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The Power of Three
Assuming you didn’t tune into Charmed only to catch a glimpse of Shannen Doherty’s admittedly attractive navel, you must have had some interest in the show’s subject matter—magic.
Certainly, any number of outspoken groups, from the New Advocates for Christian Television to self-proclaimed covens, were waiting to see what Aaron Spelling would bring to the screen. Charlie’s Witches, perhaps? It was difficult to say whether traditional church groups or proponents of the so-called New Age philosophies were more dismayed by that image.
Margaret Stamp, one of the many reviewers who added their comments to not-my-kids!.com, a Web site devoted to “steering impressionable youth away from the demonic influences lurking in our everyday world,” had this to say of a program she had yet to even see:
I am absolutely dismayed to learn that this television network  would conspire to sneak devil worship into our homes! Isn’t it bad enough that Satanists are moving out of the crack houses  and broken homes into decent neighborhoods? I’m already walking with a Keep Our Streets for Christ group four nights a week! Do I have to put special contraptions on my TV now, too, so they don’t just beam themselves right into my living room?
A message by Teen-Witch, posted during an AOL on-line discussion took a diametrically opposed, if equally fervent, position on the upcoming show.
. . . It’s not like it’s not hard enough being a Wiccan to  start with. People wondering if you’re going to hex them or steal their babies or whatever. Now, this show’ll have people wondering how many of us are out there after all, figuring that if there’s enough of us to make an audience in the first place, there’s probably too  many of us! It’s going to stir up a lot of stuff—and it probably won’t know anything about real Wicca anyway!
[image: image]
A quick glance from the uninitiated sees only the inverted pentagram and happily assumes evil. Closer contemplation reveals the Eastern Star, with the symbols of five brave biblical women.
Fortunately for Charmed’s longevity, comments of the first variety faded away fairly quickly, and while critics of the second type may continue to disparage the program for “inaccurately portraying the Wiccan religion,” as alleged by Teen-Witch’s supporters, they at least concede that no deliberate harm is being done by the show’s production. In fact, as the show continues to evolve on-screen, the real question may be whether Charmed is about witchcraft at all.
What?!
The show has witches and spells and potions and everything, you say. True, but to even imply that Charmed’s version of magic is a reflection of either modern Wicca or the older practices commonly referred to as witchcraft is to ignore some rather salient points.
For starters, what’s with these special powers? Not only the Charmed Ones, but every witch they’ve run into, has an innate “power” of some sort. Even Aviva, the wanna-be witch in “The Fourth Sister” was given a power by her patroness, in her case a form of pyrokinesis. Any traditional witch is going to start shaking her head before you even finish the question. That’s for superheroes, not witches. Wonder Woman was born an Amazon, Spiderman had his radioactive arachnid, and Superman, well, he was out of this world, but witches—as any witch, regardless of her tradition, will tell you—have to work for their knowledge and power. Witches aren’t born with supernatural powers of any kind. Witches aren’t  born at all. That five- or six-yearolds should command such power, as portrayed in “That ’70s Episode” and “Morality Bites,” goes against everything most witches believe. Telekinesis, clairvoyance, astral projection, and all the rest belong rather squarely in the realm of parapsychology, and whether you believe in such talents or not, parapsychologists have been trying to separate their “science” from witchcraft, superstition, and outright hocus-pocus for nearly six decades.
Then there are all the demons that show up week after week. Demons? They may exist in a number of religions, and be tacitly nodded to by even those that don’t strictly believe in them, but despite the Inquisitions and witch trials of the European Middle Ages, the style of demon common on  Charmed was created in the minds of Christians. There are no such beasties in any version of witchcraft or Wicca—which, incidently, aren’t synonymous terms either, but more on that in just a minute.
Now, add some white-lighters, a couple of dark-lighters to even out the karmic balance, some disincarnate ghosts, and a cadre of shape-shifters, and you’ll have moved firmly into the land of myth and fable, some of it decidedly made-for-television fable at that. For more traditional monsters, Charmed incorporates Celtic mariners and Native American wendigos into its Book of Shadows. All of this seems far removed from the sphere of witches and Wiccans, who are, after all, merely human.
What is left, then, for all the fans who thought they were tuning in to a show about witches, sisterhood, and magic? Does Charmed ultimately offer them little more than The X-Files with a way cooler wardrobe department?
Oddly enough, despite all the extraneous gewgaws and sparkly special effects, a core of practice remains that speaks to precisely the audience that wasn’t looking for belly buttons or biceps— though those touches are nice too.
But is it Wiccan practice being portrayed in prime time— as the show has always contended—or is it something else?
For an answer to that question, it’s probably best to begin at the beginning with the premiere episode, “Something Wicca This Way Comes.” With its title alone, the writers, producers, and network made a strong statement that this show was indeed about Wiccans. They could have followed the pattern of dozens of other shows and called their first episode the deadly dull, but literal, “Pilot,” but they didn’t. The content of the first episode made some fairly strong assertions as well. Information on everything that witches weren’t poured from the character of Andy Trudeau, while his partner and the reasonable middle sister, Piper, played Joe and Jane Average, asking all the dumb questions and making all the stereotypical allusions to “conical hats.” To anyone with even a basic understanding of modern Wicca, Charmed was starting to sound pretty solid.
Within the series’s first twenty minutes, it had established its basic beliefs, to which few Wiccans would take exception. 
Most Wiccans maintain an altar space within which they practice their arts and maintain their magical implements. 
Wiccan holidays are sabbats. 
An athame is a magical implement for directing energy. 
While most Wiccans work within groups called covens, solitary practitioners do exist. 
The Book of Shadows is a general title for a Wiccan’s magical workbook. 
A warlock isn’t a male witch but an evil one. 
Triple powers have special properties. 
The Wiccan Rede, in short form, at least, is “An it harm none, do what ye will.” 
In fact, on that last point, the very first spell that Phoebe Halliwell undertakes is an adaptation of concepts and language in “The Witches Creed,” a poem published by Doreen Valiente in her book Witchcraft for Today.
First, from the series:
The Power of Three Spell from Charmed
Hear now the words of the witches,
The secrets we hid in the night.
The oldest of gods are invoked here,
The great work of magic is sought.
In this night and in this hour,
I call upon the ancient power.
Bring your powers to we sisters three,
We want the power.
Give us the power.
 
Compare that with these excerpts from Valiente:
The Witches’ Creed
Hear now the words of the witches,
The secrets we hid in the night,
When dark was our destiny’s pathway,
That now we bring forth into the light.
 
This world has no right then to know it,
And world of beyond will tell naught,
The oldest of Gods is invoked there,
The Great Work of Magic is wrought.
 
And Do What You Will be the challenge,
So be it in love that harms none,
For this is the only commandment.
By magick of old be it done!
 
Phoebe will eventually quote a variation of those last two lines as the Wiccan Rede—“An it harm none, do what ye will.” And these words are, in turn, closely related to “Rede Of The Wiccae (Being Known As The Counsel Of The Wise Ones),” which was published in Green Egg Magazine in 1975 by Lady Gwen Thompson, who claimed it was given to her by her grandmother Adriana Porter, from an anonymous (or secret) author’s entry in a Book of Shadows kept within the family. The last line of the poem reads:
26. Eight words the Wiccan Rede fulfill—
an it harm none, do what ye will.
 
As many claim that the “Rede Of The Wiccae” can be traced to a period pre-1935, Charmed’s source material would seem to be a sound, historically accurate connection to ancient Wiccan traditions. Of course, that assumption presumes there were ancient Wiccans in the first place, which is where the whole Wicca vs. witchcraft argument begins.
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The triskela that adorns the cover of the Halliwells’ Book of Shadows and Kit’s collar is symbolic of many triple entities and tripart philosophies. “Something Wicca This Way Comes” identifies the three parts of magic as “. . . timing, feeling, and the phases of the moon.” Other triplet associations include Wicca’s Maiden, Mother, and Crone; the Celtic daughters of Fiachna, Banba, Eriu, and Fodla; and even the Christian godhead of Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. The trinity symbol enclosed within a circle echoes reincarnation, a decidedly firm belief among many traditional witches and one on the rise among Wiccans.
This variation of the triskela (see above), also known as the triquetra, adorns several Irish grave markers dating to 4 B.C.—and the skin of a frozen female mummy, believed to be a shaman, recently reinterred in its Mongolian grave.
While the word wicca (or wiccae) is known to exist in Old Saxon and mean, at least roughly, magic worker, it seems to have fallen out of use until the mid-1930s, when Gerald Gardner began assembling his thoughts and philosophies (many drawn from mythology, folklore, and magical societies like the famous Order of the Golden Dawn) and brought these practices together under the term Wicca. He claimed that this order was a continuation of the Old Religion of Britain. (Which makes the dating of “The Rede of the Wiccae” important to Wicca’s defendants and detractors alike.) Others, however, claimed their own traditions, which they called witchcraft, were the direct religious descendants of old Britain. Both groups continue to consider each belief a complete religion quite separate from the other.
Yet, even among groups claiming similar beliefs, there are differences in the level of tolerance for one another and even the degree to which they deem a practice a separate religion. Some followers of witchcraft deplore the Wiccan use of terms like craft or witch; a significant percentage of both groups practice no magic whatsoever; and a growing group of Wiccans define themselves in terms of multiple belief systems, for example Christian-Wiccans, a concept that would be strongly denied as even a remote possibility by the traditional witches or Wiccans.
Perhaps because both groups practice much of their ritual work in private—and because some groups deliberately smudge the line between the practices, to either promote the belief that Wicca is older than it appears, and more worthy of serious consideration; or to make the two groups appear larger and more cohesive, and more worthy of serious consideration—there’s a public perception that all Wiccans are witches and that all witches follow the same beliefs.
Wrong.
But the perception is convenient if you need lots of material for inspiration while writing a television program week after week. It allows, for example, the inclusion of a Siamese cat who acts suspiciously like a familiar, which, while a useful plot device, isn’t a typical Wiccan accessory. It also allows a fairly broad interpretation of what magic is and is not, and what the pursuit of a magical lifestyle might include. For example, although both Wicca and witchcraft consider themselves religions with their own pantheon of deities, Charmed plays both sides of the religious issue. Again from “Something Wicca This Way Comes”:
Ancient One of the Earth so deep,
Master, Moon, and Sun,
I shield you in my Wiccan way,
Here in my circle round,
Asking that you protect this space,
And offer your Sun force down.
 
This protection spell, with the phrasing “The oldest of Gods is invoked here,” strongly implies a religious basis to Charmed’ s magical workings. “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” explores that issue more when Piper begins to wonder if her newfound status as a witch means she’s now persona non grata at Christian churches. It doesn’t. “When Good Warlocks Go Bad” takes that notion a step farther when a warlock takes priestly vows. By the end of that episode, the only question left is whether or not the new-made priest retained his magical abilities. As most Wiccans will say that power comes from knowledge, and knowledge can’t be undone, the priesting of that particular young man merely put him outside the grasp of whatever forces were haranguing him. He must still remember everything he knew before. Other episodes of  Charmed, such as “How to Make a Quilt out of Americans” and “The Witch Is Back,” make it obvious that magical powers in the Charmed world can be stolen (a unique concept to both witchcraft and Wicca), but they certainly don’t state, or even imply, that the practice of magical rituals negates any other religious affiliation.
Therefore, as we explore Charmed’s version of magic, we’ll use “witch” to mean any practitioner of magical ritual, without regard to religious union, and only as it reflects the underlying precept of all things Charmed: the growth and empowerment of the individual.
After all, magic, by most definitions, is the direction of individual will toward change.
The purpose of this book, then, isn’t to make you an instant witch, or to deconstruct world religion, but to bring a little magic, a little self-empowerment, into our lives.

section two
The Witches’ Chest
Before we go any further, let’s dispel any thoughts of tired old crones hunching over foul-smelling tinctures of bat blood and ox dung. Today’s witches—the Charmed trio included—have gladly left the freezing moors and hair-frizzing fog to Macbeth’s hags. Reflecting the sensual earthiness of nature magic, the spells and components of modern practitioners combine aromatherapy, traditional and kitchen pharmacology, and ritual visualization to heighten awareness and refine desires.
Still, despite eschewing eye of newt and wing of bat, most of the spellcaster’s stock in trade isn’t going to be found in the neighborhood pharmacy or in the most exotic of imported food aisles. Even apparently common components, like the petals of white roses—or their thorns—aren’t as easily obtained as the neophyte witch might think. Most, if not all, spell items benefit from either extreme freshness or special handling. Rose petals, for example, might fulfill the letter of a spell, but the process of distilling the essential oils from the freshest possible samples gives practitioners hours in which to refine not only their ingredients but the hoped-for outcome. The combination of distilled ingredients and desire vastly improves the spellcaster’s chances of success.
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The florist trade, like any other, has seasons and trends. White roses gain favor at Christmas and during June’s weddings but lose it around Easter. Thornless roses out-perform thorned varieties at any time. Best of luck finding white, thornless roses at either the spring or fall equinoxes in smaller communities!
A working component pantry, cabinet, or chest—one effective for both the beginning practitioner and the advanced occultist—must include more than a shopping list of ingredients. Knowledge, the numerous ways to heighten or modify the effect of those components, is as important an element in the witch’s spiritual cabinet as any single material constituent. Don’t expect to fill that cabinet in an hour, a week, even a year. Like the Power of Three and magical herbs, knowledge grows over time.
Think of the time spent accumulating these items as devotional time, a period of reflection and contemplation to consider each material’s purpose in your repertoire. Will your candles benefit from anointing them with essential oils, perhaps a lavender essence to assure a child a nightmare-free night, or would a simpler treatment, like a single beeswax candle as the focus for a cleansing ritual, be more appropriate?
Some items, like meditation stones, can be adapted from other uses, especially if they hold special significance for you. If you’d like a completely fresh start, take the time to find new components, remembering that seasonal variations in your area may prevent you from gathering everything at once. Stream-washed stones bring together elements of water and earth, but obtaining them in Vermont during January might mean soaked shoes and chilled hands at best. Because each region differs in geology and ecology, you may have no natural source for seemingly common items. For this reason, review your list before you travel and keep your eyes open for treasures found in unusual places. And, while collection and preparation should be a personal endeavor, an exchange of some goods, particularly herbals, between like-minded individuals also offers surprising benefits.
Spices, Plants, and Herbals
AGRIMONY: For ensuring a deep, undisturbed—in fact, undisturbable—sleep, slip dried leaves of this plant inside the sleeper’s pillow. Agrimony’s ready availability along the eastern seaboard makes it a handy sleep aid for children. Keep in mind that co-opting a person’s free will is always questionable; indiscriminate pillow-stuffing isn’t encouraged.
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If you can’t identify your edible spell components at a glance, you’d best wait a while before venturing into the realm of ingested potions! Even common ingredients can vary by location. The huge leaves to the right, for example, may bear little resemblance to the bay found on the average spice rack.
ARABIC, GUM: For casting a protective circle around a large area, an entire house or property—especially a circle intended to last longer than a single working—your components should be more stable and enduring than simple chalk. Gum arabic, burned in a portable censer, releases a sweet-scented smoke with which a whole structure can be censed. The same protective associations can be incorporated, on smaller scales, into myriad other types of spells by dropping small sprinkles over a brasier or into hot water.
BAY: Said to have been used by Delphic priestesses
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