
5 Vowel Constellations and Secret Language

This chapter deals with an aspect of the Nag Hammadi texts often
portrayed as one of the reasons why they do not fit into a Christian
context, namely, the many passages displaying different constella-
tions of vowels. These have not been neglected in previous research
but have mainly been treated separately, in light of the particular
text and their specific context, as representing their ‘pagan’ origin.
This chapter focuses on the question of why this phenomenon
appears in an otherwise chiefly Christian text collection and how
they would have been understood and used by those who owned,
copied and read them. The vowel constellations are of particular
interest for a study, such as this one, examining the material and
visual features of the Nag Hammadi texts, although in an inverted
sense. Magical vowel constellations often constitute a striking visual
aspect of the ancient texts in which they are found – but not here.
The vowels are not highlighted in the Nag Hammadi texts, as they
are, for example, in many of the sources in Papyri Graecae Magicae
(PGM).1 What can this lack of visuality indicate?

The chapter continues the hypothesis presented in the previous
two chapters, introducing the magical evidence from the codices
and suggesting that Christian monks would have been very inter-
ested in their magical vowel features. It begins by discussing the
passages and texts that contain such features, with a brief descrip-
tion of their ancient Helleno-Egyptian context, situated mainly

1 See also The Books of Jeu, passim, in The Books of Jeu and The Untitled Text in the Bruce
Codex, ed. Carl Schmidt, trans. V. MacDermot (Leiden: Brill, 1978).
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within the traditions associated with Hermes Trismegistus and
the Sethians. This magical context is then read in light of the legacy
of the apostle Paul and the Christian texts of the Nag Hammadi
codices – particularly those belonging to the Valentinian traditions –
concerning holy sounds and words. Christian texts are seldom
brought into the discussion when magical vowel features are
explored, since the latter have mainly been associated with the
broader pagan context; it is as if Christianity was in some way
disconnected from its intellectual and social milieu. Lastly, the
discussion of the magical vowel traditions found in the Nag
Hammadi codices places them in the context of Pachomian monas-
ticism, exploring how these features would have been read by
Christian monks who spent most of their time in the inhospitable
and menacing Egyptian desert. The conclusion reached will show
that the magical vowel features of the Nag Hammadi texts would
not have been regarded as at all strange or heterodox by early
Christian monastics but, rather, have been viewed as a ritual feature
with many parallels in monastic practice.

An Overview of Magical Vowels in the Nag Hammadi Texts

Magical vowel constellations appear in several Nag Hammadi
codices, namely, in the following Sethian texts: The Holy Book of
the Great Invisible Spirit (otherwise known as The Gospel of the
Egyptians) (Codex III,2 and IV,2); Marsanes (Codex X,1); The
Trimorphic Protennoia (Codex XIII,1); and the Hermetic text
The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth (Codex VI,7). We also
encounter vowels used in this way in the badly fragmented
Sethian text, Zostrianos, in Codex VIII, but unfortunately, they
were mostly present in the parts now lost.2 These five texts all

2 On page 118 line 18, we encounter three epsilons in a row in a part of the text where
Barbelo praises the Great Invisible Spirit, and most likely in this part the other vowels
are also mentioned as part of the hymn to God.
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contain different renderings and/or repetitions of the Greek vowels
ⲁ, ⲓ, ⲉ, ⲏ, ⲩ, ⲟ,ⲱ. Before discussing how these magical aspects fit the
larger context of the Nag Hammadi collection’s use and back-
ground, let us begin by familiarising ourselves with these individual
passages and the contexts in which they appear.

The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit (The Gospel
of the Egyptians) (NHC III,2/ NHC IV,2)

This text is found in two versions, both are Coptic translations of
what seems to be a Greek Vorlage but not necessarily the same
Greek version, since there are some differences between the Coptic
translations.3 The text explains the origins and constellation of the
heavenly world consisting of an unknowable Godwho generates the
trinity, Father, Mother (Barbelo) and Son, each made up of an
Ogdoad (a constellation of eight beings/entities). Apart from these
figures, a being called the Doxomedon (Lord of glory) permeates
the whole heavenly world. He is described as a great chamber within
which sits a throne. This throne room is filled with a number of
beings, among them Christ and the race of Seth. The text then
describes the nature of the ‘trice male child’ Seth and his seed,
why they occupy the cosmos and how they can be brought back
to the heaven whence they derived. Hymns are sung and prayers are
offered to the heavenly world and the great invisible spirit. The
third part of the trinity, the Son, is made up of anOgdoad consisting
of himself and the seven vowels of the alphabet. In the first part of
the text, we encounter a passage where the three beings of the trinity
praise the great invisible spirit by reciting the vowels (see Fig. 5.1):

3 For example, the version in Codex III has twice as many Greek words as that in Codex
IV. Alexander Böhlig and FrederikWisse suggest, however, that both texts are copies of
earlier Coptic translations which is indicated by missing lines and the repetition of
certain words, producing homoioteleuton (e.g. in NHC III, 55:21 and in Codex IV,
52:17). Nag Hammadi Codices III,2 and IV,2, ed. Alexander Böhlig and Frederik Wisse
(Leiden: Brill, 1975), 1–17.
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NHC III: 44:1−44:13 NHC III: 44:1−44:13 NHC IV: 54:1−20

A hidden invisible/

ineffable mystery

came forth:

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii

ēēēēēēēē

ēēēēēēēēēēēēēē
oooooooooo

ooooooooooo
yyyyyyyyyyy

yyyyyyyyyy
eeeeeeeeee

eeeeeeeeeee

ⲛ̄ⲁ[ϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ ⲟⲩⲙⲩ]
ⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟⲛ ⲉϥϩⲏⲡ
ⲛ̄ⲁⲧ̣ⲛ̣[ⲁⲩ ⲉ]ⲣ[̣ⲟϥ
ⲁϥⲡⲣⲟ] ⲉⲗⲑⲉ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ·
ⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓ[̣ⲓⲓⲓ]
ⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏ
ⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏ[ⲏⲏ ⲟ]
ⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟ
ⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟ
ⲩⲩ̣[ⲩⲩⲩ]
ⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩ
ⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩ ⲉⲉⲉⲉ

[ⲁϥⲡⲣ̄ϣ]ⲟⲣ︦ⲡ ⲛ̄ⲉ̂ⲓ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ
[ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲟⲩ]ⲙⲩ[ⲥⲧⲏⲣⲓⲟ]ⲛ
ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲧϣⲁ [ϫⲉ] ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ[ϥ ·
ⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓ]ⲓⲓ̣ⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓ [ⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓⲓ] ⲏⲏⲏ[ⲏ]
ⲏ ̣ⲏ[ⲏ]ⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏⲏ[ⲏⲏⲏ]
ⲏⲏ ̣[ⲏⲏ]ⲏ ̣ ⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟ
[ⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟ]ⲟ̣ⲟⲟⲟⲟⲟ
ⲩⲩⲩ̣[ⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩ]ⲩ̣ⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩ
[ⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩⲩ]ⲩⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉ
[ⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉ]
ⲉⲉ̣ⲉⲉⲉⲉ[̣ⲉⲉⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁ]
ⲁ ̣ⲁⲁⲁ[ⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁ ⲱ ⲱ]

Figure 5.1 Page 54 of The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit in Codex IV,2
(left) and the fuller version of the text in Codex III,2 page 44 (right). Photo by
Basile Psiroukis. Images courtesy of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity
Records, Special Collections, Claremont Colleges Library, Claremont,
California.
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aaaaaaaaaa

aaaaaaaaaaa
ō ō ō ō ō ō ō ō ō ō ō ō

ō ō ō ō ō ō ō
And in this way the

three powers

brought praise to the

great, invisible and

incorruptible

unnameable one, the

virginal spirit of the

Father and the male

virgin.4

ⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉⲉ
ⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁ[ⲁⲁⲁⲁ]
ⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁⲁ ⲱ ⲱ
ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ̣ [ⲱ ⲱ
ⲱ] ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ
ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ ·ⲁⲩⲱ
[ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲉⲓ] ϩⲉ
ⲁⲧϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ϯ
ⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲉⲡ[ⲛⲟϭ]
ⲛⲁ̅ϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲛ ⲛⲡ̅ⲛ̅ⲁ̅̅
ⲛ̄ⲁⲧϫⲱ ⲙ̄ⲡ[ⲉϥⲣⲁⲛ]
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓⲕⲟⲛ
ⲛ̄ⲁⲕⲗⲏⲧⲟⲛ ⲙ̅ⲛ̅ ̣ [ⲧⲉϥ]
ⲁⲣⲥⲉⲛⲓⲕⲏ ⲛⲡ̅ⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲏ

ⲱ̣ [ⲱⲱⲱⲱⲱⲱⲱⲱ]ⲱ
ⲱ ⲱ ⲱ̣ [ⲱ ⲱⲱⲱⲱⲱⲱ·]
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ϯϩⲉ ̣ [ϯϣⲟⲙⲧ]ⲉ ̣
ⲛ̄ϭⲟⲙ ⲁⲩⲉⲓⲛ ̣[ⲉⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩ]
ⲥⲙ̣ⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲛⲟϭ ⲛ̄[ⲛⲁⲧⲛⲁⲩ
ⲉⲣ]ⲟϥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧϫ[ⲁϩⲙϥ̄
ⲛ̄ⲛⲁⲧϯ ⲣⲁ]ⲛ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲡⲓ
[ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲓⲕⲟⲛ ⲙ̄]ⲡ ̣̅ⲛⲁ̅̅ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ
ⲡ[ⲓⲱⲧ ⲁⲩⲱ ϯϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ]
ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛ[̣ⲟⲥ]

The latter part of the text consists of an intricate process of
creation wherein a number of light beings play different parts in
the process of bringing back the seed of Seth, now occupying
materiality. A crucial part of the salvation act is when Seth is sent
down to earth by four light beings (typical of Sethian tractates5)
and provides his seed with the power of baptism.6 The text con-
cludes with a hymnic portion. After the worthy people of Seth
have undergone baptism and the ritual termed ‘the five seals’ to
ensure that they ‘will not taste death’ (ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲩ ϫⲓ ϯⲡⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩ) (NHC
IV, 78:9–10), they offer up to the heavens a hymn which is a briefer
repetition of the above vowel recitations, a mirror of the heavenly
praises of God.7

This text is at its core a Sethian tractate but also contains some
Christian adaptations: for example, Christ who identified with Seth

4 Text and trans. (syncretic) by Böhlig andWisse, inNag Hammadi Codex III,2 and IV,2,
ed. Böhlig and Wisse, 66–71.

5 Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 30–41.
6 NHC III, 62:24–63:11; NHC IV, 74:9–74:24.
7 NHC III, 66:8–22; NHC IV, 78:10–79:3.
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in the Doxomedon; earthly Seth, who is Jesus; and John the Baptist
who is identified with a heavenly being called Yoel. The vowel
constellations represent a way for the mystagogue to establish
a direct link with the heavenly world by joining the divine beings
in heaven in their praise of God.

Marsanes (Codex X,1)

This lengthy, dense text is the only one in Codex X. The title
Marsanes is found on the last page of the approximately 68-page-
long text; of these, 54 pages are in a partial, poorly preserved state,
leaving only about 27 per cent of the text legible. Thus, any analysis
of the content must ultimately be viewed as tentative.8 That being
said, the first part of the text (1–10) and parts of the middle (25–42)
are quite well preserved, which leaves us with a rough idea of what
it contained. It is of Sethian origin and the genre is that of an
apocalypse, with many Platonic points of reference.9 The name
‘Marsanes’ refers to a legendary prophet who was taken to heaven
and witnessed things that he then related to people worthy of
receiving knowledge of the divine state.10 The text reveals a variety
of mysteries about the different levels of existence (material and
immaterial), but one central aspect is to provide information about
the descent of a saviour figure (Autogenes) and how people can
attain ascension and escape through the different levels of existence.
The material world is not rejected as evil or lost; rather, according to
the text, it should be ‘saved entirely’ (5:24). The highest being is
called the ‘silent one’ and ‘the three powered one’ and below him

8 The text is written in a Lykopolitan dialect, the same as, for example, Codex I, a dialect
which was never standardised and thus there are many variations in spelling. Nag
Hammadi Codices X and IX, ed. Birger A. Pearson (Leiden: Brill, 1981), 209–227, 229.

9 Dylan M. Burns, Apocalypse of the Alien God: Platonism and the Exile of Sethian
Gnosticism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 48–76.

10 According to Epiphanius, he knew of seven holy books kept by the so-called Gnostics,
one of them with the title ‘Marsianes’ (Epiphanius, Panarion 26:2–13).
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there are scores of heavenly beings, all of whom deserve praise. In
order for people to traverse the heavenly spheres, it is necessary to
gain the knowledge of their constitution, which is found in relations
between different letters and sounds that correspond to the structure
of the heavenly world as well as to the form of the human soul.
Thus, Marsanes spends considerable time expanding on these topics
and their importance to gaining deliverance from material restric-
tions. Below I quote the long passage 25:21–32:5, from the middle of
the text, which illustrates its deep immersion in ancient traditions
that attached the mysteries of letters and sounds to metaphysical
and soteriological matters. Figure 5.2 showcases manuscript page 31
of Codex X, which is part of this long quote.

Figure 5.2 Page 31 of Marsanes, Codex X. Photo by Basile Psiroukis. Image
courtesy of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity Records, Special
Collections, Claremont Colleges Library, Claremont, California.
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The soul, on the other hand, has

different shapes. The shape of the

soul exists in this form, i.e. (the

soul) that came into existence of

its own accord. The shape is

the second spherical part, while

the first allows it, eéiou, the self-

begotten soul, aeéiouó.

The second schema, eéiou, . . .

by those having two sounds

(diphthongs), the first being

placed after them . . .

. . . (3 lines unrecoverable) . . .

the light.

Control yourselves, receive the

imperishable seed, bear fruit, and

do not become attached to your

possessions. But know that the

oxytones exist among the vowels,

and the diphthongs which are next

to them. But the short are inferior,

and the [. . .] are [. . .] by them.

Those that [. . .], since they are

intermediate [. . .]. The sounds of

the semivowels are superior to the

voiceless (consonants). And those

that are double are superior to the

semivowels, which do not change.

But the aspirates are better than

the inaspirates (of) the voiceless

(consonants). And those that are

intermediate will accept their

ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲟ̣[ⲩⲛⲧ]ⲉⲥ ϩⲱⲱⲥ ⲁⲛ
ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲩ 〈ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛ〉ⲥⲭ̣ⲏⲙⲁ ⲉ〈ⲩ〉
ϣⲃ̄ⲃ[̣ⲉⲓⲁⲉⲓ]ⲧ̣ ⲉϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲇⲉ [ϩⲙ̄ⲡⲓ]
ⲥⲙ̣ⲁⲧ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲥⲭ[ⲏⲙⲁ ⲛ̄]ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ
ⲧⲉⲛⲧⲁϩ[ϣⲱ]ⲡ̣ⲉ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧⲥ·̄ ⲡ̣[ⲥⲭⲏ]
ⲙⲁⲇⲉ ⲟⲉ[ⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁϩⲥⲛⲉⲩ] ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲣⲟⲥ
ⲛⲥ̅ⲫⲁⲓⲣ ̣[ⲓⲕⲟⲛ] ⲉⲣⲉⲡϣⲁⲣⲡ̄ ⲟⲩⲏϩ
ⲛ̄ⲥⲱ[ϥ] ⲉ̅ⲏ̣̅ⲓ̅ ⲟ̅ⲩ̅· ⲛ̄ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ ⲛ̄ϫⲡ[ⲟ]
ⲟ̣ⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧⲥ̄· ⲁ̅ⲉ̅ⲏ̅ⲓ̅ ⲟ̅ⲩ̅ⲱ̅ [ⲡ]ⲙⲁϩⲥⲛⲉⲩ
ⲛ̄ⲥⲭⲏⲙⲁ· ⲉ̅ⲏ̅ⲓ̅ ⲟ̅ⲩ̅ ̣ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄
ⲛ̣[ⲁⲧⲥ]ⲙⲏ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡϣⲁⲣ[ⲡ̄ ⲉϥⲟ]ⲩⲏϩ
ⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲟⲩ ⲡⲉ [. . .]ⲟⲛ· ⲁⲩ[ⲱ ⲡ]ⲓϩ̣[..]ⲟ̣ⲩ
ⲡ[. . .]ⲉⲉⲓ[̣..]ⲧ̣ⲛ̄ⲛ[̣. . .]ⲟⲩ ϩ̣ⲛ̄ [. . .]ⲉ
ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲉⲓⲛ

ϣⲱ̣[ⲡ ⲁⲣ]ⲱⲧⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲧⲛ̄ϫⲓ ⲙ̄[ⲡⲉⲥ]
ⲡⲉⲣⲙⲁ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲧⲉⲕⲟ [ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ]ⲧ̣ⲛ̄ϯ
ⲕⲁⲣⲡⲟⲥ· ⲁⲩⲱ [ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ]ⲧ̣[ⲛ̄]ⲧⲙ̄ϣⲱⲡⲉ
ⲉⲣⲉ[ⲧ]ⲛ̄ⲏⲡ ⲁⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲛ̄ [ⲁⲗ]ⲗⲁ
ⲙ̄ⲙⲉ ϫⲉ ⲛⲉⲧϫⲁⲥⲓ [ⲥⲉ]ϣ̣ⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲛ̄
ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ[ⲧⲟⲩ] ⲥⲙⲏ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲩ· ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲛⲁ̣[ⲧⲥ]ⲙⲏ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ [ⲛⲛ̅]
ⲁ̣ϩⲣⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲉⲓ· ⲛ̄ⲃⲣⲁ[ⲭⲩ ⲇ]ⲉ ̣ ⲥⲉϭⲁϫϥ̄·
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄[. . ..]ⲟ̣ⲟⲩ ⲥⲉ̣ϣ̣ⲟⲟⲡ ̣ [. . .].
ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟ ̣[ⲩ]· ⲛⲉⲧ[. . .]ⲉ ̣ ⲉⲩϩⲛ̄
ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ [. . .. . .]..ⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲏ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ[̣ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲙⲓⲫⲱⲛ]ⲟⲛ ⲥⲉϫⲁⲥⲓ ⲁⲛⲉⲧⲉ
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩ ⲥⲙⲏ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲩ· ⲛⲉⲧⲕⲏⲃ ⲇⲉ
ⲥⲉϫ[ⲁ]ⲥⲓ ⲁⲛⲁ ⲧⲡⲉϣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲏ
ⲉⲙⲁⲩϣⲃ̄ⲃⲓⲉ· ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲥⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲥⲉⲥⲁⲧⲡ̄
ⲁⲙ̄ⲯⲓⲗⲟⲛ ⲛ ̣[ⲉ] ⲉⲓ ⲉⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩ ⲥⲙⲏ
ⲙ̄ⲙ ̣[ⲉⲩ] ⲛⲉⲧϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲇⲉ
ⲛⲁϣ[̣ⲁⲡ] ⲡⲟⲩϭⲗⲁⲙⲗⲙ̄ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲛ̄[ϩⲏ]
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combination in which they are;

they are ignorant of the things that

are good. They (the vowels) are

combined with the intermediates,

which are less. Form by form,

<they constitute> the

nomenclature of the gods and the

angels, not because they are mixed

with each other according to every

form, but only (because) they have

a good function. It did not happen

that <their> will was revealed.

Do not keep on sinning, and do

not dare to make use of sin. But

I am speaking to you (sg.)

concerning the three [. . .] shapes

of the soul. The third shape of the

soul is [. . .] is a spherical one, put

after it, from the simple vowels:

eee, iii, ooo, uuu, óóó. The

diphthongs were as follows: ai, au,

ei, eu, Eu, ou, óu, oi, éi, ui, ói, auei,

euéu, oiou, ggg, ggg, ggg, aiau,

eieu, éu, oiou, óu, ggg, ggg, aueieu,

oiou, Eu, three times for a male

soul. The third shape is spherical.

The second shape, being put after

it, has two sounds. The male soul’s

third shape (consists) of the simple

vowels: aaa, eee, ééé, iii, ooo, uuu,

oóó´, óóó, óóó. And this shape is

different from the first, but they

ⲧϥ̄· ⲥⲉⲟⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲥⲁⲩⲛ[̣ⲉ ⲛ̄]
ⲛⲉⲧⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲟⲩ· ⲥⲉ̣[̣ϭⲗⲙ̄]ⲗⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲇⲉ
ⲁⲛⲉⲧϩ[ⲛ̄ ⲧⲙⲏ]ⲧⲉ ⲉⲧϭⲁϫⲃ̄· ⲕⲁⲧⲁ
ⲉⲓ[ⲛⲉ] 〈ⲥⲉϣⲟⲟⲡ〉 ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲛⲟⲙ〈ⲁ〉ⲥⲓⲁ
ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲛ ̣[ⲟⲩ]ⲧⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ·
ⲟ̣[ⲩⲭⲟ]ⲧⲓ ⲉⲩⲧⲉϩⲧⲱϩ
ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲉ[̣ⲣⲏⲩ] ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲥⲙⲁⲧ ⲛⲓⲙ·
ⲁⲗ ̣[ⲗⲁ] ⲙⲟⲛⲟⲛ ⲉⲟⲩⲛ[̣ⲧ]ⲉⲩ
[ⲙ̄]ⲙⲉⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣⲅⲁⲥⲓⲁ [ⲉ]ⲛⲁⲛⲟⲩⲥ·
ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲥϣⲱ̣[ⲡⲉ] ⲁⲧⲣⲉⲡⲟⲩ〈ⲟⲩ〉ⲱϣⲉ
ϭⲱ̣̣[ⲗⲡ] ⲁⲃⲁⲗ·
ⲙⲛ̄ⲥⲱⲧⲉ ⲁⲣ̄ ⲛ̣[ⲁⲃⲓ] ⲛ̄ⲕⲣ̄ⲧⲟⲗⲙⲁ
ⲁⲧⲣⲉⲕ ̣[ⲣ̄]ⲭⲣⲁⲥⲑⲁⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲁⲃ ̣[ⲓ· ϯ]
ϫⲟⲩ ⲇⲉ ⲛⲉⲕ ⲉ[̣ⲧⲃⲉ ⲡϣⲁ]ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ
ⲛ̄ⲥ[̣ⲭⲏⲙⲁ] ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲧⲯⲩ[ⲭⲏ·
ⲡⲙⲁϩϣⲁ]ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄[ⲥⲭⲏⲙⲁ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ] ϣⲟⲟ̣ⲡ ̣ [. . .]
ⲟⲩⲥⲫⲁⲓⲣⲓⲕⲟⲛ ⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲏϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ·
ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲛⲥⲙ̣ⲏ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ
ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲡⲗⲟⲩⲛ· ⲉ̄ⲉ̄ⲉ̄· ⲓⲓⲓ ⲟⲟⲟ ⲩⲩⲩ ⲱⲱⲱ
ⲛⲁ̣ ⲧⲥⲙⲏ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲛⲉⲩϣⲟⲟⲡ
ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ϩⲁⲉⲓⲛⲉ· ⲁⲓ ⲁⲩ· [ⲉ]ⲓ ⲉⲩ· ⲏⲩ· ⲟⲩ·
ⲱⲩ· ⲟⲓ ⲏⲓ· [ⲩ]ⲓ ⲱⲓ· ⲁⲩⲉⲓ· ⲉⲩⲏⲩ· ⲟⲓⲟⲩ
[ⲅⲅ]ⲅ ̣· ⲅⲅⲅ· ⲅⲅⲅ· ⲁⲓⲁⲩ [ⲉⲓⲉⲩ]·
ⲏⲩ· ⲟⲓⲟⲩ· ⲱⲩ· ⲅⲅⲅ· [ⲅⲅⲅ]·
ⲁⲩⲉⲓⲉⲩ· ⲟⲓⲟⲩ· ⲏⲩ· [ⲛ̄]ⲥⲡ̄ ϣⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧ
ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲯⲩⲭ̣ⲏ ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲩⲧ
ⲡⲙⲁϩϣⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛ̄ⲥⲭⲏⲙⲁ
ⲟⲩⲥⲫⲁⲓⲣⲓⲕⲟⲛ [ⲡⲉ] ⲡⲙⲁϩⲥⲛⲉⲩ
ⲛ̄ⲥⲭⲏ[ⲙ]ⲁ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲏϩ ⲛ̄ⲥⲱϥ ⲟⲩⲛ ̣[ⲧⲉ]
ϥ ̣ⲥⲙ ̣ⲏ ⲥⲛ̄ⲧⲉ· ⲧⲯⲩⲭⲏ ̣ [ⲛ̄]ϩⲁⲩⲧ
ⲡⲉⲥⲙⲁϩϣⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧ [ⲛ]̅ⲥⲭ̣ⲏⲙⲁ· ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄
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resemble each other, and they

make some ordinary sounds of

this sort: aeéoó. And from these

(are made) the diphthongs.

So also the fourth and the fifth.

With regard to them, they were

not allowed to reveal the whole

topic, but only those things that

are apparent. You (pl.) were taught

about them, that you should

perceive them, in order that they,

too, might all seek and find who

they are, either by themselves

alone [. . .], or by each other, or to

reveal destinies that have been

determined from the beginning,

either with reference to themselves

alone, or with reference to one

another, just as they exist with

each other in sound, whether

partially or formally.

They are commanded to submit,

for their part is generated and

formal. (They are commanded)

either by the long (vowels), or by

those of dual time value, or by the

short (vowels), which are small

[. . .], or the oxytones, or the

intermediates, or the barytones.

And consonants exist with the

vowels, and individually they are

commanded and they submit.

ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ[ⲧⲟⲩ ⲥ]ⲙⲏ ⲉⲧⲟⲉⲓ
ⲛ̄ϩⲁⲡⲗⲟⲩⲛ [ⲁⲁ]ⲁ· ⲉⲉⲉ· ⲏⲏⲏ· ⲓⲓⲓ· ⲟⲟⲟ·
[ⲩ]ⲩⲩ· ⲱⲱⲱ· ⲱⲱⲱ· ⲱⲱⲱ [ⲁⲩⲱ]

ⲡⲉⲉⲓⲥⲭⲏⲙⲁ ϣⲃ̄ⲃ{ⲓ} [ⲉⲓⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲁ]
ⲡϣⲁⲣⲡ̄· ⲥⲉ[ⲧⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲛ]ⲧ̄ ⲇⲉ ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲉ
[ⲣⲏⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲥⲉ]ⲉⲓⲣⲉ ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ [ⲥⲙⲏ
ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟⲭ]ⲉⲓⲣⲟⲛ ⲛ̄[ⲧⲉⲉⲓϩⲉ· ⲁⲉⲏ]ⲟ̣ⲱ ̣·
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟ̣ⲧ̣ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁ ⲧⲥⲙⲏ
ⲥⲛⲧ̅ⲉ·

ⲧⲉⲉⲓϩⲉ ⲁⲛ ⲡⲙⲁϩ̣ϥⲧⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲡⲙⲁϩϯⲟⲩ· ⲉⲧⲃⲏⲧⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲕⲁⲁⲩ
ⲁ̣ϭⲱⲗⲡ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲁ ⲧⲏ[̣ⲣϥ̄] ⲁⲗⲗⲁ
ⲙⲟⲛⲟⲛ ̣ ⲛⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁ[ⲛϩ] ⲁⲃⲁⲗ
ⲁϩⲟⲩⲧⲥⲉⲃⲉ ⲧⲏⲛ[̣ⲉ] ⲁⲣⲁⲩ
ⲁⲧⲣⲉⲧⲛ̄ⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲉⲓ [ⲙ̅]ⲙⲁⲩ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥⲉ
ϩⲱⲟⲩ ⲉ[̣ⲩⲁ]ϣⲓⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲉϭⲓⲛⲉ· ϫⲉ
[ⲛⲓⲙ]ⲛⲉ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ· ⲏ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ̣ [ϩⲓⲧⲟ]〈ⲟ〉
ⲧⲟⲩ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧⲟⲩ ⲟⲩ̣[. . .]ⲏ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ
ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣ ̣[ⲏⲩ] ⲏ ⲁⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ
ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ⲧ̣[ⲁϣ] ⲉⲁⲩⲧⲁϣⲟⲩ ϫⲓⲛ
ⲛ̄ϣⲁⲣ ̣[ⲡ̄] ⲏ ⲛⲙ̄ⲙ ̣ⲟ̣ⲩ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧ̣[ⲟⲩ· ⲏ]
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲩ· ⲟ̣ⲓⲟⲛ [ⲉⲩ]ϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙⲛ̄
ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏ[ⲩ ϩⲛ̄]ⲟⲩⲥⲙⲏ· ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ
ⲙ̣[ⲉ]ⲣⲟⲥ ⲉⲓⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲉⲓⲛ̣̣[ⲉ·

ⲥⲉ]ⲟⲩⲁϩ ⲥⲁϩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ
[ⲁ]ⲣ̄ϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲏ ⲡⲟⲩ[ⲙⲉ]ⲣⲟⲥ
ϥⲟⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϫⲡⲟ· ⲁⲩⲱ̣ [ⲕⲁ]ⲧⲁ ⲉⲓⲛⲉ· ⲏ
ϩⲓⲧ̣ⲛ̄ [ⲙ̄ⲙⲁ]ⲕⲣⲟⲛ· ⲏ ⲁⲃ ̣[ⲁⲗ
ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ] ⲛ̄ⲛⲁ ⲡⲭ̣[ⲣⲟⲛⲟⲥ ⲥⲛⲉⲩ·
ⲏ] ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲓⲧ̣ⲛ̄ [ⲛ̄ⲃⲣⲁⲭⲩ ⲉ]ⲧⲥⲁⲃⲕ̄·
ⲡ̣[. . .] ⲛⲁ ̣[. . .]ⲏ ⲛⲉⲧϫⲁⲥⲓ ⲏ
ⲛⲉⲧϩⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲏ ⲛⲉⲧϭⲁϫⲃ̄ [ⲁ]ⲩⲱ
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They constitute the nomenclature

of the angels. And the consonants

are self-existent, and as they are

changed, <they> submit to the

hidden gods by means of beat and

pitch and silence and impulse.

They summon the semivowels, all

of which submit to them with one

accord, since it is only the

unchanging double (consonants)

that coexist with the semivowels.

But the aspirates and the

inaspirates and the intermediates

constitute the voiceless

(consonants). Again [. . .] they are

combined with each other, and

they are separate from one

another. They are commanded

and they submit, and they

constitute an ignorant

nomenclature. And they become

one or two or three or four or five

or six, up to seven, having a simple

sound, <together with> these

which have two sounds, [. . .] the

place of the seventeen consonants.

Among the first names, some are

less. And since these do not have

being, either they are an aspect of

being, or they divide the nature of

the mind, which is masculine,

(and) which is intermediate.

〈ⲛ̄〉ⲥⲩⲙⲫⲱⲛⲟⲛ ⲥⲉϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲧⲉ
ⲟⲩⲛ[ⲧ]ⲟⲩ ⲥⲙⲏ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲕⲁⲧⲁ ⲙⲉ[ⲣ]
ⲟⲥ ⲥⲉⲟⲩ[ⲁ]ϩ̣ ⲥⲁ̣ϩⲛⲉ ⲛⲉⲩ [ⲁ]ⲩⲱ
ⲥⲉϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ· [ⲥ]ⲉϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲛ̄〈ⲧ〉
ⲟⲛⲟⲙⲁⲥⲓⲁ [ⲛ̄]ⲛ̄ⲁⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ· ⲁⲩⲱ
[ⲛ̄ⲥ]ⲩⲙⲫⲱⲛⲟⲛ ⲥⲉϣⲟ[ⲟⲡ ϩ]ⲁⲣⲓ
ϩⲁⲣⲁⲩ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧⲟⲩ [ⲁⲩ]ⲱ ⲉⲩϣⲃ̄ⲃ
{ⲓ}ⲉⲓⲁⲉⲓⲧ {ϥⲣ̄ [ϩⲩ]ⲡ̣ⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ}

〈ⲥⲉ〉ⲣ̄ϩⲩ[ⲡ]ⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ
[ⲉ]ⲑⲏⲡ· ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲓⲧ̣ⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲛ̄[ⲛ̄ⲟ]
ⲩ̣ϣϭⲁⲁϭⲉ ̣ⲙⲛ̄ ⲟⲩ[ⲙ]ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲁϩⲉⲓⲏⲧ·
ⲙⲛ̄ ⲟⲩ[ⲕ]ⲁ̣ⲣⲱϥ ⲙⲛ̄
ⲟⲩϩⲟⲣⲙⲏ·[ⲥⲉⲣ̄]ⲕⲁⲗⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲛⲁ ⲧⲡⲉϣⲉ
ⲛ̄[ⲥⲙ]ⲏ ̣· ⲛⲉⲉⲓ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲥⲉⲣ̄ [ϩⲩⲡⲟ]
ⲧ̣ⲁⲥⲥⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩ[ⲥⲙ]ⲏ̣ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ·
ⲟⲓⲟⲛ ⲙⲟ[ⲛⲟ]ⲛ ⲛⲉⲧⲕⲏⲃ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧϣⲓ[ⲃⲉ
ⲉⲩ]ϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲛ ⲛⲁ ⲧⲡⲉ[ϣⲉ ⲛ̄ⲥⲙ]ⲏ·

ⲛ̄ⲇⲁⲥⲩ ⲇⲉ [ⲙⲛ̄ ⲙ̄ⲯⲓⲗ]ⲟ̣ⲛ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲉ
[ⲧϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲙⲏⲧⲉ ⲥⲉ]ϣⲟⲟⲡ [ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲧⲉ
ⲙⲛ̄ⲧ]ⲟ̣ⲩ ⲥⲙⲏ· ⲡⲁ[ⲗⲓⲛ . . . ⲥⲉ]
ϭⲗⲙ̄ⲗⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧ̣ [ⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏⲩ· ⲁⲩ]ⲱ̣
ⲥⲉ̣ⲡⲁⲣϫ̄ⲁⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣⲏ ̣[ⲩ] ⲥⲉⲟⲩⲉϩ
ⲥⲁ̣ϩⲛⲉ ϫⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲥⲉϩⲩⲡⲟⲧⲁⲥⲥⲉ· ⲉⲩϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲇⲉ ̣
[ⲛ̄]ⲟⲛⲟⲙⲁⲥⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲥⲁⲩⲛⲉ ⲥⲉϣⲱⲡⲉ
ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓ ⲏ ̣ ⲥⲛⲉⲩ ⲏ ϣⲁⲙⲛ̄ⲧ· ⲏ
ϥ[ⲧⲁⲩ] ⲏ ϯⲟⲩ· ⲏ [ⲥ]ⲁⲩ̣ ϣⲁϩⲣⲏⲓ ̣̈
[ⲁ]ⲥⲁϣϥ̄ ⲉⲟⲩⲛⲧⲟⲩ ⲥⲙⲏ [ⲛ]̅[ϩⲁⲡ]
ⲗⲟ̣ⲩⲛ 〈ⲙⲛ〉̅ ⲛⲉⲉⲓ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲟⲩ[ⲛⲧⲟⲩⲥⲙ]ⲏ
ⲥⲛ̄ⲧ̣[ⲉ] ⲛ̄. ⲡⲙⲁ [ⲙ̄ⲡⲙⲛ̄ⲧ]ⲥⲁ̣ ̣ϣϥ ⲉ
[ⲧⲣ̄ⲥⲩ]ⲙⲫ[ⲱⲛⲓ· ϩⲛ̄] ⲛ̄ϣⲁⲣⲡ̄ ⲛ̄ⲣⲉⲛ
ϩⲛ̄[ϩⲁⲉⲓ] ⲛⲉ· ⲥⲉϭ[ⲁϫ]ⲃ̄· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ[ⲉⲉⲓ]
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And you (sg.) put in those that

resemble each other with the

vowels and the consonants. Some

are: bagadazatha, begedezethe,

bEgEdEzEthE, bigidizithi,

bogodozotho, buguduzuthu,

bOgOdOzOthO. And the rest [. . .]

babebEbibobubO. But the rest are

different: abebEbibob, in order

that you (sg.) might collect them,

and be separated from the angels.11

ϩⲱⲥ ⲉⲙ̣[ⲛ̄]ⲧ̣ⲟⲩ ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ [ⲙ̄ⲙ]ⲉⲩ ⲏ
ⲉ[̣ⲩⲟ]ⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲉⲓⲛⲉ [ⲛ̄ⲧ]ⲟⲩⲥⲓⲁ [ⲏ]
ⲉⲩ̣̣ⲡⲱⲣ[ϫ̄ ⲁ]ⲧⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ [ⲙ̄]ⲡ ̣ⲛⲟ ̣ⲩⲥ ̣
[ⲧⲏ ⲉ]ⲧⲉ ⲑⲁⲩ[ⲧ ⲧⲉ] ⲉⲧ̣ϩⲛ̄
ⲧⲙ[ⲏⲧⲉ] ⲁⲩⲱ ⲉⲕ ̣ⲉ[̣ⲓ]ⲛ̣ⲉ ⲁϩⲟⲩⲛ ̣
[ⲛ]̅ⲛⲉϯⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲉⲣ[ⲏⲩ ⲙⲛ̄]

ⲛⲉⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲟⲩ ⲥⲙⲏ [ⲙⲛ̄]
ⲛⲉⲧⲣ̄ⲥⲩⲙⲫⲱⲛⲓ ϩⲛ̄[ϩⲁ]ⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲙⲉⲛ·
ⲃⲁ̅̅ⲅ̅ⲁ̅ⲇ̅[̣ⲁ̅]ⲍ̣̅[ⲁ̅ⲑ̅ⲁ̅] ⲃⲉ̅ⲅ̅̅ⲉⲇ̅̅ⲉⲍ̣̅̅[ⲉ]̅ⲑ̣̅ⲉ ̣̅
[ⲃⲏ̅ⲅ̅̅ⲏⲇ̅̅ⲏ]̅ ⲍⲏ ̅ⲑ̅ⲏ·̅ ⲃ ̣[ⲓ ⲅ̅̅ ⲓ ⲇ̅̅ ⲓ ̅ⲍ̅ ⲓ ̅ⲑ̅ ⲓ·̅
ⲃⲟ̅ⲅ̅̅ⲟ]̅ ⲇⲟ ̅ⲍ̅ⲟ ̅ⲑ̅ⲟ ̅ ̣ [ⲃ ̅ ⲩ̅ⲅ̅ⲩ̅ⲇ̅ⲩ̅ⲍ̅ⲩ̅ⲑ̅ⲩ̅]
ⲃⲱ̅ⲅ̅ⲱ̅ⲇ̅ⲱ̣̅[ⲍ̅ⲱ̅ⲑ̅ⲱ̅· ⲁⲩⲱ] ⲡⲕⲉⲥⲉ
[ⲉⲡⲉ]ⲃⲁ̅̅[ⲃⲉ̅ⲃ̅ⲏ̅ⲃ̅ⲓ̅ⲃ̅ⲟ̅ⲃ̅ⲩ̅̅ⲃⲱ̅̅·]
ⲡⲉⲕⲉⲥⲉⲉⲡⲉ ⲇ̣ⲉ ⲉⲩϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲛ̄
ⲟⲩϣⲃ ̄ⲃⲓⲉ· ⲃⲉ̅ⲃ̅ⲏ̅ⲃ̅ⲓ̅[̅ⲃ]̅ⲟⲃ̅ ̅ ϫⲉⲕⲁⲥⲉ
ⲉⲕⲛⲁⲥⲁⲩ[ϩ]ⲟⲩ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛⲕⲡⲱⲣϫ̄ ⲁⲛ̄
[ⲁ]ⲅⲅⲉⲗⲟⲥ.

Just as there is a strict rank in the heavenly world, the letters
of the alphabet and the different sounds humans emit when
referencing them are arranged in a strictly hierarchical way.
The secrets of the vowels contain the language of the gods and
the angels. Thus, the world and the nature of the angels is
understood to correspond to the letters of the alphabet and
their sounds in different combinations. Some are single and
individual, others are joined to one another, likened to vowels
with one single tone and consonants that are made up of more
than one sound. Information about the complex systems of
vowels, consonants, tones and shapes is intermixed throughout
the above passage with paraenetic sections calling for righteous
behaviour and study, so that readers might gain insights into the

11 NHC X, 25:21–32:5. Text and trans. Pearson, in Nag Hammadi Codices X and IX, ed.
Pearson, 293–309.
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secrets of how to separate themselves from the beings occupying
the different levels on the way up towards heaven. As in the case of
The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit, the vowels seem to be
used as a mind map of how humans are to relate to the divine,
thereby gaining assistance in accessing salvation.

What is interesting to note in the passage above is the mention
of the central role played by the number seven in relation
to vowels and letters. This is a common trope in ancient letter
speculation and vowel magic. In the writings of Philo of
Alexandria, for example, we find many lengthy expositions on
the secret and knowledge-giving merits of letters and numbers, in
particular the number seven, the most powerful of numbers.12

Philo was greatly inspired by predecessors such as Plato and the
Pythagoreans who viewed numbers as carrying secret and divine
information; numbers were associated with the higher realm,
while at the same time they were things in themselves. Indeed,
the cosmos was imbued with the structure of numbers.13 There
were seven vowels, seven musical tones and seven planets.
Everything was clearly structured. Xenocrates, Eudorus and
Plutarch’s teacher Ammonius are also said to have been fond of
numerology.14 Tiberius’ court philosopher, Trasullus, was
devoted to Pythagoras and wrote a now lost work entitled On
the Seven Musical Tones.15 The secrets of music and language were
intimately associated with the number seven. This view of the
symbolic power of the Septuagint was also adopted by the Romans

12 See especially Philo, On the Creation. Allegorical Interpretation of Genesis 2 and 3,
trans. F. H. Colson and G. H. Whitaker, Loeb Classical Library (London: Harvard
University Press, 1929).

13 Plato, The Republic, 531; John Dillon, The Middle Platonists: 80 BC to 220 (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1977), 11; Walter Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient
Pythagoreanism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972), 31ff.

14 Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 16–17, 29–30, 127–131, 184, 190; Peter Kingsley, Ancient
Philosophy, Mystery, and Magic: Empedocles and Pythagorean Tradition (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995), 320ff.

15 Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 184ff.
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and coincidedwith a renaissance of Pythagorean philosophy inRome
andAlexandria in the first century BCE and after the beginning of the
common era. Clement tells us that Hermippus wrote a book entitled
On the Number Seven,16 and Marcus Varro also wrote a now lost
work dedicated to the secrets of the number seven, called
Hebdomades.17 Porphyry tells of a certain Pythagorean Moderatus
of Gades and his speculations on the nature of numbers: all numbers
were plurals born of the Monad (one of what appear to be three
primordial pairs in this system), which then return to the Monad.
This was a clear formulation of an idea about birth and return, and
the numbers were considered by many to have a redemptive power;
by contemplating their nature, one could also redeem the nous stuck
in the body like the unity that became the plural through emanations
from the Monad.

The vowels and tones were seven in total, a fact whichOrigen also
recognised. Along with Philo, he contended that God did not rest
on the seventh day of creation, but that this day – through its
connection to the power of the number seven – was a day for
contemplation, reflection and spiritual activity. Like Philo, Origen
argued that it was unthinkable that God rested on the seventh day;18

rather, he was active in another way, in transcendent spiritual
activity.19 Thus, the seventh day was especially auspicious for con-
templation and spiritual pursuits,20 such as the explorations delib-
erated upon in the above passage from Marsanes.

The Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII,1)

This text is found in what has been termed ‘Codex XIII’, eight leaves
found in the cover binding of Codex VI. These sixteen pages consist

16 Clement, Stromata VI, 16.
17 Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights III, 10.
18 According to Eusebius, Preparations 13:12.
19 Origen, Contra Celsus VI, 61; Peri Archon II, 9:1
20 Origen, Commentary to the Gospel of Matthew XII, 36.
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of the text titled, The Trimorphic Protennoia (the three forms of
the first thought), and the first page of On the Origin of the World,
the opening of which is found on the last page of The Trimorphic
Protennoia.21 As with the two texts discussed hitherto, this is
a Sethian tractate and, like The Holy Book of the Great Invisible
Spirit, it shows some Christian influence. The text is divided into
three separate parts, retelling three instances of descent by the
saviour figure Protennoia (God’s ‘first thought’), identified with
Barbelo. This is comparable with the ending of the longer version
of The Apocryphon of John, which contains a hymn to Pronoia
who descends three times (NHC II, 30:11–31:25). The three des-
cents in The Trimorphic Protennoia are related to the sphere of
sound and speech. In the first descent Protennoia is called the
voice of the highest god who steps down in materiality to unveil
the mysteries of God to the worthy. During the second descent
Protennoia reveals yet another part of the mystery, this time as
the speech of the highest God’s voice. The final mysteries are
revealed in the third descent, when Protennoia is described as
the word of the speech of the highest God’s voice. This frame
highlights the importance placed on the nature and practice of
vowel magic. The threefold descent of Protennoia first releases
humans from sleep caused by the body, then Fate’s grasp is lifted
and, finally, the mystery called ‘the five seals’ is provided. A ritual
called ‘five seals’, together with a baptism, is also mentioned in
The Holy Book of the Great Invisible Spirit, and in The Apocryphon
of John.22 As in other Sethian tractates, the highest God is
described as a great invisible spirit who takes the three forms of

21 John D. Turner, ‘Introduction to Codex XIII’, in Nag Hammadi Codices XI, XII, XIII,
ed. C. W. Hedrick (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 360–369. On the Origin of the World is
preserved in its entirety in Codex II.

22 For a discussion of ‘the five seals’ ritual and a comparison between the three different
Sethian texts in the Nag Hammadi collection that mention it, see Alastair Logan, ‘The
Mystery of the Five Seals: Gnostic Initiation Reconsidered’, Vigiliae Christianae 51:2
(1997): 188–206; see also Christian Bull, The Tradition of Hermes Trismegistus: The
Egyptian Priestly Figure as a Teacher of Hellenized Wisdom (Leiden: Brill, 2018).
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a Father, Mother and Son. Protennoia is a manifestation of these
three aspects.

The following quote from the first part of the text illustrates the
place of magical vowel features in this text, and its ritualistic
context, here read as part of the first descent undertaken by
Protennoia:

Now the Voice that originated

from my Thought exists as three

permanences: the Father, the

Mother, the Son. Existing

perceptibly as Speech, it (Voice)

has within it a Word endowed

with every <glory>, and it has

three masculinities, three powers,

and three names. They exist in the

manner of Three ☐☐☐

which are quadrangles, secretly

within a silence of the

Ineffable One.

It is he alone who came to be, that

is, the Christ. And, as for me,

I anointed him as the glory of the

Invisible Spirit, with goodness.

Now the Three, I established alone

in eternal glory over the Aeons in

the Living Water, that is, the glory

that surrounds him who first came

forth to the Light of those exalted

Aeons, and it is in glorious Light

that he firmly perseveres. And he

stood in his own Light that

ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛⲉ ⲡϩⲣⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲇⲉ ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲁⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲉϥϣⲟⲟⲡ
ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲛⲏ ⲡⲓⲱⲧ ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ
ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲟⲩⲥⲙⲏ ⲉⲥϣⲟⲟⲡ ϩⲛ̄
ⲟⲩⲁⲓⲥⲑⲏⲥⲓⲥ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ· ⲡⲁⲓ ̈
ⲉⲧⲉⲩⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲛ̄⟦ⲟⲩⲉ⟧〈ⲉ〉ⲟⲟⲩ
ⲛⲓⲙ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲧⲉϥ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ
ⲛ̄ϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲛⲧϩⲟⲟⲩⲧ· ⲁⲩⲱ
ϣⲟⲙⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲇⲩⲛⲁⲙⲓⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ϣⲟⲙⲧ
ⲛ̄ⲣⲁⲛ ⲉⲩϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉ ⲉⲓⲣⲏⲧⲉ
ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲁⲙⲧ☐☐☐ ⲉⲩⲟ ⲛ̄ϥⲧⲟⲩ ⲕⲟⲟϩ
ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲡⲉⲧϩⲏⲡ ϩⲣⲁ ̣[ⲓ ̈ ϩ]ⲛ̄
ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲕⲁⲣⲱⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲁⲧϣⲁϫⲉ
ⲙ̄ⲙ ̣[ⲟϥ

ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲟ]ⲩ̣ⲁⲁⲧϥ ⲉⲧⲁϩϣⲱⲡⲉ ⲉⲧⲉ
ⲡⲁⲉⲓ ̣ [ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲥ̅ ⲁⲩⲱ] ⲁⲛⲟⲕ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲓⲧ̈ⲁϩⲥ̄ϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲟⲟⲩ [ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲡⲡ ̅ⲛⲁ̅
ⲛ̄ⲁ]ⲧ̣ⲛⲁ̣ⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧ̄[ⲭ̅ⲥ ̅
ⲡⲓϣⲟ]ⲙⲧ̣̣ ϭⲉ ⲁ̣ⲉⲓⲧⲉϩⲟϥ ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄
ⲟⲩ̣ⲁ[̣ⲁⲧϥ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛ̄]ϣⲁ̣ⲉⲛⲉϩ
ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ⲉϫ[ⲛ̄ ⲛⲁⲓⲱⲛ ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ ϩⲙ̄
ⲡⲓⲙⲟⲟⲩ] ⲉⲧⲟⲛϩ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ [ⲡⲉ
ⲡⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ⲉⲧⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟ]ϥ ̣ⲡⲁⲓ ̈
ⲉⲛⲧ̣[ⲁ]ϥⲣ̣̄ϣⲟ̣ ̣ⲣⲡ̣ ̣ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣ̄ⲣⲓⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ
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surrounds him, that is, the Eye of

the Light that gloriously shines on

me. He perpetuated the Father of

all Aeons, who am I, the Thought

of the Father, Protennoia, that is,

Barbelo, the perfect Glory, and the

immeasurable Invisible One who

is hidden. I am the Image of the

Invisible Spirit, and it is through

me that the All took shape, and (I

am) the Mother (as well as) the

Light which she appointed as

Virgin, she who is called

‘Meirothea’, the incomprehensible

Womb, the unrestrainable and

immeasurable Voice.

Then the Perfect Son revealed

himself to his Aeons, who

originated through him, and he

revealed them and glorified them,

and gave them thrones, and stood

in the glory with which he

glorified himself. They blessed the

Perfect Son, the Christ, the only-

begotten God. And they gave

glory, saying, “He is! He is! The

Son of God! The Son of God! It is

he who is! The Aeon of Aeons,

beholding the Aeons which he

begot. For thou hast begotten by

thine own desire! Therefore we

glorify thee: ma mó ó ó ó eia ei on

ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲉⲧϫⲟⲥⲉ ⲁⲩ̣ⲱ ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ ϩⲛ̄
ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲛ̄ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲧⲁϫ[ⲣ]ⲟ̣
ⲉϥⲙⲏⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁ̣[ϥ]ⲱϩⲉ ⲉⲣⲁⲧ̅ϥ̅
ϩⲙ̄ ⲡϥⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲓⲛ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟ[ϥ] ⲡⲁⲓ ̈
ⲉⲧⲕⲱⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ⲡⲉ ⲡⲃⲁⲗ ⲙ̄ⲡ
[ⲟⲩ]ⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲉⲧⲣ̄ⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓⲛ ⲉⲣⲟⲉⲓ ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ϩⲛ̄
ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟ[ⲩ] ⲁϥϯ ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲱⲧ ⲛ̄〈ⲛ〉
ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲧⲏⲣⲟⲩ ⲉⲧⲉ [ⲁ]ⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ
ⲡⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲱⲧ· ⲛ̄ⲧⲡⲣⲱⲧⲉⲛⲛⲟⲓⲁ
ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ⲡⲉ ⲃⲁⲣⲃⲏⲗⲱ ⲡⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲧϫ
[ⲏⲕ] ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲡⲁⲧⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟϥ
ⲉϥϩⲏⲡ· ⲛ̄ⲁⲧϣ[ⲓⲧϥ] ⲁⲛⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲑⲓⲕⲱⲛ
ⲙ̄ⲡⲡⲛ ̅ⲁ̅ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲛⲁⲩ ⲉⲣⲟ[ϥ] ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲡⲧⲏⲣϥ ϫⲓ ϩⲓⲕⲱⲛ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧ
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲧⲙⲁⲁⲩ ⲡⲟⲩⲟⲉⲓ̣ⲛⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈
ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲥⲕⲁⲁϥ ̣ⲉϥⲟⲉⲓ· ⲙ̄ⲡⲁⲣⲑⲉⲛⲟⲥ
ⲧⲁⲓ ̈ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧ[ⲉ] ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ϫⲉ
ⲙ̅ⲉ ̅ ⲓ ̅ⲣ ̅ⲟ ̅ⲑ̅ⲉ ̅ⲁ̅ ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲉⲡ ̣ⲟⲥ
ⲡ̣ϩ̣ⲣ[̣ⲟ]ⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧⲉⲙⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲟϥ·
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲁⲧϣⲓⲧϥ̄

ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ⲡⲧⲉⲗⲉⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲟⲛϩϥ
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϥ ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲛⲁⲓ ̈ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϣⲱⲡⲉ
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ̣ ϩ̣ⲓⲧ̣̣ⲟⲟⲧϥ ⲁϥⲟⲩⲟⲛϩⲟⲩ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ
ⲁϥϯ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁϥϯ ⲛⲁⲩ
ⲛ̄ϩⲉⲛⲑⲣⲟⲛⲟⲥ ⲁϥⲱϩⲉ ⲉⲣⲁⲧϥ̄ ϩⲙ̄
ⲡⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ⲉⲧⲁϥϯ ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲛⲁϥ ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈
ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ ⲁⲩⲥⲙⲟⲩ ⲁⲡⲧⲉⲗⲓⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ϣⲏⲣⲉ
ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲥ ̅ ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥϣⲱⲡⲉ
ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲧϥ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩϯ ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲩϫⲱ
ⲙ̄ⲙⲟⲥ ϫⲉ ϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ϥϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲡϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ
ⲡⲉ[̣ⲧ]ϣⲟⲟⲡ· ⲡⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲛⲁⲓⲱⲛ
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ei! The Aeon of Aeons! The Aeon

which he gave!”

Then, moreover, the God who was

begotten gave them (the Aeons)

a power of life on which they

might rely, and he established

them. The first Aeon he

established over the first:

Armédón, Nousanios, Armozel;

the second he established over

the second Aeon: Phaionios,

Ainios, Oroiael; the third over the

third Aeon: Mellephaneus, Loios,

Daveithai; the fourth over the

fourth: Mousanios, Amethes,

Éléléth. Now those Aeons were

begotten by the God who was

begotten – the Christ – and these

Aeons received as well as gave

glory.23

ⲉϥϭⲁϣⲧ ⲁⲛⲁ[ⲓ]ⲱⲛ ⲛⲁⲉⲓ
ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥϫⲡⲟⲟⲩ ϫⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲕ ⲛ̄ⲅⲁⲣ ⲁ[ⲕ]
ϫⲡⲟ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲕⲟⲩⲱϣⲉ ⲟⲩⲁⲁⲧⲕ ⲉⲧⲃⲉ
ⲡⲁⲓ ̈ⲧ̣[ⲛ]̅ϯ ⲉⲟ̣ⲟⲩ ⲛⲁⲕ· ⲙ̅ⲁ̅ ̣ ⲙ︦ⲱ︦ ⲱ̅ ⲱ̅
ⲱ̅ ⲉ ̅ ⲓ ̅ⲁ̅ ⲉ ̅ ⲓ ̅ ⲟ̅ⲛ̅ ⲉ ̅ ⲓ ̅ ⲡ[ⲓⲁⲓ]ⲱⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ
ⲛⲁ̣[ⲓⲱⲛ ⲡ]ⲁ ̣ⲓⲱ̣ⲛ ⲛⲧ̅ⲁϥⲧⲁⲉⲓϥ

ⲧⲟⲧⲉ ̣ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟϥ ⲡⲛⲟ[ⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩ]
ϫⲡ̣ⲟϥ ⲁϥϯ ⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϭⲟⲙ ⲛ̄[ⲱⲛϩ
ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲩⲧⲁϫ]ⲣⲟ ⲉⲣⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲁ[ϥ]ⲧⲉϩⲟ ⲙ̄ⲙ[ⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲙ̄ ⲡⲟⲩⲙⲁ
ⲡ]ϣ[̣ⲟ]ⲣⲡ̣ ⲙⲉⲛ ⲛ̄ⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲁϥⲧⲉϩⲟ ̣[ϥ
ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ⲉϫⲙ̄ ⲡϣⲟ]ⲣⲡ̣· ⲁ̅ⲣⲙ̅̅ⲏ ̅ⲇ̣̅ⲱ̅ⲛ ̅
ⲛⲟⲩ̅̅ⲥ ̅ⲁ̣ ̣[ⲛⲓⲟⲛ ⲁⲣⲙⲟⲍⲏⲗ ⲡⲙⲁϩ]
ⲥⲛⲁⲩ̣ ⲁϥⲧ̣ⲉϩⲟϥ [ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ⲉϫⲙ̄
ⲡⲙⲁϩⲥⲛⲁⲩ ⲛ̄ⲁⲓⲱⲛ] ⲫⲁ̅ ⲓ ̅ⲟⲛ̅ⲓ ̅ⲟ ̅ⲛ ̅
ⲁ̅ ⲓ ̄ⲛ ̅ ⲓ ̅ⲟ ̅ⲛ ̅ ⲟ ̅ⲣ ̅ⲟ ̅ ⲓ ̅ⲁ̅ⲏⲗ̅ ̅ ⲡⲙⲁϩϣⲟⲙⲧ
ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ⲉϫⲙ̄ ⲡⲙⲁϩϣⲟⲙⲧ ⲛ̄ⲁⲓⲱⲛ
ⲙⲉⲗ̅ ̅ⲗⲉ̅ⲫ̅̅ⲁ̅ⲛ ̅ⲉ ̅ⲁ̅· ⲗⲱ̅ⲓ ̄ⲟ ̅ⲛ ̅ ⲇ̅ⲁ̅ⲩ̅ⲉ ̄ⲓ ⲑ̄̄ⲁ̅ⲓ ̄
ⲡⲙⲉϩϥⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲉϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ⲉϫⲙ̄
ⲡⲙⲉϩϥⲧⲟⲟⲩ ⲙⲟ ̄ⲩ̅ⲥⲁ̅̄ⲛⲓ̄ⲟ̄ ̄ⲛ ⲁⲙⲉⲑⲏⲛ
ⲏⲗⲏ̅ⲗ̅ⲏ̅ ̅ⲑ̅ ⲛⲓⲁⲓⲱⲛ ϭⲉ ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩϫⲡⲟⲟⲩ
ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲓⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲙ̄ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩϫⲡⲟϥ ⲡⲉⲭ̅ⲥ ̅ ⲛⲁⲓ ̈ⲇⲉ ⲁⲩϯ ⲛⲁⲩ
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲉⲟⲟⲩ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲁⲩϯ ⲉⲟⲟⲩ ϩⲱⲟⲩ.

This passage has clear Christian traces as major parts of it centre
around the powers of a heavenly Christ figure. First, Protennoia
establishes her position as a manifestation of the highest god in the
world, the invisible spirit. Then we get some background informa-
tion concerning the structure of the heavens, a sort of protology.
The heavens are populated by a score of aeonic beings created by

23 NHC XIII, 37:20–39:8. Text and trans. Turner, in Nag Hammadi Codices XI, XII, XIII,
ed. Hedrick, 407–411.
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Christ, who then reveals himself to them. They in turn give praise to
Christ as a representative of the highest God in heaven, and there
follows a passage describing the order among the Aeons in the
heavens. The magical vowel features of this text are placed in the
context of the aeons praising Christ, and just as in Marsanes and
The Great Indivisible Spirit, the vowels seem to be associated with
the structure of the heavens and provide humans with an oppor-
tunity to take part in the exchange being conducted in heaven. For
this to be made possible, one must first distinguish between human
words and sound in the cosmos, and the language attached to God;
the text makes this clear by linking the different levels of sound to
the downward evolution ultimately resulting in the material exist-
ence of humans. For humans to reach God, their languages must be
made into a voice and the divine voice must be made into words.
A similar passage alluding to these views on the relation between
letters, sounds and words is found in the poetic tractate, Thunder:
Perfect Mind, in Codex VI.24

A curious material feature in The Trimorphic Protennoia which
has gone unnoticed – probably due to its being left out of tran-
scribed modern editions – concerns the three squares that appear at
the beginning of the text (see Fig. 5.3). The scribe has drawn three
quadrangles in association with the discussion of the three parts of
the highest God and the tripartite distinction between divine
sounds, a voice audible to humans and words which make it
understandable. These quadrangles reside, we read above, ‘secretly
within a silence of the Ineffable One’. The three squares, given
that the ineffability of God is mentioned in connection to them,
could refer to the mathematical proof that there was an inborn

24 NHCVI, 20:26–35 reads: ‘Hearme, you hearers; and learn of my words, you who know
me. I am the hearing that is attainable to everything; I am the speech that cannot be
grasped. I am the name of the sound, and the sound of the name. I am the sign of the
letter.’ Text and trans. George W. MacRae, in Nag Hammadi Codices V,2–5 and VI,1:
With Papyrus Berolinensis 8502, 1 and 4, ed. Douglas M. Parrott (Leiden: Brill,
1979), 251.

vowel constellations and secret language

138

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009441483.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009441483.006


transcendence, infinity if you will, built into the structure of the
cosmic system. Three squares can be placed edgewise to each
other to symbolise a right-sided triangle (see Fig. 5.4). With the
aid of the Pythagorean theorem regarding the nature of right-sided
triangles,25 one could effectively illustrate the existence of irrational
numbers: numbers that cannot be expressed as the ratio of two
whole numbers (an example is π). Irrational numbers contain
an aspect of infinity, since in their decimal form, they consisted

Figure 5.3 Page 37 of The Trimorphic Protennoia, Codex XIII. Photo by Basile
Psiroukis. Image courtesy of the Institute for Antiquity and Christianity
Records, Special Collections, Claremont Colleges Library, Claremont,
California.

25 The longest side of a right-sided triangle, squared, is always equal to the sum of the two
shorter sides squared.
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of an infinite number of decimals (1/3 for example is 0.333 . . .).
This, Plato tells us, had been demonstrated by Theodorus of Cyrene
(465–398 BCE).26

The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth (NHC VI,6)

This text is without title but has been termed ‘the discourse on
the eighth and ninth’ since the major topic of the text is the nature
of, and road towards the eighth (Ogdoad) and ninth (Ennead)
levels of existence, representing the highest heavens. This text
belongs to the tradition associated with the mythical prophet
Hermes Trismegistus. It is one of three Hermetic texts in the
Nag Hammadi collection, the other two being Prayer of
Thanksgiving and the fragment of Asclepius, all contained within
Codex VI.

The text begins as a dialogue between a teacher and his pupil.
Three pages into the text the narrative changes to a hymn to, and
a dialogue with the highest God in the heavenly world. The
Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth is mainly made up of an outline
of how initiates first enter the eighth sphere by recognising their

Figure 5.4 Right-sided triangle surrounded by three squares. Image by author.

26 Plato, Theaetetus 147D.
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unity with the all-encompassing mind (nous), and then the ninth
sphere by becoming one with the mind of the All (God). Then
follows the singing of hymns of praise to God, and finally the pupil
is told how to preserve and pass on the knowledge contained in the
work. In the following two passages, the first is a prayer directed to
God for granting the salvific vision needed to traverse the spheres:

He created everything. He who is

self-contained cares for

everything. He is perfect, the

invisible God to whom one speaks

in silence – his image is moved

when it is directed, and it

governs – the one mighty power,

who is exalted above majesty, who

is better than the honored (ones),

Zoxathazo a óó éé óóó ééé óóó ó éé

óóóóóó oooooo óóóóóó yyyyyy

óóóóóóóóóóóóóó. Zazazoth Lord,

grant us a wisdom from your

power that reaches us, so that we

may describe to ourselves the

vision of the eighth and the

ninth.27

ⲁ̣ϥⲥ̣ⲱⲛⲧ̄ ⲛ̄ⲕⲁ ⲛⲓⲙ· ⲡⲉⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲛ̄ⲧⲁϥ
ⲟⲩⲁⲁϥ ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧϥ̄· ⲉϥ ϥⲓϩ̣ⲁ ⲟⲩⲟⲛ
ⲛⲓⲙ· ⲉϥⲙⲉϩ· ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧ̣ⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲥ
ⲉⲧⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ·
ⲥⲉⲕⲓⲙ ⲉⲧⲉϥ{ϩ̄ⲓ}ⲕⲱⲛ ⲉⲩⲣ̄ⲇⲓⲟⲓⲕⲉⲓ
ⲙ̅ⲙⲟⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲥ{ⲉ}ⲣ̄ⲇⲓⲟⲓⲕⲉⲓ· ⲡϫⲱⲱⲣⲉ
ⲛⲧ̅ⲇⲩⲛⲁⲙⲓⲥ ⲡⲉⲧϫⲟⲥⲉⲁ
ⲧⲙⲛⲧ̅ⲛⲟϭ· ⲡⲉⲧⲥⲟⲧⲡ̄ ⲁⲛ ⲧⲁⲉⲓⲟ ̂
ⲍ̅ⲱ̅ⲝ ̅ⲁ̅ⲑ̅ⲁ̅ⲍ̅ⲱ̅ ⲁ̅ ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ ⲉ̅ⲉ̅ ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ ⲏ̅ⲏ̅ⲏ̅
ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ ⲱ̅ ⲏ̄ⲏ̄ ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ ⲟ̄ⲟ̄ⲟ̄ⲟ̄ⲟ̄
ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄
ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅ⲱ̅
ⲍ̅ⲱ̅ⲍ̅ⲁ̅ⲍ̅ⲱ̅ⲑ̅ ⲡϫⲟⲓⲥ̈ ⲙⲁϯ ⲛⲁⲛ
ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲧⲉⲕⲇⲩⲛⲁⲙⲓⲥ
ⲉⲧⲡⲏϩ ϣⲁⲣⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲣⲉⲛϫⲱ ⲛⲁⲛ
ⲛ̄ⲑⲉⲱⲣⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲑⲟⲅⲇⲟⲁⲥ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲑⲉⲛⲛⲁⲥ·

The second passage containing vowels appears five pages later, in
a hymn sung in praise to God for receiving salvation:

After these things, I give thanks

by singing a hymn to you. ‘For

I have received life from you,

ⲱ̂ ⲡϩⲙⲟⲧ [ⲙ]ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲥⲁ ⲛⲁⲓ·̈ ϯϣⲡ̄
ϩⲙⲟⲧ [ⲉⲉⲓ]ⲣ̄ϩⲩⲙⲛⲉⲓ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ·
ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲉⲓϫ[ⲓ] ⲡ ̣ⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲅⲁⲣ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧⲕ·̄

27 VI, 56:8–26. Text and trans. James Brashler, Peter A. Dirkse andDouglasM. Parrott, in
Nag Hammadi Codices V,2–5 and VI,1, ed. Parrott, 355–357.
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when you made me wise. I praise

you. I call your name that is

hidden within me: a óó éé óóó

ééé óóó ó éé óóóóóó oooooo

óóóóóó yyyyyy

óóóóóóóóóóóóóó you are the

one who exists with the spirit.

I sing a hymn to you reverently.’

Omy son, write this book for the

temple at Diospolis in

hieroglyphic characters, entitling

it ‘The Eighth Reveals the

Ninth’.28

ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲣ̣ⲉⲕⲁⲁⲧ ⲛ̄ⲥⲟⲫⲟⲥ· ϯⲥⲙⲟⲩ
ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ϯⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲕⲣⲁⲛ ⲉⲧϩⲏⲡ
ϩⲣⲁⲓ ̈ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ ⲁ̄ ⲱ̄ ⲉ̄ⲉ̄ ⲱ̄ ⲏ̄ⲏ̄ⲏ̄ ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄
ⲓ̄ ⲓ̄ ⲓ̄ ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ ⲟ̄ ⲟ̄ ⲟ̄ ⲟ̄ ⲟ̄ ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄
ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ⲩ̄ ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄
ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ⲱ̄ ⲛⲧ̅ⲟⲕ ⲡⲉ
ⲡⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲡ ̄ⲡⲛ̅ⲁ̅̅ ϯⲣ̄ϩⲩⲙⲛⲓ
ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧ ⲛⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲱ
ⲡⲁϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓϫⲱⲙⲉⲥⲁϩϥ̄ ⲁⲡⲉⲣⲡⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲇⲓⲟⲥⲡⲟⲗⲓⲥ· ϩⲛ̄ ϩⲉⲛⲥϩⲁⲓ ̈ ⲛ̄ⲥⲁϩ
ⲡⲣⲁⲛ ϣ̄ⲉⲕⲣ̄ⲟⲛⲟⲙⲁⲍⲉ ⲉⲑⲟⲅⲇⲟⲁⲥ
ⲟⲩⲱⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲃⲟⲗ ⲛ̄ⲑⲉⲛⲛⲁⲥ·

Figure 5.5 Pages 56 and 61 of The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth, Codex VI.
Photo by James M. Robinson. Images courtesy of the Institute for Antiquity
and Christianity Records, Special Collections, Claremont Colleges Library,
Claremont, California.

28 VI, 61:3–22. Text and trans. by Brashler et al., inNag Hammadi Codices V,2–5 and VI,1,
ed. Parrott, 366–369.
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Here the two instances of vowel recitation occur in different
contexts, as a prayer and as a hymn of thanksgiving. In The
Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth, the vowels do not sync with
the structures of the heavens, as in the Sethian tractates. This is not
surprising considering that materiality has a different standing in
this Hermetic text, which echoes a Stoic notion that materiality is all
there is (granted, in both much finer and rougher constellations).
Here the vowels are associated with the hidden structure of the
cosmos and the seven spheres which make up the cosmos, as well as
with the seven planets and the archons guarding them. This is the
underlying law of all existence, ultimately a manifestation of the
highest divine principle. By tapping into this structure, the initiate
shows awareness of the hidden knowledge required to be let
through the spheres and to open up communication with the God
above and assure personal ascent after death. The text ends with
the initiate promising to preserve and safeguard the knowledge of
the Hermetic tradition and pass it on. References are made to an
Egyptian context – hieroglyphs, Egyptian gods and temples are
mentioned – revealing either a common antique appropriation of
Egyptian culture due to its being imbued with mystic knowledge or,
as Bull has argued, an actual Egyptian priestly context for the text.29

Contextualising Magical Vowel Features

Previous studies have bestowed ample attention on the individual
Sethian and Hermetic contexts of these magical vowel passages,
both of which are based on Graeco-Egyptian traditions much older
than the texts themselves.30 I shall not here attempt to give

29 The latter is the argument put forward in Bull, The Tradition of Hermes Trismegistus.
30 John D. Turner, ‘From Baptismal Vision to Mystical Union with the One: The Case of

the Sethian Gnostics’, in Practicing Gnosis: Ritual, Magic, Theurgy and Liturgy in Nag
Hammadi, Manichaean and Other Ancient Literature. Essays in Honor of Birger
A. Pearson, ed. A. D. DeConick, G. Shaw and J. D. Turner (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 411–431;
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a complete conceptual background of what went into the art of
vowel magic, merely mentioning the main ideas needed to facilitate
the following discussion on their place within the Nag Hammadi
collection as a whole, as well as within a monastic setting.

Any discussion of vowel magic should take its departure from
ancient views concerning the close intermingling of physics, medi-
cine and theory of mind, that is, the way cognition and emotions
were thought to work. As Hans Dieter Betz writes, the practice
of magic was closely linked to local and everyday use. People
referenced magical words and formulas, and experts touted know-
ledge of them, for very practical reasons: to improve life here and
now, to solve the problems everyone faces in terms of love, health,
finances and politics.31 In the PGM we have many examples of this,
where spells consisting of holy names and constellations of vowels
are used for everything from improving one’s memory32 or vision,33

to love spells,34 enticing dreams35 and attracting a particular person
to one’s side.36 The art of vowel magic, also clearly represented in
the PGM, had a second more transcendent function in that it was
a way to establish communication with the gods for spiritual
edification.37 This is what we find in the Nag Hammadi texts.

Ian Gardner, ‘The Sethian Context to a Coptic Handbook of Ritual Power
(= P. Macquarie I)’, in Proceedings of the 27th International Congress of Papyrology, ed.
T. Derda, A. Łajtar and J. Urbanik (Warsaw: University of Warsaw, 2016), 755–766;
Malcolm Choat, ‘Gnostic Elements in Ancient Magical Papyri’, in The Gnostic World,
ed. G. W. Trompf, G. B. Mikkelsen and J. Johnston (Abingdon and New York:
Routledge, 2019), 217–224; Burns, Apocalypse of the Alien God, passim; Bull, The
Tradition of Hermes Trismegistus, 331–368.

31 The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells, vol. I: Texts, ed.
and trans. Hans Dieter Betz (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1986),
xliv–xlviii.

32 PGM III, 467–478.
33 PGM IV, 930–1114.
34 PGM XXXVI, 361–371.
35 PGM XII, 107–21.
36 PGM CVIII, 1–12.
37 See, for example, PGM XIII, 343–646.
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Vowels are used as means to give praise to and facilitate the
soul’s contact and ultimate unity with the divine. The term
‘magic’ should not confuse us when discussing vowel magic,
and we should at the outset rid ourselves of any pejorative
connotations attached to the practice as ‘proper’ religion’s
degenerate sidekick. The practice of seeking knowledge and
indeed power in the art of sounds, letters and numbers – in
both the more practical and the theological aspects of vowel
magic – was firmly established in a systematic and an ancient
scientific approach to the world. But the Nag Hammadi codices
consist mostly of Christian texts, produced and owned by
Christians. As I have mentioned, and as becomes clear from
the images provided here of the texts, the vowel constellations
are not highlighted as one might expect if they were used in
a ritual setting. So, how and why would the Christian owners of
the Nag Hammadi texts read these representations of ancient
vowel magic? Before tackling these questions, it is worthwhile
surveying Christian views of holy words, letters and sounds,
which are addressed in the following section.

Christian Use of ‘Pagan’ Techniques of Holy Letters

and Sounds

Paul refers to an ability to speak a special language which directly
communicates with God. These are ‘unintelligible sounds’
(στεναγμοῖς ἀλαλήτοις), gifts of the spirit which put humans in
contact with God (Rom 8:26). In 1 Corinthians, Paul distinguishes
between the speech of men and angels (1 Cor 13–15), and claims that
the speech of the spirit is only grasped by God: ‘no one understands
them, since they are speaking mysteries in the Spirit’ (οὐδεὶς γὰρ
ἀκούει, πνεύματι δὲ λαλεῖ μυστήρια) (1 Cor 14:2). Further on in the
same letter, Paul differentiates between ordinary human wisdom
and spiritual teaching, which is ‘not taught by human wisdom but
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taught by the Spirit’ (οὐκ ἐν διδακτοῖς ἀνθρωπίνης σοφίας λόγοις ἀλλ’
ἐν διδακτοῖς πνεύματος) (1 Cor 2:13–14).

The study of glossolalia in the Bible is a vast field of research.
Paul’s references to the gift of spiritual speech in association with
the situation in Corinth is often read in parallel with the references
to speaking in tongues mentioned in Mark 16:17, where Jesus tells
the apostles that those who believe in himwill speak in new tongues;
and Acts 2:6, 10:46 and 19:6, where people who have received the
Holy Spirit speak in tongues, a language foreign people of diverse
origins could all understand. This spontaneous ability to commu-
nicate with foreign people through a holy or angelic language can
be viewed as an aspect of wider antique phenomena involving
holy words, letters and speech. However, glossolalia was far from
a Christian invention. The Testament of Job, a first-century apocry-
phon of the story of Job, describes Job’s daughter as speaking in
angelic language. The Greeks viewed the language of the gods as
alien to humans; thus, if spoken, it would sound like gibberish to
human ears, as was the case with the Pythia, the oracle at Delphi,
who needed trained priests to interpret her speech as she was
possessed by Apollo. Speaking in tongues or while possessed by
the gods was an ability assigned to sages and holy figures or one that
was spontaneously granted to a few holy people. It was associated
with the eighth sphere of the cosmic realm and, as such, it could be
viewed as the ultimate objective of those who explored vowel magic
pertaining to the structure of the cosmos and its origin in the work
of the gods. In the Hermetic text Poimandres, the beings in the
eighth sphere sing praises to the gods in a language that belongs
only to them.38

The Christian phenomenon of glossolalia was surely informed
and made more credible through its association with the wider
context of letters and sounds, intimately intertwined with the

38 Poimandres 26. Trans. Walter Scott, in Hermetica: The Ancient Greek and Latin
Writings Which Contain Religious or Philosophic Teachings Ascribed to Hermes
Trismegistus (Oxford: Clarendon, 1924–1936), 129.
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structure of the cosmos and its divine governance. Nevertheless,
scholars of the Bible and early Christianity have undoubtedly been
hesitant to read early Christian expressions of glossolalia in the
context of ancient magical vowel features. In his study of the
intricacies of the Corinthian conflict and the legacy of Paul, Dale
Martin writes in connection with a discussion of the social meaning
of glossolalia that ‘one might include here, though I do not, the
function of “nonsense” terms (at least to outsiders if not to insiders)
in Gnostic literature and magical papyri’.39 Martin argues that
divine or angelic speech was a high-status marker for those who
possessed it. His choice to exclude magical vowel features and their
ritual aspect is strange, particularly considering that gaining divine
speech through exploring vowels would serve to strengthen his
hypothesis that glossolalia had high social status and was an ability
chiefly showcased among people in leadership roles. Attaining
a mastery of divine speech through vowel exploration would only
have been possible among those deeply initiated or who had under-
gone serious study and practice of the rituals and the complexities
undergirding them. Yet Martin is far from alone in excluding the
relevance of magical vowel features from studies of early Christian
glossolalia; indeed, he represents one of the more balanced
dismissals.40 My point here is not to argue that vowel magic is
relevant to discuss in every early Christian setting where holy
sounds and words are mentioned, only that the phenomenon
should not be automatically disregarded as by definition something
un-Christian. Rather, magical vowel features should be approached
as an aspect of the broader religious scene involving speculations

39 Dale Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 267 n. 8.
40 Andrews, E. ‘Gift of Tongues’, in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, ed.

K. R. Crim and G. A. Buttrick (Nashville: Abingdon, 1981), vol. IV, 671–672;
Gordon Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987);
Luke Timothy Johnson, Religious Experience in Earliest Christianity (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1998); Eddie Ensley, Sounds of Wonder: Speaking in Tongues in the Catholic
Tradition (New York: Paulist Press, 1977).
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about the secrets contained in letters and sounds, which would also
have been relevant for and utilised by Christians. To illustrate its
relevance for interpreting Christian texts, let us take some examples
from those found in the Nag Hammadi library, as some of those in
the Valentinian tradition, for example, are well suited to be read in
light of references to the power of sounds and letters as gateways to
higher truths.41

In The Interpretation of Knowledge (NHC XI,1), for example,
some people are portrayed as having access to free-flowing
prophetic speech.42 This causes strife within the congregation rep-
resented in the text, as others became jealous. The congregants
asked ‘Why does he speak while I do not?’43 To this the text

41 The Nag Hammadi codices contain several Christian texts that can be said to belong
to the theological heritage associated with Valentinus. These are, conservatively counted,
The Gospel of Truth (NHC I,2), The Tripartite Tractate (NHC I,5), The Interpretation of
Knowledge (NHC XI,1), The Gospel of Philip (NHC II,3) and A Valentinian Exposition
(NHCXI,2). TheValentinian texts foundwithin theNagHammadi codices represent the
largest collection of Valentinian texts extant from antiquity.

42 That The Interpretation of Knowledge is informed by Paul is accepted by most
scholars. Elaine Pagels has studied the text in detail in light of Pauline perspectives in
‘Introduction to The Interpretation of Knowledge’, in Nag Hammadi Codices X, XI,
XII, ed. Hedrick, 21–30; see also Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of
The Pauline Letters (Philadelphia: Trinity Press, 1975); Elaine Pagels, ‘Pursuing the
Spiritual Eve: Imagery and Hermeneutics in the Hypostasis of the Archons and the
Gospel of Philip’, in Images of the Feminine in Gnosticism, ed. Karen King
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press 1988), 187–206. Here she argues, among other things, that
the images of the feminine in ‘Gnostic texts’ are not mere reinterpretations of Genesis
but also strongly influenced by Pauline writings.

43 NHC XI, 16:34–35: ⲉⲩ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲛ ϣⲉϫⲉ ⲁⲛⲁⲕ ⲛ̄ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϯϣⲉϫⲉ ⲉⲛ. The Interpretation of
Knowledge is badly fragmented, especially the first half of the text. My translation here
is a modified version of John D. Turner and Elaine Pagels’ transcription and
translation in Nag Hammadi Codices XI, XII, XIII, ed. Hedrick, 65–66. I have also
consulted Uwe-Karsten Plisch, Die Auslegung der Erkenntnis (Nag-Hammadi-Codex
XI,1) (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1996); and especially Wolf-Peter Funk,
Louis Painchaud and Einar Thomassen, L’interprétation de la gnose: NH XI, 1
(Quebec: Peeters, 2010); and Einar Thomassen’s English translation, ‘The
Interpretation of Knowledge’, in The Nag Hammadi Scriptures, ed. Marvin Meyer
(New York: HarperOne, 2007), 651–662.
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responds, ‘You also possess that which exists among your brothers,
that which flows forth as gifts. But if someone is making progress in
(studying) the Word, do not be hindered by this.’44 ‘For what he
says is yours, and the contemplation of the Word, and that which
speaks it, is of the same power.’45 The cosmos is ruled, we read, by
a structure that can be transcended through the Word. Beyond the
low cosmic ‘harmony’ (ⲑⲁⲣⲙⲟⲛⲓⲁ) exists an aeonic ‘symphony’
(ⲧⲥⲩⲙⲫⲱⲛⲓⲁ) (18:22–27).46 These moral exhortations addressing
a congregation in conflict are all found in the second half of
The Interpretation of Knowledge. But it is in the first part, consisting
of a mythological backdrop,47 where we find the keys unlocking
the mechanisms of the aural references in The Interpretation of
Knowledge, explaining how the cosmic oppressive harmony is
thought to have related to the aeonic symphony. People are
described as clothed in a ‘garment of condemnation’ (ϣⲧⲏⲛ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ
ⲧⲕⲁⲧⲁⲇⲓⲕⲏ) or ‘flesh of condemnation’ (ⲥⲁⲣⲝ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ⲕⲁⲧⲁⲇⲓⲕⲏ).
These ‘clothes’ are contrasted with how the Father clothes the
Son: with the Aeon, the ‘living rational elements’ (ϩⲛ̄ⲥⲧⲟ[ⲓⲭ]ⲉⲓⲟⲛ
ⲛ̄ⲗⲟⲅⲓⲕⲟⲛ ⲉⲩⲁⲁⲛϩ).48 Here the word ‘elements’ (στοιχεῖα) is used

44 NHC XI, 16:28–33: ⲟⲩⲛⲧⲉⲥ ⲛⲏ ⲟⲩⲛ[ⲧ]ⲉⲕ̣ⲥ ϩⲱⲱⲕ· ⲧⲉⲉⲓ 〈ⲉⲧⲉ〉 ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ〈ⲥ〉̄
ⲉⲣⲉⲛ ̣ⲉⲉⲓⲁⲡⲟϩⲣⲟⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉϩⲙⲁⲧ ϣⲟ[ⲟ]ⲡ̣ ϩ̄ⲛ̄ ⲛⲉⲕⲥⲛⲏⲩ· ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ⲟⲩⲛ ⲟⲩⲉ[ⲉⲓ]ⲡ̣ⲣⲟⲕⲟⲡⲧⲉ ϩ̄ⲙ̄
ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲡ̄ⲣ ̄ϫ̣ⲓ ̣ ϫⲣⲁⲡ ϩ̄ⲙ̄ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ.

45 NHC XI, 16:35–38: ⲛ̄ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ϯϣⲉϫⲉ ⲉⲛ ⲡⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ ⲅⲁⲣ ϫⲟⲩ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁϥ ⲟⲩⲡⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲱⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲁⲩⲱ
ⲡⲉⲧⲣ̄ⲛⲟⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ ⲙ̄ⲛ̄ ⲡⲉⲧϣⲉϫⲉ ϯϭⲁⲙ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲧⲉ.

46 The original Coptic/Greek words illustrate the structural similarities between an
oppressive structure (cosmic harmony) and a heavenly one (aeonic symphony) and at
the same time highlight the aural connotations.

47 First, we read of prehistoric times and strife (NHC XI, 3–7), of the Soul’s downward
journey (NHC XI, 8–10) and the nature of the cosmos (NHC XI, 11–13).

48 This might be influenced by Romans 13:13–14, which also addresses a congregation
where jealousy seems to have been an issue and mentions a garment of Christ that
should be put on instead of concentrating on one’s fleshly form. Rom 13:13–14: ‘let us
walk decently as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, not in illicit sex and
licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy. Instead, put on the Lord Jesus Christ,
and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.’
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for the Aeon in which the Son is clothed.49This term is often used to
refer to the building blocks of the cosmos and the human body, the
four elements.50 In The Interpretation of Knowledge humans ‘were
made slaves’ (14:34–35) and will stay thus as long as they are stuck in
the ‘garment of condemnation’ and in the body, and will continue
to be attacked by evil powers (6:30–32).51 What separates the elem-
ents of the body and the elements of the Aeons are the qualifying
words ‘living’ and ‘rational’ (11:36–37). The elements that make up
the flesh are irrational (without Logos, without form), what Philo

49 In The Apocryphon of John, it is Fate/the counterfeit spirit that binds the human to
fire, earth, water and air (NHC II, 28:13–32, BG 55). For Paul, humans were slaves to
the elements, lower powers and archons before Christ came (Rom 8:38–39; Gal 4:3–9; 1
Cor 15–24. Exactly how ‘the elements of the cosmos’ and the different powers and
angels are to be understood in Paul’s epistles is debated. For an overview and one
interpretation, see Denzey Lewis, Cosmology, chapter 3. For pseudo-Pauline sources
see, for example, Eph 2:3 and Col 2:8–20). In Galatians 4:3–5 Paul writes that ‘while we
were minors, we were enslaved to the elemental principles (τὰ στοιχεῖα) of the world.
But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born
under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might
receive adoption as children.’ As we have seen, in 1 Corinthians, the speech of those
who have accepted Christ and the holy spirit may possess divine qualities. Something
similar is expressed in The Interpretation of Knowledge and in all likelihood the
Pauline letters are a great influence.

50 As in Excerpts from Theodotus 81. In The Apocryphon of John, the ‘tomb of the body’ is
made from ‘earth and water and fire and air’ (BG 55:4–6), and it is this in ‘which they
clothed the man as a fetter of matter’ (BG 55:10–13). Plato mainly refers to the four
γένη, and the word element (στοιχεῖον) is used for building blocks that are not visible.
Further, hemaintained that the division into basic elements was pre-Socratic, deriving
from Empedocles (Plato, Timaeus 48B). Aristotle’s famous categorisation of the
cosmos includes the four elements, each characterised by a bodily feature such as hot,
cold, dry, wet (On Generation and Corruption 328b26–329b25). In the Orphic Hymns
5:4 and in Ovid’sMetamophoses 236–256, the word στοιχεῖα is also used for these four
elements. Philo accused pagans of worshipping these στοιχεῖα (On Abraham 68–88).

51 Thomassen, in Nag Hammadi Scriptures, ed. Meyer, 656. The same metaphor is found
in Valentinus’ fragment 2, where we are also told to purify our hearts from these lower
beings, just as in The Interpretation of Knowledge 20:14–23. However, the relation
between the fragments of Valentinus and later Valentinianism is a debated topic. See
Christoph Markschies, Valentinus Gnosticus? Untersuchungen zur valentinianischen
Gnosis mit einem Kommentar zu den Fragmenten Valentins (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
1992).
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called ‘lifeless elements’,52 which makes them subject to Fate and
other lower powers.53 This is only one example of how a Christian
text employs precisely the same structures and theoretical ideas that
undergirded the magical vowel features found in the Sethian and
Hermetic texts discussed above. There are, however, even clearer
statements in other Valentinian Nag Hammadi texts.

In The Gospel of Truth, for example, the aural and letter imagery
is more prominent. At the outset we read that Error is the reason for
the cosmic creation. But those who are predestined to salvation,
those who are mentioned in ‘the book of the living’, may escape.
That which is written in this book ‘are letters of truth which only
those speak who know them’ (23:8–10). These people are likened to
sheep who have fallen into a pit but who have access to a certain
voice, which is designed to call out to the Father: ‘the Father is the
sign in their voice’ (ⲡⲓⲙⲁⲉⲓⲛⲉ· ⲙ̄ⲡⲉⲧⲛ̄ ⲡⲟⲩϩⲣⲁⲩ ⲡⲉ· ⲡⲓⲱⲧ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ)
(32:17). Tjitze Baarda has suggested that this sign correlates to the
sound made by a sheep – in Greek βῆ – whose numerical value if
cried out twice would equal the number one hundred, which is
mentioned in the sentence before (the sign of the Father), the sign of

52 Philo, On the Contemplative Life 3–4.
53 Plato connected the Moirai and Ananke to cosmic motions and the turning of time,

describing the Moirai sisters’ work, especially Clotho’s spinning of her wheel, and
connecting it to the movement of the seven circles, the turning of the cosmos and of
time. Plato also mentions the spindle of Necessity (Ananke) in this passage, ‘on which
all the revolutions turn’ (Republic X, 616–617). A goddess associated with weaving in
Egyptian mythology was the sister of Isis, Nephtys, particularly with regard to the
linen grave clothes in which the dead were wrapped (Geraldine Pinch, Egyptian
Mythology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 171). Zeno called Fate ‘a
moving power’ (δύναμις κινητική) (SVF 1, 175; 1, 176.) For Hermetic writings, see
Corpus Hermeticum 12, where we read that all humans are subjected to Fate. For details
on Hermetic Fate, see Denzey Lewis, Cosmology, chapter 5. For Sethian texts see, for
example, On the Origin of the World 123.12–18, where Fate is portrayed as a co-worker
with the archons and works to enslave the human in the cosmos, a cosmos that
‘wandered astray (ⲣⲡⲗⲁⲛⲁⲥⲑⲉ) throughout all time’. Pheme Perkins called Fate in this
text ‘like a natural law’. See Pheme Perkins, ‘On the Origin of the World (CG II, 5):
A Gnostic Physics’, Vigiliae Christianae 34:1 (1980): 41.
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perfection.54 This is a creative reading indeed, but it nevertheless
underscores the esoteric nature of the references used in the text.
Just as in The Interpretation of Knowledge the structure of the world
is juxtaposed with the heavens using aural references.

In several Valentinian tractates the ‘Name’ of the Father is asso-
ciated with the Son.55 In The Gospel of Truth this Name is connected
to a certain voice (ⲥⲙⲏ). The passages on pages 20–21 of The Gospel
of Truth describe how the saved humans receive teaching and are
given a Name and knowledge about themselves and their origin.
These humans are contrasted with the humans who ‘have no Name,
have no voice’ (ⲙ̄[ⲙ]ⲉ[̣ⲩ] ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲣⲉⲛⲙⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲉⲩ̣ ⲙ̄ⲙⲉⲩ ⲛ̄ⲧⲥⲙⲏ) (NHC
I, 22:1–2). In one passage Jesus speaks to humans in the form of
a voice of light: ‘he spoke new things, speaking about what is in the
heart of the Father, bringing forth the flawless speech, for light had
spoken through his mouth and his voice’.56 One last passage must
be mentioned, here, one that might pertain directly to the art, or at
least to the context, of vowel magic. In the first part of the text, we
read how the Father reveals himself to the Aeons directly under him
in heaven by introducing them to the content of the book of life:

This is the knowledge of the living

book, which he revealed to the

Aeons at the end as his letters,

revealing how they are not vowels

nor are they consonants, so that

ⲉⲧⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲓⲥⲁⲩⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ
ⲡⲓϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ ⲉⲧⲁⲛϩ̄ ⲉⲛⲧⲁϥ
ⲟⲩⲁⲛϩϥ̄· ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲁⲓⲱⲛ ⲁⲧⲑⲁⲏ
ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲥ̣ϩ̣ⲉ[̣ⲉⲓ ⲛⲧⲟ]ⲟⲧϥ̄ ⲉϥⲟⲩⲁⲛϩ̄
ⲁⲃⲁ̣ⲗ ̣· ⲉⲓϣ̣ ̣[ⲉ]ϫⲉ ⲉϩⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲡⲟⲥ ⲉⲛ ⲛⲉ·

54 (b(2)+h(8)=10 and 10x10 is 100. Tjitze Baarda, Essays on the Diatessaron (Leuven:
Peeters, 1994), 140–141.

55 The Father’s name is the Son. This is reminiscent of Valentinus’ fragment 2 in which
the act of parrhesia is the manifestation of the Son, as well as fragment 1 where
parrhesia is associated with the Name of the Father.

56 NHC I, 31:9–15: ⲉϥϣⲉϫⲉ ⲁⲛ ϩⲛ̄ ϩⲃ̄ⲃⲣ̄ⲣⲉ· ϫⲓⲛ ⲉϥϣⲉϫⲉ ⲁⲡⲉⲧϩⲛ̄ ⲫⲏⲧ· ⲙ̄ⲡⲓⲱⲧ· ⲉⲁϥⲉⲓⲛⲉ
ⲁⲃⲁⲗ· ⲙ̄ⲡϣⲉϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲧϣⲧⲁ· ⲉⲁϥϣⲉϫⲉ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲛ̄ ⲣⲱϥ ⲛ̄ϭⲓ ⲡⲟⲩⲁⲉⲓⲛ ⲟⲩⲁϩⲛ̄ ϯⲥⲙⲏ. Text
and trans. Harold W. Attridge and George W. MacRae, modified, in Nag Hammadi
Codex I, ed. Attridge, 100–101.
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one might read them and think of

something foolish, but (rather

that) they are letters of the truth,

which they alone speak who know

them. Each letter is a complete

<thought>, like a complete book,

since they are letters written by the

Unity, the Father having written

them for the Aeons, in order that

by means of his letters they should

know the Father.57

ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ̣ ϩⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲏ ⲟⲩⲇⲉ ϩⲛ̄ⲥϩⲉⲉⲓ ⲉⲛ ̣ ⲛⲉ·
ⲉⲩϣⲁⲁⲧ· ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩϩⲣⲁⲩ ϣⲓⲛⲁ
ⲛⲧⲉⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓ ⲁϣⲟⲩ ⲛ̄ϥⲙⲉⲩⲉ
ⲁⲩⲡⲉⲧϣⲟⲩⲉⲓⲧ· ⲁⲗⲗⲁ ϩⲛ̄ⲥϩⲉⲉⲓ
ⲛⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲉ ϯⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲙⲏⲉ ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲩ ⲉⲩϣⲉϫⲉ
ⲉⲩⲥⲁⲩⲛⲉ ⲙ̄ⲙⲁⲩ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧⲟⲩ
ⲉⲟⲩⲙⲉ〈ⲉⲩⲉ〉 ⲉϥϫⲏⲕ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲥϩⲉⲉⲓ
ⲡⲥϩⲉⲉⲓ ⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩϫⲱⲱⲙⲉ·
ⲉϥϫⲏⲕ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ· ⲉϩⲛ̄ⲥϩⲉⲉⲓ ⲛⲉ
ⲁⲩⲥⲁϩⲟⲩ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ ϩⲓⲧ̈ⲟⲟⲧⲥ·
ⲛ̄ϯⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲩⲉⲉⲓ· ⲉⲁϩⲁⲡⲓⲱⲧ· ⲥⲁϩⲟⲩ
〈ⲛ〉̅ⲛⲓⲁⲓⲱⲛ ϣⲓⲛⲁ ⲁⲃⲁⲗ· ϩⲓⲧ̈ⲟⲟⲧⲟⲩ
ⲛ̄ⲛⲓⲥϩⲉⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ⲧⲟⲟⲧϥ· ⲉⲩⲁⲥⲟⲩⲱⲛ
ⲡⲓⲱⲧ·

Throughout The Gospel of Truth, great emphasis is placed on the
need to manifest one’s salvation through one’s voice, and references
to letters and numbers seem to be used in much the same way as in
the above Sethian and Hermetic material: to make transcendence
more concrete through aural cues.

InThe Tripartite Tractatewe also encounter a certain voice (ⲥⲙⲏ)
which enables the recipient to come into contact with the Aeons as
well as his/her own particular salvific status. Just as in The Gospel of
Truth, the Aeons are at first unaware of the Father and are thus in
disarray. They are granted knowledge of the Father not from read-
ing letters, as in The Gospel of Truth, but from a voice (ⲥⲙⲏ), which
enabled them to know the Father and the place and nature whence
they came. Thus illuminated, we read that the Aeons ‘need no voice
and spirit, mind and word’58 in their present state. In the cosmos,

57 NHC I, 22:38–23:19. Text and trans. Attridge and MacRae, slightly modified, in Nag
Hammadi Codex I, ed. Attridge, 90–91.

58 NHC I, 64:9–10: ϫⲉ ⲙⲛ̄ ⲭⲣⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲏ ϩ[ⲓ ⲡ]ⲛ(ⲉⲩⲙ)ⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲟⲩⲥ ⲁⲩⲱ ⲛ̄ⲗⲟⲅ[ⲟ]ⲥ. Text and
trans. Attridge and Elaine Pagels, modified, in Nag Hammadi Codex I, ed. Attridge,
212–213.
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however, things are very different. Humans are divided into three
categories: pneumatics, psychics and material humans. All three
live in ignorance before the coming of the Saviour but at his
appearance on earth pneumatic people immediately recognise
their status as saved individuals. Their task is to spread the word
to psychic people who possess the potential for salvation. The
material people stand outside; these are people who speak ‘like
Greeks’ (ⲡⲧⲩⲡⲟⲥ ⲛⲛ̄ϩⲉⲗⲗⲏⲛ) (110:25), while the wise among them
speak ‘arrogantly and (in an) illusory way concerning the things
which they thought of as wisdom’.59 The material people are hin-
dered by the archons who rule the cosmos and, therefore, are
restricted to knowledge pertaining to the ‘visible elements’
(ⲛⲓⲥⲟⲓⲭⲓⲟⲛ ⲉⲧⲟⲩⲁⲛϩ̄) (109:22–23). However, through their
prophets, the psychics – a category in which Jews are included –

have historically been able to speak about things pertaining to
a higher level, although unaware of it, since they are guided by
angels at a higher level than those only dealing with the visible
elements of the cosmos (111:23–113:30). Once the Saviour appears,
the pneumatics are awakened and able to instruct the psychics,
while the material people are beyond redemption.60 The psychics
are, thus, instructed aurally by fellow Christians,61 but the pneu-
matics are also depicted as receiving teaching, ‘instructed in an
invisible manner’ (ϩⲛⲛ ⲟⲩ[ⲙ]ⲛ̄ⲧⲁⲧⲛⲉ̣ⲩ̣ ⲁⲣⲁⲥ· ⲁϥⲧⲥⲉⲃⲁⲩ ⲁⲣⲁϥ)̣
(115:1–2) by the Saviour himself. This resembles 1 Corinthians, in
which Paul differentiates between ordinary human wisdom and
pneumatic teaching, which is without words (1 Cor 2:13–14); The
Tripartite Tractate seems to have expanded upon this. After one has
received instruction, one enters a state of the Aeons where there is

59 NHC I, 109:33–35: ⲟⲩⲙⲛ̄ⲧϫⲁⲥⲓϩⲏⲧ· ⲙⲛ̄ⲛ ⲟⲩⲙⲉⲉⲩⲉ ⲙ̄ⲫⲁⲛⲧⲁⲥⲓⲁ ϩⲁ ⲡⲣⲁ ⲛ̄ⲛⲉⲉⲓ
ⲉⲛⲧⲁⲩⲙⲉⲩⲉ· ⲁⲣⲁⲩ ⲙⲙⲛ̄ⲧⲣⲙ̄ⲛ̄ϩⲏⲧ. Text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, modified, in
Nag Hammadi Codex I, ed. Attridge, 290–291.

60 For the deterministic implications of this, see Linjamaa, The Ethics of The Tripartite
Tractate.

61 ‘Through “a voice” or “vocally”’ (ϩⲓⲧⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲥⲙⲏ) (NHC I, 119:3).
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‘no need of voice’ (ⲙⲛ̄ ⲭⲣⲉⲓⲁ ⲛ̄ⲥⲙⲏ) (124:19–20). This is likened to
gaining ‘form’ (ⲙⲟⲣⲫⲏ).62 Several Christian authors portrayed
paradise as a place where written and spoken words were not
needed, where one was in intuitive contact with God’s mind.63

Nevertheless, reinstating the lost image of God commenced with
words, through oral instruction and study.

Carrol Harrison has argued that many early Christian authors
made a distinction between inward hearing and outward hearing.64

In order to be able to hear the word of God within oneself – to be
able to believe, pray and ultimately act in accordance with the will of
God – one first needed to receive oral instruction and be baptised.65

This context fits the Valentinian material in the Nag Hammadi
codices. For example, in The Tripartite Tractate the psychics receive
baptism and instruction from the pneumatics and have to assent to
the trinity and then trust in ‘what has been said to them’

(ⲛⲉⲧⲉⲁⲩϫⲟⲟⲩ ⲉⲛⲉⲩⲟⲩ) (128:1); they are thus termed those of ‘the
Calling’ (ⲡⲧⲱϩⲙⲉ), also echoing Pauline language.66 They need to

62 Gaining ‘form’ is equal to becoming untangled from the cosmic predicament which
befell the humanity at creation. Further into the text we read that ‘the first human was
a mixed formation, and a mixed creation, and a deposit of those of the left and those
of the right, and a pneumatic rationality’ (ϫⲉ ⲡⲓϣⲁⲣⲡ̄ ⲇⲉ ⲛ̄ⲣⲱⲙⲉ· ⲟⲩ̣ⲡⲗⲁⲥⲙⲁ ⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲧⲏϩ
ⲡⲉ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲧⲥⲉ·ⲛⲟ ⲡⲉ ⲉϥⲧⲏϩ ⲡⲉ· ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲕⲟⲩ ⲁϩⲣⲏⲓ ̈ⲡⲉ· ⲛ̄ⲇⲉ ⲛⲓϭⲃⲟⲩⲣ ⲡⲉⲙⲛ̄ ⲛⲓⲟⲩⲛⲉⲙ ⲡⲉ·
ⲁⲩⲱ ⲟⲩⲡⲛ(ⲉⲩⲙ)ⲁⲧⲓⲕⲟⲥ̄ ⲛ̄ⲗⲟⲅⲟⲥ) (NHC I, 106:18–22). Text and trans. Attridge and
Pagels, slightly modified, inNag Hammadi Codex I, ed. Attridge, 284–285. For more on
the concept ‘form’, see Linjamaa, The Ethics of The Tripartite Tractate, chapter 5.

63 Irenaeus, Against Heresies IV, 4.2; Origen, Contra Celsum I, 48; For references to
Ambrose, Augustine, Clement, and for a broader discussion, see Harrison, The Art of
Listening, chapter 3.

64 Harrison, The Art of Listening, 61–83.
65 To this can be added that some Christians seem to have gone further than others in

developing theories and rituals based on the relation between sound and voice in the
cosmos vis-à-vis the heavens. One example is Markosian vocal magic, which seems to
have been a very intricate system based on similar concepts, whereby one’s mind
could be cultivated by harnessing the relationship between heavenly sounds and
earthly echoes (Irenaeus, Against Heresies I, 13–17).

66 1 Cor 1:9, 7:15–24; Gal 1:6–15, 5:8, 13; 1 Thes 2:12, 4:7, 5:24; 2 Thes 1:11, 2:14; Col 3:15; Eph
4:4; Rom 8:30, 9:24–26.
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be provided with words and oral instruction, which, once received,
elevate them above cosmic words: the psychics ‘will receive the
vision more and more by nature and not only by a little word, so
as to believe, only through a voice, that this is the way it is, that the
restoration to that which used to be is a unity’.67 It is the Logos who
structures the heavenly world, where the pneumatics will be granted
eternal repose. The Demiurge creates the cosmos but is guided by
the Logos, which enables the Logos to step down to earth in order to
awaken the pneumatic people (100:31–35). For this purpose, again
from The Tripartite Tractate, he uses ’spiritual words’ (ⲛ̄ϩⲛ̄ϣⲉ ̣ ϫⲉ
ⲙ̄ⲡⲛ(ⲉⲩⲙ)ⲁⲧⲓⲕⲟⲛ) (101:15–16). As Einar Thomassen has observed,
the way these spiritual words, and the voice the pneumatics’ possess
which gives them access to the structures of heaven, remind us of
how the words of the world and the heavens are differentiated in
The Gospel of Philip, another Nag Hammadi text often attributed to
the Valentinian tradition.

The Gospel of Philip also contains references to Colossians 4:6
which makes a distinction between speech ‘seasoned with salt’
(ἅλατι ἠρτυμένος) and more colloquial and mundane speech: ‘The
apostles said to the disciples, “May our entire offering obtain salt”.
They called [Sophia] “salt”. Without it, no offering [is] acceptable.
But Sophia is barren, [without] child. For this reason, she is called “a
trace of salt”.’68 Here, wisdom is likened to the ingredient elevating
mundane speech. Thus, when one addressed God, it was not

67 NHC I, 133:1–7: ⲥⲉⲛⲁϫⲓ ⲡⲛⲉⲩ ⲛ̄ⲅⲁⲣ· ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ ⲛ̄ϩⲟⲩⲟ ϩⲛ̄ⲛ ⲟⲩⲫⲩⲥⲓⲥ ϩⲛⲛ ⲟⲩϣⲉϫⲉ ϣⲏⲙ
ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧϥ̄ ⲉⲛ ⲁⲧⲣⲟⲩⲛⲁϩⲧⲉ ⲟⲩⲁⲉⲉⲧϥ̄ ϩⲓⲧ̈ⲛ ⲟⲩⲥⲙⲏϫⲉ ⲡⲉⲉⲓ ⲡⲉ ⲡⲣⲏⲧⲉ ⲉⲧϣⲟⲟⲡϫⲉ ⲟⲩⲉⲓⲉ
ⲛ̄ⲟⲩⲱⲧ ⲇⲉ ϯⲁⲡⲟⲕⲁⲧⲁⲥⲧⲁⲥⲓⲥ ⲁϩⲟⲩⲛ ⲁⲡⲉⲧⲉⲛⲉϥϣⲟⲟⲡ. Text and trans. Attridge and
Pagels, modified, in Nag Hammadi Codex I, ed. Attridge, 328–329.

68 NHC II, 59:27–33: ⲡⲉϫⲉ ⲛⲁⲡⲟⲥⲧⲟⲗⲟⲥ ⲛ̄ⲛ̄ⲙⲙⲁⲑⲏⲧⲏⲥ ϫⲉ ⲧⲙ̄ⲡⲣⲟⲥⲫⲟⲣⲁ ⲧⲏⲣⲥ ̄
ⲙⲁⲣⲉⲥϫⲡⲟ̣ [ⲛ]ⲁ̣ⲥ ⲛ̄ⲟⲩϩⲙⲟⲩⲛⲉⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ [ⲉⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓ]ⲁ ϫⲉ ϩⲙⲟⲩ ⲁϫⲛⲧ̄ⲥⲙ̄ⲁⲣⲉ
ⲡⲣⲟⲥⲫ[ⲟⲣⲁ ϣⲱ]ⲡⲉ ⲉϥϣⲏⲡ ⲧⲥⲟⲫⲓⲁ ⲇⲉ ⲟⲩⲥⲧⲉⲓⲣ[ⲁ ⲧⲉ ⲁϫⲛ̄] ϣⲏⲣⲉ ⲇⲓⲁ ⲧⲟⲩⲧⲟ
ⲉⲩⲙⲟⲩⲧⲉ ⲉⲣⲟ[ⲥ ϫⲉ ⲡⲕⲉ]ⲥⲉⲡⲉⲓ ⲛ̄ϩⲙⲟⲩ. Text and trans. Wesley W. Isenberg, modified,
inNag Hammadi Codex II,2–7, vol. I, ed. Bentley Layton (Leiden and New York: Brill,
1989), 158–159.
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enough to use everyday speech, it had to be an enlightened, illu-
minated and full of wisdom (salt) to be effective.

In conclusion, there are several magical vowel aspects that
would have been well received in Christian texts, of which the
Valentinian material is a good example. Several Valentinian texts,
like A Valentinian Exposition (Codex XI,2), The Interpretation of
Knowledge (Codex XI,1) and others, highlight a concept that is
apparent in some of the Sethian and Hermetic material as well:
silence as associated with God.69 This is not at odds with the notion
that aurality was effective, as the structure on earth containing
sounds that can be heard with human ears was by definition
something other or lesser than the reality in heaven. What should
be clear by now is the similarity in intellectual context between
those ideas that form the backdrop of the practice of vowel recita-
tion and Valentinian ideas concerning the use of spiritual speech. In
both Sethian and Hermetic literature, the enlightened person
speaks in a silent and secret way to God, a speech that glorifies the
Father of silence and results in transcending the cosmic restric-
tions, giving access to the heavens in which beings live whose
existence centres around giving praise to the Father. Speech in the
world is aural by definition, which is why God and the spiritual
speech attached to him is repeatedly described as silent. In
Marsanes and The Trimorphic Protennoia the highest being is
called the ‘silent one’. In The Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth,
we read that ‘He is perfect, the invisible God to whom one speaks
in silence.’70 The angels sing to God in silence, just as the mysta-
gogue is advised to do. Again, from The Discourse on the Eighth
and Ninth: ‘I am silent, O my Father. I want to sing a hymn to you

69 See also NHC I, The Tripartite Tractate 55:35–38, 57:1–8; NHC I, The Gospel of Truth
36:39–37:13; NHC XI, Valentinian Exposition 22:27, 23:22.

70 NHC VI, 56:9–12: ⲉϥϥⲓ ϩ̣ⲁ ⲟⲩⲟⲛ ⲛⲓⲙ· ⲉϥⲙⲉϩ· ⲡⲛⲟⲩⲧ̣ⲉ ⲛ̄ⲁϩⲟⲣⲁⲧⲟⲥ ⲉⲧⲟⲩϣⲁϫⲉ ⲉⲣⲟϥ
ϩⲛ̄ ⲟⲩⲕⲁⲣⲱϥ. Text and trans. Brashler et al., in Nag Hammadi Codices V,2–5 and VI,
ed. Parrott, 354–355.
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while I am silent.’71 This silent speech is associated with the
vowels.

However, the Valentinian material is not the only Christian
context in which vowel magic would have been received with
understanding, and, dare I say, enthusiasm.

Divine Speech and Holy Words in a Monastic Context

What does monastic literature have to say regarding holy words,
powerful vowels spoken in silence and the possibility to intermin-
gle with beings of the heavens by transcending the structure of
materiality? Would monks have found the Hermetic, Sethian and
Valentinian reflections on these aspects ‘nonsense’ (as Martin
puts it)? Indeed, as will become evident shortly, monastic sources
are full of references to a secret language and creative approaches
toward the alphabet.

In the burgeoning monastic context, spiritual knowledge was
seen as separate from the educational undertakings and schooling
belonging to worldly affairs.72 As recent scholarship has indicated,
references like these have led early scholars to view monastic learn-
ing as different from classical paideia.73 Yet the scholarship has also
highlighted the continuation of classical ideals and practices of
paideia within the monasteries, and rather view references to

71 NHC VI, 58:24–26: ϯⲕⲁⲣⲁⲉⲓⲧ ⲱ̄ ⲡⲁⲉⲓⲱⲧ ϯⲟⲩⲱϣ ⲉⲣ̄ϩⲩⲙⲛⲉⲓ ⲉⲣⲟⲕ ⲉⲉⲓⲕⲁⲣⲁⲉⲓⲧ. Text
and trans. Brashler et al., in Nag Hammadi Codices V,2–5 and VI, ed. Parrott, 360–361.

72 Arsenius 5–6; Mark the Disciple of Abba Silvanus 10. Trans. Benedicta Ward, in The
Sayings of the Desert Fathers, rev. edn (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1984).
The reference to worldly knowledge and monastic ideals in Arsenius is discussed by
Lilian Larsen, ‘“On Learning a New Alphabet”: The Sayings of the Desert Fathers and
theMonostichs of Menander’, in Studia Patristica 55: Papers Presented at the Sixteenth
International Conference on Patristic Studies Held in Oxford 2011, ed. Markus Vinzent
(Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 59–77.

73 Henri Irénée Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity. Trans. George Lamb
(New York: Sheed and Ward, 1956).
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spiritual knowledge and the ideal of being uneducated in worldly
affairs as constructed architypes enabling monastic practices to be
made exclusive.74As I wish to indicate here, not only were monas-
tic approaches to study and learning were a continuation of the
ideals and curricula attached to classical paideia (discussed in
more detail in Chapter 7), but they also provided a language
which separated monastic practice from the affairs of the outside
world. Here, the references to secret languages and other forms of
alphabet manipulation are central, echoing the endeavour to
master a different kind of communication directed at God and
the angels.

The most striking example of the belief in the mystical powers of
letters comes from a Pachomian context. In the sixth letter in the
collection of the Letters of Pachomius (preserved only in Latin), the
founder of the Pachomian movement himself addresses the monas-
tic Father Sourous and his housemate John, and states the
following:

I want you to understand the characters that you wrote to me and

that I wrote to you in answer, and how important it is to know all the

elements of the spiritual alphabet. Write ν above η and θ; write ζ

above χ, μ, λ and ι, when you have finished reading these characters.

I wrote to you so that you might understand the mysteries of the

characters. Do not write ν above χ, θ and μι; but rather write ζ above

χ, and ν above η and θ. As soon as I received the characters you

wrote, I wrote back and to mysterious [words] I also answered in

sacred [words]. I noticed indeed that the characters of your letter

were η and θ; therefore I also understood themeaning and the words

in the same manner, so I could be even with your understanding,

lest you suffer some loss from us. Therefore I wrote to you ςφυμ, lest

perhaps someone might say that my name is not written ςφυμ. And

74 Rafaela Cribiore, Gymnastics of the Mind: Greek Education in Hellenistic and Roman
Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Larsen and Rubenson (eds.),
Monastic Education in Late Antiquity.
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do not say: we can write χη, for you said indeed that it is written this

way. Now, therefore, ςφθμλουυσυυλιλ. Behold, I wrote to you also χ,

complete and perfect all around. You write χ and φ, so that you can

write ς and μ. Behold, θ is written before them. Let it be enough for

you to take κ and τ, in case you are to go forth. We have written to

you μι because of your labor, so that you might be able show every

solicitude before you depart. We have indeed the same care as you

have and we did not write κ and τ. I wrote to you μ. Therefore, when

you see κ and τ written, write ζ in answer; when you see ς and φ,

write ν; when you see η and θ, write μ; when you see λιλwrite χ; when

you see υουυ, write χ. Therefore, now, do not write κρ in these days,

because we found δ written. As for us, we wrote ςφ. Take care of α.

This is indeed what is written in these days; and be attentive toϤ and

ϯ, which are Egyptian characters called bei and thei. We found ϩ
and ϯ written, which are Egyptian characters called hore and thei.

Therefore take care of ηι and write α, because I gave it to you for ηι;

write also ς because it is written τ and δ so that you be able to come

to us. Be careful not to forget to write ψ above κ, because it is written

first, then, and ρ is written before it; and least you say that θ is

written and a part of χ. Therefore, the whole thing is written β, lest

you say γ is written. In every letter that I wrote to you there is

something about your residing as well as rising above the shadow of

the exterior world, which is outside the wall. The smell of your

wisdom has reached us and has compelled us to write you these

things. As for you, as wise men, understand what I wrote to you and

prove yourselves to be such as my word has directed.75

75 Pachomian Koinonia, 3 vols., trans. Armand Veilleux (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian
Publications, 1982), vol. III, 67–68. I follow Veilleux in all except his translation of ‘In
omni epistula quam scripsi uobis de uestra sessione continetur, et de resurrectione et
umbra atenmuralis, quae est extra murum’, which he renders as ‘In every letter that
I wrote to you there is something about your sitting and rising above the shade of
exterior wall, which is outside the wall.’ Latin from Amand Boon, Pachomiana Latina
(Brussels: Éditions Nauwelaerts, 1932), 92–95. For a discussion of the authenticity and
dating of the letters, see Hans Quecke, Die Briefe Pachoms (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1974),
96–108.
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Pachomius’ letter is very cryptic.76Christoph Joest has studied these
aspects of Pachomius’ letters and tried to solve what he suggests is
a cipher. He shows rather convincingly that Pachomius employed
a code language in much of his letter correspondence, one where
whole key words or nominal phrases were contracted to single
letters:77 for example, θ could be code for God (θεός) or Dead
(θάνατος), α could refer to beginning or redemption (ἀρχή) and
so on. It would have been hard to decipher the letters without access
to a list of which letters refer to which words or phrases. Joel
Kalvesmaki has questioned some points of Joest’s suggested solu-
tion: for example, that all the letters used the same code, which does
not seem to make sense across the board of Pachomius’ letters, or
that the Coptic letters which Pachomius also used are not part of his
overall schema but rather used when Greek does not give the
answer.78 Lundhaug and Jenott have previously noted these and
other mentions of Pachomian proclivities towards secretive
script, and read them in tandem with codes found in the Nag
Hammadi codices.79 It would undoubtably be interesting to
apply these codes in a more systematic way to the cases of
cryptic writing in the Nag Hammadi texts. While previous
scholars have been preoccupied with cracking Pachomius’
cipher, there is more to Pachomius’ use of code language that

76 For an overview of the use of secret language in Pachomius’ writings and early
monasticism, see Quecke, Die Briefe Pachoms, 18–40. He does not introduce the Nag
Hammadi texts into his discussion.

77 Christoph Joest, ‘Die Pachomanische Geheimschrift im Spiegel der Hieronymus-
übersetzung’, Le Muséon 112:1–2 (1999): 21–46.

78 Joel Kalvesmaki, ‘Pachomius and the Mystery of the Letters’, in Ascetic Culture: Essays
in Honor of Philip Rousseau, ed. Blake Leyerle and Robin Darling Young (Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 11–28. Joest defends his hypothesis
and answers Kalvesmaki in Christoph Joest, ‘Prinzipien der Entschlüsselung von
Pachoms‚ “Geheimschrift”’, Journal of Coptic Studies 24 (2022): 181–201.

79 For example, in Codex VII and Codex VIII Lundhaug and Jenott point out that one
can find cryptograms, like the ΙΧΘΥΣ code, also common in the monastic milieux.
Lundhaug and Jenott, Monastic Origins, 194–197.
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goes beyond merely ciphering texts to keep them from being
read by outsiders.

I would like to bring the vowel constellations into the discus-
sion, to add a nuance to what Pachomius is doing apart from being
cautious in his correspondence. Some words are not just neutral
signifiers, but ‘sacred’ and ‘mysterious’. These characters are writ-
ten, as Pachomius says, in the ‘elements of the spiritual alphabet’
(spiritalis alfabeti elementa), enabling the reader to gain informa-
tion regarding ‘residing as well as rising above the shadow of the
exterior world’ (continetur, et de resurrectione et umbra atenmur-
ali). In the Greek Life of Pachomius, we read that Pachomius wrote
in a ‘secret language’ (γλῶσσα κρύπτη),80 a spiritual language
which pertained to ‘the governance of souls’ (99), writing, we are
told, ‘the names of the characters from α to ω’ (99).81 This was
knowledge not meant for all, because not everyone had what it
took to understand it. This fits well into the context of the Latin
Letter 6 quoted above, but also echoes the same deterministic
language we have encountered in The Tripartite Tractate. As
Armand Veilleux has stated, ‘The use of series of vowels and
nonsense syllables is not rare either in the gnostic documents
discovered in 1946 at Nag Hammadi, near the great basilica of St
Pachomius at Phbow, and there could be some similarity or
affinity between the two.’82

The Pachomian monastery seems to have been organised in
accordance with a system based on letters of the Greek alphabet.
In The Life of Pachomius, we read that an angel visited
Pachomius and commanded him to designate each monk with
a letter from α to τ. The angel also commanded the monks to
recite passages from The Book of Psalms and to sing antiphons

80 The Greek Life of Pachomius 99. François Halkin, Sancti Pachomii Vitae Graecae
(Brussels: Société des Bollandistes, 1932).

81 Pachomian Koinonia, trans. Veilleux, vol. I, 366.
82 Pachomian Koinonia, trans. Veilleux, vol. III, 5.
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(Greek ἀντίφωνον, ἀντί ‘opposite’ and φωνή ‘voice’), short
chants sung as a refrain. In The History of Macarius the
Alexandrian, we read that Macarius used to chant twenty-four
antiphons, repeatedly.83 This was a way to harmonise with the
heavenly sounds which transcended the limitations of the body.
It aided the monks in times of doubt, fear and crisis, a silent
joining with the holy sounds and beings in heaven.84

There are other indicators in monastic literature suggesting
an interest in sacred words and sounds. The metaphor in
Colossians 4:6 of speech seasoned with salt, which we encoun-
tered in The Gospel of Philip, is often used in the Pachomian
literature.85 The conviction that the most divine and spiritual
words were spoken in silence – which we encounter in the
Valentinian, Sethian and Hermetic texts – was a common
monastic ideal. In Palladius’ Lausiac History we read of an
episode of a novice monk asking an elder about the abilities of
reclusive monks:

The brethren said, ‘Why is it that certain of the Fathers were

called “men who transferred themselves from one place to

another”, since they were recluses, and never departed from

their cells?’ The old man said, ‘Because after much silent contem-

plation, and unceasing prayer, and watching of the mind, they

were worthy to depart from the earth in their minds, and to

ascend unto heaven to Christ the King. And they did not do this

on occasions only, but continually, for whensoever they wished,

or whensoever they sang the Psalms, or prayed, or meditated

upon God, straightway their mind was exalted to heaven, and

stood before our Lord.’86

83 Palladius, Lausiac History 17. In The Book of Paradise, trans. Budge, vol. I, 170.
84 Palladius, Lausiac History 2, 4. In The Book of Paradise, trans. Budge, vol. I, 439, 443.
85 Pachomian Koinonia, trans. Veilleux, vol. I, 26–27; vol. III, 8, 17.
86 Palladius, Lausiac History, Questions of the Brethren 17, in The Book of Paradise, trans.

Budge, vol. II, 1012.
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Silent speaking and recitation gave monks ‘the power to pray
without ceasing’,87 a practice mentioned and revered through-
out the monastic world.88 Palladius records another sage monk
who tells his pupils that ‘When thou prayest say with a hidden
voice unto God: “Lord, how am I to acquire Thee?”’89

The power of letters and spiritual words lived on in the
Egyptian monastic context for a long time. Ιn a Coptic text
dated to AD 985, ascribed to John Chrysostom, we still find
traces of the importance placed on the power of vowels and
letters. The text was produced (commissioned?) by a man
named Michael and presented to the monastery of Saint
Mercurius in the mountains of the city Tbo in order to get
Pachomius and John Chrysostom to pray on Michael’s behalf.
It has been given the title An Encomium on John the Baptist
by John Chrysostom and retells events that occurred after John
the Baptist’s death, how Jesus honours him and performs
wonders in his memory. In the text, we read that John the
Baptist’s name is a ‘medicine and remedy which heals sicknesses
of every kind’.90 His father, we are told, was made mute by his
conception, but at his birth he was asked what to call the
newborn:

he made a sign with his hand whereby he asked for a writing tablet,

and he wrote these three letters which are wonder-worthy, namely

87 Palladius, Lausiac History, Questions of the Brethren 22, in The Book of Paradise, trans.
Budge, vol. II, 1017.

88 One monk asks a senior Father, ‘Who is truly the man of “ascetic excellence”?’, in
response to which he is told ‘He who at all times crieth out that he is a sinner, and
asketh mercy from the Lord, whose speech beareth the sense of discretion, whose
feelings bear the excellence of works, who though silent yet speaketh, and who though
speaking yet holdeth his peace.’ Questions of the Brethren 90, in The Book of Paradise,
trans. Budge, vol. II, 1016.

89 Palladius, On the Ascetic Life, 419, in The Book of Paradise, trans. Budge, vol. II, 946.
90 John Chrysostom, An Encomium on John the Baptist by John Chrysostom, 2a trans

E. A. Wallis Budge, in Coptic Apocrypha, ed. Budge (London, 1913), 336.
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iota, and omega, and alpha. And whilst he was writing his mouth

opened suddenly, and his tongue was set free, and he spake, and he

gained strength, and he cried out with a loud voice, ‘John is his

name.’91

These letters form the first three words of John’s name as well as the
powerful divine name IAO, popular throughout Egypt.92

Let us conclude the proceeding explorations concerning the inter-
est in magical vowel features encountered in the Nag Hammadi
codices and how they fit into a monastic context.

Conclusion

Previous scholars have pointed out that aspects of the non-Christian
texts in theNagHammadi library, like theHermetic ones, would have
resonated well within Pachomian monasticism.93 One example of
theologoumena found in plenitude in the non-Christian material
in the Nag Hammadi library that would certainly have resonated
in a Pachomian context regards the use of magical letters and
words. This chapter has tried to address the question of how the
material and contextual features of the many references to
magical vowels and words in the Nag Hammadi codices would
have been familiar in a Christian context, more specifically,

91 John Chrysostom, An Encomium on John the Baptist, 2a, 336.
92 In a related Coptic apocryphon, The Book of the Resurrection by Bartholomew the

Apostle, the name Iao is written in red ink, together with the name Jesus and the words
spoken by God. Trans. Budge, in Coptic Apocrypha, xv.

93 Christian Bull argues that there are aspects of the story of a demon punishing
disobedient souls found in the last text of Codex VI, called The Perfect Discourse, that
bears resemblances to both Hermetic and monastic versions of a similar character.
Christian Bull, ‘The Great Demon of the Air and the Punishment of Souls: The Perfect
Discourse (NHCVI, 8) and Hermetic and Monastic Demonologies’, inNag Hammadi à
70 ans: Qu’avons nous appris? / Nag Hammadi at 70: What Have We Learned?, ed.
Eric Crégheur, Louis Painchaud and Tuomas Rasimus (Leuven: Peeters, 2019), 105–120.
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a monastic one. Examining the vowel constellations in the Nag
Hammadi codices from a material and visual perspective would
indicate that they were chiefly used for reference, rather than as
actual ritual manuals by the monastic owners of the texts,
because they are not highlighted in any manner that would
suggest the latter. They do not stand out in the document;
they are not marked in any way whatsoever that would enable
easier access or legibility in a ritual context (as in PGM). Rather,
the vowel constellations appear along with the rest of the nar-
rative, without use of margins or spaces. So, for what purposes
were they read?

As Armand Veilleux writes, ‘The use of series of vowels and
nonsense syllables is not rare either in the gnostic documents
discovered in 1946 at Nag Hammadi, near the great basilica of St
Pachomius at Phbow, and there could be some similarity or
affinity between the two.’94 Fredrik Wisse wrote in 1979 that the
monks would have found these texts of great interest due to these
precise features, and Lundhaug and Jenott have also pointed out
the great interest Pachomian monks showed in ‘cryptograms’,
codes, secret language and holy symbols.95 I agree. The above
discussion contributes to explicating this further. A Pachomian
monk, at least if the legacy of Pachomius is a point of reference,
would not have found these aspects of the Nag Hammadi texts
alien. On the contrary, both operate with the same broader intel-
lectual world view of Egyptian Hellenism, where the cosmos was
seen as interlinked with the spiritual world. Transcending the
‘shadow of the exterior world’, as Pachomius writes, was
a principal aim for the monastic, as well as for the mystagogue
initiated in a Hermetic, Sethian or Valentinian setting – and the

94 Pachomian Koinonia, trans. Veilleux, vol. III, 5.
95 Fredrik Wisse, ‘Language Mysticism in the Nag Hammadi Texts and in Early Coptic

Monasticism I: Cryptography’, Enchoria 9 (1979): 103; Lundhaug and Jenott,Monastic
Origins, 194–197.
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alphabet was utilised and made to represent the same ritual
backdrop: human words and sounds could be used to transcend
the earthly structure of elements and bring one’s spirit into the
company of a heavenly choir, lauding God in an eternal sym-
phony of silence.
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