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The discovery o f an antique cameo in this island is so 
uncommon an event that every wel l -authenticated instance 
o f the k ind deserves t o be b r o u g h t under the not ice 
o f the Inst i tute , and therefore I have m u c h pleasure in 
communicat ing the fo l lowing particulars respect ing the 
most important one that has ever come to m y knowledge . 

I n March last, a poor man, whi lst engaged in " p r o -
spect ing " upon the site o f the R o m a n amphitheatre at 
South Shields, p i cked up a large gem, w h i c h short ly 
afterwards came into the possession of R o b e r t Blair, Esq. , 
o f that town, w h o k ind ly forwarded it to m e for exami-
nation. 

I t is an elliptical Indian sardonyx, 2 b y in. in its 
greatest and least diameters, o f t w o layers ; t h e upper, 
opaque whi te ; the lower, a r ich translucent brown. 

I n the wh i te stratum is cut, in rather h igh relief, the 
figure o f a Bear, advancing t o the right, w i th head some-
what l i f ted as in the act of growling. A t his fore p a w 
lies the skidl o f some animal, his recent prey : whether 
calf or goat cannot n o w be dist inguished, the relief be ing 
sl ightly damaged in that part. A l t h o u g h the execut ion 
is somewhat rough, in t h e usual style o f the early part o f 
the third century (to wh i ch date there is g o o d reason t o 
assign the work ) , y e t the drawing is full o f m o v e m e n t 
and of that fidelity to nature which is one of the surest 
tests f or discriminating the antique f rom the modern in 
sculpture. T h e head of the animal preyed upon is added 
t o g ive more character to the tableau ; for the same reason 
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t h a t t h e figure o f t h e L i o n in g e m s is o f t en a c c o m p a n i e d 
w i t h t h e skul l o f an o x in t h e same posi t ion. 

O u r Lear w o u l d at first s ight b e t a k e n for t h e po lar 
k ind , b u t this is m e r e acc ident , d u e t o t h e colour o f t h e 
material ; for w h i c h t h e artist, h a d i t been at his choice , 
w o u l d h a v e used t h e oppos i te hue. F o r i t cannot b e 
s u p p o s e d t h a t t h e R o m a n s h a d ever v e n t u r e d far e n o u g h 
n o r t h w a r d s t o m a k e acquaintance writh t h e great idhite 
bear, w h i c h is l imi ted t o t h e A r c t i c circle ; whereas his 
black b r o t h e r w a s we l l k n o w n t o t h e m f r o m his f r e q u e n t 
appearance in t h e arena. Th is last c i r cumstance t h r o w s 
l i g h t u p o n t h e species o f the B e a r t h a t t h e n inhab i ted 
N o r t h Brita in , f or t h e black is carnivorous and s a v a g e ; 
and this character expla ins w h y t h e R o m a n s t o o k t h e 
t r o u b l e t o carry h i m all the w a y f r o m Caledon ia t o R o m e 
t o m a k e sport in t h e amphitheatre , w h e n t h e y h a d such 
p l e n t y o f the brown k i n d (a vegetar ian and t i m i d ) c lose 
at h a n d in t h e A l p s . F o r i t m u s t b e b o r n e in m i n d t h a t 
all t h e transit h e n c e t o I t a l y w a s b y land, across Gaul , 
f r o m Gessor iacum t o Massi l ia ; no ships o f b u r d e n dar ing 
t o b rave t h e terrors o f t h e B a y o f B iscay . 

Th is e x p o r t o f bears t o R o m e c o m m e n c e d as soon as 
t h e R o m a n s g a i n e d a footino· in t h e north o f th is island. 
U n d e r D o m i t i a n , Mart ia l al ludes t o the ir e m p l o y m e n t 
in t h e e x e c u t i o n o f some part icular ly atroc ious c r i m i n a l : 

" Ntida Caledonio sic pectora prsebuit urso, 
Noil falsa pendens in mice Laureolus." 

This unusual ly feroc ious beast was p r o b a b l y one o f t h e 
t rophies o f Agr i co la ' s nor thern campaign . T h e species 
m u s t h a v e b e e n v e r y a b u n d a n t here, f o r t w o centur ies 
later Claudia'n al ludes t o i ts f u r as d i s t ingu ish ing t h e 
nat ional c o s t u m e : " Ca ledon io ve la ta Br i tann ia mons t ro . " 
T h e E m p e r o r Va lent in ian , w h o , t h o u g h c la imed b y 
ecclesiastical writers 

CLS CL confessor o f t h e fa i th d u r i n g 
Jul ian 's g e n t l e persecut ion , w a s y e t o f a " rather cruel 
d i s p o s i t i o n " (as his f r iend A m m i a n is f o r ced t o a l l ow) , 
u s e d t o f e e d his p e t bears " I n n o c e n t i a " and " M i c a 
a u r e a " w i t h h u m a n flesh—let us h o p e w i t h t h a t o f 
c o n t u m a c i o u s P a g a n s only . 

A n i m a l s w e r e n e v e r represented o n g e m s , b u t for s o m e 
m y s t i c r e a s o n — u s u a l l y h a v i n g re ference t o t h e w o r s h i p 
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o f some de i ty of w h o m each was the attribute, hence 
the frequency of the Lion, Bull , Goat , P ig , W o l f , &c. O f 
the bear 110 other engraving has previously fallen under 
m y n o t i c e ; there must consequently have been some 
w e i g h t y mot ive that led to the brute 's be ing honoured 
w i th so cost ly a portrait as the one before us. B u t 
the R o m a n s were as f ond of the rebus on proper names, 
and of " amies parlantes," as were our o w n mediaeval 
forefathers. Cicero puts a vetch in place of his own 
cognomen, on the silver b o w l he dedicates at a 
Sicilian t e m p l e ; Y o c o n i u s Y i tu lus takes for the 
t y p e of his coins a calf; Thorius a bull; and V ib ius 
Pans a Pans head. A s soon as the Germans began t o 
enlist in the R o m a n army, names der ived from the 
bear (the Teutonic equivalent to the lion of southern 
fauna and poetry) g r o w c o m m o n in Latin. A s early 
as Domit ian 's t imes w e meet wi th an " U r s u s " in 
h igh station and a patron of the poet S ta t ius ; under 
Constantius I I w e have " U r s u l u s " treasurer of the 
forces, w h o so great ly befr iended the Caesar Jul ian 
w h e n governor o f G a u l ; and again, " Ursic inus," c o m -
mander o f the army in the East. H e n c e it is no t t oo 
great a stretch of probabilities, to suppose that some 
Goth i c or Prankish tr ibune, serving under C o m m o d u s 
or Severus, and rejoic ing in some such bearish appella-
t ion as those j u s t quoted , had caused this cameo t o be 
engraved t o the g lory of his name. 

T h e destination o f these large cainei is made certain 
b y allusions in ancient authors, as well as b y sculptured 
remains. T h e y were mounted in go ld or silver, and 
served for fastening the great mil itary cloak upon the 
shoulder, in the manner o f the modern solitaire. Thus 
the romance-writer Hel iodorus makes his hero Theagenes 
fasten his chlamys w i th a bust o f Pallas carved out o f 
a m b e r ; Sidonius Apoll inaris depicts D e a R o m a as using 
a great g e m for the same purpose ; in imperatorial 
statues, l ike the Spada P o m p e y , this same g e m is seen 
carved into the Gorgon ' s h e a d ; and lastly in the mag -
nificent cameo of the Fami ly of Severus (Paris), the 
eegis on the breast o f Caracalla is secured b y a large 
oval gem, exact ly coinciding in relative proportions w i th 
the cameo itself, and indicating beyond all d o u b t the 
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purpose for whicli that was intended. Our cameo, 
therefore, o f " Ursus , " was a decoration of the same 
nature as the larger one in blue paste wi th the bust 
o f A n t o n i a Augusta , f ound some years ago at Stanwix , 
and ful ly described in this Journal (vol. x x i x , p. 26). 

A l t h o u g h its subject is so analogous to the site where 
it was discovered, the fact must no t be taken for more 
than it is worth , for it does no t in reality prove any 
original connect ion be tween the two . T h e Pict , Scot , 
or Saxon, w h o despoiled the slaughtered proprietor o f 
cloak and fibula, after breaking it out o f the precious 
metal of the setting, tossed away the really more pre-
cious carving as a th ing utterly valueless, upon the 
scene of plunder. 

"We cannot, I fear, claim for British talent the author-
ship of this c a m e o ; the w o r k t h o u g h want ing finish is 
fu l ly equal t o that o f the portraits of the period sug-
gested, which are unquest ionably o f str ict ly R o m a n origin. 
B u t there can be no d o u b t that many o f the intagli in 
jasper and cornelian found in similar localities (of which 
Mr. Blair has acquired some very instructive specimens) 
agree so closely in the strange peculiarities o f their w o r k -
manship wi th the human and animal figures on the re-
verses of coins, o f which the dies (as in the case of 
Carausius) must necessarily have been cut b y R o m a n -
British engravers, that no one experienced in such matters 
can d o u b t that both proceeded f rom the same hand. I t is 
an acknowledged fact that die-sinking and gem-engrav ing 
formed the same profession in antiquity ; and the minute 
examination of the types on the reverses of the barbarous 
pieces of the Gallic tyrants , Y ic tor inus and Tetricus, has 
convinced m e f rom their singular scratchiness that 
t h e y were incised upon the iron b y means o f t h e same 
instrument as was used for the gem. T h e y reverse 
Pistrucci 's procedure, w h o cut the steel puncheons for 
his coins upon a lapidary's wheel , as though cameos in 
hard stone. In those g l o o m y days of the Decl ine, the 
arts appear t o have found an asylum in Britain, less ex -
posed to the ravages of the barbarians than her sister Gaul. 
Eumenius , at least, in congratulating Constantius upon 
the recovery of the weal thy island, speaks of the "art isans 
of all k inds wi th w h o m the country abounded , " and of 
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w h o m the conqueror had brought back wi th h i m a very 
large number to be employed in rebuilding and embellish-
ing the ruined cities under his dominion. A s the author 
of Ecclesiasticus reckons amongst the trades, w i thout 
which a c i ty cannot be inhabited, " those w h o cut and 
engrave seals," it may safely lie assumed that degenerate 
practitioners of that once elegant art had also established 
themselves, and f ound patronage in R o m a n Britain. 




