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The discovery of the fountain of Anna Perenna
and its influence on the study of ancient magic
Marina Piranomonte
Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma
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Anna Perenna was an ancient Roman goddess who had a festival ‘via Flaminia ad lapidem primum’, on the Ides of
March, the primitive Roman New Year’s Eve, according to the Vatican, Antiates and Farnese Fasti (Fasti Vat., CIL XII,
342; Fasti Ant., Fasti Farn., CIL XII, 311). She was widely mentioned by Ovid and Silius Italicus and, as Macrobius
recalls in the Satires, on the 15th of March ‘et publice et privatim ad Annam Perennam sacrificatum itur, ut annare
perennareque commode liceat’ (Ov., Fasti, 3, 523–696; Sil. It., Pun., 8, 49–201; Macr., Satyr., 1, 12). Plinius Senior
and Martial mention Anna but only Ovid in his Fasti describes the festival of the Idus of March (Plin., Nat. Hist, 35,
94; Mart., 4, 64, 17). The feast had a licentious nature and was held in an area not far from the Tiber banks. During
the celebrations abundant wine libations were poured and the couples lay down on the grass making love. There were
songs, mime performances and women dancing with their hair loose during all the festival.
More than two thousand years later in 1999 CE, the myth of the goddess became truth, with the discovery of the
fountain of Anna Perenna in Rome in the modern quarter of Parioli. It can definitely be considered one of the most
important new findings of religion of the ancient world for the concentration of materials related to the cult of the
goddess and to magic for the presence of some professional sorcerers working at the fountain during the late Roman
Empire. The recent studies about these materials, especially the deciphering of more than 24 defixiones and magical
texts, the presence of different gods on the boxes and the voodoo dolls found inside the containers, made this finding
the most important magical excavation of recent time and help the scholars to better analyse old and most famous
findings.
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itur, ut annare perennareque commode liceat’ (Ov., Fasti,
3, 523–696; Sil. It., Pun., 8, 49–201; Macr., Satyr., 1, 12).
Anna Perenna was the old deity of the yearly cycle. Her
name meaning ‘to live throughout the year’ (annare) and
‘last many years’ (perannare), she ruled the cycles of
longevity and renewal and brought abundance and plenty
to the people. Depicted as an old woman and honoured
on the Ides of March, she had grey hair, a wrinkled face
and a stooped back. Plinius Senior mentions Anna, but
only Ovid in his Fasti describes the festival of the Ides of
March, the primitive Roman New Year’s Eve (Plin., Nat.
Hist, 35, 94; Mart., 4, 64, 17), which had a licentious
nature and was held in an area not far from the Tiber
banks. Everybody celebrated the coming of the new year
and of spring by drinking as much wine as possible since
they were convinced that they would live as many years
as the cups of wine they had drunk. There were songs,
mime performances and women dancing with their
hair loose during all the festival. At sundown, everyone
streamed back into the city in an informal procession,
singing songs of praise to Anna Perenna.
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When, on the threshold of the year 2000, I found the remains of the fountain of Anna Perenna under the sheet
pilings of a parking garage, I would have never guessed
that investigating those materials would lead me to deal
so intensely with ancient religion and magic, nor that so
many novelties would come to light after the fortuitous
discovery of the ancient goddess.
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The fountain was discovered at the end of 1999,1 during
excavations for an underground parking lot in Rome. It
had been built in opus vittatum; in the front were embedded two blocks and one altar, all with inscriptions,
two of them with the dedication ‘NYMPHIS SACRATIS ANNAE PERENNAE’ (Friggeri 2002, 26–33).
This was the first example of epigraphs with the name of
the deity and her nymphs (Figs 1–3).
Anna Perenna was an ancient Roman goddess who had
a festival ‘via Flaminia ad lapidem primum’ on the Ides
of March, according to the Vatican, Antiates and Farnese
Fasti (Fasti Vat., CIL XII, 342; Fasti Ant., Fasti Farn.,
CIL XII, 311) and had a grove, visible from the villa
of Martial’s brother on the hill of Ianiculum. She was
widely mentioned by Ovid and Silius Italicus and, as
Macrobius recalls in the Satires, on the 15th of March
‘et publice et privatim ad Annam Perennam sacrificatum
1

Ovid says that Anna was Dido’s sister who drowned in
the waters of the Numicus river, becoming the nymph of
this area: she was named Perenna from the ‘amnis perennis’, that is the Numicus river which had welcomed her
(Ov., Fasti, 3, 650). Anna the nymph was a foreign deity
within Roman religion, and she was celebrated outside

See bibliography at the end of this text.
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Figure 1. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. View of the site in its actual display
(photo Luciano Mandato, Bruno Angeli, AFSSCol)

Figure 2. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. The site after restoration
(photo Luciano Mandato, Bruno Angeli, AFSSCol)
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Figure 3. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. The inscriptions
(photo Luciano Mandato, Bruno Angeli, AFSSCol)

the sacred city area with a feast that had an orgiastic
nature and was characterised by a looseness of conduct
which could not be conceived of inside the urban territory (Piccaluga, forthcoming). Poetic tradition has transmitted an image of the nymphs venerated near springs
and rivers, personifications of waters, often portrayed in
reliefs together with Acheloo, river deity par excellence.
Yet, they originally belonged to the host of wild powers
that animated the woods. Plato narrates that Socrates declared himself ‘nympholeptos’ by the banks of the Ilissus (Plato, Fedro, 238d). Nymphs incarnate a dangerous
and anomalous femininity often synonymous with unrestrained sexuality. Seductive and dangerous, they live
permanently near streams and rivers, waiting for a man
whom they can attract with their beauty or their songs,
only to subsequently drown him. Very often their nature
is semi-feral, hidden inside a charming feminine body
(Mancini 2005, 149–223).
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the Casa dei Bucrani in Ostia, recently studied by prof.
Christophe Bocherens, in which a long frieze represents
dwarfs celebrating the feasts of March pertaining to Roman religion (Moret 2012, 77–78, Fig. p. 77). Coming
back to the fountain of Anna Perenna, it had a very long
life of at least ten centuries, from the 4th century BC to
the 6th century AD.2 The fountain was a krene, and the
water hole from which the spring gushed out was placed
at the bottom of the reservoir, on the back. This method
was widespread in Greek environments and famous examples of it can be found in Athens and in all Greece.
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What remains of the basin was 2.93 m long and about
2.50m high, but its length is unknown to us, since it was cut
by the garage piling sheets. While the fountain was probably abandoned at the beginning of the 6th century AD (as
its filling with late wine amphorae seems to show), it is
likely that water kept pouring off the spring into the reservoir, depositing layers of mud and sand which helped preserve the materials it contained in perfect condition.3

Anna was also identified with the Moon, with Themis,
with Io or even Hagno, Zeus’ nurse (Ov., Fasti, 657,
658, 659–660). According to Ovid, she was also the old
woman from Bovillae who fed the Roman plebeians
gathered at Monte Sacro with the bread she baked (Ov.,
Fasti, 661–674). As a reward for this generous deed, she
was bestowed a ‘signum perenne’. In another tale, she
is again an old woman: the god of war, Mars, was in
love with Minerva, and he asked Anna to intercede on
his behalf; she instead dressed herself up as Minerva,
and came to Mars wearing a veil, but when he tried to
kiss her she laughed at him in scorn. The representation
of this scene is probably visible on a wall painting from

Inside the reservoir, various objects were found, perfectly
preserved by the clay which kept them in a quasi-anaerobic environment: here I present the most important and
2
The demonstration of the antiquity of the fountain and of its Republican period dating was given by the presence of ceramic materials of IV–III century B. C. (see Piranomonte, Ricci 2009, 425).
3
The fountain of Anna Perenna has been open to public since 3rd
December 2004. A selection of materials has been exhibited since
June 2001 in the new Epigraphic Section of the Museo Nazionale
Romano and in the next months a new and wider exposition of the
materials is in preparation in the Museum.
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Figure 4. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. Some of the objects found
in the mud of the cistern at the moment of the discovery
(photo Parsifal, AFSSCol)

Figure 5. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. The pine-cones
and some lead boxes during the excavation
(photo Parsifal, AFSSCol)
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special among them (Figs 4–5). We can divide them in
objects related to the cult of the nymph (religious materials), and others related to the use of the site for magical
purposes (magic materials).

pagan cults, which were banned from that moment on
(Catalli 2002, 34–37).5

Religious materials

Seven pine cones and many egg shells were found in the
basin, which are noteworthy for their symbolic association with fertility.

Pine cones and egg shells

The inscriptions

Moreover, the Istituto Superiore per la Conservazione
ed il Restauro has reconstructed, through laboratory analyses carried out on many wooden fragments coming
from the pool, that the surrounding wood was a meso-mediterranean one, shady and rich in holly oaks, oaks,
ash trees, elms, hornbeams, linden trees, chestnut trees
and probably wild apple trees, a ‘pomiferum nemus’ as
Martial describes it (Martial., IV, 64,17).
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As previously mentioned, the three inscriptions are the first
testimony of Anna Perenna’s name in Rome, apart from
the pottery sherd from the Cloaca Maxima inscribed with
‘Ana’, now in the collections of the National Roman Museum (Colonna 1976; Maras 2012, 117). They are very
important not only because they identify beyond doubt
the owner of the fountain and its cult, but also because in
two cases they bear the exact date in which the competition winners dedicated the altars to the goddess – the 5th
of April of 156 AD. It is therefore ascertained that the feast
was still celebrated during the imperial age, and that it included a certamen, maybe in the form of poetry, singing
or mime, in which both men and women were involved,
as is clearly stated by the inscription dedicated by two of
the winners, ‘Svetonius Germanus cum Licinia coniuge’
(Friggeri 2002, 26–33). The matrons therefore would take
part in these contests despite modesty being a rule of life
to them, maybe because being three miles away from the
Urbs, a country feast with a large quantity of wine drunk
allowed them to lose their habitual restraint.4

Carpological analysis has proved the presence of grapes,
peaches, almonds, hazelnuts, walnuts, showing that the site
was visited not only in spring, but throughout the year.

ss
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For what concerns the seven pine cones, since botanical
analyses have proved there were no pine trees growing
nearby or in the nemus itself, we must infer that they had
been evidently thrown into the fountain for good luck. In
archaic Greece, pine plants were consecrated to Rea, the
great Mother, and it is very likely that such a tradition
had been assimilated by the most ancient Roman cults,
like that of Anna Perenna.6
Eggs too are a very ancient symbol of fertility and rebirth,
and this is the reason for their presence in our fountain,
a place of worship for the Nymph of the New Year and of
the rebirth of nature, where many rituals of fertility were
performed, including that of making love underneath improvised shelters, a trace of which can maybe be recognised in some carved wooden finds from the fountain’s
pool (Altieri, Galotta 2002, tab. 1, C, 68 (46 items)).

re

The coins
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In the basin, 524 coins were found, almost all coming
from the deeper layers, which attests to the consolidated
practice of throwing money as a sign of devotion to the
nymph or deity protecting the fountain (Peguiron 2013,
80–89). This habit was widespread in the Republican
age, but concerning our fountain we have evidence only
for the Imperial age, from Augustus (only two coins) to
Theodosius (seven items). No coins previous to the Augustan age were found in the cistern, probably for the
periodic cleaning of the fountain bottom or because our
fountain is actually one dating to the Imperial period.
Yet, more ancient walls lean against the fountain, built
in opus reticulatum and dating to previous phases, unfortunately destroyed by the garage piling sheets. There
are only 11 coins from the first imperial period, from Augustus to Nero. There is a dense concentration of coins
during the period of Hadrian (24) and Marcus Aurelius
(34 pieces), but the most conspicuous group of finds is
that of the emperors of the III century A. D. The coins
of Theodosius, of the types between 388 and 392 are the
most recent, coinciding with history, thus confirming the
abandonment of the cult of Anna Perenna in conjunction
with Theodosius’ edicts, which forced all the citizens of
the Empire to convert to Christianity and to abandon all

The magic materials

Ar

Most of the materials discovered in the fountain, due to
their characteristics and their abundance in such a small
context, can be definitely associated with the tools of professional magicians (Faraone 2005, 7–10; Piranomonte
2005, 87–104).7

4

The caccabus
The cylindrical copper container found in the cistern
on the back of the fountain was 25 cm in diameter, and
5
Also the coins of the treasure of Vicarello seem to finish at the end
of the IV century A.D., so demonstrating the strength and respect
of Theodosius’ edict. About this see also Sauer 2011, 505–550.
6
For the reconstruction of the sacred wood of Anna Perenna see
Altieri, Galotta, 2002, 60–69.
7
See also Sfameni 2009, 120–124

See also Piranomonte 2011, 127–128.
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ented the love actually burning the lover or was simply
understood as a destructive force. The night was the most
suitable moment to evoke the forces of Hades or transmit
the dream to the beloved (Parisinou 2000, 136–145). Our
lamps are never red, as the Magic Papyri say (PGM IV,
2367, 3187–3188), (they are mainly made of light and
purified clay), had a new wick and were soaked by pure
oil. Undoubtedly, this small object of daily use, while
serving for illumination, must have possessed a particular fascination that linked it to the magic world. Furthermore, we cannot overlook the fact that the wizards’
spells were performed at night and that the sacred wood
of Anna Perenna was then a dark place outside the city.

The oil lamps

Moreover, the presence of Christian lamps in the fountain is very significant (Fig. 7), because it demonstrates
the attendance of Christians at the fountain of the nymph
and, as we will see later, there are many other traces of
their presence at the shrine. To throw a lamp in the water,
or in a pagan basin of water, was probably considered
‘a means of contact with the powers of the underworld’,
and the identification of the lamp with the enemy could
be interpreted as the offering of a man. (…) The desert
pagan shrines would be thought of as an earthly underworld, where the souls of one’s enemies were cursed by
means of defixiones’ (Mastrocinque 2007, 90).
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showed evident burn signs in the bottom. It was a perfectly
preserved ‘pot’, which can be associated on the one hand
with the kitchen, and on the other with the recipes of
a sorceress (Betz 1991, 244–259). Fire played a predominant role in the charms, not only because spells were
performed mainly at night time, but also because it was
the unifying element for the recipes, because the herbs
and the other ingredients that had to be mixed to obtain
the magic potion were cooked inside the pot, a necessary
instrument for the charm (Teocr. Idyl., 2).8 The texts of
Magical Papyri mention over 450 plants, minerals, herbs
and other substances active in the spells, incantations,
formulae and so on (Scarborough 1991,156–161).
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Inside the fountain were discovered 74 extraordinarily
preserved oil lamps (Fig. 6). Up to 54 are new, while
20 have already been used once or more (Piranomonte
2005, 96–97). In most cases (48 items) they typologically belong to the so called ‘warzenlampen’, commonly
dating between the 4th and the beginning of the 5th century
A.D.9 Four other items belong to the so-called ‘catacomb
lamps’, dating back to the 5th century.10 The association
of oil lamps with water springs in the late antiquity has
some correspondences with the Greek world, where a
remarkable amount of Christian lamps were found in
some of the most important caves dedicated to nymphs
of Greece and Eastern Europe.11 The lamps, for the most
part, ‘new’, in two cases contain coins (as votive offerings) and in six cases contain defixiones. These latter elements certainly place them in the context of the ‘lampenzauber’ or magic lamps, widely cited in the Magic
Papyri and by authors of the imperial age like Apuleius,
who was forced to defend himself from the accusation
of magic (Mastrocinque 2007, 86–99). In both cases the
lamps were used both lit and unlit. The use of the oil
lamps for casting curses was not confined to the shrine
of Anna Perenna, although here it was particularly prolific. In other places of the Mediterranean area lamps
were discovered inside fountains (Mastrocinque 2007,
89–90), but what makes the difference is that at Anna’s
fountain six defixiones were found inside the lamps.12
It is not necessary to explain the role that the oil lamps
played in votive offerings since they were light, cheap
and easily portable objects but it is interesting that they
were also used in love spells, in which the flame repres-
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The defixiones

8
See also in comparison the reliefs of the Nymphs of Nitrodi in the
isle of Ischia: Iapino 2003, 23–38.
9
Dressel 30/ Bailey R, Provoost 4 types.
10
Bailey U type.
11
Many lamps were found in some of the most important caves
dedicated to nymphs of Greece and Eastern Europe, see Larson
2001, 226–267; More specifically, in Corinth, in the Gymnasium
area, a famous underground fountain was found in the years 1968–
1969, see Wiseman 1970, 130–137.
12
An oldest example of defixory lamp of the fourth century B. C.
was found at the foot of the Areopagus under the floor of a house:
see Mastrocinque 2007, 88–89.

Inside six lamps were defixiones; more curse tablets were
inside the basin, adding up to a total of 26 tablets which
have been deciphered by Prof. Jurgen Blänsdorf.13 The
curse tablets of Anna Perenna are a catalogue of the miseries and wishes of mankind: love spells (‘quem pereo fantasia’) (Blänsdorf 2012, 621, MNR inv. 561972), curses
against enemies of various type, arbitrators (‘arbiter Sura
qui natus est de vulva maledicta’) (Blänsdorf 2012, 633,
MNR inv. 475567; Faraone 2010, 65–76), a baker (‘Quirinus Pistor’) (Blänsdorf 2010, 36–38, inv. 475539), thieves
(Blänsdorf 2012, 637, inv. 548784). Almost all the defixiones are written in the latin cursive of the late Empire
(III– IV–V centuries AD), but only a few are bilingual. The
customers of the magicians at the fountain were probably
common people, including Christians, due to the fact that
the name of ‘Christum Nostrum’ was invoked in a defixio
(Blänsdorf 2012, 629, inv. 475563). This copper tablet was
found inside a lamp and is really interesting for the invocation to ‘deas vestras’ (Anna Perenna and her nymphs) and
‘Christum Nostrum’ (Fig. 8) which could be interpreted as
the presence of a Christian at the fountain who wouldn’t
hesitate to use the pagan curse against an enemy. Moreover
we know that, far from being regarded as a religious guide,
Christ was considered by the Romans as a powerful magician because of his miracles.
13

Blänsdorf 2010, 218–244; Blänsdorf 2012, 147–160, for a full
presentation and deciphering of our curse tablets (even thoug they
are not over yet).
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Figure 6. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna.
Some of the oil lamps found in the cistern
(photo Luciano Mandato, AFSSCol)

Figure 7. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna.
Christian oil lamp with Christogram
(photo Luciano Mandato, AFSSCol)
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Figure 8. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. Copper defixio
with ‘Christum Nostrum……deas vestras’

of Greek letters could be explained, Blänsdorf says, as the
presence of an illiterate person who wanted to write down
something cryptic to imitate a magic formula.

op

J. Blänsdorf did an excellent job in deciphering within the
space of a few years all the tablets and the other inscribed
objects, and his lecture of the Anna Perenna’s curses
together with those of the Sanctuary of Isis in Mainz
is a main event after the previous discoveries of Bath,
where almost 130 lead curse tablets were found (Gager
1992; Tomlin 1998), and Rome, where in 1850 48 curse
tablets (mainly against charioteers) were found along the
Via Appia (Wunsch 1898).14 Analysing the letters of the
Anna Perenna tablets, Prof. Blänsdorf recently argued
that they were not conceived and written by professional
practitioners, because they differ substantially in writing,
language and methods of curse. The short texts written
with untrained hands, he sustains, are not the product of
professional scribes, and the longer ones, written in letters
and sentences differing individually, show such a level of
literary education that the authors certainly did not need
the help of other persons. Actually the lack of fixed terms
and topics of magic texts shows they conceived their texts
themselves, following only general lines of magic technique. In one defixio of the fountain there are several Greek
characters close to the magic signs and designs testifying
to at least some knowledge of the language. The curse inv.
475570, consists of 22 Greek capital letters. The presence
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My opinion is different: the professional magician working at the fountain uses Greek to make an impression on
his client. If the Latin cursive letters seem to have been
written by different hands, this could be explained by the
presence of many professionals during the very long life of
the fountain. It has been ascertained that in ancient Rome
magic had always been prohibited, first by the Law of the
Twelve Tables (Luck 2000, 34), to become completely illegal and severely punished later on: but the continuous
condemnation of such practices is a clear hint of the fact
that magic was indeed widespread until at least the Theodosian period and beyond (Luck 2000, 35; Phillips 1991,
260–276). There were many magicians and witches in
Rome, and their clients could be found not only among
the poor: their rituals needed to be very complex in order
to impress those who turned to them and to have a powerful effect on those they cursed. Hence the use of magical
words, obscure formulas, invocations to many of the divinities of the Egyptian and Greek pantheon, together with
magical signs (Charakteres), which we found incised on
our defixiones to enforce the magical ritual. Often the best
magicians were ‘exotic’, coming from Greece or Judaea –

14

See also the recent work of Bevilacqua 2012, 602–610.
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avoid the pouring out of whatever was inside the cylinder. One common element to all containers, except for
the terracotta jugs, was the fact that they all consisted of
three lead cylinders placed one inside the other, in some
cases with the opening towards the same direction and
with only one lid. Therefore, they appeared to be only
one body; in some cases the innermost container had its
own lid, or it was placed upside down. Number three
is certainly a magic number (Fig. 10). Probably these
boxes could be purchased nearby the fountain, given the
fact that they were serial, and that they were fundamental
tools in the magical ritual: in fact, they were inscribed
on their innermost surfaces and they reported the name
of the cursed, together with a series of charakteres usually incised on the middle box. It is also peculiar that
the outermost box was never inscribed, thus looking like
a simple and anonymous leaden box. Surprises were in
store upon opening them cautiously during a year-long
project in our excellent Conservation Department,18
when the middle and innermost boxes all turned out to
be inscribed: in fact, they are not ‘dumb’ objects but the
carriers of curses and ritual magic formulae in which deities and demons of various origins appear as if diverse
malign forces were gathered at the fountain of Anna Perenna.

but even the Marsi, Sabini and Peligni (Luck 2000: 454)
enjoyed a certain reputation – while the most powerful
witches were reputed to be from Thessaly.
The 24 containers and the 7 figurines
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The 24 leaden containers and three terracotta ones with
a lead lid are an absolute rarity not for their typology, but
because they contained in seven cases figurines made of
organic material.15 Containers of such a shape are quite
widespread, but until now they had never been linked
to magical practices: identified as ink containers, a large
number of them, made in terracotta and also in bronze,
were found in Pompeii (Fig. 9). Another rich collection
of these objects comes from Pannonia16. Some of these
Pompeiian and Pannonic containers have a shape identical
to ours: their being instruments connected with writing
practice suits very well our magical rites and the great
amount of words which could be inscribed by the stylus
on malleable lead, so the identification of our containers as ink boxes could be realistic. One must observe,
nonetheless, that our boxes are of lead, so they are much
poorer and much more disposable than an ink box; this
characteristic made them more suitable for a ritual use,
and perhaps they could purposely be purchased at the
shrine by those who had to inscribe the accurate ritual.

This demonstrates that they were themselves defixiones
inscribed on the cylindrical leaden walls. If the intermediate boxes were engraved with symbols and magic
letters – charakteres – the innermost containers portray
6 times the image of Abraxas, or a bird-headed demon,
(as prof. Nemeth believes),19 with Greek letters on its
belly. On the contrary, the evident presence of the palindrome Ablanathalba near the head or on the wall of
some box definitely suggests to me that the cock-headed
character is Abraxas, invoked together with the other
vox magica to give strength to the charm and ritual.
Moreover, in a copper defixio (Blänsdorf 2012, 630, inv.
475564) which was found folded up inside a lamp, the
names of Abraxas and Ablathanalba are explicitly invoked to order the Nymphs of the fountain to immediately punish the victim, as if the demon had become the
owner of the site. The list of deities attested in the fountain is not confined to Anna and her nymphs, and Abraxas,
(whose strange bird figure appears six times) but it also
includes Egyptian deities like Seth, as in container inv.
475549. But there is a recent development, for which
I am indebted to prof. Nemeth: after years of unconvincing deciphering, I asked him if he could help me understand the meaning of the Greek letters, ΙΧΝΟΠ/ΧΝΚΘ/
ΘΘ repeatedly incised on the belly of Abraxas or the
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Another suggestion comes from the resemblance of our
boxes with those meant to contain a medicine which in antiquity was considered a real cure-all – the Theriaca.17 The
hypothesis that the Anna Perenna containers could be used
for a drug of the ancient pharmacopoeia and then used in
a magical ritual is very fascinating, even though at the moment it remains only an indemonstrable suggestion.

15

ch

ae

The containers were made of layers of various thickness,
with a perfectly preserved metallic nucleus, hermetically
sealed, in some cases with a special sealing material
(colophonia) or by pressing the lamina on the brim, to

Ar

Only one significant parallel can be found with a series of lead
boxes from the Kerameikos of Athens containing wax figurines
dating to an earlier period: see Gager 1992, Fig. 3, 17; Fig. 17,
129.
16
For the huge collection of these ink containers see Bilkei 1980.
17
An ancient polyfarmic remedy, Theriac (whose name derives
from the Greek term ‘therion’, indicating vipers or other poisonous animals), was believed to have magical virtues and to heal all
kinds of illnesses: for this reason, it was prescribed incessantly by
doctors for 18 centuries. At the beginning, it was used mainly as
an antidote against the bites of dangerous beasts; its invention is
linked to king Mithridates VI of Pontus, who used it to fight his
obsessive fear of being poisoned: it seems that the recipe of this
remedy was found by Pompey in a box which belonged to this
king. Emperor Nero’s physician Andromachus added viper’s flesh
to the ingredients, to enforce its virtues. The result was the Theriaca Magna o Andromachus’ Theriac, later perfectioned by Chriton,
Emperor Trajan’s physician. Galen, in his Libellus de theriaca ad
Pisonem, exalted the powerful action of Theriac saying that it was
recommended to ingest a small quantity of it on a daily basis to be
protected by the most dangerous poisons.

18

The finds of Anna Perenna owe much of their conservation to
the excellent work carried out by the SSBAR Conservation Department directed by Giovanna Bandini: I am indebted to her, Idana
Rapinesi and Jarmila Polakova for the patient restoration work and
the opening of the defixiones and leaden containers, a work that
lasted for years.
19
See article by G. Nemeth in this book.
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Figure 9. Pompeii. Collection of ink containers very similar to our boxes
(photo AFSPompeii)

Figure 10. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. One of the 24 lead boxes after opening
(photo Luciano Mandato, AFSSCol)
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with an animal bone used as a prop inside its head (PGM,
III, 458). Our figurines, which were x-rayed, all turned
out to have a bone as a skeleton. Only in two cases had
the bones come out of the figurines, allowing us to directly observe that they also had inscribed letters (CAN),
probably the beginning of the name of the target of the
binding curse. The presence of figurines is uncommon
in the ancient world and, due to the perishability of the
materials there are very few items preserved for comparison.22 One of the most impressive figurines of the
fountain of Anna Perenna is made of both organic material and lead, a snake-shaped monster is coiled around
the male figurine, on the verge of biting its face. On its
front, a leaden tablet imprisons it and two nails are fixed
into it – one in its feet and the other in its belly. Examining the tablet very closely, some charakteres can be
observed. Among them there is a recognisable ‘theta’
(probably a theta nigrum) and, at foot-level, a male silhouette whose face perfectly coincides with the nail in
the belly of the victim.
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bird-headed demon. The solution he proposed has turned
up a new surprise: it is the acronym ‘Iesous Xristòs
Nazoraios o paìs Xristòs Nazoraios kai theos, theos
theos’ ‘Jesus Christ the Nazarene Son, Jesus Christ the
Nazarene, God, God, God’ (Nemeth 2012, 619). It is
therefore evident that the invocation of Christ, together
with the previously mentioned copper defixio invoking
Christum Nostrum20 demonstrates, as previously said,
that he was considered as a powerful magician, worthy
of being included in the long list of Egyptian and infernal
deities who were supposed to enforce the magical ritual.
How could it be doubted that professional sorceresses
or magicians performed their magic by our fountain at
Piazza Euclide (Faraone 2003, 48–53)?
Inside the containers were preserved products with highly
symbolic meaning: anthropomorphic figurines kneaded
with wax, sugars, herbs and liquid substances like milk.
They were probably prepared at the moment, judging by
the roughness of their manufacture, and were subsequently
placed into the boxes. Often they show large and prominent genitals: this has a probable connection with the kind
of rituals performed, very often loved ones, or it maybe
wanted to highlight the monstrous nature of the person, as
if he/she was a wild beast.21 Once more, ancient literature
helps us to interpret the scientific data and chemical analyses of the Istituto Centrale del Restauro: the Papyri
Graecae magicae mention a love potion made by shaping
two figurines, a male and a female one, with clay or wax
(PGM, IV, 297–40). One of our puppets is entirely made
of wax; he’s the defixus Petronius Cornigus, who’s name is
written on its shoulders, body and on the back.
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It can be inferred that nothing was left to chance in this
ritual: the figurine was wrapped in a coiling snake and
covered by a lead tablet; it was inscribed and placed into
a box, which was then sealed with resins and, in turn,
engraved and placed into other two larger boxes, which
were also sealed. The whole thing was then thrown into
the fountain to complete the ritual. However, there was
no name which might indicate the target of the curse,
unless it is the CAN written on the bone used as skeleton,
or perhaps the container was associated with one of the
defixiones found in the fountain.

Virgil, who offers a portrait of a witch performing a ritual
to bring back a lover who has strayed, also describes the
preparation of two images, one made of clay and the
other of wax (Verg. Ecl. 8, 64–109); likewise, Canidia in
Horace’s work uses an image of wool and wax, destined
to be burnt, which represents the unfaithful lover who
must be punished (Or., Sat., I, 8, 23–50). Our wax and
flour figurines are nothing but archaeological evidence
of what has been often mentioned by ancient sources:
the dolls made by witches and then thrown into the fire
to burn as the love flame burnt. In the case of Anna Perenna’s fountain, the puppets were put inside boxes and
then thrown into the water, but I think the meaning of the
ritual was the same: to imprison the loved or cursed one
in the dark substance of lead, so that he/she could not
break free from the curse or the ties of love.
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Among the seven figurines in the lead boxes of our
find, there is only one depicting a female: it was heavily deformed (Fig. 11) to make it fit in a box which was
evidently too small (MNR, Collezione Epigrafica, inv.
475556). The woman has large breasts, and its solitary
and unique presence leads me to think something which
is already well known in literature: it was mainly women
who visited magicians, to have love potions prepared: a
good example of this is our beautiful defixio ‘quem pereo
fantasia’,23 showing a male figure wrapped up by a thousand ropes – evidently the love object of a woman who
wanted to bind him to her forever (Fig. 12). Moreover,
all the other figurines from the leaden boxes are male.
One of the male figurines seems to have had his legs
cut off from the start (MNR, Collezione Epigrafica, inv.
475552), and he has very prominent genitals: another
demonstration of the will to cause evil or to hinder the
movements of the victim!

The Papyri Graecae Magicae have also provided an explanation for the presence of bones inside the figurines,
between the chest and the head: as a matter of fact, in
one of these recipes there is a prescription for a figurine

22

Their perishability made them extremely rare, and before the
discovery of Anna Perenna Ch. Faraone surveyed 34 contexts of
provenance all around the Mediterranean, of whom 7 from Attica
and 9 in the whole Italy (Faraone 1991, 165–205) (In Italy now
they are 16 with the seven from our fountain, the only ones made
of organic materials!).
23
Quoted at footnote 38.

20

Quoted at foot note 38, inv. 475563.
On the use of figurines in magical rituals, see the recent Wilburn
2012, 74–83.

21
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of the demon Abraxas. The syncretism showed at the fountain and the use of different gods, magicians, or demons
to strengthen the curse is prominently demonstrated, with
Jesus considered as a great magician! Ancient magic, albeit
with its corollary of texts and theoretic rituals (the Papyri
Greci Magici) was practiced through objects that were part
of material culture, which have been discovered in past excavations, and entered into museum collections having lost
their specific context, thus becoming often of difficult interpretation. Since magicians were ‘magic operators’, their
tools were such as the magic wand, through which Circe
transforms Ulysses’s companions in pigs, the kettle, used to
make magic potions with herbs and different organic materials; other spell ingredients were flowers and plants, ropes,
gems, animal bones, lamps, wax figurines, skulls, etc.
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Figure 11. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. The only female figurine
(photo Luciano Mandato, AFSSCol)
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My discovery of the fountain of Anna Perenna in Rome
dated from 1999, and can definitely be considered one of
the most important magic findings of the Roman world. In
fact, if you compare some of the best known magic contexts
like Bath, or the sanctuary of Isis in Mainz (Witteyer 2003;
Witteyer 2004; Blänsdorf 2010b, 142–189) etc., you will
see that no one has such a concentration of different objects
related to magic in the same place. The study of Anna Perenna’s materials is giving new goals to the study of magic:
some materials are completely new, as the lead containers
with the voodoo dolls inside. Recently prof. Nemeth found
one of them in the Collection Audollent in Clermont Ferrand. He wrote to me of his discovery because now he has
learnt of the lead boxes found in Anna Perenna’s fountain,
but for many years they had been ignored by scholars because there had been no comparisons before! Another example could be the presence of Jesus Christ on the belly

Many of these objects, given their perishable nature, were
lost; moreover, reconstructing their magical value is difficult without the help of written documents. This often gave
82
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Ar

Figure 12. Rome. Fountain of Anna Perenna. Defixio of love quem pereo fantasia
(drawing Danilo Rosati, Rilievi srl)

rise to different interpretations on the use of some of these
materials: the famous Pergamon kit, for example, published by Wunsch in 1905 (Wunsch 1905), and differently
interpreted by R. Gordon (Gordon 2002, 189–198) and
A. Mastrocinque (Mastrocinque 2002, 174–187). And here
is the point: our precarious knowledge of the contexts of
provenance of these materials, which were often excavated
many years ago and with lesser sophisticated methodologies and sometimes misunderstood, leads to many uncertainties concerning their interpretation and to a generic attribution to the magical practice (see Piranomonte, Marco
Simòn 2012).

Among the materials belonging to ‘negative magic’ rituals, two categories are the most comprehensible and
less susceptible to interpretation: curse tablets and voodoo dolls.
The former very often come from graves, springs, wells
or sanctuaries of chthonic divinities; figurines, male or female, made of wax, terracotta, lead, bronze, often pierced
by nails and/or with their hands and feet tied, had the name
of the person to be cursed incised on their body and were
placed inside containers, to be put in tombs, springs or
sanctuaries.
83

Copyright Archaeopress and the Author 2015

The Wisdom of Thoth: Magical Texts in Ancient Mediterranean Civilisations ed. Bąkowska-Czerner/Roccati/Świerzowska pages 71-85

The Wisdom of Thoth. Magical Texts in Ancient Mediterranean Civilisations
The exiguity of magical materials in the ancient world
makes the discovery of the objects in the Parioli fountain really extraordinary: in no other similar find is there
such a high concentration of all the better known and
new magical materials!
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