
 

 

"Erotic Curse Tablets from the Shrine of Opheltes at Nemea: Texts and Contexts" 

Among the material excavated from the hero shrine of Opheltes in the Sanctuary of Zeus 

at Nemea are four inscribed lead curse tablets, examples of a form of magic well documented 

throughout the ancient Mediterranean (Jordan 1985, Gager 1992, Graf 1997).  The tablets, one of 

which has been published (Miller 1980), while the others are being prepared for publication by 

the author, raise two distinct questions about the context in which their magic was being 

employed. 

The texts of the tablets are erotic spells in which the curser seeks to separate a pair of 

named lovers and so presumably free up one of them for the curser to pursue.  The situation 

resembles a classic love triangle, but beyond that the erotic context is not so easily understood 

because of a fundamental ambiguity in the language of the curses.  The operative verb of the 

curses, apostrepho, can have two different connotations, as Faraone has shown in other examples 

of ancient magic (Faraone 2005).  Moreover, the texts entail comprehensive lists of the body 

parts of one of the lovers, a common rhetorical strategy that is found in many other curses, but 

that again is capable of being deployed in two distinct ways (Versnel 1998).  Hence the texts of 

the curses leave room for doubt about which of the two lovers the curser might actually want. 

A second question of context raised by the Nemean tablets is the choice of the hero shrine 

as the place to deposit the curse tablets.  While a great many curse tablets have come to light in 

the sanctuaries of chthonic divinities, particularly sanctuaries of Demeter, there is surprisingly 

little parallel for their being found in a hero shrine.  What may have made the shrine of Opheltes 

more appealing as a location was the nature of the myth attached to the cult.  The shrine marked 

the grave of the hero Opheltes, an infant killed by a snake, and it was his legendary death that 

served as the explanation of the founding of the great athletic festival held at Nemea (Miller 



 

 

2004).  Thus the shrine at Nemea was considered to be the location of a grave of someone who 

died both very young (aôros) and by an act of violence (biaiothanatos), qualities that would have 

been seen as enhancing the efficaciousness of the curses. 
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