
Mirrors in Roman Chester

By G. Lloyd-M organ

Although C olcheste r  has produced the la rges t  num ber of Roman m i r r o r s  from  any one site  in 
B rita in , the C hes te r  collection is the second la rges t  in the country. Unfortunately many of these 
p ieces  a re  f ragm en ta ry  and incomplete, but the num ber of types rep re sen ted , and the range of 
da tes , from  the f i r s t  to the th ird  or fourth century A.D., makes the group an especially  in te resting  
one.
T here  a re  two incomplete examples of rec tangu lar  m i r ro r s ,  the s im ples t  and one of the most 
common fo rm s  produced. Four o ther fragm ents  may be from  this type of m i r ro r ,  or  the simple 
d isc  m ir ro r ,  which like the rec tangu lar  p ieces  w ere  finished on the reflecting side only, and then 
cased in wooden boxes or f ra m es .  Any i r r e g u la r i t ie s  at the edge and back w ere  thus concealed, 
and the b r i t t le ,  high percentage  tin bronze alloy of the m ir ro r  was p ro tec ted  from  damage. These 
types of m i r ro r  a re  most common in the f i r s t  century - p re  Flavian fragm ents  have been found, 
for exam ple, in the Roman fo rt  at Usk,and many other s ites  in Brita in  have produced m i r r o r s  of 
this type. It is possib le  that some p ieces  were handed on as he ir loom s, and w ere only lost o r  
buried  in the second century.

Hand m i r r o r s  a re  rep re sen ted  both by f ragm ents  of m i r ro r  d iscs  and by handles. The ba lus te r  
handle from  P r in c e s s  S tree t (pi. 4) is  one of the e a r l ie s t  exam ples  from  B rita in  and one of the 
la rges t .  The a rm s  which supported the m ir ro r  disc  show c lea rly  the stylised form  of b i rd s '  heads 
that a re  f i r s t  seen in the e laborate  s i lve r  m i r r o r s  from  Pompeii and Herculaneum. It can be 
d irec tly  com pared with exam ples from  Northern  Italy, such as V o lterra ,  Museo E trusco  no. 934, 
and Turin , Museo di Antichita, unnumbered, length 13. 5 cm., and can be dated to the middle of the 
f i r s t  century  A.D.
The other form  of handle rep re sen ted  at C hes te r  has an open loop-shaped grip. Multiple loop grips 
a re  found in Campania from  the end of the f i r s t  century B.C. The sm all and delicate single loop 
form , however, frequently occurs  on sim ple hand m i r r o r s  found most commonly in Flavian period 
g raves  in the m ore  no r the r ly  provinces of W estern  Europe.

The f ragm ents  of a m i r ro r  disc  with a bo rder  pa tte rn  of c ircu la r  holes, from  the Nun's Field 
excavations of 1964, a re  of a well known f i r s t  century type (pi. 5). The piece is  of some in te res t ,  
as  f ragm en ts  of wood can sti l l  be seen adhering to one face. This suggests  that the m ir ro r  had 
been placed in a wooden box, e ither  separa te ly  or with o ther toilet a r t ic le s ,  to p ro tec t  it from  
damage.

One of the p ieces  from  the In firm ary  Field C em etery  may be a hand m ir ro r ,  as  it is repo r ted  to 
have been found with a lead handle. If this is so, then it is an ex trem ely  r a r e  find, a s  there  is  only 
one ce rta in  p a ra l le l  which comes from  the large  cem ete ry  in Regensburg, Museum der  Stadt A 
1856. This has a c lub-shaped handle attached to the m ir ro r  by a lead f ram e. A damaged piece 
from  Kastell P fo rr ing , now in a p riva te  collection, may possibly be of the sam e type. The C hester  
example is  r a th e r  f rag ile  to hold the weight of the m ir ro r  disc  and it is possib le  that the two 
p ieces  a re  unconnected.

A second fragm en ta ry  m ir ro r  from  the In firm ary  Field is d istantly  re la ted  to the celebrated  
W roxeter m ir ro r .  Like that p iece, it would have had a handle a c ro s s  the back of the disc, though 
of a much s im p le r  form . The group to which it belongs is  ch a ra c te r ise d  by a low convex moulded 
bo rder  on the back. Only th ree  o ther exam ples have been found in this country, two at C orbridge, 
and a complete example in a grave at V erulam ium . This has been provisionally  dated by the 
assoc ia ted  pottery  to the second or th ird  century A.D. This date is confirmed by finds on the 
continent, and, f rom  the d istr ibution, it appears  that the type was made within the province of 
Lower G erm any ,poss ib ly  in the region of Nijmegen.

Another r a r e  find is the lead f ram e for a g lass  m i r ro r  now lost (pi. 6, 7). Only two o thers  have 
been found, one at Ospringe in Kent, and the o ther  at Verulam ium . A number of g lass  m i r r o r s  w ere 
found at O springe, and near Reculver and there  is a single example from  a grave group at York.

The main source  of these m i r r o r s  would have been Cologne, the cen tre  of g lass  working in the 
region. A num ber of m i r r o r s  of s im ila r  type have been found in the Rhineland. Unlike some of 
these exam ples , the B ritish  p ieces  do not have an inscrip tion  added to the design, but a re  decora ted  
with sim ple  geom etric  p a tte rn s .  The C heste r  m i r ro r  cover has a s ty lised  rose t te  in each co rner
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Plate 4 Plate 5
B a lu s te r  handle no. CC 115. 1939 Hand m ir r o r  fra g m en ts

Plate 6
Lead  co ver  fo r  g la ss m ir r o r  fro n t view

Plate 7
Lead co ver  fo r  g la ss  m ir r o r  hack view
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and the cen tra l  opening is  surrounded by a simplified ovolo pa tte rn .  Although some exam ples 
have been reco rded  from  second century contexts, the glass m i r ro r  was most common during the 
th ird  and fourth cen tu r ies .  The reflection produced in the sm all  s ilve red  convex m i r r o r s  is near 
perfec t,  and would have been p re fe rab le  to the s i lv e r  or bronze m i r r o r s  which could easily  ta rn ish  
or get m arked. It was probably a lso  much cheaper and m ore  transportab le .
Although m i r r o r s  w ere a luxury object, they were also a sta tus symbol for the women who used 
them. This is  borne out by the rep resen ta tions  of m i r r o r s  on tombstones. Two exam ples a re  
known from  this country, both w ere  found in C hester .  One, a funera ry  banquet scene, shows a 
woman holding a hand m i r r o r  (pi. 8). The other, m ore  well known piece, shows a lady holding a 
m i r r o r  with her  maid se rvan t (pi. 9). The block is  probably from  a large  funerary  monument, 
of the type known at N eum agen,and severa l  re l ie fs  show toilet scenes  with large m i r r o r s  in use. 
Another rep resen ta tion  on an intaglio shows Venus using a hand m ir ro r  and adjusting her  locks 
of h a ir—a tasteful compliment to any lady (pi. 10).

By con tras t  with groups from  other s i te s ,  the C hester  M ir ro rs  span much of the Roman occupation 
of this region. The C olchester  m i r r o r s  appear  to be of mainly f i r s t  to second century date, and of 
the o ther m ajo r  groups from  excavations at S ilcheste r  and V erulam ium , only the la te r  s e r i e s  is 
com parable  in range and date with the C hester  m ate ria l .  It is perhaps  su rp r is in g  that only one 
m i r r o r  has so fa r  been identified at Lincoln, and Y o rk ,p r io r  to the setting up of the excavation 
unit ,p roduced  four p ieces  despite  the excavation of extensive and well furnished cem e te r ie s .  
E xe ter  has not so fa r  produced any exam ples. C hes te r  is  thus exceptionally well endowed with 
these  luxury i tem s, which a re  not only reco rded  on its  tombs but have been found inside and out
side the c a s t ra .  The range of m a te r ia l  suggests that m i r r o r s  were im ported  throughout the 
occupation, and came from  N orthern  Italy and la te r  the provincial workshops of the north. It not 
only suggests  a fa ir ly  high level of local wealth but also the strength  of trade  contacts between a 
rem ote  legionary f o r t r e s s  and the main continental routes.

Catalogue of Mirrors in the Grosvenor Museum
1. F ragm ent of one side and a co rner  of a rec tangu la r  m i r ro r  4 .8  x 3 .05 cm.

D eanery  F ie lds , C hes ter ,  labelled 'B5 Rubble'

Acc. no. 219. R. 1976

2. F ragm en t of a rec tangu la r  m i r ro r

I .  6 x 1 .9  cm.; 0. 1 cm. thick 

Kings Buildings, C hes ter ,  1921 

Acc. n o .220. R. 1976

R .N ew stead  'R ecords  of Archaeological Finds at C hester ;  Kings Buildings, Site LXXXVI'
J . C hester A rchaeo l. Soc., 27 p a r t  ii, (1928), 91.

3. F ragm en ts  of hand m i r r o r  (pi. 5)
3.1  x 4. 5 cm.; 4 .6  x 2 .55  cm.; 0. 13 cm. thick

The d isc  is made of s ilve red  bronze with a b o rd er  of c irc u la r  holes of i r r e g u la r  s ize and 
position. The edge is uneven and the ref lec ting  side plain. The back is  turned with the usual 
band of th ree  concentric  c irc le s  inside the b o rd er  of holes. F ragm en ts  of wood f ib res  s ti l l  
adhere  to the ref lec ting  side of the second fragm ent.

Nun's Field, C hes ter ,  1964

4. ?Hand m ir ro r

D iam eter  8. 3 cm.; 0. 13 cm. thick 
Length of handle 6. 6 cm.; width ca. 2. 5 cm.

The d isc  is  of s ilvered  bronze with bevelled edges. Both s ides  a re  plain. The lead handle is 
f lat on one side, the o ther is lightly moulded. It is  said to have been riveted  to the disc. 
Newstead re p o r ts  that ’below the speculum was a sm all quantity of decayed wood’. This  may 
have been from  a cover o r  box.

In firm ary  Field, C hes ter ,  Grave 19 no. 4 
A c c .n o .2 2 3 .R. 1976
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R.N ew stead  'The Roman C em etery  in the In firm ary  Field, C h e s te r ,p a r t  1' L iverpool Annals 
A rchaeol. Anih. ,6 no. 4, (1914), 139-141, pi. XXXIV, fig. 2.

5. B a lus te r  type handle, in two p iec e s ,b u t  complete (pi. 4)
Length 13. 9 cm.
The m ir ro r  disc would have re s te d  on the side a rm s ,  made in the form  of s ty lised  b irds  
heads, and soldered to the tr iangu lar  leaf-like  supports . The grip is form ed by three  ba lus te r  
swellings linked by narrow  co lla rs .
The m ir ro r  disc  f ragm ents  found in situ were chemically  rem oved during conservation 
trea tm en t.
P r in c e s s  S tree t,  C hes ter ,  1939 

Acc. no. CC 115. 1939

R. Newstead, J .  P . Droop 'Excavations at C hes te r  1939, P r in c e s s  St. C learance  a re a '
J . C hester A rchaeo l. Soc., 34 p a r t  i, (1939) 41 no. 19,pl.X

6. T hree  f ragm ents  of a tea r -shaped  loop handle, incomplete 

Length 3.1  cm.; width ca. 1.0 cm.

Northgate Brew ery , phase II, C hes ter  1974 

NGB II 1974 V 225 126.

7. F ragm en ta ry  disc m ir ro r  
D iam eter  9 .0  cm.

The reflec ting  side is plain and slightly convex. The back has a low convex moulded bo rder  
inside which is a single concentric  c irc le .  There  is no other decoration.

In firm ary  Field, C hes ter ,  Grave 30 no. 1

A cc.no . 224. R . 1976

R.N ew stead  'The Roman C em etery  in the In firm ary  Field, C hes ter  p a r t  ii ’ Liverpool Annals  
A rchaeo l. A nth ., 8 no. 2 (1921), 51

8. Lead cover for a g lass  m i r r o r  (pi. 6, 7)

Length 5 c m .;p re s e n t  width 4 .25 cm.

D iam eter  of cen tra l  opening ca. 2. 65 cm.
The fram e is decora ted  with a sim ple ra ised  re l ie f  consisting of two lines at the ou ter  edge. 
In each co rn e r  is a dot and c irc le  p a tte rn  making a s ty lised  ro se t te .  There  a re  th ree  con
cen tr ic  c irc le s  round the cen tra l  opening,between the f i r s t  and second is a band of ovolo’s.
On one side a sm all p ro jec ting  tab has been folded back over the edge. On the back there  is 
a ra ise d  ring round the cen tra l  opening to hold the m ir ro r  in position.
Nun's Field, C hes ter ,  1964

9. F ragm en t of m i r ro r
1.25 x 1.28 c m . ;0 .2  cm .th ick

The reflec ting  side is  finished, the underside has been left rough.

Crook S tree t,  C hes ter ,  ca. 1963-4

10. F ragm en t of m i r ro r

2 .98  x 3 .7  cm.; 0. 13 cm. thick 

A m phitheatre, C hes ter ,  1966 

A c c .n o .222. R. 1976

11. F ragm en t of m i r ro r

1.44 x 2 .16  cm.; 0. 14 cm. thick 
Northgate Brew ery , phase II, C hes te r  1974 
NGB 1974 I 3 56

52



Plate 8

Funerary r e l ie f  o f  lady with m ir ro r  and 
m aid serva n t

Plate 9
Tom bstone o f  Fesonia Severiana with m ir r o r

Plate 11
Apulian vase with lady holding a hand m ir ro r

Plate 10
Venus Intaglio—original im pression
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12. F ragm ent of m i r ro r

2 .3  x 2 .15  cm.; 0 .15  cm. thick 

C hes te r ,  P ro f. New stead’s excavations 

A cc.no . 221. R . 1976

13. S e m i-c ircu la r  fragm ent

This  undecorated piece may not be a m i r ro r .

D eanery  Field , C hes te r  1924

R.N ew stead  'Report of the Excavation of the Site of the Roman Camp at the D eanery  Field , 
C h e s te r '  Liverpool Annals A rchaeo l.A n th .., 11 no. 2 (1924) 80, no. 5 pi. VII

Unlocated

1. F ragm ent of polished m etal m i r ro r  

Q ueen 's P a rk  Road, Handbridge, C hester

R .N ew stead  'R ecord  of Archaeological F inds at C hester :  E d g a r 's  F ield and the Adjacent 
Roads, Site LXXVI' J . C hester A rchaeol. Soc., 27 p a r t  ii (1928), 158

2. Bronze m i r r o r  b a c k ?

'St. W erburgh St., 7 feet below su rface '

A c c .n o .132 b/1899

Representations of Mirrors in the Grosvenor Museum

1. F ragm en t of a F u n e ra ry  Relief (pi. 8)
A lady holds a c irc u la r  hand m ir ro r  in her  left hand with her  maid se rvan t holding a 
? tr inket box to her  left.

North Wall, C h es te r  1887
W .de  Grey B irch  'Notes on a Sculptured Stone recently  found in the North Wall of the City of 
C h e s te r '  J . C hester A rchaeo l Soc., 2, (1888) 25-39, pi. VI.
R .P .  Wright & I. A. Richmond Catalogue o f  the Rom an Inscribed  and Sculptured Stones in the 
G rosvenor M useum , C hester  (Chester 1955) 49, no. 120, pi. XXXI

G. G. W ebster A sh o rt guide to the Rom an Inscrip tions and Sculptured Stones in the G rosvenor  
M useum , C h ester  (Chester 1962 edition) 31 no. 120

G. Lloyd-M organ 'Some reflections on Roman Metal M ir ro r s  in B r i ta in ’ Univ. o f  B 'ham  
A rchaeo l. Soc. B u ll., 9 (1970-71), p a r t  ii, 19

2. Tombstone with funerary  banquet re l ie f  (pi. 9)
The deceased, Feson ia  Severiana, rec l in es  holding a m ir ro r  in her  right hand.

T. Hughes ’C heste r  in i ts  E ar ly  Youth, o r  the Colony of Deva seen by the light of the Roman 
R em ains  d iscovered  th e re '  J. C hester A rchaeol. S o c .,3, (1885) 257-8 with fig.
W. Thompson Watkin Rom an C heshire  (Liverpool 1886 reprin ted  1974), 209 with fig.

R .P .  Wright & I. A. Richmond (1955) op. c it. ,  46 no. 116 pi. XXX

R. G. Collingwood & R. P. Wright R .I.B ., I, (Oxford 1965) 187, no. 563

3. Intaglio (pi. 10)
A clothed Venus d re ss in g  her  ha ir  holds a c irc u la r  hand m ir ro r  in her right hand.

? C hes te r

A c c .n o .312 .R . 1975
W. Thompson Watkin (1886) op. cit., 205 and fig.
M .Henig  A Corpus o f  Roman E ngraved G em stones from  B ritish  S ites, B r it. A rchaeo l. R ep., 
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8 (1974) n o .277
(see a lso  Henig p. 43, pi. 1 above for fu r the r  para lle ls)

4. Apulian oinochoe (pi. 11)

Height 6. 4 cm.
A seated  woman in left profile  holds a hand m ir ro r  in her  right hand.

Style of the I l iupers is  pa in te r  (ca. 350 B.C.)

A cc.no . 403. F . 1976
G. Lloyd-M organ 'A New Hand M ir ro r  from  Roman Libya' Soc. Libyan Studies Ann. Rep., 
7 (1975-6) 23, pi. B

Note: Photographs 4 -7 ,10 , 11 w ere  p rep a red  by Mr T. E. W ard, Grosvenor Museum.
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