
HPHP4018 – Working With Curse Tablets 

 
A curse tablet from the baths at Roman Bath 

 

Curse tablets (defixiones in Latin, κατάδεσμοι (katadesmoi) in Greek) were a fairly widespread 

phenomenon in the ancient world – occurring as far afield as Egypt to Roman Britain. Hundreds 

have been discovered in the archaeological record and the practice was also alluded to by a 

number of ancient authors. Often (but not exclusively) written on lead (due to its cheaper cost), 

a bronze stylus was used to etch on a message or curse. The message, written either by the 

individual themselves, or by a scribe. From the Roman Imperial and Late Antique periods these 

had become quite elaborate, with a range of gods and underworld spirits being invoked, 

alongside often unintelligible magic words, descriptions of any perceived wrongs, and what 

they person writing/commissioning the tablet wanted to happen to their target. Although not 

all such tablets were necessarily “curses”; some were intended as love spells or to alleviate 

suffering.   

Many of these (but not all) were surreptitiously placed in graves, particularly of those who had 

died prematurely or by violence. This was because such individuals were thought to roam about 

in a restless or vengeful mood near the body. The dead seem to have had some form of 

mediatory role (some tablets indicate that respite was offered once the spirits had fulfilled the 

requested task). From the second century CE, we also start to see a number of figurines (made 

of lead, mud or wax) – sometimes bound – that were included alongside the curse tablets. 

Frequently the name of the target was written on the figurines, especially with love or sex 

spells. Sometimes hair or clothing has also been found in association with these tablets / 

writings; indeed, in the text Dialogue of Courtesans, by Lucian of Samosata, such material 

connected to the target was said to be useful for love spells.  

For this session we will examine some examples of “curse” tablets (given below) and consider 

what they can tell us both about social life (i.e. the lives, activities and concerns of the living) 

and about conceptions of the afterlife and the underworld. A set of individual questions that 

accompany the examples are given. You should consider these, makes notes and bring those 

along to the discussion session.  



Examples of “curse” tablets 

 

 

How comprehensible do you find this text? What do you think is going on here? What 

strikes you about the range of supernatural forces named in the tablet? 

 

 

What impression can we get about the ubiquity of the practice? And its 

professionalization? 

 



 

How credible or not do you think a jury or a wider audience may have found Curio’s 

claim? 

 

 

What is interesting about the invocation of Demetrios? Can we infer anything about the 

status of the person who had the curse tablet commissioned?  

 

 

What does this inscription tell us about community or state responses to curse tablets? 

And about social tensions within a community?  

 

 

Can we interpret this as a form of revenge sacrifice?  



 

What does this literary anecdote tell us about Christian ecclesiastical responses to curse 

tablets and the dangers they pose?  

 

 

What kind of love triangle situation seems to be indicate by this curse tablet? How can 

such a curse appear to be “deactivated”?  

 



 

Can we guess at why the commissioner of this curse tablet is annoyed with Zois? 

 

 

What can the reference to the various sexual practices tell us about Roman Imperial era 

attitudes towards “sexuality”? Is Ammonion simply looking to selfishly gratify his own 

pleasures or does he seem to be seeking something more?  

 

 

What is the social-historical value of this papyrus? 

 

 

 


