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FOREWORD  

 
Maria José Sousa 

The D. Diogo de Sousa Archaeology Museum director  
 
The International Conference on Amulets, organised by the D. Diogo de Sousa Archaeology Museum (MADDS) on 
the 15th and 16th of November 2024, in an online format, now has its proceedings published. 
This conference brought together researchers from various parts of the world around this theme of great historical, 
symbolic, and cultural relevance, and promoted scientific dialogue and the sharing of knowledge on amulets. 
The organisation of this congress, as well as the publication of its proceedings, reinforces MADDSΩs commitment to 
preserving, valuing, and disseminating heritage and the knowledge generated from it. We especially thank the 
Organising Committee, composed by the researchers Alexandra Vieira and Christopher Duffin, whose dedication 
made this conference possible. 
The contributions gathered in this volume result from a meeting marked by a spirit of collaboration and academic 
rigour, reflecting the diversity of approaches and methodologies that characterise the study of amulets. The texts 
published here explore multiple cultural contexts, in a breadth that transcends disciplinary, chronological, and 
geographical boundaries, highlighting the universality of amulets as objects of belief, protection, identity, and symbolic 
power. 
Like the event itself, this publication celebrates the convergence between scientific research, heritage preservation, 
and critical debate, reaffirming the role of the D. Diogo de Sousa Archaeology Museum as a space for study, 
encounter, and the sharing of knowledge. 

PREFACE 
 

Alexandre Nobre Pais 
President of the Board of Museus e Monumentos de Portugal 

 
On behalf of the institution that oversees the D. Diogo de Sousa Archaeology Museum, it is with great pleasure that 
we reflect on the International Conference on Amulets and on the publication that so eloquently preserves its intellectual 
legacy. Hosting this event in Braga was both a privilege and a responsibility, one that the Museum embraced with 
enthusiasm, recognizing the importance of fostering rigorous, innovative and genuinely international scholarly 
exchange. 
The conference brought together an exceptional community of researchers whose work transcended disciplinary, 
chronological and geographical boundaries. The present volume ensures that what was shared in Braga now reaches 
far beyond the temporal and spatial limits of the event itself. By safeguarding and disseminating these contributions, 
the Museum fulfils one of its core missions: to care not only for collections and spaces, but also for knowledge, 
dialogue and critical reflection. 
This volume represents a remarkable scholarly achievement and a significant contribution to the study of amulets and 
material culture across time and space. The breadth of chronological and geographical coverage is particularly 
impressive, guiding the reader from the Paleolithic to contemporary society and across a wide range of cultural 
contexts. This diversity not only enriches our understanding of amulets as objects of belief, protection and identity, 
but also highlights their enduring relevance in human societies. 
Overall, this work stands as a testament to the dedication, scholarly excellence and collaborative spirit of all those 
involved, and it will undoubtedly stimulate further research and dialogue in the field for years to come. 
Museus e Monumentos de Portugal is particularly proud of the collaborative spirit that shaped both the conference and 
this publication, uniting scholars, curators and institutions around a shared commitment to excellence. This work 
stands as a lasting testament to what can be achieved when research, heritage and public institutions work together, 
and it reinforces D. Diogo de Sousa Archaeology MuseumΩs role as a place where the past is studied, debated and 
meaningfully projected into the future. 
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The most enduring symbol featured in this volume is the 
pentagram, a five-pointed star polygon. In his survey of 
the use of this figure, Fernando Augusto Coimbra  
notes its use in many cultures, time periods and 
locations, and that its meaning is often determined by its 
associations. Ranging from the IVth millenium BC 
(Neolithic) to the present day, it has been closely 
associated with Christian imagery, being displayed as part 
of funerary catacomb inscriptions in Rome and on gold 
amulets for children. This versatile image is also 
suggested as having been employed to ensure protection 
in war, to mitigate against the Evil Eye and to exorcise 
evil. Used to adorn a wide range of buildings, everyday 
domestic and status-proclaiming objects (such as coins, 
flags and coats of arms), as well as being a popular 
apotropaic sigil, the pentagram is used as a lucky charm. 
 
The oldest culture considered in detail is that of the 
Greek Bronze Age Mycenaean civilisation. This warrior-
focussed culture was adept both militarily and in its 

mastery of engineering. Christina Aamodt notes the 
former lack of attention paid to potential amulets from 
this society and reviews the mainly funerary objects of 
material culture that can be interpreted as being 
apotropaic in function. Decorative objects of personal 
adornment may also have been endowed with amuletic 
purpose, probably defined by the various qualities of the 
materials used ς their iconography, form and exoticism, 
for example.  Certain beads, for example, are envisaged 
as protecting the wearer, particularly children, from 
harm, and crescent-shaped pendants may have offered 
special protective properties to women. Apotropaic 
sealstones and items of jewellery, often inscribed with 
symbols, images and text, were not only decorative but 
were also protective in function. 
 
Nadezhda Kotova and Sergey Makhortykh  
concentrate on amulets belonging to the Koban culture, 
an Early Iron Age community inhabiting the Central and 
Northern Caucasus region of Eastern Europe and 

INTRODUCTION  
 

Christopher J. Duffin 
On behalf of the editorial team, Alexandra Vieira and Cristina Braga  

 
An International Conference dedicated to research on amulets was held online over two days (15th ς 16th November) 
in 2024. The meeting, hosted by the Museum of Archaeology D. Diogo de Sousa (Braga, Portugal) and convened by 
Drs Alexandra Vieira and Christopher Duffin, attracted an international audience, the members of which were treated 
to 40 presentations dedicated to the theme of the conference (Duffin & Vieira, 2024). Authors were invited to 
prepare their contributions for publication resulting in the 23 chapters which make up the present volume. 
Amulets were (and in some places and cultures, still are) seen as potent objects with a wide range of applications. 
They have been invoked apotropaically to avert evil, as both a prophylactic and a remedy for disease, to attract good 
fortune and as items of personal adornment. Redolent with symbolic content, their magical impetus usually lies in the 
properties of the construction materials used, their shapes, any decoration or inscription with which they might be 
embellished, and any particular religious or belief system ideologies with which they might be associated. The choice 
of materials is wide-ranging and embraces items of naturalia (animal, herbal and geological), devotionalia (such as 
religious texts and images) and anthropogenic origin (artisanal creations manufactured by mankind). The history of 
amulet use is wide-ranging both temporally and geographically. 
This volume brings together new research by an international group of scholars that includes archaeologists, 
historians, anthropologists, independent scholars and museum personnel. Analysis of historical items of material 
culture and associated literature review sits alongside data gathering from modern populations to provide a broad 
sweep of information embracing the use of amulets from Palaeolithic times to the present day. This temporal journey 
introduces the reader to the potential beliefs and practices of a range of cultures, including the Mycenaean (Bronze 
Age), Koban (Iron Age), Greek and Roman empires, Phoenician, Punic, medieval Rus, early modern European and 
Jewish customs, right through to those of modern society. The intellectual excursions presented here rely on a 
diversity of source materials, especially archaeological discoveries in funerary and settlement contexts, together with 
survivals of historical artefacts and ephemera in museum and personal collections. A wide range of potential 
applications is discussed for these fascinating objects, including (1) as apotropaic devices whose resident power was 
believed to avert dangers in the form of natural disasters, witchcraft, evil spirits, the Evil Eye and bad luck, (2) as 
magico-medicinal cures and prophylactics with which to encourage health-related benefits and to protect against a 
host of diseases including plague, snakebite, ocular problems, poisoning and headaches, and (3) elements to attract 
good luck and secure beneficial results such as success when hunting for treasure, encouraging prosperity, increasing 
fertility and fecundity, assisting with aspects of child rearing, protecting the dead in the spiritual realm and facilitating 
prophesy. They were also harnessed to enhance and amplify an individualΩs wealth, battle prowess, power or love 
interest.  
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Western Asia, and whose archaeological records are 
centred around Northern Ossetia.  Funerary finds from 
the graves of children include pendants of animal bones 
and teeth, while rather more common amulets are 
associated with female interments. Evidence suggests 
that women played important and active roles in the 
ritual, priestly and healing aspects of Koban culture. 
Bronze amuletic apotropaic and healing pendants include 
numerous zoomorphic examples, together with pellet 
balls, plus beads made from a variety of metallic, 
mineralogical and zoological materials.  
 
Ancient Gadir (modern Cádiz, Spain) was founded by the 
Phoenicians, evolved into a thriving port city and, in 
Roman times, was an important naval base. A large 
necropolis sampling the full range of the townΩs history 
has become the focus of modern archaeological rescue 
efforts. Items of jewellery found in graves of the Punic 
period (VIth to IIIrd century BC) include several pieces 
constructed in the form of the Heraklean Knot. Maria  
Reyes López Jurado  explains that this motif is 
uncommon in the area of the western Mediterranean. 
These gold artefacts were mainly components of 
elaborate necklaces and the author traces the 
iconographical history of the motif from Egyptian times, 
suggesting that it was apotropaic in function. 
At its apogee, the vast Roman Empire controlled what is 
now Europe, the Mediterranean, North Africa and The 
Middle East. It is clear both from archaeological finds and 
surviving written records that amulets were diverse and 
commonplace elements of everyday life, appreciated and 
worn or carried by men, women and children in all 
classes of society. A recent study (Hunt, 2024) has 
shown that Pliny the Elder (23/24-79) gave details for 
263 therapeutic amulets in his encyclopaedic Naturalis 
Historia.  Many amulets were gender distinctive. It is, 
perhaps, not surprising that the bulk of the archaeological 
sources of amulets detailed in this book relate to Roman 
sources. 
 
Maria do Sameiro Barroso focuses on the amulets 
collected from the capital of the Roman province of 
Gallaecia, Bracara Augusta. Located in northwest 
Hispania in what is now northern Portugal and 
northwestern Spain, the region was originally occupied 
by Celtiberian tribes. Following a classification scheme 
originally proposed by Giuseppe Bellucci (1844-1921), 
Barroso identifies four functionally distinct typologies of 
object  - those concerned with (1) natural phenomena, 
(2) healing, (3) warding off evil spirits, and (4) propitious 
garnering of good luck. Within this taxonomy, Neolithic 
stone adzes may have offered protection against lightning 
strikes, perforated stones and coins may have been 
associated with birth, walnut shells with protecting 
marriages, bell-shaped pendants or tintinabulae with 
averting harm, phallic fascina against the Evil Eye, and 
pomegranates fashioned from black glass might have 

been associated with male virility. The functions of 
vitreous paste amulets and glass tubes holding 
phylacteries are also described. 
 
Tubular amulets housing phylacteries are given 
prominence in the study presented by LƭƛƧŀ 5ŀƴƪƻǾƛŏ 
and .Ŝōƛƴŀ aƛƭƻǾŀƴƻǾƛŏ. These authors discuss finds 
made from excavations of the graves of the inhabitants of 
Viminacium, a major city and military encampment acting 
as the capital of the Roman Province of Moesia Superior, 
located in what is now modern Serbia. Tubular metal 
amulet-containing capsules bearing loops for suspension 
can be divided into two size classes. Larger silver and 
bronze capsules contain enrolled gold or silver lamellae 
inscribed with symbols and magical texts, while smaller 
silver capsules probably housed protective substances.  
Further amulet containers known as bullae were often 
shaped like lockets and housed protective objects; they 
were worn by Roman boys until such time as they 
became of age. These amulets are amongst the collection 
of goods excavated from Augusta Emerita (modern day 
Mérida, Spain), capital of the Roman province of 
Lusitania, studied by Nova Barrero Martín and Abel 
Morcillo León.  These authors also consider black glass 
capsules similar to those described from Bracara Augusta, 
items of jewellery incorporating phallic fascina (often 
combined with other apotropaic figures, such as the figa 
and open hand or palma manu), and lunulae (crescent-
shaped pendants for women).  
 
Also concerning Roman archaeological finds from the 
Iberian Peninsula, Andrea Menéndez Menéndez 
and Macarena Bustamante Álvarez review the use 
of organic raw materials, particularly the mineraloid jet, 
in the production of amulets. Cretaceous jet-containing 
deposits are known from Hispania and may have yielded 
raw materials for amulet production. Noting that jet was 
believed to have magico-medicinal properties both as a 
fumigant and when worn in items of jewellery in Roman 
times, these authors review the archaeological records 
and artefacts of jet, paying particular attention to 
anthropomorphic and zoomorphic amulets, beads, bullae 
and lunulae. Records of amber, bone and ivory are also 
included in the review, and the potential symbolic, 
ritualistic and apotropaic applications of all the items of 
material culture are discussed. 
 
Mother-of-pearl is another organic semi-precious stone, 
this time harvested from the nacreous layer of molluscan 
shells. bƛŎƻƭŀƛŜ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘǊǳΣ aƻƴƛŎŀ aŇǊƎŇǊƛǘ ŀƴŘ 
Ana Hamat  report on a rare, IVth century mother-of-
pearl anthropomorphic pendant depicting the upper 
body and head of a male figure as seen from the front. 
The object was found in a child Ωs tomb from the 
Christian necropolis of Callatis (now Mangalia), a port 
city on the Black Sea coast in Romania. After considering 
the production techniques involved in fashioning the 
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artefact, these authors conclude that the pendant was an 
apotropaic component of a crepundia-type necklace or 
amulet chain, surmising that it may have been used as a 
prophylactic against oro-dental problems. 
 
Also concerned with amulets from Callatis, [ŀǳǊŜƴǚƛǳ 
Radu focuses on objects from the Macedonian period of 
the townΩs history. Wreaths excavated from a series of 
cremation and inhumation graves comprise a series of 
gilded bronze leaves and ceramic beads tied onto a 
circular lead or bronze frame by means of bronze 
threads. The different components of these and other 
funerary wreaths are analysed and the significance of 
their roles in helping to define the status of the buried 
individual are assessed. Ceramic medallions depicting the 
Gorgon, Medusa, are important supplementary 
constituents of the wreaths and lent an additional 
protective function to these distinctive artefacts. 
 
The final chapter dedicated exclusively to Roman amulets 
is written by !ƴŘǊŜƧ tǊŜƭƻȌƴƛƪ, who concentrates on a 
series of apotropaic amulets designed to promote 
attacks against the Evil Eye. Composed of thin sheets of 
gold or silver, often circular in shape, these structures are 
embossed with depictions of the Evil Eye being assaulted 
by a variety of animals, weapons, divine symbols and 
apotropaic elements. In reviewing this amulet genre, the 
author analyses the significance of the different 
iconographical elements used to decorate the structures 
and discusses the stylistic evolution embodied in the 
rather limited record of these objects.  
 
Jaquelina Covaneiro and Sandra Cavaco  present a 
longitudinal study in which they trace the archaeological 
records of amulets, mostly excavated from residential 
and funerary settings, from a single locality ς Tavira in 
southern Portugal. Amulets are identified from Roman, 
Islamic (XIIth to XIIIth century), Medieval and Modern 
periods. Specimens described and analysed include 
religious objects from both Christian (pilgrimage 
souvenirs, Marian medallions, crucifixes, pentagrams, 
hexagrams and elements of the rosary) and Islamic 
(invocational inscriptions on ceramics, and khamsa or the 
Hand of Fatima) periods of occupation. Further amuletic 
elements include items of black glass, figa, and a range of 
pieces of zoological origin (bear teeth, astragali and bone 
ΨhornsΩύΦ 
 
Medieval amulets form the subject of two papers in this 
volume. Joanna Wawrzeniuk  discusses amulets from 
western Slavdom (modern day Poland). Following a 
digest of the characteristics of magical thinking during the 
Middle Ages, the author gives an overview of the 
diversity displayed by these objects in terms of their 
construction materials, semiotics, morphologies and 
physical characteristics. She then uses this information to 
provide a wide -ranging discussion of their potential 

protective functions and roles in the everyday lives of the 
populace. 
 
In contrast, Alexander Lapshin  concentrates on a 
single medival artefact ς a round jasper medallion known 
as the Suzdal zmeevik-amulet and a product of Medieval 
Rus. The author decodes the imagery and inscribed text 
on the object; this consists of two-line Slavonic prayers 
and the names and images of the Seven Sleepers of 
Ephesus, six eight-pointed stars, an anthropomorphic 
head with six dragon-headed serpentine bodies, and an 
appeal to Christ for mercy. Clearly a therapeutic religious 
amulet, it is concluded that this object was a point of 
focus for prayerful healing of one of the persons named 
in the inscriptions in respect of unidentified medical 
conditions.  
 
Christopher Duffin  uses a search of contemporary 
printed sources to build a picture of the diversity of 
amulets used to protect against plague in early modern 
times. Whilst some amuletic materials are identified 
somewhat cursorily with this function, others depended 
on a clearly associated medical philosophy. Thus, the 
power of sympathy was at work in cases such as the use 
of dried toads, liquid mercury or live spiders trapped in 
walnut shells, and the use of arsenic minerals enclosed in 
bags worn around the neck. This idea was combined 
with alchemical beliefs in the use of Paracelsian zenextons, 
and textual amulets included the inverted Abracadabra 
triangle and Plague Leaves utilising religious imagery and 
accompanying acrostic blessings.  
 
Instructions for the construction of a further textual 
amulet are provided by the Sefer Raziel ha-Malakh, a 
much-neglected book of magic first published in 1701. 
Eugene Kuzmin  introduces and, using careful 
etymological and linguistic analysis, elucidates the 
possible meaning of this Jewish amulet which, based on 
astromagical and Biblical foundations, was designed to 
secure success when hunting for treasure. The 
instructions indicate that the amulet should be prepared 
by a magician. A plate of gold inscribed with various 
sacred names was tied to the neck of a white dove, 
which then revealed the location of the treasure. 
 
Rachael Pymm  unpacks the thinking behind the use of 
snakestones as amulets. Following a classification of these 
objects, she traces their magico -medicinal and 
apotropaic uses, primarily on the basis of a survey of the 
literature but reinforced by reference to surviving 
elements of material culture. Thus, rocks resembling the 
skin patterning and colouring of snakes (Ophites), glass 
beads or spindle whorls, ammonites and stones 
supposedly harvested from the heads of snakes were 
utilised, variously, to cure illnesses such as headache and 
plague, protect the bearer from witchcraft and snakebite, 
and facilitate prophesying. 


