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 Abstract: A silver lamella was found in Aquincum (1927/28), in a burial site which could be 

easily dated to the latest Trajan or early Hadrian era, but it was published defectively, misread 

and misinterpreted. Several attempts at re-interpretation in the 1990s and 2000s succeeded only 

partially. The reading I propose contains distinct textual units beginning with characters (among 

them hieroglyphs), and a Coptic magical logos (παχνουφις). In my opinion, the phylacterion was 

meant to give protection in the next world, and the writer of the spell was well acquainted with 

the Egyptian magical traditions. 
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In these last years, a series of magical texts were found and published in Pan-

nonia, and now we have a considerable corpus of these very interesting objects; 
but certainly we regarded the offensive magic (curse tablets, as recently from 
Aquincum and Savaria) with greater attention.

1
 Yet the objects of the defensive 

magic are probably more numerous: protective amulets, gems, and the most 
informative items, those phylacteria which were scratched onto metallic lamel-
las and closed in capsas.

2
 

 This kind of phylacteria is by no means less important than the curse tablets, 
but generally attracts less attention. An excellent example is the silver lamella, 
which was found in Aquincum, 1927/28. The circumstances were favourable: it 
was an excavation, the site (Bécsi street 166) and context is clearly identifiable, 
and the object was brought to the Museum of Aquincum in a relatively good 
condition (inv. n. AM 30236b).  

 
 
 

                                                 
 1 Barta 2009, Barta – Lassányi 2009, Barta 2012, Barta – Lassányi 2015, Barta 2016. 
 2 Few such items were published from Pannonia, as for example CIGP 12-15, 111, 125, 152, 
TitAq III 1438, Bilkei 1979, 30, Kovács – Szabó 2006. 
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 The lamella was found in a Roman grave, in its original bronze capsa, and 

the funeral was dated by a silver coin of Trajan from his later years.
3
 The coin 

was not worn, it could not be circulated but for a short time, therefore the de-
ceased must have been buried at the very end of Trajan’s empire or at the be-
ginning of Hadrian’s. Although the very existence of the capsa proves that it 
was a phylacterion, the lamella was not taken out from the capsa but after sev-
eral years, and therefore it was mentioned in the literature only in 1950,

4
 and 

the next occasion was only in 1979.
5
 

 The word mentioned, must be taken in a literal sense; there was no proper 
publication, because it contained neither useful data nor any reading. A photo 
was attached,

6
 but it shows the lamella as reflected in a mirror, perhaps because 

a mistake occurred in the print.
7
 Naturally it was nearly impossible, to take a 

usable photo of the shining silver lamella, which was several times folded and 

afterwards smoothed. Consequently, nobody realized for a long time that the 
magical text cannot be read unless running reverse direction. Probably J. 
Szilágyi really thought that the text was made on the back of the lamella, be-
cause the ‘old inventory’ of the Museum of Aquincum (from the end of the 
1940s) contains a similar mirrored drawing; however, in all probability, it was 
drawn independently from the photo, based on the lamella itself. 

 It was fatal for the first reading of the lamella, in R. Kotansky’s corpus of 
the protective magic texts in metallic lamellas from the empire.

8
 Although most 

other objects were thoroughly interpreted by Kotansky, both in reading and 
their religious meaning,

9
 in this case, we must abandon his whole interpreta-

tion, because it was done based on the mirrored photo, in lack of autopsy,
10

 and 
so he read the following letters: 

                                                 
 3 Szilágyi 1950, 321, note 66 gives the date as AD 116; Németh 2005, 89, follows him. Ac-
cording to Szilágyi’s description, we cannot state the date with such accuracy, but AD 114–117 
(cf. RIC II 267, nr. 326). 
 4 Szilágyi 1950, 319. 
 5 Bilkei 1979, nr. 19, only another mention. The author inserted the object into an epigraphi-
cal corpus, with a separate catalogue number, but she did not read the text. Similarly the cata-
logue of the Museum of Aquincum did not read it in 1995: Csontos 1995, 51, nr. 215 (fig. 68). 
 6 Szilágyi 1950. fig. 28 (p. 321). It is characteristic for the ‘accuracy’ of Szilágyi’s essay, that 
the list of figures in Russian (p. 325) gives the figure number 27 (mentioning a photo of the 
capsa too, which does not exist), while the same list in a French version (p. 331) the number 29. 
 7 The first researcher, who noticed it, was György Németh: Németh 2005, 90, Németh 2006, 
49. 
 8 Kotansky 1994, 91-92, nr. 20. 
 9 As the lamella of Ságvár in the nearest part of Pannonia Inferior, which bears some resem-
blances to our lamella too, ibid. 81-88, nr. 18. 
 10 Naturally it was the reason why he had to make the statement: ‘very little of this corroded 
piece can be read’. However, the facts are otherwise. The silver lamella is not corroded, and not 
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(character)  
[- - -]Y[- - -] 
N[.]O (characteres) 
[- - -] 
[- - -] 
[- - -][- - -] 

 

 This interpretation begins with a meaningful Greek word, normalized as 
. It was problematic in some way: the development > appears very 
early, since the text was written in the latest Trajan or (early) Hadrian era – 
Kotansky did not specify the date more exactly than the 2nd c., but I take the 
good condition of the coin into account –, and this is unparalleled in the Da-
nube region.

11
 On the other hand, if verse 1 was meaningful, we may suppose 

verse 5 was too, being not a sequence of characteres according to his drawing; 
yet the letters  could not be deciphered.

12
 

 The lamella was first re-read and re-interpreted by György Németh,
13

 who 
tried to give a coherent new reading of the whole, based on the text itself and 
not a (mistaken) photograph. He realized the right direction and discerned char-
acteres and magical words, but part of the lamella remained sequence of letters 

that cannot be interpreted. 
His reading: 
 

U[...]C (characters) FDD ανοχ 
 (?) 
(character) kA OOIH 

 
  
rw) rwx 
[- - -][- - -] 
[- - -][- - -] 

 

                                                                                                                       
in a hopeless condition in three quarters, save for a few breaks in continuity. It was correctly 
unfolded, so the surface is the nearest possible to plain. 
 11 A development  >  occurs sporadically in the middle Danubian provinces (Pannonia: cf. 
the data of CIGP, and the linguistic analysis which exists regrettably only in the second edition of 
this corpus: CIGP2 66-68; Dacia: Ruscu 2003), but it might be influenced by the Latin language 

(Fehér 2007, 452, note 8). The Greek  developed into  in this region, but in the later eras (4th 
c.): Fehér 2007, 362-363. 
 12 ‘...unless we are to understand this as Latin tuta.’ Kotansky, loc. cit. 
 13 Németh 2005, and a little modified, Németh 2006. 
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 Since then, nobody challenged his interpretation practically.
14

 According to 

this interpretation, the magical text was composed of three or four elements: a) 
characteres, an incoherent sequence of letters and signs from diverse alphabets 
(verses 1. and 3.), b) a meaningful Greek text (verse 4.), c) a likewise meaning-
ful Hebraic text, the first word of which runs reversely (correctly xwr), and d) in 
verses 1. and maybe 2. a group of Greek letters which gives, according to him, 
the Coptic word anoy. This was a quite plausible hypothesis in itself. Such 

alternation of writing systems is fairly well known in magical texts. However 
the text seemed to be amorphous: one could not divide it into structural units 
and could not observe what the amulet was meant to avert and which numen it 
invoked. The repeated unidentifiable signs (in what Németh edited as verse 4) 
were undecipherable too. 
 Formerly I proposed a little modification,

15
 that is the only backward run-

ning word should be read in a usual direction as wrx ‘Horus’. So we may know 
one invoked numen at least. Certainly this modification is not inevitably neces-
sary, because it is not unusual that only a part of the magical text runs re-
versely, or even reversed and upside-down letters are alternating without a visi-
ble system.

16
 Nevertheless, we have not encountered reversed writings on phy-

lacteria in Pannonia till now, but in curse tablets; it is unclear whether it had 

any special offensive nature or not. Moreover it is hard to judge which text is 
retrograde in a ritual sense, because it means not only reversed or upside-down 
letters and words, but those written with instruments reversely held in one’s 
hand; these can be identified only if the letter forms are radically changed 
within the text. There is a textual reference to it from Aquincum, where the 
writer states that he is writing with a style turned away with the intention of 

turning away the maleficent tongues.
17

 In the actual locus, the method is meant 
to be offensive, as a curse, but with the same reasoning it might be apt for a 
defensive amulet, to turn away the demons. 

                                                 
 14 The new catalogue of the Museum of Aquincum is based on Németh’s edition: Zsidi 2009, 
nr. 1130. 
 15 Fehér 2007, 66, I 1.4.4.2. 
 16 For example Hoffiller – Saria 1938, nr. 432 (a Latin-speaking curse tablet). 
 17 Barta 2009 = TitAq 1436, vv. 10-13: Eo modo hoc ego averso graphio scribo, sic linguas 
illorum aversas ne possint facere contra hos. Barta – Lassányi 2009 interpret the text with these 
words: ‘I write with a style diverted from its purpose, far from everything’ (translation by me. B. 
F.), but this interpretation itself is far from everything meaningful and logical. They virtually 
maintain their interpretation in their recent article (Barta – Lassányi 2015) with a slight modifica-

tion, in spite of my refutation in TitAq 1436 (III 156. p.). It is clearly visible that the first verse of 
the curse tablet was written in a regular, easily legible handwriting, and all the following with 
smaller, distorted letters. This marks the point where the author changed his hand to an unnatural 
one. 
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 The Coptic word was hard to identify in the published photo, but there were 

other elements too which referred to Egypt as a religious background, most 
inevitably the hieroglyph kA which was the main novelty in Németh’s publica-
tion. In sum, the amulet did not seem problematic, and my re-examination was 
only a part of the routine research of the CIL

2 
edition of the inscriptions in Pan-

nonia,
18

 not in hope of a new interpretation. 
 Surprisingly, I found a profoundly new reading by autopsy, and now the 

structure of the text is clear, its structural units can be identified. 
 The size of the silver lamella is 7,8 x 8,0 cm, it was put into the capsa verti-
cally folded up into six strips. (A secondary folding is visible on the right side, 
dividing the right part into halves.

19
) The whole was folded once more horizon-

tally. Regrettably, several parts were broken out along the foldings. There is a 
conspicuous gap below on the right. The horizontal folding did not damage the 

text very much, because it was clearly divided into two major sections with no 
writing in the middle, but the sections were separated with a sequence of eight 
semicircular ornamental patterns. Verse 4 virtually does not exist, as it was 
supposed by Gy. Németh, part of it being the ornamental pattern, part of it the 
lesions of the folding, but a doubtless delta remains at the initials of the verse, 
closely under the semicircular pattern. It is evidently a character, since it is not 

connected with any other textual element. 
 The position of the character shows, that the text does not run systematically 
reversely (although sporadical reverse characters are not impossible); on the 
other hand, we may expect initial characteres before the textual units. Indeed 
where verse 1 begins, there is a character bigger than the others, either a Z re-
verse and crossed out, or an archaic yod.

20
 

 Both parts of the text contain three verses (in sum, seven with the middle 
character). The lowest section is almost illegible, mutilated and rumpled, but 
three quarters of the text are legible, revealing a clear structure, but containing 
different elements from what was supposed until now. The correct reading is:

21
 

 
 

                                                 
 18 It is a project going on from 2004; the material of Aquincum and Savaria was wholly re-
published (TitAq I–III, Tóth 2011). Several reports were published, how the project was proceed-
ing: Kovács 2008, Kovács 2012, Kovács 2013.  
 19 In Kotansky’s opinion it was folded three times, which gave in sum eight strips. Németh 
thinks that the nine fold folding (in sum) was made from magical reasons, in connection with the 
character kA (Németh 2006, 50). It is not impossible, but I do not think it likely, because the last 

threefold folding was secondary. 
 20 This interpretation was proposed by Philonenko 1979, 301, when the text refers to 
/Abraxas. 
 21 Previously published: TitAq III nr. 1437. 
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(character) ’Iὼ π. αχν. οf 

α. ε. ηιο. υω.  
(character) (character) OON. N 
 
(character) 

5 rw) wrx   
+[.]+[.][- - -] 

[- - -]Λ. [- - -] (?) 
 
We can discern these textual units: 
a) a character followed by a possibly continuous text in Greek letters and a 
series of vocals (verses 1-2), 
b) characteres followed by a known short Greek magical word (verse 3) and a 

major break, 
c) a character followed by the text in Hebraic letters, and a cross, which seems 
to be no letter but a bigger and more negligently scratched mark (verses 4-5), 
d) scarcely legible Greek letters (verses 6-7); the major part of the first letter 
was broken out, but it may have been a character too. 
 

It is necessary to put an entirely new interpretation on Unit a) The opening 
character seems to invoke the supreme deity; the following  sequence speaks 
for that, because it is probably a shorter form of the widely known invocation 
.

22
 Although  is nothing else but a Greek transcription of hwhy, we 

cannot know for certain, who was meant to be the supreme deity: this magical 
word, used far and wide, appears often in non-Jewish contexts too, as an epithe-

ton of Abrasax
23

 or other magical powers, or even referring to Zeus.
24

 Verse 2 
contains the well-known magical series of vowels (but the lamella was so much 
damaged in these parts that it could be read only because the series is so well 
known). On one hand, it can be an amplified representation of the word IAΩ, 

                                                 
 22 A different interpretation: Kotansky 1994, 96, nr. 23; Kotansky – Faraone 1988, 264. They 
take it for a classical Greek invocative interjection (not all of their examples are real). However 
one cannot deny that it occurs together with the characters IA (= hy) mostly related to Sabaoth 
(typical examples are Audollent 1904, nr. 252 v. 20, 253 v. 30, Kotansky 1994, nr. 7 (where a 
series of  and another of  encircle the word Sabaoth, evidently with the same function), 
Ruscu 2003, 45 with a retrograde  and a variant  . 
 23 A short comprehensive study: Nagy 2004. 
 24 An equivalence of Zeus and Adonai: see LiDonnici 2007, 102. It is the more interesting 
because it occurs together with a vowel sequence (), and it may reveal the function of 
the character Z/Yod in the Aquincum lamella. 
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itself a shorter vowel sequence; on the other hand, it displays the magical 

power of the alphabet.
25

 
 These two elements encircle a longer word, which is hard to explain; never-
theless it is sure that it cannot be anoy, as Gy. Németh proposed: there is 
something between the letters A and N, and the last letter is definitely not a X). 
The correct reading is F. It is a word which can be explained only in a 
Coptic context:  (that is, ). It occurs in a curse tablet 

too,
26

 in a name list among various powers or demons. In the present situation, 
it seems to hold a more important position: the structure of the amulet points to 
that it must be invoked as a supreme deity, and it had a definite protective func-
tion. 
 This word  is probably connected with the Egyptian god ; 
it is not alien from the whole context of the phylacterion, since  had an 

aspect of regeneration, especially in the form Chnuph~Harpenknuphi known 
from the later magical literature, identified with Horus~Haroeris.

27
 

 
Unit b) opens with two characteres, the second one being a roughly regular 
hieroglyph, namely kA, as Gy. Németh has already identified it.

28
 The first one 

can be identified as well: Axt. Their accurate drawing reveals that the author 

was relatively well versed in magic. We can hardly find any coherence with the 
following word OON. It is not evident how it must be interpreted;

29
 however, it 

certainly refers to an invoked numen. By the way, this word was known in Pan-
nonia, on a bronze lamella of preventive nature;

30
 we may suppose it was rela-

tively well-known, used in a wider circle, not only in a special context. 
 

Unit c) contains Hebraic letters (or imperfect imitations), which betray the au-
thor’s lack of skill, or inaccurate copying. The letters seem to construct a con-

                                                 
 25 It is a long-debated question whether any magical power can be attributed to the alphabet 
or not; for my part, I am of the opinion that a restricted magical use cannot be denied (see re-
cently Gabler 2013, 165 with a selected previous literature, contra Fehér 2013, 179). 
 26 Audollent 1904, 270, 15. 
 27 Bonnet 1952, 139-140. – Perhaps one might propose a transliteration of the letters rw) wrx  
of verse 5 as Haroeris? 
 28 Németh 2006, 50. 
 29 Kotansky’s interpretation (Kotansky 1994, nr. 41 v. 36): it refers to the supreme deity 
(ὤν). There the word is inserted among the names of subordinate (angelic) powers, thus his 
interpretation does not seem too likely, at least in that same locus. Another probability is the 
equivalence with the formula  = , which is naturally a paraphrase of the name of 

the invoked deity. 
 30 CIGP 152., among demonic or angelic names (the context suggests an uncertain Jewish 
influence): ... OON  (=?) , that is, probably not referring 
to the supreme deity. 
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tinuous text, but only the vertical stems are certain, which are only mechani-

cally connected with horizontal strokes. It shows that he who wrote it, was not 
an expert of Hebraic scripture,

31
 while he produced tolerably correct Coptic-

Egyptian motives, and consequently probably knew their ritual significance. 
We can decipher the letter either as rw) rwx, or as rw) wrx, both expressions fit 
into the context, because the word rw) ‘light’ is connected with the hieroglyph 
Axt which the previous unit begins with. If we read the word xwr ‘spirit’, it is 

obvious to interpret it as the translation of the hieroglyph kA (then the author 
must have understood the literal meaning of the characteres); yet the word Ho-
rus is not impossible either, it has its meaning together with the hieroglyph Axt 
as a Horus identified with Ra. 
 The meaning of the character  remains still unclear, together with the 
question, why the second half of the following verse was left vacant after a 

cross thinly scratched in.
 
 There is another question still to be answered. What did this amulet defend 
from? It was found in a funerary context together with a coin, therefore there is 
an obvious possibility that it was a funerary amulet which gave protection in 
afterworld. Gy. Németh rejects this possibility: he argues that the owner carried 

an amulet further on in the sepulchre, which he had worn in life hoping to avert 
a definite threat, probably an illness.

32
 But we cannot conclude to any exact 

disease from the text, neither named nor deduced from the properties of the 
averting deity. The hieroglyphic characteres allude rather to the next world. If 
we read the Hebraic text as a reference to Horus, we must suppose the invoca-
tion of a numen with an aspect of regeneration; if we take it as an affirmation of 

the kA, the power of the phylacterion evidently refers to the defence of the soul 
after death. Consequently, my opinion is that this lamella must be interpreted as 
a protective one not in this world but in the other,

33
 composed with an unusual 

accuracy and professionalism. Further researches of this amulet may be useful 
too, since no matter how damaged the last two verses are, the consequent struc-
ture and professional contents give us hope that their deciphering and interpre-

tation may be successful too. 

                                                 
 31 Németh 2005, 95, Németh 2006, 51: the only certain information of the writer is that he 
was a Jew. In my opinion, it is quite uncertain. The numerous Jewish elements of magical text 
generally do not refer to a real Jewish origin but some Jewish-like allusions, even as we may 
think the same of the Egyptian elements: comprehensively see LiDonnici 2007. 
 32 Németh 2006, 50. 
 33 There are some similar examples: Kotansky 1994, nr. 27, 23 (the latter one was found in 
the same Danube region, although from a later period, and there is a slight similarity in their 
composition too). 
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Fig. 1: photo of the lamella of Aquincum (2009) 
2. drawing of the text (2009) 
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