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XV. OBSERVATIONS UPON FOUR GNOSTIC GEMS, LATELY 
ADDED TO THE LEWIS COLLECTION. Communi-
cated by C. W. KING, M.A., Trinity College. 

[October 31, 1887.] 

To protect oneself from evil, or to procure good, through 
the innate influence of external objects, natural or artificial, 
carried upon the person, is a practice as ancient as human 
society itself. It prevails with equal force amongst all nations, 
whether barbarous or civilized, wherever the idea of an invisible 
power is found, and is coeval with the existence of such an 
idea. The earliest amulets were natural objects, whose odd 
shape; and inexplicable occurrence, like that of the belemnite 
and the ammonite, bordered upon the supernatural. The very 
name amulet (as Pliny relates) signifies no more than the 
cyclamen root, because its growth in any place was a preventive 
of the effect of all poisons in that place'. The word talisman, 
on the other hand, marks a far higher step in civilization, for 
coming as it does from d7ro7- X€oua, the influence of heavenly 
bodies it has its origin in the study of astrology. Hence come 
sigils, the attempted representations of the Astral Powers, 
whose protection is solicited by the wearer of the talisman. 

The early Greeks appear to have employed these super-
natural aids rather in the form of written' spells, than as en- 

1 In omnibus serenda domibus, si verum est ubi sata sit nihil nocere 
mIa medicamenta; amnietum vocant. Plin. Hist. Nat. xxv. lxvii. 

C. A. S. Comm. VOL. VI . 	 ' 	 24 



348 	 Four Gnostic Gems. 

gravings in hard materials: the most important of the class 
being the celebrated "Ephesian Letters"—the six words in an 
unknown tongue cut upon the zone. of the great oriental 
Artemis. The phylacteries (literally 'preservatives') of the 
Jews, i.e.- texts of Scripture written on parchment strips; and 
the gr'igris of the Arabs, the Koran similarly utilized—are 
examples of the same custom preserved in full force to the 
present day. 

But it was under the Roman Empire that this superstition 
attained to its fullest development, and has left to us in-
numerable relics of its universal prevalence in the imperishable 
material of gems. The manufacture of talismanic gems does 
not appear to have commenced in earnest in Europe before the 
second century of our era; for Pliny quotes only two examples 
(and that, with a sneer at the magi) of the virtues of the sigils 
of an eagle, and a beetle, engraved in amethyst and emeia1d. 
But the fashion, once set, soon grew to mighty proportion in 
the two centuries that followed, and the last efforts of the ex-
piring glyptic art were devoted to this work—the gnostic 
gorgons of the Byzantine school going far down into the 
Middle Ages. 

Rabanus Maur'us, a great light of the Carlovingian Revival, 
has drawn up a copious list of the virtues of different sigils 
engraved upon their proper gems—they are remedies for every 
ill, and conductors of every blessing, that humanity can either 
fear or desire. 

It cannot be supposed that the simple-minded old Frank 
drew upon his own fancy for this wondrous catalogue of virtues; 
he must have merely selected his examples from the numerous 
'Guides to sigil-makers' then still mouldering in convent 
libraries; but of which even the names have perished, except 
in the case of king Hechepsos', quoted by Galen as to the 

1 That his work was a handbook for talisman-makers may be gathered 
from Ausonius' expression: 

'Quique magos docuit mysteria vana Necepsus. 
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virtue of a lion-headed serpent engraved upon the green 
calcedony. 

These interesting monuments of a most fascinating super-
stition may be divided into two great families, according to the 
religious ideas that inspired their fabricators. Two grand 
religions at that time divided the Roman world between them; 
and had virtually superseded the primitive nature-worship of 
Italy and Greece. These religions were the Mithraic, and the 
Egyptian in its latest form of exclusive devotion to Serapis and 
Isis, often much modified by the notions of the semi-Jewish  
philosophers of Alexandria. To the former belief are due, all 
the talismans that bear evident allusions to solar influences, and 
rites of initiation: to the latter the countless types of Serapis, 
and the long strings of Hebrew titles of divine powers and 
attributes, phonetically rendered in Greek characters. 

The two classes of practitioners who got their living by 
working upon these two different lines are well set before us by 
Juvenal in his description of the quacks who fattened upon the 
credulity of the Roman ladies in the beginning of the second 
century. First comes the lordly Chaldean, the man who deals 
with changes of empire and political revolutions, and is often, a, 
state prisoner on that account: ' 

"Cujus arnicitia, conducendaque tabella, 
Magnus civis obit, et formidatus Othoni." 1  

After him, steals in the poor trembling Jewéss: 
"Arcanam Judaea tremens mendicat in aurem : " 2 

whose art goes not beyond the causing and the interpretation 
of dreams: and whose fee is only a handful of small coppers., 

These preliminary observations are intended to give a 
general idea of the origin, nature, and destination of talismans, 
to such' antiquaries as have hitherto paid no attention to them. 
The four 'examples here' described offer unusually valuable, 

1 Juv. Sat. vi. 558. 	 , 2 Ibid. 543. 
24-2 
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illustrations of some of the classes into which the subject may 
be divided, and one of them (No. 2) offers an arrangement of 
its components of which no other example has hitherto been 
published. They were selected from a large series of the 
so-called "Gnostic" Gems, which formed part of the celebrated 
Montigny Cabinet, dispersed by auction at Paris in June, 1887. 

No. 1. A 1?antheus, which goes by the name of the "Abraxas-
God;" and which, probably, was composed by Basilides himself 
at the same time that he invented the appellatlon—at all 
events the figure is not to be found on monuments prior to the 
date of that heresiarch, the middle of the second century. 
He would seem to have borrowed the idea of this composite 
deity from the response of Serapis to Nicocreon, who desired to 
know with what god of the ancient creed of Greece he was to 
be identified. His words, as reported by Macrobius (Saturnalia, 
1-20) may be thus translated: 

"A. God I am, such as I shew to thee: 
The starry heaven, my head, my trunk the sea; 
Earth gives my. legs: the air my arms supplies; 
The Sun's far darting, brilliant rays, my eyes." 

By which Serapis declares himself the type of the universe, 
and to be represented by the combination of all the elements. 

Our Pantheus, if analysed, tallies very well with such a 
description: for the cock is the well-known symbol of the sun, 
as the earth-born serpent is of earth, who (we have seen already) 
furnishes the legs of Serapis, and the human trunk implies the 
element water. He brandishes a scourge, for the proper office 
of a talisman is to drive off evil spirits, to whose agency the 
Jews attributed, and still attribute, all the ills to which the 
human race is subject. The shield is added as an emblem 
of the protection which the god affords to his votaries. The 
numerical value of ABPAA, viz. 365, makes it probable 
that the main idea was that of the solar power, the true fount 
of being: with which Macrobius (1. c) labours with many 



Four Gnostic Gems.. 	 31 

ingenious arguments to identify Serapis. In the .field below is 
placed a siçjla, perhaps only an ill-cut €, and if so, the numeral 
Nine. 

The reverse is occupied with the names of seven angels in 
the following order: 

Michael = Who is like, unto God? 
Gabriel = The mighty one of God. 
lJriel = The light of God. 
Raphael = The healing power of God. 
Ananiel = The mercy of God.- 
Prosorael = Diffuser of the light of God. 
Absael = The binder-up' of God. 
This is the only instance, known to me in which more than 

four angels are invoked: the increase of their number indicates 
a Magian influence at work that sought in the Jewish celestial 
hierarchy for representatives of the seven Amshaspancls of 
Zoroaster. St Paul (Coloss. ii. 18) strongly reprobates the 
"voluntary humility and worshipping of angels" which some 
interlopers were seeking to introduce among his flock: and 
this gem is a proof of the prevalence of such doctrines; for 
these angels usurp the honour usually assigned by the talisman-
makers to the Great Name, or titles of the God of the Jews. 
Another, and, from its connexion, most striking evidence, of the 
faith in the virtue of angelic names is the gold plate scratched 
in Greek letters with "Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, IJ'riel," de-
posited with her other jewels in the sarcophagus of Maria the 
infant bride of the very orthodox Honorius: of which discovery 
(A.D. 1546) the eye-witness L. Fauno has left so interesting 
an account in his Antichità di Roma. Another circumstance 
that gives additional interest to our gem is that it has been 
figured by Chiflet in his Abraxas Proteus, No. 15, from a cast, 
being then in the cabinet of the celebrated antiquary, Lau-
rentius Pignorius. ' 

The intaglio is in a superior style to most of its family:, and 
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the material is, as usual, a dark green jasper, much blaehed 
by, fire. 	.. 	 H 

No. 2. In many ways a remarkable gem: in design- it is 
altogether unique: its elements are the combined signs of two 
widely distant religions, and its execution is much beyond 
that of the generality of its class. At first sight it would be 
taken for an heraldic she1d, divided into four cantons-  by as 
many ladder-shaped bars, intended to represent rays issuing 
from a central sun. In the first canton is placed the regular 
Mithraic Lion, fascino erecto, typical of his office of impreg-
nating the soul with fresh vitality'. In the seond canton 
appears Horus seated on the lotus; the well-known type of 
the vernal sun presiding over the universe. In the third, the 
cock, attribute of the god of day: and in the fourth, the 
scarabeus; by which the Egyptians symbolised the Demiurgus 
himself. The reverse bears a legend referable to C € M 

this combination of solar emblems: "Thou sun of € c I A 
the universe:", followed by the Greek numeral for 6.  m  'I' 
700, which i frequently found in the same conneiori, and 
consequently must be either the numerical equivalent of the 
letters making up some sacred name, according to cabalistic 
rules (as 888 stands for the name Jesus in the same system), 
or it may rbe the actual number dedicated to. some deity, 
A practice dating from the earliest Assyrian times; which 
number : was used in the place of his regular name. The 
bevelled edge of the stone also bears a legend of much value as 
preserving the name of the lady for whom the talisman was 
engravedviz. ô € I € I N A r  N—ifl which the mystic vowels which 
shroud the ineffable name of the God of the Jews are called 

l A-doctrine set forth by Plutarch in his Face in the Moon, sub fin.; 
"in the next place, the Sun having impregnated the Mind with vital force, 
produces new Souls." The same idea is very materialistically exemplified 
in an intaglio published by Matter, fist. Grit. du Gnosticisme, P1. i F. 
No. 1.. 



/ 

7 
7M () I4IA 
/r 1A1\ 

/ 	P1) - 

r 

Vf'i7 i ! 

A 

H 



	

Four Gnostic Gems. 	 1 353 

upon to protect the wearer I'Tagis. Black haematite, perhaps 
magnetic. 

No. 3. Hercules standing, holding his club and a can-
tharus: the commonest of gem-types, but rendered a "stone 
of virtue," by the very uncommon legend en- 	

B A A A 
graved on the reverse. A clue to discovering 	€ 

the language of this inscription is the re- A N r € p o' 
collection of the fact that such writing fre- € à T P 0 € I 

quently terminate in the name of the person - C. € K 0 C 

who bespoke the talisman, and consequently I re -ad the words as 
corrupt Greek (as spoken by the Jews of Alexandria)—instead 
of the phonetic Hebrew, so much more in fashion for the same 
purpose—and render them thus; "Advance to distinction (Oa-
Pep ov) Satroiscos." The man's name is sufficiently 'uncouth; 
but in the mongrel population of the great emporium no vagary 
of the kind can be rejected as impossible. Good authority for 
$dxX€ in the sense I have, given it is found in the .Aristophanic 
)3c~xx eq icpaicac. Calcedony. 	, 

No. 4. An elegant and alsd unexampled variation of the 
type of the human-headed Agathodaemon serpent. Instead of 
having the human neck made a continuation of the serpent's so 
as to appear in its natural position only when the reptile erects 
itself, the head is in this case set at right angles to 'the neck of 
the srpent, so as to fall naturally when the latter revolves its 
coils along the ground. The head thus completing the. serpent 
is usually that of Serapis, as is well shown on. many coins from 
the Alexandrian Mint, notably on a First brass of Hadrian pub-
lished by M. Feuardent in Ancienne Egypte, No. 1420. The 
strange union must have beenugg.ested by the figure of the 
serpent, which enveloped the three-headed monster that sym -
bolised Past, Present, and Future, and caressed the right hand 
Of the .god, according to the graphic description. of Macrobius 
(Saturnalia, i. 20). The same idea is converted into an in-
genious piece of' flattery by the designer of a bronze in the 
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Lewis Collection, where the twin serpents-are graced with heads 
of M. Aurelius and Faustina Junior, who are thereby immor-
talised as the "good genii "  of the land of Egypt. In my own 
collection was a very curious variant upon this type, which dis-
played Serapis enthroned, with orb and sceptre, but furnished 
with head and neck of serpent instead of his own. Before 
him kneels the Cynoceplialus in adoration; and the fact. that 
the animal is an attribute'-.of the Moon makes it probable that 
here also we see a personification of the Powers of Light. 

That "Agathodaemon" was the popular name for these large 
crested snakes, we learn from Lampridius, who, enumerating 
the various extravagances of Heliogabalus, states, amongst the 
rest, that he kept and exhibited serpents commonly called 
"Agathodaemons," hippopotami, crocodiles, and all sorts of 
Egyptian animals. The sober historian evidently regarded it a 
proof of the most extravagant folly to maintain a zoological 
collection. I have also seen a gem engraved with a pair of 
these reptiles with the name 'Agathodaemon' added in the 
field. Their figures were painted up by the ancient Romans 
on blnk walls to preserve them from defilement, for the same 
reason that a white cross is by the moderns at the present day: 
thus Persius: 

"Pinge duos angues—pueri, sacer est locus.—.extra 
Mejite." 

But, to return to the intaglio which we are discussing, it is 
worthy of notice, as doubtless involving a great esoteric truth, 
that the serpent is keeping on his way amongst five stars and 
the lunar crescent. Why this limitation of number, except to 
show that the sixth (the sun) is to be understood in the figure 
of the serpent? And in fact Horapollo in his explanation of 
hieroglyphics, actually states that a planet was represented by 
a serpent, on account of its winding motion through the heavens. 


