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INTRODUCTION

Eleonora Cianci

doi: https://dx.doi.org/10.7359/996-2022-intr

This book contains a selection of papers presented at The Language of 
Magic conference, hosted in Pescara from the 22nd to the 25th of May 
2019. The conference was organized for the first time in Italy by the Com-
mittee on Charms, Charmers and Charming, part of the International Soci-
ety for Folk Narrative Research (ISFNR) 1.

The idea of focusing the conference on the language or, better, on the 
languages of magic implies that each verbal charm needs to be delivered 
through words. Texts like charms can be considered as parole acts that 
refer to the concrete instances of the use of a langue. Verbal charms involve 
the use of words, which may be oral or written, spoken, whispered, sung, 
carried on, or swallowed, but they must be expressed in a specific fashion 
and in a specific language to gain the necessary power. The conference has 
revealed the unexpressed potential of the study of the power of words in 
magic, although many scholars have studied it in many fields in the last 
decades. Charms and magic are research objects for scholars of anthropol-
ogy, folklore, history, religious studies, history of science and medicine, 
literature, philology, and linguistics. As we are going to read in this book, 
the research on this topic is multi-disciplinal and international. 

The Committee on Charms, Charmers and Charming has always sought 
to encourage the study of verbal charms. The 2019 conference was there-
fore enthusiastically hosted and funded by the Department of Lingue, 
Letterature e Culture Moderne of the Università degli Studi ‘Gabriele 
d’Annunzio’ di Chieti-Pescara, which cultivates several scientific interests 
in linguistic issues. Moreover, Abruzzo is an Italian region with a long 
tradition of old sacred rituals and pre-Christian customs that merge into 
folklore performances.

	 1 The Committee consists of Eleonora Cianci, James Kapalo, Mare Kõiva, Lea Olsan, 
Haralampos Passalis, Éva Pócs, Jonathan Roper, Emanuela Timotin, Andrey Toporkov, and 
Daiva Vaitkevičiene. For further information on research activities and future conferences, 
see: http://www.isfnr.org/committee-on-charms-charmers-and-charming.php.
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This book is a selection of fourteen out of forty-four papers presented 
by scholars from twenty different countries, a distillate of themes from 
various disciplines. The study of the language of magic was carried out 
according to different research approaches within various disciplinary 
fields. Subjects range from the study of old magic up to the still practised 
rituals. Some authors focus on Medieval and Early Modern charms written 
in different languages: Old Irish (I. Tuomi), Old High German (E. Cianci), 
Old Norse (M.C. Lombardi), Middle English (S. Harlan-Haughey); other 
scholars study charms in modern languages (Italian, Romanian, Russian, 
Finnish, Irish). In fact, it has been pointed out that charms and rituals 
still used in modern times are deeply rooted in the Medieval period, such 
as the English versions of the Super petram charms derived from Latin 
sources in Ireland (B. Hillers). Themes are presented with various meth-
odological approaches. The older charms are studied with a philological, 
linguistic, or historical-oriented method, while the modern ones require 
an anthropological, folkloristic, and historical approach (L. Giancristofaro, 
L. Jiga Iliescu, I. Veselova). Some authors focus on the performative value 
of powerful and technical words in charms (H. Ilomäki, N. Wolf ) even 
when the words are not written but alluded to by iconographic gestures 
(L.V. Fadeyeva) or, in other circumstances, magic words are hidden by 
taboo or euphemisms (L. Golubeva - S. Kupriyanova, M. Kõiva). Apart 
from “actual” charms, there are some literary texts in which magic is dis-
played and described, such as in some Old Norse texts, the Russian bylinas 
or the English Secunda Pastorum. 

A remarkable fact connecting almost all these studies is that the 
charms reveal a strong relationship with Christian rituality, liturgy, and 
belief. Canonical or apocryphal elements play a crucial role as a model 
either in the historiola or in other parts of the charms. For instance, using 
neumes in charms seems to draw inspiration from liturgical chants. 

Most charms and rituals discussed in the following chapters, either 
old or modern, are indeed remedies against a variety of illnesses or seri-
ous issues, childbirth for instance, in which words play the most impor-
tant role. Healing comes thus from a special use of the language. The 
very existence of forged charms also demonstrates the belief in magic and 
the success of healing charms in everyday life, shaped by emulating the 
actual ones in the Russian tradition and eventually translated into English 
(A. Toporkov).

The conference offered even more opportunities of discussing multiple 
themes, most of which are embedded and well represented in the chapters 
of this book: charms as texts (meaning, analysis, editions), multilingual 
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charms (the interplay in the same texts or manuscripts between Latin and 
vernacular languages), how to do magic with words (the narrating power 
of the historiola, performative language, charm instructions, speech acts), 
oral and written transmission of charms (textual tradition in a written envi-
ronment, writing surfaces, the power of the written word, the alphabets of 
magic, orality, memory, variation), charms as verbal remedies (interaction 
with medical and religious texts), the rhetoric of charms (argumentation 
techniques, belief narratives), what the charms do not say (taboo words, 
gibberish language, censorship, etc.). A great deal of information was dis-
cussed during three days of the conference, inspiring further research.

The conference days were also cheered by some moments of lei-
sure, such as the Rhythm’ and Blues concert by the UdA band, a music 
group made of students, professors, and employers of the University of 
Chieti-Pescara 2, or the tailor-suited guided tour at the Archaeological 
Museum of Chieti (Museo Archeologico Nazionale d’Abruzzo “Villa Fri-
gerj” di Chieti). This place hosts extraordinary artefacts of Italic history, 
the Capestrano Warrior, for instance, and some less famous, apparently 
ordinary objects used to perform magic and rituals. 

The conference was a precious chance to bring together scholars from 
different countries and disciplines, and share ideas, projects, and opinions, 
not to mention the opportunity to enjoy Italian food, wine, music, and 
culture together. At that time, we were absolutely unaware of how priceless 
the opportunity was to meet and join discussions together, as we are now 
after two years of social and academic restrictions due to the pandemics.

Acknowledgements

My gratitude to the many people who helped in many ways in the organi-
zation of the conference: the Rector Sergio Caputi, Carlo Martinez, head of 
the Department that sponsored the conference (Dipartimento di Lingue, 
Letterature e Culture Moderne), all the colleagues who accepted to chair 
the sessions (Mariaconcetta Costantini, Paola Partenza, Umberto Bultri-
ghini, Marco Forlivesi, Stefano Trinchese, Jonathan Roper, Jacqueline 
Borsje, Nicholas Wolf, Maire Kõiva, Svetlana Tsonkova, Lea Olsan, Davor 

	 2 UdABand, “Hit the Road Jack, Cover by UdABand”, YouTube, May 2, 2020, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=bCxRODHV3GI.
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Nikolić, Andrei Toporkov). For all the logistic and coordination during the 
conference, the excursion and the receptions: Sonia Colafrancesco, Fiorella 
Di Fonte and Luca Stirpe, with the help of many students (Asia Amicucci, 
Claudia Ballerini, Francesca Capocci, Romina Colavelli, Ludovica Croce, 
Letizia D’Alessandro, Francesco D’Avolio, Giovanni Di Francesco, France-
sca Di Marco, Martina Giansante, Jessica Iachini, Nicola La Serra, Mari-
lena Simeoni, Andrea Turavani), Mariacristina Ricci, Giziana Pantalone, 
and Nicola Di Nardo for media and communication support. Glauco Conte 
who organized the accommodation of some of our foreign speakers in the 
Benedetto Croce University Residence. The UdA band (Nicola Di Nardo, 
Romilda Tinari, Sefora Spinzo, Viviana Borrone, Angela Williams, Andrea 
Giovannoli, Giuseppe Amadio, Fabrizio Fornari, Umberto Bultrighini) for 
their stunning performance. I would also express my appreciation to all the 
members of the Committee on Charms, Charmers and Charming: Jona-
than Roper, Emanuela Timotin, Lea Olsan, James Kapalo, Mare Kõiva, 
Haralampos Passalis, Éva Pócs, Andrey Toporkov, and Daiva Vaitkevičiene.
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Credits: Photos published on the Facebook page “The Language of Magic”.
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