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Abstract

The following paper explains the underlying religious context of the use of katadesmoi (binding tablets) from Classical
Greek society. Elements of examination include oath ceremonies, literary sources for binding, the development and
role of Hermes, beliefs concerning souls of the dead, and lastly an explanation of how katadesmoi relate to these
elements. Using historical analysis supported by Classical texts, such as Homer’s Odyssey and Aeschylus’
Choephoria, this paper establishes that katadesmoi reflect classical Greek religious beliefs. The religious context of
these tablets is important to this field of study because it is an under-researched connection between these two topics.

1. Introduction

Katadesmoi, commonly yet misguidingly referred to as ‘curse tablets’ and also known in Latin as defixiones, were, to
borrow David R. Jordan’s definition, “inscribed pieces of lead, usually in the form of small, thin sheets, intended to
influence, by supernatural means, the actions or welfare of persons or animals against their will.”* The Greek word
katadesmoi? comes from the verb katadein, to bind, and that is exactly what these tablets were intended to do.® The
tablets were used to bind people’s tongues in court cases, bind business rivals from becoming too profitable, bind
one’s romantic interest to oneself, and in some cases, to bind one’s enemies into the hands of death. The purposes of
these binding tablets were varied and so the popularly used yet limiting term of ‘curse tablets’ will therefore be
substituted in the following paper with the original term that the Classical Greeks gave to these tablets: katadesmoi.
The following paper will aim to present to the reader an understanding of these tablets as the Classical Greeks saw
them, as objects not solely of magic as many authors on this subject explain, but rather as objects that reflect the
religious ideas of the time from which they came. | here use the term ‘religion’ to specifically refer to the beliefs and
accompanying ritualistic practices of the ancient Greeks themselves; and the term ‘magic’, in the sense of how most
scholars use the term, as a modernly constructed category as explained by the anthropologist James Frazer in The
Golden Bough.* Approaching the topic of katadesmoi through situating it in the religious context of ancient Greek
society stands in sharp contrast to how much of the literature currently written on katadesmoi focuses almost
exclusively on situating the practice within the confines of our modern definition and understanding of magic. While
helpful in some instances, Frazer’s definition of magic unfortunately does not take into account a society’s original
understanding of what practices may be classified as magical.® A different way in which these tablets can be
understood as magical objects is to place them within their original emic context of how the Classical Greeks
themselves defined and understood magic. Fortunately there is an increase of scholarship which seeks to redefine our
interpretation of these tablets as magical artifacts through this emic instead of etic context. However, neither approach
credits the then existing religious beliefs and practices of the ancient Greeks with the development of katadesmoi.
Through temporarily setting aside the topic of magic, this paper aims to pay particularly close attention to the way in
which these tablets reflect Classical Greek religious ideas and thereby fill a gap in the current scholarship on this topic.



2. Methodology

It should come as no surprise then that the methodological approaches utilized in this paper consist of primarily
historical research and analysis from a phenomenological perspective. Historical analysis is employed because these
tablets have been excavated from their resting place in the ancient past in order to be studied in our present time.
Therefore, to understand their original context within Classical society, literature, such as Greek tragedy, as well as
ancient cultural customs, such as oath ceremonies, will be examined. My historical approach is informed by
phenomenology because | seek to understand these tablets as the Classical Greeks themselves understood them. The
methodological approaches employed in this paper shed new light on this topic of growing interest within Classical
studies and present a new perspective on these tablets that has not yet been advanced by other scholars. It is important
to establish an understanding of the history of the study of these tablets before proceeding to the core of this paper.
Therefore the following discussion will review current literature on binding tablets.

3. Literature Review

While there are many modern scholars on the subject of Greco-Roman religion, there are fewer scholars who focus
on Greco-Roman magic (to which the subject of curse tablets is often attributed), and still fewer scholars whose
specialty is katadesmoi. There are some scholars however that have published books on the subject and even more
Classical scholars (specifically epigraphists) who publish articles in scholarly journals that address the translation of
specific tablets. Among the most recognized authors on this subject is Christopher A. Faraone whose popular book
Magika Hiera: Ancient Greek Magic and Religion, compiled with Dirk Obbink, contains articles from various authors,
one of which is “The Agonistic Context of Early Greek Binding Spells* by Faraone, and, another,“Beyond Cursing:
The Appeal to Justice in Judicial Prayers“, by H. S. Versnel.® Faraone, a Classics professor at the University of
Chicago, has also published numerous articles on the subject of ancient magic and specifically on the topic of curse
tablets.” Another scholar whose work has been influential in this field is John Gager, who as a professor of religious
studies at Princeton University specializing in religions of the Roman Empire,® published the book Curse Tablets and
Binding Spells from the Ancient World. This work surveys different categories of binding tablets throughout the fifth
century BCE to the fith century CE.® Of course there are other modern scholars whose work on Greco-Roman curse
tablets is available, often in broader works that deal with Greco-Roman magic in general. The works of Faroane and
Gager are, however, most likely to immediately appear in a search for publications on the subject.

What the current scholarship on the subject of these tablets shows us is that this specific practice was widely used
for a millennium from about the fifth century BCE to the fifth century CE throughout a large part of the Greco-Roman
world. Modern scholarly books often take this approach to the study of curse tablets; they survey a wide range of
tablets by providing one or two examples from each variety of different locations, time periods, and purposes. As the
practice of using these tablets spans different time periods and therefore religious differences through time and space,
it is easier for scholars to assume that the performance of creating and employing katadesmoi is, as Frazer would
define it, a magical practice as opposed to a religious practice. Also, it appears that scholarship is lacking in its focus
on this practice from any one specific place and time in history. This paper seeks to address this deficit by focusing
on a specific time period and location, namely, Classical Greece of the fifth to fourth centuries BCE.

4. Presentation, Analysis, and Interpretation of Research

Before directly engaging the topic of katadesmoi from Classical Athens it is important to explain basic beliefs and
practices from the late Archaic and early Classical periods because these serve as the religious foundations on which
katadesmoi were constructed. First, basic beliefs and customs from the late Archaic and early classical periods will be
introduced. Next, the language of binding in early Greek literature will be addressed. Then the role of chthonic
(underworld) deities and the development of Hermes will be examined, followed briefly by early views about the souls
of the dead. Only then will one be equipped with enough of a basic understanding of Greek thought to see more clearly
how the katadesmoi reflect Greek religious ideas.

Near Eastern and early Greek oath ceremonies can be seen as a precursor to the practice of katadesmoi. These oaths
implied that a curse was placed on an individual that would violate the oath whether the curse was explicitly detailed
or not.1% In this way a person was bound to honor the oath that he or she made. It appears that binding ceremonies
were common throughout the Mediterranean during the Archaic era. Individuals would bind themselves to one another
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through an oath ceremony for reasons such as the establishment of treaties and to guarantee the truth of statements
made in court.** In major cases where individuals were suspected of not keeping their oath, all of those involved in
the oath would at the time of the oath call a curse upon those who did not remain true to the oath.*? Near Eastern oaths
contained longer lists of curses than did Greek oaths, but the Greeks nonetheless would have come into contact with
these long explicitly verbal curses. The deities would be called upon in these oaths as witnesses and if a person were
found to break their oath then the deity called upon would automatically enact the curse.’® It was believed that
“violation of an oath was an act of impiety which could disturb in more general terms the good relationship between
men and gods.”** As the Athenian orator Lycurgus put it, “No one who has committed perjury can escape the notice
of the gods or escape punishment from them.”®

This language of calling upon a deity as a witness and expecting that deity to enact a curse is exactly the same
language that is used later in judicial katadesmoi from the Classical period, as we will later see. Greek familiarity with
explicitly stated cursing language from Near Eastern oath ceremonies may have also influenced an early classical stele
(a stone slab or column bearing an inscription) called The Cursing. The Cursing is a stele from Teos on the coast of
Asia Minor from the early fifth century BCE.® The stele is a form of law-code and public cursing against those who
would commit a crime against the Teian state or individuals of the Teian state. The stele inscription begins: “Whoever
works baneful spells upon the teians, on State or individual, death to him and his seed. Whoever hinders the import of
grain to Teian territory by any means or device, by sea or land, or re-exports any imported grain, death to him and his
seed.”?” The inscription then continues the “death to him and his seed” formula and finishes by cursing anyone who
would damage the stele.’® What the oath ceremonies show us is that in the Greek context binding oaths and their
accompanying curses were oral in nature and not written down until the early classical period. It would not be until
this time when literary evidence of these practices would be produced.

An early literary source of binding prayers comes from the poet Pindar’s first Olympian Ode from 476 BCE.'® This
victory ode recalls the myth of Pelops’ race against Oenomaus in which Pelops prays for Poseidon to “come and bind
(pedason) the brazen spear of Oinomaos and give me the faster chariot by Elis’ river!”?° Another very clear literary
reference to a binding in Greek literature was Aeuchylus’ Eumenides which was a play that won first prize when
performed in Athens in 458 BCE.? In this play, “The Furies use a spell against Orestes to gain an advantage over him
before the beginning of his trial.”?? These Furies, the Erinyes, “...to an educated Athenian in 458 B.C., were avengers
of murder, perjury and other grave wrongs, who might exact their vengeance from the wrongdoer himself or from his
descendants. [...] They could be thought of as the embodiment of a curse.”?® But perhaps the story that best brought
binding rituals into popular Athenian culture was a play attributed to Aeuchylus called Prometheus Bound. In this
play, which dates probably from 479 to 424 BCE,?* Hephaistos repeatedly binds different parts of Prometheus’ body.
John M. Marston in Language of Ritual Cursing in the Binding of Prometheus draws the parallels between this scene
and the repetitive binding of body parts found in later katadesmoi.?®

Physical evidence of the practice of katadesmoi appears rather suddenly from the Classical period. In 483 BCE a
major silver mine was discovered near Athens and therefore silver production increased. Lead, a byproduct of silver
refinement, was soft and easily hammered out into thin sheets. According to Faraone,

[TThey used small lead tablets as a very cheap (and reusable) medium to write business letters and various
other things. That’s why we have such a large number of curse tablets during the late classical (during and
just after the mines were in operation) and much fewer in the later periods—it seems that eventually this
stockpile of lead ran out and the Athenians began to write their curses on more available materials, such as
wax and papyrus, that do not survive when they are buried in the ground.?

John G. Gager elaborates on the use of such materials when he states that “the process of inscribing on metal tablets
posed no great difficulty. The preferred instrument was a bronze stylus.” He further mentions that “a practiced scribe
could write on the soft metal surface as easily as on wax.”?’

It appears that there is only one enigmatic binding tablet that has survived since before the silver mine was in
operation and, as expected, it is not found on lead. It is an Attic black-ware pottery shard whose inscription when
translated reads, “I lay upon Aristion a deadly (es aida or until death) quartan fever.”?® It seems that this pottery shard
is an exception to the rule and that primarily bindings were done orally before the readily available materials on which
to inscribe them were in use.?® Also, literacy was an issue in Classical Athens and not all individuals were therefore
able to write binding tablets. “On most tablets, the hand-writing is not more than a mere scribble. Some tablets are
barely literate.”®® Therefore it is plausible that even illiterate slaves could have performed oral binding rituals against
their slave-owners. We have a case of an oral curse in the Illiad: “when Meleager’s mother curses her son, she simply
pounds the earth with her hand and prays that Hades and Persephone might destroy him.”3! Written a few hundred
years before the Classical period, this instance in the Illiad shows how simply a binding ritual could have been
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performed. As we will later see, the names of these chthonic deities will appear in katadesmoi from the classical period
and figure prominently into the ontological framework for understanding how these tablets worked. For the time being
it will suffice to say that regarding early katadesmoi, “[GJods may have been invoked orally, when the tablet was
either commissioned or deposited.” It only follows that early binding rituals were primarily oral in nature and that
from the archaic to the classical periods people began to write simple inscriptions on the earliest tablets. As Gager has
put so clearly in Curse Tablets and Binding Spells from the Ancient World, “[T]he relatively simple forms of the earlier
tablets may be explained by the strong likelihood that the commissioning and depositing of tablets with simple written
formulas were accompanied by oral prayers, invocation, and incantations.”*? Also, to quote Nigel Wilson,

Incantations were accompanied by various practices that served to reinforce the power of the spoken word.
One important supplement to the oral spell from the Classical period onward was the process of inscription
— the performance of writing down the name of the victim and that of the god or demon invoked to work the
spell lent greater efficacy to the accompanying words.*

This additional efficacy that was attributed to writing down the names of the victims and deities involved may have
stemmed from the simple fact that in Classical Athens writing was generally used for official purposes.3* It would
have been one thing to simply voice a binding prayer against someone but to actually put the matter into writing would
have offered the individual a more tangible and concrete expression of their intent. The earliest and most common
forms of katadesmoi were simply the names of individuals inscribed on the tablets.*® The earliest and simplest tablets
could also contain the verb katadein (to bind) and the names of chthonic deities such as Hermes and Persephone.*®
These deities were believed to serve as witnesses to the binding ritual and to also put forces into motion that would
bring about the binder’s intent. These deities would be “frequently called by their epithets katakhos and katokhe, terms
which reinforce their role as the divinities most responsible for overseeing the binding action envisaged in the
tablets.”%

The Olympian deities that many people are familiar with such as Zeus and Athena are considered ouranic deities
(of the sky). However, those with which our study is concerned such as Hecate and Hades are considered chthonic (of
the earth). There are very different practices that were performed between the two categories, as Mikalson explains in
Ancient Greek Religion:

Offerings and sacrifices to purely ouranic deities were performed in daylight, were directed upwards to the
sky, and often resulted in a feast among the participants. Since chthonic deities were “in the earth,” offerings
and sacrifices to them were directed downwards to the earth, with liquid offerings (choai) of milk, blood, or
honey poured into low-lying altars (escharai) or pits. Such offerings were usually made at night, and animals
sacrificed to these deities were to be black, not white as for ouranic deities. Usually the whole victim was
offered, as a holocaust, with no meat set aside for a banquet of the sacrificers.®

The chthonic deities were believed to reside in the realm of Hades, whose location was said to be “’beneath the depths
of the earth.””% Chthonic deities were not the only ones believed to reside beneath the earth; they “form but a part of
a large class of divinities who are easily roused to anger, and to all of these divinities propitiatory sacrifices are
necessarily offered.”*® The Titans and Erinyes were described as residing beneath the earth*! and Daimons were also
chthonic. The Daimons were “powers which bring only dangers and evil, powers which it is best not to name and
which must be turned away by appropriate sacrifice in order to be rid of them.”*? It seems that they existed because
the Athenians did not want to hold the Gods responsible for the unfortunate circumstances that occur in life such as
misfortune, failure, and death.*® These Daimons do appear in the more violent language of latter katadesmoi, but not
as much in the Classical period. The most common deity addressed on katadesmoi from the Classical period is
Hermes.*

Hermes Psychopompos (escorter of souls) originally played the role of guiding souls on their journey to Hades,*
and the distance between the realms of the living and the dead decreased as the Archaic age became the Classical age.
“In the Classical era (the 5 and 4™ centuries BC), the role of the psuchopompoi is extended. Hermes does not merely
accompany souls to Hades, but sometimes facilitates their temporary return to the living. He also operates as a go-
between (kéruks), sensitising souls to messages from the living.”*¢ Hermes is the messenger who can travel freely
between men, Gods, and the dead. One can then easily see how this figure became a common component to the
effective execution of katadesmoi, as will soon be explained. But first let us look at the history and development of
Hermes in order to understand how this deity became associated with the souls of the dead.

The etymological origins of the name Hermes guide our study of this deity in the proper direction. The name Hermes
comes from the ancient Greek term &rma#’ (herma), which means “a heap of stones.”® Piles of stones were not an
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uncommon sight in the ancient world and were frequently found by travelers along rural roads. These stone piles were
“telling to anyone passing that here is a decisive spot and somebody has been here before.”*® These travelers would
often add stones to these cairns along their way and in this respect Hermes first became known as the daemon or spirit
of the stone-heaps themselves™ and as the “guide of wayfarers and god of roads.”® “Phallic figures were carved in
wood and planted on top of the cairns.” It appears that these wooden poles once present in the countryside
characteristically consisted of a “wooden shaft, brackets, a mask, and garment. Doubtless the fine garments were not
worn at all times by statues standing in the open and exposed to the inclemencies of the weather, so that the undraped
shaft was a familiar sight.”>® This sounds somewhat similar to the modern day scarecrow and was primarily used to
demarcate the boundaries between properties.> The common and classical herma developed from a wooden shaft into
a rectilinear carved stone pillar which consisted of “a rather dignified, usually bearded, head on a four-cornered pillar
and, in due place, an unmistakable, realistically molded, erect phallus.”®® “The stone form was introduced in Athens
about 520 by Hipparchos, the son of Pisistratus, to mark the midway points between the various Attic villages and the
Athenian agora [the marketplace], and soon this form came to be adopted generally.”* These boundary stones also
became common sites in front of Athenian houses.>” Later in 477/6 the general Cimon won a victory over the Persian
army at Eion in Thrace and erected three herma as victory monuments in the northwest corner of the agora in Athens.58
These herma previously had not been used as a victory monument before that time®® and in the decades that followed,
“feelings of uneasiness seem to arise: by-and-by herms cease to be ithyphallic.”® These stone pillars also “would
mark graves, which of course were commonly by the roadside in ancient times, and perhaps for this reason, perhaps
simply by a natural extension of his function as a guide, he became the spirit who led the souls of the dead down to
Hades, psychopompos.”! Messages to the dead would be spoken to the herm at one’s grave,% and libations were
offered at the herm as well.®3

Thus we see in a general sense how a heap of stones by the roadside came to be personified as a spirit in charge of
leading the dead in their afterlife journey. In the mid fifth century BCE phallic iconography on the herms fell out of
style and it is during this time period that we see Hermes begin to develop from a stationary bearded stone pillar into
a swift and youthful traveling messenger whose characteristics consisted of wings on his sandals, a staff in hand, and
a broad brimmed traveler’s hat.%* Some of our earliest literary references to Hermes date as far back as Homer with
his being mentioned in both the Illiad and the Odyssey. Indeed, Pausanias, a Greek traveler of the Roman Empire who
recorded his wanderings from roughly 150-80 CE,® mentioned of Hermes that, “ [T]he poems of Homer have given
currency to the report that he is a servant of Zeus and leads down the spirits of the departed to Hades.”® The stories
of Homer also offer a mythological framework in which to contextualize the association of Hermes with the herms.
In the Illiad Hermes used his magical staff®’ to place a deep sleep on the many-eyed giant Argos and killed him with
the cast of a stone.%® “When Hermes killed Argos, he was brought to trial by the gods. They acquitted him, and in
doing so each threw his voting-pebble (y#ifoj) at his feet. Thus a heap of stones grew up around him.”® Also in the

Odyssey Hermes “Summons forth the souls of the slain suitors from the palace of Odysseus, and, gibbering like bats,
they follow him to the meadow of Asphodelos where souls have eternal sojourn.”’® We even see offerings to Hermes
in the Odyssey where “Eumainos, the pious swineherd in the Odyssey, sets aside a portion for Hermes and the nymphs
at the sacral meal.”’* We see then that, as far back as the seventh century with Homer, Hermes was seen in Greek
literature as more than just a heap of stones or even as a single anthropomorphized stone. In Greek thought Hermes
became idealized and personified as the forces these stones represented.

It wasn’t until the Choephoria of Aeschylus in 458 BCE? that Hermes directly receives his epithet Chthonios:

Orestes addresses him as Chthonios in the impressive prayer for aid in which he invokes both Hermes and
his dead father... He is standing, as he says, actually “at the funeral mound” of his father, and it is this that
gives the invocation its point. Hermes is present at the grave-mound, and may help Agamemnon to rise from
the shades and assist his children.”

Ultimately Hermes is seen as the deity who is able to assist souls with the successful traverse of the divide between
the realms of the living and the dead. This was not seen in Greek thought as a one way journey in which souls of the
dead can no longer have contact with the living. Hermes was the facilitator of bringing the souls of the dead back to
the land of the living temporarily for the purpose of communication with the living. It should now be clear that Hermes
played a crucial role in the practice of katadesmoi because without Hermes, as mediator between the lands of the
living and the dead, communication would not have been possible.

And yet, some Greek practices of necromancy did not automatically call upon Hermes to allow the souls of the dead
to communicate with the living. Nonetheless, it is clear that the Greeks still would have understood that it was Hermes
who allowed the dead to communicate with the living. Our focus now shifts to explaining how Greek religious
concepts of the soul after death played an important role in the execution of katadesmoi.
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Some of our earliest literary sources for Greek views of the soul come from Homer. Homeric language of archaic
Greece terms what we may consider the soul as psyche.” The following quote aids in understanding what the archaic
Greeks believed concerning the psyche:

Psyche is not the soul as a bearer of sensations and thoughts, it is not the person, nor is it a type of
Doppelgénger. Yet from the moment it leaves the man it is also termed an eidolon, a phantom image, like
the image reflected in a mirror which can be seen, though not always clearly, but cannot be grasped: the
dream image and the ghostly image, the forms in which the dead man can still appear, are identified with the
breath which has left the body.”™

These psychai may resemble their physical bodies but have no strength or life in them and it is uncertain to what extent
they maintain their consciousness or intelligence.’ This is one view present in Homeric literature which later develops
to give more animation to the psyche. There are certain Homeric poems which show the dead interacting with one
another,”” which clearly does not mean that they were considered to be completely void of consciousness. Other places
in the Odyssey of Homer show that “they must first drink the sacrificial blood in order to recollect themselves and
speak.”’® The contradictions present in the literature of Homer call one to question if the early Greeks had a clear
mythos of the nature of the psyche in the afterlife or not. The answer to this appears to be that they did and that these
seeming contradictions only go to show the dynamic nature of these beliefs. It very well could be that

Homer initially collated the original tales from the pre-Homeric era, but that there had been certain alterations
even in his own time; that the early and the later components of the poems therefore do not reflect the opinions
of a single era, and that certain texts, such as book 24 of the Odyssey, were written later, during the archaic
era... In the Archaic era (from the 8" to the 6 century BC) the concept of the afterlife underwent a significant
change. Two accompanying figures (psuchopompoi) emerge at this time, with the function of taking the soul
to Hades... In the Classical Era (the 5" and 4" centuries BC), the role of the psuchopompoi is extended.
Hermes does not merely accompany souls to Hades, but sometimes facilitates their temporary return to the
living.”™

This is not to say that there was no effort of communication between the living and the dead before the Classical era
but rather that during the Classical period Hermes was recognized as the deity responsible for the facilitation of such
communication. The psyche of a deceased person was generally considered to be unable to establish communication
with the living unless the correct rituals were performed. The Nekuia, book 11 of the Odyssey, offers an account:

It is night. On Circe’s instructions, Odysseus digs a pit (bothros). He pours libations around it to all the dead,
first of a mixture of milk and honey, melikraton, second of sweet wine, and third of water, and then he
sprinkles barley on top. He prays to the dead, promising to sacrifice to all of them on his return home the best
sterile heifer of his herd and to burn treasures on a pyre for them. To the ghost of the Tiresias, with which he
particularly wishes to speak, he promises a separate sacrifice of his outstanding all-black ram. With his bronze
sword, he opens the necks of (jugulates) a pair of black sheep, male and female, holding their heads down
toward the underworld while turning his own face in the opposite direction. He lets their blood flow into the
pit. At this point the ghosts gather. Odysseus orders his companions Perimedes and Eurylochus to flay the
sheep and burn their bodies in holocaust (i.e., to burn them whole), and to pray to Hades and Persephone. &

This necromantic ritual described by Homer in the Odyssey is the same for that of other chthonic beings but the blood
of the sacrifice is what was believed to be needed by the souls of the dead to communicate with the living. The souls
of the dead played an integral role in the proper deployment of katadesmoi because many tablets are found at
gravesites, as we shall soon see.

To summarize the key elements examined thus far: First, binding ceremonies were common in Archaic
Mediterranean society and the Greeks produced sufficient literary evidence of instances of binding. Secondly, Hermes
evolved throughout the Archaic era and by the classical period had become an important figure in underworld and
afterlife thought. Hermes’ role as a facilitator of communication between the living and the dead was believed to be
crucial for successfully contacting the dead. Lastly, sacrifices and offerings were important to the communication with
both the chthonic deities as well as the souls of the dead. Now our study reaches an axis on which to turn towards
addressing the tablets themselves.

As mentioned in the introduction, katadesmoi are thin lead sheets that are inscribed with the intent of binding
someone against his or her will. The literary content of these tablets do not always explicitly explain for what specific
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purpose the tablets were created. As this study focuses on Classical Greek katadesmoi it will be useful to keep in mind
that “[t]he general rule is that the earliest examples are also the simplest”, and that they often “give only the name of
the target.”®! Numerous tablets of this simple type have been found as well as many other tablets that specifically use
the verb ‘to bind’ against those the tablet names. There are four main literary styles that any one tablet may contain,
which | here list:

1. Direct Object — The tablet contains only the name of the individual or individuals to which desired effects
are directed with no other accompanying text or images.
2. Accusative — The tablet contains simple binding formulae, which usually consist of, and start with, the word

Katadw (katado, I bind...). Faroane refers to this type as a ‘performative utterance’.®

3. Petitionary — The tablet explicitly contains a request for supernatural forces to bind an individual or
individuals.

4. Sympathetic — The tablet contains language which equates its intended target with the nature of either the
physical substance of which the tablet is made or the words or images used on the tablet. Here we see that,
“names were often written in symbolically significant ways on early Greek tablets—the letters could be
scrambled or written backward—so that names clearly operated as more than labels. The name embodied the
person or the animal and gave some measure of control over them.”%*

There are many different literary structures and patterns that can be observed on a wide variety of tablets, but these
appear to be the most common forms.® In addition to their literary structure these tablets can also be categorized by
their purpose and intent which consists of the following categories: legal, choral or athletic competition, trade, love
and sex, and prayers for justice.® The variety of uses for these tablets shows that while they were all meant to bind
their target in some way they were not necessarily created for the purpose of cursing their targets, as the misguided
terminology in referring to katadesmoi as ‘curse tablets’ denotes. It is more proper to consider these tablets as
representing the struggles between rivals in competitive contexts®” and that the Classical Greeks viewed these tablets
as a means of conflict resolution.® The method of employing katadesmoi to bind one’s rivals transcended
socioeconomic status, although wealthy politicians certainly utilized it in a manner different from that of others, as we
shall see in one of the following examples.

Concerning the demographics of these tablets, “Some 1,600, the majority in Greek, survive from all periods of
antiquity from 500 B.C. onward.”® “Approximately three hundred curse tablets have been excavated in Athens over
the past hundred years, about two hundred seventy of which date back to the fourth century BCE.”*® About half of
these two hundred and seventy are barely readable, about eighty are judicial in nature with roughly half being
composed or commissioned by the political elite, about forty tablets are business-related, and tablets concerning love
are even less common.®* What one notices about the status of katadesmoi in classical Greece and more specifically in
Classical Athens is that most binding tablets contained judicial content and were “to be cast on adversaries before
crucial trials.”% What may account for the substantial amount of judiciary binding tablets at this time is the sudden
rise of democracy in both politics and legal court structure.

After the text of a binding tablet was inscribed, the tablet would then be sealed and deposited in an appropriate
location. We find that after “almost all defixiones were rolled or folded; they might also be pierced with one or more
nails.”® The specific function of the nailing of the tablet is uncertain. One is therefore left only to speculate as to the
nails intent. It is likely that once the tablet was nailed it would not be unfolded and edited in any way. This can be
compared to the way that one seals a letter today inside an envelope. It is a way of sealing one’s message and intent.
The binding tablet would then be deposited in a location considered to be receptive for the sending of the message
that the tablet conveyed. These locations included, “for love spells, the home of the desired target; for racing, the
stadium floor; and sanctuaries associated with chthonic deities.”® Most often tablets were placed in cemeteries at the
graves of the dead.®® This topic of the role of the dead, and in turn the chthonic deities, brings this study to a point of
culmination to tie together all the aforementioned elements before proceeding to an examination of some examples of
the tablets themselves. When modern authors on this subject describe that the tablets were just simply deposited at
graves, they seldom explore the complexities that such a deposit implies, but it is where one observes how these tablets
fit into the religious framework of the Classical Greek mind.

An individual wishing to deposit a katadesmos in a cemetery would first need to locate an appropriate grave at which
to deposit it. The person would first enter the cemetery at dusk or later at night in search of a grave and most likely
not use the grave of one in his or her own family.*® Ideally he or she would want to find the grave of one of the agroi
(those who had died young) or the biaiothanatoi (those who died by violent means).®” ®The reason for this is because
these specific types of souls “remained in a restless condition near the graves until their normal life-span had been
reached.”®® “The marginal status of adroi and biaiothanatoi would both facilitate interaction with the living and make
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them easier prey for the practitioner—they were neither impeded nor protected by the walls of the Underworld.”1%
To find such a grave would have been the best case scenario because they were readily present at the gravesite and
therefore the individual would not need to call the soul of him or her up from Hades.** In the event that an individual
could not find such a grave, as was likely often the case, he or she would choose one at random or of one recently
buried as the freshly dug soil would make it easier to dig.1°? The escharai, low lying pit, would be dug in which to
make whole sacrifices of animals as well as offerings of milk, blood, and honey. This served the purpose of animating
the soul of the dead to comprehend his or her task as serving as a messenger “between this world and the next, carrying
the words of the tablets to deities in the underworld”.1% Once this ritual was performed, the individual would then
place the katadesmos in the pit as well, cover the whole thing back up with soil and depart, leaving no trace of the
events that had just occurred. The soul of the dead would then deliver the message on the tablet to the chthonic deities
such as Hecate and Hermes who are then expected to rouse the spirits,'® daimones, and any other forces to execute
the requests made by the individual. The individual would then offer additional sacrifices and offerings at the
successful execution of his or her requests.

It should now be clear to the reader that these tablets reflect Classical Greek religious ideas. As mentioned in the
introduction, these tablets should not be viewed solely as the archacological remains of some ‘magical’ system, as
many authors on ‘curse tablets’ would lead one to believe; but rather, these binding tablets are remains of an immensely
complex religious world view in which mortal men, immortal Gods, and souls of the dead all interact with one another.

5. Analyses of Specific Tablets

To conclude, | offer some examples of classical Greek binding tablets. The first example to consider is an early fourth
century tablet from Attica (the geographic region surrounding Athens). % I here offer David R. Jordan’s transcription
of the original Greek as well as an accompanying translation followed by interpretation.

Side A:

Eitij éme katédesen Whoever put a binding spell on me, whether
Egunnfj<é>nr & d<o>vloj & §é- woman or man of slave or free or foreigner
levgeroj & zénoj & &j- or citizen or domestic (?) or alien, whether
‘s’toj & oikeioj & dllot- for spite towards my work or my deeds,

rtoj & épi ¢gonon ton whoever put a curse on me before Hermes

éméi érgasiai £ #rgoij, eriounios or katochos or dolios or anywhere
eitij éme katédes- else, | put a reciprocal bindingspell on all

en proj ton ‘Ermégn to- my enemies.

n épwénion £ pro’j ton
katocon & proj ton doé-
lion & dallogipo, anti-
katade's'meow toj &c'r’o-

0] d&pantaj.

Side B:

katadesmevw dtidikon Di- I bind my opponent in court Dion and
wna kai Granikon pe AII[ ]D? . E- Granicos.

STAI aoton tod ghafton]o (?) mé-

roj pleionoj & égm danedomen.

The above transliteration of side B comes from Daniel Ogden,% whereas the transliteration of side A and the original
Greek come from David R. Jordan.'®” Side B is only partly legible and therefore difficult to fully interpret. Jordan
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states that the tablet’s grammatical context likely dates it to before 370 BCE and that it is possible that the figure
Granicos mentioned on side B could have been a metic (foreigner), slave, or former slave from Asia Minor.1%

This specific tablet shows a unique glimpse into the mindset of its author. First of all, it can be assumed that the
author of this tablet is going to court against at least two people named Dion and Granicos. It also implies that the
author anticipated that the opponents in the upcoming court case may have already made a binding tablet of their own.
As a result, our author places a reciprocal binding on anyone that has placed one against him. Notice, the author does
not name his or her opponents on side A but instead lists categories of people such as women, men, foreigner, and
citizen. This then “offers an early example of the use of highly stylized ‘exhaustive dichotomies.’”1% The author is
unsure of specifically who may have placed a binding on him or herself and therefore makes sure to include a list of
possible categories that the person may belong to. Ultimately this shows just how common the practice of katadesmoi
was in Classical Greece because common people (in this example, Dion and Granicos) were assumed by another
person (our author) to be familiar with binding tablets.

In addition, and particularly relevant to our study of the religious context of these tablets, this example shows the
author’s assumption of to whom the katadesmos was addressed. It was assumed that tablets were addressed to Hermes
eriounios, katochos, or dolios, which are all epithets designating specific functions of Hermes. So not only Hermes
katochos (the restrainer) was believed to bind individuals but also Hermes dolios (the trickster) was believed to bind
individuals as well. The author’s assumption that tablets were brought before Hermes shows how important Hermes
was in their proper execution.

Our next tablet for consideration is another tablet from fourth century Attica. | offer here the original ancient Greek
text, its transliteration into a clearer Greek text containing accent marks!?, a translation!!!, and an accompanying
commentary.

QAATAKNHNEOGZOPANANHNAG®YME®I ‘Topegpvbiavnv Avépocévny Kotadd I bind over before Hermes

KAIANOMOPANAIMIET OAAZXEIPAX yol Zy(pyiov Apdpova: Todag yeipag  the Restrainer Androsthe-

IMPOZTO.EPA. NTONKATOXON 1pog to[v] ‘Ep[uii]v tov kdrayov nés and (?) Iphemuthanés

YYXHNTAQONTAXEPTAZIAY Yoy yAdvrag Epyaciog and (?) Simias (and

XEPAH KEPON Dromén)—feet, hands,
soul, tongue, products,
and income.

“Of the five lines, parts of the first and second lines are written so that the full line reads from left to right, while the
individual words are spelled from right to left.”’'!? In other words, a sentence that reads, “I bind before Hermes, Andro
and Iphem” would in this format read as, “I bind before Hermes, ordnA and mehpl.” This format was not uncommon
in early katadesmoi, but why? | propose that these types of tablets, and tablets similar to them which employ a greater
amount of complexity in their letter arrangement, may have been written in such a way to try and conceal the identity
of their intended targets. This may have been a precaution taken by the author. The reason for this strategy may be so
that even if their intended target were to find the tablet they would not know it was directed against them. This also
protected the identity of the tablet maker because if an individual knew they were the target of a katadesmos and had
few enemies then it would not be difficult to figure out who it was that created the tablet. This epigraphical theory on
personal pronoun structure aside, there is evidence to support that the words also acted as a tangible representation for
the author’s desired effect upon a target. “In the greek world [...] we occasionally find formulas calling attention to
the fact that the victim’s name or the entire text is inscribed backwards, such as in this [fourth century tablet] from
Athens [...] ‘Just as the words are cold and reversed (¢paristera, lit. written right to left), so too may the words of

Krates be cold and reversed’.”1*?

What makes our specific example interesting is not only its epigraphical nature but also what it includes in its list of
items to bind. It is common to find tablets that list many body parts of individuals to bind but it is less common to find
examples of bindings on one’s products and income. Therefore, this tablet suggests a competition in business of some
sort. 114

For our final example | offer another fourth century tablet, this one from Athens. Included are drawings of the tablet
in Figure 1 as well as transcriptions of the original Greek!*® followed by a translation!® and commentary.
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Figure 1. Drawing of fourth century tablet.

Side A: Side B:
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Side A:
I am sending a letter to the daimones

and to Persephone, and deliver (to
them) Tribitis, (daughter of)

Choiriné, who did me wrong,
daughter, husband, and three

children, two female and one male.

Pagkratés Mant[ias] Diophantos

Metagenés

Side B:

Restrained are . . . the boxers,
Aristomachos and Aristbnumos.

Restrain all their power. Euandria,
daughter of Charikleidés . . .,
treacherous Doris, (daughter) of

Aristokratés. May Persephone
restrain all of her. Hermes and
Hades, may you restrain all of these.
Daimon, (may you restrain) Galéné,
daughter of Polukleia, by your side.

This final example brings our study of the Greek katadesmoi to a close by showing us, at least in this particular
example, how the binding tablets were understood; as letters to the underworld. Intent and purpose aside, this example
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shows just how engrained the belief in chthonic deities was in the execution of these tablets. Dating from the later
fourth century, as many later Greek tablets go on to show, the authors begin including precise lists of names of chthonic
deities and more text in general. The author specifically calls upon the daimones, Hermes, Persephone, and Hades; all
chthonic figures from the underworld. Our author asks that these beings not only bind someone that has done wrong
against her, Tribitis, but also, that they bind Tribitis” husband and children. The author then goes on to bind other
individuals as well. The way in which this tablet is particularly violent is in what it implies. The phrase ‘by your side’
when referring to the chthonic beings means that the author desired death for these individuals so that their souls
would reside with them in Hades.

6. Concluding Thoughts

If rituals were performed and deities invoked orally with the deposit of tablets from the early Classical period as my
thesis explains then why do we see a shift to include many deities’ names on the tablets in the later Classical period?
Perhaps the later authors of these tablets became more lenient in their observance of the proper oral prayers and rituals
for the tablets’ deposits. Perhaps the next generation of katadesmoi makers found it more convenient to write more
and do less; and so, what was once a complex religious ritual became distilled into a precise literary form and a
tradition in and of itself which would adapt and change over the following thousand years along with the people all
across the Mediterranean.
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