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Abstract: This study examines the practice of magic symbols in North Africa to find out whether
there was a regional peculiarity in the use of charaktéres that distinguished this area from other
parts of the Roman Empire. Two phenomena appear to be more common in North Africa, though
they may also occur elsewhere: first, charaktéres as encrypted names, and second, charaktéres as
framing devices. First and foremost, though, some introductory remarks concerning charaktéres
in general are made.
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I. Charaktéres in North Africa and beyond

Charaktéres are signs invented for magical purposes as tools of communication
with demons.? Most of them can be traced back to thirty-one basal signs,
whereas the others are usually ad hoc inventions of individual magicians.®
Many of the charaktéres can be derived from the Greek (and some from the
Latin) alphabet, differing from the corresponding letters only in the tiny decora-
tive circles placed at the end of the strokes: these are called ring letters. Charak-
téres are closely connected with magical “handbooks” and professional scribes
or sorcerers.

Charaktéres can be found in five source types: a) curse tablets,* b) amulets,®
c) magic gems,® d) magic papyri’ and e) miscellaneous inscriptions of magical
context (e.g. the magical kit of Pergamon).® This paper focuses on curse tablets.

1 ORCID 0000-0001-8708-8102. ELTE University. The preparation of this study was supported
by the project entitled Corpus of the curse tables of Clermont-Ferrand (OTKA K134319).

2 Martin 2016, 265; Hopfner 1924, 1183.

3 Gordon 2011, 28. See Frankfurter 1994, 207: ‘The magical charaktéres used throughout
Graeco-Roman, Graeco-Egyptian, and Coptic ritual texts and amulets have enough formal
diversity to suppose that they were, like artificial writing, often improvised.’

4 Wiinsch 1898; Wiinsch 1900; Audollent 1904.

5 E.g. Kotansky 1994,
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The earliest known charaktér was found in a grave at Augustodunum (today
Autun) in Gaul, dated to the first third of the 2™ century AD. It has a list of
names in Latin on one side (one of them is identified as the grandson of a certain
Verax) and a list of magical names in Greek on the other, the first of which, the
well-known vox magica afpocag, is bracketed by two ring letters (Fig. 1).

A

Onesiforus
Musclosus
Carpus
Attianus
nepos Veracis
Titus

B
afpoca

X oBpaca X°
Sopvopevg
Koum®o
Owpep1
YOUOTOV
cafarfovd
Biowtopd
3e0ep010

A. Onesiforus, Musclosus, Carpus, Attianus, the grandson of Verax, Titus
B. Abrasa, X Abrasax X, damnameus, kompoth, thipherith, gomatou, sabalthouth, bis-
otorth, detherth.

The tablet is opisthographic. H. 0.105, W. 0.048. 2" century AD (based on
letter forms of the Latin text).!

Adding the numeric values of the letters in the name of the Abrasax daemon
(A=1;B=2;P=100, A=1; X=200; Z = 60) results in exactly 365, i.e. the
number of days in a year. Therefore, Abrasax was master of everything that
could happen in the world within a year: birth, death, victory, defeat, etc. The
two charaktéres (X with circles at each end) encompassing the daemon’s name

6 Michel 2004. See http://www2.szepmuveszeti.hu/talismans/visitatori_salutem.

7 Preisendanz 1973—74; Martin-Hernandez 2012, 496-497.

8 Dzwiza 2011, 239-241.

9 The X’s are ring letters. The structure of the line corresponds to the Bouchet phylacterion,
which is dated to the 2" ¢. AD: X ®wcovdepkvm X. Bevilacqua 2010, 31.

10 Marcillet-Jaubert 1979, 185.

11 Jordan 1985, 183.
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will turn out to be the most common type. The name Abrasax is followed by a
series of voces magicae. The first item, ‘damnameus’ is an abbreviation of the
name of Damnameneus, the mythic Phrygian ‘daktylos’ (divine smith). Dam-
nameneus is a common vox magica in magical papyri.t? Sabalthouth is a varia-
tion of sabaoth, a vox magica of Hebrew origin. All these indicate that the ma-
gician who prepared this simply-structured (list of names, series of voces magi-
cae) curse tablet was rather well-informed about the elements of the latest mag-
ical toolbox of his time. As we shall see, this was not the case with the practi-
tioners who produced the North African tablets.

Charaktéres are mostly considered to be common tools of curse tablets,
along with voces magicae (letter combinations with no reference to spoken
language)*®, magic drawings, and pterygomata, but this approach is not quite
correct. Out of the 1716 curse tablets currently known to us, only 5.8% include
drawings depicting accursed people (mostly charioteers) or demons.'* The
number of defixiones with charaktéres is only 118 (6,8%).1° As it stands today,
one-third of the tablets with charaktéres have been found in North Africa.’® The
greatest number of ancient defixiones containing charaktéres come from the
city of Rome (65/81), but the second and third most significant sites are
Hadrumetum (25/52) and Carthage (12/61).

12PGM 11 183; 111 494; IV 2774; 2780.

13 Frankfurter 2016, 10. 13.

14 Németh 2019, 320.

15 Data is from the Magdeburg catalogue of curse tablets: Thesaurus Defixionum
Magdeburgensis (TheDeMa). | express herewith my gratitude to Prof. Martin Dreher for
providing access to the database. | have supplemented the data of the catalogue with the material
of unpublished curse tablets.

16 The number of North African tablets is 38, while the number of tablets outside Africa is 79.
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Sites of curse tablets with charaktéres in North Africa

Site Tablets with charaktéres All tablets
Hadrumetum?’ 25 52
Carthage'® 12 61

Leptis Magna®® 1 1

Haydra (Ammaedara)® 1 1
Hammam Lif?* 1 1

Total 40 116

From the currently known corpus, the 49 curse tablets containing both charak-
téres and magic drawings were found only in a few places. Thirty of them come
from the city of Rome,? and 11 from North Africa.?® Therefore, the combina-
tion of charaktéres and drawings is not a North African feature, as drawings
containing inscriptions or magic signs have also been attested both in Rome
and in Hadrumetum.?

II. Charaktéres as Encrypted Names

What is a real North African peculiarity is the use of the so-called ‘magical
words’ or ‘magical sentences’. Consisting exclusively of magic symbols, these
‘sentences’ are repeated several times on the tablet, and they turn up again on
other tablets belonging to the same series. To the best of my knowledge, the
earliest ‘magic word’, where the same sequence of signs returns on the same
tablet, comes from Mylasa, Asia Minor, dated to the 2™ century AD.% The
sentence probably consists of 12 signs (today 11 are visible), and its most
common symbol (also attested elsewhere) is X in ring letter form, whereas the

17 Audollent 1904, Nr. 266 272; 273; 274; 275; 276; 277, 278; 279; 280; 281; 282; 283; 284,
285+Jordan 2005; 298; Audollent 1905a; Audollent 1905b; Audollent 1906; Audollent 1906;
Audollent 1908a; Audollent 1908a; Audollent 1908b; Németh 2013b, 220; Németh 2013b, 221;
Németh 2013b, 224; Németh 2013b, 226, Sanchez Natalias 2019, cover page.

18 Audollent 1904 Nr. 241; 243; 245; 256 (amulet?); 258; 260; 262; Jordan 1996, 115-123.

19 Rea 1972/73, 92-97.

20 Audollent 1904, 413-414, Nr. 299. With a new reading, see Audollent 1910b, 545-556.

2 Audollent 1910a, 137-148.

22 These numbers are skewed, because the “Sethian” tablets were copied from a handbook and
thus for statistical purposes they should only be counted as a single “text”. See Wiinsch 1898.

23 The major edition of drawings on tablets from the city of Rome is Wiinsch 1898. and
Bléansdorf, Piranomonte 2012. Sanchez 2011; Sanchez 2012. There are 6 tablets from Carthage, 4
from Hadrumetum, and one from Hammam Lif.

24 Audollent 1905a; Preisendanz 1926.

2 Dérner 1940, 63-72.
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others are mostly ad hoc symbols. (Fig. 2.) The text of the defixio refers to the
charaktéres as inscribed names: kot T00 Evyeypappévov ovopatog. It is im-
portant that the magic word occurs twice on the tablet, in the first line and in
the last, thus forming a kind of a frame. Besides Hadrumetum, similar sequenc-
es of signs in North Africa come from Leptis Magna. A defixio found in the
circus starts with 12 charaktéres inscribed in one line, followed by 12 voces
magicae, and then it continues with the cursing of four horses and a charioteer.
The identification of individual charaktéres and voces magicae is not self-
evident, since the reversed E sign occurs twice in the sequence of charaktéres
(items 3 and 9), but there are no identical voces magicae. It is possible, howev-
er, that the magician made a mistake. Among the charaktéres, only the 6" sign
is a ring letter (Z). The 12" sign is a Z without rings; thus we can observe a
certain visual rhyming in the two sequences of signs.?®

Y 3 XL L¥3TOZ

otpoPav (vac.) akmbt ta&a (vac.)

wvvodnp (vac.) oxoonp (vac.) dagap axam
oy (vac.) dwvmt (Vac.) ogotot (Vac.) vouamo
oo (vac.) Bevtikolav, Capétny,

Biktopa, .om. .Aoz. .0, Koi

HBévi{vt}w tov nvioyov

avtdv.?’

Strabau aléthi taxa onnythér achoyér daxar achad iadu adyoi aeoiai yoiiado iayoo Venti-
cola, Gametes, Victor, Populator and Ebention, their charioteer.

In his recent book on Greek amulets, C. Faraone discussed some items where we
find a magical name written in a certain number of letters, accompanied by the
same number of charaktéres, suggesting that the charaktéres are a secret alphabet
into which a powerful name can be ‘translated’ or, better yet, ‘encrypted’.?8

The Hadrumetum ‘magic words’ often encompass the most important oppo-
nents (e.g. the most dangerous charioteer) from two sides, and they are repeated
several times in the inscription. This is typical of charioteer tablets found in
Hadrumetum.?® The best examples are three Latin defixiones from Hadrume-
tum, each of them starting with the vox magica Sarbasmisarab, continuing with

26 Tremel, J. 2004, 180.

21 Rea 1972/73, 92-97.

28 Faraone 2018, 181.

29 “Magic sentences’ from Hadrumetum: Audollent 1904, Nr. 264; 266; 272-285; Audollent
1906, 380; 382. For further details, see Németh 2011. 95-110.

203



8 charaktéres followed by the curse against 35 or 26 horses, obviously belong-
ing to rival racing teams.® (Fig. 3.)

The tablets were found in the same Roman cremation grave; therefore, it can
be assumed that these defixiones match because they were produced by the
same magician. The charaktéres on these tablets are rare even as individual
signs: e.g. the 4™ symbol is a Z with four circles at the end of strokes and a fifth
one in the middle, or the 6™ symbol that also occurs rotated and with three rings
in another sequence of charaktéres.

¢9\[Zs>—13y

The series DT 276-283 was also found in the Hadrumetum cemetery, and each
of the tablets contains the following five charaktéres:

A X Z Q@ N

MAGICAL SIGNS
Naucelliu Supestianu Heliu
Privatianu Zenore Castore.
MAGICAL SIGNS

. e aratore cadant,
Macedone Atquesitore cadant,
Hellenicu Virgineu cadant,
Comatu Indu cadant,

Fariu Ama[t]u cadant,
Ideu Centauru cadant,
MAGICAL SIGNS

cadant frangant dis-
frangantur ma[le] girent
palma yincere non [p]ossint
nec frenis audiant cadant.3!

MAGICAL SIGNS

Naucellius, Superstianus, Helius,
Privatianus, Zenor, Castor,
MAGICAL SIGNS

...e Arator, may they fall,
Hellenicus, Virgineus, may they fall,
Comatus, Indus, may they fall,

30 Audollent 1904, Nr 272-274. See Nr 273.
31 Audollent 1904, Nr. 280.
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Farius, Amatus, may they fall,
Ideus, Centaurus, may they fall,
MAGICAL SIGNS

may they break, may [their chariots]

be smashed apart, may they turn wrongly,

may they be unable to win and get the palm of victory,
may they not react to the bridle, may they fall.®?

It should be noted that the spell pivots around two verbs: cadare, ‘to fall’, and
frangere, ‘to break’.3®> Modified forms of the 2" and 3" signs appeared in the
previous sequence as well, and the 5 symbol is attested in a Carthaginian curse
tablet.3* This sequence also targets charioteers, whose names are partly identi-
cal. In addition to these eight tablets, two more were found to have the same
sequence: one has the ‘magic sentence’ twice, the other one four times.*® The
targets of the curses are again charioteers and horses, and some of the names
are also identical, belonging to racers of the red team. On side B of the second
tablet, published in 1906, another series of six charaktéres appears, which also
occurs on side B of DT 278, but there it stands alone without text.® This
‘name’ may have been created by the same magician who produced the previ-
ous sequence of five symbols.*

OY3>2vVve

It is clear that we are presented with the products of a relatively short period
and that the wizard is the same person, who specialized in manipulating chariot
races. An additional ‘magic name’, consisting of 24 charaktéres and repeated
seven times, will be discussed below, among the framed tablets.*® The question
is: what is the explanation for repeated ‘magic names’? Was there an identical
topic or an identical magician? Unfortunately, we cannot provide a reassuring
answer to this question. Outside North Africa, ‘magic names’ can be observed
in the city of Rome or in Casabermeja in Spain,® but the example of the Myl-
asa tablet shows that they may originate in the Greek magical tradition, and
they are characteristic of individual magicians. Though these magicians knew

32 Urbanova 2018, 121.

33 Lecouteux 2015, 64.

34 Audollent 1904, Nr. 241. The third sign in line 1.
35 Németh 2013, 115.

36 Audollent 1906, 382.

37 Audollent 1906, 382.

38 Audollent 1904, 382.

39 CIL 112/5, 729.
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that defixiones could include charaktéres, they were not familiar with particular
symbols (except for the omnipresent X ring letter), so the signs of repetitive
sequences can often be the root of an ad hoc sequence at a given place and
time.*’ ‘Magic names’ were formulated not only from charaktéres, but also
from voces magicae. These are often called logoi or ephesia grammata, e.g.
aianagba-, aktiophi-, arponchnouphi-, bakaxichych-, etc.** These logoi can
return several times within a defixio, and their function is to accentuate the
curse or to highlight certain elements of it. (Fig. 4.)

I1l. Charactéres as Framing Devices

Another North African peculiarity is the ‘framing’ of tablets. The frame sur-
rounding the curse text may be:

a) Latin text, which is actually part of the curse,

b) Greek text,

c) voces magicae in the Greek and/or Latin alphabet, and
d) sequences of charaktéres.

What may also occur is that some charaktéres get mixed with Greek or Latin
words or with voces magicae.

1) The frame is written in Latin as part of the curse text.

A curse tablet found in Mogontiacum, Germania was deposited in an Isis sanc-
tuary, so the site had a connection with North Africa.*> The Mainz finds are
dated between 65 and 130 AD, thus this framed tablet is older than any North
African framed curse tablet that we know of.*® The Latin text of the frame
forms part of the curse:

40 A magical recipe book (PGM VI11) proves the existence of some connection between North
African sorcerers and professional Egyptian magicians, cf. the study of C. Faraone in this volume.

4l Logos: Michel 2004, 482-487; Ephesia grammata: Audollent 1904, 499-516.

42 Bliansdorf 2012, 137. provided only the following explanation for framing: ‘Fluchtifelchen
mit Rand- und Mitteltext DT 218; 227; 244.” As we have seen, the work of Auguste Audollent
includes significantly more framed curse texts from North Africa.

43 Blansdorf 2012, 1.
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Prima Aemilia Nar-
cissi agat, quidquid co-
nabitur, quidquid aget,
omnia illi inuer-

sum sit.*

Whatever Aemilia Prima, (the lover?) of Narcissus
may do, whatever she

attempts, whatever she does,

let it all go wrong.

The curse then continues within the frame without interruption: ‘May she get
up (out of bed) out of her mind, may she go about her work out of her
mind...’%

Another similar curse tablet was found in Crucinianum (Germania). The
Latin text of the frame forms part of the curse.*® There is also another Latin text
as a frame on a curse tablet from Hadrumetum.*’

Obligate et gravate equos veneti et russei ne currere possint nec frenis — left
audire possint nec se moere possint — bottom

set cadant frangant dis[f]rangantur, et agitanes veneti et russei — right
vertant nec lora teneant nec agita — top

re possint nec retinere equos possint nec ante se nec adversarios suos — left
videant nec vincant vertant. — bottom

Bind up and oppress the horses of the blue and red [teams], so that they cannot run nor
obey the reins, nor be able to move, but may they fall, break, [may their chariots] be
smashed apart, may the charioteers of the blue and red [teams] fall over, may they not be
able to hold the reins, nor drive, nor restrain [the horses], nor see [what is] in front of
them or their adversaries, nor win, let them crash over!

The Latin frame is part of the curse; the middle curse text is framed by a magic
name consisting of 24 characters at the bottom and at the top, and the same
string interrupts the text five more times. The main target persons, Privatianus
and Naucellius, are preceded by the magic name at every mention. (Fig. 4.)

From Hadrumetum, we know three further examples of frames with Latin
text or in the Latin alphabet,* one of which is presented below. The frame is in
the Latin alphabet.

44 DTM 15.

4 Transl. by J. Bldnsdorf. Blinsdorf 2010, 170.
46 DTAud 101.

47T DTAud 275. Tremel 2004, 294.

48 DTAud 276; 277.
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IAO ADONAEI OIO A —top
RTHORICHOTAVCREA . . . EC —right
SOECHESOO - OCSIOSE — bottom
OSOSNANOSCACOSDAEMON - left*

The apparently meaningless string of letters includes usual voces magicae, e.g
lao, Adonaei, cacos daemon. The Latin curse text mentions the names of seven
charioteers and sixty horses.

2) The frame is in the Greek alphabet

The following judicial defixio was found in Carthage. The top of the tablet is
lost; therefore, the Greek frame survived only on the left and right sides and on
the bottom of the lamella.

The frame on the right: a.p a 6 B € 6. On the bottom: a pafnomiyoe.
On the left side: w 1v 11 p o p. The magician may not have been familiar with
genuine voces magicae. The text within the frame is probably a judicial curse:

[Sex]tiliani et qu/a .
Pudentis et P. . ora..
AcutietM [ ai .
Silvani et Sextilian-
a

et L Caecili Ma[g-
ni

ni?]; adligate lingu-
[a]s hAorum quos suprascri-
psi ne adversus

nos respondere.>

The inscription is aimed at eight target people (Acutus, Gula, Lucius Caecilius
Magnus, Pacora, Pudens, Sextilianus, Silvanus), and their tongues have been
bound presumably to stop them in a lawsuit from harming the makers of the
curse, who were probably also many.

A short love spell from Carthage is surrounded by a frame in the Greek al-
phabet, consisting of meaningless strings of letters:

anminviapoa@—top
apakxocw-— left
Bapepaepo-—right

4 DTAud 284.
50 DTAud 218.
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Uratur
Sucesa
aduratur
amo vel
desideri
Sucesi.?t

Let Successa be lit afire and burn with love and desire of Successus!

There is a defixio with a drawing and frame from Carthage. The frame is in
Greek letters, with syllables resembling certain voces magicae. Letters in the
top frame: BoaxPBpaxkafpaxkpa. Based on Audollent’s drawing, some of the
letters may be charaktéres.? The Greek text does not contain intelligible words.
Under the drawing of a man holding a whip, the starting position of the chariot
races is depicted. On side B, a Latin word (retinete) can be deciphered.

A strange curse tablet constraining love was found in Hadrumetum.®® It has
a drawing of two swords or keys (?) in the middle. The frame is made up of
fragmentary voces magicae in Greek letters. The short curse text itself is in
Latin, including Greek voces magicae and charaktéres.

Victoria

quem peperit
Suavulva
puellafrum deli-
[ciae?]

Victoria,

whom

Suavulva bore,

the sweetest of girls.

The mother’s name is probably fictitious, since it does not seem very likely that
anyone could be called Suavulva (her own vulva). According to another possi-
ble interpretation, the name of the mother of the cursed person was unknown to
the author of the curse, so the term suavulva was used.>

An especially aggressive defixio was also found in Hadrumetum. The frame
and the curse are in Greek. The text, written with rather poor Greek grammar, is
targeted on Esychis (i.e. Hesychios), son of Hypereia.>® The magician wished

51 DTAud 227.

52 DTAud 244; Németh 2013b, 164.
53 DTAud 264.

54 Urbanova 2018, 23.

55 Audollent 1908a, 10-21.
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Hesychios to be underground, and his soul to be taken away from him within 7
days. At the same time, however, the magician cursed his mouth as well; thus,
the defixio can also be interpreted as a judicial curse.

1ov kataxkiewov to[v / Eov]ywv ov [ebBekev Y]mepewn . Evepe[peclento/ke pe apeg tev

.. evyaoneha / vro avaykn Boh // (MAGICAL SIGNS) cuveye/te Tov Ecuywy ov ebeke /
[«]aToyOoviov oihh

Two of the three curse tablets, found in Fontaine aux mille amphores in Car-
thage, are directed against the bath in Falernas or Falernae (the magician writes
the name of the bath in three different forms).5® The Latin curse text is framed
by Greek voces magicae on both tablets. The following is a quote from one of
them in a translation by J. Gager:

ARTHU LAILAM SEMESEILAM AE[EIOUO BACH]JUCH BAKAXICHUCH
MENEBAICHUCH ABRASAX BAZABACHUCH [MEJNEBAICHUCH ABRASAX
Lord Gods restrain and hinder the Falernian baths, lest any person go there to bathe; bind
the Falernian baths from this day, bind and bind up the Falernian baths, lest anyone be
able to go to that place from this day.5’

The third curse text is in Greek, framed by four lines of Greek demon names
and voces magicae.>® The three tablets are the work of the same magician. He
knew about the existence of framed curse tablets, yet he did not follow a defi-
nite pattern in making his own multiple frames. Instead, he worked out his own
formal features: the frame is in Greek letters, consisting of demon names but no
charaktéres.

3) The frame is in the Greek and Latin alphabets

A curse tablet with disputed interpretation was found in Carthage. The frame is
Greek according to Audollent, but Wiinsch interpreted it as Latin names and
Greek voces magicae.>®

[. . .. La]ertiadem [quem pepe]rit Ter[entia] — top
[La]ertiad[em] [qu]em peper[it] Teren[tia] — bottom
Myavayofe — right

okpnduyvpe odaikai . . N6 . ag pedavokicepyos — left

56 Audollent 1933.

57 DTAud 255. Gager 1992, 173-174.
58 Audollent 1933, 132.

59 Wiinsch 1900, 265.
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In the place of the curse text, there is a drawing of a beast shown in the middle,
and in front of it, to the left, a human head is depicted on the ground. The body
of the beast resembles a tiger.®°

4) The frame consists of charaktéres

A circus curse that was found in the cemetery of Carthage has a frame made up
exclusively of charaktéres.®! The long Greek curse text is directed against a
charioteer named Victoricus and his nine horses: luvenis, Advocatus, Bubalus,
Laureatus, Pompeianus, Baianus, Victor, Eximius, and Dominatus.

Audollent did not publish a drawing of the tablet; thus, the drawing quoted
by others comes from CIL.52 However, the drawing in CIL is not accurate: in
Clermont-Ferrand the unpublished drawing by Audollent shows that there is no
space between the penultimate and the last sign (a Z ring letter) of the upper
frame, but that they closely follow each other.%® The upper line of the frame
consists of 14 signs according to CIL, but 15 according to the drawing of Au-
dollent. The first two signs are identical: an N with not two but three vertical
strokes. The third sign is identical to the fourth charaktér of the five-digit ‘mag-
ic name’ of DTAud 276 from Hadrumetum (a double circle with two legs be-
low). The CIL then gives four different shapes of E: the first two are square,
and the next two are lunar. The 4" sign in Audollent’s drawing is rather a
Greek Z. The 8" sign is a triangle or a A crossed in the middle, then ENE with
lunar Es, the second one underlined. This is followed by the same N as the first
two charaktéres of the line, but Audollent’s drawing rather shows NT. The line
is closed by the Z ring letter. The signs of the lower frame are written upside
down. They include a H, two lunar Es, a crossed-out Z, and an N similar to
those at the beginning of the upper frame. There is an oblique cross written in a
circle, resembling an ancient theta. Then there are two complex signs as well.
One of them is a double ring letter Y, connected with a line at the bottom
(something like YY), whereas the other is a combination of two reclining Es,
one facing up and the other facing down. The charaktér string on the left runs
from the bottom up. The first sign is a tiny 0 (identical to the lowermost sign in
the right frame), the second symbol is an N, similar to those at the beginning of
the line in the upper frame, then comes a lunar E ring letter and a T ring letter.
This is followed by three combined symbols made up from reclining Es, and

60 The image is published in Németh 2013, 176.
61 DTAud 241.

62 CIL V11 12509.

63 Németh 2013, 160.
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two combined K ring letters. The string of signs on the right consists of seven
symbols. They might be read from top to bottom: a reverse E, a ring letter T, a
ring letter cross, then a large ring letter N. The 5% sign is a square with an in-
scribed little &. The 6™ sign is a cursive alpha written inside a square, and the
line is closed by a 0. The magician apparently knew about the existence of
charaktéres; however, he did not use a single sign known from magic papyri or
from Roman curse tablets. Instead, he created the individual signs of the frame
himself. (Fig. 5.)

There is a curse tablet with a drawing that was found in the cemetery of Car-
thage.®* According to Audollent, there is a frame made up of charaktéres, at
least on the left and right sides. On the left, an X (or star) crossed in the middle
can be recognized. On the right, we can see a ring letter S, a ring letter U, and a
P inserted into a I1. From the lowermost sign on the left, only a fragment of a
ring letter is visible. In the middle of the tablet, there is a drawing of a man with
a breastplate with a snake wrapped around him. This type of breastplate (called
lorica) was used by charioteers. (Fig. 6.)

In the collection of the Musée Bargoin (Clermont-Ferrand), there is an un-
published North African curse tablet from the private collection of Auguste
Audollent.%® The tablet contains no intelligible text. In the middle, there is a
circle with three star-shaped signs and with the fragments of two or three
curved marks. The circle is surrounded by a frame of charaktéres. In the upper
line, we can see two Xs and traces of a ring letter. On the left, reading top to
bottom, there are two Xs and a small lambda, followed by two uninterpretable
signs and an X. In the bottom line, we can perhaps see an X and fragments of a
ring letter. On the right, reading top to bottom, we find 7, A, €, ©, and 7. The
magician probably did not even know how to write, but obviously he heard
about charaktéres and charaktér frames (or he may have seen such a tablet).
From the 17 signs that make up the frame, 7 items are Xs, perhaps because this
is the simplest mark to inscribe into a lead lamella, and because the magician
must have seen many of these signs even in stone inscriptions. The fragmentary
ring letters indicate that the magician may have seen such signs, but he did not
add the rings at the edges of actual letters. (Fig. 7.)

We can conclude that although one-third of the curse tablets containing
charaktéres come from North Africa, the magicians in Carthage or in Hadrume-
tum did not know the magic symbols used in papyri or even in the city of
Rome. The only piece of information that they positively obtained was about
the existence of ring letters. Perhaps they had seen something similar in magic

64 DTAud 245.
85 Inv. nr. 72-1-224. Measures: 85 x 90 mm.
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gems or in amulets, and they tried to apply these themselves.%® Therefore,
charaktéres in North Africa occur repeatedly only if a magician used the same
‘magic word’ or ‘magic name’ several times. Another North African feature is
the creation and frequent use of magic words or names on curse tablets, primar-
ily due to the work of some magicians in Hadrumetum. A third characteristic is
the framing of curse tablets. Although two framed curse texts were found in
Germania, both used a part of the curse text as a frame. Frames made up of
voces magicae or even of charaktéres, as we have seen, do not occur outside
North Africa.5” This must have been the innovation of magicians in Carthage
and Hadrumetum.

Bibliography

Audollent = Audollent, A.: Defixionum tabellae quotquot innotuerunt tam in Graecis Orientis,
quam in totius Occidentis partibus propter Atticas, in Corpore Inscriptionum Atticarum edi-
tas. Paris.

— 1905a = Audollent, A.: Lecture de deux tabellac defixionis trouvées a Sousse. BCTH
CLXXXIH-CLXXXIII.

— 1905b = Audollent, A.: Les tabellae defixionum d'Afrique. BCTH 433-444.

— 1906 = Audollent, A.: Rapport sur des “tabellac defixionum” récemment découvertes a
Sousse. BCTH 378-387.

— 1908a = Audollent, A.: Rapport sur des “tabellae defixionum” récemment découvertes a
Sousse. (Suite). BCTH 3-21.

— 1908b = Audollent, A.: Rapport sur deux fragments de lamelles de plomb avec inscription
découvertes a Sousse. BCTH 290-296.

— 1910a = Audollent, A.: Deux nouvelles defixiones de Tunisie, BCTH, 137-148.

— 1910b = Audollent, A.: Bandeau de plomb avec inscription trouvé a Haidra (Tunisie), In:
Meélanges offerts a Emile Chdtelain, Paris, 545-556.

— 1933 = Audollent, A.: Les inscriptions de la ,,Fontaine aux mille amphores” & Carthage. In:
Cinquieme Congres International d'Archéologie, Alger (1416 Avril 1930), Constantine, 129-138.

Bevilacqua 2010 = Bevilacqua, G.: Scrittura e magia. Un repertorio di oggetti iscritti della magia
greco-romana. Rome.

66 Kotansky 1994, 24; 45; 56; 76; 83; 95; 370 (from Zian, Tunisia); 374 (Carthago, Tunisia).

67 A recipe in a magical papyrus from Egypt (PGM VII. 925-939, 3rd c. AD) has magical
symbols on all four sides of the text, but the top and the bottom lines do not run until the right
margin: they consist of 4 standing charaktéres each, which are rather like an opening formula and
a closure. There are seven symbols to the left of the text, but these do not reach the edge of the
text box, and the five symbols on the right may correspond with the first five voces magicae of
the text. Therefore, we can conclude that magic symbols on all four sides of a text do not
necessarily constitute a frame, because the symbols must completely surround the magic text.
This recipe (as all others in PGM VII) is considered by C. Faraone to be of North African origin:
see his study in this volume.

213



Blansdorf 2010 = Blénsdorf, J.: The defixiones from the Sanctuary of Isis and Mater Magna in Mainz,
In: Magical Practice in the Roman West, eds. R. L. Gordon, F. M. Simén. Leiden, Boston.

— 2012 = Blansdorf, J.: Die Defixionum tabellae des Mainzer Isis- und Mater Magna-Heiligtums.
Mainz. = DTM

Bléansdorf-Piranomonte 2012 = Bléansdorf, J., Piranomonte, M.: La fontana di Anna Perenna, In:
Terme di Diocleziano: La collezione epigrafica, ed. R. Friggeri Roma, 617-639.

Dérner 1940 = Dérner, F. K.: Eine neue Fluchtafel, JOAI Beiblatt 32, 63-72.

Dzwiza 2011 = Dzwiza, K.: Das ‘Zaubergerat’ von Pergamon In: Pergamon. Panorama der
antiken Metropole, edd. R. Griissinger/V. Késtner/A. Scholl, Berlin, 239-241.

Faraone 2018 = Faraone, C. A.: The Transformation of Greek Amulets in Roman Imperial Times.
Philadelphia.

Frankfurter 1994 = Frankfurter, D.: The Magic of Writing and the Writing of Magic: The Power
of the Word in Egyptian and Greek tradition, Helios 21, 189-221.

— 2016 = Frankfurter, D.. Ecrire la magie dans l'antiquité. Actes du colloque international.
BMCR 10, 13.

Friggeri, R./Granino Cecere, M.G./Gregori, G.L (edd.), 2012. Terme di Diocleziano: La
collezione epigrafica Rome.

Gager 1992 = Gager, J. G.: Curse tablets and binding spells from the ancient world. Oxford.

Gordon 2005 = Gordon, R.: Competence and 'Felicity Conditions' in two Sets of North African
Curse-Tablets (DTAud nos. 275-85; 286-98). MHNH 5, 61-86.

— 2011 = Gordon, R.: Signa nova et inaudita: The theory and practice of invented signs (charak-
teres) in Graeco-Egyptian magical texts. MHNH 11, 15-44.

Hopfner 1924 = Hopfner, T.: ‘yapaxtijpes’, RE Suppl 1V, 1183-1188.

Jordan 1985 = Jordan, D. R.: A survey of Greek defixiones not included in the special corpora.
GRBS, 26, 151-197.

— 1996 = Jordan, D. R.: Notes from Carthage. ZPE 111, 115-123.

— 2005 = Jordan, D. R.: Three notes. ZPE 152, 155-156.

Kotansky 1994 = Kotansky, R. (ed.): Greek Magical Amulets: The Inscribed Gold, Silver, Cop-
per and Bronze Lamellae, 1: Published Texts of Known Provenance. Text and Commentary.
Papyrologica Coloniensia 22.1. Opladen.

Lecouteaux 2015 = Lecouteaux, C.: Dictionary of Ancient Magic Words and Spells: From
Abraxas to Zoar. Seattle.

Marcillet-Jaubert 1979 = Marcillet-Jaubert, J.: Tabella defixionis Augustodunensis. ZPE 33, 185-186.

Martin 2015 = Martin, M.: « Parler la langue des oiseaux » : les écritures « barbares » et
mystérieuses des tablettes de défixion. In: M. De Haro Sanchez (ed.), Ecrire la magie dans
l'antiquité. Actes du colloque international (Liége, 13-15 octobre 2011). Papyrologica
Leodiensia, 5. Liege, 251-265.

Martin-Hernandez 2012 = Martin-Hernandez, R.: Reading magical drawings in the Greek
magical papyri, in Actes du 26e Congres Internacional de papyrologie. Genf. 491-498.

Michel 2001 = Michel, S.: Die Magischen Gemmen im Britischen Museum. London.

— 2004 = Michel, S.: Die Magischen Gemmen. Zu Bildern und Zauberformeln auf geschnittenen
Steinen der Antike und Neuzeit. Berlin.

Németh 2011 = Németh, G.: ‘Sequences of charakteres in some circus defixiones in Latin from
Hadrumetum’. ACD 47, 95-110.

— 2013 = Németh, G.: Supplementum Audollentianum. Hungarian Polis Studies 20. Zaragoza-
Budapest-Debrecen.

— 2019 = Németh, G.: Figural representations in ancient curse tablets, in G. Baratta, A. Buono-
pane, J. Velaza (eds.) 2019. Cultura epigrdfica y cultura literaria. Estudios en homenaje a
Marc Mayer i Olivé (Epigrafia e Antichita 43), Faenza, 319-329.

214



Piranomonte 2012 = Piranomonte, M./J. Bliansdorf.: La Fontana di Anna Perenna. In Friggeri,
R.,/Granino Cecere, M. G./Gregori, G. L. (eds.): Terme di Diocleziano: La collezione
epigrafica Roma, 617-639.

Preisendanz 1926 = Preisendanz, K.: Akephalos, der kopflose Gott. Leipzig.

— 1928-41 = Preisendanz, K. et al. (edd.): Papyri Graecae Magicae (PGM). Cited from second
ed., by A. Henrichs. Stuttgart, 1973-74.

Rea 1972-73 = Rea, J. R.: The lead curse tablet, Libya Antiqua 9-10, 92-97.

Sanchez Natalias 2011 = Sanchez Natalias, C.: The Bologna defixiones revisited, ZPE 179, 201-217.

— 2012 = Sanchez Natalias, C.: FISTUS DIFLOISCAT LANGUAT ... Re-reading of defixio
Bologna 2, ZPE 181, 140-148.

— 2019 = Sanchez Natalias, C.: Litterae Magicae. Studies in Honour of Roger S. O. Tomlin.
Zaragoza.

Tremel 2004 = Tremel, J.: Magica agonistica. Fluchtafeln im antiken Sport. Nikephoros Beihefte
10. Hildesheim.

Urbanova 2018 = Urbanova, D.: Latin Curse Tablets of the Roman West, Innsbruck.

Wiinsch 1898 = Wiinsch, R. (ed.): Sethianische Verfluchungstafeln aus Rom. Leipzig.

— 1900 = Wiinsch, R.: Neue Fluchtafeln. RhM 55 62-85. and 232-271.

— 1909 = Wiinsch, R.: Deisidaimoniaka. Archiv fiir Religionswissenschaft 12, 1-45.

DOI 10.22315/ACD/2021/12
ISSN 0418-453X (print)

ISSN 2732-3390 (online)
Creative Commons BY-NC 4.0

215



Gyorgy Németh

ez K,
SARNAMEN €

Ko n2-8
\Pepo

[ oMY

G Z;Bv\h Dwyl

{ BloosToPa

> EBEPY |

I

L )

Fig. 1. The first known charaktéres from Augustodunum. Drawing by G. Németh.

261



Gyorgy Németh

[kf g orR=ine]

Fig. 2. The magical charaktéres from Mylasa (Dorner1940.)
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Fig. 3. Akephalos with five magic signs inscribed on its chest,
from Hadrumetum (Audollent 1905a). Drawing by G. Németh.
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Fig. 4. Framed curse tablet from Hadrumetum with a magic name repeated seven times (DTAud
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Fig. 5. The curse tablet from the cemetery of Carthage with a frame made up of charactéres
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Fig. 6. The drawing of a charioteer attacked by a snake on a Carthage curse tablet. Drawing by
Audollent (DTAud 245)
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Fig. 7. Unpublished North African curse tablet from the private collection of Auguste Au-dollent.
Drawing by G. Németh.
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