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Ancient Christians and the Power of Curses

Ancient Christians and their non-Christian contemporaries lived in a

world of ritual practices which were often labelled magic. Sometimes,

they used curses as ritual objects to seek justice from gods and other

beings; sometimes, they argued against the use of curses. Curses, and

the writings of those who polemicized against them, reveal the complex-

ity of ancient Mediterranean religions, in which materiality, poetics,

song, incantation, and glossolalia were used as technologies of power.

Laura Nasrallah’s study reframes the field of religion, the study of the

Roman imperial period, and the investigation of the New Testament

and ancient Christianity. Her approach eschews disciplinary aesthetics

that privilege the literature and archaeological remains of elites, and

that define curses as magical materials, separable from religious ritual.

Moreover, Nasrallah’s use of art and “research creations” of contem-

porary Black painters, sculptors, and poets offers insights for under-

standing ancient rituals of cursing as aesthetic practices that marshal

historical fragments to critique injustice.

  , the Buckingham Professor of New

Testament Criticism and Interpretation at Yale University, is author of

An Ecstasy of Folly: Prophecy and Authority in Early Christianity

(), Christian Responses to Roman Art and Architecture: The

Second-Century Church Amid the Spaces of Empire (), and

Archaeology and the Letters of Paul ().
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with love and respect for all the wonders of your mind

and in memory of your namesake,
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Preface

Ancient Christians and the Power of Curses: Magic, Aesthetics, and

Justice is a bit of an odd book, triangulating between under-studied curses

and well-known literary texts from antiquity, and contemporary poetry

and visual art as research creations. Bringing together the two apices of

curses – usually studied under the rubric of “magic” – and early Christian

literary materials allows me to offer a social history that focuses on

aesthetics and religion in the first- to fourth-century Mediterranean

world. Those who produced and used ancient curse tablets employed

multiple aesthetics of sound, language, and materiality and often engaged

in poetics to offer “prayers for justice,” to borrow Henk Versnel’s phrase.

Curses are ritual objects whose complex work cannot be understood

apart from contemporaneous discussions of philosophy-theology

and aesthetics.

Then the third apex: contemporary art, which forms the theoretical

framework for my interpretation of Mediterranean antiquity. While the

material turn in the study of antiquity has engaged many resources in

critical theory, such as the work of Karen Barad, it has not attended to the

research creation of artists whose work both in visual manifestations and

poetry demonstrates deep theorizations of aesthetics, historical materials,

and ethics. The book models how we might use art and poetry as a

theoretical framework in the study of religion, particularly these artists’

engagement with justice, on the one hand, and with historical fragments,

on the other.

Chapters highlight ancient practices of justice and legal archival dis-

play (Chapter , focusing on Justin’s Apologies, a Cypriot judicial curse,

and Titus Kaphar’s art), deployments of narrative and materiality

xi
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(Chapter , focusing on an Antiochene curse, John Chrysostom’s hom-

ilies, and Glenn Ligon’s engagement with Ralph Ellison), glossolalia

(Chapter , focusing on  Corinthians and a Corinthian curse that uses

voces magicae, elucidated by M. NourbeSe Philip’s poetry), and song and

incantation (Chapter , focusing on Clement’s Protreptikos and Homeric

incantations, with Tyehimba Jess’s Olio and Braxton Shelley’s analysis of

the vamp). For those who study early Christian literature, this book reads

these texts anew in light of the popular, everyday practices of cursing.

It models a practice of treating these curses with the same exegetical

tenderness usually reserved for scripture or philosophical-theological

texts, and argues that such philosophical or theological treatises are

themselves among the many practices and technologies of antiquity. For

those who study ancient “magic,” this book insists upon the relevance of

texts and practices we call ancient Christian, showing overlapping aes-

thetic strategies and philosophical-theological ideas. For scholars of reli-

gion, the book demonstrates, I hope, how contemporary art and poetry

materialize theory and criticism, and it provides resources for thinking

about the use of historical fragments in the work of seeking justice.

xii Preface
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Note on the Cover

Cover: Valerie Maynard. Mourning for Maurice. ca. . Wood and

nails.  x  x  in. (. x . x  cm). The Baltimore Museum of

Art. Purchased with exchange funds from the Pearlstone Family Fund and

partial gift of The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc.,

BMA .. Photo: Mitro Hood.

The cover of this book is graced by Valerie Maynard’s sculpture,

Mourning for Maurice. Deep, large, oval eyes closed; the face retains its

rhythmic chisel marks against wood. A pattern of shallow canals radiates

under and out from the lower lip, and the forehead is smoothed down-

ward with vertical ridges. The face, tilting right, is surrounded by darker

wood that is the bed for dark, thick, hammered nails that form the hair

and beard. The object and the title together telegraph sadness and

tenderness.

I am grateful to have Mourning for Maurice as the cover for my book.

It exemplifies one key theme within these pages: the intersection of

aesthetic and ritual labor. In Mourning for Maurice, the procedure of

nailing is reminiscent of Kongolese power figures. The sculpture no longer

takes part in that precise ritual, but the affordance of nails and the

aesthetic of their bristling power brings a long-standing and general ritual

practice or technē together with the individual and unique: a quiet, serene

face, particular in features and in balding pattern, and, it seems, deeply

beloved in loss.

In the pages that follow, I, a scholar who has benefited from white

privilege in predominantly white universities, am indebted to the aesthetic

and academic labor of Black scholars and artists. I acknowledge that the

xx
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ancestor who graces the cover of my book is not my own. During the

writing of this book, Valerie Maynard also joined the ancestors. It is my

deep hope that I do not appropriate but rather honor her work and the

work of the other Black scholars and artists whose research and research-

creations have taught me so much.
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