Cultural Hybridization: the Case of the Curse Tablets

by Carly Silver

In the first century C.E., Emperor Claudius established Roman control over most of what we
today consider Great Britain. In the subsequent centuries, residents of the island produced many
inscribed artifacts, ranging from monumental votives to more humble offerings. Some examples
of the latter are curse tablets, on which devotees would invoke supernatural powers in order to
influence an individual, group, or animal against their wills.' The concept of the curse tablet was
a Greek innovation that the Romans continued; it appeared from the fifth century B.C.E. to the
sixth century C.E.> Along with the Vindolanda tablets, the British curse tablets, which date from
the first several centuries C.E., provide some of the only primary, non-monumental sources that
the average inhabitants of Roman Britain themselves wrote or dictated.

In this essay, [ will use the word “British” to indicate a culture or group of people specific to
a geographic area: the island of Great Britain. I do not suggest that there was a singular “British
people” or a “British culture” at this time, for there was not. I simply use the term “British” to
indicate the cultural concerns of residents of this part of the world. It is beyond the scope of this
paper to consider in-depth cultural and ethnic make-up of Roman Britain, which would likely
have included influences from various cultures.

Called defixiones in Latin, the curse tablets were petitions to the gods to help the locals in
their affairs. For economic and magical reasons, they were almost always written on lead tablets.

The first curse tablet found in England was unearthed in 1805 at Lydney Park near the Welsh
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border.” It recorded the complaint of a man named Silvianus, who asked the god Nodens to bring
Senicianus, who stole Silvanius’ ring, to justice.* Since then, archaeologists have found about
two-hundred fifty tablets across Britain,” mostly in the south and west.® The farthest north where
an archaeologist has excavated a tablet is Ratcliffe-on-Soar in Nottinghamshire.” Curiously, no
tablets appeared at legionary fortresses farther north, like Chester and York, where large
populations of civilians lived, though one was found at Caerleon, which was a military site.®

An examination of the curse tablets at Bath and Uley, two religious sanctuaries from the
Roman period, will demonstrate that the interaction between Roman and native British cultures
produced a new religio-cultural artifact: the British curse tablet.” Roman influences did not
subsume indigenous British society, but merged with the native British culture to produce a new
item that was wholly of neither, but was its own culture, that of Roman Britain. This process is
called cultural hybridization. The “Roman” aspects of the tablets were their formulaic
expressions and concept of a quasi-contract between human and god. It combined with a
predominant British concern for theft in the curse tablets to create culturally-mixed artifacts.

Trans-cultural exchange between Rome and its provinces has long been known as
“Romanization.”'” Over the past century, scholars have proposed varying models of

Romanization, many of which emphasize “the gradual replacement of one way of life [native]”
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by the Roman way of living, a truly drastic, and perhaps unrealistic, point of view.'' In her
article “Creolizing the Roman Provinces,” scholar Jane Webster proposes to replace past models
of Romanization with “Creolization,” which addresses the creative agency of the lower classes,
rather than the elite-focused models of the early twentieth century.'? The concept of Creolization
originated with the academic study of the Creole slave culture in the Americas, the members of
which, like the residents of the Roman provinces, lived in a colonial context and mixed their own
beliefs with those of their conquerors to create a new faith. The “Romanization” and
“creolization” models apply mainly to the creation of new cultural identities, not the creation of
cultural products by and for those living in the provinces. Of course, those who were involved in
the generative processes of making new identities may have been those who were creating
artifacts like the curse tablets. I will, however, use such models to understand the creation of
multi-cultural artifacts: the curse tablets.

Most of the texts from Bath and Uley asked their gods to hunt out criminals who relieved
them of their property and promised the deity a gift in return. These texts, which dated from the
late second to early fifth centuries C.E.,"* engaged in the Roman quasi-contractual relationship
between men and gods, similar to those of other ancient societies. An individual would request
that a deity perform an action on his or her behalf; in exchange for that favor, the devotee would

give the god a sacrifice or offering as compensation.'* These tablets usually mentioned stolen
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objects that were most often personal goods, including bathing tunics, cloaks, and gloves."
Often, the stolen items were dedicated to the goddess as payment.

The supplicant described the stolen item and, if he or she did not know the thief’s identity,
included a variety of phrases that would allow the deity to find the culprit, regardless of his
social status, age, or gender. The formulaic phrase used to encompass the thief’s all possible
identities is “whether man or woman.” This Greco-Roman turn of phrase was expanded to
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include such perimeters at Bath as “whether slave or free,” “whether boy or girl,” or “whether
pagan or Christian.” Such a binary appears across Greek and Roman texts everywhere from St.
Paul to curse tablets from the Greek island from Delos. The devotee explicitly requested the gods
to “direct your anger” towards the thief and his accomplices, “whether man or woman.”'® By
combining Mediterranean phrases and concepts with the British cultural concern of theft, the
devotees at Bath and Uley managed to create a culturally hybridized artifact.

Devotes would use the “whether...whether” formula not only to discuss potential thieves, but
also to wish down corporeal punishments on the thief. These tablets sought justice and
vengeance, which would mean “the recovery of the stolen goods, as well as punishment of the
alleged thief.”'” Such a trope that appeared also on Greek and Roman curse tablets'® and

remained a common trope during the first several centuries C.E." For example, Tablet 41

requested that Sulis Minerva should not allow the thief and his family to drink, eat, defecate, or
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urinate before the culprit is punished.” Uley 4 was even more elaborate in its request, asking that
the thief should neither “urinate nor defecate nor speak nor sleep nor stay awake nor [have] well-
being or health” nor “gain consciousness™' until the item was given back.”* Uley 76 forbade the
thief from standing, sitting, drinking, eating, or buying off provocations> until the goods were
returned.”* Uley 72 used a similar formula, prohibiting the thief from lying, sitting, drinking, or
eating.” In this way, bodily punishment was an inducement for the thief to return the items°
British devotees turned the request for harm to come to the thief into a form of payment to
the goddess. Tablet 44 requested that the thief spill his or her blood into a vessel as
compensa‘[ion.27 On Tablet 65, the devotee stated, “To Minerva, the goddess Sulis, I have given
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the thief who has stolen my hooded cloak....”” Tablet 99 cursed whoever stole items from

Deomiorix’s house, asking the goddess to have the thief buy back the item with “his blood and

his own life.”%

This statement implied that Sulis Minerva would take the thief’s life if she could
not reclaim the stolen goods. Such a gift of blood suggested that the thief would become
analogous to a sacrifice to the goddess.”® Interestingly, Uley featured tablets on which the

devotee granted the god part of the stolen item if he recovered it. The act of “vowing a

proportion of the value of a stolen item” to a god on a curse tablet was a Greco-Roman
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innovation seen as early as the third century B.C.E in Italy.’' Such a concept did not appear at
Bath.

The curse tablets at Bath and Uley are analogous to those from elsewhere in Britain, most of
which also of them refer to theft. Out of all the curse tablets found across Rome and Greece, only
twenty that discussed theft came from areas outside Britain.’* In contrast, the majority of curse
tablets found in Britain recorded complaints about theft and requests for the deity to track down
the stolen items.>® Other forms of cursing, like erotic or legal magic, seen elsewhere in the
Roman Empire did not appear often in Britain.”* For example, all but one of the legible tablets at
Bath seek vengeance for stolen goods, as do at least twenty out of the remaining thirty
deciphered tablets found elsewhere in Britain.”

Why does theft appear primarily on British curse tablets? To protect one’s property in an
era without lockers would be difficult. If a bather could afford such a service, he or she might
hire a “clothes guard,” a man who, for a fee, would protect the individual’s garments and trinkets
from being stolen.’® Alternatively, one could use one’s own slave to guard one’s clothes, but, if
one was too poor to either own a slave or hire a guard, one’s property went unprotected.’” The
fact that people needed clothes guards shows that theft was a rampant problem.”® Most of the
stolen goods named in the Bath tablets were portable items or clothing, which would be

vulnerable to theft when the bathers undressed to take the waters. In fact, the so-called
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“bathhouse thief” was a real-life character that plagued Roman baths across the empire.”” With
so many flocking into the bathhouse and temple complex daily—a number which might increase
at times of festival or pilgrimage—it is no wonder that the criminally-minded might decide to
pocket others’ possessions, especially if the worshippers were too poor to afford guards.

One cannot be sure why theft appeared so frequently in curse tablets on Britain. Scholars
have suggested that Britain was under-policed and, because there were few authorities to whom
the locals could turn for help property, so they appealed to the gods.*” All Roman provinces were
probably under-policed, though, so that does not explain why Britain, rather than another area,
featured so many curse tablets about theft.

The answer to this curiosity may lie in the economic and social statuses of the devotees at
various shrines. Based on the supposition that bath-goers could not afford bath guards to protect
their items, the usually small value of the items mentioned in the tablets, and the colloquial Latin
on the defixiones, scholars have concluded that the supplicants at Bath were of the lower class.”'
Their counterparts at Uley might have been more prosperous.** Indeed, the items taken at Bath
were often smaller and less valuable—such as cloaks and small amounts of money—than those
stolen at Uley, which included cows and bridles. The evidence from Uley did not indicate that
the devotees worshipping there were astoundingly rich, though. As non-elites, both populations
likely could not afford legal counsel and, instead, would turn to the gods for help.

Because local authorities might not have been available or willing to help locals find their
small, stolen items, the devotees appealed to a supernatural patron, rather than a human one.

Using a Greco-Roman format of supplicating the gods, the lower-class residents of Britain asked
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for divine aid in obtaining vengeance and getting their stolen goods back. Therefore, divine
revenge substituted for human justice that the devotees could presumably not get in the real
world. For a reason scholars cannot define, the lower classes of Britain chose to address matters
of theft on curse tablets rather than through other media. Perhaps individuals from other
provinces addressed theft on curse tablets, as well, but, if they inscribed them on perishable
materials, like wood, rather than lead, such artifacts may well not have survived to the modern
era. Thus, the picture that we have of the ancient British curse tablets might be a mere trick of

the archaeological record.
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