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Preface

This project arose initially from a desire to define a body of primary
materials that might serve to illustrate the long and difficult debate
about "magic" and "religion" in Western culture. It seemed clear to us
that ancient defixiones—curse tablets and binding spells inscribed nor-
mally on thin metal sheets—offered a unique body of data. They are
largely unknown, as much to general readers as to scholars; unlike the
much more familiar spells written on papyrus and preserved in large
collections of recipes for use by professional magoi, defixiones survived
because they were actually put to use by individual clients; like ancient
amulets on stone, they come to us largely unmediated by external filters;
unlike ancient literary texts, they are devoid of the distortions intro-
duced by factors such as education, social class or status, and literary
genres and traditions. Most of all, they are intensely personal and direct.

Of course, we are not so naive as to believe that the defixiones were
uninfluenced by cultural forces: their language is highly formulaic, and
clients were often limited by the recipes that the local magos had avail-
able in his or her collection of recipes. One final advantage is that
defixiones, for the most part, have been uncovered by modern archaeolo-
gists precisely where they were deposited by the ancient clients or their
agents: in cemeteries, wells, or other appropriate sites.

For several reasons, we made the decision not to include the texts in
their original languages. First, our intended audience includes not
only—not even especially—scholars of Mediterranean antiquity but a
broader range of students and general readers. Second, it soon became
apparent that for many of these defixiones the published texts are not
reliable. Indeed, in many cases, the tablets themselves are no longer
available for inspection (for example, most of those published by
Wünsch in DTA). The work of reexamining and reediting tablets pub-
lished at the end of the nineteenth century (such as DTA) and early in
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this century (such as DT, and Ziebarth, 1934) promises to reach far into
the next century. Third, for those who wish or need to consult the texts
in their primary languages, editions are readily available, along with
more recent catalogues and inventories (for example, SGD for Greek
tablets and Solin for the Latin ones). We have tried to provide exhaus-
tive bibliographical references for each of the texts included in this
collection; in addition, where individual words or phrases are crucial to
interpretation, we have provided them in transliteration.

The principle of organization within each chapter is basically geo-
graphical: we begin with ancient Greece (an arbitrary starting point) and
circle around the Mediterranean in clockwise fashion. The fact that we
have included a few objects from beyond the Mediterranean, such as the
bowls from Mesopotamia, indicates that we have not felt tightly bound
by any of our categories.

A brief word about the treatment of foreign and especially Greek
names is in order. In the texts themselves, we have not Latinized the
letters of personal names: Greek kappa remains k, upsilon is rendered
as u (rather than the more traditional y), omega becomes 6, and so on.
But in the introductions, annotations, and discussions, we have used the
Latinized conventions, especially with common and familiar names.
Thus a name will not uncommonly appear in two forms: Sôkratês (in the
text) and Socrates (in the discussion). Voces mysticae—those "words" or
"terms" in a spell that do not represent ordinary language—we have
rendered in upper-case letters. On some tablets it is difficult to decide
where one of these voces ends and the next one begins. On others,
separations are indicated by various scribal devices, for example, boxes
drawn around the vox, suprascript horizontal lines and colons. With a
number of tablets, we have attempted to format the translation so as to
reflect the unusual ways in which the text was inscribed; we have also
included a number of photographic reproductions that illustrate these
techniques.

One of the features that distinguishes this book from other collections
of ancients texts and documents—a feature that derives from our broad
conception of how the world of the ancient Mediterranean must be
studied and understood—is the extent to which its contents cross tradi-
tionally impervious barriers of language and culture. Thus we include
material written not just in Greek or Latin but also in Hebrew, Aramaic,
Coptic, and Demotic. Jewish, Egyptian, Greek, Roman, British, and
Christian tablets appear side by side, often employing the same formu-
las, mysterious names, and drawings. On a geographical scale, our tab-
lets range from Britain to North Africa, from Mesopotamia to Spain.
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Behind this mix lies a conscious intention on our part to undermine the
confidence with which cultural, geographical, and chronological labels
are applied to ancient texts and traditions, as if they represented clear,
distinct, and nonoverlapping categories.

This book has been a collective effort from start to finish. In addition to
the primary contributors, I express my gratitude to those whose gener-
ous assistance has proven invaluable and in many cases decisive. First
among these come Christopher A. Faraone and David R. Jordan, whose
impact has been immeasurable. Next we wish to mention the following:
Gideon Bohak, Nancy Bookidis, Edward J. Champlin, Valerie Flint,
Elizabeth R. Gebhard, Martha Himmelfarb, John J. Keaney, Israel
Knohl, Robert Lamberton, Evasio de Marcellis, Joshua Marshall, Ste-
phen G. Miller, Susan Rotroff, Michel Strickmann, and Emmanuel
Voutiras. We also acknowledge generous support from Dimitri Gondi-
cas, the Committee on Hellenic Studies and the Dean of the Faculty, all
at Princeton University.

In the initial stages of this project, each of us translated and annotated
a discrete set of texts. But in subsequent stages, translations and annota-
tions relied on the collective wisdom of all. Thus we have decided not to
indicate the initial translator of each text. As the volume editor, I as-
sume full responsibility for the results.

Princeton J. G.
May 1992
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Introduction

Defixiones, or katadesmoi as they are called in Greek, reveal a dark little
secret of ancient Mediterranean culture.1 At present the total number of
surviving examples exceeds fifteen hundred.2 Everyone, it seems, used
or knew of them, yet only sporadically have they received serious atten-
tion from modern students.3 One reason for this persistent neglect stems
surely from the potentially harmful character of these small metal
tablets—not so much the real harm suffered by their ancient targets but
the potential harm to the entrenched reputation of classical Greece and
Rome, not to mention Judaism and Christianity, as bastions of pure
philosophy and true religion.

The Materials

David R. Jordan describes these curious objects as "inscribed pieces of
lead, usually in the form of thin sheets, intended to bring supernatural
power to bear against persons and animals."4 Other materials could also
be used—ostraca or broken sherds of pottery,5 limestone,6 gemstones,7

papyrus,8 wax9 and even ceramic bowls10—but lead, lead alloys, and
other metals remained the primary media for expressing a desire to
enlist supernatural aid in bringing other persons (and animals, in the
case of racehorses) under the control of the person who commissioned
or personally inscribed the tablet. In fact, the vast majority of surviving
tablets is made of lead or lead alloys.11

The preference for lead over other metals presents a complicated and
revealing set of problems. First, analysis of the remarkable tablets from
the spring of the goddess Sulis Minerva at Bath (England) has revealed
that only one-fifth of the tablets contained as much as two-thirds lead.12

The rest consist of alloys of lead and tin, sometimes fused with copper.13

Perhaps this alloy was peculiar to England, a by-product of local pewter

3
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industries, but these results should raise doubts about earlier claims that
most tablets were made of pure lead. Second, the preference for lead
seems due largely to its low cost and ready availability, whether as a by-
product of silver mining in Greece or of pewter industries in England.
Also, recipes for defixiones recommend "borrowing" (stealing?) lead
from water pipes, presumably in the public domain.14 Third, as Tomlin
notes, "it was quite easy to make a tablet" by pouring hot lead into a
mold and then rolling, hammering, or scraping the sheet to obtain a
smooth surface.15 Thereafter the sheet could be cut into smaller pieces to
make individual tablets. Fourth, lead was a common medium, perhaps
one of the very earliest, for writing of any kind, including private corre-
spondence.16 Fifth, certain obvious features of lead (it was cold, heavy,
and ordinary) came to be seen, at a later time, as particularly suitable for
the specific task of conveying curses and spells to the underworld. A
tablet from the Athenian Agora pleads that "just as these names are
cold, so may the name of Alkidamos be cold"17; others seek to render
one's personal enemies as heavy as the lead18; and several early Greek
tablets make use of what seems already to have become a formula: "Just
as this lead is cold and useless, so let them (my enemies) be cold and
useless."19 But these formulas do not appear on the earliest tablets and
probably represent a later stage of reflection.

The Inscribed Messages

Contrary to what one might expect, the process of inscribing metal
tablets posed no great difficulty. The preferred instrument was a bronze
stylus (PGM VII, lines 396ff.). In some cases, the letters are lightly
scratched on the surface, but in others they are more deeply incised,
with a clear buildup of metal visible at the end of the stroke. Tomlin
notes that "a practiced scribe could write on the soft metal surface as
easily as on wax."20 Of course, the real issue here is to know who actually
inscribed the letters, a professional scribe or the private individual seek-
ing to enact the spell. We may begin with three observations. First, the
range of skill exhibited on tablets is quite broad, with large, awkward
letters on one extreme and fluent scripts on the other.21 Second, profes-
sionals may have played a more important role in the Roman period
(first to sixth centuries C.E.) than in classical and Hellenistic times, al-
though Plato already indicates the presence of professionals in the
fourth century B.C.E. who prepared katadesmoi for a fee.22 Third, in most
cultures the business of making spells has been an activity entrusted to
specialists.
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The tablets themselves suggest that it was not uncommon for individu-
als to turn to professionals, whether magoi or scribes. The work of
professionals is evident in a tablet like DTA 55, whose hand is described
as a scriptura elegantissima reminiscent of public monuments,23 or in the
"skillful, elegant, fluent semicursive" texts of the third century C.E.,
excavated from wells in the Athenian Agora.24 The "clerical" characteris-
tics of numerous tablets from the find at Bath suggest the presence of
scribes, even though no two tablets appear to be by the same hand.25

Also, highly formulaic texts, which cannot have been invented on the
spot, must have been copied from formularies of the sort preserved in
PGM and similar recipe collections used by professionals. Finally, sev-
eral large caches of tablets found in one place clearly reflect the work of
a local "cottage" industry. Common sense seems to point us toward
Tomlin's cautious conclusion that we should expect to find "a mixture of
professional and amateur scribes,"26 but on balance the scales would
appear to favor professionals, at least in the Roman period, both for
inscribing the tablets and for providing the formulas.

Next we must ask what these scribes wrote on their tablets. In large
part, the translations that follow in this collection will answer that ques-
tion, but some general observations may serve to create a sense of broad
patterns and of changes through time. The general rule is that the earli-
est examples are also the simplest: most of the early tablets from Sicily
and Attica (fifth to fourth centuries B.C.E.) give only the name of the
target, with no verb of binding and no mention of deities or spirits; some
do include both a verb (usually a form of katadein) and the name of a
deity (in Attica usually Hermes or Persephone).27 Special forms of writ-
ing include either scrambling the names of the targets28 or writing them,
and sometimes the full text of the spell, backwards—that is, from left to
right but with the individual letters facing in the proper direction. Such
techniques clearly express a symbolic meaning like that attributed to the
lead of the tablets themselves, that the fate of the targets should turn
backward or be scrambled, just like their written names. We also find
here yet another example of the way in which quite ordinary habits
became "mystified" in time, gathering a significance and power quite
unthinkable at earlier times.

With few exceptions, "mystical" words or formulas do not appear in
Greek tablets of the classical and Hellenistic periods, in contrast to the
richly variegated language of tablets in the Roman period (first century
C.E. onward). But these exceptions are interesting and important. The
first involves a set of six terms, called ephesia grammata, first attested in
a fragment of Anaxilas, a comic poet of the fourth century B.C.E.: "(an
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unnamed person) . . . carries around marvelous Ephesian letters in
sewn pouches."29 These terms (askion, kataskion, lix, tetrax, damname-
neus, and aisionlaisid) were believed to possess the ability to endow
those who wore them (especially boxers, so it seems) with great power,
both defensive and aggressive.30 They remained well known for centu-
ries, appearing in several later spells and charms. The Christian writer,
Clement of Alexandria (ca. 200 C.E.) not only lists the terms but calls
them "famous among many people."31 More significantly, they appear in
at least one lead amulet from the Hellenistic period and thus clearly
establish the use of "mystical" terms (voces mysticae) long before their
widespread circulation from the first century C.E. onward.32 This folded
tablet from Crete, dating to the fourth century B.C.E., must have been
carried as a protective amulet (line 20 speaks of protecting the wearer
against hostile spells); it contains several of the ephesia grammata: aski
and kataski (lines 9-10), lix (lines 5 and 10), forms of tetrax (lines 5,11-
12), and damnameneus (line 16).33 A second exception is a curious stone
monument from Greece, dating to the late fifth century B.C.E., which
Jeffery takes to be a thank offering by an unnamed person for the
successful punishment of a personal enemy.34 She offers the following
tentative reconstruction of the text: "The Ephesian vengeance was sent
down (?); first Hecate injures (??) the possessions (??) of Megara in all
things; then Persephone already is reporting all the (prayers?) to the
gods."35

The significance of this evidence for the development of defixiones
from those of the classical and Hellenistic periods to later Roman types
cannot be exaggerated. As even a brief comparison of any early and late
tablet from the following collection will reveal, the differences are real
and many:

1. in some of the late Roman examples (esp. fourth to fifth centuries
C.E.), voces mysticae and other forms of "unintelligible" writing can take
up as much as 80 to 90 percent of the tablet, whereas in the amulet from
Crete discussed previously, the ephesia grammata occupy no more than a
line or two;

2. the names and invocations of the gods and spirits are notably longer,
more complex, and aggressively international in the later examples;

3. drawings of human and animal figures, along with the probably
astrological charakteres, become omnipresent;

4. a general increase in Egyptian elements occurs, reflecting the fact
that most of the surviving formularies were produced and copied in
Egypt and thus reveal the fusion of Greek, Egyptian, and other cultures
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typical of Egypt from the first century C.E. onward; among these Egyp-
tian elements, one of the most notable is the use of threats against the
gods.36

And yet we must not overemphasize these differences, as earlier inter-
preters have done, out of a desire to protect ancient Greek culture, even
in its "lower" forms (such as the defixiones) from comparison with the
"degenerate syncretism" of late Roman "magic" and "superstition." For
underneath these differences, we can also detect clear lines of continuity.

For example, the earlier ephesia grammata continue to appear in the
later texts37 and may now be regarded as forerunners of the more elabo-
rate voces mysticae so characteristic of them. Indeed, already on the
early Hellenistic amulet from Crete, the originally impersonal ephesia
grammata are addressed as powers in their own right: they have become
the names of supernatural entities, just as the later voces mysticae come
to function as the secret and powerful names of the gods invoked in the
spells.38

Also, the relatively simple forms of the earlier tablets may be ex-
plained by the strong likelihood that the commissioning and depositing
of tablets with simple written formulas were accompanied by oral
prayers, invocations, and incantations. Gradually, with the growth of
written language in Greek culture, these oral accompaniments were
written down and took their place on the tablet alongside the traditional
elements (the names of the targets and the deities and the verbs of
binding).39

While the evidence for the use of charakteres and engraved figures on
earlier tablets is virtually nonexistent, the stone monument discussed
previously does incorporate, in the midst of its text, the head of a ram.
In this regard, it may also be worth noting that the use of dolls or

originally separate item (the figurine) eventually moved onto the tablet
itself (as a drawing of a human figure).

Still, there can be no mistaking the more elaborate forms of speech in
tablets of the Roman period; in general, they are the most certain indica-
tors of a late date. A partial catalogue of these nonstandard forms of
speech would include the following:

1. palindromes;
2. charakteres (see Figure 1);
3. vowel-series40;
4. triangles, squares, "wings," and other geometric shapes made up of

letters;

figurines with early defixiones may provide another instance in which an



FIGURE 1. Charakteres from a medieval Arabic manuscript of the Ghayat al-
Hakim or The Aim of the Sage. Translated into Latin, it was known as the Picatrix.
This elaborate treatise on celestial powers and their practical application develops
a theory of correspondences between the celestial forces, especially the signs of
the zodiac, and a set of written signs or symbols, that is, these charakteres.
(Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek: Cod. 3317, fol. 113v. By permission.)
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5. names ending in -el and -6th, clearly built on Jewish and Hebrew
models;

6. voces mysticae—words not immediately recognizable as Greek,
Hebrew, or any other language in common use at the time;

7. recurrent formulas (called logoi in PGM) consisting of several
voces mysticae; these are often abbreviated in recipes, for example, "the
abc-formula."

Traditionally, these "unintelligible" forms of speech have been treated
as meaningless gibberish or nonsense. To be fair, such interpretations
are not modern inventions but reach back to ancient critics. In his satire
on such practices (PhilopseudeslLover of Lies, chap. 10), Lucian of
Samosata has his protagonist protest: "Unless you can show me how it's
physically possible for a fever to be frightened or a swelling to be scared
away from the groin by a holy name or a word in some foreign language,
the cases you quote are still only old wives tales." On the other hand, the
Neoplatonic philosopher lamblichus (ca. 300 C.E.), in his passionate
defense of the same practices (he calls them "theurgy"), argues that
charakteres and foreign names,41 when used properly, convey to the
theurgist the powers of the gods. He adds that names lose their
theurgical power when translated into Greek.42 In the long run, how-
ever, the view of Lucian has prevailed and impressed itself on Sir James
Frazer and his successors. Only recently have efforts been made to
reverse these effects, efforts directed at understanding the foundations
of such beliefs, without slipping into lamblichus's posture of defending
them as true.43

At the center of these efforts lies the work of the anthropologist
Stanley J. Tambiah. His 1968 essay, "The Magical Power of Words,"
though written with no apparent knowledge of ancient Mediterranean
defixiones, presents a definitive repudiation of the "gibberish theory"
regarding voces mysticae.*4 For our purposes, we may concentrate on
one aspect of Tambiah's argument, his analysis of special languages in
Sinhalese spells employed to invoke demons of illness. In this case,
where the healer is conscious of addressing a "foreign" audience of
supernatural spirits, it would be entirely inappropriate to use one's na-
tive, human, ordinary language. Thus the mysterious language of spells
does not violate the basic rule of speech communication, that the parties
involved must understand one another, because the voces mysticae repre-
sent "the language the demons can understand."45 Along similar lines, P.
C. Miller and R. T. Wallis have recently shown in separate essays that in
the culture of late antiquity it was precisely the use of unintelligible
forms of speech that signaled the passage from the lower mundane
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realms into the sphere of true spiritual conversation with higher orders
of being.46 The words of the Christian philosopher Clement of Alexan-
dria (ca. 200 C.E.) represent a wide consensus that normal human lan-
guage was not appropriate in addressing gods or any higher beings:
"Plato assigns a special discourse (dialektos) to the gods and he reaches
this conclusion from the experience of dreams and oracles but most of all
from those possesseed by daimones, for they do not speak their own
language or discourse but rather the language of the daimones who
possess them."47

Of course, this is not to say that either those who commissioned
defixiones or those who prepared them understood the voces mysticae.
That was not the point. What mattered was the belief that these invoca-
tions and secret names were understood by the spirits themselves. Just as
in ordinary human encounters, the key to success was to address these
superior beings by their proper names and titles. In this sense, although
it is interesting to note that many of the voces have turned out to be
"real" words borrowed and frequently distorted from other "real" lan-
guages (Hebrew, Aramaic, Persian, and various forms of ancient Egyp-
tian and Coptic), this finding is quite irrelevant to understanding the
attitudes of those who purchased the tablets. For the anxious client,
what mattered was the belief that the magos possessed the special knowl-
edge to get these names and titles right. But as the many variants reveal,
we can see that even they did not always copy the voces with total
accuracy. We should also consider the likelihood that there was an ele-
ment of status enhancement for professionals in maintaining a core of
"unintelligible" discourse, for this left the client with little choice but to
assume that the specialist alone, through superior wisdom, understood
the meaning and significance of this higher language. There is much
more to Tambiah's essay, but on the single issue of "unintelligibility" he
has pulled the rug from under smug interpreters who have, it turns out,
vainly contrasted the benighted irrationality of superstitious and igno-
rant primitives with their own modern rationality.

Charakteres occupy a special place in the symbol system of ancient
spells, for their omnipresence—though not earlier than the second cen-
tury C.E.—as well as for the scant attention they have received. They
appear on amulets,48 defixiones,*9 a private divination apparatus from
Pergamum,50 in recipes (including Greek, Hebrew, Coptic, and Arabic
collections) for defixiones and other spells,51 and in treatises of ancient
Gnostics.52 In addition, they appear in a public inscription on the wall of
the theater at Miletus, where each of seven charakteres is associated with
two sets of vowels: under each set of charakteres and vowels appears the
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following request, "Holy One, protect the city of Miletus and all its
inhabitants," and under the full set of seven columns follows a one-line
prayer, "Archangels, protect the city of Miletus and all its inhabitants."53

Clearly, these charakteres were seen as signs and sources of great power.
They embody the classic definition of a religious symbol as embodying
and transmitting power from the divine realm to the human. But what
precisely did they represent—traditional gods, archangels, planets, or
something else? No doubt, like other special forms of writing on
defixiones, they were taken to be mysterious and powerful, which means
that their "real" origins were not understood at all. Among competing
interpretations regarding their origin, the most promising would appear
to be astrological—that they symbolized various planetary powers, pow-
ers that were in turn commonly identified with angels and archangels by
late Roman astrologers.54 But whatever their origins, their presence as
the sole powers invoked on tablets from Apamea ("most holy" and
"lords"), Beth Shean ("fearsome"), and Hebron tells us that they had
taken on a life of their own and were seen as personifying, representing,
and embodying great power.55

A good number of the defixiones, most gem amulets, and many of the
recipes in formularies also include drawings of human beings, animals,
or mixed creatures (for example, the famous "Anguipede" figure of a
human torso with head of a rooster and snakes for legs). In general
terms, the meaning or function of these figures is obvious: like the voces
mysticae which they represent, they embody and make present the real-
ity of the various actors mentioned in the spell (the human target and the
supernatural beings, rarely the client). Here again, and in contrast to
early views, we can see that the function of figures on the tablets is by no
means unique or distinctive to them. For, as Andre Grabar has noted in
his study of early Christian iconography, images in late antiquity "seem
to have been used more frequently than at other historical periods and
that an extraordinary importance was attributed to them. . . . [T]he
portrait of the sovereign replaced the sovereign. . . . [Portraits of per-
sons of such rank (i.e., Roman magistrates and Christian bishops) have
the value of judicial testimony or of a signature."56 On the role of images
in Jewish and Christian settings, he notes that "images were intended to
do more than recall events of the past: they were intended in some sense
to perpetuate the intervention of God . . . just as the sacraments did."57

In line with these observations, we may conclude that the drawings of
mummies, dismembered bodies, and figures wrapped about with straps
or snakes were intended to anticipate and enact the desired outcome of
the spell itself, to bind or in some other way harm the target. But like
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many other features, these drawings have been little studied. A. D.
Nock's plea of 1929 for a study of these drawings and their iconographic
bearings remains largely unheeded.58

Gods, Daimones, and Spirits of the Dead

The role of images and figures as mediators of power brings us finally to
the names of deities and other spiritual entities on defixiones. In discuss-
ing these names, it is essential to keep in mind three fundamental charac-
teristics of the "spiritual universe" of ancient Mediterranean culture:
first, the cosmos literally teemed, at every level and in every location,
with supernatural beings; second, although ancient theoreticians some-
times tried to sort these beings into clear and distinct categories, most
people were less certain about where to draw the lines between gods,
daimones, planets, stars, angels, cherubim,, and the like; and third, the
spirit or soul of dead persons, especially of those who had died prema-
turely or by violence, roamed about in a restless and vengeful mood near
their buried body.

It has long been customary to distinguish ancient defixiones from other
areas of ancient culture—that is, to separate magic from religion—by
pointing out, as does H. Versnel, that the gods named in them "invariably
either belong to the domain of death, the underworld, the chthonic or are
reputed to have connections with magic."59 But such observations tell us
precious little, for the supernatural beings named in defixiones appear
also in what we otherwise call ancient religion, where virtually every god
or spirit reveals some connection with death and the underworld. In
short, when Jewish (and later Christian) elements (angels, archangels,
and the figure of IAO, the god of Israel) are taken into account, they will be
seen to have almost no chthonic ties. In short, the presence or absence of
chthonic deities offers no hope for a satisfactory differentiation between
"religion" and "magic."

Once it became customary to write down, rather than recite, the
names of the gods to whom the spells were addressed, a clear order of
preference became apparent: Hermes is by far the most common; he is
followed by Hekate, Kore and Persephone, Hades (also known as
Pluto), Ge/Gaia, "the holy goddess" (at Selinus in Sicily), and finally
Demeter (often cited together with "the gods with her"). Others ad-
dressed include Zeus,60 "all the gods and goddesses," Kronos, the
Mother of the gods, and the Furies (Erinyes).61 On Latin tablets, the
most common names are the Manes (spirits of deceased ancestors),
Jupiter, Pluto (the Greek Hades), Nemesis, Mercury (the Greek Her-
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mes), and various water nymphs. Now the 130 or so tablets from Bath,
dedicated to the goddess Sulis (also called Minerva) must be added at
the top of the list. Finally come those highly syncretized spells, primarily
from North Africa and Egypt in the third to sixth centuries C.E., where
gods, daimones with secret names, personified words (for example,
EULAMON), voces mysticae containing elements of foreign deities (IAO,
ERESCHIGAL), and especially a variety of Egyptian deities come together
to form the rich international blend that is so characteristic of late an-
tique culture in all of its dimensions. Among the Egyptian contributions,
the most prominent are Thoth (commonly identified with Hermes),
Seth, and Osiris. In addition to contributions from Egypt, one finds
significant elements from Jewish sources, from Persia, and at a later date
from Christianity. In general, two factors seem to have governed the
selection of gods and spirits and their names: first, local customs and
beliefs; and second, the recipes available through the formularies owned
and used by local experts. In this sense, we may use what we read on
defixiones as a reasonably accurate measure of prevailing beliefs at par-
ticular times and places.

Like other forms of human speech with which they show close similari-
ties (legal,62 cultic,63 epistolary64), the language of defixiones is highly
formulaic.65 Various schemes have been proposed for organizing these
formulas, most recently by C. Faraone. He proposes a simple yet com-
prehensive threefold division of styles or types, although he emphasizes
that all three could be used at one and the same time, even on a single
tablet66:

1. the direct binding formula ("I bind X!"): Faraone calls this a per-
formative utterance, designed to operate automatically, through the ef-
fective force of the words themselves and without intervention from any
supernatural source; here it should be recalled, however, that gods may
have been invoked orally, when the tablet was either commissioned or
deposited;

2. prayer formulas that appeal directly or indirectly for supernatural
assistance ("Restrain X!");

3. persuasive analogies in which the client expresses the wish that the
target should take on the characteristics of something mentioned in the
spell ("As this lead is cold and useless, so may X be cold and useless!");
this, too, must have been regularly coupled, even if orally, with an
appeal for divine assistance.67

To these basic types we may add a partial list of recurrent features in the
language or discourse of the defixiones: repetition, pleonasm, metaphor


