904; Delatte 1914, 231; Hopfner 1921, 107-8;
Preisendanz, Henrichs 1973-74, 36; Harrauer 1987, 23-4 (who identifies the figure as
Seth but with a horse-head); Koenig 2017, 81; Martin Hernéndez 2019, 197; 2022, 43-5;
Love 2022 (a detailed analysis of an animal-headed figure that shares morphological
features with the donkey-headed Seth and its development over 900 years, from
Egyptian to Coptic sources).

30 For the interpretation as a horse-headed demon, see Preisendanz 1927, 35-7;
1972, 17-18; Gager 1992, 68 fn. 85; Németh 2013; for the identification with Seth, see
Winsch 1898, 86-114 (Gnostic Seth); Martin Hernandez 2022.

31 For a comprehensive analysis of the Sethian figure and its associated elements,
including Osiris and the 1wepPnB logos, see Martin Hernandez 2022. For the development
and variations of an animal-headed figure with similar morphological features to the
Sethian figure, see Love 2022.

32 See Bonner 1950, 114; Harrauer 1987, 25; Németh 2013; Martin Hernandez 2012,
493 (but contra in 2022, 43-4).
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In my view, the left and middle figures are best considered together
rather than identified separately. Their common label, “skeleton”,
suggests that they were conceived as belonging to the same category,
regardless of their exact identity. Two main interpretations have
been proposed. R. Martin Hernandez cautiously suggests that they
are the two paredroi*® who accompany the Sethian figure on curse
tablets (2022, 44), whereas C. Faraone understands them as the
targets of the spell (2024, 277). 1 do not attempt to resolve the question
here. It is worth noting, however, that both figures wear straps across
their chests, also mentioned by Martin Hernandez (2022, 44), which
correspond to the usual iconography of charioteers (Grosser 2021).
This detail fits well if the figures are understood either as the targeted
charioteers®® themselves or as the spirits of dead charioteers invoked
to carry out the curse. The designation “skeleton” perhaps speaks
more strongly for the former, since the victims of curses are often
depicted in corpse-like or mummy-like form.%® In any case, the two
smaller figures were clearly conceived as a subordinate pair in
relation to the animal-headed figure.

The large figure is best understood as Seth. Martin
Hernéndez (2022, 43-5) also argues for this identification and shows
that the evidence points in this direction despite certain iconographic
difficulties. In particular, the presence of the 1weppn6/Sethian logos,
on the third lamella, together with the aBepapevBw palindrome, and
their repetition in the first solar hymn (1. 116-19), strongly supports
this reading. To this may be added the invocation below the figures,
which places the animal-headed figure in close relation to the spirit
of the cat. The link between the two is best explained by their shared
mythological role in Egyptian tradition, where both Seth and the cat
can appear as defenders of the solar barque against Apophis.3?

33 For the pairing of two smaller figures with a larger one in curse tablets, see, e.g.,
DTAud 151, 155A, 159B, 167A = Wiinsch 1898, nos 12, 16A, 20B, 29A.

34 OnDTAud 238 and 239, two target-charioteers are depicted holding whips in their
right hands, with their names inscribed above them, closely resembling the design of
the present image.

35 E.g., DTAud 155, 156, 159 = Wiinsch 1898, nos 16, 17, 20. A subjugating spell in
PGM IX/GEMF 73 may also depict the curse’s target as a skeletal figure.

36 These are typically curses and love spells invoking Seth. More on the logos, see
Suppl.Mag. II 95, commentary to ll. 8-12; Martin Hernandez 2019. For a complete list
of occurrences of the logos, see Martin Hernandez, Torallas Tovar 2014. On Seth in the
magical papyri, see Dieleman 2005, 130-8.

37 On Seth as the protector of the solar barque, see Dieleman 2005, 134; te
Velde 1967, 99-108. The idea of the fusion is also mentioned in Koenig 2017, 81 and
Dosoo 2022, 359 fn. 89 (who highlights two articles exploring the possible connection
between the cat and Seth, partly based on the depiction of the Apophis-slaying cat with
prominent donkey ears).
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3.3 The Invocation Below the Figures

The invocation below the figures preserves another clear sign of editorial
reworking. In its present form, the passage consists of an invocation
to the cat-faced being (1/a), an inserted invocation to Seth-Typhon (2),
and a resumed command to the cat (1/b). The structure is significant,
because the Seth section interrupts an already complete invocation
and is followed by wording that restores the earlier flow of the passage.
The sequence can be described briefly as follows: in 11. 82-6, the first
invocation addresses the cat-faced god and ends with the expected
request formula (“fulfil such-and-such deed for me”) together with a
closing mark. The next line begins a new invocation to Seth-Typhon,
introduced by a coronis, although much of the previous line remains
empty.3® After this, the text returns to the cat-faced god and repeats
the request that it should accomplish the petitioner’s aim (11. 90-3).
The text runs as follows:

Invocation 1/a:

[Eyelilplov pot oleautdv

aiMoupor[poow]mog péyag, otoka kpatdv [Beod], moin-
ololv 10 &¢civa [m]paypa kowvd amo Tiig onpepolv] nuépag
1101 [N, tlayvu tayy. cuviédecdv pot 10 Seiva Tpaypa,
ko 6oa BéAerc. [closing mark]

Invocation 2:

[coronis] [kplataie Z[7]0 Tupdy, kol dvépnoov 16 oBév-

[e1 olou kai [kaltdotpeyov 10 Seiva Tpdypa év 1§ TéTTER Tou[TR]
[...] Ttotpr, g @v kehevow 16 16DAR Tov,

611 oplxiClw oe Maokehh Maokehhw Aoyog. [ouv-

Invocation 1/b:

t]élead[v plot Tolto 10 Seiva Tpdypa €l Ti) popqm oov,
[at])\oup[on]poownog GYYE)\OQ, OUVTEANETOV pot 10
Seiva Tpdypa, Kovd kol Ta £Efig Ypagopeva eig A

[Aalg ypetalg].

Invocation 1/a:

Rouse yourself for me,

great cat-faced one, who holds control over the tiller [of the god]. Do

such-and-such deed (usual) from today

immediately, immediately, quickly, quickly. Fulfil such-and-such
[deed for me

(usual, as what you wish). [closing mark]

38 The presence of the spatium was also noted by Love 2017, 181 fn. 49.
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Invocation 2:

[coronis] Mighty Seth Typhon, act unlawfully with your power
and subvert such-and-such deed in this place

[...], however I command your image (1§ eidwAw cov)
because I conjure you Maskelli Maskello logos.

Invocation 1/b:

Fulfil

such-and-such deed for me in your form,

cat-faced angelos, fulfil

such-and-such deed for me (usual), and the following written
things for other purposes.

(11. 82-93)

The layout strongly suggests that the Seth invocation is secondary.
The end of 1/a is marked not only by the standard closing formula,
but also by the scribal signs and by the beginning of a new textual
unit on the following line.?® This formatting choice always signifies
a distinct separation in the text, suggesting either a shift to a new
process within the ritual or the beginning of a new ritual altogether.
In our case, this indicates that a section has been inserted that does
not appear in the text from which it was copied.

This conclusion also helps explain the relation between text and
image. The Seth invocation refers to Seth’s eidolon (1. 89), which likely
understood as the animal-headed figure on the lamella. The insertion
therefore seems to belong to the same phase of reworking as the
illustration: the text invokes the figure that the lamella presents
visually.

The placement of the three lamellae inside the cat, inscribed with
the invocation and request, recalls ritual practices in which magical
objects are deposited in the mouth or grave of the dead in order to
get help from their spirit. In the Ritual of the Cat, however, the dead
body is not simply used, but produced for this purpose. It is also not
a typical corpse: the cat is identified as the form of the Sun, and it
was therefore likely understood as more powerful than that of an
ordinary nekydaimon (spirit of the dead). The curse is thus deposited
in a violently killed sacred animal whose efficacy rests on both its
death and its solar-divine character. The cat’s body also serves as
a medium through which further assistance from the netherworld
can be invoked.

39 The same signs appear in the next section, in col. 5, 11. 9-10, separating the two
solar hymns.
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4 The Two Solar Prayers

The end of the recipe provides another clear case of layering.
Two prayers to the Sun appear in succession, each preceded by
instructions to hold cat’s whiskers as a phylactery. Their wording
is almost identical, with one key difference: the first prayer is to be
recited at sunset, while the second at sunrise:

ENBGov Tpog kaTdduoty ToU NAou Aéye [kplaTdv tag Tpiyag Tol
athoupou Ta¢ £k deEidv []ai €€ elmvipwy Tol oTépaTos aUtol Mot
pulakTiprov. Sidvuoov 1§ Hhiw Aéywv Tov Adyov. Aoyos.

Turn toward the sunset and recite the following while holding the
whiskers of the cat from the right and left sides of its mouth as a
phylactery. Finish by saying this prayer to the Sun. The prayer.
(I1. 94-8)

EABoov B¢ &v 1) TOTIE, Ev @ TTpdoTELs, EXwV TAS peydAag Tpiyag Tol

N v . Soo oA L , AN
[ailo]Upou tag €k deEiidv [K]ai €€ elwvipwy Tol [oTé]patog avtol
woel pulaktipiov. didvuoov [1¢ HMig] év Tf] dvatoli] Aéywv Tov
Aéyov. Aéyo.

Go to the place where you are performing the ritual, while holding
the whiskers of the cat from the right and left sides of its mouth as
a phylactery. Finish by saying this prayer [to the Sun] at sunrise.
The prayer. (11. 124-8)

The two prayers are clearly separated. Although the second begins on
the same line on which the first ends (col. 5, 1. 9), a distinct spatium
separates them, accompanied by the same closing mark and coronis
that earlier in the recipe indicate textual division (col. 4, 11. 4-5). The
closing signs suggest that the distinction is not merely a division of
ritual phases but pointing to an editorial modification to an earlier
recipe. It is likely that the second prayer was inserted from a different
source, and the editor intended to mark this distinction.

Their content supports this conclusion. The first prayer remains
closely tied to the rest of the recipe: it recalls the enemy’s offence
against the god, includes the idea of halting the solar barque, and
repeats voces magicae already used earlier in the text. The second
prayer, however, is entirely different: its focus is on various creation
myths from Egyptian cosmology, such as the birth of the sun god from
an egg or as a child, as well as his self-creation from the primordial
ocean. It also incorporates elements from other cultures, including
expressions familiar from Greek descriptions of Apollo-Helios (“you

»oou

who love divination”, “golden-faced”, “golden-rayed”) and names
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associated with Jewish tradition, such as Iadc and the names of
archangels.*°

In both cases, the prayer is accompanied by the same temporary
protective device: whiskers taken from the right and left sides of the
cat’s mouth and held as a phylactery.** This shared ritual gesture
places both prayers within the same ritual framework, even though
the second seems to be a later addition.

5 Conclusion

The Ritual of the Cat draws on traditional Egyptian religious concepts
and techniques, such as hesiés, the various forms of Re, and animal
mummification, while adapting them to a new cultural setting and
a different audience. The spread of Roman chariot racing created
a new context for curses of this kind, and the recipe shows how an
older ritual could be reshaped for that purpose. At the same time, the
text contains surprisingly few direct references to charioteers. Apart
from the illustration on the third lamella, only the papyrus wrapped
around the cat includes drawings and inscriptions connected
with them, whereas the prayers themselves usually speak more
generally of enemies. I therefore argue that the recipe preserves a
more general curse ritual that was adapted for competition-related
purposes while retaining its basic structure. The central elements
of the rite - the use of the cat, the accusation against the enemies,
and the prayers - remain unchanged, while only certain sections,
referred to as “such-and-such deed”, were adjusted to fit the intended
aim. This structure also allows for the substitution of other targets
or purposes, making the curse easily adaptable for other harmful
magical acts, a list of which is provided at the end of the recipe.

My analysis also suggests that the extant form of the recipe is
the result of editorial reworking. The arrangement of the figures on
the third lamella - with two of them pushed into the margins and
overlapping with the text - together with the added notes concerning
the skeletal figures, strongly suggests that the illustration did not
belong to the version of the recipe from which the text was copied.
It is better understood as a newly created composition assembled
from different source(s) by a ritual expert. The same applies to the
inserted invocation to Seth-Typhon and to the second solar prayer,

40 Theincorporation of hymns inspired by various cultures, often with distinct tones
compared to the rest of the recipe, is a common feature of the magical papyri. On the
‘religious plurality’ of the hymns in the magical papyri, see Bortolani 2016.

41 For an analysis of the object type, see Takacs 2024 with further literature. For
a shorter list of recipes possibly describing such amulets, see Dosoo 2015, 390-2 and
Faraone 2018, Appendix A: 263-5.
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both of which preserve visible signs of secondary addition. The origin
of the editorial markings, such as the closing sign and the coronis,
remains uncertain: they may have been introduced by the scribe of
the present manuscript, but they may also go back to a previous stage
of transmission. In either case, the papyrus preserves clear traces of
a process in which earlier material was supplemented, rearranged,
and adapted.
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1 Introduction

The surviving corpus of Coptic magical manuscripts from late antique
and early medieval Egypt invites us into a world of ritual creativity.
Ritual products - whether in the form of applied amulets or larger
ritual handbooks - do not appear as rigid compositions, fixed once and
for all by a monolithic authoritative tradition.* Rather, they reveal the
handiwork of ritual experts who worked with shared ritual materials
arranged in flexible and inventive ways. Formulae, invocations, and
narrative vignettes recur across manuscripts, yet rarely in identical
arrangements. What confronts us is not a stable literary form but a
repertoire of ritual paraphernalia, continuously reconfigured to meet
the demands of shifting ritual aims and clienteles.

This paper develops a new analytical framework for approaching
this fluid textual landscape, which I term ‘modular approach’.
This heuristic model approaches magical texts as assemblages of
discrete modular units - here referred to as ‘frame units’ - that ritual
specialists could differently manipulate (e.g., combine, juxtapose,
expand, shrink) to articulate their own brand of ritual products. These
frame units form the textual building blocks of a ritual text and can
range from compact and recurring brief sequences of names (e.g., the
Béth- series, the couplet Orphamiél/O(r)pha) and scriptural excerpts
(e.g., the Gospel Incipits), to longer and more complex invocations (e.g.,
the Adjuration of the Nine Guardians, the Invocation of Baktiotha) and
refrain formulae (e.g., the Binding of the Sky refrain) - all of which
will be discussed in greater detail below. I here heuristically posit
that these modular units exhibit a spectrum of variation that may be
grouped under two broad categories: ‘intertextual development’ and
‘idiolectic variation’. The former encompasses textual divergences
that arise on a structural level - through processes of expansion,
contraction, or repositioning of textual sequences - while the latter
accounts for lexical or stylistic alterations, reflecting the personal
repertoires and preferences of individual ritual experts.

I am grateful to the anonymous reviewers for their incisive feedback and to Joseph
Sanzo, Ra‘anan Boustan, and Dylan Burns for their insightful comments at various
stages in the development of the article and on earlier versions of the manuscript.
This article develops and substantially revises material originally presented in the
Author’s doctoral dissertation, Ecclesiastical Magic: The Emergence of a Christian
Ritual Discourse in Late Antiquity (Ca’ Foscari University, 2026). The categories
employed throughout it are offered as heuristic instruments rather than definitive
propositions and are presented in the hope that they may stimulate further discussion
and refinement. This said, errata, si quae occurrent, benevolus lector.

1 Forthe purposes of this study, ‘magic’ and ‘ritual’ are used interchangeably, without
prejudice to the broader theoretical debates surrounding these categories.

126

Quotidiana e-ISSN 3103-5450
1,2,2025,125-154



Michele Scarlassara
Ritual Paraphernalia

The modular approach draws theoretical support from biblical
redaction criticism, particularly from the analytical insight that
the study of redactional strategies in scriptural traditions requires
approaching texts as organized in discrete unit-based segments, the
pericopae. At the same time, the modular approach builds upon more
recent scholarly discourse on late antique ritual texts, including Sanzo’s
engagement with the Gospel Incipits tradition, Schafer’s modular
configuration of the Hekhalot corpus into redactional units labeled
‘macroforms’ and ‘microforms’, and Shaked’s differentiation between
‘formula’ and ‘spell’ in the Aramaic incantation bowls - to which I will
return in the discussion below. These approaches to textual sources,
though developed for different literary corpora, share the assumption
that texts are organized into clusters of modular units that can be
easily extracted and recombined with other sections. By analyzing
the ways in which textual modules have been arranged, combined,
and juxtaposed, a modular approach may illuminate dynamics of
redaction and transmission in magical manuscripts. When examined
both diachronically and synchronically, frame units indeed reveal a
spectrum of variability that is indicative of their strategic deployment
to suit diverse spell formats and ritual objectives. Through close
analysis of selected case studies, I here argue that ritual practitioners,
operating as ‘cut-and-paste’ redactors, organized their texts by
assembling, modeling, and adapting a vast range of frame units that
constituted the ritual paraphernalia of a shared cultural world.?
Far from being simple copyists, their operative crafting logic shows
that the ‘cutting’” was oriented by the hand of distinct authoritative
traditions and the ‘paste’ was tailored to produce distinct ritual effects.

On a broader level, these compositional logics further invite us
to speculate that the scribal world in which ritual experts moved
was one where ritual texts emerged through a performative process
that combined oral strategies of memorization with the adaptation of
pre-selected texts stored in template-style archives. One crucial piece
of evidence in this respect is Leiden, Rijksmuseum van Oudheden,
MS AMS 9 (=PCM I 11; KYP M 171), a sixth-to-eighth-century Coptic
papyrus codex whose contents, format, and layout suggest its use by
ritual experts as a working manual for storing and copying relevant
ritual frame units. Ultimately, the mixed model advanced here offers
a novel perspective on late antique and early medieval magic as a
performative genre situated at the intersection of oral and written
modes of transmission.

2 The rubric ‘ritual paraphernalia’ is employed here in a metaphorical sense to
designate the repertoire of textual resources available to ritual specialists. Much as
physical paraphernalia furnish the material means by which an activity is carried out,
these textual resources - preserved in the form of frame units - could be selected,
adapted, and recombined in the production of ritual texts.
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2 Redaction Criticism and the Modular Composition
of Jewish and Christian Ritual Texts

What I here designate as the ‘modular approach’ draws much of
its analytical capacity from biblical redaction criticism.® Like this
latter scholarly approach, it seeks to reconstruct the logics that orient
redactional activity by observing how ritual practitioners select,
arrange, and adapt a shared repertoire of textual materials organized
into textual segments - conventionally labeled pericopae in this
scholarly tradition. In this particular case, redaction is understood
as an interpretive act rather than as a purely mechanical process
of transmission. At the same time, however, the modular approach
diverges in important ways from classical redaction criticism as
traditionally practiced in Old and New Testament studies. Redaction
criticism has often been guided - explicitly or implicitly - by
philological concerns oriented toward the reconstruction of earlier
textual strata and, in some cases, toward the retrieval of an ‘original’ or
least contaminated version of a literary unit. Even when emphasizing
theological creativity, redaction-critical analyses generally operate
on the assumption that redactional activity takes place upon
relatively discrete textual traditions or source materials. The ritual
sources examined in this article, however, sit uneasily with these
assumptions. Both synchronic and diachronic analysis reveals that
ritual practitioners were generally less concerned with preserving
fixed textual forms than with actively recombining circulating
materials in response to shifting ritual aims. Textual variants and
the repositioning of textual modules, rather than signaling corruption
or degeneration, appear to have been constitutive of ritual creativity.

With specific reference to magical sources, a view of these
materials as organized into module-based texts has already been
alluded to by scholars of ancient magic. For instance, Sanzo has
engineered a meaningful theoretical approach for analyzing
scriptural pericopae featuring in late antique ritual amulets
(Sanzo 2014). Sanzo’s model operates on the working hypothesis
that the extant amuletic evidence from late antique Egypt shows
an approach to Scriptures (i.e., the Bible and the Gospels) based on
meronymic relations between the wholes and their respective parts
(Sanzo 2014, 24-53). As Sanzo has further detailed, this part-whole
relation is organized around a partonomic structure that moves from
the general to the specific. Accordingly, the Bible occupies the apex
of the hierarchy as the encompassing whole, while its constituent
sub-corpora (e.g., the Gospels and Psalms) appear at subordinate

3 For a general overview on redaction criticism, see for instance Barton 1992;
Collins 2011.
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levels. Down this hierarchy are the sections of each biblical book and,
yet at a lower level, selected chapters, paragraphs, and sentences
from a biblical work. Sanzo has meaningfully illustrated the extent to
which this taxonomic structure becomes instrumental in approaching
scriptural incipits in amulets from late antique Egypt. Scriptural
incipits in Egyptian amulets are consistent with the fact that, in
Late Antiquity, many individuals encountered the Bible through
formats such as incipient forms of lectionaries and other collections
of scriptural excerpts intended for liturgical performance; that is,
compilations of portions of scriptural texts (e.g., portions sourced
from the Gospels, from the Old Testament, from the Prophets, or
from individual Psalms) collected and organized around a common
theme (Sanzo 2014, 30-2). The way Gospel Incipits are employed in
amulets thus presupposes a textual architecture built from thematic
units designed to be extracted and arranged alongside other sections:

I contend that in late antique Egypt the scriptural ‘wholes’
containing ritual power were limited to individual thematic units.
These units could range partonomically from entire psalms or
narrative/apophthegmatic items to single verses or phrases and
could be ‘tapped’ in various ways, from direct citation to visual
depiction to creed-like summaries. (Sanzo 2014, 26)

Sanzo’s extensive examination of the occurrences of MT PS 91:1
(LXX Ps 90:1) along with the incipits of the Gospels in magical
sources lends support to this view, thereby illuminating how these
scriptural passages were extensively employed in a range of different
combinations by ritual specialists (Sanzo 2014, 47-52). At a more
general level, Sanzo’s analysis attests to how a module-based view
of Scriptures betrays a specific bent of the mind of late antique ritual
specialists (Sanzo 2014, 70-2).

Looking outside Egypt, Schafer’s modular approach to the
Hekhalot - a post-Talmudic corpus of adjurational and visionary
materials revolving around the depiction of the divine chariot
(merkavah) as portrayed in Ezekiel’s vision by the Chebar river
(Ezek. 1) - has highlighted the need for an investigative model
grounded in a partonomic view of textual composition, structured
into larger and smaller redactional units named ‘macroforms’ and
‘microforms’ (Schafer 1983).* Schafer’s model emerged from the
recognition that the deep divergences among surviving textual
witnesses of this tradition resist reconstruction of a single Urtext,
instead pointing to a compositional logic oriented toward creative
recombination. More recently, Swartz has sharpened this insight

4 Tor a general overview on Hekhalot, see for instance Boustan 2007.
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by fostering broader reflections relative to the logics that drive the
performance of scribal profiles behind such practices, characterizing
Hekhalot scribes as ‘cut-and-paste’ redactors who continually
extracted and rearranged textual materials that amounted to the
formation of a shared cultural world (Swartz 2018, 200-20). Swartz’s
formulation thus extends Schafer’s corpus-specific model into a
broader scribal habitus that resonates strongly with recent scholarly
work on the Aramaic incantation bowls, where a comparable concern
with the organization of ritual texts into discrete textual units may
already be observed in Shaked’s analysis:

The text of a bowl will be called an incantation. An incantation may
consist of one or more segments (which we shall call ‘spells’), and
these can turn up on occasion in other incantations as well. A spell
reflects, with greater or lesser fidelity, what I should like to call a
formula. This term denotes an ideal structure of a text which the
practitioner aims at reproducing. A formula may be envisioned as
the text that could have been placed in a carefully written model
book of spells, even though no such composition is known to have
existed. (Shaked 2011, 188)

Although framed in different nomenclature (spells, formulas, and
incantations), Shaked’s configuration of bowl texts exhibits a
logic broadly compatible with the modular approach. Particularly
significant is his distinction between individual spells and the larger
incantations into which they are incorporated, a relationship that
similarly presupposes the circulation and recombination of discrete
textual units. Further in this vein, Shaked captures the significance
of this part-whole logic when he says:

A formula is thus a construct, not a concrete text. Borrowing
an idea from linguistics, a formula would represent the langue,
while a spell, which constitutes the performance of a formula,
corresponds to the parole of the text. (Shaked 2011, 189)

By invoking the Saussurean distinction between langue and parole,
Shaked operates on the assumption that ritual products originate from
the creative configuration of materials drawn from a shared textual
repertoire - namely, the langue in Saussure’s discourse. This latter
point comes into sharper focus in Gross’s and Manekin-Bamberger’s
recent analysis of modularity in the bowl incantations (Gross,
Manekin-Bamberger 2022). In a recent joint study, the two scholars
have introduced the category ‘cluster bowls’ to designate a subset
of incantation formulae that avoid invocations of foreign deities or
formulations resistant to clear Jewish identification. Instead, these
bowls string together clusters of texts sourced from rabbinic and
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para-rabbinic materials, including liturgical formulae, halakhic
discourse, and mystical traditions. This compositional strategy is
not haphazard. Rather, it reflects a deliberate attempt to harness the
authoritative power of specific textual clusters in order to augment
the ritual potency of the bowl. Let’s consider, for instance, the text
of Moussaieff 164:

(1) Bound and sealed are you who are the Lilith, the evil tormentor.
Making for your name. So, for your name I am making [this
magical act]. May there be healing from (2) heaven for the house
of Abandad son of Batgada. At your right Uziel, at your left Susiel,
in front of you Michael, behind you Hananel, above you (3) the
presence of God [...] (4) In the name of YHWH YHWH the God of
Israel whom thousands upon thousands (5) will serve before him
and myriads upon myriads will attend before him [...] (6) In the
name of Zahuvari YHWH the God of Israel and in the name of
Zabudiel YHWH the God of Israel, and in the name of Metatron
the Prince of the Countenance. For the name of the servant is
similar to the name of his master, (7) for it is said: “for my name
is within him” [...] If you appear as a pig I adjure and put you
under oath by means of (9) YHW YHW. If you appear as a ram I
adjure and put you under oath “‘By Alef-Daleth’ or ‘by Yod-He’ or
‘by Shaddai’ or ‘by Sabaoth’ or ‘by the Merciful and Gracious’ or
‘by him that is long suffering and of great kindness’, and by any
substituted name”. If you appear as a dog I adjure (10) and put
you under oath by means of “I am that I am” [...] (12) And if you
do not flee and go out from the house of Abandad son of Batgada
and from the dwelling of Sami daughter of Parsita his wife, you
demons and afflictions and satans and shadows, you shall all be
under the ban of Rabbi Joshua bar Perahia, amen amen selah.
(Gross, Manekin-Bamberger 2022, 8-9)

As the two scholars have detailed, the bowl incorporates textual
clusters from different sources, including a quasi-verbatim quotation
from the Talmud (bSan 38b) and the Mishnah (mShev 4:13), along
with the above-mentioned ban of Joshua bar Perahia, which is here
severed from its usual formulaic context and stitched into the bowl’s
cluster structure. Notably, while Gross and Manekin-Bamberger
do not foreground the modularity of these clusters as a primary
analytical category, their study nonetheless underscores how the
act of ‘clustering’ served as an operative logic of ritual composition.

In dialogue with these scholarly insights, this section has attempted
to situate the heuristic designation ‘modular approach’ within the
broader scholarly discourse on late antique Jewish and Christian
texts. The present model is therefore not intended to replace the
approaches developed by Sanzo, Schafer, Shaked, and others, but to
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provide a common heuristic vocabulary for describing comparable
compositional dynamics across ritual corpora. While these scholars
have identified analogous phenomena within particular traditions,
the modular approach seeks to articulate a broader framework for
analyzing the extraction, recombination, and adaptation of ritual
materials. As I will show below, magical literature emerges less as
a fixed textual tradition than as a flexible assemblage of materials
drawn from a shared ritual repertoire. These recurring textual
building blocks will be here designated as ‘frame units’, a term
whose rationale and analytical significance will be developed in the
following section, which turns to materials drawn from the expansive
corpus of Coptic ritual texts.

3 Ritual Paraphernalia: A Meta-Analysis of Ritual Texts

My investigation into the range of redactional strategies deployed
by ritual experts now requires us to grapple with the notion of
‘frame unit’ as applied to magical sources. Within the context of the
present study, the term frame unit designates a recognizable textual
configuration that circulates as a reusable segment within ritual
literature and is subject to processes of redactional manipulation.
Frame units may operate at different textual scales, ranging from
recurring sequences of names (e.g., the Beth- series) to extended
invocations or scriptural excerpts. Frame units should therefore be
understood as heuristic categories whose boundaries may remain
fluid. What distinguishes such units is their capacity to recur
across different artifacts and textual contexts while retaining a
recognizable structure, even as they undergo variation in length,
wording, or placement within a spell. In more practical terms, a
frame unit can therefore be identified whenever a cluster of textual
materials appears in multiple ritual sources in comparable form
and is capable of being extracted, rearranged, or recombined with
other textual segments. The main advantage of this definition lies in
its ability to describe the constituent parts of a ritual text without
relying on narrower categories such as formula, spell, historiola,
or adjuration. Given the frequent overlap between these rubrics,
identifying a single term capable of designating a specific portion
of ritual discourse is often difficult. The category of frame unit
therefore encompasses a wide range of textual materials, including
invocations such as the Adjuration of the Nine Guardians (see below)
and the Invocation to Baktiotha (see below), refrains such as the
Binding of the Sky (see below), as well as scriptural and apocryphal
passages such as the Jesus-Abgar Correspondence, Ps 90 (91), and
the Gospel Incipits. This working definition of frame unit builds
on Foley’s analysis of the Serbian healing-charm tradition known
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as basma (see Foley 1995, 136-81; Foley, Halpern 1978) - a ritual
performance that was preserved and passed down by the female
part of the classical Serbian extended families, the zadruga. As Foley
illustrates, frame units constitute the discrete textual sections that,
arranged together, compose the structure of the ritual performance
uttered by the female ritual specialist, the bgjalice. Frame units
exhibit variability contingent upon the performer’s discretion in
arranging and deploying his repertoire of formulae. Their variability
manifests in dimensions of length and placement, in prosodic and
semantic nuance, and in the shifting ritual functions they assume
within the spell. The concept of frame unit employed here extends
this insight to the study of Coptic ritual texts.

Armed with this definition of frame unit, I now turn to the
principles governing its variation. For heuristic purposes, these
variations may be grouped under two broad categories: ‘intertextual
development’ and ‘idiolectic variation’. Starting from the first rubric,
‘intertextual development’ designates variations that arise through
the rearrangement, expansion, contraction, or conflation of frame
units. These redactional strategies may be observed in my first case
study, the abovementioned Adjuration of the Nine Guardians. This
ritual invocation features both in London, British Museum, EA 10391
(=Hay 1; KYP M 302) - an eighth-to-ninth-century magical formulary
from Upper Egypt (Thebes?) - and in the later (tenth century CE)
magical handbook P. Heid. Kopt. 685 (=PCM I 25; KYP M 186) from
the Heidelberg Magical Library, where it appears after a version of
the Prayer of Mary ‘at Bartos’.® The Nine Guardians are invoked for
protecting the Holy Trinity, with each triad overseeing a distinct
person - the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. According to their
representation in P. Heid. Kopt. 685, the guardians hold crosses in
their hands, and their semblance is adapted to the guarded component
of the Trinity: anthropomorphic figures protect the Father and the
Son, whereas bird-like figures defend the Holy Spirit - likely echoing
its appearance as a dove. In the synopsis below, I discuss the two
versions of this ritual invocation:

5 On the Heidelberg Magical Library, see Gardner, Johnston 2023, 51-63; Dosoo,
Preininger 2023, 259-63. For a general overview on the Prayer of Mary ‘at Bartos’, see
Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 287-9.
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Hay 1

‘Amanou, Phourat, Phourani, the three
guardians strongin their power, these
ones who watch over the body and

the blood of the almighty; Béth, Béth,
Béthai, the three guardians strongin
their power, these ones who watch over
the body and the blood of the beloved
son, Abiout, Karnabot, Karnabiél, the
three guardians strong in their power,
these ones who watch over the body
and the blood of the holy spirit.
(O’Connell 2022, 87, 1. 1-5; underlining
added)

P. Heid. Kopt. 685

Manix, Phourat, Phouranei, O Three
Guardians who protect the body
<of>the Father Almighty, may you

(s.) protect my body, me, 16séph, son
<of>Paraseu! Abiouth, Garnabiouth,
Garnabiél, O Three Guardians who
protect the body of Jesus Christ, the
son <of> God, may you (s.) protect my
body, me, NN, child of NN! Béth, Béthaf,
Béthaei, O Three Guardians who protect
the body of the Holy Spirit, may you (s.)
protect <my>body, me, 10séph, son
<of> Paraseu, yea, yea!

(Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 313, ll. 1-10;
underlining added)

Notably, the two textual units present the invocation to the Nine
Guardians in a different order, as Hay 1 follows the series: “/Amanou,
Phourat, Phourani, Beth, Beth, Bethai, Abiout, Karnabot, Karnabiel”.
By contrast, P. Heid. Kopt. 685 invokes them in a different sequence:
“Manix, Phourat, Phouranei, Abiouth, Garnabiouth, Garnabiel, Béeth,
Bethaf, Bethaei”.® Furthermore, it is noteworthy to highlight how the
two redactional units amalgamate and organize the entreaty to the
Nine Guardians with other identifiable frame units. Specifically, Hay
1 combines the angelic adjuration with a liturgical-style invocation,
creating a seamless and cohesive continuum:

Amanou, Phourat, Phourani, the three guardians strong in their
power, these ones who watch over the body and the blood of the
almighty; Beth, Béeth, Béethai, the three guardians strong in their
power, these ones who watch over the body and the blood of the
beloved son, Abiout, Karnabot, Karnabiel, the three guardians
strong in their power, these ones who watch over the body and the
blood of the holy spirit and the remnant that lies on the holy table
of the son and the sign of the lamb, I beg and I entreat you and
your names and your powers and your images and your amulets,
that you leave every place where you are and come to me, to the
place where I am, I, NN, and you come upon my offering, this one
that lies before me, NN, yes, yes, quickly, quickly! (O’Connell 2022,
87, 11. 1-10; underlining added)

By contrast, the same adjuration in P. Heid. Kopt. 685 figures in a
larger and more sophisticated format, centered around a crucifixion

6 Onthe series Béth, Béeth, Béthai, see the commentary in Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 311.
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scene and a description of God’s gargantuan body, interspersed with
other identifiable frame units:

I adjure you, O Nine Guardians, by the first labour pang that Mary
suffered until she gave birth to Christ, the Son of God that you
(s.) protect NN, child of NN, yea, quickly! I adjure you, O Nine
Guardians, by the suffering that the son of God experienced upon
the wood <of> the cross that you (s.) protect the body <of> NN,
the son <of> NN, yea, yea, quickly! I adjure you, O Nine Guardians,
by the five nails which pierced the hands and feet of Jesus Christ,
the Son of God - whose names are Sotor, Areto, Tenét, Otera,
Rotas - that you (s.) watch over the body of NN, child of NN, yea,
quickly! I adjure you, O Nine Guardians, <by> the vinegar and the
gall that Jesus, the Son of God, tasted when he was upon the cross,
that you (s.) protect NN, child of NN, yea, yea! I adjure you, Nine
Guardians, by the three sounds that Jesus cried out until <he>
gave the spirit <into> the hands of the good Father, that you (s.)
watch over NN, child of NN, yea! I adjure you, O Nine Guardians, by
the wound <from> the spear which was thrust in the right side of
Jesus, the Son of God, when he was upon the cross - water and blood
poured out - that you (s.) protect NN, child of NN, yea! I adjure you,
O Nine Guardians, by the three teardrops which came from the eyes
of the good Father upon the head of his son, Jesus, when he was upon
the cross, that <you> watch over NN, child of NN, yea, quickly! I
adjure you, O Nine Guardians, by the holy remains that were placed
upon them, the body and the blood of Jesus, the Son of God, in the
Church of <the> Firstborn in the heavens, that you protect <NN>!
I adjure you, O Nine Guardians, by Opha, the body of the Father,
and Orphamiél, the great finger on the right hand of the Father, and
Abrasax, who measures the right hand of the Father, that you (s.)
protect the body <of> NN, child of NN, yea, yea, quickly! I adjure
you, O Nine Guardians, by the two hands of the Father Almighty,
whose names are Andramiel, which is his right, Drakhael, which
is his left, that you watch over NN, child of NN, yea! I adjure you,
O Nine Guardians, by the two feet of the Father Almighty, whose
names are Thaoth, which is his right, Thaotha, which is his left, that
<you> watch over NN, child of NN, yea, quickly! I adjure you, O
Nine Guardians, by the four pillars that bear heaven, whose names
are Sét, Sentas, Sentalalas, Séentalalia, that you protect the body
<of> NN, child of NN, yea! I adjure you, O Nine Guardians, by these
blessed names, which are on the right side of the altar of the Father,
which are Sabaoth, Methemon, Soumithion, Perikhe, Akramata,
Taektor, Fmiel, Santalalia, may you protect NN, child of NN, yeal!
(Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 313-17; underlining added)
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The observed redactional interventions strongly indicate that
the copyists of the spells purposefully stylized their materials to
accommodate the ritual format of their compositions. This adaptation
serves the dual purpose of fitting the prescribed ritual structure and
effectively conveying a distinct ritual thrust. Notably, the redactors
of P. Heid. Kopt. 685 created their own brand of the Adjuration of
the Nine Guardians on behalf of a certain Ioséph son of Paraseu.”
The subsequent crucifixion scene and depiction of God’s gargantuan
body emerges as a balanced and negotiated conflation of ritual
materials - including the widespread sator formula and the couplet
Orphamiél/O(r)pha® - skillfully adapted into a coherent continuum.
In the case of Hay 1, which persists as an anonymous formulary, the
copyist appears to have reconfigured the ritual position of this text by
incorporating a liturgical-style invocation into the coda of the appeal
to the Nine Guardians. This addition is introduced by the recurring
connective formula, “I beg and I entreat you and your names and
your powers and your images and your amulets”.® This sequence is
particularly noteworthy as it often appears in crucial junctures of
ritual manuscripts, suggesting its use as a form of refrain aimed
at amalgamating two discrete frame units. With regards to Hay 1,
for instance, the refrain sequence appears to sew into a coherent
continuum the Adjuration of the Nine Guardians with the subsequent
liturgical invocation:

Amanou, Phourat, Phourani, the three guardians strong in their
power, these ones who watch over the body and the blood of the
almighty; Beth, Beth, Bethai, the three guardians strong in their
power, these ones who watch over the body and the blood of the
beloved son, Abiout, Karnabot, Karnabiel, the three guardians
strong in their power, these ones who watch over the body and the
blood of the holy spirit and the remnant that lies on the holy table
of the son and the sign of the lamb, I beg and I entreat you and
your names and your powers and your images and your amulets,
that you leave every place where you are and come to me, to the
place where I am, I, NN, and you come upon my offering, this one
that lies before me, NN, yes, yes, quickly, quickly! (O’Connell 2022,
87, 11. 1-10; underlining added)

7 On this personal name, see Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 313.

8 On the couplet Orphamiél/O(r)pha, see the commentary in Dosoo, Preininger 2023,
205.

9 The recurrence of this connective phrase across multiple ritual contexts strongly
suggests that it functioned as a linking sequence signaling the introduction of a new
invocation. Dosoo has aptly described this type of connective formula with the term
horkomotos (Dosoo 2022, 131).
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Another significant instance in which this refrain sequence appears
to serve this use is found in an amulet preserved in the private
collection of the antiquities dealer Robert Nahman (=ACM 62;
KYP M 529).%° Notably, the refrain sequence here sews together the
Gospel Incipits with a form of liturgical invocation directed to God’s
throne and his angelic retinue:

The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the
son of Abraham. In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God. Since many have taken in hand. The beginning of
the gospel of Jesus Christ.

I adjure you by your powers, your names, your holy potencies.

I adjure you by Orphamiel, the great finger of the Father.

I adjure you by the throne of the Father.

I adjure you by Orpha, the entire body of God.

I adjure you by the chariots of the sun.

I adjure you by the entire host of angels on high.

I adjure you by the seven curtains that are drawn over the face

[of God.

I adjure you by the seven cherubim who fan the face of God.

I adjure you by the great cherub of fire, whose name no one knows.

I adjure you by the great name of God, whose name no one
[knows except the camel.

I adjure you by the seven archangels.

I adjure you by the three words that Jesus spoke on the cross:

Eloi, Eloi, lema sabachthani - that is, My God, my God, why have
[you forsaken me?

(Meyer, Smith 1999, 115-16, 11. 14-34; underlining added)

Further evidence for the modular manipulation of ritual texts is
provided by scribal markers that appear to signal points of insertion
or personalization. For instance, Dosoo and Preininger have
stressed how the frequent appearance of the Greek markers xoiva
(usual) and amoloyia (request) may signal the juncture where the
practitioner should personalize the text (Dosoo, Preininger 2023,
34). An illustrative case in point is the so-called ‘Rossi’s Tractate’
(=P. Biblioteca Nazionale Turin, a.IV.27;, PCM I 12; KYP M 283), a
seventh-to-eighth-century Coptic papyrus codex wherein the marker
amoMoyia likely served as the placeholder signaling where the text
is to be personalized by the ritual expert:

10 Edition in Drescher 1950.
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Adonael, the one who is over the coming in of the Father and
his coming out! - request (xnoxo) - so that you will come to me.
(Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 183, 11. 5-7)**

More explanatory in this respect may result P. Heid. Kopt. 683
(=PCM 1 24; KYP M 312), an early medieval Coptic formulary part
of the Heidelberg Magical Library. Notably, the marker no (for
amoloyia) closes the previous frame unit plausibly indicating an
insertion point to be adapted by the ritual expert to meet his client’s
specific needs:

I entreat and I invoke you again today, Salathiel, the Ethiopian
of the Four Powers - whose names are these: Arax, Barax, Sax,
Thax - the one who went to Eve when she was within the enclosure
and deceived her mind so that she ate from the tree, and she
stripped naked! Thus again I entreat you today that you go to NN,
child of NN, and trouble her mind so that she walks on her feet and
goes to <the> door of the house of NN, child of NN, and he puts
his male lust into her female lust with a shameless face - request
(no) - yea, yea, quickly, quickly! (Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 285,
11. 26-36)

Ifintertextual development concerns the arrangement, recombination,
or insertion of frame units, a second dimension of variation is what
Foley has termed ‘idiolectic variation’ (Foley 1990, chs 5, 8). This
rubric denotes the diverse solutions negotiated by individual ritual
experts that draw on a shared lexical and performative repertoire
yet enact it according to their own ritual idiom. A compelling case
of idiolectic variation discussed by Foley involves the Slavic epic
singers Mujo Kukurozovi¢ and Halil Bajgori¢ (Foley 1995, 155-6).
In portraying the epic motif of the ‘crying prisoner’, the two poets
diverge as they rely on different arsenals of formulaic expressions.
While Kukurozovi¢ usually employs the two expressions “He cried
out for a period of time” or “How he cried out, it was misfortune”,
Bajgori¢ propends for the formula “[name] cried out in prison”. In
turn, when they want to voice the length of the prisoner’s sufferance,
Kukuruzovi¢ can either say “For three white days” or “A little week
of day”, while Bajgori¢ usually says “For two white days”. As Foley
points out, although the sentences share a number of features,
they are framed according to the author’s own arsenal of formulaic
expressions. By analogy, idiolectic variation in the Coptic ritual
corpus may be observed whenever different ritual specialists draw

11 On the Turin magical papyri see Vassallo, Carlig, Dosoo 2025.
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on a shared linguistic and ritual tradition while expressing it through
distinct formulaic preferences.

I will now illustrate how the principle of idiolectic variation as
formulated by Foley can fruitfully be applied as an analytical tool to
illuminate the variations of formulaic expressions in the frame units
composing magical texts. For instance, let us examine the spectrum
of idiolectic variation apparent in the incipits of the following magical
manuscripts:*2

P. Macquariel 1 Brit. Lib. MS Or. 5987 P.Berlin 5527
| give thanks to you linvoke you today, I calluponyou,
and | calluponyou, the Baktiotha, the greatone  Bakthiouthah, the great
Baktiotha: The greatone, above whois trustworthy, onewho s trustworthy,

whoisvery trustworthy;  whois trustworthy the onewhois set over
the one whois lord over over the ninth kinds of the forty-nine races (and)
the forty and the nine serpents. kinds, and all who are
kinds of serpents, they (Choat, Gardner 2014, servants to you; namely,
all being servantsto him, 107-14, ll. 1-5) the deaf and the blind and
namely, the ones who are those who arein the air,
in the abyss and under (?) the ones that we know
the air, the deaf and the and the ones we know
blind, those who can hear not: The lord over them
and (those) who can see. all.

Itis your fear which is over (Choat, Gardner 2014,
them all. 115-17,1l. 1-5)

(Choat, Gardner 2014, 45,

ll. 1-10)

The three manuscripts here under scrutiny open with an invocation
directed to an otherworldly being named Baktiotha.*®* They exhibit
cases of idiolectic variation as their copyists, despite relying on a
very similar group of stock phrases, negotiated their own version
of the invocation to the supernal being through diverse formulaic
expressions, emphasis, and narrative coloring. By way of example,
over the opening formula of P. Macquarie I 1, “I give thanks to you
and I call upon you” (TiymMOT NTOOK Ay Tiww) €2pai €pok), Brit. Lib. MS
Or. 5987 and P. Berlin 5527 preserve the slightly differing variants
“I invoke you today” (temxaxer Mmok nooy) and “I call upon you”
(mway eani oynk), which appear to have been adapted from each
copyist’s own repertoire of expressions. In a similar vein, the epithets

12 P. Macquarie I 1 (=P. Macq. Inv. 375; KYP M 167) is a seventh-to-eighth-century
Coptic parchment codex now housed in the Museum of Ancient Cultures at Macquarie
University, Sydney. Brit. Lib. MS Or. 5987 (=ACM 70; KYP M 282) is a Coptic papyrus roll
dated between 501 and 650 CE. P. Berlin 5527 (=KYP M 194) is a sixth-to-seventh-century
loose-leaf Coptic papyrus held in Berlin (Agyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung).

13 On this supernal being, see Dosoo 2016, 1237-44.
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accompanying the angelic being Baktiotha are differently negotiated
according to each copyist’s own repertoires of formulaic expressions:

P. Macquariel1

NNOG €TN20T EMATE NETONXOEIC €2PAT
€XEN NIZME MN NY'IC KENEC N200B

€YO NN2EMAA NAB THPOY 6INETW)OON
2NNNOYN MEANAHP NKOY$POC MNEBEAE
NETCWTM METNAY EBOA NKTEK2OTE
TETAXWOY THPOY

Brit. Lib. MS Or. 5987

NINOG €T2ZN20T NTNE ETN20T €2pPAl €XN
nime2Y1C NFENOC N204

P.Berlin 5527

NINAG €TAINA2TI NH2ETKH2 E2AHT €1X€E
THM6 PpHAH FENOC MNNTEYE N2EM2EA
AEK THAOY GINIKOYA MENIBAHOY
MNNEKEKAYNI €6ENAEP NETENCAYN
€MAY MNNETENCAYN EMAY EN TIGC
XIXWDOY THAOY

The great one, whois very trustworthy;
the onewhois lord over the forty and
the nine kinds of serpents they all being
servants to him, namely, the ones who
arein the abyss and under (?) the air, the
deafand the blind, those who can hear
and (those) who can see. Itis your fear
which is over them all.

(Choat, Gardner 2014, 45, ll. 3-10)

The great one above who is trustworthy,
who is trustworthy over the ninth kinds
of serpents.

(Choat, Gardner 2014, 111, ll. 1-5)

The great one who is trustworthy, the
one whois set over the forty-nine races
(and) kinds and all who are servants to
you; namely, the deaf and the blind and
those who are in the air, the ones that
we know and the ones we know not: The

lord over them all.
(Choat, Gardner 2014, 116, ll. 1-5)

Alongside cases of idiolectic adaptations, the three manuscripts under
scrutiny display further divergences that suggest their copyist were
adapting the text under the pressure of diverse redactional agendas.
P. Berlin 5527, for instance, preserves a markedly shorter version
of the invocation. This abbreviation was most likely dictated by the
physical constraints of the writing surface, since the text was copied
on a loose-leaf papyrus sheet that originally carried a Greek receipt
or list (Stern 1885). The copyist appears to have deliberately stylized
the invocation so that it would fit within the limited space available.
In this respect, P. Berlin 5527 provides valuable evidence for the
circulation of the Invocation of Baktiotha as a portable textual unit
that could be adjusted to the material circumstances of individual
manuscripts. This flexibility becomes even more apparent in the
subsequent frame unit preserved in P. Berlin 5527, which contains a
shortened version of an invocation directed to Jesus Christ. Parallel
forms of this invocation appear in both P. Macquarie I 1 and Brit. Lib.
MS Or. 5987, but there they survive in a considerably more elaborate
form:
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P.Macquariell

the living Christin
heaven, the one who was
begotten at the right side
of the father; the Barbelo,
the living wisdom (sophia)
who was filled from the
loins of the father and has
begotten for us a perfect
living Man. He was sent
for us tothe world; he
gave his blood on behalf
of the living and the dead,
that he would redeem us

Brit. Lib. MS Or. 5987
The one who was
begotten within the
father, untilborn forus a
perfect Man through the
angels and archangels;
and he was sent to us
upon the earth, and have
his body and his blood for
us all and raised the dead.
Reach outand listen to us
today: Sabaoth.

(Choat, Gardner 2014, 111,
ll.5-11)

P.Berlin 5527

lord, God: The one who
begot the perfect Man.

He gave his blood for
every person, so that
whoever ... has life. This
one: May you give your
blood upon NN ... NN.
(Choat, Gardner 2014, 116,
Il. 5-12)

from our sins.
(Choat, Gardner 2014, 45,
ll.10-22)

The comparison of these passages suggests the presence of a second
layer of redactional activity, this time shaped by differing theological
agendas. In P. Macquarie I 1, the birth of Christ is framed in language
that bears a distinctly Sethian coloring. This is indicated by the
reference to Barbelo (sapseaw) and to the ‘living wisdom’ (coia
etone), together with the phrase “who was filled from the loins of
the Father” (nTacmoy2 eBox enTke2Te cnTe mmiwT),** which correlates
with Sethian theological discourse (see Choat, Gardner 2014, 31-5).*
By contrast, the copyist of Brit. Lib. MS Or. 5987 appears to have
reshaped the invocation to align it with a different theological
orientation. Here Christ is described as “begotten within the Father”
(nnTaysnod Ncazoyn nmwT), a formulation that resonates more closely
with Nicene Christological language and implicitly distances the text
from the Sethian Barbelo-Sophia genealogy. A close comparable
formulation is found, for instance, in the version of the Coptic Nicene
creed found in MS M 574 (ninth century CE) from the Pierpont
Morgan Library, which similarly designates Christ as “begotten
within the father” (nexno ésox 2m mwT) (Quecke 1970, 437, 1. 13).2¢ In
a similar vein, the copyist of P. Berlin 5527 appears to have rejected
any Sethian coloring, likewise aligning the text to a theologically
neutral account of the generation of Christ. Regardless of the precise
theological stance governing the logics of these interventions, the

14 Cf. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 130.2.

15 On Sethian gnosticism, see the fundamental study of Schenke 1974. See also
Burns 2014. For a more general overview on the rubric ‘gnosticism’, see King 2003.

16 For a more general overview on the Nicene creed in the Coptic traditions, see
Dossetti 1967, 123-31.
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manuscripts together bring into sharper focus how the redactional
activity of ritual specialists appears to have been oriented by diverse
redactional agendas.

Another compelling case study that displays both instances
of intertextual development and idiolectic variation is the refrain
sequence which I here conventionally label the Binding of the Sky.
Notably, this frame unit appears in both P. Heid. Kopt. 682 (=PCM I
23; KYP M 291) - a tenth-century Coptic curse part of the so-called
Heidelberg Magical Library - and Chicago OIM E13767 (=ACM 85;
KYP M 7),'7 a tenth-to-eleventh-century paper amulet:

P. Heid. Kopt. 682 Chicago OIME13767
Binding of the sky The binding of the sky
Binding of the earth The binding of the earth

The binding of the mountain The binding of the air

The binding of the water The binding of the firmament

The binding of the Pleiades

The binding of the sun

The binding of the moon

The binding of the birds
The binding of the finger-ring of the Father The binding of the finger-ring of the Father
The binding of the axe thatis in the hand

of flesh
The binding by which the Christ was The binding by which Jesus the Christ
bound upon the tree of the cross was bound upon the tree of the cross

(You will bind the virginity of NN. NN
will not release her virginity until the
virginity of the holy Virgin is released!)

The binding of the speech that Eliasthe  The binding of the seven words that

prophet spoke upon the holy Iliseoos (Elias?) spoke upon the head
mountain; their names are these: of the holy ones; their names are these:
Chakouri Chabnei Chabna Shérani Psuchou Ithouni Anashns Shourani
Shouiona Shouranai

May this be the binding that comes about May that binding come about upon the

upon the male organ of NN inside NN: male organ of Pharaou6 and his flesh,
It willnot be able to release the virginity and you (pl.) dry it like a twig (?) and
of NN; make it like a rag upon a dunghill:

it will not become hard; His penis will not become hard;

itwill not be erect; it will not be erect;

it will not ejaculate. it will not ejaculate.

(Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 276-9, Il. 21-44) (Meyer, Smith 1999, 178-9)

17 Coptic text in Stefanski 1939, 305-7.
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As the two texts lay bare, at the heart of their internal affinities lies
a pool of textual materials that form a quite identifiable frame unit.
Notably, while it comprises the whole textual structure of the Chicago
amulet, P. Heid. Kopt. 682 amalgamates it with other frame units
and ritual instructions, thereby indicating that this open formula
circulated as a pre-set textual module amenable to suit different
adaptations. Notably, the Chicago manuscript served as an applied
amulet crafted against a designated target - Pharaouo - while
P. Heid. Kopt. 682 persists as an anonymous formulary. Following the
logics of the principle of intertextual development, it is noteworthy to
underscore how both texts display a slightly divergent list of ‘binding
motifs’, which is notably expanded in the Chicago amulet:

P. Heid. Kopt. 682 Chicago OIME13767
Binding of the sky The binding of the sky
Binding of the earth The binding of the earth

The binding of the mountain The binding of the air

The binding of the water The binding of the firmament

The binding of the Pleiades

The binding of the sun

The binding of the moon

The binding of the birds
The binding of the finger-ring of the Father The binding of the finger-ring of the Father
The binding of the axe thatisin the hand The binding by which Jesus the Christ

of flesh was bound upon the tree of the cross.
The binding by which the Christ was (Meyer, Smith 1999, 178; underlining
bound upon the tree of the cross. added)

(Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 277,
underlining added)

At the same time, both texts slightly rearrange the binding motifs
according to the principle of idiolectic variation. In this vein, a
major difference in terms of repertoire of sentences can be seen in
the second block, which presents divergent expressions, including
differing voces magicae:

The binding of the speech that Eliasthe  The binding of the seven words that
prophet spoke upon the holy mountain; Iliseoos (Elias?) spoke upon the head
their names are these: Chakouri Chabnei of the holy ones (sic); their names

Chabna Shérani Shouiona. are these: Psuchou Ithouni Anashns

(Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 279; Shourani Shouranai.

underlining added) (Meyer, Smith 1999, 178; underlining
added)
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Finally, an additional adaptation of Binding of the Sky frame unit
surfaces in Strasbourg Bibliotheque national P. K 135 (=ACM 87;
KYP M 474) dated between the seventh and the ninth centuries CE.*®
Similarly to the Chicago exemplar, this papyrus served as an applied
curse targeting a certain Shinte, the son of Tanhéu:

It is upon Shinte, the son of Tanhéu, that I shall work in a binding
procedure. Keuentious, Patilos, Kous, Makous, he who fell from
his invisible chariot (?) and cast himself into the outer darkness;
bind, make fast the flesh of Shinte, the son of Tanhéu! Bar, Bare,
Apakentor, Methalai; bind, make fast the flesh of Shinte, the son
of Tanhéu, unable to rise, unable to harden, unable to ejaculate.
Shinte, the son of Tanhéu, let him become like a dead person,
lying in a grave, and like a torn rag lying on the dungheap. He
will not be able to have intercourse nor will he be able to release
the virginity of Seine, the daughter of Moune, yea, yea, quickly,
quickly! (KYP M 474; underlining added)

Notably, this specimen preserves a limited range of stock phrases,
including the refrain rubric moyp (bind), the sequence “unable to rise,
unable to harden, unable to ejaculate”, and the sequence “let him
become like a dead person, lying in a grave, and like a torn rag lying
on the dungheap. He will not be able to have intercourse nor will he
be able to release the virginity”. On a more general level, Strasbourg
Bibliothéque national P. K 135 further attests to the portability of the
Binding of the Sky frame unit and to the extraction and reuse of some
of its constituent phrases in other ritual texts. Once again, the flexible
redactional status of this frame unit bears witness to the creative
intertextual and idiolectic adaptations negotiated by ritual experts
in articulating their own brands of ritual products.

In order to recapitulate, this section has focused on the rubric
‘frame unit’ and its heuristic capacity to interpret both lexical and
positional variations of segments of ritual discourse within Coptic
ritual spells. These frame units display a spectrum of variability that
canbe organized into two broad categories of redactional intervention:
intertextual development and idiolectic variation. The former refers
to the structural logic that governed a ritual scribe’s arrangement
and positioning of frame units within a given composition, while
the latter designates the lexical modifications negotiated through
individual repertoires of formulae and stock phrases. Taken together,
these categories are aimed at capturing the fluid processes through
which ritual specialists shaped, reconfigured, and transmitted their

18 Edition in Crum 1922, 541-2.
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textual materials, thereby illuminating apparent modular logics of
composition of Coptic magical spells.

4 Leiden, MS AMS 9: A Manual for Ritual Specialists?

In light of these developments, questions now arise as to what
kinds of writing-supported media may have facilitated storage and
transmission of frame units among groups of ritual scribes operating
across the Nile Valley. One quite famous explanatory model emerges
from the so-called Letter of Oualés to Psais (=P. Kell. V Copt. 35;
PCM 1 1; KYP M 176), which instructs us on the exchange of magical
materials between a member of the Manichaean community of
Kellis, Psais, and his correspondent, Oualés, whom scholars have
speculated to have been attached to the Manichaean monastic and
clerical group known as the Elects (Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 48).
Notably, the letter permits to infer that Oualés copied for Psais a
magical separation recipe, while requesting in return to copy a
set of “quaternions” (niTeTpac), understood - following Dosoo and
Preininger (2023, 53) - as a small four-bifolio codex that often served
as a notebook. Now, while evidence does not justify assuming that
this ostensible notebook contained magical texts, it nonetheless
gestures toward a milieu in which modular textual units - such as
the single-sheet separation recipe referenced in the letter - may
have been produced, exchanged, and archived through similar
writing-supported media. As Faraone has already observed, this
model of transmission is prefigured in Galen’s Peri Alupias, where
the physician recounts the loss of his treatise On the Composition
of Drugs according to Kind (Faraone 2022, 422-3). There, Galen
narrates how he had purchased the recipes forming that tractate
from a certain Eumenes, a physician from Pergamum, who had
gathered an extensive collection of loose-leaf recipes into two
“notebooks of parchment” (5190¢pag), compiled over years of travel
across the Mediterranean basin. Building upon Galen’s account,
Faraone has proposed two complementary scenarios to explain
the circulation of magical recipes in Graeco-Roman Egypt. The
first envisions a ‘centrifugal’ process, in which individual recipes
were extracted from larger handbooks and sold to clients or shared
among practitioners. The second envisions a ‘centripetal’ movement,
whereby local single-sheet recipes were copied and incorporated
into more extensive compilations (e.g., notebooks and working
manuals). With regards to Coptic magic, a similar dynamic may
underlie Leiden, Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, MS AMS 9 (=KYP M
171), a sixth-to-eighth-century Coptic magical codex from the Theban
region. Much like Galen’s notebooks, this manuscript appears to have
served as a writing-supported repository - a working manual in which
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ritual specialists stored modular ritual materials for later adaptation

into specific spell formats. This hypothesis rests on the composite

nature of the text, whose content, following the division established

by Dosoo and Preininger, comprises (Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 109):
1. p.1L1-p.141 13: Prayer of Gregory*®

p. 14 1. 14 - p. 20 1. 5: Prayer for protection

p. 201 6 - p. 23 1. 26: Letter of Abgar to Jesus?®

p.241. 1 -p. 251. 23: Letter of Jesus to Abgar

p. 251 24 - p. 28 1. 21: Prayer of Judas Cyriacus?

p. 28 11. 22-7: Names of Seven Sleepers of Ephesus??

p. 29 11. 1-22: Names of Forty Martyrs of Sebaste??

p. 291 23 - p. 30 1. 28: Incipits of the canonical Gospels and

Ps 90 (91)

©OND U WD

Most notably, each of the textual units found in Leiden, MS AMS 9
represents widely known tactics in the arsenal of ritual specialists
from late antique Egypt that appear across Coptic and Greek magical
texts. Yet, what distinguishes Leiden, MS AMS 9 is the juxtaposition of
these materials. Rather than forming a single coherent composition,
the codex assembles a miscellany of ritual frame units, which were
likely extracted and adapted by ritual specialists to suit the textual
structure of their products.?* This working hypothesis finds a
suggestive parallel in a seventh-century monastic grotto from Faras
(Nubia) (KYP M 91), whose painted inscriptions bring together a
similar constellation of texts, including the Gospel Incipits, the
Jesus-Abgar Correspondence, the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste, and the
Seven Sleepers of Ephesus.?® What interests me here is the copyist’s
deliberate decision to cluster together the Gospel Incipits, the
Jesus-Abgar Correspondence, the Forty Martyrs of Sebaste, and the
Seven Sleepers of Ephesus. The deliberate aggregation of these frame
units strengthens the hypothesis that Leiden, MS AMS 9 may have
functioned in an analogous way - as a practical handbook for storing

19 Onthe Prayer of Gregory, see Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 109-72. See also Sanzo 2019.
For a Greek parallel of this textual tradition, see Strittmatter 1930; 1932.

20 On the Jesus-Abgar Correspondence in magical texts, see references in Dosoo,
Preininger 2023, 151. On its widespread circulation in monastic settings, see Bélanger
Sarrazin, unpublished.

21 On the Prayer of Judas Cyriacus in magical texts, see the commentary in Dosoo,
Preininger 2023, 161.

22 Onthe occurrences of the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus as magical names see Dosoo,
Preininger 2023, 167.

23 Onthe Forty Martyrs of Sebaste in magical texts, see Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 169.

24 ForLeiden, MS AMS 9 as a miscellaneous codex see for instance Petrucci 1995, 10;
de Bruyn 2017, 87; Sanzo 2014, 61-4.

25 For the editio princeps, see Griffith 1927.
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modular ritual units. Francis Griffith’s description of the Faras grotto
is striking in this respect:

But the most interesting memorial that the hermit has left us is
the series of Coptic texts which he painted upon the whitewashed
walls in square compartments like the pages of a book greatly
magnified. (Griffith 1927, 82)

Griffith’s impression captures more than the aesthetic on display; it
indeed encourages us to conjure the scenario in which the anchorite
living there was copying his texts by mimicking the layout of a
written exemplar. Though admittedly speculative, this possibility
underscores a broader point. The redactional patterns observed
throughout this study encourage us to view magical texts not as fixed
compositions but as assemblages of frame units selectively extracted,
adapted, and recombined by ritual experts drawing upon a shared
repository of ritual paraphernalia. In this sense, Leiden, MS AMS 9
may be seen as a working manual for the production of ritual texts.
On a broader level, recognizing this module-based logic not only
clarifies the redactional processes that shaped these texts but also
sheds light on the intellectual labor of those who produced them.

5 From Performance to Text: The Interface
Between the Oral and the Written in Ancient
Magical Practice

The redactional strategies examined thus far invite a final shift in
focus toward the scribal milieu in which ritual specialists operated.
The modular approach advanced in this study has sought to
demonstrate, on the one hand, that Coptic ritual texts circulated
in the format of discrete frame units that appear under different
instantiations (e.g., length, placement, narrative coloring). On the
other hand, it has brought into focus a range of textual variations that
go beyond the more common visual errors committed by copyists,
such as haplography, dittography, skipped lines, or misinterpreted
letters. They indeed exhibit more substantial textual modifications,
alterations, and readaptations that open a new window into the world
of ritual scribes.

In a recent and stimulating contribution, Dosoo and Blumell have
advanced the hypothesis of an oral-written continuum as a model
for the transmission of magical manuscripts in Coptic Egypt (see
Blumell, Dosoo 2018). Building on David Carr’s influential analysis
of the compositional processes underlying the biblical Book of
Proverbs (Carr 2011), the authors propose that the textual fluidity
observable in the so-called ‘Schmidt Magical Dossier’ (=PCM I 6
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[=KYP M 120], 7 [=KYP M 121], and 8 [=KYP M 129]), together with
related exempla, attests to a spectrum of transmission dynamics
in which ritual knowledge circulated across both oral and written
registers. Specifically, Dosoo and Blumell have pinpointed sets of
textual variations - including abbreviation or expansion of a textual
sequence, presence/absence of optional prepositions, spelling and
word-order variation, or replacement of terms with slightly different
rubrics - which bear the marks of the scribe’s attempt to bridge an
oral-derived tradition with a written Vorlage. While their argument
is not without merit, it nonetheless presupposes a conception of
scribal practice oriented toward the transmission of an original
textual form - a putative Urtext whose recovery anchors their
analytical framework. By contrast, the evidence examined in this
study suggests a more performative dimension to scribal activity.
On the basis of the analyzed case studies, ritual specialists appear
to have deliberately reconfigured textual modules - here designated
as frame units - in ways that challenge the logic of mere replication.
Extending Dosoo’s and Blumell’s insights, I postulate that the
nature of the textual variations detected in the above-surveyed
materials can be best interpreted as the result of the author’s active
‘performance’.?® The benefit of embracing the concept of performance
rests on the assumption that ancient magic was less interested in
transmitting than in creating always new configurations of the
same redactional units. In consideration of the concepts intertextual
development and idiolectic variation explored in this study, we are
prompted to interpret textual discrepancies as deliberate redactional
interventions negotiated by ritual experts in the course of crafting
their products. Within this framework, the term performance is
construed as the deliberate utilization of a shared repository of ritual
materials preserved in the form of textual modules, resulting in the
creation of novel iterations of the same ‘virtual texts’. My notion
of performance finds broader theoretical grounding and analytical
support from Lundhaug’s recent work on the fluid transmission of
apocryphal materials across diverse strata of Coptic literature in
Late Antiquity (Lundhaug 2020).?" Lundhaug has shown that the
intrinsic instability of apocryphal narrative cycles - most notably the
so-called ‘angelic investitures’ - demands an interpretive framework
that acknowledges their nature as dynamic systems, marked by what
Stephen Nichols has aptly termed ‘mutable stability’ (Nichols 2016).
These narratives, he observes, operate through modular yet flexible
configurations of motifs - such as the creation of Adam or the fall

26 For a particularly illuminating application of this rubric to the dynamics of
oral-written transmission, see Foley 1995, 1-28.

27 See also Lied, Lundhaug 2017, 1-16.
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of Satan - which serve as conceptual blueprints for the continual
generation of new textual iterations, each adapted to the different
audiences.

If Lundhaug illuminates the textual logic underlying the continual
generation of new iterations, Smallwood (Smallwood 2004) offers
fresh insights for understanding the performative practices through
which such variations could emerge in the course of transmission. In
particular, Smallwood has likewise argued for a mixed oral-written
interpretative model to account for the diverse strategies of
transmission adopted by copyists of ritual texts in medieval
England. Smallwood’s argument presupposes an ostensive metric of
categorization by which oral and written modalities of transmission
can be deduced on the ground of contents and format of the spells.
As such, a short, loose-leaf spell could be indicative of an oral milieu
of transmission, while longer spells appearing in different versions
across diverse manuscripts could be well have been subjected to
written transmission. Yet, Smallwood concedes that the two poles of
this spectrum can intersect in different ways. As Smallwood details,
one can find cases in which different versions of a putative written
charm exhibit variations inexplicable as mere scribal error. To the
contrary, Smallwood registers other cases in which scribes, as part
of their performative engagement with the text, purposefully altered
sequences of words in order to produce an impact on the readers:

And one or two charms in Middle English are so long and factually
detailed that it is hard to think of them as often memorised.
Nevertheless, this is written transmission with a difference. It is
selective copying, and perhaps not always straightforward copying
at all, since what was read in the exemplar might have had to
compete with knowledge of a charm already carried in the head.
The form of most charm-copies in Middle English accords very well
with transmission of this sort. Textually they seem in most cases to
have been treated with little respect; the compiler/copyist seems
to have felt entitled to rework them as he thought fit. This might
involve finding fresh rhymes for old ideas. (Smallwood 2004, 18)

The model described by Smallwood resonates closely with the
dynamics I have traced for late antique and early medieval Egypt,
particularly with the idea that, for ritual specialists, textual
transmission was less an act of faithful reproduction than one of
creative reconfiguration.

Against this background, the Invocation of Baktiotha examined
above offers a particularly illuminating example. The three
manuscripts preserving this frame unit draw upon a closely related
pool of formulaic expressions, yet each arranges this shared material
according to its own repertoire of formulae and stylistic preferences.
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The performative nature of scribal intervention becomes especially
evident in the way the copyists adapted the unit to distinct
redactional programmes and ritual aims. The scribe responsible for
P. Berlin 5527, for instance, copied the invocation on a relatively
small loose-leaf papyrus sheet. By contrast, P. Macquarie I 1 and Brit.
Lib. MS Or. 5987 preserve considerably longer parallel invocations
that appear to have been adapted to markedly different redactional
agendas and formats. P. Macquarie I 1, in particular, forms part of an
extended ritual handbook that includes a drawing and more elaborate
ritual instructions. Brit. Lib. MS Or. 5987, on the other hand, presents
a shorter composition whose ritual instructions appear to serve
somewhat different aims. On this reading, the manuscripts bring
into sharper relief how their copyists, in articulating their own brand
of ritual products, operated at the intersection of oral techniques of
memorization, re-adaptation, and the copying of written Vorlagen.
Scribal practice thus emerges not merely as an act of reproduction
but as a creative process in which ritual specialists actively reshaped
inherited materials in order to produce new and contextually
meaningful ritual texts.

Viewed through the critical perspective opened by both Lundhaug
and Smallwood, magical sources may be well understood as inhabiting
the liminal zone between the oral and the written, as Dosoo and
Blumell have also suggested; yet they occupy this fertile terrain of
creation by deftly amalgamating techniques drawn from both spheres
in order to articulate their own, tailored brand of ritual products.

6 Conclusion

Drawing on insights from biblical redaction criticism and more
recent scholarly discourse on Jewish and Christian magical texts,
this article has developed a ‘modular approach’ to interpret the
redactional strategies employed by ritual experts in crafting their
products. According to this theoretical framework, ritual sources are
amenable to be organized into discrete modular units, here referred
to as ‘frame units’. These frame units form blocks of redactional
materials that are strategically manipulated by ritual experts
(e.g., combined, expanded, shrunk, adjusted) to accommodate
various formats and performative needs. Moreover, I have argued
that frame units vary according to two main principles, here labeled
‘intertextual development’ and ‘idiolectic variation’. These two
rubrics have been designed to illustrate different ranges of textual
variations across closely aligned frame units found in magical
materials. Through my analysis of selected case studies, I have
shown how the two principles can serve as a valuable analytical
toolbox for illuminating the redactional interventions implemented
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by ritual specialists in shaping their magical materials. At the same
time, this investigative approach has opened a new window onto the
scribal world of ritual specialists. Their adroit capacity in negotiating
new versions of circulating frame units is informed by the logics of
ritual performance. The notion of ‘performance’ adopted in this study
has prompted us to approach redactional interventions operated by
ritual specialists as indicative of an operative logic that combined
oral techniques of storytelling and invocation with pre-selected texts
stored in designated archives. In this respect, I have argued that
Leiden, MS AMS 9 offers a particularly suggestive example of how
a working manual for ritual specialists may have functioned. The
nature of this Coptic codex’s contents indeed exemplifies the kind of
writing-supported material media in which frame units could have
been stored and transmitted among groups of ritual specialists. On
a more general level, by developing a modular analytical framework
for reading Coptic ritual texts, this study has sought, on the one
hand, to make the field more cognizant of the logics that oriented
the composition of ritual texts, and, on the other, it hopes thereby to
equip scholarship on ancient magic with a more robust model that
draws on recent scholarly discourse to illuminate the creative scribal
culture in which ritual specialists operated.
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1 Introduction

Syriac magical texts first appear in Late Antiquity, inscribed on clay
incantation bowls and on metal orleatheramulets. Therichest evidence
still comes from manuscripts dated to the eighteenth-twentieth
centuries. These survive in two main formats: (1) codices that usually
contain several dozen recipes of different genres for a wide variety of
purposes, and (2) amuletic scrolls, so-called ‘finished products’ that
assemble several incantations selected to meet the needs of specific
clients (Bohak 2019, 400-1).

Although early scholarship on modern Syriac magical manuscripts
already argued for links with the late antique tradition,* the picture
long remained fragmented by the absence of medieval evidence.
However, recent finds from South Lebanon and from the vicinity
of Turfan (China) show that some of the best-known Syriac charms
in modern manuscripts were already in wide circulation by the
thirteenth century, attested in amulets and presumably also in
codices (Hunter 2018).

Even in this small and fragmentary medieval Syriac corpus,
several well-known historiolae are attested. One striking case is
a thirteenth-century amulet from Hadath Grotto, South Lebanon,
that narrates the anchorite ‘Abdi$o“s encounter with the female
demon called Teb‘a, who combines the traits of a succubus and a
child-strangler (Abousamra 2013). She attempts to seduce the saint,
but ultimately submits to him and discloses her secret names. As
discussed below, in Section 4 of this article, this narrative motif can be
traced back to at least Late Antiquity. Similarly, the Turfan fragment
containing The Charm of Cyprian preserves an ‘autobiographical’
tale told by the powerful magician about his magical activities
performed before and after he turned Christian (Hunter 2018). This

This article was funded by the European Union (ERC, The Jewish Library in Late
Antiquity: Forgotten Texts and Non-Rabbinic Jews, headed by Prof. Gideon Bohak,
Tel Aviv University, project number 101097998). Views and opinions expressed are
those of the author alone and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union
or the European Research Council Executive Agency. Neither the European Union nor
the granting authority can be held responsible for them. The article is based on a
paper “Narratives of Power: Syriac Encounter Charms and the St. Sisinnius Legend”
given at the conference Historiolae: Traditions of Narrative Charms in Comparison,
held by Ca’ Foscari University of Venice on 19-20 June 2025. Manuscript sigla are
cited according to Zellmann-Rohrer’s (2022) catalogue of Syriac magical manuscripts;
additional abbreviations and references to manuscript descriptions are listed below:
Kaz4 = Kazan (Tatarstan, Russia), The Central Scientific Library of the Kazan Scientific
Center of the Russian Academy of Sciences, MS 4 (Cherkashina, Lyavdansky 2021, 23);
StPSnd1 = St. Petersburg, private collection of the late Mikhail Sado, without number.

1 Montgomery 1914; Al-Jeloo 2012; Moriggi 2016; Bhayro 2022; Abousamra 2022;
Pearson 2022.
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story is also known from much earlier Christian sources.? These
examples show that several historiolae known from early modern
Syriac magical manuscripts ultimately go back to Late Antiquity.
They constitute a fruitful object of study, even independently of the
specific compositions and manuscript contexts in which they are
transmitted.

The published corpus of Syriac charms contains dozens of
examples of embedded narratives (historiolae proper) and many
more instances of allusions to well-known mythical precedents
(clausal historiolae).® The most extensive source so far - The Book
of Protection published by Hermann Gollancz (1912) - edits three
codices containing more than 100 recipes. Among these, at least
20 unique narrative historiolae can be identified. In what follows, I
examine Syriac historiolae from several angles. Section 2 outlines
a typology of historiolae and addresses the distinction between
historiolae proper and clausal historiolae. Section 3 analyzes
narrative charms, with particular attention to encounter charms.
Section 4 focuses on encounter charms against the ‘child-stealing
witch’ and includes an edition of a hitherto unpublished charm.

2 The Typology of Syriac Historiolae

In this part, I attempt to adapt Frankfurter’s (1995) typology to the
Syriac material. My aim is not only to evaluate how Syriac examples
fit the paradigm and where they challenge it, but also to refine the
description of individual types by highlighting transitional cases and
potentially problematic instances that complicate neat classification.
Despite a growing scholarly interest in modern Syriac magical
manuscripts, they remain only marginally represented in comparative
research. For this reason, in addition to the goals of clarity and
exemplification, I have chosen to provide a substantial selection of
examples, in the hope of making the richness and internal diversity
of Syriac charms more visible for scholars of other magical traditions.
Following Frankfurter’s analysis, it is reasonable to approach
historiolae in Syriac magic as falling into two broad types:*

2 Forarecent account of Coptic magical texts related to Cyprian, their early Christian
context and further references, see Dosoo, Preininger 2023, 369-97. See also Sowers 2017.

3 Our primary focus here is on works that edit whole codices: Gollancz 1912;
Chamurlieva 2009; Nurullina 2012; Pearson 2022. Occasionally, other publications
will be referred to as well.

4 Bozoky (2003, 39-40), in her typology of medieval European apotropaic charms,

unites the two under the term “actualisation”: the linking of a present situation with a
favorable event of the past, either through simple comparison or through brief narration.
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1. similia similibus constructions, or ‘clausal historiolae’”:
formulaic appeals to biblical or parabiblical precedents,
typically structured as analogies rather than full narratives;

2. ‘historiolae proper’: short stories recounting a mythic or
hagiographic event, often with dramatic features such as
dialogue and confrontation.

2.1 Clausal Historiolae

Frankfurter includes similia similibus constructions (or clausal
historiolae) in his scheme because they retain a narrative link;
an authoritative precedent is evoked in the form of allusion to the
narrative. On the other hand, he questions their status as historiolae,
since the narrative here merely licenses the directive: “the historiola,
if we can still call it that, works as a guarantee or rationale”
(Frankfurter 1995, 469).

Within the Syriac material examined here, a further distinction
may be drawn between two subtypes: comparative formulas and
invocative formulas.

Comparative formulas follow the basic pattern ‘as X, so Y’, where
the allusion to a precedent is syntactically subordinate to the main
directive (cf. Ohrt 1935-36, 1591-2 on Vergleichsformen). For example,
in a charm For Children not to Cry, we read:®

as those seven brothers who slept the sleep (of) 377 years, so may A.,
the son of B., be at rest and sleep. (Gollancz 1912, liv [Cod. A § 50])

Likewise, a charm Before the Authorities invokes biblical precedents
through parallel clauses:

As the beauty of Moses shone upon the children of Israel, so may
the beauty of the one who carrieth (these) writs shine forth before
kings, rulers, commanders, and chiefs. As the crown of Pharaoh
before Joseph, so may there bow down to him the rich and the poor.
(Gollancz 1912, xxix [Cod. A § 7])

Both examples illustrate that such historiolae serve primarily to
invoke a precedent, syntactically tied to a directive utterance.

5 Throughout the article, italics are added to highlight the elements discussed in each
section. Unless otherwise noted, translations follow the published editions. Translations
from Gollancz (1912) are reproduced from the edition without modernization, with its
archaic English retained.
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Unlike comparative formulas, invocative formulas introduce
the authoritative precedent not through comparative clauses, but
via instrumental or invocative constructions, introduced with
b- ‘by/through’ or, more rarely, b-sem ‘in the name of’. Although
these lack the ‘as X, so Y’ structure, functionally they operate with
the same logic. The precedent, often expressed by naming a figure
and what he once did, authorizes the desired outcome, and the
instrumental/invocative clause is syntactically subordinate to the
directive utterance.

For example, the previously mentioned charm Before the
Authorities reads:

By that power which was with Joseph in the land of Egypt, may the
beauty of the one who beareth these writs shine before kings and
rulers. (Gollancz 1912, xxix [Cod. A § 7])

A further example is found in Binding the Arrows, Daggers, Swords
and All Implements of War, which invokes Elijah’s name, together with
the precedential biblical narrative:

may they [i.e., the weapons - A.C.] be bound by me through Elijah,
the prophet, son of Eliezer the priest, who bound the heavens for
three years and six months, so that no rain came down upon the
earth. (Gollancz 1912, xxx [Cod. A § 9])

Two examples of invocative structures introduced with b-Sem can be
given. For the Riches (or Sustenance) of Man reads:

in the name of those angels who came to the house of Abraham,
and blessed him, and increased the riches of his house; so, by the
command of God, in their name, may everything be blessed which
is, and which will be unto him who beareth these writs. Amen!
(Gollancz 1912, xxxv [Cod. A § 15])

Similarly, a charm For Trade and Business reads:

in the name of the seventy-seven angels who surrounded Cyprian
and hngrws, the two sorcerers, in the name of that angel whose
name is not revealed to humans, may favor and love enter the
hearts of all people toward the one who carries this charm. (Kaz4,
fol. 41r; ed. in Nurullina 2012, 76; Author’s transl.)

As these examples show, there is no structural or functional difference
between the instrumental and invocative types of clausal historiolae.
The latter construction, which appears much more rarely than the
former, introduced with b- ‘by, through’, needs to be distinguished
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from simple invocations of authoritative names. Although both
structures may be introduced with b-Sem ‘in the name of...’, they are
not functionally identical.

In simple invocations, the name(s) invoked serve primarily to
authorize or empower the petition, without reference to a concrete
precedent. In contrast, invocative historiolae invoke a name or figure
in association with a precise well-known mythical act performed
by the figure in the past. Thus, unlike ordinary invocations, such
structures retain a (compressed) historiola-like element.

The following example from the charm For Pain in the Head
illustrates a simple invocation, where the text merely enumerates a
long list of divine and angelic names without alluding to specific past
acts that could function as a precedent:

by the name I Am That I Am, Almighty God, Adonai, Lord of Hosts,
and by the name Gannus and Sloonous, men of fire, and by the name
Gabriel and Michael, by the prayers of Mar Simon Peter, we bind
and anathemize all evil aches from the head, and from the eyes [...]
of the person who carries these formulae. Amen! (Gollancz 1912,
xxxiii [Cod. A § 13])

Occasionally, even less common types of clausal historiolae can be
identified. For instance, in the core of a Syriac love charm we find
the structure: haw d- ‘the One who...” which is repeated several times
until it is resolved in a demand: haw nsalheb ‘let that One inflame..."

Another [charm]: for a man who hates his wife or for a woman
whose husband hates her. The One who inflamed Abraham with
his love for Sarah, the One who inflamed Isaac with his love for
Rebekah, the One who inflamed Jacob with his love for Rachel,
the One who inflamed David with his love for the wife of Uriah, let
that One inflame so-and-so son of so-and-so with love to so-and-so
daughter of so-and-so. (Cherkashina, Lyavdansky 2022, 33
[CaH156, fol. 42r-v])
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2.2 Historiolae Proper

Narrative historiolae (Frankfurter’s ‘historiolae proper’) are
usually defined as abbreviated narratives incorporated into the
text of charms. According to Frankfurter’s more recent definition,
a historiola “is a brief or protracted narrative recited (often in past
tense) in the course of ritual (e.g., for healing, cursing, protecting,
empowering), to bring into being a potency in the mythic narrative
that can be applied to the situation at hand” (Frankfurter 2019, 611).%

Modern Syriac manuscripts offer multiple cases where a mythic
precedent is related in only a few words. In this section, I focus on
such short narrative historiolae and on their distinction from clausal
historiolae, before moving on to the more elaborate forms (including
encounter charms).

A well-known case can be found in Syriac charms against nose
bleeding, studied by A. Barb (1948). In one recension, the efficacy is
drawn from the story of Zechariah’s killing; see Barb’s discussion of
the sources of this motif:?

Zechariah had his throat cut, and the fountain of waters was
stopped. So may the blood of A., the son of B., be stopped. Amen!
(Gollancz 1912, liv [Cod. A § 49])

The other Syriac version, also tied to Zechariah, uses the Cana
narrative, where ‘the waters dried up’, as a precedent to authorizing
the cessation of the client’s nosebleed.

Zechariah came to Cana; the waters dried up, and the blood dried
up. Thus may the blood of A., the son of B., dry up from the nostril,
Amen, Amen! (Gollancz 1912, 1xxxiii [Cod. C § 20])

Two further examples can be given:

Christ suffered, Christ was crucified, Christ died, Christ rose. May
there be cut off and expelled from the body and soul of A., the
son of B, the hot and cold fever. (Gollancz 1912, xlii [Cod. A § 28,
Binding the Fever])®

Jannes and Jambres practiced the magical arts; but they were
unable to stand against Moses the prophet. So may there be

6 Cf. Heim 1892, 491; Waller 2015; van der Vliet 2019; Sowers 2017; Johnston 2015.
7 In what follows I put short historiolae in italics.

8 For a much more ancient predecessor of this charm against fever in the Greek
papyri, see Sanzo 2014, 66.
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annulled divination and the bonds of magic from off A., the son of
B. So be it. Amen! Amen! (Gollancz 1912, Iv [Cod. A § 51, For the
Man Upon Whom Sorcery Had Been Practiced])

As shown by Alexey Lyavdansky (2024), among short narrative
historiolae are instances where the historiola acquires a poetic
form, featuring rhyming and rhythmic structure. Below I give the
transcription of each charm, together with its translation.®

’Adam kalba qrak | wa-msiha neskor pumak | sliba bet li w-lak | kad
‘al maran l-orislem | kipe mallel | w-kalbe la nbah.

Adam called you ‘dog’ | let Christ shut your mouth | the Cross
is between you and me | When our Lord entered Jerusalem | the
stones spoke | but the dogs did not bark. (Lyavdansky 2024, 417
[Binding of Dogs])

Maryam yeldat la-msiha paroqan | w-la-kyane kulhon kulhon | satteq
‘ennon marya satteq ’ennon.

Mary bore Christ our savior, | And each and every creatures | The
Lord silenced them, he silenced them. (Lyavdansky 2024, 417
[Of Dogs])

All of these cases briefly recount an episode from the realm of
biblical or parabiblical mythology, establishing a mythic precedent or
paradigm for the desired outcome in the present (Frankfurter 1995,
465-6). In both brevity and function, such short narrative historiolae
stand close to the clausal historiolae discussed above. However,
several features distinguish the two types [tab. 1].

Table1l Featuresof shortnarrative historiolae and clausal historiolae

Feature Short narrative historiolae Clausal historiolae
Syntactic frame Independent sentences Dependent clauses
(self-standing narrative unit) introduced with ‘asX...’

or ‘by Xwho/that...
Positioninthe charm  Open the charm (stands before No fixed position
the request) inthe charm;occurs
before or within
the request

9 Transcription and translation are cited according to the source: Lyavdansky 2024.
The article offers more examples of short historiolae, including more charms against
dogs that feature stories about Mary and Christ.
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Feature Short narrative historiolae Clausal historiolae
Multiplicity Single narrative unit Often occur
in chains (several
comparative/invocative
clausesin sequence)

The first distinctive feature has been treated above. The remaining
two, position in the charm and multiplicity, require brief elaboration:
* Position in the charm. Clausal historiolae have no fixed position.
Although preceded by the title, they do not have to appear at the
beginning of the text; often they follow a narrative historiola
(short or elaborate) or other formulas. By contrast, short
narrative historiolae consistently open the charm, appearing
immediately after the title.
¢ Multiplicity. Narrative historiolae (in Frankfurter’s terms,
historiolae proper) occur singly; to my knowledge, they never
form sequences. This suggests that the difference between the
two phenomena goes beyond structural or syntactic formality:
even a one-sentence narrative historiola is recognized by the
tradition as the narrative core of the charm - and a charm
evidently cannot have more than one core. Clausal historiolae,
on the other hand, regularly form chains.

An illustrative sequence of at least seven elements is found in a long
charm called The Holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Preaching
of John, a small relevant piece of which is cited here:*°

By that Divine power which healed the mother-in-law of Simon Peter
of the fever-horror, and cast the devil out of the governor, and by
that Will and glorious command that commanded the fish and it
spewed out Jonah, and drove Adam out of Paradise: (by that voice)
that cried out on the Cross, by that Power that stopped the sun,
and caused the moon to stand still, and by those who cry out night
and day, "Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord, God All-powerful, heaven and
earth are full of his glory’. By the prayers, too, of Hezekiah, and
by the prayers of my Lady, the blessed Mary, and of Mar John, the
forerunner of Christ, may he who bears on his person these writs
be helped and healed. Amen! (Gollancz 1912, Ixii [Cod. B § 4])

10 In a form of clausal historiola, the fragment alludes to the following episodes: (1)
the healing of Simon Peter’s mother-in-law (Mk 1:29-31; Mt 8:14-15; Lk 4:38-9); (2) the
exorcism of a devil from the governor (source unclear); (3) the fish spewing out Jonah
(Jonah 2:10); (4) Adam being driven out of Paradise (Gen 3:23-4); (5) the voice crying out
on the cross (Mk 15:34; Mt 27:46); (6) the sun and the moon stopping (Josh 10:12-13), as
well as possibly (7) the vision of Isaiah (Is 6:3); (8) the prayers of Hezekiah (2 Kgs 20;
Is 38:1-8).
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In addition to these formal distinctions, the difference between
clausal historiolae and historiolae proper is also semantic and
pragmatic. Clausal historiolae function as allusions: they compress
an authoritative episode into a clause and therefore presuppose a
narrative that is already shared and recognizable to the community,
most often scriptural, but sometimes hagiographical (e.g., Cyprian,
the Seven Sleepers).*

Historiolae proper, by contrast, do not necessarily rely on an
already-known story. Featuring authoritative figures (Adam, Moses,
Jesus, Mary), they may relate episodes of uncertain or non-canonical
origin and thus display a greater capacity for generating new
narratives tailored to current ritual needs. Scholarship has
alternately interpreted such narratives as traces of otherwise lost
traditions or as ad hoc compositions created for specific rites; I return
to this question below in connection with encounter charms.

2.3 Transitional Forms

Before turning to the next category, elaborate narrative charms, I
would like to draw attention to a small group of problematic cases
that defy the binary scheme outlined above and can be considered
transitional or hybrid forms.

On the one hand, the syntax of these transitional forms aligns them
with clausal historiolae; they are often introduced through ‘as X, so
Y’ constructions or by instrumental formulas (‘by X..."). On the other
hand, in most other respects they behave like historiolae proper;
they stand at the opening of the charm, occur alone rather than in
a chain, and consist of several clauses that together evoke a short
narrative. The examples below thus belong to a transitional zone
between simple similia-based constructions and narrative historiolae.

Below I provide two examples, both belonging to charms designed
to secure success in the hunt:

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. In the same
manner as God commanded the just and righteous Noah, (saying):
‘Make unto thee an ark of wood, and gather therein all creeping
things, all the winged fowl of heaven’, so may there be gathered the
birds and winged creatures of the air in front of him who bears these

11 See Korsvoll 2022, who argues that biblical and parabiblical narratives in magical
texts should not be understood as deriving directly from scriptural authority, but rather
as drawing on a broader storied universe of authoritative narratives shared across
religious contexts.
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writs. (Gollancz 1912, Ixxxiv [Cod. C § 24, Loosening the Chase])*?

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. As Simon
(Peter) and Andrew and John threw the nets into the sea, raising
the nets with a goodly and abundant catch of plenty of fish, so do
I loosen the game of so-and-so, for his dog, and for his company.
(Lyavdansky 2024, 419 [Loosening of Game])*?

Notably, when different variants or manuscript witnesses of the first
charm are taken into account, some lack the comparative construction
and open instead as a typical historiola (Lyavdansky 2024), reinforcing
the impression that these examples occupy a fluid, intermediary
position.

2.4 The Place of Historiolae Among the Means of Ritual Power

Having outlined the internal typology of historiolae (narrative
vs. clausal) and discussed transitional cases, it is now possible to
situate historiolae within the broader repertoire of devices that
convey, channel, or authorize ritual power in Syriac charms.

Following Frankfurter, the scheme [chart 1] situates the typology
of Syriac historiolae within the broader family of ‘forms of religious
speech’. Notably, it does not aim to provide an exhaustive catalogue
of magical tools (e.g., voces magicae, the incantations themselves,
divine names and epithets), but rather to distinguish historiolae
from other seemingly similar devices, such as scriptural citations or
images that likewise carry narrative content.**

12 Forarecent edition and discussion of this and similar charms, see Lyavdansky 2024.
13 Cf. Gollancz 1912, xxxiv [Cod. A § 14].

14 Alternatively, Joseph Sanzo treats scriptural citations (including Gospel incipits)
within “a sub-class of ancient historiolae”, arguing that “the scriptures were thought
to have ‘worked’ against illness and/or demons because of the precedent or paradigm
established by specific prior actions of the divine. In other words, particular episodes
from the scriptures provided assurance for protection and/or healing in the present
context” (Sanzo 2014, 65-9).
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means of magical power

images
(iconographic
vignettes)

citations from
scripture

historiolae

clausal historiolae

historiolae proper

comparative invocative elaborate
formulas and transitional short historiolae (incl.
(similia instrumental forms historiolae encounter
similibus) formulas charms)
Chart1l Typology of historiolae
3 Syriac Narrative Charms

After the shorter forms of historiolae, this section turns to charms
that display more elaborate narratives. These charms differ in their
structure and are designed to resolve different issues, such as healing
a sickness, driving an evil force away from a human and/or protecting
cattle from the Evil Eye or plague. The key elements of narrative
charms are (a) characters; (b) the critical situation in which they
interact, often in a dialogue; and (c) application of the precedent to
the present (Ohrt 1935-36).

Most of the Syriac narrative charms can be attributed to
encounter charms (Begegnungssegen) in Ohrt’s (1935-36) definition.
He identifies two subcategories within these: (A) encounter between
a saint and an afflicted person or another saint (helper); (B) encounter
between a saint and an evil spirit (cf. Ohrt 1936).1*

15 Ohrt 1936 offers not only a typological discussion of Begegnungssegen, but also a
brief historical and comparative study of the form. He traces encounter charms across
Western Latin and Germanic, Greco-Egyptian, Byzantine Greek, Slavic, and Semitic
traditions, arguing that Christian forms preserve and adapt earlier narrative patterns.

166

Quotidiana e-ISSN 3103-5450
1,2,2025, 155-194



Anna Cherkashina
Narratives of Power

3.1 Encounter Charms Without Confrontation

In Syriac magic, encounter between a saint and another saint is, to
my knowledge, credibly exemplified only by The Charm of Lady Mary.
The historiola of the charm relates the encounter between Mary and
Jesus, during which Mary asks for help and protection on behalf of
the afflicted. The charm will be addressed in Section 4.

The other subcategory, encounter between a saint and an afflicted
person, is likewise represented by a single charm, Concerning the
Wind That Seizes the Belly, though its structure appears more
complicated than what would be expected of this subcategory:

Our Lord and his disciples were walking on the road, and they
heard the sound of crying out, and our Lord said: “What is this
voice?” His disciples said to him: “It is that of so-and-so, son of
so-and-so. Wind has gripped his belly and all his limbs, such that I
thought teeth would be knocked from the mouth, and a child would
fall from its mother”. (Jesus:) “Go into the garden of our Lord and
pluck three shoots and tie three knots, one in the name of our Lord
Jesus Christ and another in the name of Mary and another in the
name of Gabriel chief of the angels”. I am the one who blesses,
O Lord, heal him by your right hand.®

Several features deserve attention here. Technically speaking, no
physical encounter takes place: the crisis is perceived and reported,
and Jesus intervenes by providing instructions rather than by
direct healing. Despite these deviations, the charm overall fits
Ohrt’s rather flexible definition of an encounter charm, since his
category of Begegnungssegen operates with a broad understanding
of ‘encounter’.

However, the historiola in another Syriac healing charm departs
from the encounter pattern even more clearly. The charm against
lumbago recalls the story about the construction of the Temple, but
here Solomon is building it by his own hands. When lifting a heavy
stone, he hurts his back and cries out loudly. From this point, the
textual witnesses fall into two subtypes [tab. 2].7

16 The translation is based on Zellmann-Rohrer 2022, 114, with minor changes due to
a different interpretation of the text. Initially, the charm was edited by Gollancz (1912,
xxxviii-xxxix [Cod. A § 20]).

17 The edition and analysis of these charms can be found in Cherkashina, forthcoming.
Previous editions include Gollancz 1912, xxxi [Cod. A § 10]; Chamurlieva 2009, 91-2;
Zellmann-Rohrer 2022, 112; Pearson 2022, 66-7.
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Table2 Subtypes (A)and (B) of the charm against lumbago

SubtypeA Subtype B

Jesus asks his disciples who is crying. An angel asks Solomon whether he has
ever mistreated a widow or an orphan.
The disciples respond thatitis Solomon, Solomon responds that he has never

who received a stone from the Holy mistreated a widow or an orphan.
Spirit, bent to liftit, and hurt his back.

Jesus instructs the disciples to go The angel goes to the Garden of Eden
to the Garden of Eden and cut there and cuts there three branches.

three branches.

Both groups of witnesses then relate how the three branches are used
to heal the client’s pain. As Michael Zellmann-Rohrer (2022) notes,*®
this charm realizes two motifs widely attested in Mediterranean
magic: the suffering saint and the disturbed universe.

From a typological point of view, the charm lacks both the motif of
traveling and a scene of encounter. Nevertheless, it preserves several
basic elements shared with encounter charms: an exposition that
presents a crisis experienced by a saint, a dialogue, and an application
that is incorporated within the story by aligning Solomon’s treatment
with that of the client. In this respect, it is comparable to the charm
Concerning the Wind That Seizes the Belly; in both texts, a holy figure
intervenes by prescribing a remedy and the narrative is applied to
the present.

As will be shown in the next section, encounter charms of the
second type - those that narrate the encounter between a protagonist
and an evil force - are driven by different motifs: encounter and
confrontation between protagonist and antagonist, interrogation
of the latter by the former, and defeat or magical binding of an
antagonistic evil figure.

To sum up, Syriac narrative charms that do not turn on
confrontation with an antagonistic evil figure are rare. Within the
small group discussed here, only The Charm of Lady Mary clearly fits
the saint-saint encounter subtype, while Concerning the Wind That
Seizes the Belly and the lumbago charm featuring Solomon represent
healing narratives that employ an elaborate historiola without any
encounter episode. It is therefore difficult to justify attributing
these two charms to encounter charms: beyond general narrative
elements (characters, exposition, dialogue, application), they lack the
encounter scene that underlies encounter charms in the strict sense.

18 See also van der Vliet 2019, 345-6.
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3.2 Encounter with an Evil Force

Unlike the previous category, encounter charms of this type are well
attested across Syriac magical codices. Although the total number
of distinct texts known at present is not large, hardly exceeding
ten, several charms occur with remarkable frequency, being found
in nearly every codex and on numerous amulets. Among these is
The Charm of the Angel Gabriel Against the Evil Eye, which is found
in all three codices edited by Hermann Gollancz.*®

The historiola of this charm recounts how the Evil Eye that
came out of the rock encountered the archangel Gabriel. The angel
addresses the Evil Eye as ‘doomed one’ (ba't ‘abdana), cf. the Syriac
epithet of the Antichrist, bar ‘abdana conventionally rendered in
English Bible translations as ‘son of perdition’. I cite the text with
certain long incantatory formulas omitted, but preserving the overall
structure relevant to the analysis.

Against the Evil Eye. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit. The Evil Eye came out of a hard stone and met the
angel Gabriel. He asked it: “Where are you going, you doomed
one?” It answers him: “I am going to harm men and women, boys
and girls, the souls of cattle and the birds of heaven”. The angel
Gabriel says to it: “You will not enter paradise and you will not see
God” [...] “In His name I bind you, O Evil, Envious Eye, green eye,
blue eye and black, eye-flame, the eye that strikes and knows no
pity, the eye of the seven evil neighbors - all kinds of eyes - from
the body and soul (of the bearer of these letters), from his house,
from his sons and daughters, from everything that he has and
that he will have, (from) the bearer of these writs”. In the name
of ‘ahiyah °asarhiyah, ’elSadday, ‘adonay, the Lord Sba’it.?° I write
and God, mercifully takes care, so be it, amen. (Kaz4, foll. 53r-54r;
ed. in Nurullina 2012, 87-8; Author’s transl.)

On the basis of this charm, Chart 2 presents the main components
of the encounter charm as they appear in this example. The scheme
is not meant to suggest that every Syriac encounter charm contains
all these elements in exactly the same order, but rather to provide
a working model for describing the recurrent narrative and ritual
structure of this type.

19 Gollancz 1912, xlviii-xlix [Cod. A § 23], Ixx-1xxi [Cod. B § 9], 1xxxii [Cod. C § 19].

20 For the Jewish origins of this common magical formula, that made its way into
Christian, as well as Muslim magic, see Bohak 2008, 305-7.
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’ 0. TITLE (+ PURPOSE) Against the Evil Eye |

‘ 1. INTRODUCTORY FORMULA(S) In the name of the Father, etc. |

‘ 2. EXPOSITION

The Evil Eye came out of a hard rock and met the
angel Gabriel.

‘ 3. ENCOUNTER

‘ 4. DIALOGUE:

’ 4A: PROTAGONIST ASKS: “WHO ARE

He asked it: “Where are you going, you doomed |
YOU?'/ “WHERE ARE YOU GOING?”

one?”

It answers him: “I am going to harm men and
women, boys and girls, the souls of cattle and the
birds of heaven”.

>rO0O—XVO-Hw-—I

’ 4B: ANTAGONIST REPLIES

The angel Gabriel says to it: ... “I bind you, O evil,
envious eye..."

5. PROTAGONIST PRONOUNCES BINDING
FORMULAS

‘ 6. APPLICATION “...(from) the bearer of these writings.” |

LI AT

| write, and God mercifully takes care, so be it,
amen.

’ 7. CLOSING FORMULAS

Chart2 Structure of an encounter charm

Returning to a point raised in the section on clausal historiolae versus
historiolae proper, I suggested there that the difference is not only
formal but also pragmatic. Whereas clausal historiolae function as
compressed allusions and therefore tend to presuppose a recognizable
narrative, historiolae proper, including those embedded in encounter
charms, do not always appear to depend on the audience’s prior
knowledge of a specific mythic narrative. Rather, the source of their
authority may lie within the ritual itself.?* The narrated precedent of
Syriac encounter charms is staged as a ritual scenario in which an
authoritative protagonist confronts and overcomes an antagonistic
force, and the application explicitly relocates that precedent to the
client’s here-and-now. In this respect, the template of the encounter
charm in Chart 2 can be read not merely as a descriptive scheme but
as a reusable structural pattern. While particular narrative details
vary, the stable sequence of components (encounter, interrogation,
self-disclosure, binding speech, and application) gives the charm its
ritual force by presenting the hostile power as first identified, then
questioned, and finally bound or expelled from the client.

21 For an analysis of an elaborate historiola attested in three Jewish Babylonian
Aramaic incantation bowls, in which the narration becomes ritually effective through
its inscription or recitation, see Shaked 2011, 199-201.
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This perspective also bears on the question of origins, especially
for historiolae that narrate a precedent not otherwise attested outside
the magical text; do such episodes preserve a now-lost tradition or
are they the product of ritual creativity, composed for a specific ritual
purpose??? Van der Vliet (1995, 401) explicitly raises the possibility
of an ad hoc mythology, yet, in his Coptic material related to the
narrative about the fall of Satan, he concludes that practitioners
“invented very little”, explaining most apparent innovations as
adaptations of motifs shaped by ritual micro-structure and rhetorical
aims. In contrast, Frankfurter (2019, 611) is more open to the idea
that historiolae treat the scriptural and inherited material creatively,
with some narratives potentially “invented ad hoc” and nevertheless
recited “as though canonical” (Frankfurter 1995, 463) precisely
because he sees historiolae as ritual speech acts: their recitation
creates and recognizes a mythic situation and mediate potency
into the present performance through the recitation itself and the
deployment of names and ritual objects (Frankfurter 2019, 612).

Returning to the template, in the example of our charm, the
protagonist is the archangel Gabriel, whereas the antagonist is
the Evil Eye. The exposition is typically extremely brief, yet other
encounter charms, such as The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘, occasionally
contain a more elaborate introduction:

The prayer, request, petition, and supplication of Mar ‘Abd-isho’,
the monk and hermit of God, who was among the dumb beasts on
the Friday, which is the Passion (sc. day) of our Lord and Redeemer,
at the time when the evil spirit, in the likeness of a hateful woman
of dark appearance, was coming down from the Mount of Eden,
and she appeared unto him, and called him by name, ‘Abd-isho".
(Gollancz 1912, Ixviii [Cod. B § 7, The Anathema of Mar ‘Abd-isho’,
the Monk and Hermit])

Here, the historiola of the saint’s confrontation with the ‘child-stealing
witch’ is preceded by a customary introductory section characteristic
of charms of the anathema genre. In the charms of this genre, a
Christian saint speaks; each text opens with a brief historiola
recalling the moment when the figure uttered the prayer that follows.
The prayer itself then functions as the incantation, often framed
as being pronounced immediately before the saint’s martyrdom
(Hunter 1987; 1990; Cherkashina, forthcoming). This scheme is
very common and underlies a number of widely circulating Syriac

22 This issue has been addressed from different angles in Frankfurter 1995, 463-4;
van der Vliet 1995, 401; Versnel 2002, 122-6; Waller 2015, 267-74.
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charms attributed to St. George,?* Mar Tamsis,?* Rabban Hurmizd,?
Daniel,?¢ Mar Shallita,?” St. Paul (Nurullina 2012, 94-6), and Cyprian
(Nurullina 2012, 48-53; Hunter 2018).

Returning to our representative encounter charm Against the Evil
Eye, we see that, at the end of Gabriel’s speech, there occurs an
application, that is, the textual element that transfers the effect of
the narrated precedent from the mythical realm into the present
ritual moment and, more concretely, to the client.?® Rather than
standing as a separate unit, the application here is embedded in
the binding formulae pronounced by the angel Gabriel. A similar
pattern is found in other Syriac encounter charms; the application is
commonly incorporated into the protagonist’s direct speech, rather
than formulated independently.

Most of the Syriac encounter charms - Against the Evil Eye
(Jesus-version), The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘, The Charm of Simon
Cephas, Binding of Scorpions and Snakes, and The Charm of King
Solomon?® - follow this general template. The last (The Charm of
King Solomon), however, departs from the pattern; it incorporates
a narrative reminiscent of the opening chapters of the Testament of
Solomon, so that the narrative segment is markedly longer and more
complex than is typical for encounter charms.3®

Several more encounter charms incorporate some of the elements
of the outlined structure, but deviate from the scheme in one way
or another:

1. Against the Pestilence of Small Cattle (Nurullina 2012,
84-5, 178). Moses is tending his flock when it is struck by
pestilence (shin). He utters a prayer that binds and expels
the disease. The charm does not contain dialogue, and the
antagonist is not personified.

23 Gollancz 1912, xxvi-xxvii [Cod. A § 5], Ixx [Cod. B § 8], Ixxiv [Cod. C § 2].

24 Gollancz 1912, xxxii [Cod. A § 12]; Hunter 2018.

25 Gollancz 1912, xlii [Cod. A § 27].

26 Gollancz 1912, xlvi [Cod. A § 35], Ixxx [Cod. C § 14].

27 Gollancz 1912, lii [Cod. A § 46].

28 Seealso Frankfurter (1995, 462-3). Thisis defined as “the collapse of mythic/present
time” by Blumell, Dosoo (2018, 222).

29 Editions: The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘ and The Charm of Simon Cephas see the next
section in this article; Binding of Scorpions and Snakes: Nurullina 2012, 73-4, 157-60;
Zellmann-Rohrer 2022, 121-2. The charm Against the Evil Eye, preserved in the same
manuscript as our exemplary charm (Kaz4), features Jesus as the protagonist. Riding a
donkey through the streets of Jerusalem, he meets the Evil Eye, asks where it is going,
and, upon hearing the reply, pronounces the incantation (Nurullina 2012, 97-9). A brief
analysis of the charm is also found in Cherkashina, forthcoming.

30 Edited in Russian in Cherkashina 2021, the English edition of the charm will appear
in Cherkashina, forthcoming.
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2. Binding the Evil Apparition (Gollancz 1912, xxxix-xl [Cod. A
§ 22]). Moses is tending sheep between seven mountains when
he beholds three evil apparitions: a man, a lion, and an eagle.
An incantation follows, banishing these figures. The charm
contains no dialogue, and it is unclear whether the incantation
is voiced by Moses or by an anonymous practitioner.

3. [Ban for] the Fold of Cattle (Gollancz 1912, 1xxi [Cod. B § 10]).

The charm opens with a dialogue:
“Seven accursed brothers, accursed sons, destructive ones,
sons of men of destruction! Why do you creep along on your
knees and move upon your hands?” and they replied: “We go
on our hands, so that we may eat flesh, and we crawl along
upon our hands, so that we may drink blood”.

A binding spell, spoken by an anonymous protagonist, follows.
The historiola, however, lacks exposition and there is no narrative
description of the encounter.

4 The Syriac Version of the St. Sisinnius Legend

This final section uses the St. Sisinnius Legend as a case study for
the analysis of historiolae in the Syriac magical tradition. It first
introduces the wider transmission of this narrative tradition and its
two main types, and then examines three Syriac charms in which
related motifs are preserved: The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘, The Charm
of the Blessed Lady Mary, and The Charm of Simon Cephas. Particular
attention is paid to narrative structure, textual transmission, and the
function of illustrations.

4.1 The St. Sisinnius Legend: Introduction

The St. Sisinnius Legend (hereafter SL) is an umbrella designation
for a wide range of individual charms, hagiographic legends,
prayers, and amulets that attest to a shared narrative pattern: a
protagonist (or protagonists) confronts an evil being that targets
pregnant women and young children. Versions of this legend are
attested in Christian, Muslim, Jewish and pagan magical traditions
of the Middle East, the Mediterranean, Europe and the Caucasus.®! In

31 The following key works provide comparative analysis of sources from different
traditions: Gaster 1900; Greenfield 1989; Badalanova Geller 2015. See also the further
references cited below in connection with individual traditions, which frequently draw
on comparative material.
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Byzantine magic, Sisinnius or the Archangel Michael opposes Gullou
(Gaster 1900; Greenfield 1989; Chekha 2017). In Arabic magic, the
narrative is associated with Solomon (Sulayman), who confronts a
demon called Qarina, Tabi‘ah, or "'Umm as-Sibyan (Winkler 1931).
In Jewish magic, the legend is attested through two key narratives:
the Smamit story and the prophet Elijah’s confrontation with Lilith.32
The deeper roots of the child-stealing demon or demons can be
traced back to Mesopotamia, above all to the figure of Lamastu,
who primarily targets babies and young children and is the object of
a rich tradition of rituals, amulets, and incantations (Scurlock 1991;
Wiggermann 2000; Farber 2014). Some of these texts refer to her as
having seven names (Wiggermann 2000, 242; Farber 2014, 144-5).

In 1900, Moses Gaster published a pioneering comparative study
that traced the history of the ‘child-stealing witch’ motif from
The Testament of Solomon to modern charms from Romania, South
Russia, and Kurdistan (Gaster 1900). His survey examined a wide
range of versions, including Greek, Romanian, Slavic, Hebrew, and
Syriac texts. The Syriac example he used was The Charm of Mar
‘Abdiso‘ Against Teb‘a, based on Gollancz'’s earlier edition (1898).

More recently, the legend has been studied within the framework
of a project entitled St. Sisinnius’ Legend in Folklore and Written
Traditions of the Near East, Balkans, and Eastern Europe, headed
by Prof. Andrey Toporkov, Institute of World Literature, Russian
Academy of Sciences, Moscow (Toporkov 2019).

Gaster identified two primary plots in SL, attested over one and a
half millennia. Following Greenfield (1989), they are usually referred
to as the ‘Michael-type’ and the ‘Sisinnius/Melitene-type’.

The Michael-type of text is typically an encounter charm, which
describes a saint, often Michael, Elijah, or Sisinnius, who encounters
a witch or demoness while he is traveling. He asks where she is
going, and she replies that she intends to harm a woman in labor or
a newborn child. The saint then demands that she reveal her secret
names - often arranged in fixed numbers, such as 9, 12, or 40 - and
then compels her to swear an oath that she will not harm anyone in
any place where her names, or the names of the angels, are written or
pronounced. To this type (among others) belong Jewish charms with
the historiola of Elijah the Prophet confronting Lilith, Arabic charms
featuring Sulayman vs. Qarina, Romanian charms against Avestitza,
and the Syriac Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘ Against Teb‘a (Toporkov 2019).

The Sisinnius/Melitene-type of text narrates the story of a
demoness who kills the children of a woman (called Melitene in the
Greek tradition). The protagonist(s) - typically Sisinnius (or he and

32 Naveh, Shaked 1998, 104-8, 111-22; Ford 2016; Elitzur-Leiman 2016; Harari 2017,
136, 210-11; Lyavdansky 2017; Kaspina 2017.
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his brothers) - pursue her, overtake her, and force her to bring the
children back alive. At the end of the encounter, she reveals all her
names and promises not to harm those who invoke them or who call
upon the name(s) of the protagonist(s). Although charms that belong to
this type do contain an episode of encounter between the protagonist
and the antagonist, they usually incorporate a more complex
narrative, only part of which is represented by this confrontation.
To this type belong the late antique Jewish story of Smamit, found
on incantation bowls, the Ethiopian legend of St. Sisinnius, and the
Syriac Charm of Simon Cephas Against Teb‘a.

4.2 The St. Sisinnius Legend in Syriac Charms

The St. Sisinnius Legend is used in this section as a case study for
the analysis of historiolae in the Syriac magical tradition. The legend
functions here not as a single text, but as a narrative motif that
connects the historiolae embedded in three different Syriac charms.
The section first offers a brief introduction to the study of this legend
across different magical traditions, and then turns to a sequential
analysis of the three Syriac charms.

The aim is to show how this ancient and widely transmitted motif
is realized in the form of a historiola in different Syriac texts. In doing
so, the section also considers aspects of historiolae beyond their
basic structure: the motifs they preserve, the ways in which they are
incorporated into the broader composition of the charm, and the ways
in which the textual narrative is supported visually through illustrations.

Three Syriac charms incorporate historiolae that contain the motifs
outlined above: The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘, The Charm of the Blessed
Lady Mary, and The Charm of Simon Cephas. In what follows, each
charm is presented in the form of a catalogue entry which lists its
textual witnesses, provides a brief description, and notes parallels
and references. Unlike the first two charms, the third charm, which
features Simon Cephas, has not previously been translated into
English in one of its redactions. Therefore, its text and translation are
reproduced at the end of this section.

4.2.1 The Charm of Mar AbdiSo Against Tebda

Introduction This encounter charm is attested in most of the
known Syriac codices and amulets. The earliest copy - discovered
in Hadath Grotto, Lebanon - can be dated to the thirteenth century
(Abousamra 2013). The charm belongs to the Michael-type of SL.
The two lists of secret names which the demoness reveals to
the saint, containing 4 and 12 names respectively, include names
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well known from Aramaic magical texts, such as Lélita (‘Lilith’) and
Malwita (‘the accompanying demon’), alongside names of Greek
(Gullos, cf. Gr. TeA\o), Arabic (Teb‘a, cf. Arb. tabi‘a), Iranian (Zardik,
cf. MP Zarduyt), and Sumerian (Domos, Dyarba, cf. Sum. dumu-zi
and dili-bad) origin.*® Taken together with numerous parallels
from Mediterranean cultures and beyond, this onomastic mixture
suggests a long and layered history of transmission involving complex
interactions with neighboring magical traditions.

The historiola of the charm may best be understood as the result
of a blending of hagiographic and magical traditions. While the
scene recalls well-known hagiographic narratives of the temptation
of saints, the demoness’s expressed intention to become the saint’s
wife may tentatively reflect a Christianized elaboration of the Jewish
get-motif known from Aramaic incantation bowls against demons.
In this magical framework, the get is effective precisely because
sexual interaction between a human and a demon was considered
possible and because such interaction was understood to entail “some
sort of obligation akin to that which accompanies the marital status”
(Levene 2003, 19; cf. Folmer 2016).

Titles The Charm of Mar ‘AbdiSo‘ Against Teb‘a; The Charm of Mar
‘Abdiso‘ Against Teb‘a of Women; The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘ Against
Teb‘a, the Killer of Women and Children.

Manuscripts The charm appears passim in Syriac magical
manuscripts. In view of its ubiquity, an exhaustive list of witnesses
is not provided here; representative manuscripts can be consulted
in the editions cited below.

Editions Hazard 1893; Gollancz 1898; Gollancz 1912 (Cod. B § 7,
Cod. C § 25); Hunter 1999; Nurullina 2012, 53-6; Abousamra 2013;
Abousamra, Schmidt 2014; Lyavdansky, Nurullina 2017; Talay, Rudolf,
Kouriyhe 2020; Schmidt 2021; Pearson 2022, 59-64.

Function Protection of women and children against attacks by a
demoness associated with miscarriages and infant death.

Agents Protagonist = Mar ‘Abdiso; antagonist = Teb‘a.
Story On Good Friday at the ninth hour, the ascetic ‘Abdiso’, who

has spent forty years in the wilderness, is approached by a demonic
woman who has come in order ‘to become his wife’. He demands that

33 Comparative and etymological analysis of the lists of the names across different
Syriac manuscripts can be found in Lyavdansky, Nurullina 2017.
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she reveal her identity. The demoness discloses two sets of names:
a short list of 4 names, and an extended list of 12. She swears an
oath never to enter any home or harm anyone who wears the amulet
inscribed with these names. ‘Abdiso‘ then binds her by pronouncing
an incantation.

Iconography The images [figs 1-2] depict the confrontation of the
saint with a demon using two basic variations; the saint is either on
horseback, replicating the so-called ‘holy rider’,** or he is standing.

Figure 1

MS StPS1. Inscriptions:
“Abdiso™ (upper margin);
“Th(isis) L&lita” (lower
margin). Photo by Alexey
Lyavdansky, © The Private
Collection of the late Mikhail
Sado

Figure2

MS StPS5b, fol. 48r.
Noinscriptions.

Photo by Alexey Lyavdansky,
© The Private Collection

of the late Mikhail Sado

Further Bibliography Gaster 1900; Kramer 1924; Kramer 1928;
Winkler 1931; Naveh, Shaked 1998; Hunter 1987; 1990.

34 ‘Abdiso‘ is portrayed this way in Hunter 1999; Schmidt 2021. As Ewa
Balicka-Witakowska (2008, 789) notes, “Although, according to his vita, only St. George
should have been portrayed as an equestrian, the ability to conquer ascribed to other
protectors allowed them to be represented within the iconographical scheme normally
reserved for equestrian saints”. See the discussion below in relation to Lady Mary.
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4.2.2 The Charm of the Blessed Lady Mary

Introduction The charm is preserved in several modern Syriac
manuscripts, both amulets and codices. The historiola is situated
within a biblical narrative, recalling the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem
on Palm Sunday (cf. Mt 21; Mk 11; Lk 19; Jn 12). Structurally, the text
resembles an encounter charm, albeit with a notable inversion. While
Jesus functions as the divine figure who initiates the dialogue with
the ritual opening question (“Where are you going?”) and ultimately
grants protection, Mary also emerges as a protagonist by assuming
an active ritual role, asking for healing, fertility, and the expulsion
of the demon. Strictly speaking, the charm does not belong to either
of the two narrative types associated with SL, although its encounter
structure closely recalls that of the Michael-type.

Among the many textual witnesses of this charm, the text
preserved in MS Lo5281 is of particular interest, since it contains
what is, so far, the only Syriac attestation of the names of the
protagonists known from the Jewish tradition as snwy, snsnwy, and
smnglwp, which appear in Jewish witnesses in multiple permutations.
These names appear twice in the incantation (Naveh, Shaked 1998,
104-22; Badalanova Geller 2015; Lyavdansky 2017):3*

wamae .ode wamie L Auuwe Aandal Alve e Hine H9Ave dHon mxs
cduul 28dmia wal piel waadaly L uanmie wamie (welada wasa ol

In the name of the priests and the teachers, the just and the
righteous, and of the angels Gabriel and Michael, and of ssn he
rose’ (slq), and of ssn he rose, and ssn and Paul, and of ssn, and of
ssnyn’, and of klydws, we’ bind you and you are bound! (Lo5281,
fol. 28r; Author’s transl.)

.wedida .waluane .wellhme wlmo (amie wolmio mmie jeimme mAxde
Laaada

And in the name of sssnwr and ssn snqlws and ssn snqlys and
sm'lws, and tnylws, and pypws, and pysws. (Lo5281, fol. 29r;
Author’s transl.)

The context of the charm suggests that ssn, repeated six times
across the two passages, is the name of the protagonist of the SL,
i.e. St. Sisinnius.*® Some of the other names appear to be distorted

35 Forthe namesin the Cairo Genizah, see Schafer, Shaked 1997, 105 [text 26, 2a:18].

36 Onthe Sasanian sources for this name, see Gignoux 1998. For a more recent survey
of the evidence and competing theories, see Daryaee 2010, 241-6.
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reflexes of the names of additional protagonists in the Jewish versions
ofthe legend. More tentatively, sssnwrand snglws/sm‘lws in this charm
likely represent permutations of snsnwy and smnglwp respectively.
If this identification is correct, the latter name in particular would
point to the Jewish Palestinian version of the legend, whereas the
Babylonian sources have s-n-g-r rather than s-n-g-I at the base of this
name (Lyavdansky 2017, 59). At the same time, the evidential value
of this so-far isolated Syriac attestation is difficult to assess. These
garbled forms of the protagonists of the Jewish version of the SL are
currently found only in Lo5281. Nonetheless, they seem to point to
influence from the Jewish tradition of the SL, although this indication
remains tentative and awaits clarification from future discoveries.

Titles The Anathema of My Lady, the Blessed Mary, which is of Avail
for Sick Persons; The Charm of the Blessed Mary for Women Whose
Children Do not Survive; The Charm of the Blessed Mary Against
Any Pain and Sickness; The Charm of the Blessed Mary Against Any
Demon and Satan.

Manuscripts G. B (Gollancz Cod. B) § 6; CaH159; NY2941/4; Kaz4,
foll. 30r-34v; StPSbb, foll. 58r-61v; LoA16; StPSndl; AynCDM18,
foll. 18r-24r; Mo417, fol. 21v; LoAlb; Ye72a; Ye72b; BeZ; StPS1.

Editions Gollancz 1912 (Cod. B §6); Nurullina 2012, 65-8;
Assad 2015; Lyavdansky, Nurullina 2017; Talay, Rudolf, Kouriyhe 2020;
Schmidt 2021.

Function Fertility and safe childbirth, demonic protection, healing
of any sickness.

Agents Mary and Jesus.

Story Mary comes from the mount of Eden to meet Jesus, who has
just entered Jerusalem and is being welcomed by the crowds. Jesus
asks her, “Where are you going?” She replies that she has come to
ask him one request. Jesus promises to grant it. Mary implores him to
protect women and children from a shape-shifting demoness known
by many names (Zardok, Midok, Lelita, etc.). This demoness deceives
both men and women and strangles unborn and newborn children.
Mary prays that the sick will be healed, the barren will conceive, and
birthing mothers will deliver without pain. She also asks that anyone
who wears or invokes the written charm be freed from all demonic
and magical harm.
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lconography The iconography associated with this charm typically
depicts either Jesus entering Jerusalem or Lady Mary with the young
Jesus [figs 3-4].3" The former is a well-known motif, attested in the
Syriac manuscripts of the Gospels.®® The latter image is apparently not
directly related to the narrative of the charm, but still conveys power,
since the parental relationship between Jesus and Mary forms the
basis of her plea. The third type of image associated with this charm
depicts Lady Mary on horseback; see Cod. B § 6 (Gollancz 1912, 60).

Figure3

MS StPSnd1. Maryand Jesus.
Noinscriptions.

Photo by Alexey Lyavdansky,
©The Private Collection

of the late Mikhail Sado

37 Forimages depicting Mary with Jesus in a cradle, see also Schmidt 2021, 19, and
Assad 2015, 46.

38 See, for instance, MS Borg. sir. 169 in the Vatican library (fol. 64r), as well as
Schapiro 1973, regarding the same motif in the manuscript of the Diatessaron.
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Figure 4

MS NY2941/4, New York Public Library.
Inscriptions: “Thisis Jesus entering
Jerusalem” (upper left corner);
“Thisisadonkey” (center);

“These are the children of Israelin
whose hands thereis hosanna” (lower
margin, between the figures).

Photo by Alexey Lyavdansky,
manuscriptin the publicdomain

4.2.3 The Charm of Simon Cephas Against Tebd

Introduction This charm appears to be the rarest of the three
charms in the Syriac tradition that incorporate motifs from SL.
One of the redactions of the charm (A) blends the two types of SL
narratives: the Sisinnius/Melitene-type - with the narrative of a
woman whose children have died due to demonic intervention - and
the Michael-type - with the encounter scene that relates how Simon
Cephas interrogates the demon and learns her names. Although the
text functions as a charm, its elaborate narrative structure strongly
resembles a hagiographical legend, portraying St. Peter (Simon
Cephas) performing a miracle and converting “the city of Asia” to
Christianity.
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Titles The Charm of Simon Cephas for Women Whose Children Do
not Survive Because of the Demon; The Charm of Simon Cephas for
Women; The Charm of Simon Cephas Against Teb‘a of Women.

Manuscripts NY2941/4; Kaz4, foll. 34v-37r; Ye72b; StPSnd1; StPS5bh,
foll. 62r-63r (preserved in part).

Editions Nurullina 2012, 68-70; Lyavdansky, Nurullina 2017;
Schmidt 2021.

Function Fertility and safe childbirth, demonic protection.

Agents Protagonist = Simon Cephas (St. Peter); antagonist = Teb‘q;
afflicted person = woman in labor (Story B: king’s wife).

Story Two versions of the narrative are found across the four
manuscripts that preserve the charm.

» Story A (Kaz4, NY2941/4, StPSnd1, StPS5b, edited below):
While traveling through the city of Asia, Simon Cephas
encounters a woman in the midst of childbirth, surrounded by
people with cymbals and drums. A demon appears, intending to
kill the newborn. At the very moment the child is born, it dies.
The mother sends word to Simon, who tells them the child will
live if baptized. The mother agrees, and Simon resurrects the
child through prayer. Simon then confronts the demon, asking
for her name. The demon replies with a list. Simon binds the
demon using divine names.

» Story B (Ye72b):

After Pentecost, Simon travels and reaches the city of Asia.
There he meets the king and asks whom the people of the
city worship. Finding out that they practice idolatry, Simon
reproaches the king. The king’s wife has by that time lost
seven newborn children. When she gives birth again, musicians
with different instruments gather to protect her from demonic
attacks, but the newborn child dies. Simon offers to resurrect
the child, if the king promises to believe in Christ. The king
agrees. Simon prays and revives the child, converting the whole
city. The saint asks the demon why he kills children. The demon
confesses that he kills unborn children to prevent humans from
praising God, admitting that his power extends until the child
reaches seven years of age. Simon then banishes the demon,
declaring that in any place where the names of Jesus and Simon
Cephas are invoked, the demon will no longer have power.
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Iconography The two images [figs 5-6] employ markedly different
iconographic schemes. Figure 6 represents a common mode of
depicting a saint’s victory over a demon: Simon Cephas is shown
mounted on a white horse, striking with a spear a standing black
demon with long hair. The element in the upper right corner cannot
be securely identified. Figure 5, by contrast, preserves a scene that
appears to be very rare in Syriac magical manuscripts and includes
four figures. From left to right, Simon Cephas is shown grasping
the demon by the hair. The demon’s body is represented in profile,
while its face is shown frontally; its hands and feet terminate in
what appear to be hooves. The demon reaches toward a child, whose
smaller scale in comparison with the adult figures is achieved mainly
by the absence of legs. To the right of the child stands his mother,
whose outstretched right hand touches the child’s head.

Figure5 MSNY2941/4,New York Public Library. Inscriptions (from left to right): “This is Simon Cephas”;
“Thisisthe demon prwn”; “This s a child”; “This is the mother of the child”.
Photo by Alexey Lyavdansky, manuscriptin the publicdomain
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Figure6

MS StPSnd1. Inscriptions:
“Teb‘a” (on the left); “Mar
Sem’on (Simon Cephas)”

(on both sides of the figure).
Photo by Alexey Lyavdansky,
© The Private Collection

of the late Mikhail Sado

4231 Text and Translation

This section edits and translates into English a previously unpublished
redaction of the charm, preserved in four witnesses: Kaz4
(foll. 34v-37r), StPSnd1, StPS5b (foll. 62r-63r) and NY2941/4 (amulet).
Like the amulet from the Matenadaran edited by Schmidt (2021),
NY2941/4 contains all three charms related to the Syriac version
of SL, selected to assist a female client with fertility and childbirth.

The narrative section of the charm presents a complex plot that

can be divided into the following episodes:

1.  Exposition. Simon travels and arrives in the city of Asia.
He encounters a woman in labor, surrounded by a crowd
attempting to ward off a demon by means of musical
instruments. Simon does not initially intervene or interact
with the woman. She gives birth to a boy, whom the demon
kills.

2. First dialogue. Simon learns that the demon has killed the
child. He offers to restore the boy to life on the condition
that he be baptized. The woman replies that, if he does so,
the entire city will convert to Christianity. Simon revives the
child.

3. Second dialogue. After pronouncing the binding formulae,
Simon interrogates the demon, asking for its name and its
occupation. The demon reveals four names and an epithet.
Simon then binds it again.

The historiola thus combines both narrative patterns associated with
the two types of encounter charms discussed above: that with an
afflicted person and that with an evil spirit. Each pattern is structured
around its own dialogue. Notably, however, the interaction with the
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child’s mother takes the form of an explicit transaction between the
saint and the bereaved woman.

A comparison with the other redaction of the charm, found
in Ye72b, reveals several major discrepancies. First, the Ye72b
redaction preserves a more fully developed exposition, which
includes an additional dialogue between Simon and the king of Asia.
From this conversation we learn that the city worships idols and that
the demon has previously killed seven children of the same woman,
who is identified as the king’s wife. Simon reproaches the king for
his idolatry; the episode as a whole results in a narrative that is
more expansive and more similar to a hagiographical composition.
Another noteworthy distinction is that, in the Ye72 redaction, the
demon does not reveal any secret names. This absence, together
with the details provided in the exposition, aligns the narrative more
consistently with the Sisinnius/Melitene-type, in which the focus lies
on the pursuit of the child-killing demon and the restoration of the
killed children, rather than on the interrogation of the demon about
its secret names. The Ye72b redaction may therefore be regarded as
a comparatively ‘pure’ representative of the Sisinnius/Melitene-type.

By contrast, the text and translation presented below appear to be
an abbreviated yet hybrid form of the SL narrative. While it preserves
the Melitene-type structure of loss of children and restitution, it
simultaneously incorporates an interrogation of the demon about its
secret names, a feature characteristic of the Michael-type encounter
charms.

Only one of the names in the redaction below corresponds to the
tradition of demonic names attested in The Charm of Mar ‘Abdiso‘ and
The Charm of Lady Mary, namely Mba“alta, which is best understood
as a distorted variant of the widely attested Aramaic demonic name
Mbakkalta. Notably, mesys (Bzom), another name of the demon, may
reflect the influence of the Byzantine tradition, where BuZoU and
BnEouv appear as variants of the more well-known name of the
‘child-stealing witch’, ABuZou ‘Abyzouth’.

The text is based on Kaz4, with occasional significant readings
from the other witnesses noted in the footnotes. Kaz4, StPSnd1, and
StPS5b (preserved only in part) show almost no textual discrepancies,
whereas the fourth witness, NY2941/4, diverges somewhat and
contains a larger number of differences. Nevertheless, all four
manuscripts transmit a very similar text, especially in the narrative
section. Among the variants in NY2941/4, particularly noteworthy is
an additional demon name, .ais (prwn), for which NY2941/4 appears
to be the only witness.
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Text

*.3am Mieda 2ige 132 mza 3P EAG 0 aEay Aatr® Kaa wxiy Mia Ldsaxy i
13e AREE walzy L Aduaw Sein Y% L dax wib 28d dla 206 Q6w 2 a3y ol
A &\ aad wdwa  A\ge xlage ARG el W86 Aadng A aad Bwiy
M (daze oeadtm SAE abuas laly dlaeat mea (A 2dix 2ae atasg
AT aedt iy o 28NS A8 ER 2o J.m:lo.'rA Jazating dax dla yiak
20 el yoldx  BACY anda w1 b dgmi 200 P alax uiw paa 233 hals
:.m,nn tama L BALG 2aad casady (2 asza a%sax uid .\acA iy BAG ol v
Adua .ad2 yinsy mo.m..m& M ohes aw dda 1Ay b 2 :.A.s,: qwoz it}
FEPAY \@%%ax ivla .Ls:: 18a2ia o ddide a2l euictia m....za A0 AL Lassax wab

qoky Ba% w1032 waxdl duoix2 duon Axa . A2 miesa QA piei* as e :_A
\oﬂ'h.l:l woa LG 23a G « naot3a .\nc\h \Aon LRI .\omam oy
2 48 @.‘.‘Aas aiva .z awp Ma \atsax wib ol iy ° ‘pla o ~adiaia wpo
J.AM .\oc\:l ar 2308 RLETRN Y WP AT TN \M.': 3% a2 é .\.: adt lo..:
.Q dib2 ao za..:& c@8x wiv el w2 49 -LAGY Jmaskh masta Msisa zm..:gm
0¥ i ya .\am:m 0o L Gouiss 0¥ .ixjamy ieada 2ig0 232 mxa . A miube
TRV T RS | l..xA.s. 20 20ata Aan ..\omm:l pPa \aotan oa tpeder 228
AL IR ECE R L RETEE KW AT PRERSIL FE Ry

39 The epithet of Teb‘@ is added on the margin of Kaz4, while NY2941/4 says only
slaym, StPSndl says a¥a; ‘of women'.

40 NY2941/4 says: a1 ooz 82 (aSax .iwy “Adxasa cnasaa amad ‘The prayer,
supplication and request of Mar Simon Cephas, who was walking...".

41 NY2941/4 adds: 23 ‘son’.

42 NY2941/4 has 2. ‘one’ instead.

43 NY2941/4 has = ‘(was) standing’ instead.

44 NY2941/4 adds: ged2\ ‘to your God'.

45 NY2941/4 adds: ixa ‘evil’.

46 Omitted in NY2941/4.

47 NY2941/4 reads: "o ‘o 3% Gudbac (aola (wa dwia oo @iy oo Gixds (wa dBA3 o ‘from
the body and the soul, from the offspring and the womb and all limbs of the bearer

of these writs’. StPSnd1 agrees with Kaz4, except that StPSnd1 lacks the crossed-out
word . actioaa.

48 NY2941/4 adds: w32 As ‘on the earth’.

49 NY2941/4 adds: .eisa ‘and prwn’. Compare the captions to the image from this
MS above.

50 The scribe inserted x8en ‘lines’ above the line. NY2941/4 has: &wiy (wa 343 o with
the female client’s name following, which means ‘from the body and the offspring of PN’.
51 NY2941/4 has a different rather peculiar formula: weleda weifas 1acs @2 duax AL
p®le 2 pals aAA goata Law 1l n8agaa 2a ‘0N her name, as Rome (was sealed)
by Peter and Paul, and as Byzantine (was sealed) by the cross, from now and unto ages
of ages, truly, amen’.

186

Quotidiana e-ISSN 3103-5450
1,2,2025,155-194



Anna Cherkashina
Narratives of Power

Translation

The Charm of Simon Cephas against Teb‘a, the she-killer of women
and children. In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
Once when Simon Cephas was traveling, passing through the city of
Asia, he found a certain woman who was lying in pain. Around her
stood many women, and (there were) men with cymbals, and she was
seized by pain, because she was about to give birth. Behold, before
her appeared a cursed demon, in order that, as soon as the child
was born, he might kill him. Simon Cephas, then, was proclaiming
and teaching the glory of baptism for the remission of sins. At that
moment, the woman who lay in pain gave birth to a son, and while
Simon was asking to see®*? what the fate of the boy would be, she sent
to him to say that the child had died. Simon Cephas said to them: “If
you wish that the child should live, let him become a Christian”. The
mother of the child answered: “If the boy lives, the whole city will
turn to the faith which you proclaim”. Simon rushed to the child,%?
brought him back to life, and handed him to his mother, and she
received him with great joy. Simon Cephas said to that demon: “I
bind you and I adjure you by the name of ‘ahiyah ’asarhiyah, ’elSadday,
‘adonay, the Lord Sba’tt, from the bodies and from all the limbs of
the bearers of these writs, from their sons and daughters, so let it
be, amen”. Simon Cephas said to her: “What is your name, and what
is your occupation?” That demon answered: “Know, O Simon, that I
have many names by which I am called: Le‘zta, Saggita, Mba“alta,
and Bzom, the strangler of children”. Simon said to that demon: “I
bind you and I adjure you by the name of the Father, the Son, and
the Holy Spirit, from the bodies and limbs of the bearers of these
writs, from their sons and daughters, from now and unto ages of ages,
amen”. This charm is sealed and confirmed by the living sign of the
victorious Cross, now and always, and unto ages of ages.

5 Conclusion

The phenomenon of historiolae within the corpus of Christian Syriac
magical texts (preserved predominantly in codices and amulets from
the eighteenth-twentieth centuries) is not new to academia. However,
a working typology of Syriac historiolae found in this material
which is relevant to existing theoretical models (in particular David
Frankfurter’s influential scheme) has been a desideratum up to

52 Itremains unclear whether Simon was asking those present about the child’s fate
or praying to God to learn what had happened.

53 Cf. Acts 20:10.
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now. By distinguishing between clausal historiolae, brief narrative
historiolae, and more elaborate narrative forms, including encounter
charms, this article has sought to provide a framework for describing
the diversity of Syriac charms that employ embedded narratives.

The majority of more elaborate narrative historiolae can be
classified as encounter charms. A general structural scheme of the
encounter charm, based on the charm Against the Evil Eye, identifies
the component parts of such a charm.

The article concludes with a case study of Syriac charms connected
to the St. Sisinnius Legend, including the first English translation of
one redaction of The Charm of Simon Cephas.

Although most of the surviving Syriac magical manuscripts are
relatively late, the tradition they preserve is demonstrably older.
Nevertheless, Syriac magic has so far remained marginal within
broader discussions of historiolae. The richness of the Syriac
material, illustrated here by multiple examples, together with the
typology proposed in this article, demonstrates that Syriac magical
texts constitute an important body of evidence for future typological
and comparative studies of historiolae.
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1 Introduction: Armenian Amulet Scrolls

Armenian amulet scrolls, called hmayil (hdwjh]) or more often
hamayil (hwdwyjhy), are among the first texts in the Armenian literary
tradition to be popular among the common people, as opposed to
clerics, monastics, or members of the upper nobility, who had been
the primary audience for most literary works before the early
modern period.* Extant examples - about 1,000 in total (Ghazaryan,
Sargsyan 2016, 15) - ranging between the fifteenth to twentieth
century and measuring a few inches in width and extending in length
for many feet, sometimes up to fifty or more, contain sacred and
sometimes magical texts and images.?

1.1 Acquirers of Armenian Amulet Scrolls

Hmayils were popular across nearly the whole spectrum of early
modern Armenian society, evident through an examination of the
colophons that mention the position or profession of the commissioner
or acquirer of the scroll. A recent study that examined the colophons
of scrolls to extract information on their makers and acquirers found
mention of the following monikers beside the name of the acquirer:
bishop (twhulnwnu; 1 time); priest (mkn, tinkg, pwhwbwy; 9 times);
monk (wptnuy; 1 time); tirats‘u® (nhpwgnt; 10 times); dpir* (nwhp;
1 time); C‘alapi® (Quqwuwh; 1 time); Paron (Mwpn®; 1 time); mahtesi®
(Wwhwbuh; 5 times); haci” (hwéh; 1 time); Rés® (tku; 2 times); hoja®
(fuopwy/hungwi; 7 times); hek‘im*® (hkphd; 1 time); goldsmith (nuljtinhg;

1 While the etymology of the Armenian term is not certain, it is thought to be a
borrowing from Arabic hama'’il, the plural of himalah, from the root H-M-L (‘carrying,
bearing’). On this term and others that were used to designate these amulet scrolls,
see Arlen 2024, 10-12.

2 For their contents, see Feydit 1986 and Sarkisian 2024.

3 A member of the minor orders authorized with certain diaconal functions, such
as reading, chanting, and exorcism; often refers to an advanced candidate for the
priesthood.

4 Cantor, lector.
5 Cf. Turkish Celebi, an Ottoman honorific, meaning ‘gentleman’, ‘learned’, or ‘master’.

6 Cf. Arabic maqdisi. In the Armenian context, this refers to one who has made the
pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

7 Cf. Arabic Hajji/Turkish Haci. Like mahtesi, in a Christian context, this is used to
refer to a Christian that has made pilgrimage to Jerusalem.

8 Village chief.
9 Merchant.
10 Doctor. Cf. Turkish hekim from Arabic Hakim/Hakim.
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1 time); totramaci** (monpudwdh; 1 time); baker (hwgpenifu; 1 time)
(Arlen 2024, 17-19). In one instance an adolescent (Wwwnwh) was
mentioned as the recipient (Harut‘iwn K‘iwrtean hmayil no. 2 in
Tér-Vardanean 2013, 68). Although less often than men, women were
also frequently mentioned as the acquirers of hmayils, either alone
or along with their husbands - sometimes preceding their husband’s
name as the principal acquirer, more often following them (Arlen 2024,
18-19). Evidently, amulet scrolls were acquired by most members
of early modern Armenian society: priests, monks, community and
village leaders, pilgrims, merchants, doctors, and members of the
artisanal middle class, such as goldsmiths, carpenters, and bakers, as
well as women and youth. Peasants and laborers are not found among
the owners, since they were likely too poor to acquire such an object.

1.2 Makers of Armenian Amulet Scrolls

Contrary perhaps to expectations, amulet rolls in the Armenian
tradition contain not only the kinds of magical and binding texts
and talismans that are common to other traditions of the Near East
and Mediterranean, but also liturgical and traditional prayers found
in the official services of the church. This is perhaps because the
majority of the extant Armenian scrolls were made by members of
the ordained ecclesiastical hierarchy (Arlen 2024, 15-17).

While investigating the available colophons of hmayils, scrolls
were found to be made by persons bearing the following monikers
(beside which is indicated the number of times this moniker was
found among the colophons examined and the percentage of times
this moniker was used out of the total times a moniker was used
in the colophons examined that included a named scribe with a
moniker (92): priest (kipkg, wmkp, pwhwbwy; 41 times - 45%); dpir
(nwhn; 11 times - 12%); scribe (gnphy, gnon; 11 times - 12%); tirats‘u
(mhnwgny; 8 times - 9%); deacon (uwnplwiwg; 7 times - 8%); mahtesi
(fwhwbtuh; 5 times - 5%); monk (wptnuy; 2 times - 2%); bishop
(tyhuynwnu; 2 times - 2%); illuminator (bwnywpwp; 2 times - 2%);
drawer/artist (qonn; 1 time - 1%); vardapet (Jupnwwtw; 1
time - 1%); secretary (pupunninwp; 1 time - 1%) (Arlen 2024, 15-17).
This data makes it clear that most makers of hmayils were ordained
members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, most commonly priests. In
fact, there seems to have been a concerted effort on the part of clergy
involved in the creation and dissemination of the scrolls to produce
and promote ‘sanitized’ versions of the scrolls that suppressed the
magical elements typically found in such amulets, replacing them

11 Woodworker, carpenter.

197

Quotidiana e-ISSN 3103-5450
1,2,2025,195-226



Jesse Arlen
Liturgical and Traditional Prayers in the Armenian Amulet Rolls

with authorized and orthodox texts, prayers, and images. The various
editions of printed scrolls produced in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries seem to be part of this larger effort on the part of church
authorities to produce authorized versions of the scrolls, since they
too are stripped of most magical and talismanic elements.*?

One handwritten amulet scroll, made by a scribe Yovhannés in
1777 (Matenadaran scroll no. 424), indicates the scribe’s own effort
to do just that:

Now (I) wrote this holy writing of protection, which is called
Hémayel, which is a certain unsuitable name that they ignorantly
name Hemayeél, because a sorcerer is recognized by his saying
Hem, and the text they make is called Hemeayel, i.e., created or
written by Hem. Now this [hmayil] is not like that but is pure and
clear of all sorcerous things. Instead, [it contains] the supplications
and prayers of our holy and blessed and spiritual vardapets, that
is, St. Gregory of Narek the angelic vardapet, as well as St. Nersés
of Klay, the graceful and blessed patriarch, in whose prayers we
took refuge as we created this writing of protection, which expels
demons and disperses all pains.*?

As indicated by the above colophon, scribes like Yovhannés sought
to purge the amulets they made of “all sorcerous things” (Juuitiliugl
Juwhiwuppwlwd jhpwg). Of course, this attests at the same time to the
fact that many of the Armenian amulets did contain such sorcerous
or magical elements, as are indeed present in some of the extant
manuscript rolls. Yet, in my investigations, far more often do we find
scrolls filled, as Yovhannes says here, with “the implorations and
prayers of our holy and blessed and spiritual vardapets” (Wwunpwip
tiL wnopp unipp b ippwthy b hnghwghw) yupnuwtinmwgh dtinng).
Such prayers were so diffuse that they are usually found even in the

12 Printed scrolls were made in nineteen separate print runs by five different printers
between 1659-1731. See Arlen 2024, 8. A typical example, and one readily available to
view online, is Armenian prayer scroll number 1 from the Library of Congress, published
in Constantinople in 1727 by Astuatsatur of Constantinople (https://www.loc.gov/
item/2014373044/). A facsimile edition of this scroll has been recently published, along
with transcription, translation, annotation, and commentary in Sarkisian 2024.

13  “Upn gphigwr wyu unipp ghpu wwhwwinipbwd, np Yngh QEdwgty, np Fwlwwwnth,
hdt whnih mghnwpwp winiwdkd <Edwyk), Juul qh <GT wubk)@ ywhiwnpn hdwbh,
tiL Gngw wpwptw) ghpl wuh GUtkwyk), wyuhliph <GWwh wpws Juwd gpus: Wpn ng b
uw wybwkyu, wy) gnim G Jwpnip judbiuw@ jupwppwlwd jhpug: W) dwnpwip b
wnopp unipp b1 ippwhy tr hnghwgtw) Jupnuwtnwgh dhipng, wuhlpd uppny@
Qnhgnnph Gupkwginy hptpnwlwynol qupnwwbtwh, dwkr uppnyl Gipukuh Ywytiging
o2tnphwih L Gpow@hy hwjpwwbtwhd, npny wnopp wwwirhdkny wpwnpnip ghpu
wwhwywinipbwh b nhrwhwjwd G hwupwnhy wdkbuyd guwing” (Ghazaryan 2013, 8-9;
unless otherwise indicated, all translations are by the Author). For another translation,
see Sarkisian 2024, xxii-xxiii.
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scrolls containing the kinds of magical and sorcerous elements that
would be looked upon askance by scribes and clergymen such as
Yovhannes.**

2 Liturgical and Traditional Prayers in the Amulet Rolls

What then were the liturgical and traditional prayers found in the
scrolls? The most frequent and prominent were those by St. Nersés
of Klay (Snorhali) and St. Gregory of Narek, already indicated by the
scribe Yovhanneés in the colophon quoted above.

2.1 With Faith | Confess: The Prayer of 24 Stanzas
by St. Nersés Snorhali

Among the texts found in Armenian amulet rolls, the prayer of 24
stanzas by twelfth-century catholicos and saint Nersés Snorhali
holds a prominent place (for the prayer, see Text 1 in the Appendix).*®
Among most hmayils I have examined, including both printed and
manuscript scrolls, this text tends to be either the first textual unit
found in the scroll or the second, following healing pericopes from
the Four Gospels [figs 1-2].

In distinction to many prayers in the Armenian tradition, which are
often anonymous or the circumstance of their composition is hazy or
unknown, we have very specific information surrounding the reason
for which this prayer was written, thanks to an explanatory preface
that St. Nerses wrote to accompany the prayer.*®

St. Nersés composed the prayer while he was a bishop serving as
an assistant to his older brother, the catholicos Grigor III Pahlawuni
(@phgnp @. Mwhjwinibh). St. Nerses begins the preface to his prayer
by specifying that it was intended not for monks or other clergy but
“for common Christians - old and young, men and women - which all
should learn and teach to one another” (hwuwnwlwg pphumnithg
Utdwg b1 thnpnidg, wpwig Gr yubwbg, gnp wupmhd niuwbhp
wudkbbptwl, G ntunigwbl] qihdtwlu; Awetisean 2018a, 1204.1).
He goes on to specify how and when he intended the prayer to be
recited. He says that people should pray with it “five times a day,
with twelve kneelings: in the morning hour, at mealtime, at midday,
in the evening, and at rest” (hlig whqud winip@, wnwiwimnyl
dudnli, qwpnii, hwuwpwl winipl, Gptynht, hwiqunbwbb;

14 See, for example, Krikor and Clara Zohrab Information Center Hmayil no. 1.
15 Arecent edition and commentary on this prayer may be found in Crimella 2021.
16 For a full translation of the preface, see Arlen 2021, 192-3.
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Awetisean 2018a, 1204.2). Of course, praying at multiple, set times
per day was a common religious practice. The Bible mentions that
Daniel prayed three times per day (Dan 6:10), which became the
standard Jewish practice up until modern times. Elsewhere, the
Psalmist mentions offering praise seven times per day (Ps 119:164),
averse that became a model for monks in monasteries. In Nersés’ day,
most monastic communities probably gathered around five to seven
times per day to perform the communal prayer services of the Book of
Hours (dwdiwqghpp), which was undergoing a period of expansion in
Nersés’ own day, largely due to the saint’s own efforts, who composed
many hymns and texts to enhance the celebration of the hours.*” We
don’t have detailed information on precisely how or how often the
services were performed in a given monastery, but we can surmise
that each service probably lasted between a half hour to an hour,
depending on whether one chanted the psalms and hymns and said
the litanies and prayers in a more complete or abbreviated fashion.

Of course, laymen could not be expected to spend so much time in
prayer and thus Nerses composed this prayer as a more practical tool
with which to approach God multiple times per day. Nerses’ directive
to pray specifically five times per day with kneelings brings to mind
the Muslim practice of praying five times per day with prostration.
Armenians had been part of the Islamicate world since the seventh
century, and St. Nerses takes Muslim piety as a foil with which he
contrasts the lack of piety among his own people. Referring to Muslim
prayer practices, he goes on to say:

Even in battle they do not forgo the prayers [Muhammad] taught
them, let alone at a peaceful hour. Whereas our people when
outside the place of prayer do not even remember the name of
God, since they do not care about the order of prayer as do the
pious,*® but love empty talk more than prayer.*®

17 By one estimate, “more than 20% of the liturgical texts of the Night Office
alone are from the pen of [Nersés]” (Findikyan 2004, 515). It would be unlikely that
monks gathered less than five times per day to pray, since one can’t imagine Nersés
recommending laypeople to pray more times per day than monks.

18 Areference to monks who perform the Liturgy of the Hours in monasteries.

19 “Qwnuwipu qnp niunjg dngw, h wumbtpugquiniiu wiqud ng hwthwdkh pon pk
h hnwnun dwdni: bul dtp dnnnynipnp wpumwpn) wnwiphg mbnny pbwe ny jhokd
quini@ Wumnidny, gh ng nithb qhnye h jupg wnwiphg npwlku quumniwdwwywpny,
wy] uhptll gnuunwpupwiniphid pul qunuipul” (Awetisean 2018a, 1205.6-7).
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Figurel

St. Nersés Snorhali, opening of prayer With Faith
I Confess. Krikor and Clara Zohrab Information
Center Hmayil no. 1, Diocese of the Armenian
Church of America (Eastern), New York (NY).
Image by the Author
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St. Nersés Snorhali, opening of prayer With Faith
I Confess. Krikor and Clara Zohrab Information
Center Hmayil no. 2, Diocese of the Armenian
Church of America (Eastern), New York (NY).
Image by the Author
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St. Nerseés further bemoans the lack of engagement on the part of the
people in the services, saying:

And even when some do come to priests to pray, they either stand
with mouth closed or engage in dialogue with one another, for they
neither know the words of the prayers nor listen attentively to the
psalms and services of the priests.2°

Part of the inability or lack of desire on the part of the laypeople
to pay attention to the liturgical services was surely due in part to
the gap between the spoken vernacular and the older form of the
language in which the services were performed, making the meaning
of much of the service not readily intelligible to the average layperson
of the twelfth century. St. Nersés hoped partially to remedy this
unfortunate situation by composing this very prayer. He writes, “For
this reason, we composed this prayer in simple and clear language,
so as to be easily grasped by the unlearned” (dwul wyup wwwmawnh
wpwpwp qunuipu quju yung b junwy pwithy, yuud whidwnwug
nhipwhwu 1hotkn); Awetisean 2018a, 1205.9), meaning those who did
not receive a monastic education during which time the older, literary
form of the language was learned. He continues:

[This prayer] is brief in words with twenty-four stanzas in
accordance with the hours of day and night and in accordance with
the books of the holy prophets. It is powerful in meaning, since it
contains in itself much more than the like of our usual requests to
God. And we gave it to our people to study so that every Christian
would memorize it, so that wherever one might happen to be at the
hour of prayer, one might speak with God through it - whether at
church or at home, whether in the field or some workplace or on
the road. And they who learn and pray it sincerely - with fervent
heart and tears - all the requests which are written in it will be
fulfilled for them in life and after death.?

20 “Gi pl niphdd qubd ndwip junuipt] wn pwhwiwjul Jud hwlbw) phpubnyg
Qubgdhl, ywd gpnigumpniphiiu wndth pin dhitwbu, gh ny hptwip ghnka
qpwiiu wnwiphu, G ny; pwhwiuhgd vhwn bkl vwndnuug jud wwpwnwdwhg”
(Awetisean 2018a, 1205.8).

21 “Op F uwwi pum pwbhg wnifiu puwb b ynpu pun dwdnig mnipbetwd Lo
qhptinn) 1 pum mwnhg uppng Ywpqunkhg, b quipwinp pum dwwg, gh qnnjugn)
wku junpniwodng dkipng nibh jhiptwh: 61 mniwp dnnnypntwb dtnng jniunidf, gh
wdklwy whah pphuwmnith niugh quuy, G nip hwinhwtugh h dwdnt wnuiphgd
huniutugh@ unjwi poin Wunnidny' phjkytntigh, pt h wwb, ptjwinuwunwbh, pth gnpd
hty, pE h @wlwwwnphh: 61 npp ntuwbhbd quuy br wnwipbught dwwnhipnipbudp
otpdtinwind upwhi b wpmwuniwip, wikbwh wbnpniwdp, np h udwy junmwptughh
h Yeinwiniptwd b jinm dwhnt” (Awetisean 2018a, 1205.10-12).
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One sees in this description that in addition to the brevity of the
prayer - an important factor in making it practical for the common
people of his day - it was also composed with an eye to making it a
complete or all-encompassing guide for the average layman, who was
unable to participate in the lengthy liturgical services performed
in monasteries. Instead, St. Nerses intended for them to be able to
make use of this prayer wherever they might be and for it to cover
all their needs, while also serving as a didactic guide to theology
and spirituality. The completeness or all-encompassing nature of
the prayer is symbolically represented in its twenty-four stanzas, a
number that, as indicated above, represents both the hours of day
and night, i.e. covering all times; and the books of the twenty-four
prophets, i.e. encompassing the totality of Scriptural revelation
and theology.?? People were expected to memorize it in order to
use it, both because most were unable to read and could not afford
manuscripts, which were much more costly in the premodern period
to produce - even short texts like the above prayer - before the
advent of the printing press.

All of the above made this prayer eminently suitable for inclusion
in the prayer scrolls, directed as they were primarily to laypeople.
The text of the prayer is highly structured, with overarching division
perceptible in three major parts (stanzas nos 1-5, 6-18, 19-24).22 The
first grouping, nos 1-5, contains orthodox doctrine concerning the
divine being, specifically the nature of the Trinity. It is obvious how
important this would have been in the Armenian environment of
the Middle Ages and early modern period, as Armenian Christians
were largely under Islamic rule, with conversion to Islam not just a
constant possibility but a persistent reality. The second major portion
of the prayer concerns the life of faith, with portions devoted to the
major stages in the spiritual life: purification (nos 6-8), illumination
(nos 9-11), and perfection (nos 12-13). Other sections are devoted to
divine protection and provision (nos 14-16), of particular relevance
for the amulet scrolls given their preoccupation with such themes,
and the need for perpetual repentance (nos 17-18). The last section
of the prayer concerns individual death and the last things: meeting
God at death and the journey of the soul to heaven (nos 19-21) and
judgement before Christ, with a powerful plea for mercy and the
intercession of the saints (nos 22-4). All of this is written not in the

22 The twenty-four prophets are Isaiah, Daniel, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Elijah, Elisha,
David, Nathan, Samuel, Job, Joshua, and Moses, along with the twelve minor prophets:
Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi. See, e.g., Narinean 1825-26, 5.

23 I thank Bishop Mesrop Parsamyan for his insightful analysis of the structure of
the prayer, which will be presented in greater detail in a forthcoming co-authored
commentary on the prayer by Bishop Mesrop and the present Author.
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abstract language of formal theology, but in the intimate language of
prayer, in first- and second-person dialogue between the individual
and the divine being, making it both accessible and edifying no
matter the level of education of the one using it.

This prayer has been incorporated into the Rest Hour
(Qubquumtiml dwd) of the Book of Hours of the Armenian Church,
the last of the services to be said by monks before retiring for the
night (Zamagirk’ 1895, 568-74). In contemporary usage, the Rest Hour
is often performed in parishes on Wednesday or Friday evenings
during Great Lent, and so most churchgoers are very familiar with
the prayer to this day. Indeed, it has remained one of the most
popular and widely known prayers in the Armenian tradition. Up
until today, it has remained common practice for the entire prayer
to be memorized. For example, Fr. T‘oros Tér-Isahakean encouraged
the Armenian faithful of Manchester to do exactly that, in a pastoral
letter written and published in 1899, while he was serving as priest
of that community. We can end our discussion of the prayer with
a quotation from Fr. T'oros that demonstrates the popularity and
prized place it has held in the hearts of Armenian Christians up until
the modern period:

The pious Christian must also be able at times to himself stand
freely and pray without a prayerbook, expressing his thoughts
simply to his Creator according to the prompting of his heart
and mind and the occasion. As important, and sometimes even
more important, than praying without a text is to learn by heart
a few of the prayers used in the everyday services of our Church:
‘We thank you’ (dnhwlwup qpktl), ‘Listen to our voices’ (Lnip
awythg utinng), ‘Blessed are You Lord Who Dwell’ (OnhUbtwg
Stp np plwltiw)n), etc. so that we are able as needed to recite
them, pondering each word as if it were our own. It is amazing
what manifold and complex thoughts these old prayers bring
forth when they are uttered by heart and with great attention.
At a young age I learned by heart St. Nerses of immortal memory
Snorhali’s prayer of twenty-four stanzas, With Faith I Confess
(Qurwwnny junumnywbhd). In the most inconsolable times of my
life, when reading had become impossible due to pain in my eyes
and an illness had so weakened my body and mind that thinking
about something new seemed to me a weighty burden, in that
inconsolable state, the prayer With Faith I Confess offered me
consolation. Its every stanza, without fail, brought me all manner
of beautiful and consoling thoughts. Each stanza for me, in those
pitiable days, was an amusing and gripping book. Eight or nine
years ago I stood at the death bed of a suffering old man, who was
a God-loving vardapet in Holy Jerusalem. The angel of death had
already come to take and bear away its consignment. Doctors had

204

Quotidiana e-ISSN 3103-5450
1,2,2025,195-226



Jesse Arlen
Liturgical and Traditional Prayers in the Armenian Amulet Rolls

given up hope and left. The sweat of death was flowing, neither
bodily nor mental faculty remained for the sick man. Yet all the
weightiness of illness could not erase from that holy man’s memory
that prayer which had furnished him with material for spiritual
rumination all his life. He began With Faith I Confess and with
gentle and halting voice recited it to the end without making a
mistake. It was a moving thing to behold the animation of the
agonizing vardapet who in the final moment of his earthly life bade
farewell to the world with all his heart by reciting: “True Light,
Christ, make my soul worthy to behold with joy the light of your
glory, and to repose in the hope of good in the lodgings of the just
until the day of your great Coming”.4

24 “Puptwwpw pphunnitiuy@ wtwp b Gwkr Yupnn 1htth Gpptdt hipghbph
wnopwghppt wquwm Jugnigwity, hip thwpd wwpquwtu hip Upwupghd juynibng
hin upwmh ni dnwg tr dudwiwlh phunpniptudpl: Whghp wnophkint yuth
Juptiinp G tppbidl ntin wikjh Jupkinp b dbp Gltinkgin) wnophg wnoptwy
gnpowoniwddlntt Uh pwlhut-htywku Gnhwtwdp gptt, Lnip awbhg dtpng,
Ophf@tiw) Stp np pwhbwn trwgil, pnnpnyhl gng ubipmby, npytu gh jupkbwdp h
uwhut] hwpyhl wighp wpnwuwdly hrpwpwbzhip pwnh Ytpwy junphtyng hpp pE
utin huly pwntp 1hathl: Qwpdwbh' b et wju hhl wnoppltn higpwd pugqiunhdh te
pwnwunptw] pnphnipnbtn junwy Yp phipkb, tpp wighp wy dSwhp nipwunpniptwdp
J'wpumwuwlnih@: b dwiulud hwuwyh wighp undpwsd th U. Ghpubu Ganphwiing
widwhwlwd jhywwnwy <wirwnny pnumnywdhd puwdtirgnpu mnih wnoppl: bu Yhhwug
wdkhkd widhuhpwp dwdtipnib dke, tpp wywg guirh wuwwnwe jupnwif wihwphd
nwnpdwd kn, b hhiwdnniphip dwpdhiu nr thupu wyt wunhwd mjupwgnighn
Ep np dh Gnp pwd dnwok) hha dh dwhp phn Yp pnikp, hd wn widhuhpwun
nnniptwi Uky dhuhpwnpniphil wqunpgbinnl <wiwwmny unumnyw@thd wnoppl En.
npw hipwpwbghip wnil, wnwig ndniwpniptwd, pugiuwwwhl ghntghl b
Uhhpwpwlwd junphnipndbp Yn phptp htta. hipwpwiighip mnid hta hwdwp, wn
pniwn ontinnif Uty jnjd gniwp@wgnighy tir htwwppphp vh dwwbwb Ep: Nip had
wwphitn junwe Ywhniwb wiynnny Uty mwnwwnn dh dtpnilh it wumniwdwuknp
Jupnuwtimh dowm Yegwo th h U. Gpnruwntd: Uwhniw® hpipunwlh wpnkh thwsd tp hip
wiwlnd wnlt] mwbh). pdhpyttipn jnyutin@th@ yupwsd tehhws Ehe. dfwhniwl ppmhipn
Un hnukp, ny dwpding b ny fwwg yupnnniphid dhwgws Ep hhrwbnh Yhpuy: Uwhuyd
hhiwlnniptwd pnjnp Swipniphilp gkp Ypgwo eligh) wyn unipp dwpnni jhpnnniphikh
wy@ wnoppl np hip wdpnne Yhlhwg Uty hnghinp npndwd Ghip twnmwlupwupws kp:
Qwrwwnny junuwnyjwithdp ujuwe, G dtnd ni pf;whwn dwydhr wiypky wpnwuwdtg
uhbgty ytipeh: 8niqhy kn hngbjywnp yupnwwbmh ngtitnpniphil tpp hip tpipwinp
Utlwg Ytpohtt quypk@ih wpuwphtu h pnpnp upmk hpwdtipw wntkng §'wupnwuwbp.
«Lnju Guwunhw Lphumnu, wpdwbwinptw ghngh hd nipwhuniptwdp mbuwbt]
qju thwnwg png br hwbggh) jniuny pupbwg joptiiwiu wpnwpng dhbgky jop dksdh
qujunbtwi pn»” (Tér-Isahakean 1899, 16-18).
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2.2 The Book of Lamentation of St. Gregory of Narek

Armenian popular religion and folk tradition has attributed healing
powers to the prayerbook of St. Gregory of Narek, with its prayer
discourses (pwip) considered to be medicine and remedies for diverse
maladies of soul and body.?* Certain manuscript and print copies of the
Narek contain lists prescribing certain prayers for various occasions
as well as different diseases or dangers (Drost-Abgarjan 2006). It
is thus unsurprising that excerpts from the prayer book have been
included for use in many hmayils.

Most often found are the latter half of Prayer 12, LUy
pungnpniptwdp (Kindly accept) and the entirety of Prayer 41, Nnnh
Wuwmnniédn) Yelinwihing (Son of the living God) [figs 3-4] (for the texts of
the prayers, see Text 2, Selections 1 and 2 in the Appendix).2¢
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25 On this, see Mahé, Mahé 2000, 4-5; Drost-Abgarjan 2006. For a recent English
translation of the prayer book, see Terian 2021.

26 See, e.g. Sarkisian 2024, 50-5.
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Like the prayer of St. Nersés Snorhali, these prayers also have been
incorporated into the Rest Hour of the Book of Hours (Zamagirk’ 1895,
564-7). The latter half of Prayer 12 begins with twenty parallel
poetic lines of verse. The first five lines request the Lord to accept
the speaker’s petitions, dispel his sadness, and remove his sinful
habits. The next five petitions request protection from the evil
one, called in respective lines the ‘deceiver’ (juwpnn), ‘fraudster’
(Unitd), ‘destroyer’ (Unpniuhyg), ‘snatcher’ (nupnfinn), and ‘attacker’
(fwpwnn). Employing the language and imagery of Passover, the
next lines ask the Lord to seal the entrance and exit of the speaker’s
chamber by the name and blood of the Lord and the poetic portion of
the prayer concludes with a request for God’s heavenly host to guard
against the legion of demons. The remaining portion of the prayer,
which returns to poetic prose, asks for peaceful sleep, free from
torment, nightmares, and anxieties. In some copies of the Narek,
this prayer is indicated as a “prayer of night” (wnopp ghytpnuyiing).?”

Prayer 41 is addressed to the Son of God and indicates his power
to dispel all evil, sin, and gloom, as well as his healing power. The
end of the prayer meditates on his transcendence and immanence,

27 See, e.g. the list at the outset of Narek 1933.
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present at the same time above and beyond the universe and in every
element of creation. This prayer is also prescribed for the night in
popular tradition.?®

Though slightly less frequently than the above two prayers,
Prayer 94, Wumniwd jurhmbiwlwb (Eternal God) is also found
in many hmayils, as well as among the prayers in the service of
the Rest Hour (for the text of the prayer, see Text 2, Selection 3 in
the Appendix).?® Like the above, this prayer too is prescribed for
the night.?® The speaker meditates on God as creator of light over
whom darkness holds no power, then beseeches Christ to protect the
speaker from the terror of the night and demons, asking for Satan to
be confounded, his snares thwarted, and his forces defeated.

Not found in the service of the Rest Hour but found in some hmayils,
though less frequently than the above three prayers, is the latter part
of Prayer 28, Unn, wyupwlitiwgu whpwihg hpwphg hwlintindhy (Now,
performer of such boundless wonders) (for the text of the prayer, see
Text 2, Selection 4 in the Appendix).3* This prayer meditates on the
Father’s creative and miraculous powers, with a list of his attributes
and characteristics, followed by a request that the Father rebuke and
dispel “the heat of this tormenting and demonic fever” (mwghwwnn
b nhiwjud mblinhu etipdniptw) that assails the speaker. It then
asks for Satan to be shamed before the Lord’s creative powers and
vanquished by the same suffering and passion endured by the Son.
It concludes with confession and praise of the Holy Trinity.

Rarely, though also found in some amulet scrolls, is Prayer 89, the
shortest in the prayer book, Wumniwo tir Skn, Ybwp G Wpwphy
(God and Lord, Life and Creator) (for the text of the prayer, see Text 2,
Selection 5 in the Appendix).3? This prayer is specified in some lists
for work in the fields.3? It consists primarily of a list of names and
attributes for God and concludes with a doxology.

While the language of the Narek can at times be difficult to
understand, the words themselves, with their powerful poetic
features such as alliteration and their constant use of the language
of Scripture, made people attribute miraculous, healing power to
the phonetic quality in the sounds of the words spoken, irrespective
of the ability of the one speaking or hearing them to understand
them. As such, they were a natural fit for amulet scrolls, believed
to impart healing power to the one carrying the words or chanting

28 See, e.g. the list at the outset of Narek 1933.

29 Feydit 1986, 12; see e.g. Feydit 1986, no. IT (V ms. 3021).

30 See, e.g. the list at the outset of Narek 1933.

31 Feydit 1986, 12; see e.g. Feydit 1986, no. XXIV (V ms. 3064).
32 Seee.g. Feydit 1986, no. VII (V ms. 3030).

33 See, e.g. the list at the outset of Narek 1933.
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them aloud. That being said, the selections chosen for inclusion in the
scrolls are not among the most difficult or challenging passages to
comprehend in the prayer book. In fact, many are quite easy to follow,
marked by simple grammatical structure with ample parallelism
(e.g. Prayer 12.3-4).

2.3 Other Traditional and Liturgical Prayers in the Amulet
Rolls

In addition to the above prayers by St. Nersés Snorhali and
St. Gregory of Narek, some amulet scrolls contain some of the most
common prayers of the Christian tradition: the Our Father (Quyp
Utp), the Creed (Quiwwmwdp) and the Ave Maria/Hail Mary (n9nja
ptig Uwunphw).

The Our Father is sometimes found at the very end of the hmayils as
a concluding prayer, sometimes following even the scribe’s colophon,
in which case only the opening line is given (with the presumption
that all readers would have the rest memorized).?* This also matches
the standard way to end a ritual service of the Armenian church,
which typically begins and ends with a recitation of the Lord’s prayer.

The Creed is infrequently found, for example, only once among
the texts studied by Feydit (comprising all the scrolls in the Venice
Mekhitarist manuscript collection).? In that scroll (V ms. 3042) it
also includes the anathema hulj nnp wukQil (As for those who say) and
injunction hulj Utip thwnwinpntugnip (While we shall glorify) which
follow the creed in the common text of the divine liturgy in use today.3®
Following the creed in that hmayil is a phrase in which the creed is
referred to as the prayer of the holy patriarchs (i.e., those assembled
at the first ecumenical councils who are credited with codifying it):
“Unipp hwypuwtimwg wnoppn oqlwlwl tir wuwhwwwb tinhgh
odwnuwhu Wuwmnién)” (May the prayer of the Holy Patriarchs be a
helper and protector of this servant of God).

The Hail Mary is somewhat more frequently found.?” Where it
occurs in the scrolls, it is typically among the first texts found near
the beginning of the scroll. Another prayer popular in the Armenian

34 See, e.g. Krikor and Clara Zohrab Information Center Hmayil no. 1 and no. 3;
Feydit 1986, no. VIII (V ms. 3042); no. XXIII (V ms. 3032).

35 Feydit 1986, no. VIII (V ms. 3042).
36 For text and translation of the form of the creed in use today in the Armenian
tradition, see Nersoyan 1950, 46-9.

37 See, e.g. Sarkisian 2024, 5, 8-9; Feydit 1986, no. VI (V ms. 3024); no. XXIII
(V ms. 3032).
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tradition, found in many prayer books,*® N1 wdkbwuppnihh
Wunniwowodhd® wupdwlp Yniuniphwd (O all-holy Mother of God,
glory of virginity) is very often found in the amulet scrolls, along
with other prayers and petitions for intercession directed to the Holy
Mother of God.?®

In addition to the above traditional and liturgical prayers, there
are also prayers for help and protection addressed to the persons
of the Trinity, the most popular saints and angels of the Christian
tradition (the Mother of God, St. John the Baptist, the Twelve Apostles,
St. Stephen the Protomartyr, St. Gregory the Illuminator, angels,
including some specifically to the archangel Gabriel and the Seraphim
and Cherubim, the warrior saints George and Sargis, among others)
as well as the various elements in the divine economy of Salvation
and the symbols of Christ (the Chalice, the Holy Sepulcher, the
Crucifixion, the Lamb of God, the Holy Cross, etc.).*® For example,
one prayer addressed to Christ in the chalice, often accompanied by
an image of the same, reads:

Christ within the Chalice of the Sacrifice, who will take away the
sins of the world. And now, Holy Body and Blood of the Lord, I
beseech you, save this servant of yours (name) from sins. Amen.**

Such prayers are not typically found in the official liturgical services
of the church but rather are common in prayerbooks meant for
laypeople and represent the popular piety of the Armenian people.

38 See, e.g. Burvar atot‘ic’ 1831, 139-42.
39 See, e.g., Feydit 1986, no. II (V ms. 3021); no. IV (V ms. 3026).

40 For the texts and translations of these prayers, one may consult Feydit 1986 and
Sarkisian 2024.

41 “Lphuwnu h kg UYhht Mwumwpwgh, np punlwygt qutnu wphuwphh: 6L wpy
Unipp dwpdhb b wphi@ mbwnd. wnwghd gptq thpyhe 1tp h dbnug qdownwyu pn (wéndb)
wkd”. For text and translation along with a typical image, see Sarkisian 2024, 14.
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Appendix: Texts and Translations

Text 1: St. Nersés Snorhali’s prayer of 24 stanzas With Faith | Confess
(QwLwwunny punuinnywuhd). Armenian text in Awetisean 2018b,
1207-14. English translation by the Author

Qwrwwnny fununnwuhd G Gpyhp Wwaqwubd ptg, Qwyp 6L Npnh GL UnLpp
2ngh, wlbn GL wudwh puncphlu, wpwphg hpG2unwywg G Jwpnywl G
wdtUwju GntGing. nnnpubw pn wpwpwdéngu G hud pwgdwdbnhu:

With faith | confess and bow down to You, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, uncreated and
immortal nature, creator of angels, humans, and all that exists. Have mercy on us Your
creatures and on me, a great sinner.*?

Qwrwwnny hununndwuhd &L Gpyhp wwguwubd ptqg, |nju, wupwdwlbh,
Jhwulwywl UnLpp Gppnpnniphiu G vh UunnLwdniphilu, wpwphg (nLuny G
hwwdhg huwLrwnh. hwjwdtbw h hnguny hddk ghuwtwn dtnwg L wughwnnipbwl,
GL [nLuwLnpbw quhwnu hd h dwdneu jujudhy wnopt| ptig h hwénju, GL punnLuby
h pEu ghulnpniwdu hd. GL nnnpdbw pn wpwpwoéngu G hua pwgdwdtinhu:

42 Themanuscriptsdisplay variety in the final line here and in the subsequent stanzas. Some
witnesses have only the first half “have mercy on your creatures”, while others have only the
second half “have mercy on me, a great sinner”. One early copy from Rome in the thirteenth
century has for the first stanza “Have mercy on me your creature, a sinner” (Dnnputiw pn
wpwpwdnu' hud utnwinnphu) and for the subsequent stanzas has “And have mercy on me, a
sinner” (nnnpdtiw hué dtinwcinphu). One suspects that the singular and personalized version
is original, with the plural variants (“... on us your creatures”) developed due to communal
performance of the prayer. The plural version is the received version found in copies of the
Book of Hours and scrolls, and thus is the one given here. See further Awetisean 2018b, 1207-14;
Sirinian 2023, 189-97; Sarkisian 2024, 1-12; Zamagirk‘ 1895, 568-74.
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With faith | confess and bow down to you, light, indivisible,*® consubstantial Holy
Trinity and one Deity, creator of light and dispeller of darkness. Dispel from my soul
the darkness of sin and ignorance, and enlighten my mind at this hour to pray to You
in a way that pleases You and to receive from You my requests. And have mercy on us
Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

2wyn Gpyuwennp, WunnnLwd 62dwphun, np wnwpbgbp gnpnhn pn uhpbih h
huunhnp Uninptw) nghuwphu. JdGnwyj jGpyhuu GL wnweh pn. puyw; ghu npwbu
qwlwnwly npnhu, 6L ggbgn hué quwundnLdwulu qunwyehl, gnp UGpyuwguwy)
Jtnop. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwnpwdngu Gl huaé pwgdwdGnhu:

Heavenly Father, true God, who sent Your beloved Son in search of the lost sheep.
| have sinned against heaven and before You. Receive me as the prodigal son, and
clothe me with that former robe, which | stripped off by sinning. And have mercy on
us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

\%

Npnh Uunniény, Uunniwd 62dwnhwin, np funbwphbgwp h hwjpwywu éngnj G
wntp Jwpdhu h uppny Ynutl Uwphwdw) Juul Ubpny thpynipbwl. uwgbguwn,
pwntgwn, juptwn h Ubnting, GL hwdpwpéwp thwnop wn hwjn. Utnwyj jtpyhuu
GL wnwyeh pn: 3h2tw ghu npwbu quLwquwyu jnpdwd guu wppwnLptwdp pndy.
GL nnnpdbw pn wpwpwéngu GL hua pwquwdtnhu:

Son of God, true God, who humbled Yourself from the bosom of the Father, and took
a body from the holy virgin Mary for our salvation. You were crucified, buried, rose
from the dead, and ascended to the Father in heaven. | have sinned against heaven
and before You. Remember me like the robber when You come in Your reign. And have
mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

43 In distinction to most manuscripts and printed editions, which read wupwdwutih
Inju, ‘indivisible light’, | follow Matenadaran ms. 592 (1385AD), in the above reading, where
‘indivisible’ comes after ‘light’ and modifies ‘Holy Trinity and One Deity’ (Lnju, wupwdwutih,
Jhwulwywl Uncpp Gppnpnnephtl G dh UuinnLwédniphlu). | could find no patristic usage for
wupwdwubih ‘indivisible’ as a modifier of inju ‘light’, whereas it is regularly used as a modifier of
UuwnnLwdniphil ‘Deity, Godhead’ or UnLpp Gppnpnnhtl ‘Holy Trinity’ in both Armenian and
its Greek equivalent (G81aipetoc). See NBHL, s.v. wlpwdwltih and Lampe 1961, s.v. AS1aipeTog.
St. Gregory of Narek (in Prayer 48.6) and St. Nersés himself elsewhere employ itin this way, as do
various prayers of the Divine Liturgy (UnLpp Mwunwnwgq) and the Book of Hours (Gwdwaghpp). In
the last stanza of the hymn ‘Light’ composed by St. Nersés for the Sunrise (UntLwaquwiy) service,
the first phrase bears striking resemblance to this one, again with wupwdwubtih ‘indivisible’
modifying UnLpp Gppnpnnchu ‘Holy Trinity’”: Lnju, Gppbwy L Uh wlpwdwlUbih Unipp
GppnpnnLphLU, ‘Light, triune and one indivisible Holy Trinity’. See Zamagirk‘ 1895, 327.
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<ngh Uuwnnién), UunnnLwd 2dwphw, np hetip h 3npnwlwl G h yGpuwwnnilul,
GL |nLuwiLnptgbp ghu Uypunnipbwdp unipp wrwqwUuhu. Jenwyj jJ6pyhuu G
wnweh pn: Uwpptw ghu yGpunhu wuwnniwéwihu hpny pn' npwtu hptnku
\GanLop unLpp quinwpbiwul, GLnnnpdbw pn wpwpwédngu bL hud pwguwutnhu:

Spirit of God, true God, who came down upon the Jordan and the Upper Room and
illuminated me through baptism in the Holy Font. | have sinned against heaven and
before You. Purify me anew with Your divine fire, as (you purified) the apostles with
fiery tongues. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

Vi

Uutn puntphtl, denwj ptq dmop hunyp, hngrny G Jwpdunyd huny: Uh jhotn
qutinu hd qunuwyehUu Jwul wuntwun pned uppny. GLnnnpdGw pn wpwpwdngu
GL hud pwgdwdbnhu:

Uncreated nature, | have sinned against You in my mind, in my spirit, and in my body.
Do not remember my previous sins, for the sake of Your holy name. And have mercy
on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

Vil

Stunn wJtUwjuh, Uenwy pbgq hunphpnnd, pwupt L gnpdny: QUeLGw qatnwaghn
jwugwlwg hung, tL gpnbw quuniu hd h nunpniphil YGuwg. GL nnnpdGw pn
wpwpwéngu bL hud pwguwdtnhu:

Seer of all, | have sinned by thought, by word, and by deed. Expunge the manuscript
of my transgressions and write my name into the Book of Life. And have mercy on us
Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

Vi

fulnn gwnwuubwg, Jtnw) ptg Ywdwr 6L wywdw), ghunnipbwdp GL
wughwnnipbwdp: @nnniphiu JunphGw JGnwinphu, gh h duunGUE unLpp
wLwqwuhu JhugbL gwjuon, JdGnnigbw| Gd wnweh UuwnnLwdniLpbwlun pn
qaqwjwnpwlop hunyp, L wdtlwju wunwdop dwpdunju. GL nnnpdtw pn
wnpwnpwoéngu BL hud pwadwdtnhu:

Searcher of secrets, | have sinned against You willingly and unwillingly, knowingly and
unknowingly. Grant forgiveness to me, a sinner. For from my birth in the Holy Font
until today, | have sinned before Your Divinity, with my senses and with all the parts
of my body. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.
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IX

UdGUwhilwd SEn, nhp wwhwwwUu wgwg hdng gGnyhin pn uncpp ng Gru hwjhy
jujpww, GL wywlpwg hdng ng whunpdtb) [ub| gpwuu sgwpnipbwl, G pGpwung
huny ng huoubi| qunLinnLhLl, GL upnh hunj’ ng unpht) ggwpniphly, Gl dtnwg
hung' ng gnndt quuhpwiniehll, GL ninhg hung ng quw| h Gwuwwwnhu
wlontunLpbwl, wj nLnnbw q2wndnLdl ungw [hub Uhwn punn ywwnnthpwluwg
png jwuJtUwjuh. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwoéngu B hud pwgdwdtnhu:

O Lord Who caresforall, place holy reverence of You as guardian of my eyes, no more to
gaze lewdly; and of my ears, no more to listen eagerly to evil speech; and of my mouth,
no more to speak falsehood; and of my heart, no longer to devise evil; and of my
hands, no more to doiniquity; and of my feet, no longer to walk in the ways of iniquity.
But direct their movements to be ever in accordance with Your commandments in
everything. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

X

<nLp yGunwuh, 2phuwnnu, ghniep uhpny pn gnp wpytn jJGpyhp, pnppnpbw juuau
hd, gh wjnpGugk quinun hngnj hdnj GLupptugk gfuhné Jwnwg hung G Jwppbugk
qutnu JwpJun) hdnj, 6L Jwnbugkt qinju ghunnLptwu pn h upunh hdnud. Gu
nnnpdbw pn wpwpwdngu b hud pwguwdtinhu:

Living Fire, Christ, enkindle in my soul the fire of Your love, which You cast to earth,
thatit may burn up the impurity of my spirit, purify the conscience of my mind, cleanse
the sins of my body, and ignite the light of Your knowledge in my heart. And have
mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

Xl

hdwuwnniphiu hop, 8huntu, tnnLp hud hdwuwnniphil, gpwnhu funpht| GL fuoub
GL gnpéb| wnweh pn jwdtUwju dwd. h sgwp funphpnng, h pwuhg 6L h gnpéng
thpytw ghu. GL nnnpdbw pn wpwpwéngu GL hud pwgdwubnhu:

Wisdom of the Father, Jesus, give me wisdom, to think, speak, and do good before
You in every moment, and save me from evil thoughts, words, and deeds. And have
mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

Xl
Ywdtgnn pwptwg, SEp ywdwpwp, Jh pnnnip ghu h Ywdu wuadhu hdny guwiy,

wj| wnwelunnntw hua [hutp vhwn puwnn Yuwdwg png pwpGuhpwg. GL nnnpdGw
pn wpwnpwdéngu G hud pwgdwdbnhu:
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Willer of the good, sovereign and obliging Lord, do not allow me to walk according to
my individual will, but lead me to be always in accordance with your will that loves
the good. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

X1l

Uppwj Gpyuwenp, tninLp hud quippwyniphLl pn gnp fununwguwn uhpbltwg png,
GL gopwgn quhpwn hd wwnt| pqutinu, GL uhpt| qptq Uhwju, L wnub) qyudu pn.
GL nnnpdbw pn wpwpwéngu GL hua pwquwdtnhu:

Heavenly King, grant me Your kingdom, which You promised to those who love You,
and strengthen my heart to hate sin, to love You alone, and to do Your will. And have
mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XIV

hubwdnn wpwpwdéng, wwhbw LpwuwL huwgh pn ghngh GL qdwpuhu hd h
wwuwnpwlwg Jbnwg, h thnpancpbwug nhiwg, h Jwpnng wuhpwiwg, GL
JwdGUwjU Junnwughg hngrny GL JwpdUunj. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwéngu Gl hua
pwadwubnhu:

Caretaker of creatures, by the sign of Your cross, protect my soul and body from the
deceptions of sin, from the temptations of demons, from unjust men, and from all
perilsto souland body. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XV

MwhwwwU wdGuwjuh, we pn hnwuh hgh h dGpwyj hd, h winLk G h gh26ph,
h Uuwinhp h nwU 6L h guw] h dwuwwuwnph, h Ulugk| GL h jwnutk|, gh Uh Gpptp
uwuwubgw)g. GL nnnpudbw pn wpwpwéngu biL hua pwquwdbnhu:

Guardian of all, may Your right hand be a shield over me, by day and by night, while
sitting athome and while walking on the road, when sleepingand whenrising, so that
I will never be shaken. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XVI

WuwnnLwd hd, np pwlwu qatinu pn, Grjuncu qudbUwju wpwpwédu nnnpunLpbwdp
pny: LLiq jwual wnubd quual hd: dnL hngw GL ywwnpwuwnbw quknu hngen)
GL Jwpduny hunj juwjupuhbunk JhugbL jwchnbwu. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwéngu
GL hud pwgdwdbnhu:

My God, you open Your hand and fill all of us creatures with Your mercy. | commit my
life to you; take care of me and provide what is needed for my soul and body from
this time forth to the end of the Age. And have mercy on us Your creatures and on
me, a great sinner.
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XVl

“Ywnancghg Uninpbiing, nwndn ghu h gwp unynpniptwlg h pwph unynpniphilu,
GL pGLGnbw h hngh hd qunuywih onp dwhntu, G gGpyhen gGhGunju, GL qukp
wppwjnLpbwll, gh qngwgw)g h Utinwg hung, tL ganpdtighg qupnwnniphtu.
GL nnnpdtw pn wpwpwéngu Bl hua pwgdwdtnhu:

Converter of the wayward, convert me from evil habits to good habits, and nail into
my soul the dreadful day of death, the fear of Gehenna, and love for the kingdom, so
that I repent of my sins and work righteousness. And have mercy on us Your creatures
and on me, a great sinner.

XVHI

Unppip pwpnipbwl, wnptpwgn h upunk hddk qupunwunitu wwyw2huwnnipbwlu
npwku wnnuyhlu, gh |ntwghg qutnu wudhu huny jwnwye pwl gbwubu hd
jw2huwnhEu. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwéngu GL hua pwqguwdtnhu:

Source of goodness, make tears of repentance gush from my heart like the prostitute,
so that | wash away the sins of my soul before departing this world. And have mercy
on us your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XIX

Mwnqgbichg nnnpdniptwlg, wwnpgbLtw hud nunnwithwn hwewwnny GL pwph
agnpényp, GL untpp Jwpduny 6L wpbwlu pn hwnnpnnipbwdp qw| wn ptqg. Gu
nnnpUdGw pn wpwnpwdngu G hud pwgdwdtnhu:

Bestower of mercies, grant that | may come to You in orthodox faith, with good
deeds, and in communion with Your holy body and blood. And have mercy on us
Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XX

Pwntbpwp SEp, hpGunwyh pwpiny jwudl wpwugbu ghu pwngpnipbwdp
wLwlunb] ghngh hd, 6L wuhunny wugnigwub| pun gwnnLpGwU wjungl, np Gu h
UGppn) Gpyuhg. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwéng 6L hué pwqdwdtnhu:

Doer of good, Lord, entrust me to a good angel to commit my spirit gently, and to
pass undisturbed through the evil spirits that are below heaven. And have mercy on
us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.
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XXI

Lnju 62dwphwn, wpdwuwinpbw ghngh hd nipwhuncpbwdp tnGuwUb) qinju
thwnwg png h Yngdwl wrnipl, GL hwlggb] jnruny pwpbwg jopbLwlu
wnpnuwnng UhUgbL jon UG&h gquiunbwl pn. GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwéngu G hua
pwaqdwutnhu:

True Light, make my spirit worthy to behold with joy the light of Your glory on the
day of summoning, and to repose with the hope of good in the lodgings of the just,
until the day of Your great coming. And have mercy on us your creatures and on me,
a greatsinner.

XX

FwwnwLnp wnpnwn, jJnpdwd gwu thwnop hop nwwnb| qyEunwuhu GL qubnbwyu,
Jh dinwubp h nwwnwuwnwU pun dwnwjh pnid, wy thpytw ghu h jucthinGUwywu
hpnju, GLubh wpw hua gpwuwLkn Yngnedb wpnwnng jtpyuhg wppwyniphiun.
GL nnnpdGw pn wpwpwéngu GL hua pwquwdtnhu:

Just Judge, when You comein the glory of the Father to judge the living and the dead,
do not enter into judgement against Your servant, but save me from the eternal fire,
and let me hear the blissful summoning of the just into Your kingdom of heaven. And
have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XXII

Udtunnnpd Stp, nnnpdbw wdtUwju hwrwwnwgbiingu h ptg, hung GL olnwpwag,
dwlophg GL wudwlophg, YGunwubwg GL JGnGing. JUunphtw GL p2LwUEwg
hdng GL wwnblGwg qennniphll jwlugwlwg, GL nwpédn qunuw h gwpbwgl
anp nLtuhu Jwulu hd, gh nnnpuncptwU pnud wpdwuh Gnhghu. GL nnnputw pn
wpwnpwoéngu BL hud pwgdwdtnhu:

All-merciful Lord, have mercy on all we who trust in You, my own and foreigners,
those | know and those unknown to me, the living and the dead. Grant forgiveness of
transgressions also to my enemies and those who hate me and turn them from the
malice they bear against me, so that they may become worthy of Your mercy. And
have mercy on us Your creatures and on me, a great sinner.

XXIV

dwnwernpbwy| wnkp, puw| qunwgwluu Swnwjihu pn, GL ywwnwptw h pwph
qhuunpniwédu hd,pwpthuouncptwdp uppnihiny Uunnntwdwduhu G 3nyhwuunc
Jwpwuwbwhu, uppnu UnGthwunuh Uwhiwdywihu, Go uppnju Sphgnph
Jbnn) (nLuwinpghl, G uppng png wnwpbing, Jwpgwnpkthg, Jupnwwbunwg,
dwpunhpnuwg, hwjpwwbunwg, 6quwinpwg, Yntuwlwg, GL wdtUwju uppng
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GpyuwLnpwg 6L Gpypwinpwg: GLpbg thwnp 6L GpypwywagniLphLl, wupwdwubih
unLpp Gppnpnneptwun, juthnbwlu jwihwntGuhg. wJkEu:

Glorified Lord, accept the petitions of Your servant and fulfill my requests for good,
through the intercession of the holy Mother of God and John the forerunner, Saint
Stephen the first martyr and Saint Gregory our illuminator, and your holy apostles,
prophets, vardapets, martyrs, patriarchs, ascetics, virgins, and all the saints, in
heaven and on earth. And to you, indivisible Holy Trinity, glory, honor, and worship
unto ages of ages. Amen.

Text 2: Selections from the prayerbook of St. Gregory of Narek
called the Book of Lamentation (UwuntwlU nnptpgnLptwl)

Selection 1: Prayer (pwl) 12.3-4. Armenian text in Xac‘atryan,
tazinyan 2011, 114-16. English translation by the Author

12.3

Cuyw’ pwngpniptwdp, lEp wuwnnLwd hqop, gnwnbwgnnhu qunugwlu,
Uwuwnh’p gpniptwdp wn ywwnlwnbwu nhdop,
dwpwuwnbw’, wdtlwwwpagbL, quUopwlwlu inhupnLphLuu,
Pw’né JhUEU, nnnpUws, quupbpbih swupniphluy,
Wugpwbwbw’, huwpwenp, quwhwgnt Yppniphilu,
Urwnpbw’, dh2wn junpnn, gruwpnnhl hwéniphilu,
Pwgwnptw’, ypuwjhu, qunibinju dwnwhuncn,

Uuptw’, Ytgnrghg, qynpnLughl pupwgdniuu,

Snnibw’, Swdywuwntiu, gpupnunnhl swn gundniuu,
rlunpuwytbw’, wupluhu, gdwpwnnnhu nhutgdniuu:
StwnUwgptw’ pn wunLtwdpn qnruwlgnig tinpn junyhu,
Nwnthwybw’ pn dGnwdpn qunwuwnwn tnwdwnphu,
Qéwagntw’ pn wptwdpn qunun ubdng ukutyhu,
Utpwwagn’ qpn Lpwun h htwnu Ghg dwnpnnhu,

Udpwgn’ pn wenyn ghwuguwntwlu hupwnh,

Uwpnbtugbu h uwnphg qdwéywpwl wuynnunyu,
Muwhbugb’u pn Jwuopn gnwnwuwbw| wudlu ngLnju,
Wuhiwpnw’hu wpwugbu gpn 2unphtw) 2nLlg dwpuunju,
Ywgnrugb’u 2ppwithwly quwn qopntn Gpyuwjuny,
Ywngbiugbu h nhinh punntJd nhrwgu nwunt:

Kindly accept, Lord mighty God, the petitions of my embittered self.
Approach with compassion my shameful countenance.

Dispel, Giver of all gifts, my disgraceful despondency.

Lift off me, merciful One, my unbearable burdens.

Cut off, powerful One, my deadly habits.
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Ruin, ever victorious One, my acquiescence to the deceiver.
Dispel, lofty One, the fraudster’s fog.

Seal, Savior, the destroyer’s courses.

Scatter, Seer of hidden things, the snatcher’s traps.

Crush, inscrutable One, the attacker’s advances.

Write your name on the skylight of my dwelling.

Encircle the ceiling of my temple with your hands.

Mark the entrance to the threshold of my chamber with your blood.
Fashion your sign on the exit path of this supplicant.
Fortify with your right hand the bedframe where | rest.
Cleanse my bedcover from defilement.

Protect my afflicted soul by your will.

Keep pure the breath you gave to my body.

Appoint an encircling band of your heavenly host.

Array (them) as sentinels against the legion of demons.

12.4

SnLp hwughuwn ptpypniptwtu Jwhwhwugnuu Uhphdwl h funpnipbwl
gh2tiphu’” pwpbhuounLptwUp hwygnLtwéng Unpny UunnLwswséUhn G wdtUwju
puwnptiing: Udthnihbw| ywpnipbw’ guyuunnihwl inbuniptwug ggujwpwlwgu
hdwuwnnhg  wuqwphniptih  gbwnbGndwdp h dthwlywl  hunnyniptwlg,
ytugwnwywu gqpwnUwlg, wuppwlwlu bGpwang, huojwlwlwg gunphg
Jhawwnwuwi pn jnrunin wuUwubh ywunuwwubuwi:

tL upwwhbw|] Jbtpunnhu h UupdwUE SwUupnipbwl, wdtUwgqgquwuwn
wpnpUnLptwdp, hngbunpng gnLwppniptwdp h ptg wpdwuwgbw], quju
owjU Jwnpwlbwg pnipdwdp hwiwwnng pbq, wJtuophUbw] pwagwLnp
thwnwg wubtwnhg, thwnwpwunnwg Gpyuwagnudwp hudphg Gpgwygbw
JGpyhUuu wnwpb: 2h nnL hwnwinpbw] Gu JwdGUwju wpwpwédng JuLhinGwuu
juLhwinbUhg: UdEUu:

Grant me joyful rest of death-like slumber in the depth of this night, through the
intercessory prayers of the Holy Mother of God and all the elect. Enclose and shut
up the window to visions, my sentient faculties of perception, by fortifying them
fearlessly from wavering disturbances, worldly occupations, nightmarish dreams,
and foolish delusions, protected from harm through the remembrance of hopein you.

And upon waking anew from heavy sleep in most alert wakefulness and with
spirit refreshed standing vigilantly before you, | will send up to heaven this voice of
supplication fragrant with faith in you, most blessed King of ineffable glory, chanting
together with the heavenly choirs that glorify you. Foryou are glorified by all creation
unto ages of ages. Amen.
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Selection 2: Prayer (pwil) 41. Armenian text in Xac‘atryan,
tazinyan 2011, 276-7. English translation by the Author

41.1

Npnh Wuwnnwdng yeunwliny, ophubw| jwdGuwjuh, 2onn whwinph wuplUhu
suncun, np lmywnpwlw) wn h pEu GL ng hug, np h dwagkb| wuuwnnitn Upnnhg
nnnpdnLpbwU pn thwnwg hwihu Jtnp, hwjwéhu nbLp, gughu jwbgwup, hughu
Jwuwwup, unpuinwyhl 2npw)p, Ysunwluwduhu Jwhwgbw|p, pd2yhUu hwnnLwoép,
nnpwlwU yEpp, pwnUhU wwwlwunLphilp, wnbnh wwlu wnhupniphilp,
UwhwUghU hGénLphLup, thwhiunt puwiwpl, JGYuh JEgu, JGpdh dwnwhuncnu,
thwpwuwh Jdnwju, uywnh wnowdnLnol, yGpwluwj dnipl, quw) ghtnu,
nwnpwanh nwagbwwl, spwlwl sgwnphpl, hwjwdhu jnLuwhwwnniphiupl, G
pwagwLnpt dtnu pn wdtUwywp, pwirhgn wJdtUwjuh:

Son of the living God, blessed in every way, inscrutable generation of your awesome
Father, forwhom nothingisimpossible. At the dawning of the shadowless rays of your
glorious mercy, sins melt away, demons are driven off, transgressions are erased,
bonds are broken, chains are shattered, the dead come to life, cuts are cured, wounds
become whole, corruption ceases, sadness gives way, sighs retreat, darkness departs,
mist dissipates, fog flees, gloom is dispelled, obscurity vanishes, the dark is removed,
night goes away, anguish is expelled, evil comes to naught, hopelessness is driven
away and your almighty hand reigns, Atoner of all.

41.2

Nn ng GYhp Ynpnruwub] quwpnywu nghu, wy yagnigwubl, pn'n hud quupht
swnhuU hJ pwagnid nnnpuncpbwdpen, gh nne Uhwju Gu jJGpyuh wudwn GujGnyph
wuquhl, h vnwpn gnjh 6L jJGgpu dwqwg whuwnhh, uyhgpu wdGUwjuh G
JwdbUwjuh wJubbwju |ndwdp, ophubw| h pwpaniuu: GLpbkiq pun <on GL<XngLnjn
Unpny thw’np jwLhnbwlu: UJEU:

You came not to destroy human souls but to give life. Forgive my countless evils by
your manifold mercy, foryou alone are ineffable in heaven and inscrutable on earth, in
the (smallest) element of existence and at the outer ends of the cosmos, the beginning
of all and at every completion of everything, blessed in the heights. And to you with
the Father and the Holy Spirit, glory unto ages. Amen.
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Selection 3: Prayer (pwl) 94. Armenian text in Xac‘atryan,
tazinyan 2011, 599-600. English translation by the Author

94.1

Uuwinntwé jurhnbUwlwl, pwpbpwp 6o wdbUwlwi, uwnbnéhg |nLun) GL
jophuhg gh2tipn), YGwup' h Jwhnt GL (nju” h huwcwnh, Jnju wyuntunnwg G
Gpywjudinniphtt  tnwpwyneubing, np  wdtbwpnibun  hdwuwnnipbwdp
pn nwpanigwlbu jwjg quunittpu Jwhne: UUUntwqg SwgnidU G wudnin
wnpGgwll, pwugh ng qopt dwdyb| qthwnu innkEpnLptwU pny huwLwn gh2tnpny,
npnud Yypyuh éntup Gpypwwagnipbwl wdtlbwjiu tnbing” GpyuwLnpwg &L
GpypwLnpwg uwlunwpwJdGunwlwuwg:

Np bu ghGénLphlu Ywwbing 6L hwjhu jwnopu funuwphwg GL punniLuhu
ghuunpnLwdu Ungw, UuinnLwd hd b pwagwenn hd, jGwup hd 6L wwwiktu hd,
Jjnju hJ L Juinnwhniphiu hd, 3hunctu 2phuwnnu, Uunniwén wdtUwjuh, UnLppn,
hwugnrgtw| h hnghu uppng, Jruhpwnniphll y2unwg b pwrwnpwl dbnnigbing,
nn ghwnbu quublwju jwnwy, pwl qhut Ungw, wnwpbw’ quuwhwwunnwywu
gopniphtl weny pnj L thpybw” ghu jEpyhenk gh2tph G h nhik zwnk, npwtu
ah qJhwuwnwly unuyuwih GL unLpp pn wuncwun, Uhoun hwdpnipbw) 2npwdpp
hngLny pnéncpbwl 2Usny, YEgh'g wwhwwubw) pun wjunuhy, np unpnwu gptiq
h pninp upunk:

Eternal God, benefactor and omnipotent, creator of light and fashioner of night, life
in death and light in darkness, hope for the expectant and forbearance for doubters,
who inyour most skillful wisdom turn the shadows of death into dawn. Undiminishing
dawning, sun that does not set, because the darkness of night is not powerful
(enough) to conceal the glory of your lordship, to whom the knees of all beings bow
in obeisance, those in heaven and on earth and in the underworld.

You listen to the groaning of the enchained and attend to the prayers of the
humble, and you accept their requests, my God and my King, my Life and my Refuge,
my Hope and my Surety, Jesus Christ, God of all. Holy One, residing in the souls of the
saints, consolation for the afflicted and atonement for sinners, you know all before it
happens. Send me the protective strength of your right hand and save me from the
dread of night and the evil demon, so that by the remembrance of your awesome and
holy name, ever kissed by the lips of my soul and the longing of my breath, | might
live protected by you, along with those who call upon you with their whole heart.

94.2

6L h npndE huwgh pnyny Lpwuhn, gnp wunntwéwjhu wpbwdp pn ubpybw
Unpngbgbn GL h Unju 2unph npnGgpniptbwl qutg Jypuntgbp GL h thwnu
wwuwnytph pny Lywpbw] jophutgbn, wjunt WwngbLop wuwnnLtwdwlywlop
wdwgbugt” uwwnwlwy, pwlwnbughu JbptUwjpl, pwpadghu npngw)pepl,
wwnwnbtughU Jwpwnnigbwpl, ywwubugh™u qtuplu uwjpwunipp, dGnpdtugh’
JbqU, thwpwwnbugh” uwLwnl, dGyutugh” dwnwhuncnu, pwagnty pn hnywlwugh,
GL wy pn Yupbugk, Jwul gh gpwé Gu GL nnnpdwé, GL wuniu pn Yngbgbw £ h
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Jtpwy dwnwjhg png: 6L pkiq pun on, naLnyn Uppny thwnp GL hohuwlniphtu
jwrhinGwUu juLhintUhg: UJEU:

By the seal of the sign of your cross, which you restored by drenching it with your
divine blood, you baptized us into the grace of adoption and fashioned us who were
formed in the glory of your image. By those divine gifts may Satan be put to shame,
may his machinations be thwarted, his snares removed, his fighters defeated, his
sharp weapons blunted, his haze lifted, his darkness dispelled, his fog removed. May
your arm shield me and your right hand seal me, for you are compassionate and
merciful, and your name is called over all your servants. And to you with the Father
and the Holy Spirit, glory and sovereignty unto ages of ages. Amen.

Selection 4: Prayer (pwl) 28.7-9. Armenian text in Xac‘atryan,
tazinyan 2011, 203-5. English translation by the Author

28.7

Upn, wjupwlbwgu wupwirhg hpwhg hwunbpaéhg, Qwjp wdtlwuwnbnd, wunctun
whwinn, dwju uwnpuwihtbih, Yngndu punnwlh, pwl hwdpneptih, wgnnwdu
upwlgbith, hpwdwu unulwih, Encphlu wlpUubih, gnniphtu wuGwnbih,
huynLphil wlpwikih, qopniphLu wuquutbih, Yudp wdtUwpwnh, tnEpnLphiu
wluwhdwublh, JGéniphitu wugwihbih, pwpdnpniphtl wupnwlunwybih,
nppwuntphitl wuyznbih, wnwibintphtt wuhwuwlbih, wwwnéwn NpnLn)
hwjpnLptwdp, w)| ng LwhuiwnpnLptwdp:

RbL GL h abnU pnjn wuwwpwaghp qopnipbwun uwunbw” nwquwuwnn G
nhrwlywl ntunhu gtpdniptwl, np uwynpntw| UnLtdéwe pun Jtnwg, gh thwhuhgt’
h dwnpnnju® quphnipbw h uhupwih G jwupwitbih wpGwl yunwyh qunhun
Gnyuwenph, npnd upuytbw Uhwugwd® h UnugblUwinpu hwdwju Jwpntgwp:

Now, performer of such boundless wonders, all creating Father, awesome name,
frightful voice, familiar calling, kissable word, marvelous proclamation, dreadful
command, inscrutable essence, ineffable existence, reality uncontainable, power
unsearchable, most good will, dominion without boundary,immeasurable greatness,
uncontainable exaltation, unweighable quantity, unattainable supremacy, cause of
the Son through fatherhood but not through priority.

Throughyou and youruncircumscribable power, rebuke the heat of thistormenting
and demonic fever, which made its entrance through sin, so that it be banished from
man, frightened by the heavenly Lamb’s wondrous and never ending river of blood,
with which being sprinkled a single time, we become thoroughly cleansed forever.
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28.8

GL wpn, Jjuwu wwwnlwnbh hunbwnphnipbUE wpwpgwybpunu hunphpnn)
wlwgbugt” uwwnmwlwy h gnpdu sgwptwg hipngl hptunwywg, Lnwugbugh’
GL hwjwébugh' hGnwgbw] L wpunwpu wnwptw] h 2hunLtwdng unpwuk
pnudn plwynipbwl jwupwnwpht wLwnl: 6L pugbiw) Jwpnbw’” quipnwuntu
nnpngu h nhdwg Jtpng, ti ghwnwgnidlu dwjuhu hGdénLpbwU’ h upunhg
Jtpng: 6L jhwwnwywe hwpdwUu htGnniuhgl punnduwtihne?, tnwdwlwwnbuhy
ngbwwhwughg, npny wunbgwL vhwshun pn jwwnwpwy huwghl, guwiLtugh’
swinhU: 6L h Yynnwhbna, uwjpwuncp ujwpk ntdghu pwhudwUuk, npny qyEpu UG
pujuwiwt, huww'n uwwnwybugh uygpUwpwn Jwhniu: 6o gh punuwnphtgn)g
qanyGwiu ginthu jwrwunt] ghnghU h 6ng pn, pwpaépbw|, wwuwnwdpnLphLu
wlpwnph pwpnigu RGlhwpwy h Ynp Yynpdwubugh™ wdbUwjuhe htpptwy h
Unpniuwn: 6L gh nontwy| dwéytgwr wudwhu huyncphiu jnpndwjuh Gpynph,
wjunt wdpwndbwu hwywnpuniphtt Ywnpsétw) gnnnghtu h juwnwyu dwhno
ndnfung Uphu unnttphl juntw| nhintugt” GL jhpGugk” qunwehUu hwpnLwéu
wupd2ywywl, nnny dwhwgn nhdwdwpunniphil pnltuhg yhwwhu ytuwnpwnpu
UphLp wdGuwaqophu:

And now, in ignoble abasement before the mystery of your creative activity, may
Satan be shamed for the evil deeds of his angels. May he be tortured, persecuted, and
banished from the edifice of the tabernacle of your dwelling into the outer darkness.
And wipe away the tears of these laments from our faces and the sobbing of our
sighing voices from our hearts. And at the remembrance of the horrifying blows of
the nails, soul-wrenching and painful to behold, by which your Only Begotten was
fastened to the tower of the cross, may the evil one feel pain. And for the fierce blow
with the sharp spear that pierced His side, which received the large wound, may the
initiator of death drop dead forever. And since He lowered His praised head to give
up His spirit into your exalted bosom, may the rebellion of the evil ways of Beliar
be brought to ruin, utterly repelled to extinction. And since the truly Immortal One
was hidden and covered in the earth’s womb, by this may the tyrant in his haughty
arrogance be fastened to the pit of death in the shadowy darkness of hell. And may
he behold and remember the initial, incurable blow, by which the Life-Giver, by the
passion of the Almighty, (confounded) the dragon’s deadly poison.

28.9

Jdwul gh h thwnu pn, Qwjp nnnpunipbwl, hpp h gndGuwn Npning pnj, ngLnyn
Uppnd quju funuinnjwuhd. pwlgh ng whunwy hug unuy gopniLptwul nLtuh
quhrudtlu wn Uh unphpnwywul funpnipbwl, w) quwuuyhgplu Fwln wuduwLnp
pun wudwdwluwyn 2on thwnwinnbdp: GLptg Uhwjuny” UnLpp Gppnpnncptwln,
hwirwuwpwwwwhe wnepniptwun, hwdwpnil, wUupwdhU hupUuniptbwln
ophUwpwunLph U, gnhniphtu, goptinniphil Gr wldwn Juwjbgniphtu
JbGonLpbwl, pwptyhtwly hwppnipbwl, gniquyhn hwiwuwnnipbwl
JjwrhnGwlu: UJEU:
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Becauseitis foryour glory, Father of mercy, in praise of your Son, and through the Holy
Spirit that | confess this. For one does not have any need of power from the otherin the
deep mystery, but we glorify the hypostatic word without beginning with the Father
out of time. And to you alone, Holy Trinity, dominion of equal honor, consubstantial, to
yourindivisible essence, blessing, thanksgiving, strength, and the ineffable splendor
of majesty, of fortunate parity, and of just equality, unto ages. Amen.

Selection 5: Prayer (pwl) 89. Armenian text in Xac‘atryan,
tazinyan 2011, 538. English translation by the Author

89.1

UuwnnnLwd b inkp, YGwup GL wpwnhg, nnnpdwé, gpwéd, [nju, Gpnywjuwdhn,
wUunhuwlwy, Jwpnwukp, wdtUwanip, wwnpgbLwwnt, thpyhg, onhubwy, gndbwiy,
pwpbpwUbw|, Ywpwl wdpnipbwl, Ywwnuwwpwl Junwhnipbwl, wnwlug
UtGUgnLptwU pwnh, wnwlug uwLwph 6wnwagw)p, pwLhy Utnwg, nnpwgnLghg
Jyhpwg, wuhwuwubibwg huwnpp, wudwuwngbltwg hywennp, wujnLuncpbwlu
Glp, wuntu pn hununnnjwubw| Uuwnntén) Npnh, GL 2op pnj pun ptg hqoph G
whwenph GL2ngLnyn wdtbwlwih G pun ptq Gpypwwagting thwnp GL wwwol
gnhwpwlntptwl juthntwlu: UJEU:

God and Lord, Life and Creator, merciful, compassionate, Light, longsuffering, who
does not hold a grudge, lover of mankind, all-compassionate, Giver of gifts, Savior,
blessed, praised, magnified, strong Fortress, reliable Refuge, Good without fraud,
Ray without darkness, Atoner of sin, Healer of wounds, Means of the impossible,
Tangible of the inaccessible, Way out for hopelessness, your confessed name (is) Son
of God, and to your Father with you, mighty and awesome, and your omnipotent
Spirit, worshipped with you, glory and service with thanksgiving, unto ages. Amen.
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1 Introduction

Among all the surrealists, it was perhaps Max Ernst who most
fervently embraced André Breton’s paradigm of the unspeakable
nature of flora and fauna (Noheden 2022, 54). As a pioneer of the
movement, his paintings establish a new vision of coexistence between
different forms of life, by ruling out a rigid classification derived from
an anthropocentrism as tertium comparationis. Fascinated by the
forest since his early childhood,* Max Ernst refers to nature in his
painted as well as sculpted work. His world, by this, is born from a
very personal mythology where human beings and animals live in
symbiosis.? The presence of his avian alter ego ‘Loplop’ dates from the
1920s, thereby coinciding with the creation of the 34 folios of Histoire
naturelle. In this compilation of individual drawings made through
the use of his frottage technique, Max Ernst sought to propose a
narrative of creation that differs from that of the Bible to illustrate an
alternative account of an equal co-existence and interconnectedness,
shared between the different actors that populate the stage of life.
An interest, he continued to pursue in later suites such as The Nymph
Echo (1936) or The jJoy of Life (1936) where characters and personae
of various type inhabit jungle-like thickets of undergrowth.
Throughout his prolific career, the German painter worked in
cycles, with the aim of formulating a cosmology guided by the ethos
of analogy (‘as above, so below’)®. This modus operandi particularly
formed the heart of the canvases executed in the early 1930s, a
phase of great creativity. By isolating the constituent elements of
one series and integrating them into another, he created links and
meta-dialogues between his compositions, weaving an increasingly
denser pattern of references. From The Nymph Echo (1936) to The Joy
of Living (1936), Max Ernst crafted a universe of coexistence where
the protagonists emerge as the emblem of a connected world. By
tracing the narrative of mutual entanglement that rests at the heart
of Max Ernst’s art, the paper attempts a re-evaluation of his work

1 Max Ernst later noted that “almost everything he rubbed or scraped automatically
became a forest”. See Christie’s Lot Essay Live Auction 23807. Lot 37 A. Max Ernst,
Simplicité (1960). https://www.christies.com.cn/en/lot/lot-6553795.

2 In 1959, Max Ernst remarked that despite the lack of concrete depictions of man in his
paintings, “tout est anthropomorphique: oiseaux, arbres” (Charbonnier 1959, 40) thus
alluding to the shape-shifting quality of his chimerical characters while simultaneously
hinting at the doppelgénger function his alter ego Loplop came to serve for.

3 Taken from the second verse of the Emerald Tablet (a short Hermetic text that first
appeared in the late eighth or early ninth century), ‘as above, so below’ is a paraphrase
of the Latin version from the original Arabic meant to reference the supposed effects
of celestial mechanics upon terrestrial events. In a further interpretative bend, the
verse also alludes to the similarities between the macrocosm and the microcosm that
work in analogy.
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from an ecological point of view by highlighting the creative force of
paintings that speak to a cosmology of interconnectedness beyond
man at the centre of the universe. In so doing, it shall be seen how
ecocriticism can act as a material(ity) in the arts to rethink humanity’s
relationship with the more-than-human worlds as the creative gesture
lends visual shape to the otherwise invisible to spark a dialogue that
operates via imagery by virtue of a re-present’-ation of the spiritual.
From an anthropocentric view to a vision of multi-species ethics, the
shift towards an inclusive stance will thus be traced as a defining
feature of Max Ernst’s mythopoeic anthology of images in a nod to
entangled forms of life ante litteram.

2 Ecocriticism as a Material(ity) in the Arts

Originating in the field of literature studies, ecocriticism has been
embraced by scholars to engage with environmental concerns
through the lens of narrative-written output in a broad range of
texts. From a focus on Nature or natural things in literature, the
paradigm gradually got expanded to equally encompass art as a field
to creatively address pressing issues related to forms of coexistence.
As an effort to “reorient and widen the scope of cultural studies by
emphasizing the ways in which human creativity [...] unfolds within
a specific environment or set of environments” (Braddock 2009, 26),
ecocriticism in the arts allows for a more pointed visual analysis that
pays “close attention to the embeddedness of culture” in a larger
eco-ethical setting (27).

In her article “The Ecological Imperative”, Donna Roberts traces
the peculiar concern with the integrative relations between man
and environment, driven by a “radical epistemological shift” in
order to “reassimilate connective analogical and poetic thinking
into the processes of knowledge” (Roberts 2016, 217). Citing Roger
Caillois, who affirmed that “I’homme ne s’oppose pas a la nature, il
est lui-méme nature” (Caillois 2008, 822) she iterates the continuities
of an anthropological condition that extends to and originates from
Nature as propagated by the Surrealists (Roberts 2016, 218). The
assumed dichotomy of nature and civilisation - largely propagated by
Enlightenment sources such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau - accordingly
moved to the centre of critique, juxtaposed with an ‘ecopoetry’ and
countered by a Romantic lyricism for an “imaginative reunification
of mind and nature” (Bate 2000, 245). Concerned with a so-called
‘ecopoeisis’, the Surrealists sought to overcome a binary and
hierarchical stance rooted in human exceptionalism. Distinguishing
between ‘anthropos’ and Nature, Margot Norris explored biocentrism
in Max Ernst’s work where she discerned a striking tendency which
she framed as “an interrogation of anthropocentric assumptions”
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(Norris 1985, 21). The underlying ‘environmental consciousness’, as
labelled by Kristoffer Noheden, acted as a unifying trope among the
Surrealists as they questioned “views of nature as an emblem of
backwardness, a resource to be exploited, and a realm for humans
to lord over” - a stance permeating colonialist and capitalist ethe
(Noheden 2022, 53).

Against the long-prevailing, dominant paradigm of (hu)man as
the sole actor within a cosmological edifice that in line with the
Biblical account placed them at the top of creation, an approach to the
therefrom derived anthropocentrism through Max Ernst’s work can
offer a productive lens towards a re-writing of hierarchies. In their
mutual entanglement, the individual actors of his pictorial worlds are
characterised by their togetherness which destabilises an allegedly
objective ‘order to things™ in favour of a symbiotic existence as in
Diane Waldman’s terms “[t]here is a frightening confusion between
plant and animal life” (Waldman 1975, 53). While Max Ernst laid
the foundation for a reconsideration of the dominant narrative with
Histoire naturelle, it was with the later series of The Entire City, The
Nymph Echo or The Joy of Living that the gradual blurring between
human and animal, flora and fauna, man and nature unravelled its
ideological thrust in an eradication of boundaries across different
forms of life.

In a visionary gesture ante litteram - or in his case ante
imago - the German Surrealist conjoined the diverse protagonists
beyond a classificatory matrix that plots one against the other.
Anthropocentric accounts get rectified while furthermore putting
a patriarchal society in question as it is Eve, the Only One Left to
Us who ultimately remains in a conjectural pre-enactment of the
deluvian story of Noah’s Ark (Gen 6:13-22). The alternative twists and
turns of the narrative Max Ernst thusly anticipates find expression
in the evolution of the 33 folios that culminate in the final one where
woman appears as the saving grace. Projected as a non-sequitur
through folio 34, Max Ernst’s re-interpretation of the original account
by this extends and anticipates the due course of events, formulating
and conceiving a denouement of rather unexpected swerve instead,
whose implications bear on a rewriting of the common origin account.

4 Allusion is made here to Michel Foucault’s eponymous work.
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3 First Hybridisations

From his early childhood, Max Ernst fostered a deep fascination
with the forest and Nature. Frequent walks with his father in the
woods of his native Rhineland introduced him to a world of fabled
power and marvellous allure which from the 1920s onwards began
to translate into his distinct oeuvre (Wilhelm 2020, 12). With a
background in psychology, literature and philosophy (Trier 1979, 31),
he constantly endeavoured to incorporate various scientific strands
into his compositions, in search of new forms of expression ‘beyond
painting’.®

The first forays may in this regard be found in his collage oeuvre.
Werner Spies has highlighted how the modus operandi served to
create images whose semantic clout moved them past a literal
translation of the individual elements towards a synthesis of newly
coded constituents (Spies 2019). In its technical-iconographic
ambition, collage allowed for a poignant commentary through a
masterfully exercised ‘alienating effect’ (Verfremdungseffekt) of
known imagery for a novel perspective - literal and proverbial - on
given structures. By collating and integrating diverse references,
Max Ernst formulated a visual inventory whose underlying ethos
responded to the notion of cross-pollination.

Through the act of cutting and pasting, collage simultaneously
originated in a gesture imbued with the zest of hybridisation, a
‘breeding’ of tokens and elements for a systematic construction of
pictures. The final outcome of the hybrid image, on these grounds,
proved pre-conditioned by the technique as multi-referentiality
marked the very origin of the process itself.

From the first experiments with his collage technique, Max Ernst
exploited its affordances in increasingly more complex compositions.
While individual sheets had determined his early essays, starting
from the late 1920s the cut and pasted images appeared in narrative
cycles. While Fiat modes pereat art (Let There Be Fashion, Down with
Art) (1920) constituted the first set of works in a portfolio tradition,
the plates were still rooted in precise line drawing rather than a
construction of pictorial worlds through the (re-)arrangement of
source material. The collaged image correspondingly only appeared
later in a chronological suite. Of distinct progression, La Femme
100 tétes (1929), Réve d’une petite fille qui voulut entrer au Carmel
(1930) and Une semaine de bonté (1934) all share an interest in a
morphology of the picture whose shape-shifting nature harbours a

5 ‘Beyond Painting’ recalls the eponymous autobiographic account by the German
artist in which he explores forms of creating art other than by the application of paint
on canvas using a brush.
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concern with a subverting gesture that originates in the question of
the ‘stabile’ image.

Crossovers between different species - women with dragon
wings, men with lion heads - feature in the folios, a constant play
with forms of life that blur and merge. The hybrid, by this, surfaced
as a prototype for a genesis of species that come together on the
stages Max Ernst conjured au-dela de la peinture. Through the use of
collage, the sourced and scavenged images were glued together in a
pro-creative act, a collating of elements into forms of life.

The creative technique then emerged as a generative act whose
results speak to a fabrication of the final image gleaned from the
pool of pictorial tokens.

4 Max Ernst’s Histoire naturelle

In a similar gesture, the principle of the sourced and collated image
equally informed a panoply of subsequently developed ‘chance’
techniques. It was during Max Ernst’s stay in a hotel room in Pornic
on the French Atlantic coast in 1925, when intrigued by the pattern of
the wooden floorboards he conceived a new technique that came to be
known as ‘frottage’ by means of which he found a way of transferring
the Surrealist principle of ‘automatism’ to painting and by extension
art.” In line with André Breton’s dictum of “thought, in the absence
of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or
moral concern” (Breton 1969, 26), this technique allowed to harness
the chance effects achieved by rubbing a soft pencil over a textured
surface in order to transpose a specific pattern to paper.® “It is not a
matter of drawing, but simply of tracing”, André Breton had stipulated
in his First Manifesto of Surrealism a year before (Spies 1991c, 128).
A dictum, Max Ernst promptly responded to with his revolutionary
technique. The thusly gained results, as poignantly formulated by
Werner Spies, introduced a novel ‘objectivity’ (Gegenstdndlichkeit)
to Max Ernst’s oeuvre for conferring two disjointed planes of reality
(Wirklichkeitsebenen) by virtue of combining an a priori structure
with a pictorial object (Bildgegenstand) that proved semantically
unrelated (Spies 2008, 203). The underlying iconographic concept
opened up to a multiplicity of meaning as theme and execution

6 Born as a literary movement around the beginning of the 1920s, Surrealism only
became an art movement with the First Manifesto penned in 1924, growing out of
Dada by virtue of applying the dictum of the illogical, irrational and automatic to
visual imagery.

7 Max Ernst describes this discovery of the frottage technique in his essay “Au-dela
de la peinture” which he dates to August 10, 1925 (Spies 1991b, 21).

8 Ralph Ubl speaks of the hallucinatory effect created by these images (Ubl 2013, 126).
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appeared in a novel relationship that no longer operated along a
bi-lateral or mutual referentiality of a directly correlated Saussurean
signifier and signified.® On the contrary, by turning to frottage,
Max Ernst was able to exploit and harness texture and patterns
to synthesise images of autonomous nature. No longer tied to a
figurative re-presentation, he subsequently embraced the technique
to let himself be guided in the construction of his pictorial worlds.
The explainable and rational (Spies 2008, 203) impetus as the driving
forces of an enlightened Modernity thus came into question, thereby
tipping a ‘natural history’ beyond its due course.

Inspired by the outcome, Max Ernst set about to use frottage to
create his own Histoire naturelle, a cycle of 34 folios that recounts
the history of Biblical beginnings. In this series dating from 1926
(Pech 2022, 142), he renewed his interest in natural phenomena
which - through his creative gesture - were “transformed into
images of potent cosmological forces” (Waldman 1975, 39). By this,
the German Surrealist provided a savvy spin on the creation of Nature
through the use of Nature while simultaneously questioning the
surface of things via the material structures and patterns underlying
the individual sheets. Seemingly disjointed at first glance, the
compositions are unified by a narrative charge that comes to the fore
through the deliberate choice of titles such as Wheel of Light or Flood,
Seismic Plants which address and respond to the Biblical account of
creation albeit in an enigmatic, elusive sense (Pech 2022, 144). The
elements and constituents cited re-enact the origin story, arranged
and presented as semantic units that operate by virtue of repetition,
variation and exchange across a relational system to weave the folios
into a non-linear, non-narrative sequence (Spies 2008, 207).

Comprising images of geological structures, evolving landscapes,
sprouting vegetation and cavorting animals, the cycle unfolds as a
witty commentary on the story in Genesis as Max Ernst reverted an
established order of things. His transmutations of the automatically
produced textures into a visual language of depiction, in Werner
Spies’ terms, “negated the linear course of human history, opposing
it to a ‘histoire naturelle’” (Spies 1991b, 21). The implied allusion to
Pliny the Elder and his eponymous tractate of ‘Natural History’ as
the single largest work to have survived from the Roman Empire
further expanded Max Ernst’s interest in juxtaposing an allegedly
objective structure of the natural world towards reality as an artefact
(i.e. ‘artistically fabricated and made’) beyond mere classification.

Through his shrewd use of the textural constants, the German
artist thus managed to break with established notions of a factual
status quo, while arriving instead at a cosmogony that recurs to

9 For the Saussurean signifier and signified see Stawarska 2015.
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the recombinant matrix of absolute structures which constituted
his arsenal for a recreation of the world. Rather than a singular
act of creation, Max Ernst’s genesis of structures aligned with
the Surrealists’ “belief in a continuing process of re-creation”
(Hubert 1972, 163). Five thematic groups may - broadly speaking - be
made out, which upon closer inspection however reveal blurry.
Among them range natural forces, vegetal landscapes as opposed
to fossil spaces, contrasted with the animal kingdom. The visionary
eye stars as a further framework, syncopated by Eve, the Only One
Left to Us, as the ultimate culmination - an emancipated Eve freed
from Adam (Pech 2022, 144). The folios rather convey the sensation
of everything being in a state of metamorphosis and flux as the
vegetal transforms into the animal while chimeras appear among
other creatures.

In his typical gesture, Max Ernst poignantly re-synthesised
semantic references in a cunning exploitation of surface appearances.
From collage as an act of collating, conjoining and compiling different
source materials he subsequently proceeded to frottage as the
defining principle, thus moving from the cut-and-pasted images to
the combining of textures-as-concepts. Recurring to the chance
technique which Jurgen Pech poignantly described as a “filologia
visuale” (Pech 2022, 142) the German Surrealist then coupled
the Biblical account of creation with Pliny’s ‘natural history’. By
synthetically re-integrating both, Max Ernst crafted a meta-narrative
and commentary where both were overturned in favour of a vision
that proceeded from a cosmos in flux whose ‘Linnaean’® boundaries
got dissolved.

Faithful to his modus operandi, Max Ernst further exploited and
extended the notion of hybridisation in a subtle (con)juncture of word
and image. Keenly attuned to the charge of language, he regarded
the act of ‘baptising’ his compositions as a way of freeing them from
their visual or physical boundaries. By this, the Surrealist creed
of chance procedures informed the process of naming: “Jamais je
n’impose un titre a un tableau: j'attends que le titre s’impose a moi”,
he asserted, hinting at the appearance of the title “comme par magie”
(Ernst 1970, 336).

Most of the titles in Histoire naturelle, on these grounds, read
as a promise and a premise, highly evocative strings of words
whose allusive - and elusive - force pushes the associative realm
beyond a literal reading of both the written and the painted. Rather

10 A Swedish biologist and physician active in the eighteenth century, Carl Linnaeus
(also known as Carl von Linné following his ennoblement) formalised the modern system
of naming organisms in his binary nomenclature which earned him the sobriquet of
‘father of taxonomy’.
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than describing the visual counterpart, they operate by virtue of
association and semantic activation, thereby extending the field of
meaning in a nod to the Surrealist dictum of “psychic automatism
in its pure state [...]. Dictated by the thought, in the absence of any
control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral
concern” (Breton 1969, 26). With its punning clout, the free wordplay
derides any dogmatic reading of the account in Genesis whose
narrative requires a corrective lens.

Titles such as Caesar’s Palette, The Lime Tree is Docile or The
Habit of Leaves correspondingly forge links between semantically
disjointed planes while endowing the often non-human protagonists
with anthropomorphic traits. Flora and fauna, the vegetal and the
animal merge and blur in Max Ernst’s cosmogony while he infuses
his compositions with a (literal) substrata of geological references
in a cunning crafting - and creation - of an alternative universe. The
thusly exercised world-building operates via constant vacillations
beyond the rigid confines of a known or established order, wedding
otherwise contradictory and exclusive elements in a savvy pun on
the act of categorisation.

The resulting hybridisations interweave word, material and
image such as in The Fugitive (L’Evadé) where the grill-like surface
of a seascape serves as the backdrop for a bi(o)-morphic creature
whose fish-shaped body shifts into the head of a bird. Of granular
appearance, the chimera’s rugged skin was likely obtained from
rough linen (Pech 2022, 144) in a savvy application of the frottage
technique. The natural texture of the underlying source materials
constitutes the point of departure for Max Ernst’s visual meditation
on the interconnectedness of life forms as peculiar plants and bizarre
animals are imbued with a mythopoeic ‘élan vital’.*

5 Cosmologies of Interconnectedness: Max Ernst’s
Painted Mythopoesis

As poignantly formulated by Werner Spies, “Max Ernst’s oeuvrel,]
transcend[s] the historical man-made world” (Spies 1991b, 48).
Amorphous apparitions of mineral shapes, crystalline solidifications
of form and ever-changing vegetal structures characterise his
pictorial universe where the lines between the vegetal, the animal
and the human are faded and obscured in a constant re-writing and
re-painting of forms of coexistence. His acute sense of natural history

11 Coined by French philosopher Henri Bergson in his 1907 book Creative Evolution,
the term denotes the vital impulse and force of life, a creative principle that proceeds
from the spontaneous morphogenesis and self-organisation of matter.
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envisions modes of interconnectedness in a post-anthropocentric
world where the individual actors emerge in constellations of mutual
entanglement.

From the 34 folios of Histoire naturelle of the mid-1920s, Max Ernst
continued his artistic research into the mythopoeic power of the
image throughout the following years whereby his sensibility led him
to conceive two cycles whose lush scenes and exotic landscapes recall
a prelapsarian state that only upon second glance reveals permeated
by a peculiar coexistence of flora and fauna.

The Nymph Echo (1936) along with The joy of Living (1936) mark
both a caesura as well as a continuation in Max Ernst’s oeuvre as he
integrated some of the decisive elements from former cycles such
as Garden Airplane Trap (1935-36) or The Entire City (1935-37) into
his compositions. In both series, human presences can no longer
be told apart from flora and fauna, for rather than constituting
singular, isolated entities, they appear in a state of symbiosis where
the vegetal transforms into the bestial while the thusly conjured
chimeras bear semblance to the human. Bird-headed creatures
emerge from the thicket of the surrounding jungle, their manly hands
peeling their way through the maze of foliage. Camouflaged amidst
the impenetrable greenery, female bodies shine through, recalling
ancient civilisations and cultures. Here is a world of entanglement
and coexistence that painted in the mid-1930s effectively predates
the premises of ecocriticism as coined in the 1960s.?

The lines between the different actants - otherwise so rigidly
kept and upheld - accordingly begin to blur, in a transgressive vision
exercised in a cunning updating of Linnean classification. The Joy of
Living and The Nymph Echo resonate with a (pro)creative zest that
finds its continuation in subsequent cycles such as The Entire City
while simultaneously harking back to series like Garden Airplane
Trap.

Across the three series, human, animal and plant appear in
tangles of existence, jointly inhabiting alluring spaces of ancient
civilisations, abandoned plateaux or voracious jungles. Flora and
fauna merge and blur, either swallowing their surroundings or
ejecting it while architectural realms and machine scraps speak to

12 As the interdisciplinary study of the connections between literature and the
environment, ecocriticism draws on various strands (such as anthropology, natural
sciences and literary criticism) to examine the differences and gaps between nature
and its cultural construction. The ‘discipline’ emerged with the formation of the
environmental movement upon publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962.
However, it only fully took off in the 1980s with a second wave occurring in the
1990s. From an initial concern with nature as a field of study, the interest shifted
to investigating the act of writing as a meaningful practice to challenge dominant
hierarchies and binary conceptions of nature vs human beings vs culture.
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forms of life that come together across the otherwise dividing lines
of classification. Rather than separate entities, they all appear in
states of togetherness, hybrid creatures that meet on the planes Max
Ernst projected.

One of the most pertinent explorations in line with the eradication
of boundaries may furthermore be found in his so-called ‘Hesperides’
(Spies 2008, 375). In a bold move beyond binary traditions, Max Ernst
conjured images of hybrid creatures that conjoin both sexes - such
as in Two Sexless Figures. Chimerae (1933) - while hovering between
plant, animal and human. By irreverently conceiving forms of
coexistence across the classificatory matrix otherwise in place, the
German surrealist undid the dominant narratives as he breathed life
into novel breeds and pedigrees. Featuring both male and female
sexual characteristics and displaying traits of flora and fauna,
the respective protagonists of his compositions such as in Figure
humaine (1931) are born from visions of interconnectedness across
the lines of biological classification. The composite beings originate
in a biomorphic distortion of life forms, based on a classificatory
matrix he reshuffles (Spies 2008, 375).

Intrigued by the enduring power of storytelling as a universal
human trait, Max Ernst imbued his paintings with an underlying
narrative current that feeds into his own mythology and personal
myth. By this, he crafted his paintings in cycles to gradually build
an inventory of recurring images which jointly unfold along a
sequence. In their shared thrust, the suites of pictures progress
with keen attention to a greater overarching storyline. Multiple
fonts of inspiration feed into the compositions as the German
Surrealist rendered tableaux that echo the great questions of life.
The anthropological constant of origin accounts thereby lies at the
heart of a quest for the parameters that frame life.

Passed along multiple generations, mythologies anchor human
existence in a storied past, thus establishing a link between the
present and times immemorial. On these grounds, they act as
meaningful nodes across periods and eras, in a perennial updating
of the origins of the world. The vagaries and fleetingness of things
are overcome, substituted with a forever-‘truth’ that operates outside
of limiting frames of days, months or years. By providing symbolic
explanations for natural phenomena as well as cultural traditions,
mythologies offer templates to make sense of a surrounding world
while reflecting systems of belief and shared customs. As routes
to the supernatural, they powerfully extend the human existence
towards the divine.
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6 Conclusion

As can be seen in Max Ernst’s work, the artist’s struggle and juggle
with depicted reality and its visual imagery of reproductions,
illustrations and collages in drawing and painting proceeds from
an investigation of the inventory of form and content towards a
construction of something “nie zuvor gesehen” (Spies 1991a, 15).
The generative force of the artistic endeavour accordingly offers
a powerful - and thereby pictorially eloquent tool - to operate as a
visual figure of speech, employed to craft alternative cosmologies.
Flora, fauna and human are entangled, jointly inhabiting nature as
the lines of classificatory matrices dissolve along hybrid forms of
being.

In Max Ernst’s compositions, the material - as well as the
materiality - of the image becomes a point of departure for a
mythopoeic ecocriticism where chance techniques give way to
visual worlds to take shape. By embracing the generative force of
the image-making process, the German Surrealist crafted alternative
cosmologies of interconnectedness, carried by a narrative thrust that
refutes a nature-culture-divide in favour of symbiotic worldviews that
speak to patterns of mutual dependence and exchange. A look into his
creative cosmos may thus become a revelatory experience to discern
an ecology of togetherness ‘beyond painting’.
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