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PREFACE 

 
AD 532: Nippur, Southern Iraq 

“May there be health for Lady Miriam and for her spouse and for her sons and for her 
daughters. Bound be Bugdana, king of demons and great ruler of liliths.”1 The tall man in white 
flowing robes rocked rhythmically back and forth as he uttered the spell. In his hands he held a 
medium-sized bowl, a plain bowl that appeared to be not unlike those that young Mordechai saw 
stacked in piles every day as he passed through Nippur’s market with his mother. But this was 
not a normal bowl, and Mordechai, son of Miriam, watched intently as it spun slowly in the 
hands of the strange man. He had heard tales of such rituals from his mother, in which 
incantations bearing the names of family members were written on bowls in attempts to exorcise 
evil from within the home or to protect it from future demonic possession. This was, however, the 
first time the child had witnessed such an event. 

A winter storm raged outside, and the wind howled as it came across the canal that 
separated Nippur’s homes from the ancient ruins to the east. The ruins, everyone knew, were 
haunted by the spirits of the ancient and forgotten inhabitants of the city.2 “I adjure you and I bid 
you swear,” the man continued, “Halbus the lilith, who haunts the mansions of human kind, who 
smites and knocks and kills little boys and little girls, sucklings male and female, I adjure you 
and I bid you swear by the hero who smites you that there shall be smiting…” 

His accent and the script he had written on the bowl belied his membership to the 
Mandaean community, that strange people who had supposedly migrated to the region years ago 
from Palestine and who traced their roots even further back to the Iranian plateau. In the past 
few centuries large groups of people from both east and west had migrated or been forcibly 
relocated into the area. This was in large part a result of Sasanian government policy. 

The Sasanian Empire, which at its height, stretched for 2,000 kilometers from the steppes 
of Central Asia in the east to the fertile plains of Mesopotamia in the west was founded in AD 
226 by the Persians, and would continue on until the Arab invasion of 642. Its founder, Ardashir, 
aimed to renew the Persian Empire to the splendor it had once known in Achaemenid times, 
before the humiliating conquest by Alexander and his army in the 4th century BC.3 As part of this 
endeavor the Sasanians had established a strong central government with the ancient 
Zoroastrian church as an integral part. 

The Sasanians heavily colonized Mesopotamia, which became their center of trade and 
commerce, and agriculture. Its strategic position along the Silk Route, which stretched from 
China to the Mediterranean Sea, provided for a large accumulation of wealth by the 
government.4 In addition to incorporating foreign peoples into the empire, the Sasanians 
relocated many families from the traditionally Persian cities of Estakhr and Esfahan (in the Fars 
region of central Iran) to the Mesopotamian frontier.5 This was done to increase Mesopotamian 
loyalty to the regime as well as to break up any threatening regional ties of groups in Iran. The 
influx of new people, coupled with resettlement of prisoners captured from the Roman Empire, 

                                                
1 Segal 2000:130, 099M 
2 Levene 2002:18; Montgomery 1913 
3 Frye 1969 
4 Frye 1969 
5 Simpson 2000 
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led to a population explosion in the region.6 In addition communities were constantly being 
uprooted and sent to new and remote areas, following large-scale government canal building 
projects, and resettled together with multiple other religious and ethnic communities.7 

As a Jew, Mordechai had been warned by the rabbis to keep away from these new people, 
which was no easy task. In the year 532 AD Nippur was a bustling market town, one of the 
busiest in southern Iraq. And as tends to be the case in such places, it housed a diverse 
population including Jews, Mandaeans, Persians, as well as other groups that were indigenous 
to the region. It was impossible to avoid interacting with members of each community not only in 
trade, but in matters of everyday life as well. However, leaders of the respective communities 
went to great pains to maintain social boundaries as best they could. Mordechai still 
remembered the time he was scolded by Rabbi Joshua for playing with a Mandaean boy. He 
wondered what Rabbi would think if he walked into their house at this very moment.8 

“May all mishaps go forth from the house of Lady Miriam daughter of Madanosh. See, I 
have abolished you from the house of Yohanan. Behold, see, I have averted you from the seed 
and from the sowing and from the sons and from the daughters of Yohanan and Lady Miriam 
daughter of Madanosh…” Mishaps were bound to occur, but recently they seemed to have 
become more frequent. While working in the fields planting wheat, Yohanan had nearly been 
bitten by a serpent after his foot fell through what had seemed to be stable ground. And just 
yesterday Miriam’s heirloom figurine had—for no earthly reason—fallen from the shelf and 
shattered in the middle of the room. But most urgently, there was the sickness. Plagues were not 
uncommon at this time, and one of these demonic forces had recently devastated an entire 
neighborhood on the other side of town. And now Miriam’s newborn daughter had come down 
with a strange cough. No time was wasted in seeking out magical protection to rid the family of 
the demon that was surely haunting them. 

Although prohibited by the leaders of the Jewish community, Miriam sought out the 
Mandaean priest to prepare the incantation bowl and perform the magic ritual. This was despite 
the fact that rabbis were themselves known for their magical abilities, and also despite the 
availability of Jewish practitioners who could prepare incantation bowls in the Jewish Aramaic 
script. In an attempt to maintain communal authority, rabbis prohibited Jews from seeking 
supernatural help from members of other groups, preferring that they be the sole magicians of 
their flock. But magical remedies, as part of an unorthodox and relatively private practice, were 
personal and no one was going to dictate to Miriam who she should or should not seek out to 
help save her daughter’s life. She had seen the priest by the water days before sitting on a rock, 
scribbling his Mandaic spells on a bowl, and felt a strange sensation. However, it was not until 
she decided to commission an incantation bowl that Miriam realized the sign she had received 
by the canal, and secretly sought out the man in white. 

The spell was nearly complete. Just then, as if by an unseen hand, the door to the home 
blew inward with a force that made everyone jump. A biting wind slammed through the room 
and strangled the dying embers of the hearth. Now all was dark. 

                                                
6 Adams 1965 
7 Adams (1965:69) describes “a forced and artificial transfer of populations that may have reaped as large a harvest 
in social and economic disruption as it did in enhanced commercial, craft, or financial strength from the creation of 
new urban centers.” 
 
8 The name Rabbi Joshua bar Perahia appears on a bowl from Nippur (Montgomery 1913, Bowl 8). 
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“Destruction awaits the fearful,” the Mandaean cried over the howl, “Whoever is subject 
to this command—for him the writing is inscribed and burial at this door. Flee and go forth, 
depart and go afar from the house and from the spouse and from the sons of Yohanan and from 
Lady Miriam. In the name of him that crushes, crush all the power of darkness and of all the 
invocations of the seven…and from Miriam daughter of Madanosh from the day, the Day of 
Judgment, and for eternity.” 

And for eternity is how long this bowl was meant to be buried—to trap this evil forever. 
“So be it! Amen. You shall be clutched and averted from the house of Yohanan, of Miriam 

daughter of Madanosh. This command is made ready.” The bowl was thrust into the waiting 
hands of Miriam, who immediately placed it face-down in the pit that had been dug in the 
threshold of the doorway. As she performed this final rite, all in the room felt their fears slowly 
subside with the dying wind. And all was silent. 
 
AD 1911: Paris, France 
 An incantation bowl said to be from Iraq, bearing a mysterious swirling script is 
purchased from a J.E. Gejou by a collector from the British Museum. It sits there to this day, 
marked: BM#103358. 

INTRODUCTION 

Historical scholarship has revealed that the period extending from the middle to late 

Sasanian era (4th-7th centuries AD) was marked by the rise and coalescence of a number of 

religious communities in Mesopotamia (e.g. Morony 1984). At the same time, the mass 

movement and influx of populations in the region, through enforced government resettlement 

programs, resulted in a process of rapid ethnic diversification (Frye 1969). What has been of 

little note in the historical documentation, however, is a new form of community—that of the 

ritual community—which operated simultaneously, and often at odds, with the formal ones of 

religion and ethnicity. This ritual community, identified through its use of incantation bowls, was 

made up of a subpopulation of central and lower Iraq, but included people from various religious 

and ethnic backgrounds. That this shared practice existed at a time noted for the rise and 

formulation of distinct religious communities is fascinating for a study of social interactions, in 

that it speaks to the multi-faceted nature of identity, and the versatility with which it can be 

constantly transformed in order to deal with daily practical negotiations. 

In analyzing the use of magical incantation bowls, this paper argues for the utility of 

‘ritual community’ as an analytic tool in helping inform a study of religion and ethnicity in 

Sasanian Mesopotamia. It is important to note here that an attempt is not made to suggest a neat 

separation of these various social categories. Indeed, an individual living at this time would 

likely not have made these distinctions, shifting between such varying forms of identity as was 

called for by the specific context. While the differing aspects of each individual’s religious, 
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ethnic, and ritual practices may seem contradictory to the analyst—as they did indeed to the 

religious leaders of the time—this would not necessarily have posed a problem for the bowl 

users (Shaked 1994). Although as part of the ritual community the various clients and 

practitioners who participated in the bowl sorcery were practicing a common ritual that cross-

cut—and possibly subverted—their formal communal organizations, they were still able to 

maintain their religious and ethnic identities. It should also be stressed that the use of the term 

‘ritual community’ here is not intended to connote a formalized and publicly acknowledged 

grouping of people, but rather a subsection of the population united by a shared belief in the 

efficacy of incantation bowls as a means of warding off evil—a community of users, so to speak. 

Thus, the utility of analytical categories such as ‘ethnic’, ‘religious’, and ‘ritual’ community lies 

only in their ability to provide us with an artificial starting point from which to seek out the 

dynamic, often contradictory, nature of social interactions. 

History of Archaeological and Textual Analysis on Incantation Bowls 

The large corpus of incantation bowls, found during over a century of archaeological 

work in southern Iraq, provides a rich and fascinating means of addressing all three categories 

under discussion. Constituting a rare synthesis of ceramic artifact, textual source, and ritual 

object, these bowls make up the primary class of material with which I intend to illustrate the 

social complexities of the period. 

The magic bowls, although in use in central and southern Mesopotamia only between the 

mid-Sasanian and early Islamic periods (5th-8th centuries AD), were nonetheless deeply rooted in 

indigenous beliefs (Hunter 2000a). Many of the vessels in museum collections have come from 

Nippur and its surrounding area (see Fig. 1 and 2). They have been found in situ buried under the 

threshold of houses—turned upside down—and, occasionally, in cemeteries or built into walls of 

houses (Morony 2003). 

Most distinctive about these vessels are the spells and iconography that have been applied 

with the use of reed pen and black ink. In many cases, traditional Neo-Assyrian and Babylonian 

demons of early antiquity have been seemingly trapped in the bowl by spells written most often 

in the three regional Aramaic dialects of Jewish-Babylonian, Mandaic, and Syriac—each with 



Ali Scotten  Masters Thesis 

 6

their own distinctive script (see Fig. 3).9 The Jewish Aramaic script was based on Hebrew 

characters, while the Syriac and Mandaic were of local Babylonian origins.10 The three scripts 

also corresponded with the liturgies of specific religious communities. The first, of course, 

related to the Jewish community and was the language of the Babylonian Talmud. The Mandaic 

script was used to write the Ginza, the compilation of scripture used by a religious group known 

as the Mandaeans11. And while the Christian communal boundary was marked by its sole use of 

Syriac in its religious texts, surprisingly little (if any) Christian beliefs are evident in the Syriac 

bowl texts (Harviainen 1995; Naveh and Shaked 1985).  Despite the dialectical and scriptural 

differences in the various incantation texts, they are all united by a belief in the efficacy of the 

spells in warding off evil and healing of the sick, with various other purposes existing as well.12 

Bowls often record the names of members of a specific household, listing them for protection, 

thus making these artifacts even more promising for household-level archaeological study. 

To date around 2,000 bowls have been found, but only a quarter of these have been 

published (Levene 2002:5). All of those with recorded provenience information have come from 

late Sasanian or early Islamic contexts, and it is widely agreed that the late 5th to early 8th 

centuries AD comprises the period of incantation bowl use. Furthermore, the bowls are not found 

in every site of this period; they are concentrated in southern and central Iraq (Morony 2003; 

Segal 2000). 

The earliest recorded collection dates back to 1851, when the British Museum acquired 

eight bowls, coming supposedly from a tomb in Babylon (Hunter 2000b). The British Museum 

collection has since grown to include 120 bowls (Segal 2000)13. In 1853, the first incantation 

translations were published by T. Ellis in Austin Layard’s excavation reports (Layard 1853). The 

seminal work on incantation texts, however, was not published until over half a century later by 

Montgomery (1913), whose translation and commentary of 41 bowls from Nippur still forms the 

                                                
9 All three dialects had branched out from Standard Literary Aramaic centuries before (Hunter 2000a). The Jewish 
Aramaic dialect was indigenous to central Iraq, while the Mandaic was largely spoken in southeastern Iraq (Morony 
1984). 
10 I follow Harviainen (1995) in calling the Jewish script ‘Jewish Aramaic’, as opposed to the more commonly used 
term ‘Aramaic’, because Mandaic and Syriac are also Aramaic dialects. 
11 The Mandaeans will be discussed below. 
12 See Naveh and Shaked 1985 for examples of love charms and curses. 
13 These bowls comprise a portion of those used in my analysis. 
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foundation for any scholarly research into this topic.14 The importance of this specific 

assemblage lies in the fact that all were discovered in situ.15 

Nippur 

Because of the well documented context of the Nippur bowls—which complement a 

wealth of additional data collected from over a century of excavation—the site provides an 

excellent opportunity to examine the lifeways of people living at a distance from the power 

centers of the Sasanian Empire. Today, Nippur consists of numerous mounds, covering 180 acres 

and rising in places to approximately 25 meters above the plain’s floor (see Fig. 4a and 4b). The 

two major sections of the old city are divided in half by an old canal bed, which was likely in use 

during the Sasanian period (see Fig. 5).16 The western half was described by Peters as comprising 

a Jewish town, due to the large number of Jewish Aramaic bowls found there.17 Syriac and 

Arabic bowls, however, were also excavated in this area, but at higher stratigraphic levels. The 

latter’s association with early Islamic coins indicates the influx of a new population into this 

portion of the site after the Islamic conquest.18  Furthermore, Peters’ description of this western 

half of Nippur as ‘Jewish’ is not entirely accurate since evidence of a Mandaic community was 

also unearthed in the 1970s by the Oriental Institute excavations of the same area, in which 

archaeologists discovered five bowls buried in a single courtyard, written in both Jewish 

Aramaic and Mandaic (Hunter 1995).19 

SOCIAL THEORY 

Barth (1984:82) has argued that traditions need social groups within which they can be 

practiced and learned. Indeed, each tradition refers primarily to a specific social organization, 

though at times it can cross-cut with others. 

These traditions can become traits that distinguish ethnic groups, which are “culturally 

ascribed identity groups…based on the expression of a real or assumed shared culture and 

                                                
14 Montgomery’s material was brought to light during the University of Pennsylvania 1888 and 1889 excavations at 
Nippur, which were directed by J. Peters (1904). 
15 All of Montgomery’s bowls were found in houses; none were from cemeteries. 
16 Keall 1970 
17 Also discovered in two houses containing Jewish Aramaic bowls were a) a wooden box belonging to a scribe—
accompanied by a pen-holder, ink stand, and a scrap of parchment in Jewish Aramaic—and b) equipment belonging 
to an apothecary, including jars still filled with medical mixtures (Peters 1904:114). 
18 . While in this instance we are provided a time depth with which to analyze the relationship between the Jewish 
Aramaic and Syriac scripts, we are still in need of more data culled from stratigraphic contexts before being able to 
confidently attribute an earlier date to the former. 
19 The nature of these specific bowl texts will be addressed later. 
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common descent” (Jones 2002:84).  Although these traditions need not be related solely to ethnic 

subjectivity, the study of ethnicity is useful, however, because it is “a concept of social 

organization, one that allows us to depict the boundaries and relations of social groups in terms 

of the highly selective repertoire of cultural contrasts that are employed emblematically to 

organize identities and interactions” (Barth 1984:80). 

We cannot speak of a group identity existing, however, until that group comes into 

contact with another, thus bringing into relief the unique nature of traits that had before seemed 

natural. Indeed, ethnicity is as much a consciousness of difference with regards to other groups 

as it is similarities within a group (Jones 2002). Often, boundaries are created and maintained 

between the two groups through a “structuring of interaction which allows the persistence of 

cultural differences” (Barth 1969:16). Certain types of interaction between individuals from each 

group are restricted, which allows for a patterned difference to remain across group boundaries. 

However, “one cannot predict from first principles which features will be emphasized and made 

organizationally relevant by the actors” (Barth 1969:14). This is determined by a number of 

factors, including the degree of similarity/difference between certain sets of traits, or ultimately 

through chance historical events. At any rate, a “resident in a plural community needs to know 

much more than what belongs in one of the coexisting cultures. He must be capable of 

interpreting the acts and symbols of more than his ‘own’ kind in the community” (Barth 

1984:79). Furthermore, the wider social milieu affects a group’s identity differently in varying 

locales. For example, the subjectivity of being a Jew in Mesopotamia would have been different 

than being one in Palestine because the groups against which one would be defining oneself were 

different. This is why I have chosen to focus my analysis on the specific regions of central and 

southern Mesopotamia, rather than the Sasanian Empire as a whole. 

Archaeological approaches to the study of ethnicity can be divided into examinations of 

conscious and unconscious expressions of ethnic identity (Stone 2003).  Scholars that focus on 

conscious expressions derive their inspiration from Barth’s (1969) research on the generation, 

maintenance, and function of ethnic boundaries (see also Emberling 1997).  From his work 

comes the notion that ethnic groups are distinguished by clear boundaries where differences are 

consciously, visibly, and materially expressed.  Following this line of reasoning, archaeologists 

can identify ethnic groups in the past by documenting and analyzing the distribution of material 

“markers” of ethnic identity.  In areas where ethnic markers are difficult to identify or where the 
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relationship between materials and identities are less clear, scholars have begun to examine how 

ethnicity is unconsciously expressed. Following Bourdieu’s (1977) theory that daily practices 

both define and create social identities (see also Jenkins 1992), these scholars look for ethnicity 

in the patterning of unconscious, habitual activities such as refuse disposal, butchering 

techniques, and artifact manufacture (Sackett 1990).   

 What makes social identity so relevant to this paper is its multi-faceted nature existing 

within even a single person: an individual is a composite of multiple forms of subjectivity, and as 

social environments shift differing aspects of identity are stressed that are most meaningful in 

each situation. This process can occur numerous times in the course of a single day. For 

example, in the bazaar of Nippur those selling bowls could have seen themselves as ‘potters’ in 

distinction to others selling baskets. However, this form of identity would likely not have been 

meaningful in the context of a Mandaean ceremony, in which perhaps portions of each group 

from the market sat side-by-side as members of a common religious community.20 Furthermore, 

certain forms of identity are more frequently stressed in daily life than others, and therefore are 

more salient for sociological analysis.21 

Most individuals would have interacted with members of different religious and ethnic 

groups on a daily basis, and so we would expect that these forms of subjectivity were expressed 

and negotiated continuously. With the rapid increase of pluralism in society brought about 

largely through Sasanian government resettlement and mixing of populations, the religious and 

ethnic identities of individuals began, over time, to unravel and become less easily defined than 

in the previous period.22 Participation in ritual magic may have been a means of mediating this 

tension. It is thus further argued here that the use of incantation bowls can be classified as an 

area of inter-group “articulation” (Barth 1969:18), a shared practice that allows for individuals to 

cross social boundaries. 

                                                
20 Religious identity and occupation can be related, however. See Neusner 1966 and Neusner 1969 for examples of 
Jewish taboos on selling wine to gentiles. Although, to my knowledge, no evidence exists for a correlation between 
religious or ethnic identity and ceramic manufacture in Mesopotamia during this time. 
21 For instance, most residents of Nippur would not have thought of themselves as ‘southern Babylonians’ on a daily 
basis—they did not travel outside the area daily—and so this form of subjectivity would not have been useful in 
local situations. 
22 See Morony 1984 for a comprehensive discussion of ethnic and religious communities in Sasanian Mesopotamia. 
The fiscal and administrative reforms of Kavad I and Khusrau I in the early 6th century allowed for great expansion 
in public works, such as vast canal systems and increased cultivation (Frye 1983). This expansion occurred around 
the same time that we see incantation bowl rituals practiced for the first time. 
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One cause of tension in this period was the denaturing of what had once been the taken-

for-granted by-products of group living—doxa, in Bourdieu’s (1977) terms—which were now 

open for conscious deliberation. As frequently occurs in contact situations (see Dietler and 

Herbich 1998), orthodox explanations and rules were created by those attempting to maintain 

what they felt had been the previous state of affairs, while simultaneously heterodox practices 

worked to alter the social situation. As we will see, the various groups’ leaders in the Sasanian 

period went to great lengths to keep their respective communities within tight boundaries in the 

face of new social pressures. At the same time, however, the incantation bowl ritual constituted a 

heterodox practice that worked against the orthodox communal rules of the region, and could be 

adopted by new peoples who were transplanted into the area. It is not surprising that the 

existence of a ritual community united by common magical practices would be perceived as a 

threat by the elites; new practices can result in a shift in power balances, and over time a 

heterodox practice can become the new doxa of a group (Dietler and Herbich 1998). 

Both ethnographic and archaeological studies (e.g. Comaroff 1987; Wilkie 2001) have 

addressed the power that dominant groups can have in shaping the conditions for possible 

discourse with regards to subject communities’ identities. However, many of these works also 

allow for agentive power on the part of indigenous belief systems (see Ferguson 1992). Meyer’s 

(1999) ethnography of Ewe Ghanaians’ early interaction with German Christian missionaries in 

the 19th century, and its subsequent transformations through to the late 20th century, provides 

such an example. As part of their tactics to convert the local population, the missionaries 

embarked on a process of “diabolizing” the indigenous religion, which entailed transforming the 

local gods into evil demons (Meyer 1999:83). This, however, had the unintended consequence of 

creating a new form of Christianity in which the old spirits, now ‘demons’, still needed to be 

placated. “On the one hand, the mission intended to abolish the old religion; on the other, it was 

indispensable in demonstrating the meaning of Christianity” (Meyer 1999:105). Indeed, in 

attempting to ‘translate the Devil’ into local terms as a means of abolishing indigenous beliefs, 

the missionaries caused the local spirits to be cemented as a central part of the Ewe definition of 

Christianity. As a result, Ewe converts to Christianity still maintained their magical ritual 

practices. 

 Like the Ewe, converts from one religion to another in the Sasanian period often 

maintained their previous ritual practices, which they still deemed essential for healing, and for 
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protection against witchcraft (Morony 1984). These ritual practices, such as bowl magic, have 

often been defined by scholars as ‘superstition’. This term, however, is not an appropriate 

categorization because it connotes a lesser form of belief, a decadent vestige of some otherwise 

extinct religion.23  Instead, in this period “[m]agic, astrology, and other occult sciences…were 

regarded as advanced sciences, and to reject them [one] would have had to ignore the most 

sophisticated technological attainments of contemporary civilization” (Neusner 1966:25). 

A further parallel between Meyer’s study and the Sasanian period context is that 

conversion to a new religion did not necessarily mean a suspension of belief in the previous 

spiritual powers; one often converted merely in the hopes that the new religion’s God or spirits 

would be even more powerful than the last. Again, this practice was problematic for religious 

leaders because the “predominant popularity of [magic] suggests a need for individual forms of 

protection in addition to or even at the expense of participation in collective [worship]” (Meyer 

1999:93). A similar process can be attributed to the incantation bowl ritual since it individualized 

a household from amongst a broader community. 

 But why the need to protect a household as opposed to a community? Morony (2003) 

argues that the list of family members on incantation texts suggests that people from the various 

communities were at this time living in two-generational nuclear households.24 This is surprising, 

for even today it is still common throughout the Middle East (especially in rural areas) to see 

family members of multiple generations living under one roof. He proposes that this type of 

isolated living arrangement—perhaps brought about through constant resettlement—would have 

been cause for anxiety, and could have led to the rise in magical protective rituals, suggested by 

the appearance of incantation bowls at this time. Indeed, a rise in witchcraft, or accusations of it, 

denotes times of strife and social tensions (Fields 1985:81). But what if living in a nuclear 

household was a means of protection? It is often believed that witchcraft is caused by jealousy, 

and is likely to be someone you know—perhaps even an extended family member (Evans-

                                                
23 See Montgomery 1913.  Hunter (2000) argues convincingly for the correlation between ancient Babylonian 
magical practice, and the incantation bowl ritual. In the neo-Babylonian period zisurru, or holy flour, was sprinkled 
in a circle around a house to protect the inhabitants against evil spirits. This would often be accompanied by the 
burying of figurines beneath the house. That at least one circle is drawn on most every incantation bowl, often with a 
drawing of a demon trapped in the center, is surely significant and is quite possibly linked to this ancient ritual. 
However a connection between the ancient Babylonian religion and Sasanian period ritual practice does not 
necessitate the categorization of the latter as a lesser form. 
24 67% of Morony’s 119-bowl sample showed evidence of two-generational nuclear households.  
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Pritchard 1937; Meyer 1999:91)25. Protection of one’s health and property from the jealousy and 

evil eye of others is a definite concern for many of the incantation bowl clients (Segal 2000).26 

Regardless of whether fear of witchcraft and demons caused people to live in isolated nuclear 

households or vice versa, it is evident through reading the incantations that many families felt a 

need for protection in a world haunted by evil. 

 Much has been written about ‘magic’ and ‘sorcery’ in anthropological literature, with 

varying uses of these terms. Generally, “the realm of magic is that in which human beings 

believe that they may directly affect nature and each other…by their own efforts” (Middleton 

1967:ix). Mauss (1950) further distinguished magical rites from religious rites in that magic is 

more secretive and not performed in formal, public gatherings. That is the way ‘magic’ will be 

referred to in this paper; the bowl ritual was a magical practice precisely because it was 

performed in the more secretive space of the household. While ‘magic’ is a beneficial force, 

‘sorcery’ is that which is deemed by others to be evil and dangerous (see Marwick 1967). The 

term ‘sorcery,’ then, is also used here at times to describe the incantation bowl ritual, but only 

when speaking from the perspective of those who feared it. As we will see, the same ritual 

practice could be deemed magic or sorcery depending on who was performing it; from the 

perspective of community leaders, sorcery was that which was practiced by those outside of their 

community. In Sasanian period Mesopotamia, as is often the case, one man’s magic was another 

man’s sorcery. 

METHODOLOGY 

This paper aims to provide an analytical perspective that allows for a more nuanced 

approach to identity in this period. The fact that the incantation bowl ritual cross-cut religious 

and ethnic boundaries helps us to move beyond rigid models of identity. 

To date, around 500 bowls have been published, many in recent studies that deal with the 

corpus as artifacts in addition to the traditional textual analysis. Morony (2003), for example, has 

researched the relationship between the linguistic and physical attributes of a wide range of 

bowls, and concludes that no statistically significant correlations between these two attributes 

exists. Hunter (2000a), in her study of the 142 incantation bowls housed in the British Museum, 

                                                
25 Although demons appear prominently in the incantation bowls, they were not the only source of evil to be 
protected against. Belief in witchcraft was also common at this time. 
26 Morony (2003) even cites a text in which the client asks to be protected from her mother-in-law. Incidentally, 
women were believed more likely to be witches than men (Morony 2003; Neusner 1966; Oppenheimer 1983). 
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reports that none of the vessels have been slipped or glazed, and that they are of similar shape 

and fabric to other plain-ware vessels of the region (see Fig. 6). Furthermore, evidence of their 

mass-production (a high proportion is warped from stacking) leads Hunter to argue for a 

separation between the manufacturing process and the writing of spells; the bowls were picked 

by practitioners of magic out of an assemblage of plain utility ware vessels (see Fig. 7). 

The present analysis uses 226 of these bowls, housed in various collections (see Fig. 8). 

A problem one runs into when dealing with the incantation bowls is their lack of a well-defined 

provenance. Indeed, 44% of the bowls used here lack provenance information (see Fig. 9). Also, 

of those that are reportedly linked to a specific site, a large number include no other contextual 

information: 56% of the bowls have not come from scientifically excavated contexts (see Fig. 

10). A further difficulty is encountered when attempting to locate the bowls’ origins through clay 

sourcing techniques because the pastes, texture, and inclusions are very similar for most. Hunter 

(2000a) doubts that inclusions in the ceramics hold further clues. 

88% of the bowls in this study that do have provenance information come from central 

and southern Iraq, with 50% collected from Nippur. 

Of the overall bowls used here 60% were written in the Jewish Aramaic script, with the 

Mandaic at 22% (see Fig. 11a and 11b).  Syriac comprised only 6%. The ratios specifically from 

Nippur were different, however (see Fig. 12a and 12b). While Jewish Aramaic made up an even 

larger proportion at 68%, Syriac and Mandaic were about even at 14% and 13%, respectively. 

While it can be said that these bowl scripts map generally onto the various 

religious/ethnic groups, it is significant to note that the incantation bowl ritual’s foundational 

elements remain the same regardless of script. Almost all refer to the clients in the form: 

“client’s name, son/daughter of mother’s name”. The vast majority were buried in or near the 

house, and a shared set of stock phrases appear in all three scripts (see Fig. 13). 

This evidence of cross-group interaction is remarkable for the time period, since the 

historical documents are replete with evidence of community leaders’ attempts to enforce strict 

boundaries.  

Names and Their Relation to Ethnicity 

 To be provided the names of the former residents of a house one is excavating is a luxury 

not often afforded to archaeologists, and this is one reason why incantation bowls can be so 

useful in a study of social identity in Nippur. Indeed, names are important signifiers of one's 
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identity; in many societies rules exist that dictate to a large degree the names given to 

individuals. For instance, in Arab societies it is customary for the eldest son to be named after his 

paternal grandfather. Therefore, names on incantation bowls should in some way bear a relation 

to the client's ethnicity. 

 It is not so simple, however. While Morony (2003) writes in favor of using the names on 

bowls as indicators of ethnicity, Segal (2000) argues to the contrary. Segal believes that the 

constant influx and movement of groups in the Sasanian period resulted in a mixing of names 

such that the occurrence of a Persian name on a bowl should not be taken as indicative of Persian 

ethnicity. Morony (1984) himself writes of the Persian-izing of Jewish elites who adopted 

Persian dress and possibly Persian names.27 

 Despite these complexities, however, naming patterns should still have existed at the 

societal level. For example, Jews would likely not have used religious “names of Zoroastrian 

significance” (Hunter 1996:224), and so bowls in Jewish Aramaic containing names that are 

derivatives of Zardusht, etc. likely belonged to non-Jews.28 Even when the name is not of 

Zoroastrian significance, it may be possible to identify the ethnicity—albeit with less certainty. 

For instance the name of "Duktan Pruk, daughter of Bzurgantai," which appears on a Mandaic 

bowl, is of obvious Persian origin.29 'Duktan' is a corruption of the Persian 'dukht' (daughter), and 

'Pruk' comes from 'farrukh' (fortunate). While the possibility exists that the name belonged to a 

Mandaean who had an Aramaicized Persian name, I suggest that the client was Persian. This is 

because it is apparent that the Mandaic scribe was unfamiliar with the name, spelling it 

differently in different parts of the same bowl.30 This would be understandable in a context in 

which the scribe sounded out the name of the client and attempted to write it in Mandaic, thus 

Aramaicizing the name and misspelling it within the same text. Other bowls also show 

misspellings of names by scribes who are otherwise literate.31 

                                                
27 Furthermore, since it is generally assumed that Persians did not play a significant role in the writing of incantation 
texts, the fact that on three British Museum bowls in Jewish Aramaic the names of their practitioners are all of 
Persian origin, is problematic (Segal 2000).These bowls are labeled 036A, 041A, and 049A in Segal 2000. 
28 Zardusht is the Persian name for Zarathustra, or Zoroaster. Therefore, the name 'Saradust', found on a Jewish 
Aramaic bowl (Montgomery 1913:161) is likely that of a Persian. 
29 McCullough 1967, Bowl C. 
30 In one part it is spelled 'Duktana Pruk'. 
31 See Segal 2000, bowl 036A, in which the Persian name 'Khwarshid' is misspelled with an added 'k', thus 
becoming 'Khwarkshid'. 
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Names were believed to hold special power in this time period; the correct name had to 

be used for the spell to work. (Isbell 1975). This belief has continued on to modern Mandaean 

ceremonies and rituals in which one's astrological name, or malwasha, is used, followed by the 

name of the mother (Drower 1962). Interestingly enough, while modern Mandaeans are usually 

referred to by names common to the region (e.g. Hassan, Hussein), their astrological names are 

quite similar to those one finds on the incantation bowls. Following this logic then, one would 

expect Mandaic bowls with Persian names to belong to non-Mandaeans, since the Mandaeans 

would have used their astrological names for such a ritual.32 

 In light of the ambiguities of assigning ethnicity solely on account of names, the 

percentage of bowls assigned to Persians has been determined by counting only those bowls 

exhibiting three or more clients with Persian names (see Fig. 14a and 14b). 

To better determine the effects of bowl ritual practice on inter-communal relations, we 

first need to understand the society in which it was at work. The following is a discussion of the 

various types of communal identities existing in Sasanian period Mesopotamia, illuminated by 

examples from the incantation bowls. 

MESOPOTAMIAN COMMUNITIES IN THE SASANIAN PERIOD 

Since we often cannot make broad arguments based on the specific archaeological 

context of incantation bowls, we must focus instead on what the bowls themselves tell us about 

how and why they were used. What, then, can the use of these bowls tell us about Mesopotamian 

society in the Sasanian period? The intersection of the sorcerer and clients’ ritual practices with 

their religious and ethnic subjectivities, as illuminated by the incantation bowls, can provide an 

excellent point of entry into the broader social processes occurring at this time. 

Ethnic Identity and Ritual Bowl Use in Nippur and its Environs 

 As inhabitants of a society consisting of peoples from numerous backgrounds, it is argued 

here that ethnic identity still played a large part in people's daily lives, in addition to religion. 

That Jews and Persians conceptualized themselves and others ethnically, and that maintenance of 

ethnic purity was deemed important for Jewish, Persian, and Mandaean community leaders 

justifies an analysis of ethnic identity alongside that of religion. 

                                                
32 This is a preliminary suggestion, however, since we cannot immediately assume that today's Mandaean practices 
are identical to those of Sasanian times. 
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As discussed earlier, it is not often easy to separate identity into neat categories of 'ethnic' 

and 'religious'. Seemingly religious rituals often tie one back to a broader heritage group—even 

if one's own religious identity runs counter to that practice. In the beginning years of the Islamic 

revolution in Iran, for example, clerical leaders considered banning the Persian now-ruz, or New 

Year, festival because it was a Zoroastrian ritual and therefore deemed unacceptable for Muslims 

to celebrate. However, this course of action was soon dismissed because it was understood that 

no Iranian would be willing to give up such a cherished practice, a ritual that lies at the heart of 

what it means to be Persian. So should now-ruz be classified as a Zoroastrian religious ritual or a 

Persian ethnic custom? The answer in part—as with identity in general—lies in the eye of the 

beholder. 

We may further look to modern colonial situations, in which often occurrences of native 

converts “back-sliding into heathendom” were a result of attempts to maintain family ties (Meyer 

1999:104). In Ghana, for example, the extended family of a Christian convert may still be 

‘pagan’ and he or she would feel pressured to participate in the family rituals—that is if the 

individual intended to tap into resources and property that belonged to the group as a whole. A 

similar phenomenon existed in Sasanian times when Persians who converted to Christianity 

upheld certain Persian laws regarding inheritance.33 From an orthodox Zoroastrian standpoint 

(and surely for Christian leaders who complained about this practice) these inheritance laws were 

of religious import. But for the converts, they may have had more of an ethnic salience, allowing 

them to maintain their connection with their heritage group. 

The incantation bowl ritual, on the other hand, referred not to an ethnic or religious 

group, but to a separate ritual community made up of a variety of peoples living in the area at the 

time. 

The Persians and Zoroastrianism 

With the rise of the Sasanian dynasty, Zoroastrianism became the official religion of 

Mesopotamia. Adherents to the orthodoxy espoused by the Sasanian clergy, however, were 

restricted mainly to the Persian population, and even then it remained throughout the period to be 

followed mostly by the upper classes (Morony 1984). 

The middle Sasanian period (mid 4th-late 5th century AD) was fraught with political 

instability and hardship. After the death of Shapur II (r. 309-379), a long period of political 

                                                
33 See Morony 1984 for a thorough discussion. 
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unrest ensued as different factions of the royal family fought over succession (Daryaee 2005). 

Economically, the empire was also suffering. The Sasanians had given up huge amounts of 

tribute to Hephthalite invaders in the east, and were not powerful enough at this time to collect 

tribute from the Romans, as had occurred during the reign of Shapur II. Drought, famine, and 

disease ravaged the countryside throughout the middle to late 5th century (Frye 1983). Not 

surprisingly, the most common malady from which Nippur’s bowl clients asked to be protected 

was the plague (Montgomery 1913). Out of this tumult arose a mass religious movement known 

as Mazdakism, which was an egalitarian form of Zoroastrianism that called for the abolition of 

social divisions (Daryaee 2005). The movement was later crushed by Khusrau I, and over 80,000 

people were massacred (Morony 1984). While the turmoil surrounding the Mazdaki movement 

may not have directly given rise to the incantation bowl ritual it (along with the natural and 

economic disasters of the time) provides a sense of the instability occurring in this period in 

which a rise in the need for protection is understandable. 

The Zoroastrian clergy’s need for royal support is evident in their decree that the current 

political institutions were of a divine order, the upholding of which was necessary in the worldly 

and spiritual fight for good over evil.34 Part of this fight, at least according to powerful Sasanian 

clerics like Kartir in the late 3rd century, included the demolishing of local pagan practices, 

which they attacked as ‘demon worship’ (Morony 1984). From early on in the Sasanian period 

local shrines were destroyed or converted into Zoroastrian fire temples. Sorcerers were executed. 

Diabolization of the local demons was also an attempt to create a well-defined boundary within 

which the religious leaders could maintain and control the Zoroastrian community. 

The problem was that the popular Zoroastrianism of the common people was not a strict 

dualism, as the clerics would have us believe, but more of a “mitigated kind of monotheism” 

(Shaked 1997:104). For example yazads, or beneficial spirits, such as Mithra and Anahita were 

widely believed to be helpers of the great Zoroastrian deity Ahura Mazda, and rituals were 

performed in their honor. In fact many of the ‘pagan’ temples destroyed by the court priests 

would have been image shrines to these yazads, and belonged to the Zoroastrian laity (Boyce 

1975). 

                                                
34 The central Zoroastrian tenet that worldly action was necessary (through clean thoughts, words, and deeds), in 
order to help tip the cosmic balance in favor of good over evil, was a source of the major rift between Zoroastrian 
and Gnostic ideology—the latter holding that the world was the root cause of evil, and calling for adherents to focus 
solely on their spiritual cleansing and salvation. 
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Could incantation bowls have provided a means for common Zoroastrians and other 

groups to deal with the loss of protection provided by local shrines? As is often the case, the 

official religion did not address all the concerns of the people (Shaked 1994). There was an 

elitism inherent in studying the scriptures, and knowledge was reserved only for a select few, in 

order that the holy teachings be protected from the corruptive influences of the lay people. As 

already mentioned, sorcery was considered evil by the clergy. However, the term ‘sorcery’ was 

more of a polemic rather than a ban on all protective magic, referring only to magical practices 

that used deities from other religions (Shaked 1994).35 

Despite the magical powers commonly attributed to the Zoroastrian clergy themselves, 

evidence from incantation bowls suggests that individuals still may have sought help from 

‘sorcerers’ outside of their community. Of the 196 bowls in which client names can be read, 20% 

were likely commissioned for Persian households (see Fig. 14a and 14b).36 Half of these were in 

Jewish Aramaic, while the other half were written in Mandaic. No definitive evidence appeared 

in Syriac. While Persians did intermarry with Jews and Mandaeans (many bowls show mixtures 

of Persian and Aramaean names), the fact that 10% of each of the communities’ bowls belonged 

to fully Persian families suggests that non-Jews and non-Mandaeans were also participating in 

the ritual community as a means of protection. 

What can explain this sense of need? In deeming all the local deities of various belief 

systems as ‘pagan demons’, the Sasanian clergy had, in effect, unified them into a monolithic, 

generic evil that now needed to be protected against. For, as Levene (2002:18) writes, “once 

feared gods, they had become, in time, feared demons.” And what better way to protect oneself 

from these local demons than incantation rituals native to the region? A Jewish Aramaic 

incantation bowl housed in the British Museum may be an example of such practice, perhaps 

having been influenced by Zoroastrian beliefs.37 Amidst Torah verses—which are standard for 

Jewish bowls—we read: 
Drops of water flood the fire…upon the evil witchcraft…and upon the hateful magical practices that passed 

by [the door of] Kwarkshid Gushnas son of Dustay, and did not enter. The fire surrounded [the evil spirits?] 

and they did not go up (Segal 2000:75).  

                                                
35 Indeed, the Zoroastrian priests, or magi, themselves were so associated with incantation and astrology, such that 
the word ‘magic’ was originally in reference to them (Drower 1962:xviii). 
36 Bowls with 3 or more Persian names are assumed here to belong to families of Persian ethnicity. 
37 Segal 2000, Bowl 036A 
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Though not perfectly clear, it seems as though two sacred elements of Zoroastrianism—fire and 

water—serve to protect the client, who has the Persian name Kwarkshid Gushnas.38 A further 

verse states that "we…went up to the roof and said to [the demons]…Here is meat to eat and 

here is wine to drink” (Segal 2000:76). Is this yet another reference to a Zoroastrian practice? It 

was common for Zoroastrians at this time to place food and drink on the roof for spirits of the 

dead (Carter 1974). The mixture of Jewish and Zoroastrian elements can be an indication of the 

different religious backgrounds of the sorcerer and client: the Torah verses were part of the 

Jewish sorcerer's usual repertoire, while the Zoroastrian elements could have been requested by 

the client. 

 In the face of an emerging bowl ritual community, however, many Persians likely still 

retained a sense of membership to the Zoroastrian religious community. This was due in large 

part to the existence of lower class Zoroastrian priests, who were the heads of local districts 

(Morony 1984). They were needed regularly to conduct wedding rites, blessings after childbirth, 

and to perform sacrifices before the fire altar. Religious identity was reinforced through initiation 

rites of adolescents, after which they were officially inducted into the Zoroastrian community. 

The priests additionally had the authority to fine the townspeople for committing sins 

(Duchesne-Guillemin 1983). And by the late Sasanian period they were even given some 

administrative power. 

Evidence of at least a minor Zoroastrian community has been unearthed from Nippur. A 

very small fire temple was discovered northwest of the ancient ziggurat, but the excavators were 

not certain of whether it belonged to the previous Parthian or Sasanian period (Peters 1904). 

Montgomery (1913) posits that the temple had fallen into disuse and was covered with debris by 

the middle Sasanian period. There is good evidence for the Sasanian military’s reuse of the old 

Parthian fortress, which lay atop the old ziggurat and is still the most prominent feature of the 

site (see Fig. 4a).39 But by the middle Sasanian period the empire’s frontier had been pushed so 

far west that a military station at Nippur was no longer necessary, and the fort too was 

abandoned. At this time graves were cut deep into the structure, and the eastern mound of the site 

                                                
38 The name should probably read 'Kwarshid', which means 'sun' in Persian. A possible reason for this misspelling 
on the bowl is that it was written by a non-Persian. 
39 M. Gibson 2006, personal communication. 
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seems to have been uninhabited, although Sasanian period kiln wasters suggests that some types 

of activities were still conducted in this section.40  

The western half of Nippur, on the other hand shows signs of substantial settlement 

throughout the Sasanian period. No evidence of a formalized Zoroastrian community in this area 

of the site has been uncovered, however.41 Whether a Persian noble lived in the city is also 

unknown, but it is likely that such an overseer was in charge of the area; Nippur was situated 

near the border of the districts of Maysan and Kaskar. It is unclear to what district it formally 

belonged, but historical sources show that much of the surrounding area was part of royal estates 

(Morony 1984). 

The desire to unite the Persian populace with the ruling dynasty on the basis of a shared 

heritage is exemplified by the state-sanctioned fire rituals. The rule of each Sasanian king was 

symbolized by his sacred fire, which was lit at the beginning of his reign, and extinguished after 

his death (Daryaee 2005). At the same time, each Zoroastrian household inherited and 

maintained its own sacred fire, which was inalienable. In ceremonies conducted to regenerate the 

household fire, the brands of the flame were taken to a superior village's or town's fire temple, 

and subsequently returned to their house of origin (Duchesne-Guillemin 1983). This fire 

ceremony “reaffirmed by a frequently symbolic action the allegiance owed by the household 

fires to those of the village, and by the village fires to those of the provinces, and so on, up the 

whole political pyramid” (Duchesne-Guillemin 1983:906). In this way, the ritual was an attempt 

to tie the Zoroastrian community to the monarchy through the hierarchy of fires. 

The Sasanian government would have obviously preferred for Persians to retain their 

Zoroastrian faith because through practices like the fire ritual they could maintain their 

allegiance. Local Zoroastrian priests were supposed to be looked up to by the Persian population 

as models of good thoughts, good words, and good deeds, and a concerted attempt was made to 

spread orthodox Zoroastrianism among the Persian lower classes (Morony 1984). Furthermore, it 

is likely that the Persian members of non-Christian communities were expected to live according 

to the state, that is Zoroastrian, laws. For instance, the class divisions espoused by orthodox 

Zoroastrianism as the favored state of affairs was accompanied by clothing restrictions for 

members of each group; nobles wore a certain style of hat and robe, while the various levels of 

                                                
40 ibid. 
41 The Jewish and Mandaean inhabitants of this area will be discussed below. 
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nobility had their sanctioned garments (Morony 1984). Officially, it would have been considered 

a crime for an individual of a certain rank to wear the distinctive clothing reserved for a higher 

class. In addition, intermarriage between the upper class and commoners was forbidden, and 

common Persians were even restricted from purchasing household items that had belonged to a 

noble. 

While linked to the orthodox doctrines of Zoroastrianism, these outward displays also 

served as ethnic boundary markers from the perspective of other groups. For instance we find in 

the Talmud that, in an attempt to maintain Jewish group cohesion, a Rabbi Papa issued a decree 

that forbade his followers from wearing 'Persian' style pants (Morony 1984). Furthermore, upper 

class Jews often wore Persian hats and jewelry in an attempt to display their high status. These 

Persian class distinctions were the orthodox version of what proper behavior should be and, 

certainly, heterodox activities were conducted that remained hidden from state surveillance. 

Ritual bowl use was one such practice. As stated earlier, while demonology was inherent 

to the beliefs of Zoroastrianism (Shaked 1994), incantation bowl use would have likely been 

looked upon as sorcery, and thus not sanctioned. “And yet it seems that the need for some free, 

personal, non-institutional outlet for protection from harm and for individual manipulation of the 

supernatural powers was present among the Zoroastrians no less than among members of other 

communities” (Shaked 1994:85). Such supernatural beings included ancestral spirits who, during 

the final days of the year, it was believed, would return to their old homes to visit their 

descendant families (Carter 1974). It was customary on these nights to place food in the family 

burial chambers and drinks on the roofs of houses in order to appease the spirits. Forced 

resettlement, however, would have ripped people away from their ancestral homes and burial 

grounds and perhaps led to some concern on the part of the descendants. It is often the case for 

sickness or demonic possessions to be seen as a result of failure to appease the family spirits 

(Meyer 1999). A Jewish Aramaic bowl from Nippur was intended for protection against such 

family ghosts: 
“Whoever here has dead, who shall become alive to them here, and shall approach and are found to be 

dead—from these you are kept and these are kept from you” (Montgomery 1913:207).42 

Adoption of the incantation bowl ritual by Persians would have been a means to address this 

danger. Unfortunately, explanations as to the extent or reasons for Persian adoption of what 

                                                
42 Bowl 25 
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would have been seen by them to be an indigenous practice is scarce; but these suggestions are 

merely intended to show that in such a situation, it is conceivable that a newly settled population 

would have found such rituals to be of benefit. 

Persian influences in some incantation texts, such as the invocation of Zoroastrian spirits 

such as Anahita and Bagdana, further support this argument in that at the very least it can be said 

that the ideologies of the immigrant community were incorporated into the bowl practitioners' 

symbolic field (Naveh and Shaked 1985). In some bowls, Bagdana is a good spirit, in others evil 

(see Fig. 15a and 15b). Nevertheless, it is evident that either the scribe or the client believed in 

the existence of Bagdana. The scarcity—or possible lack—of incantation bowls written in 

Middle Persian does not pose a problem either, if we assume that Persian clients approached 

members of other ethnic/religious communities for help. This is most certainly the case in one 

bowl, in which the incantation appears in Jewish Aramaic, while the reference to its intended 

position in the house is written in Middle Persian (Shaked 1997). 

The Jewish Community 

Our knowledge of the Jewish religious community as a whole is more complete than that 

of the Zoroastrians at this time, due in large part to the Babylonian Talmud. The early and 

middle periods of the Sasanian Empire coincide with the formulation and redaction of the 

Talmud, respectively. The rabbinical doctrines that eventually were encapsulated in the Talmud 

were based on the Mishna, which were a set of traditions originating in Palestine, and differed 

from the local Jewish laws and practices that had risen out of already a millennium of living in 

the Babylonian Diaspora (Neusner 1966:285). The Mishna was brought over to Babylonia by 

rabbis fleeing Palestine after the Bar Kokhba revolt in AD 135 (Oppenheimer 1983). The rabbis 

were messianic in vision, believing that the Jews were being punished for straying from the 

Torah (Neusner 1966:286). Only by studying the Torah and living life accordingly could Jews 

pave the way for the coming of the messiah. “The promise of the millennium is a powerful 

political idea,” (Fields 1985:6) and as a result the rabbis had much authority over the lives of the 

Jews. 

The rabbinical movement spread through the various academies that were founded 

throughout Mesopotamia during the next few centuries. It was in these schools that laws which 

were needed to preserve the spirit of the teachings in the Torah, and protect the Jewish 

community from corruption, were debated and eventually written down. As a result, most of 
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what we learn of everyday life in the region deals with issues of interest to the rabbinical 

students; that is, the adjudication of Jewish law.43 However, since the rabbis’ rulings were 

involved in the daily happenings of the Jewish populace—they served as the community’s judges 

and lawyers—much can be gleaned from the Talmud. 

The various religious communities in Mesopotamia at this time experienced waves of 

persecutions followed by extensive periods of relative freedom. After the early years of the 

Sasanian conquest, and continuing until the middle 5th century, Jews were given religious and 

administrative freedom. This was in part in response to the state’s need for authoritative 

indigenous leaders through which to control the larger population.44 The Sasanians granted a 

measure of autonomy and security to religious leaders in return for their ensuring the collection 

of local taxes, and the instruction of their followers in state loyalty (Morony 1984). Religious 

communities had already begun to become more formally organized by the 4th century, but in 

dealing with religious leaders as representatives of the indigenous population, the state 

reinforced this process. Allowing religious communities to function according to their own laws 

furthered these effects. 

As a result rabbis were given power, through the Jewish Exilarch, to govern daily affairs 

(Neusner 1966:112).45 Over the generations, rabbinical students at the academies would return to 

their communities and, over time, influence the practices of Jews. Rabbinical Judaism was 

unique compared to the Gnostic religions practiced in the region because the laymen were 

expected to live according to the same rules as the rabbis themselves (Neusner 1969:126). 

This was more successful in smaller towns, where the rabbis could keep a closer watch 

on the Jews. The highest concentration of Jews was located in Ard Babil, the area around and to 

                                                
43 The Talmud was eventually redacted by the last generation of Amora (the debaters over the contents of the 
Talmud), who lived in the late 4th and early 5th centuries (Neusner 1969). As a result, the Talmud depicts a 
somewhat static view of rabbinical ideas over generations: “It therefore seems likely that evidence of changes has 
been eliminated by the editors, and that our pictures of the life of the schools, drawn from this material, will picture 
the life of the editors’ schools, not the original rabbis” (Neusner 1969:283). This is not a problem for this study, 
however, since the time of the redaction was also the time of the rise of the incantation bowls. Therefore, the social 
situations that the redactors of the Talmud were discussing and found relevant to include in the Talmud are good 
examples of Jewish life in our period of interest. 
44 See Ferguson and Whitehead 1992 for a discussion of this process in modern colonial situations. 
45 The Exilarch was the official representative of the Jewish community, and claimed to be of Davidic lineage 
(Neusner 1966). The Exilarch is comparable to the Zoroastrian court clergy, while the rabbis were analogous to the 
local Zoroastrian priests, in that the latter would likely have enjoyed more legitimacy from their constituents than 
the former. This was because, while the Exilarch enjoyed a lavish lifestyle close to the capital, the rabbis were more 
involved in daily affairs. 
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the south of the ancient city of Babylon (Morony 1984).46 In the city centers one of the main 

ways rabbis attempted to control the Jewish population was through market inspections and 

regulations. But in the metropolitan areas, the rabbis’ ability to oversee other aspects of life, such 

as sexual practices, was much more limited than in the towns and villages (Neusner 1969:388). 

Rabbis were constantly rebuking metropolitan areas, such as the Mahoza47 area, as places of sin. 

In towns and villages, rabbis set up ‘eruvin, Sabbath limits, in Jewish courtyards to supervise 

what activities were being carried out on the Sabbath and order public lashings for those who 

disobeyed (b. ‘Eruv. 74a)48. This would have been difficult in the cities due to mixing of 

populations.49 

Further limiting the rabbis’ influence was the fact that Jewish settlements were often 

separated by those of non-Jews, and villages remote from the yeshiva centers were subject to less 

scrutiny (Neusner 1966:244).50 At Nippur incantation bowl use indicates that interaction with 

members of the other religious communities did occur—to the dismay of the rabbis. The Talmud 

shows that rabbis went to great pains to limit Jews’ interactions with gentiles. For instance, 

participation in pagan wedding celebrations was prohibited; it was decreed that thirty days of 

social ostracism follow for anyone who had participated. This was not always successful, 

however, and the “greater emphasis on laws calculated to separate the Jews from the gentiles 

suggests that the masses of the people actually lived in close touch with their pagan neighbors, 

and required frequent admonitions from the rabbis to keep separate from them” (Neusner 

1966:91). 

One law that does seem to have been successfully enforced, relatively speaking, is that 

regulating wine consumption (Neusner 1969:61). Wine served to reinforce boundaries, since it 

was believed that wine touched by non-Jews was deemed unfit for Jewish consumption. It is 

                                                
46 The Babylonian Jewish population in Sasanian times was approximately one million (Neusner 1966:250). 
Dastgird had a sizable Jewish population as well, but besides Dastgird and Mahoza, there is little literary evidence of 
a substantial Jewish population in the Diyala region, east of modern Baghdad. 
47 Mahoza was the Aramaic name for the metropolitan complex surrounding the capital of Ctesiphon. It was also a 
name of a suburb within this complex, which the Sasanians called Veh Ardashir (Oppenheimer 1983). 
48 Quoted from Neusner 1966:278. Communal property, such as synagogues, ritual baths, schools, and cemeteries 
were often owned by a Jewish council, and certain neighborhoods became exclusive to Jews (Morony 1984). This 
was yet another attempt to maintain boundaries between Jews and others. 
49 Jews and non-Jews sometimes lived in the same buildings: “…a Jew lived on the second floor, and a gentile on 
the ground floor” (b.A.Z.70a, qtd. from Neusner 1969:59). 
50 Sura was a very important yeshiva and was the location of the Talmud's redaction (Oppenheimer 1983:421). It 
was also the closest academy to Nippur. So, at the very least, the Talmud’s bias reflects the yeshiva closest to 
Nippur, at the time of the rise of the bowls. 
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likely that the ordinary Jew took the wine laws seriously since in many instances in the Talmud 

we see people bringing cases to the attention of rabbis in order to determine correct procedure 

after contamination by gentiles.51 

While the rabbis “regarded pagan rites as abominations, and ridiculed the immorality 

they thought was involved in serving pagan gods” (Neusner 1966:75), they were not averse to 

certain magical practices or belief in demons. Indeed, the rabbis believed that demons were 

everywhere (Neusner 1969). In the privy, one needed to make noise to scare away demons that 

lived on filth; leaving crumbs on the ground would attract demons; and ancient ruins, especially 

pagan temples were thought to be haunted (Levene 2002:18; Montgomery 1913). Rituals were 

needed to counteract these evils.52 

But, like the Zoroastrian priests, rabbis forbade as ‘sorcery’ that which was practiced by other 

groups (Neusner 1969). According to the Talmud, certain acts of sorcery were punishable by 

stoning. Rabbis claimed to be the only ones who, through study of the Torah and righteous 

living, could protect their communities through ritual means. 

Rabbis were actually seen by the Jews in Babylonia to be holy men who had the power to 

heal and communicate with the dead (Neusner 1966:143). They could also curse recalcitrant 

people by casting the evil eye. In one Jewish Aramaic incantation from Nippur, for instance, we 

find that the power of a "Rabbi Joshua bar Perahia" is invoked, "who has sent against you the 

ban" (Montgomery 1913:154).53 Rabbis in certain instances were even thought to have gained 

supernatural power through the study of the Torah (Neusner 1969:358). This worked to the 

benefit of the rabbis: “Supernatural influence persuaded ordinary folk to pay close attention to 

rabbinical rules about religious and ritual laws, proper behavior in everyday life, matters of 

morality and ethics not accessible to court action, and the like” (Neusner 1969:130). 

It is for these reasons that it is suggested here that some rabbis and their students—the 

same individuals compiling the Talmud in the yeshivas—were the authors of the Jewish Aramaic 

incantation texts found on many of the bowls. After all, a distinguishing feature of the Jewish 

Aramaic bowls is the frequent citation of verses from the Torah (Bohak 2003). Out of 168 bowls 

                                                
51 Many cases, which often happened in storerooms, etc. would have otherwise gone unnoticed by rabbis. 
52 Belief in witchcraft, as evidenced in the Talmud, seems to have risen greatly in the middle of the 4th century 
(Neusner 1969). Some Talmudic lines include rabbis quoting what their mothers had taught them: Abaye said, 
“Mother told me, ‘All incantations which are repeated several times must contain the name of the patient’s mother’” 
(b. Shab. 66b; quoted from Neusner 1969:349). Indeed, this is exactly what we see on the bowls. 
53 Bowl 8 
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with translated texts, 29% contained Jewish narrative references, and 93% of these occurred in 

Jewish Aramaic bowls (see Fig. 16a and 16b)54. 

In the end, in demonizing ‘pagan’ religion as a monolithic evil, the Jews, ironically, now 

needed to adopt its magical ritual technology to counteract it. We even find in some Jewish 

Aramaic bowls the Jewish god El-Adonnai accompanied in the same text by various male and 

female gods (Segal 2000). 

This mixture could also result from non-Jewish clients approaching Jewish practitioners 

for protection. Levene (2002:35) writes, “The evidence clearly suggests that there is no 

obligation to assume that the religion of the sorcerer and client are synonymous.” There is much 

evidence indeed to suggest that rabbis were seen by those outside of the Jewish community to be 

magicians much like the Zoroastrian clergy (Neusner 1966:148). 

However, Jews also sought help from members of other religious communities—despite 

the efforts of the rabbis. At times, one comes across Mandaic incantation texts that were likely 

intended for Jewish clients, such as British Museum bowl BM103358, which was written for the 

protection of "Yohanan" and "Lady Miriam" (Segal 2000:130). Not only are the names in 

Hebrew form (Mandaic would have been Yuhana and Miria), but also the common Mandaic 

ending "and life is victorious" is absent. 

Why some Jews felt inclined to branch out from their community remains unclear. 

However, the Talmud mentions tension arising between the rabbis and the masses (Neusner 

1969:391). This was in part due to the rabbis’ seeming complicity at times with the Sasanian 

government, for instance, by enforcing tax collection (while demanding tax exemptions for 

themselves) and aiding in apprehending Jewish enemies of the state (Morony 1984). 

Furthermore, rabbis often favored wealthy landowners in their court decisions, and they 

themselves were often affluent and had certain privileges in the markets (Neusner 1969). Slavery 

was common, and Jews who could not afford to pay taxes often became slaves to other Jews 

(Neusner 1969). Rabbis often had slaves of their own as well. “Hence poor people must have 

found that the Jewish government did little, if anything, to prevent their enslavement” (Neusner 

1969:247).55 

                                                
54 See Figure 13 for a list of other distinctive elements of Jewish Aramaic texts. 
55 This may have been a somewhat unfair sentiment, however, since the Talmud shows that rabbis did resent the 
Persians because of the sometimes exorbitant taxes levied on their community (Neusner 1969:53). 
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Further exacerbating the plight of Jews—at the same time in which the incantation bowl 

ritual arose—was a period of persecution in the middle to late 5th century (Daryaee 2005; Frye 

1983).56 During this time, Yazdgird II (r. 438-57) forbade the observance of the Sabbath, and 

many children were taken from their parents to be raised Zoroastrian (Morony 1984). In 

persecuting the Jews, the Sasanians would often leave the executed bodies exposed to be eaten 

by wild animals. Burial practices were boundary markers between the Zoroastrian and Jewish 

communities, and the Sasanians were well aware that for Jews, burial of the dead was essential 

for their resurrection.57 Failure to perform proper rites for the dead often results in haunting 

(Meyer 1999), and so persecution may have led people to rely more on bowls than before. The 

Jews were again subjected to persecution in 590, and from then until the end of the Sasanian 

dynasty Jewish self-government would be no more. It would be interesting to study whether 

there was a rise in incantation bowl use in these hard times, and a lessening in between.58 

The importance of ethnic identity to Judaism need not be discussed here at length. Suffice 

to say the "fact that Babylonian Jews made safeguarding their lineage the core of their value 

system also undoubtedly helped them to maintain their identity and particularity” (Oppenheimer 

1983:16). From the 1st century on, the rabbis of the yeshivas saw the Jews of Mesene—the area 

of Mesopotamia south of Babylon—as tainted, and unfit for good Jews to marry (Neusner 1969). 

This was likely a result of intermarriage with the local populations. 

Intermarriage with the non-Jewish population was of concern to rabbis throughout 

Mesopotamia. This is because it was believed that Jewish men who married gentiles bore 

heathen children that were lost to the community (Neusner 1966:78). As a result those who 

disobeyed the rabbinical teachings suffered punishment, including public lashes for having had 

relations with gentile women (Neusner 1966:109). Further pressures could be placed on the 

Jewish populace through the rabbis' direct control over transfer of property; the legitimacy of a 

marriage and the offspring it produced had direct effects on the rabbi's decision regarding one's 

                                                
56 This was largely the doing of the prime minister Mihr-Narseh, a staunch Zoroastrian who gained much control 
over Yazdgird II (r. 438-57) and Peroz (r. 459-84) (Daryaee 2005; Frye 1983). 
57 The Talmud indicates that many Jews chose to bury their dead on the west bank of the Euphrates so that they 
could be closer to Eretz Israel where they would be resurrected sooner (Oppenheimer 1983:449). The Zoroastrians, 
on the other hand, abhorred the Jewish practice of interment and chose to expose their own dead to the elements, lest 
their corpses pollute the sacred earth (Boyce 1992; Morony 1984). 
58 However, correlation of bowl frequencies to specific periods is not possible at this time due to the lack of 
sequencing of bowls from stratigraphic contexts. 
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property rights.59 Despite this, mixed marriages undoubtedly occurred. Khusrau and Bar-Ida son 

of Izdan-dukh, two clients mentioned on a Jewish Aramaic incantation bowl,60 may have been 

the children of such a marriage. Khusrau's and his mother Izdan-dukh's names are both Persian, 

while Bar-Ida is Aramaic, perhaps reflecting the father's ethnicity. Interestingly, this same family 

may have commissioned another bowl—this time in Syriac script,61 thus supporting an argument 

for clients' use of practitioners outside their communities. 

In addition, it is evident that even some Jewish incantation scribes themselves were in 

contact with Mandaean bowl practitioners—or were at least influenced by their texts. For 

instance, cases exist in which distinctly Mandaean forms of phrases and spelling have crossed 

over into Jewish Aramaic texts. At least eight bowls from Nippur exhibit this phenomenon.62 

In the end, the rabbis’ views on interactions with others “was hardly congruent with the 

attitudes of the people who lived in close contact with pagans, who shared the great events of 

their lives, and who must have come to a sounder view of inter-group ethics than did the rabbis” 

(Neusner 1966:79). Neusner suggests that the Jews would have felt a special kinship to the other 

Aramaic speaking peoples of the region who were seen to be distinct from the Persians, Greeks, 

and immigrant Christian groups of Mesopotamia. Despite this, it is evident that the Jews did still 

regard themselves as distinct ethnically from the indigenous peoples.63 

The Mandaean Community 

Mandaeans make up another definable community from which incantation bowl users 

came. Many referred to as ‘pagans’ in the Talmud were probably followers of Mandaism. The 

Mandaic incantation bowls are actually the only literary evidence of this community in the 

Sasanian period. Because of this, one can assume that the Sasanian government did not deal with 

them as a formal religious community, and perhaps lumped them in with other so-called 

                                                
59 In an additional effort to safeguard the Jews from interaction with gentiles, rabbis often converted public property 
into Jewish communal property, from which non-Jews were excluded (Morony 1984). Talmudic sayings also advise 
Jewish children to not associate with non-Jewish children (Neusner 1969:62). 
59 In the Talmud one finds the phrase “…neither Jews nor Aramaeans…” (b. Shab. 139a, qtd. from Neusner 
1966:279), and a convert to Judaism is quoted as saying, “when we were Aramaeans…” (b. A.Z. 70a, quoted from 
Neusner 1969:62). 
60 Naveh and Shaked 1985, bowl 11 
61 ibid. bowl 10 
62 Montgomery 1913: Bowls 6, 9, 11, 21, 22, 23, 25, 30. 
63 In the Talmud one finds the phrase “…neither Jews nor Aramaeans…” (b. Shab. 139a, qtd. from Neusner 
1966:279), and a convert to Judaism is quoted as saying, “when we were Aramaeans…” (b. A.Z. 70a, quoted from 
Neusner 1969:62). 
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‘Aramaean pagans’. This would have put them under the direct rule of the Persian nobility, or 

dehqans. 

One can be certain, however, that they had a distinct set of beliefs, as evidenced by 

certain patterns in Mandaic incantation texts that set them apart from those in Jewish Aramaic 

(Segal 2000). For instance, many Mandaic bowls begin with the phrase, “In the name of life,” 

and often end with “life is victorious” (see Fig. 13 for other Mandaic phraseology). 

Mandaism can be classified as a gnostic religion due to the existence of an elite 

priesthood who protected secretive doctrines. As opposed to the Jews, who were expected to 

follow the rabbi’s example, the Mandaean laypeople were not expected to live like their religious 

leaders. 

The Mandaic religion was actually anti-Jewish (Neusner 1966:22)64 and anti-Christian, 

believing that Jesus was a heretic and that Mary was an evil demon.65 In light of this hostility 

towards Jews it is indeed surprising that certain incantation formulae appear in both Mandaic and 

Jewish Aramaic bowls (Segal 2000). This suggests that practitioners from different communities 

may have consulted with one another (Levene 2002:36). For example, two Jewish Aramaic bowl 

texts excavated from Nippur have been found to have duplicates in Mandaic.66 This type of 

crossover would have been problematic for many rabbis since, as discussed earlier, they deemed 

only ‘Jewish’ magic as acceptable. 

Mandaism likely originated in western Iran, later spreading to Palestine and finally to 

southern Iraq. Evidence of an Iranian origin is suggested by the fact that Mandaean rites are quite 

similar to those of the Parsi Zoroastrian community of India (Drower 1962). Though exhibiting, 

in certain instances, similarities to Zoroastrian beliefs, Mandaeans consider their religion to be 

completely separate from Zoroastrianism. Indeed certain beliefs seem to have arisen in 

contradistinction to those of the other group. For instance, while fire and water are sacred 

elements to both Mandaeans and Zoroastrians, water is the most important element for the 

former group, which is the opposite for the latter (Drower 1962). These beliefs may have served 

as a boundary marker. The manda, or religious hut, would have served as another such marker. 

With strict instructions on how it was to be built passed down from generation to generation, the 

                                                
64 Even into the early 20th century Mandaeans held special ceremonies in honor of the Egyptians that had died in the 
Biblical Exodus (Drower 1962:89). 
65 See bowls 087M and 089M in Segal 2000. 
66 Bowls 18N18 (Hunter 1995) and 11 (Montgomery 1913) are in Jewish Aramaic. 
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manda was constructed of reed and mud, with a pool fed by a river, and a channel carrying the 

water in and out. In Drower's time, at least, the manda was fenced in so that it was hidden from 

public view. Throughout the year, the Mandaeans were baptized periodically in the manda's 

pools, a practice likely dating back to their time in Palestine. Drower further suggests that the 

frequency with which the Mandaeans were baptized served yet again to set them apart from the 

Christian communities of their time. 

 Despite a separate religious communal identity, Mandaean participation in ritual bowl 

practice was a means of inter-group articulation. Like the Jews, the Mandaeans believed that evil 

spirits were constantly in their midst—old shrines and ruins were especially haunted. Thus, a 

Mandaic bowl from Nippur was commissioned in order to expel "all the Gods and Temple-spirits 

and Shrine-spirits and Idol-spirits and Ishtars from the body of Marabba and Zadoye…" 

(Montgomery 1913:244). Mandaic incantations written on bowls would have been seen as 

effective means of protection, especially since “Mandaeans look upon their alphabet as magical 

and sacred” (Drower 1962:241).  

As with the rabbis of the Jewish community, it is argued here that the Mandaic bowl 

practitioners were the Mandaean priests themselves. Gnostic in nature, Mandaean liturgies and 

scripts would have been kept secret from the laypeople, as would have reading and writing in 

general—due to the perceived power inherent in the Mandaic script (Drower 1962). Further 

convincing evidence comes from Drower's ethnography, in which she records that, although 

prohibited by the Ginza, Mandaean priests (at least until the 1930s) would write incantations and 

create amulets for people as a source of income. Drower further noted that in times of plague and 

sickness she saw that metal dishes were buried beneath the threshold of houses in the village. 

The modern Mandaic incantations often ended with the phrase “and life is victorious”, which 

also happens to be one of the most distinctive closing phrases found on the Mandaic incantation 

bowls of antiquity (Drower 1962:27).67 

It seems plausible that the Mandaean priests, like the rabbis, attempted to maintain a 

monopoly on magical services for their community, disparaging as 'sorcery' any magic practiced 

by those of other groups. Evidence of this can be found on a British Museum bowl (BM 91727), 

in which the incantation is intended to protect the client from “all sorceries” (Hunter 2002:273). 

                                                
67 It would be interesting to address when the practice of burying bowls in the threshold restarted and why. As stated 
earlier, no incantation bowls have been recovered from archaeological contexts dating after the early Islamic period. 
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However as with the Jewish laymen, who apparently considered members of other 

communities to be equally capable of performing the bowl ritual, Mandaeans seem to have 

consulted a variety of practitioners. In one fascinating case, a bowl in Mandaic script now 

housed in the Royal Ontario Museum68 seems to have been actually written by a Jew for 

Mandaean clients of Persian ethnic heritage (see McCullough 1967). In the text, the Jewish force 

Metatron is invoked, which up until this bowl had only been encountered in Jewish texts such as 

the Talmud.  

As stated earlier, the Jews, and possibly the Sasanians, seem to have classified the 

Mandaeans as merely part of a broader 'Aramaic' ethnic community living in southern 

Mesopotamia. This is probably why the Mandaic incantation bowls constitute the sole pieces of 

evidence regarding the existence of a distinct community of Mandaeans in the Sasanian period. 

Despite this lack of recognition as a distinct group in historical annals, purity of lineage 

was also of importance in the Mandaean community—although perhaps for different reasons 

than the Jews. Drower (1962) recorded that for one to be admitted into the Mandaean priesthood, 

he must be of 'pure' lineage.69 This was cause for tension between the community and the priestly 

class because most of the laymen were deemed unfit for the priesthood, or unfit for marriage to a 

priest. Whether in Sasanian times communal rules existed to prohibit marriage outside of the 

community is unclear, but it seems that at least at the level of the elites marriage between 

Mandaeans was deemed preferable.   

Although, as mentioned above, Jewish Aramaic and Mandaic incantation bowls share 

many similarities, certain patterned differences can be discerned that could have resulted—not 

from divergent religious belief—but rather from the practitioners’ indoctrination within their 

respective communities. In this regard, the design of the script itself may provide some clues. As 

is the case with the Jewish Aramaic bowl in Figure 3, the vast majority of incantation texts in all 

three dialects were written in spirals swirling either outward from the center of the bowl or 

inward from the inner rim (also see Fig. 17a and 17b). This in itself points to the existence of an 

overarching ritual communal repertoire that cross-cut religious/ethnic lines. At the same time, 

however, 20% of the Mandaic texts were written in a tripartite design (see Fig. 3 and 17b), 

suggesting a degree of preference among a subset of Mandaean bowl scribes. The placement of 

                                                
68 McCullough 1967, Bowl D 
69 Also anyone with a physical deformity was automatically prohibited from entering the priesthood. 
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the demonic figures on the bowls also varies between the Jewish Aramaic and the Mandaic 

(Hunter 2000a). In bowls of the former script, the demon is always drawn inside the center 

circle, while this does not occur on the Mandaic bowls studied here. Their practitioners preferred 

instead to draw the figures near the inner rim. Again, since bowls of both scripts were intended 

to trap demons, I argue that these stylistic differences resulted not from different beliefs 

regarding the incantation bowl ritual, but were rather effects of group habitus, the by-product of 

living in a distinct community with distinct styles passed down from one generation to the next.70 

The Christian Community 

 Syriac bowls make up a third category of incantation bowls. By the end of the Sasanian 

period Syriac had become the majority dialect of Mesopotamia (Shaked 1994). Surprisingly, 

however, the Syriac bowls do not make up the majority of bowls that have been found. 

Furthermore, although the liturgies of the Christians—the largest religious community of 

Mesopotamia by the late Sasanian period (Morony 1984)—were written predominantly in the 

Syriac script, extremely few Christian traits are found in Syriac incantation bowls. For instance, 

no quotations from the New Testament have been found on any of the bowls (Juusola 1999). 

Indeed, some Syriac bowls show Jewish religious influence, and often phrases from Jewish 

Aramaic and Mandaic vernacular have been adopted and transcribed in Syriac script. This leads 

Juusola (1999) to argue that Syriac scribes were either copying incantations from the Jewish 

Aramaic and Mandaic scripts, or transcribing them orally from the two communities. This is 

intriguing in light of the general animosity towards Christianity that existed among both the 

rabbis (Neusner 1966:73) and the Mandaeans (Drower 1962). 

The reason for a lack of overt Christian theological influence on Syriac bowls is 

unknown. Perhaps a difference in the historical trajectory of Christian-Sasanian relations versus 

those of the Jews and the state played a part in the latter group's central role in the rise of 

incantation bowls, while the former left no discernable influence. The Christian community of 

the Sasanian period, like the Jews, was bound by its own religious laws. Unlike the Jews, 

however, Christian authorities relied heavily on the Sasanian state to enforce their communal 

laws (Morony 1984). This came as a result of the differential stages of development in which 
                                                
70 A further avenue of analysis could address differences in the importance given to the physicality of the bowl 
versus the power of the text. In some bowls the spell ends mid-sentence once it reaches the inner edge of the bowl, 
suggesting that the physical bowl was deemed the primary apotropaic force. On the other hand, other bowls' scripts 
continue on to the outer edge in order to complete the spell, which indicates the primary importance given to the 
script over the bowl. No correlation between these features and dialect of script has been conducted so far, however. 
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each group found itself at the time of the Sasanian state's adoption of a policy to provide 

autonomy to religious communities. “For both Jews and Christians these were times of dynamic 

change and reshaping, but for [the former] community it meant the final consolidation of several 

centuries of development, while for the other it meant defining the limit of a group that was 

constantly expanding by the recruitment of new members” (Shaked 1994:108). The Jewish 

community, in other words, was formalized enough that rabbis could effectively control the 

population, while the bishops in the early period of the Sasanian Empire may not have enjoyed 

the same privilege. Further undermining Christian autonomy was the official adoption of 

Christianity by the Byzantine Empire in 313 AD, which brought Sasanian adherents to the faith 

under suspicion lest they ally with the enemy (Frye 1983). As a result the Christian community 

was the victim of some of the harshest persecutions under the Sasanians, and was at times 

subjected to higher taxes than other communities in order to fund wars against the Byzantines. 

The state at times also made attempts to convert Christians to Zoroastrianism (Daryaee 2005; 

Neusner 1966). 

This lack of autonomy at the beginning stages of incantation bowl development would 

explain why the Christian community was unable to participate to an influential degree in a 

practice that the Sasanian state would have deemed 'sorcery'. Later, Christian clients could have 

asked for incantations to be written in their holy Syriac script, but by this time the ritual formulae 

had been so formalized to the point that adding a new Christian 'flavor' was inconsequential with 

regards to its efficacy. This, admittedly, remains conjectural, and a better chronological control 

over the development of the Jewish Aramaic, Mandaic, and Syriac incantation bowls would go a 

long way in addressing this issue. At least one exception has been found as well: a reference to 

"Jesus the healer" on a Syriac bowl from Nippur (Montgomery 1913:231).71 Nonetheless, the fact 

that the majority religion at the time—with a bishopric existing in Nippur by the late Sasanian 

period72--left hardly a trace on the incantation bowls is deserving of attention. 

CONCLUSION 

It is through rituals that communities are created and maintained (Durkheim 1965), and 

so the subpopulation of southern Mesopotamia that participated in the incantation bowl ritual 

was united by a common belief in its protective powers, and abided by the same rules 

                                                
71 Bowl No. 34 
72 M. Gibson, personal communication. 
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irrespective of the religious or linguistic background of the participants. While rituals are often 

conducted in reference to a religious or ethnic community, the use of incantation bowls 

incorporated the client and sorcerer within a new 'ritual community' that cross-cut those formal 

group boundaries. Participating in this shared ritual was one means by which people could ease 

the tensions caused by living in a new and uncertain social environment—one in which religious 

and ethnic identity may be in conflict with one another. Through magic ritual, converts to new 

religions could be "enabled to mediate between indigenous attitudes towards spirits and [their 

new religion] and at the same time face the contradiction that their daily lives actually fit with 

neither” (Meyer 1999:212). This was surely the case with Christian converts in the Sasanian 

period who, the bishops complained, still “dared to go straight from demonic rituals to the 

church to serve or partake of the Eucharist” (Morony 1984:417). The emergence of a new ritual 

community was indeed a threat to religious and ethnic communal leaders in that it worked to 

subvert their authority as the sole protectors of their respective communities. As a result, they 

applied pressures on their constituents to limit inter-communal contact. In the Jewish case, 

marriage outside of the group jeopardized the children's inheritance, and participation in 

'sorcery'—magic practiced by those outside of the community—could be severely punished. 

However, habitus arises not from elite doctrine, but from lived experience (Bourdieu 1977). And 

so the incantation bowl ritual, as a practice repeated in times of strife, eventually resulted in a 

shared disposition towards seeking out sorcery, thus creating and sustaining this informal ritual 

community. 

But did the ritual community form solely as a result of cross-communal interactions? Or 

was it a means of inter-group articulation as well? In other words, did the bowl practice play a 

hand in changing social relations or was it merely a reflection of the social environment?  As a 

practice, the incantation bowl ritual served as a means by which individuals were able to cross 

social boundaries. This is evidenced by the fact that 'sorcerers' were at times sought from outside 

of the client's religious or ethnic community—even though the means to create incantation bowls 

were often available within their own community as well. 

It has been further argued here that the incantation bowl ritual, though a heterodox 

practice in the eyes of the authorities, continued to be passed on from generation to generation 

for a number of centuries as a necessary means of protection. As a heterodox practice, 

incantation bowl use did not become a part of doxa, however. That is, due to pressures against 
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sorcery created by the Sasanian state, and prohibitions against inter-communal magical rituals 

emplaced by local leaders, use of incantation bowls would not have been allowed to seep into the 

level of unconscious, or naturalized, daily practice. However, it is argued, a ritual community of 

bowl users would have held a shared disposition towards seeking out the bowls' protection—a 

habitus, not at the completely unconscious level, but a structuring force nonetheless. 

Barth (1969:29) writes that "where people change their identity, this creates ambiguity 

since ethnic membership is at once a question of source of origins as well as of current identity.” 

Again, membership in the ritual community would have mediated this tension, allowing 

individuals to seek protection in a manner that would otherwise seem contradictory. This made it 

possible for an ethnic Persian member of a Mandaean religious community to seek out a Jewish 

sorcerer. 

Future Prospects 

It has been my intent in this paper to illustrate the utility of incantation bowls for a study 

of the broader sociocultural processes of the time period. While the bowls are a fascinating class 

of artifact in and of themselves, it is my hope that a study of incantation bowls be incorporated 

into the broader archaeological research of Nippur and its surrounding sites. 

 At the foundational level, more bowls need to be found in their archaeological context so 

that we can gain a better understanding of both their spatial and temporal frequencies.73 

Furthermore, it has been posited that social changes, such as inequality and stress, can cause an 

increase in both accusations of witchcraft and the frequency with which people seek out magical 

protection (Meyer 1999:108). If this was indeed the case with the bowls, then we should see an 

increase in the frequency of incantation bowls in times of known strife, such as documented 

plagues. Similarly, in periods of relative stability and well-being, one would expect the numbers 

to decrease. 

 It should be stressed here that the rise in the use of incantation bowls in the middle 

Sasanian period was part of a more general increase in a reliance on protective magic at this 

time. Other means of warding off evil were available to the inhabitants of the region. Two 

fascinating finds from Nippur—a human skull covered with an inscription bearing the name 

“Mordecai ben Saul,” and magical spells written on a goose egg—attest to the variety of magical 

                                                
73 For instance, it would be interesting to note whether one can see any difference in ritual bowl practice in yeshiva 
towns such as Sura versus more remote areas such as Nippur. 
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practices of the period (Montgomery 1913). As a result, this paper does not have as its main 

focus the reasons behind the appearance of incantation bowls specifically. Instead, it is an 

argument in favor of the use of these ceramic bowls—which are among the most durable and 

informative of artifacts—as a point of entry into the sociocultural processes at work. Despite the 

fact that the archaeological community of incantation bowl users which I have singled out was 

likely part of a broader community of believers in magic, a focus on these bowls is justified 

because they are representative of the beliefs, formulae, rules, etc. operating in Sasanian Iraq. 

 The incantation bowls also serve as an excellent aid in a study of the various ethnic and 

religious communities living in Sasanian period Nippur. For instance if, through an incantation 

bowl, one were able to identify the ethnic community to which a house's inhabitant belonged, 

perhaps one could also correlate distinct domestic refuse patterns or architectural characteristics 

with another house of unknown ethnic identity, thus distinguishing further archaeological traits 

for the group. In this way the bowls can serve as yet another class of information at the 

archaeologist's disposal, to be used in conjunction with analysis of differences in cuisine, the use 

of private versus public space, and other material indicators discovered in various locales of a 

site.74 

 Furthermore, determining the specific locales of Nippur in which the bowls are 

encountered—specifically in undisturbed (non-surface) contexts—can provide hints as to the 

spatial organization of ethnic and religious communities that inhabited the town. Almost all 

incantation bowls that have been found in situ have come from the western half of the site 

(Peters 1904)75. This is to be expected since, in what is defined as the archaeological site of 

Nippur, only the western half has revealed signs of occupation during the Sasanian period. 

However, according to surface survey results from the mound of Ishan al-Sahra, which lies just 

meters to the east of the site, an additional and substantial settlement arose here probably during 

the Sasanian period.76 Was this the neighborhood of a newly resettled immigrant population? 

While the occupation of the western half of Nippur represents a continuation of millennia of 

settlement at the site, Ishan al-Sahra only arises at the time of large scale Sasanian irrigation and 

                                                
74 See Emberling 1997 and Jones 2002 for a thorough discussion. 
75 Mcguire Gibson's 1970s excavation of area WG, which focused mainly on Sasanian and early Islamic levels, 
recovered a number of bowls associated with residential quarters (monograph forthcoming). Also see Hunter 1994 
and 1995. 
76 Gibson communication 2006. 
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agricultural projects in the region. Without excavation, we cannot be certain, but the possibility 

still exists. 

It has been argued here that the incantation bowl ritual could have served as a means by 

which individuals of newly settled communities could be integrated into the local society. The 

magic rituals would have served to fill a void for those who had been deported, and ripped from 

the protective forces of their sacred places, or from ancestral burials (Smith 2003). An effective 

way to test this hypothesis would be to determine whether incantation bowls are found in 

excavation of the mound, and what scripts are represented. Furthermore, if evidence is found for 

the existence of an immigrant community, or ethnic enclave (e.g. Spence 2005), on the mound it 

would be interesting to determine to what extent their spatial organization and architectural 

forms differed from the local population, and whether this changed or remained the same over 

multiple generations.77  

Did Nippur's inhabitants at this time live in ethnic or religious blocks or 

neighborhoods?78 Was there a 'Jewish area' of Nippur that could have been closed off to non-

Jews during the Sabbath? Or did people of different religious and ethnic groups live side-by-side, 

sharing in the joys and sorrows of living in that time and place? The incantation bowls may have 

something to say about this. 

In and of itself, each line of evidence discussed above does not provide concrete proof of 

a ritual community. But when taken together, the bowls speak loudly in favor of such a 

phenomenon. Though distinct characteristics do distinguish bowls in each dialect from one 

another, the similarities outweigh the differences substantially. 

Recent scholarship has moved us away from the traditional views equating the entire 

Sasanian Empire with ‘Persian-ness’, and has also progressed past discussions focused solely on 

formalized institutions. This paper has called for an additional movement away from analyses 

                                                
77 For example, the population of Parthian period Susa, in western Iran, consisted of a mixture of Persians and 
Greeks. Reflecting this diversity, one area of the city was marked by Iranian style architecture with central 
courtyards, while on the other side of the site excavators encountered Hellenic courtyards with peristyles 
(Ghirshman 1962). 
78 Stone's (1987) study of Nippur's spatial organization could serve as an excellent model for analyzing inter-
communal relationships at the site. Stone uses the cross-communal relationships of the inhabitants of inter-
articulating houses in an effort to ascertain the manner in which neighborhoods were organized. While Stone deals 
with an earlier period (she uses tablets that document property-related transactions in the 2nd millennium BC), 
incantation bowls from the late Sasanian period can also be used in this regard since they also list household 
members. See Morony 2003 for a discussion of household information on the bowls. 
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relying solely on formal models of difference, such as religion and ethnicity, to a more fluid view 

of identity. In this respect, the incantation bowls help provide a richer narrative of everyday life. 

Today Nippur lies in the middle of a war zone. Sectarian tensions have recently erupted 

among the inheritors of the land the ancient bowl users once inhabited. It is important that in 

studying cases of culture contact such as this, we attempt to relate our findings to contemporary 

situations and, perhaps, take inspiration from a group of people living centuries ago who, despite 

pressures from their leaders towards distrust of others and isolation, found common ground in a 

shared desire for life, peace, and prosperity. 
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Figure 1. Sasanian Empire (Yarshater 1983). 
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Figure 2. Southern Mesopotamia (Keall 1970). 
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Figure 3.  Top: Jewish Aramaic Bowl (Segal 2000: Plate 71). 
             Bottom: Mandaic Bowl (Segal 2000: Plate 101). 
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Figure 4a. Nippur Fort (Gibson 2002). 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4b. Sasanian Period Residential Area, looking east toward fort (Gibson 2002). 
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Figure 5: Topographic Map of Sasanian Period Nippur (Gibson 1998). 
 

 
 

Figure 6. Examples of bowl profiles (Segal 2000). 
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Figure 7: Warped incantation bowl, Oriental Institute collections (Photographed by 
author, 2006). 
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Figure 8. Selection of Published Incantation Bowls 

Collection 
Total # 

Bowls in 
collection 

Provenanc
e Excavated Cited In # Bowls used 

in this paper 

Oriental Institute, University of 
Chicago 27 Nippur all OI catalog 28 

University of Pennsylvania Museum 40 Nippur all Montgomery 1913 40 

Royal Ontario Museum 
unpublishe

d multiple none McCullough1967 5 

British Museum 142 multiple some Segal 2000; Morony 2003 142 

Iraq Museum 
unpublishe

d multiple some 
Franco 1978; Hunter 
1994, 1995, 2000b 10 

Moussaieff Collection 
unpublishe

d unpublished 
unpublishe
d Levene 2002 0 

Pearson Collection 1 Babylon none Hunter 2000b 1 

Martin Schoyen Collection 
unpublishe

d unpublished 
unpublishe
d Levene 2002 0 

TOTAL 226 
 
 

Figure 9. Provenance Percentage of Bowls 
Arban, Syria 0.44% 
Ashur? 0.44% 
Babylon 3.98% 
Babylon (Amran) 0.88% 
Babylon or Borsippa (Ibrahim al-Khalil?) 1.77% 
Babylon? 0.44% 
Borsippa (Birs Nimrud) 0.88% 
Ctesiphon (Choche) 2.21% 
Diyala, Khafajah 2.21% 
Hillah? 0.44% 
Iraq? 0.44% 
Kammaz 0.44% 
Kutha 2.65% 
Kutha (Tell Ibrahim) 6.19% 
near Kirmanshah, Iran? 0.44% 
Nimrud 0.88% 
Nimrud (SE corner) 0.44% 
Nineveh 0.44% 
Nippur 28.76% 
Sippar (Abu Habbah) 0.88% 
Teeb 0.44% 
Unknown 43.81% 
Uruk (Warka) 0.44% 
Grand Total 100.00% 
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Figure 10. Percentage of Excavated Bowls 
Excavated 44.22% 
Unexcavated 29.15% 
Unknown 26.63% 
Grand Total 100.00% 

 
Figure 11a. Counts of all Bowls by Script 
Language/Script Number of Bowls 
Jewish-Aramaic 136 
Mandaic 50 
Pseudoscript 24 
Syriac 13 
Unknown 3 
Grand Total 226 

 

Figure 11b.  Percentages of all Bowls by Script

60%22%

11%
6% 1%

Jewish-Aramaic
Mandaic
Pseudoscript
Syriac
Unknown

 
 
Figure 12a. Counts of Nippur Bowls by Script 
Language/Script Number of Bowls 
Jewish-Aramaic 44 
Mandaic 8 
Pseudoscript 1 
Syriac 9 
Unknown 2 
Grand Total 64 
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Figure 12b.  Percentages of Nippur Bowls by Script

68%

13%

2%

14%
3%

Jewish-Aramaic
Mandaic
Pseudoscript
Syriac
Unknown

 
 

Figure 13. Textual Characteristics 
Some Shared Elements Distinctive Jewish 

Elements 
Distinctive Mandaean Elements 

• "I bid you swear" 
• "I adjure you" 
• “Bound and sealed" 
• Liliths, demons 
• Client name 

followed by 
mother's name 

• Hebrew phrases 
• Torah references 
• Yahweh references 
• "Health from 

heaven" 
• Rabbi references 
• "Metatron" 
• References to 'El 

Shaddai' or angels 
with names ending 
in 'el 

• Light vs. darkness 
• Planetary references 
• "In the name of life" at 

beginning of the 
incantation 

• "Life is victorious" at the 
end of the incantation 

• "So be it--Amen" at the 
end of passages 

• Mandaic is often more 
verbose, even when it uses 
the same basic phrases as 
Jewish-Aramaic 

• "Hark! A voice I have 
heard" (Refrain D) 
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Figure 14a. Number of Persian Names 
# of Names Jewish-Aramaic Mandaic Syriac 
Identified 81 40 9 
  0 33 13 2 
  1 15 17 4 
  2 25 6 3 
  3 4 1 0 
  4 3 2 0 
  5 1 0 0 
  6 0 1 0 
Unidentified 51 8 7 
Grand Total 132 48 16 
 

Figure 14b.  Percentage of Identified Bowls with 3 or more Persian Names 

Language/Script Percentage 
Jewish-Aramaic 9.88% 
Mandaic 10.00% 
Syriac 0.00% 
Grand Total 19.88% 
 

 
 
Figure 15a. Persian-style demon on Jewish Aramaic bowl from Nippur; Oriental Institute 

Collections (photographed by author, 2007) 
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15b. Almost identical drawing as above; found on a separate Jewish Aramaic bowl from 
Nippur; University of Pennsylvania Collection (Montgomery 1913: Plate IV) 

 
Figure 16a. Number of Translated Bowls with Jewish Narrative References 
Language/Script Absent Present Grand Total 
Jewish-Aramaic 71 38 109 
Mandaic 40 8 48 
Syriac 8 3 11 
Grand Total 119 49 168 

 
Figure 16b  Percentage of Bowls with Jewish Narrative References  
Language/Script Present Absent 
Jewish-Aramaic 22.62% 42.26% 
Mandaic 4.76% 23.81% 
Syriac 1.79% 4.76% 
Grand Total 29.17% 70.83% 
 
Figure 17a. Counts of Script Design by Language 
Script Design Jewish-Aramaic Mandaic Syriac Grand Total 
Cartouche 1 0 1 2 
Circles 1 0 0 1 
Quadrant 1 1 0 2 
Spiral 89 35 4 128 
Tripartite 2 9 0 11 
Grand Total 94 45 5 144 
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Figure 17b. Percentages of Script Design by Language  
Script Design Jewish-Aramaic Mandaic Syriac Percentage of Total 
Cartouche 1.1% 0.0% 20.0% 1.4% 
Circles 1.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 
Quadrant 1.1% 2.2% 0.0% 1.4% 
Spiral 94.7% 77.8% 80.0% 88.9% 
Tripartite 2.1% 20.0% 0.0% 7.6% 

 


