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A CONTRIBUTION TO THE
STUDY OF ATHENIAN PYRES

1. For initial permissionto publish
the pot and the cursetablet discussed
below we areindebted to T. Leslie
ShearJr.,and for their drawingsof
Figures 1 and 3, to RichardAnderson
and Anne Hooton, respectively.The
wizardryof Craig Mauzy is responsible
for the digitallyenhancedimage in
Figure2, createdfrom a contact print
for which the negativehad been
destroyed.Thanks are due as well to Jan
Jordan,who arrangedaccessto the
objects.We are also pleased to
acknowledgehere the suggestionsmade
by Hesperia'sanonymousreferees.
All ancient dates in this article
are B.C.
2. Young 1951, pp. 110-130.
Referencesto more recentlydiscovered
pyresarelisted in AgoraXXIX, p. 212,
note 48.
3.AgoraXIV,p. 16.
4. Knigge and Kovacsovics1981,
p. 388. Nonetheless, the pyreshave
occasionallybeen cited in general
handbooksas possible evidencefor
infant cremationin Hellenistic Athens,
e.g., in Garland1985, pp. 82, 161, and
Kurtzand Boardman1971, p. 99.
5. Shear 1973, p. 151, note 68;
see also below,p. 148, with note 10.
6. See AgoraXXIX, pp. 212-217 for
recent discussionof the pyresand
speculationabout the natureof the
pyre ritual.
7. AgoraXXIX, p. 212.

In the earliest years of their work in the Athenian Agora, American excavators came upon a number of deposits of an unusual type: a shallow depression or irregular pit, with marked evidence of burning on its floor,
containing multiple vessels of a limited range of standardforms.1Most of
the pots were miniatures-commonly, small plates and saucers,lekanides,
and cooking pots-but alabastra,largerplates, and a full-size drinking cup
or lamp were sometimes included. Occasionally a few tiny and calcined
fragments of bone were recovered.These deposits never appearedwithin
the Agora square itself, but they were common among the houses and
workshops that surroundedit. They were particularlynumerous in the socalled Industrial District southwest of the Agora, which Rodney Young
excavated in the late 1930s and the 1940s. Taking the bone fragments to
be human, Young published the contents of fourteen such deposits from
that part of the city in his article "Sepulturaeintra urbem,"2 interpreting
them as the cremationgravesof infants and christening them "pyreburials."
This conclusion has long been viewed with skepticism. Homer
Thompson expressed his doubts in the early 1970s, citing the shallowness
of the deposits and the absence of markers.3A decade later,Ursula Knigge
and Wilfried Kovacsovics rejected this interpretation of similar deposits
under Bau Z in the Kerameikos, pointing out that infant cremation is
otherwise virtuallyunknown.4Finally,study of better-preservedbones from
similar deposits more recently unearthed in the Agora has shown that the
bones are animal rather than human.5These deposits seem, then, to bear
witness to some kind of sacrificialritual ratherthan human burial, and the
name has been adjusted to "ritualpyre,""saucerpyre,"or simply "pyre."l
Recent speculation has connected them with rites attending the construction or remodeling of a building, the memorializing of the dead, or the
propitiation of the spirits of the deceased.6Full investigation of the phenomenon lies outside the scope of this paper. As a contribution toward
that investigation, however, we would like to present a unique conjunction-a lead curse tablet found inside a typical pyre vessel, a chytridionthat has previously received only brief mention in the literature.7Because
of its importance for the understanding of Athenian pyres, we offer here
the full documentation of context, chytridion, and curse.
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CONTEXT
Excavationsin 1938 and1957 on the lowerslopesof the Areiopagos,south
of the Agora square,uncovereda small rectangularbuilding,probablya
privatehouseof the 4th centuryor somewhatlater(Fig. 1).8Furthercleaning in 1967 revealedan east-westcrosswalldividingthe buildinginto two
roomsof approximately
equalsize.The chytridionandcursetabletin which
we areinterestedherewerefoundin the northwestcornerof the southernmost room,apparently
just overbedrock(Fig.2); on the otherside of the
crosswall,which was robbedout at this point,was found a fragmentof a
cookingpot. No floorlevelsassociatedwith the structurearereported,but
we mustassumethat thesevesselslayunderthe floorsor hadbeen placed
in a pit dug throughthem.
A closeparallelto this situationmaybe foundin the House of Menon
and Mikion outsidethe southwestcornerof the Agora,wherean olpe, a
rilled-rimsaucer,anda fill-size chytracontaininga handfulof smallbones
had been buriedin the line of the southeastwall of the house (deposit
F 16:7).9Like ourdeposit,this one containedone largerpot (the chytra),
alongwith a vesselcommonlyfoundin pyres(the rilled-rimsaucer),and
lay in the line of a robbed-outwall.The bones fromthe chytrawereanalyzed in 1975 by J. LawrenceAngel and provedto be the remainsof a
smallanimal,possiblya canid.10
This deposit,then, was probablysacrificial, andT. Leslie ShearJr.,in his preliminarypublicationof the excavation, likenedit to the pyreburialsdescribedabove.1'The similarityof our
depositto this one andthe inclusionof a chytridion,a typicalpyrevessel,
serveto link our depositalso to pyreburials,andwe would arguethat it
sharedtheirfunction,whateverthatwas.

Figure 1 (above, left). Plan of house
on lower slopes of the Areiopagos.
Drawingby R. C. Anderson
Figure 2 (above, right). P 27880
in situ

8. Shear 1939, p. 214; the building
(without the crosswall,which was
discoveredlater) appearson the actual
state plan of the Agora at O-P 18: see
AgoraXII, fig. 24.
9. Miller 1974, p. 210, note 80,
pl. 35; for the location see p. 195, fig. 1.
10. Angel's identificationof the
bones is noted in unpublishedAgora
records.Miller (1974) interpretedthe
deposit as an infant burial.
11. Shear 1969, pp. 393-394.

A CURSE

IN

A CHYTRIDION

I49

w

Figure3. ChytridionP 27880.
Drawing by A. Hooton

CHYTRIDION
The chytridionis a miniatureform of the chytra,'2the round-bottomed,
lidless,one-handledcookingpot thatwas a standarditem of the Classical
kitchen.The termis a modernone, coinedto distinguishthe shapefrom
the largerone on which it was modeled.'3Both its size and its materialourchytridionis madeof ordinaryhouseholdfabric,ratherthanthe hard,
highly firedcookingfabricused for largechytrai-suggest that it was a
votive, since it could not have withstood the heat involvedin the functionaluse of the shape.Votiveratherthanhouseholduse is alsosuggested
by the fact that chytridiaof this fabricarecommonin the pyredeposits
discussedabovebut rarelyoccurin depositsof householddebris,where
they ought to havebeen well representedif they werepartof the normal
kitchenassemblage:
onlytwo of the eighteeninventoriedchytridiaof household fabricfromthe Agoraexcavationswerefoundin depositsotherthan
pyres.14The chytridionunderdiscussionhere,then, is probablypartof a
ritualdepositratherthan chancehouseholddebris.
Agorainv.P 27880

Fig. 3

AgoraXXIX, p. 212.

H. to rim6.3;Diam.8.5;Diam.of rim5.7 cm

12. For the chytra,see AgoraXII,
pp.224-225.
13. AgoraXII, p. 198.
14. P 741 from cisternH 16:3
(Thompson 1934, p. 341, B 32, fig. 21)
and P 8412 from cisternD 11:2
(AgoraXKIX, p. 387, no. 1482, fig. 87,
p1.111).

Intact.
Globularvesselwith greatestdiameterbelowhalfheight.Rounded
bottomformedby wheel-trimming
the undersidewhenpot wasleather
hard;traceof originalflatundersidewith stringmarkremains.Slightly
outturnedrimwith wheel-rungrooveat junctionwith body.Small,irregularstraphandlefromrimto shoulder.Householdfabric:hard,fine
clay,between5YR7/4 and5YR7/6 on MunsellSoilColorChart;abundantfine,sparkling
inclusionsanda few largerwhiteinclusions.Patches
of thin,dullredglossathandleattachments,
probably
appliedasadhesive
to aidin placementof handle.
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CHRONOLOGY
restrictedto the periodwhen the pyreritual
Chytridiaarechronologically
waspracticed,fromthe end of the 5th centuryto the 3rdcenturyB.c.15No
evolutioncanbe discernedin this simpleshape,but the fabricof ourpiece
allowsus to date it with some accuracy.Chytridiain earlierpyres,still
15. For the dates, see AgoraXXIX,
closely followingthe model of the larger,utilitarianchytrai,are always
213.
madeof cookingfabric.'6In the last quarterof the 4th centurychytridia p. 16. See AgoraXXIX, p. 216. For
begin to be made in householdfabric.This soon becomesthe standard chytridiamade of cooking ware, see
fabric,and all chytridiaof the 3rd centuryaremadeof it. Althoughpyres Young 1951, p. 115, pyre 1, no. 7,
continueto be dedicatedwell down into the 3rd century,the latest ones pl. 50:a;p. 116, pyre2, no. 11; p. 120,
pyre5, no. 11; p. 121, pyre 6, no. 13;
arepoor in offeringsanddo not containchytridia.'7
The latestpyreswith
chytridiaareprobablyto be datedwithin the second quarterof the 3rd p. 125, pyre 8, nos. 9 and 10, pl. 52:b;
p. 126, pyre 10, no. 9; p. 127, pyre 11,
century,on the basisof the kantharoithatwereincludedin the offerings.'8 nos. 5 and 6; Shear 1984, p. 46, note
These factorsplaceourchytridionbetweenca.325 andca.250.The treat- 91, pl. 11:c (P 31357, of cooking ware,
ment of the bottom,with a tiny areaof the originalflat base remaining, not householdware as stated).For the
suggeststhatthe vesselwas madelaterratherthanearlierin thatrange,for dates of some of these pyres,see Agora
this featureappears,though much morepronounced,in chytridiaof the XXIX, pp. 434, 436, 437, 439, under
A 20:3, B 17:4, B 19:5, B 22:3.
veryend of the span.'9
17. Young 1951, p. 130, pyre 14,

CURSE
The tablet,opisthographic,is brokeninto severalpiecesthat canbe easily
reassembledwith virtuallyno loss of text. Each side preservestwo columns of names,eight of men and one of a woman,the same namesrepeated on each side and in the same order;the spellingis deliberately
distorted.Merelistsof names,orsuchlistsfollowedbygeneralizingphrases,
constitutethe commonestand most primitivetype of earliercursetexts.
in 5th- and4th-centurycursetablets,the spellingof suchtexts
Frequently,
is deliberatelydisordered,the twistingof the wordsbeing obviouslya deviceof sympatheticor analogicalmagic.The resultmaybe retrograde
writing,20texts with the lettersfacing canonicallybut with retrogradespelling, or textswith canonicalspellingbut retrogradeletters;22
occasionally
the scramblingis morecomplicated,with the syllablesthemselvesspelled
or with individualwordsand
canonicallybut with their orderreversed,23
phrasesretrogradebut not whole lines,24or, as here,with names of the
shapeABCDEF convertedinto the shapeBADCFE, the generalprinciplebeingto reversethe spellingof everysuccessivepairof letters.As far
as we know,ourtabletprovidesthe only instanceof a cursewith this last
methodof twistingwords.
A minor featureis the inconsistencyin the form of 2, a letter of
which the tabletpreservesfourteeninstances,one (Aibupicx, B 1) or possibly two (AJpol?, A 9) of them four-barred,the rest wedge-shaped
"lunates."
At a periodwhen the lunatesigmawas gaininggroundagainst
the four-barredin informalscript,suchmixturein the sametext is by no
meansrareon cursetablets.Usuallythereseemsto be no ruleatwork,e.g.,
TOUTOUC / cxrTrIcTxcx
(DTWui43.1-2), Ta'[I}1 ypE'vaC (94.4, both Attic,
4th century?).

pl. 54:b, as well as pyresP 6:5 and P 6:6
(Shear 1973, p. 141, note 50). See Agora
XXIX, pp. 443, 467, under D 16:6,
P 6:5, P 6:6.
18. Young 1951, pp. 122-123,
pyre 7, pl. 52:a and pp. 129-130, pyre
13, pl. 54:a. For the dating of these
pyres,see AgoraXXIX, pp. 438, 440,
under B 19:6 and C 17:2, where the
relevantkantharoiarelisted.
19. E.g., AgoraXXIX, p. 387,
no. 1481, fig. 87, pl. 111.
20. AgoraXXVIII, C 1 (4th
century);DTWiu 58 (Attica, 4th
century?);CurberaandJordan,
forthcoming,no. I (Mytilene, 4th
century);Trakosopoulou-Salakidou
1997, pp. 153-164, no. 3 (Akanthos,
4th/3rd century);Bechtold and
Brugnone 1998, pp. 118-127, no. 2
(Lilybaion,2nd century).
21. E.g., DTWui 57 (Attica, 4th
century?);Kerameikos
III, pp. 96-97,
no. 7 (late 4th century);Curberaand
Jordan,forthcoming,no.11 (Mytilene,
late 4th century).
22. E.g., Kerameikos
III, no. 2 (late
4th century).
23. E.g., XOMAPAAfor A'cxpxoq,
CurberaandJordan,forthcoming,
no. III (Mytilene, 4th century).
24. E.g., NOTAPAYEQAATAKNAT/

TOAFfor

E6C'XpCXTOVKCXTCxKL,

yACLOTTcxV,DTWiu66.1f

(Attica, 4th
century?);cf. Youtie 1938.
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Agorainv.IL 1504
H. 0.035,W. 0.089 m
Late4th/early3rdcentury
Transcription2
SideA.
Col.I
Col.II
As found

Figure4. CursetabletIL 1504.
DrawingbyD. R.Jo-rdan

CoLI

Col. II

1 IAYAI
MIA

7 EMINOT

1 Aibu,uiiac

7

2 EANO

8 AHIA

2 AEv

8 'Hbia

3 EYEHAOMI 9 OAOPI

3 E(M>8u'Bpo,x9

4 ETIAHEMONI

4 TEicapEvo65

5 NAITAMOXI
6 ABIXDO

5 vAvTI'.jXoS
6 B(,(Kr>XIOQ

SideB:
Col. I
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

25. In the tracing(Fig. 4) the
verticalbetween Mand E at A 1 is a
split in the lead, not a deliberatemark.

Text

Col. I

Col. II

MIA
IAYAI
8 AHIA
EANO
9 OAOPI
YEYE)HAOMI
ETIAIEMEONI
NAITAMOXI
ABH.AIXIO
EMINOT

1
2
3
4
5
6
7

TEi,pAv

Aw3po0

Col. II
8
9

H&ia
AS1up.ikaz
A?'V
AC.poS
E6O6u&qpo
TEicxapE{ldv6O
'AvTilUpaxo

Ba{a}[K?]XIOS
TEipwv

The disorderingof the individualnames is not entirelyconsistent:
instead of ETIAIEMONI(A 4), ETIAIEMEONI(B 4), EMINOT(A 7, B 7),
ETMI
and AHIA(A 8, B 8) we might haveexpectedETIIMANEIO,
NO,and
respectively.The
spellingsTEippwv
(EMI
NOTtab.,A7, B 7) for Tipiv
AHAI,
showthatEiand Ihererepresent
and 'H8ka(AHIAtab.,A 8, B 8) for' H5Eka
the same sound, [i ]. The usage (so Threatte 1980, ?9.022), though
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attested in Attica as early as ca. 350, remained rarethere until the later 3rd
century.The letter forms on our tablet being compatible with the date of
the chytridion,we have here another very early instance of this pronunciation. If the spelling BcXio, (A 6) reflects pronunciation, it is a rare early
Attic example of the simplification KX> X, a possible contemporarybeing
BcXiba at DTAud 72.2 (Attica, 4th or 3rd century?), although Leslie
Threatte (1980, ?43.05) records no instance before the late 2nd century;
in any case, the name seems to have caused some difficulty at B 6. Because
the left-hand edges of the text on both sides are regularlyaligned, we assume that there never was a letter Y at the beginning of A 3; this may
reflect pronunciation (see Threatte 1980, ?20.00b for rare instances of
EU > Ebefore consonants) or it may be simply a careless omission.
The names on the tablet are themselves all banal. Any hope of certainty in linking their bearerswith known persons is lessened by the lack
here of patronymics, demotics, or other such civic identification. We can
look only for suggestive collocations of the names in inscriptions contemporary with the tablet. A search through the names of Athenian citizens
listed in Osborne and Byrne 1994 reveals,for example, that three of those
on the tabletwere borne by bouleutaiof the very late 4th century:Tisamenos
of Kydathenaion in 304/3 (AgoraXV, no. 61, line 69) and Antimachos of
Kephale and Euthydemos of Acharnai in 303/2 (AgoraXV, no. 62, lines
92, 144). Were these three men among the cursed? Also, in 303/2, one
Timon of Pallene proposed a decree whereby the tribe Antiochis honored
one Euthydemos, for whom the text gives no further civic identification
(SEG III 117); this Euthydemos presumablyneed not therefore have been
of Antiochis. If he is the Euthydemos of Acharnai (of the tribe Oineis),
bouletesof that year, may the men cursed have included the proponent of
the decree and its honorand? Alternatively, if we look in Osborne and
Byrne 1996 for noncitizens resident in Attica, we find a Bakchios and a
Leon, both Leukanians, together in a list of mercenary soldiers of around
300 B.C.: IG 112 1956, lines 48-49; the list includes, though, another
Bakchios (of Thrace?), line 6, and a Timon of Lokris, line 169.

CONCLUSION
The original identification of the Agora pyres as infant burials is weakened by the identification of bones within them as animal rather than
human. It was not only the bones, however, that led Young to argue that
the pyres had a funerarycharacter.Six of the pyres he published contained
dummy alabastra,well known as grave offerings, and some of the other
shapes typical of pyres are also commonly used as grave goods.26To the
instances that Young lists we may add the fusiform unguentaria of one
later pyre, for the shape figures prominently in Athenian graves of the
Hellenistic period.27Furthermore,closely similar deposits, with an analogous assemblage of shapes, have been found beside graves in the Kerameikos, where their funerarycharactercan hardly be in doubt.28
The placement of a curse tablet in a chytridion, in what appears to
have been a disturbed pyre or a pyrelike deposit, provides additional evi-

26. Young 1951, pp. 111-112. See
AgoraXXIX, pp. 212-213 for further
discussion.
27. Pyre P 6:6, with unguentaria
P 28980-28982 (Shear 1973, p. 141,
note 50). For unguentariain Hellenistic
Athenian gravessee, for example,
Kerameikos
IX, pls. 96, 97, and Boulter
1963, pp. 125-126, gravesH-K, pl. 46.
28. E.g., Kerameikos
XIV, pyres4,
12, 17, 18, 21, 25, 28, 35-37, 54, 57, 60,
79, 126, and 159, pls. 28-32, 36-41,
43-45, 47, 48, 52, 54, and 55.

A CURSE

29. The evidenceis largelyfrom
Sicilian sites. Cemeteries:Selinous
(Dubois 1989, pp. 39-43, nos. 29-32,
SEG XXVI 1116, beginning of 5th
century),Kamarina(Dubois 1989,
pp. 124-131, nos. 118-123, 5th-4th/
3rd century),Lilybaion (Bechtold and
Brugnone 1998, 2nd century;Gabrici
1941, pp. 296-302, 2nd-lst century?).
Chthonic sanctuaries:Selinous (Dubois
1989, pp. 43-54, nos. 33-40;Jameson,
Jordan,and Kotansky1993, p. 127,
notes 9 and 10, 5th century),
Morgantina(SEGXXIX 927-935,
1st centuryor earlier).
30. DTWui (220 examples),DTAud
48-79 (32), Ziebarth 1934 (23); for
others see those listed at Jordan1985b,
pp. 158-166.
31. For the circumstancesof the lack
of this information,see DTWiu, p. I.
32. Kerameikos
III, pp. 89-100;
Kerameikos
XIV, pp. 142-151; Peek
1956, pp. 59-61, nos. 205-207; Jordan
1983; Costabile 1998.
33. Jordan,forthcoming;for the cult
at the sanctuary,see Vikela 1994.
34. Excavationsof the Athenian
Agora show that in the Roman period
cursetabletswere also deposited in
wells (see Jordan1985a, p. 208, fig. 1
for a plan). One well there (well I on
the plan) and anotherin the
Kerameikos(Jordan1980) have yielded
cursetablets of the Classicaland
Hellenistic periods,but these tablets
were probablynot in situ when found.
35. For parallels,however,we have
to look to Roman Imperialtimes:
SupplMag47 (Middle Egypt), 49, 50
(Oxyrhynchos?).These examplesare
erotic spells that follow a formula
preservedat PGM IV 301-406, where
instructionsaregiven that the texts
should be depositedbeside graves.
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dence for the character of the pyres. The Classical and Hellenistic curse
tablets with known findspots generally come from cemeteries or, less frequently, from chthonic sanctuaries.29Unfortunately, the record of provenience of Attic examples, more numerous in these periods than tablets
from anywhere else,30is particularlybad,31but tablets in increasing numbers from the cemetery in the Athenian Kerameikos32and so far one from
the sanctuary of the chthonic Pankrates33suggest that the pattern of deposit in Attica was the same as elsewhere.34In other words, one chose a
place that had an association with the dead or the underworld. Our curse
tablet in the chytridion is not the first to be found in a pot,35but it is the
first recorded to have any association with a pyre. If a pyre could provide
the required contact with the dead, it becomes even clearerthat there was
a chthonic element to these puzzling deposits.
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