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Relations Between Magical Texts and Magical 
Gems

Recent Perspectives

In 1979, Morton Smith published a seminal article on the relationship between magical 
papyri and gems.1 His reflections stimulated interest in magical stone amulets and 
this eventually led to significant developments in the field of ancient religion over the 
last decades.2 Many years after the publication of Smith’s article, his theories can be 
supported with new evidence.

It is well known that the magic of the engraved gemstones is essentially the 
magic of the Papyri Graecae Magicae (PGM), but magical gems are far from being 
illustrations of the papyri, since most of the motifs that occur on gems are never 
mentioned in the surviving texts. Extraordinary creations, totally unknown outside 
the magical gems, burst into the repertory with remarkable vigour and uniformity 
of composition. The Anguipede is still challenging us as to its meaning; this figure, 
interpreted by most scholars3 as a pictorial rendition of God’s name, occurs on about 
twelve percent of the extant gems although it is not mentioned in the papyri. The 
radiate lion-headed serpent Chnoubis is another mainly glyptic motif; essentially a 
solar deity, Chnoubis is a composite figure based on the decan Kenmet in combina-
tion with other gods. But Chnoubis is rarely seen in the Greek magical papyri, though 
he is sometimes mentioned in astrological treatises, such as the Holy Book of Hermes 
addressed to Asclepius, as well as in the ancient lapidaries.4 On the other hand, the 
designs described in the texts we have are rarely attested on archaeological artefacts. 
These evident discrepancies between the preserved texts and the repertory of gems 
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1 Smith 1979.
2 On the state of research on magical gems see recently Gordon 2011.
3 On the Anguipede see especially Nagy 2002a. See also Mastrocinque 2007, 84–90; Michel 2004, 
106–113, 239–249, no. 3; Cosentino 2013; Nagy 2014; Zwierlein-Diehl 2016. Against the current inter-
pretation of the Anguipede see e.g. Bohak 2008, 197 n. 152: “There have been repeated attempts […] 
to find a Jewish ‘iconographical etymology’ for the cock-headed snake-legged god, who appears on 
hundreds of magical gems. But while the origins of this image remain obscure, the search for a Jewish 
explanation says more about the ingenuity of modern scholars than about the iconography of ancient 
Jewish magic”.
4 See the lists below. On Chnoubis represented on magical gems see: Mastrocinque 2008a; Dasen/
Nagy 2012; Quack, forthcoming § 2.4.3.
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pose the problem of the relationship between the two.5 Smith’s survey of PGM, which 
has recently been developed by Árpád Nagy6 and Giulia Sfameni Gasparro7, shows 
essentially that, in the whole of our papyri, there are only eighteen references to uses 
of gems; of these eighteen, only nine say the gems are to be engraved.8 Moreover, two 
of the engravings mentioned–an Isis and a seated Serapis–would not be recognized 
as magical if they were not described as such in the papyri, and two of the remain-
ing seven are types to which we cannot find any close parallels on gems. Finally, the 
papyri mention six engravings of metal rings,9 plus a further engraved object which 
hasn’t yet been identified:10 since some of these motifs are seen commonly on gems, 
we are forced to infer that such changes in the material were extremely frequent. This 
is also demonstrated by some apparent differences between gems and papyri. For 
example, the graphic model of a phylactery that we find in PGM VII, column XVII, 
shows a lion-headed ouroboros which is to be drawn on a metal leaf or on papyrus, 
with a series of magical names and charakteres written inside the circle made by the 
snake biting its tail; but though the text does not mention any gems or rings, the stone 
amulets that resemble our design11 far outnumber the few metal parallels (fig. 1).12

5 On the relationship between magical gems and magical papyri see Bonner 1946, 25f. (discrepan-
cies); Preisendanz 1966, 388f. (PGM and gem parallels); Wortmann 1975, 80 (parallel); Smith 1979; 
Schwartz 1981; Brashear 1995, 2412–3418; Nagy 2002b (complete list of occurrences); Sfameni Gaspar-
ro 2003, 28–43.
6 Nagy 2002b.
7 Sfameni Gasparro 2003, 28–43.
8 PGM I.64–69 (continued in 143–147); II.18; III.189, 503, 505, 510, 513, 515, 519; IV.1615–1620, 1722–1743, 
2162, 2304–2305 (coral), 2631–2637, 3140; V.238–343, 447–450; XII.203–209 (continued in 267–269), 
273–276; XXIIa.11–14; LXII.40–42.
9 PGM IV.2130–2139, 2690–2693, 2943–2966; VII.629–631; PDM xii.6–20; LXI.31–33.
10 Probably, it is a metal ring (see Suppl. Mag. II, 212, no. 94, line 23).
11 See A. Mastrocinque 2003, 421–424; Michel 2004, 131–245.
12 See Jordan/Kotansky 1999.

 Fig. 1: Comparison between PGM VII, column XVII and a magical gem (Vitellozzi 2010, 428–429, no. 
529).
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Probably, this is due to the fact that, while metal rings could be melted down to be 
used again as raw material, engraved gems may have survived because they cannot be 
reused. In any case, the instructions of PGM VII.579–590 say that the phylactery is to 
be worn as a seal (φορούμενον σφραγιστικῶς ἐστιν), and this must have encouraged 
practitioners to use the model for stone engravings.

As Smith has pointed out, it seems clear that most of our gems were not made 
according to the instructions in the papyri, but were certainly made following some 
instructions: the regular recurrence of the same formulas in the same connections 
rules out the possibility of free invention, and the large number of extant gemstones 
proves that their creation was continued by a fixed tradition probably in a written 
form.

Though formulated long before the publication of modern corpora (such as 
Simone Michel’s Die Magischen Gemmen or the Sylloge Gemmarum Gnosticarum) and 
before the availability of digital resources such as the Campbell Bonner database 
(CBd), Smith’s hypotheses are still satisfactory: in the end of his essay the scholar 
concludes that “[…] since the instructions for gems are not to be found in the magical 
papyri that we have, there must have been another set of instructions, a lost magical 
literature written by men who regularly prescribed stones instead of the metal and 
papyrus strips commonly prescribed by the writers of our papyri […]”.13 Indeed, we 
know that the III–VI/VII century A.D. texts in our collections cannot be the original 
works of the scribes who penned them, but are rather compilations from a multitude 
of various sources, and we cannot say what these sources were or how far they are 
removed from our copies; then, it is noteworthy that the large majority of our papyri 
come from a single context,14 while the provenance of our gems, largely unknown, 
seems to be diverse. Therefore, we can postulate the existence of an entire set of pro-
cedures involving the use of stones.

However, there are a few gems that refer closely to our texts on papyrus, demon-
strating the use of handbooks for making amulets out of stones: these examples show 
how engravers might have worked under the directions of professional magicians fol-
lowing a written text. Good proof of this is provided by an amulet now in Budapest 
(fig. 2),15 the so-called “ὡς πρόκειται gem”.

13 Smith 1979, 133.
14 On the so-called Theban library (Anastasi-papyri) see Dieleman 2005, 11–21; Gordon 2005, 63, no. 
4; Zago 2010.
15 Inv. no. 53.169 (CBd no. 4).
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This well-known gem shows a group of three deities (an anguipede and two bird-
headed gods) with the inscription WC ΠΡΟΚΕΙΤΑ[Ι] (“as in the model”) engraved 
above their heads. The writing of this phrase, which is a common prescription in the 
papyri, is certainly due to the presence (and to the misunderstanding) of a written 
formulary. Something similar, though this is much more hypothetical, could have 
happened to the writer of the inscription CTOMAKOY H XNOYNICsic on a Syrian gem 
published by René Mouterde; according to the editor, the engraver might have misun-
derstood the instructions of a formulary prescribing to write either στομάχου or (Grk. 
ἢ) Xνοῦφις.16

But, besides these two intriguing examples, some spectacular evidence of direct 
relationship between written texts and gem designs is provided by those intaglios 
that were evidently made following the instructions given in the documents. Árpád 
Nagy17 gives a clear exposition of this phenomenon: by distinguishing archetypes and 
series, he explains how magical gems were produced and why their number is much 
greater than their presence in the papyri suggests. It is worth quoting Nagy’s own 
words:

Bien que le lien entre les deux soit évident, on remarque que les gemmes ne s’accordent pas 
exactement avec les recettes des papyrus. A mon avis, cette liberté exprime bien l’aspect dyna-
mique de la magie de l’époque impériale, qui n’était pas assujettie à des règles autoritaires et 
inflexibles. Ainsi, la somme de connaissances changeait-elle progressivement et quiconque 
pouvait y ajouter ses praxeis ou modifier celles déjà existantes. Pour établir une pratique, le 
mage composait le schéma de la gemme dont il avait besoin (l’archétype), puis le donnait au 
graveur qui taillait les pierres appropriées. D’autres mages, pouvaient modifier à leur gré le plan 

16 See Mouterde 1930, 74: “Il est fort possible que le graveur ait copié servilement une recette où 
l’on indiquait, à côté de l’image à graver, deux textes à choisir: Chnouphis ou Στομάχου”. On scribal 
corrections in magical artefacts see recently Faraone 2012.
17 See Nagy 2002b; Nagy 2012, 82–90; and, recently, Nagy 2015.

Fig. 2: Budapest, Museum of 
Fine Arts (inv. no. 53.169). The 
so-called WC ΠΡΟΚΕΙΤΑ[Ι] gem 
(obverse). CBd no. 4. Photo: 
László Mátyus, reproduced 
by courtesy of the Museum of 
Fine Arts Budapest.
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de la gemme, en partant de la recette originale ou des gemmes déjà faites, et donc faire exécuter 
des nouvelles versions. Il est donc logique que les plans de certaines gemmes n’aient été utilisés 
que pour des petites séries. Une des méthodes de recherche applicable aux gemmes magiques 
consisterait à rassembler ces series.18

The validity of this explanation is in itself evident. However, recent discoveries offer 
unquestionable proof of its effectiveness: there is, in fact, a series of four pieces that 
can be taken as an example of applied magic based on the papyri, showing how a 
magical gem could be created following written instructions. The first of these spec-
imens is a newly edited magnetite housed in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale 
dell’Umbria in Perugia (fig. 3),19 which corresponds strikingly to the gem described in 
the love ritual called “Sword of Dardanos” (PGM IV.1716–1870).20 If we compare this 
gem with the few other exemplars made following this procedure, such as the famous 
amulet published by Mouterde in 1930 (ig. 4),21 we can have a clear view of how an 
archetypal model was subjected to variations that depended on a three-headed rela-
tionship among magician, engraver and, last but not least, customer.

18  Nagy 2002b, 157–158.
19  Vitellozzi 2010, 419–420, no. 518.
20 About this ritual: Nock 1925; Mouterde 1930; Suárez de La Torre 2012–2013; Vitellozzi, forthcom-
ing. This section contains an excerpt from that article. 
21 Mouterde 1930, 53–64, pl.1.

Fig. 3: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria (inv. no. 1526). Magnetite gem showing 
Eros and Psyche (“Sword of Dardanos”). The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy of 
the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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The πρᾶξις reported in the great magical papyrus of Paris, which is presumably a magi-
cians’ handbook,22 is a detailed procedure for performing a binding love spell23 that 
works through the cooperation of several elements, one of them being an engraved 
gem. The making of the gem is described as follows:

λαβὼν λίθον μάγνετα τὸν πνέοντα, γλύψον Ἀφροδίτην ἱππιστὶ καθεμένην ἐπὶ Ψυχῆς, τῇ 
ἀριστερᾷ χειρὶ κρατοῦσαν, τοὺς βοστρύχους ἀναδεσμευομένην, καὶ ἐπάνω τῆς κεϕαλῆς αὐτῆς· 
αχμαγε ραρπεψει· ὑποκάτω δὲ τῆς Ἀφροδίτης καὶ τῆς Ψυχῆς Ἔρωτα ἐπὶ πόλου ἑστῶτα, λαμπάδα 
κρατοῦντα καομένην, ϕλέγοντα τὴν Ψυχήν. ὑποκάτω δὲ τοῦ Ἔρωτος τὰ ὀνόματα ταῦτα· αχαπα 
Ἀδωναῖε βασμα χαραχω Ἰακώβ Ἰάω η · φαρφαρηϊ · εἰς δὲ τὸ ἕτερον μέρος τοῦ λίθου Ψυχήν καὶ 
Ἔρωτα περιπεπλεγμένους ἑαυτοῖς καὶ ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας τοῦ Ἔρωτος ταῦτα· с с с с с с с с, ὑποκάτω 
δὲ τῆς Ψυχῆς· η η η η η η η η (PGM IV.1721–1745).24

The instructions describe the creation of an amulet out of a magnet: the attractive force 
of this stone, which was likened to that of love,25 is employed for all the amulets styled 

22 See Smith 1979, 129, n. 4.
23 On this topic see, in general, Faraone 1999, 43–54.
24 Take a magnetic stone which is breathing and engrave Aphrodite sitting astride Psyche/and with 
her left hand holding her hair bound in curls. And above her head: “ACHMAGE RARPEPSEI”; and 
below/Aphrodite and Psyche engrave Eros standing on the vault of heaven, holding a blazing torch 
and burning Psyche. And below Eros these/names: “ACHAPA ADŌNAIE BASMA CHARAKŌ IAKŌB IAŌ 
Ē PHARPHARĒI.” On the other side of the stone engrave Psyche and Eros embracing/one another and 
beneath Eros’ feet these letters: “SSSSSSSS”, and beneath Psyche’s feet: “ĒĒĒĒĒĒĒĒ”. (Engl. tr. E.N. 
O’Neil in GMPT).
25 On the properties of magnetite see Halleux/Schamp 1985, 98–100 (=Orph. L. 13.306–343). See also, 
in general, Radl 1988.

Fig. 4: Impression of a magnetite showing Eros and Psyche. CBd no. 1555 (Mouterde 1930, pl. 1). 
Reproduced by courtesy of the Campbell Bonner Database.
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following this procedure. The scene of a Psyche tortured by Aphrodite and Eros26 is 
perfectly represented in the Perugia magnetite, a good example of synergy between 
text and image. The motif, rather than a narrative scene, seems to be a “persuasive 
image”27 based on the meaning of the Greek word for soul, ψυχή: the iconic force of 
the images, together with the power of words, was evidently thought to unleash the 
magical virtues of the stone. 

The obverse shows Aphrodite wearing a short dress and riding Psyche, who is 
flying with outstretched arms and who is burnt from beneath by a torch-bearing Eros 
standing on a globe. This motif is almost unique in Graeco-Roman art, since nowhere 
else we meet Aphrodite sitting astride an anthropomorphic figure: this is a good 
reason to suppose that such a device was created by an expert engraver under the 
directions of a professional magician.

This is evident if we look at the intriguing gesture that Aphrodite makes with her 
left hand, a philological rendition of the expression τῇ ἀριστερᾷ χειρὶ κρατοῦσαν, τοὺς 
βοστρύχους ἀναδεσμευομένην (PGM IV.1725–1726). In fact, if we compare the gem to 
the text, we may read (with different punctuation) “τῇ ἀριστερᾷ χειρὶ κρατοσῦαν τοὺς 
βοστρύχους, ἀναδεσμευομένην”, wherein τοὺς βοστρύχους can be an apo koinou con-
struction. This emphasis on Aphrodite’s gesture is due to its “persuasive” function; 
the manual action of twisting curls reflects the magical aversion of a soul mentioned 
in the procedure (line 1808: ἐπίστρεψον τὴν ψυχὴν), and this is further evidence of 
the cooperation of words with images.

The complex Perugia specimen has a more conventional counterpart in the 
Syrian gem (fig. 4), which was probably influenced by the famous ἀναδυομένη type; 
here Aphrodite, holding her hair with both hands, rides a naked Psyche crawling on 
all fours. 

The upper rim of the Perugia magnet bears the inscription AXMA[…]ΦEPMEI, 
probably to be read as AXMA[ΓE PAP]ΦEPMEI (αχμαγε ραρπεψει in PGM IV.1730). The 
lower part of the intaglio, all around the standing Eros, is occupied by a formula in 
six lines:

Π

AKAΠAKA

AΔWNAIE

BACMAXAP

AKWIAK

26 On the role of Eros and Psyche in ancient Greek love magic, see Reitzenstein 1930; Merlin 1934; 
Binder/Merkelbach 1968; Winkler 1991; Faraone 1999, 41–55; Michel 2004, 203–211; 265–266, no. 15.2.
27 On persuasive images in the ancient world and on the notion of “persuasive analogy” see Faraone 
1992, 117–123.
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WBIAW

→ πακαπακα Ἀδωναῖε βασμα χαραχω Ἰακώβ Ἰάω

The reverse side shows Eros and Psyche embracing on a ground line, with an inscrip-

tion in two lines written beneath:

HHHHCCCCCCC

HHHHCCCCCCC

A comparison with the papyrus text (tab. 1) suggests that both the stones were styled 

after the same written tradition.

Tab. 1: Comparison of the PGM description with gemstones (obverse)

PGM IV.1716–1741 Perugia Inv. 1526 Mouterde 1930

Device 
(Obv.)

Ἀφροδίτην ἱππιστὶ καθεμένην 
ἐπὶ Ψυχῆς, τῇ ἀριστερᾷ χειρὶ 
κρατοῦσαν, τοὺς βοστρύχους 
ἀναδεσμευομένην

ὑποκάτω δὲ τῆς Ἀφροδίτης καὶ 
τῆς Ψυχῆς Ἔρωτα ἐπὶ πόλου 
ἑστῶτα, λαμπάδα κρατοῦντα 
καομένην, ϕλέγοντα τὴν Ψυχήν.

Aphrodite
(with short dress), riding 
Psyche (dressed, flying),
and curling her hair

below:
torch-bearing Eros on a 
globe, burning Psyche

Aphrodite
(naked, anadyomene’s 
gesture), riding Psyche
(naked, on all fours)

below:
torch-bearing Eros on a 
globe, burning Psyche

Inscriptions
(Obv.)

ἐπάνω τῆς κεϕαλῆς αὐτῆς (scl. 
Ἀφροδίτης)
· αχμαγε ραρπεψει·

ὑποκάτω δὲ τοῦ Ἔρωτος τὰ 
ὀνόματα ταῦτα
· αχαπα Ἀδωναῖε βασμα χαραχω 
Ἰακώβ Ἰάω η · φαρφαρηϊ ·

above Aphrodite’s head:
AXMA[ΓE PAP]ΦEPMEI

around Eros:
Π

AKAΠAKA
AΔWNAIE

BACMAXAP
AKWIAK
WBIAW

beside Aphrodite’s head
AXM
AAΓ
EΓAP
ΓEPΦ
EΨI

beside Eros:
….XΛAΔW NAIEBACMAXA
WIAK WBICAKW

In fact, the inscribed formulas have the position indicated in the papyrus, namely, 

above Aphrodite and below Eros: this probably means that each deity has his/her own 

λόγος expressing the divine essence (οὐσία). The meaning of AXMA[ΓE PAP]ΦEPMEI 
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(αχμαγε ραρφερμει), associated with Aphrodite, is obscure, but we know much more 

about the sequence of magical names related to Eros. The word αχαπα is probably an 

onomatopoeia (ΠAKAΠAKA), as both specimens seem to demonstrate. The Perugia 

gem also reports the well-known sequence Ἀδωναῖε βασμα χαραχω Ἰακώβ Ἰάω as it 

appears in the papyrus.28

Neither gem bears the sequence η φαρφαρηϊ, wherein η could be a vox magica 

rather than a subjunction,29 while φαρφαρηϊ is a glossolalic vox that may indicate a 

daemonic entity.30 This omission is probably due to a lack of space and not to a misin-

terpretation of the papyrus. However, we cannot exclude that the maker of the gem 

used an altered text, or even considered η as a coordinating subjunction (the opposite 

of what happens for the abovementioned inscription CTOMAKOY H XNOYNIC): thus, 

he could have interpreted the prescription as an option between the sequence αχαπα 

Ἀδωναῖε βασμα χαραχω Ἰακώβ Ἰάω and the single vox φαρφαρηϊ.

The substitution of Isaac (ICAKW) for JΗWΗ (Ἰάω) on the Beirut exemplar shows 

better knowledge of the Old Testament: it seems that the magician took some liber-

ties with the λόγος and preferred a list of Abraham’s descent31 to the juxtaposition of 

JΗWΗ and Jacob.32 If we now look at the reverse of the gems (table 2), we can see that, 

though the motifs are identical, there is no correspondence between the inscribed 

texts.

28 See Bohak 2008, 199. Ἀδωναῖε is the vocative of the name Ἀδωναῖος, a Greek word formed on the 
Hebr. Adônai, ‘Lord’; βασμα, which is originally a transliterated form of the Aramaic locution bi-šēma 
‘in the name of’, is elevated to the rank of deity, sometimes being identified with the supreme god. 
The vox χαραχω is an Egyptian-sounding formula that can be compared with the Coptic name Harko 
of PGM IV.84.
29 According to Reinhold Merkelbach (Abrasax I, 152 ad PGM XXI.19), followed by William Brashear 
(Brashear 1995, 3586, s. v. Ἡ), the letter H could be the transliterated name of the Egyptian primal 
deity Ḥḥ. Though highly hypothetical, this interpretation is intriguing, since in PGM XXI.19 Ἡ is the 
first of the eight phylakes corresponding to the Egyptian Ogdoad. Probably we would not expect a 
single member of the Ogdoad occuring here, but both the explanations seem plausible.
30 See e.g. φορφορ βορβορβα φωρφωρ in PGM VII.660; Φερφεριήλ in Delatte 1927, 70.124. For a gen-
eral discussion see Fauth 1993, 57–75. Similar to φαρφαρηϊ is, also, the magical word βαρβαρειχ of 
PGM XII.241, part of the Sun god’s “great name”.
31 We know that Old Testament patriarchs are often elevated to the rank of deities and therefore 
invoked by the magicians: cf. PGM XII.287, where the Great God is called τὸν Ἀβραάν, τὸν Ἰσάκ, τὸν 
Ἰακκωβι, or the sequence Αβρααμ ισακ ιακωβ inscribed (lines 2–3) on an onyx in the Metropolitan 
Museum NYC (M.M. 15–43.317 = Bonner 1950, 300, no. 284).
32 This is attested in ancient magical texts: cf. the vox ιακουβια (Iakoub + Iao) in a defixio from Istan-
bul (Moraux 1960, 28f.).
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Tab. 2: Comparison of the PGM description with gemstones (reverse)

PGM IV.1716–1741 Perugia Inv. 1526 Mouterde 1930

Device
(Rev.)

Ψυχήν καὶ Ἔρωτα 
περιπεπλγμένους ἑαυτοῖς

Eros and Psyche embracing Eros and Psyche 
embracing

Inscription
(Rev.)

ὑπὸ τοὺς πόδας τοῦ Ἔρωτος 
ταῦτα· с с с с с с с с, ὑποκάτω 
δὲ τῆς Ψυχῆς· η η η η η η η η·

Under the ground line:

HHHHCCCCCCC
HHHHCCCCCCC

IACIM H
MA

Ἰάσιμ(ον) ἧμα

The Perugia amulet has the same sequence of vowels and consonants found in the 
papyrus. However, instead of eight etas and eight sigmas as in the formulary, the gem 
has four H and seven C; this is not random, and can be compared with two other 
gems, now in the Cabinet des Médailles in Paris. On these gems, the couple Ares-Aph-
rodite is associated with asymmetric vowel sequences  which evidently express the 
mutual contrast of the two deities and their respective dominances.33 The sound of 
these letters, probably intended to imitate the exhalation of the stone’s πνεῦμα from 
the performer’s mouth, seems to be more than a magic hiss (Grk. συριγμός), as it 
rather symbolizes the οὐσία of the two deities: the sequence seems to emphasize Eros’ 
final victory (expressed by the seven C) to which the entire ritual aims.

According to Mouterde’s reading, the Syrian specimen has a “motto” instead of the 
sequence of etas and sigmas: the presence of such expressions is a common feature of 
magical gems made for love purposes.34 Doubtless the oxymoric phrase Ἰάσιμ(ον) ἧμα 
(“trait guérrissable”) is in perfect accordance with the idea of pain caused by erotic 
desire and healed by the sweet comfort of the beloved; the writing of this sentence 
on an amulet showing both the torments of Psyche and her love embrace with Eros 
could be intentional, but we cannot exclude that IACIM H MA is merely a vox magica. 

Together with these examples of perfect correspondence between gems and for-
mularies, it is worth mentioning two other intaglios which probably refer to the same 
tradition. The first one is a magnetite in the Getty Museum showing Eros and Psyche 
in a love embrace (fig. 5).35

33 See Bevilacqua 2002, 22f.
34 Like, for example, the inscription ΔΙΚΑΙWC on some intaglios with Eros and Psyche: see e.g. Mi-
chel 2004, 359, pl. 87,2–4.
35 Michel 2004, 359, pl. 87,3.
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The first word of the inscription, [EE]ECCAWΘ NIXAPOΠΛΗΞ36 seems to suggest that 
the magical hiss mentioned in the papyrus has been gradually elevated to the rank 
of deity. If this is true, it could be another amulet possibly related to our text. Then 
comes a famous chalcedony in Paris,37 which is also connected with our papyrus; on 
its obverse, a naked figure (probably a woman) sits on the back of another human 
crawling on all fours, while the reverse shows a seated Zeus facing a standing Apollo. 
This gem is different from the model described in our procedure and its magical func-
tion needs further comment,38 but the motif may owe something to the tradition of the 
Sword of Dardanos, as the scholars have pointed out.39

The comparison between the PGM text and these four gems shows a meaningful 
aspect of the relationship between formularies and gemstones: variation within the 
tradition. The Perugia gem, probably made to order by a professional magician for his 
better paying clients, follows exactly the instructions in the papyrus, while the Syrian 
specimen shows significant changes probably due to the use of a simplified text. The 
Getty gem appears to be a standard artifact styled by men who had some reminis-
cence of our archetype, while the Paris calchedony shows a creative reinterpretation.

36 I propose this reading after a look at the high-definition photograph provided by the Getty’s Open 
Content Program.
37 Cabinet des Médailles, M 6601 = Delatte/Derchain 1964, 235, no. 322.
38 It is difficult to say whether or not this gem was made for love purposes, since none of its elements 
can be related with any certainty to the sphere of erotic magic.
39 Delatte/Derchain 1964, 233–235. See now Mastrocinque 2014, 131, no. 351.

Fig. 5: The J. Paul Getty Museum, Villa Collection, Malibu, California (inv. no. 85.AN.370.39). Engra-
ved Gem, 1st–4th century, Green Jasper Ringstone. Amulet showing Eros and Psyche. Digital images 
courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program.
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This comparison gives evidence of how an archetypal model could be altered, 
innovated or even routinized according to the competence of both the magician and 
the engraver, in a context which is far from being homogeneous and despite the many 
injunctions we find in the papyri to reproduce and perform a spell precisely. As Nagy40 
and Mastrocinque41 have pointed out, a large part of the gem designs could well have 
originated from archetypal models described in magical handbooks; most of these 
handbooks are unknown to us, but part of their contents can be reconstructed from 
references we find in the lithic tradition42 as well as in other literary sources, such 
as medical texts.43 Indeed, we know of several medical recipes involving engraved 
gems; Galen,44 relying on Nechepso and followed by other authors,45 recommends 
the wearing of a ἴαϲπιϲ χλωρός (green jasper) with a “radiate serpent” (Chnoubis) to 
heal stomach diseases (fig. 6), while Marcellus Empiricus prescribes a iaspis frygia 
aerizusa (probably a chalcedony) bearing the well-known symbol SSS for his pleuritic 
patients (fig. 7).46 Alexander of Tralles mentions some Median stone amulets showing 
Herakles’ fight against the Nemean lion which were used as a cure for colics (fig. 8),47 

while Pelagonius recommends engraving a lion and a star on an iron ring to heal 
dental abscesses.48 All these imageries are widely attested among the extant gems.

These elements lead us on to conclude that the absence of grimoires for making 
magical gems is due not to their being something else from the magic of the papyri, 
but rather to the vagaries of transmission; the complete catalogue of types provided 

40 Nagy 2002b, 153–179.
41 Mastrocinque 2003, 63–66.
42 See Nagy 2002b, 170–176; addendum: Nagy 2015.
43 On gems used for medical purposes see Nagy 2012.
44 Galen. De simpl. 10.19 (Ed. Kühn XII, 207): Ἰδιότητα δέ τινες ἐνίοις λίθους μαρτυροῦσι τοιαύτην, οἵαν 
ὄντως ἔχει καὶ ὁ χλωρὸς ἴασπις, ὠφελῶν τόν τε στόμαχον καὶ τὸ τῆς γαστρὸς στόμα περιαπτόμενον. 
ἐντιθέασί τε καὶ δακτυλίῳ αὐτὸν ἔνιοι καὶ γλύφουσιν ἐν αὐτῷ τὸν τὰς ἀκτῖνας ἔχοντα δράκοντα, 
καθάπερ καὶ ὁ βασιλεὺς Νεχεψὼς ἔγραψεν ἐν τῇ τεσσαρακαιδεκάτῃ βίβλῳ. It is well known that Ch-
noubis is often represented on green stone (green jaspers, plasmas, or prases): see the list provided in 
Michel 2004, 255–263, no. 11. Compare also Faraone 2011, 50–52.
45 Cf. Aët. Tetrabiblos 1 serm. 2 c.36: quidam anulis iaspidem viridem includunt et draconem radios 
habentem in ipsa sculptum ex praecepto Necepsi regis, qui prosit ventriculo; Marc. Emp. 20.98 (Liecht-
enhan 1968, 354): Ad stomachi dolorem remedium physicum sic: in iaspide exculpe draconem radiatum, 
ut habeat septem radios et claude auro et utere in collo. 
46 Marc. Emp. 24.7 (Liechtenhan 1968, 412): in lapide iaspide frygia aerizusa si nota infra scripta ins-
culpta fuerit, id est SSS, et collo dolentis latus fuerit suspensus, inire proderit. This type has a close 
parallel in a milky chalcedony from Aquileia (SGG II, 23 pl. 5, no. Aq 33).
47 Alex.Trall. VIII (Brunet 1933-1937, IV, 80) Εἰς λίθον Μηδικὸν γλύψον Ἡρακλέα ὀρθὸν πνίγοντα 
λέοντα καὶ ἐγκλείσας εἰς δακτυλίδιον χρυσοῦν δίδου φορεῖν. On magical gems showing Herakles and 
the nemean lion see SGG I, 59, 361–364; Michel 2004,178–181; 280–281, no. 23; Faraone 2011, 51–53. On 
Herakles’ labours in ancient magic see Faraone 2013.
48  Hippiatr. Paris. 206.1: Πελαγωνίου πρὸς αὐτό. Δακτυλίδιον σιδηροῦν ἔχον γλύμμα λέοντος καὶ 
ἐπάνω ἀστέρα ὑποκάτω τῆς <γούλας> κρέμασον καὶ θαυμάσεις. 
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Fig. 6: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria (inv. no. 1249). Plasma showing Chnou-
bis (Vitellozzi 2010, 407–408, no. 507). The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy of 
the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.

Fig. 7: Budapest, Museum of Fine Arts (inv. no. 62.21.A). Chalcedony showing the Chnoubis-sign. 
CBd no. 152. Photo: László Mátyus, reproduced by courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts Budapest.
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by Simone Michel49 clearly demonstrates that most of the motifs can be classified 
in series and that the models for their making can be found in the surviving texts 
(including the papyri), no matter how removed their original sources are from the 
copies we have. 

It is evident that engravers and magicians worked together following a written 
tradition, but this tradition could be altered as magical formularies, which were often 
compiled from a multitude of various sources, were produced, copied and interpo-
lated; obviously, this does not exclude oral transmission, which could persist as far 
as magical books were illegally owned, or because of the secrecy that magic rituals 
imply. Procedures and instructions could be changed by the magicians themselves at 
any time, in the light of their own knowledge50 or according to their clients’ requests. 
Gem motifs were customized for specific purposes, and probably most of them could 
be simplified for the needs of the low classes; although the relative cost of gems 
excluded a great part of the population, their availability provided a wide range of 
options. As the extent of routinisation seems to suggest, it is probable that most of the 
practioners relied on receptaries for common designs.

49 Michel 2004.
50 On the transmission of magical formularies, see Brashear 1995, 3412–3419. On magic and magi-
cians in the ancient world see, in general, Dickie 1999; Dickie 2001.

Fig. 8: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria (inv. no. 1493). Red jasper showing Hera-
kles and the Nemean lion (Vitellozzi 2010, 421–422, no. 520). The photograph, taken by the author, 
appears courtesy of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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Moreover, the creation of the most elaborated types could be the result of a long 
ritual tradition. Since the earliest magical gems were probably made by combining 
nomina barbara with traditional imageries, we can suppose that some original designs 
could have become popular once (and because) they were “tested” and appreciated 
in a ritual context.

The comparison of texts and artefacts leads us to make two important considera-
tions. First, perfect correspondence is rare, because every magical amulet is the result 
of a ritual. Secondly, gem designs are individual creations made for specific purposes, 
and therefore strongly influenced by the occasion and by the need to meet the clients’ 
requests. Consequently, the instructions we find in the literary sources are not to be 
considered as strict rules, but rather as guide-lines subjected to the initiative of the 
practitioners.

In the light of this, relations between magical texts and gems can be found regard-
less of whether or not the modern categories classify our stones as “magical”. As Nagy 
points out,51 the designs mentioned in the ancient lapidaries are rarely accompanied 
by magical formulas, but some of them are represented on magical gems; in turn, 
there are plenty of ordinary gems that can be recognized as magical for their features 
or for being described as such by the sources. The ancient lapidaries contain many 
examples of designs for talismans, but most of them are never seen on gems, and no 
magical formulas or signs are recommended. According to Nagy,52 we can now con-
sider the “magical gems” as a species of the vast genus of jewellery used in magical 
rites.

In this heterogeneous context, as Morton Smith did for the magical papyri, we 
are now able to divide magical gems in three groups. The first comprises high-quality 
exemplars made after elaborate models, which were produced by skilled engravers 
under the direction of famous mages who could also use the gems for themselves. 
In the second group are gems made by professional magicians for some particular 
person or purpose; though their creation was influenced by archetypal models, many 
variations could be made according to the needs of the performers. In the third and 
final group are amulets with no specific reference: these include a large number of the 
extant magical gems, most of them being standard artefacts with routinized image-
ries. Also “ordinary” gems can be classified as amulets when our sources say they 
were, even when they do not bear inscriptions or charakteres: Nagy’s definition of 
“talismans”, including both magical intaglios and traditional gems, appears to be an 
excellent solution for this hermeneutic impasse.53

The growing number of published gemstones, together with the renewed inter-
est in the sources, has led scholars to suggest new parallels. In 1987, Marise Waege-
man published a detailed survey of the stone amulets mentioned in the first book of 

51 See Nagy 2012.
52 See esp. Nagy 2012, 82–90; Nagy 2015.
53 See esp. Nagy 2012, 90.
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Cyranides, which has been recently developed by Attilio Mastrocinque and Sabino 
Perea Yébenes.54 The discovery of the wooden tables from Grand, with their conse-
quent edition (1993),55 has furnished archaeological data that are of extreme value for 
establishing relations between the repertory of gems and the references we find in the 
astrological treatises (especially in the Holy Book of Hermes); on this topic, important 
considerations will be provided in Quack’s forthcoming monograph.56

In 2002, Nagy published a useful list of literary references to the use of gems, 
from both the Greek papyri and the ancient lapidaries.57 Ten years later, in his Dak-
tylios Pharmakítes (2012) he focused on those gems prescribed for medical purposes. 
Michel’s opus magnum58 gives detailed literary references for each of the typologies 
commented, highlighting parallels that had not been considered by the previous 
studies. 

The investigation of the medieval treatises on stones is producing surprising 
results, as the comparison between these sources and the repertory of Roman gems 
evidences interesting parallels; in one of his recent works, Nagy has been able to 
demonstrate an indirect relationship between Albertus Magnus’ De mineralibus and 
a famous magical gem, now in St. Petersburg, showing Perseus holding a Gorgon’s 
head.59

In the light of these new perspectives, and aware of the provisional nature of such 
compilations, the following is a summary of the lists provided by the scholars with 
updated parallels taken from the most recent publications, based on an established 
classification.

1 Magical gems and rings mentioned in the magical 
papyri60

1.1 PGM I.42–195: Spell of Pnouthis for acquiring an assistant

[...] and engraved on the stone is: Helioros as a lion-faced figure, holding in the left/hand a celes-
tial globe and a whip, and around him in a circle is a serpent biting his tail. And on the exergue 

54 Mastrocinque 2005; Mastrocinque 2014; Perea Yébenes 2014, 75-128; Mastrocinque 2015.
55 Abry 1993.
56 Quack, forthcoming.
57 On the relation between engraved gems and lapidaries see also Quack 2001; Perea Yébenes 2010, 
473–484; Perea Yébenes 2014, 129-160.
58 Michel 2004.
59 Nagy, 2015. On Perseus in magic arts see also Mastrocinque 2013.
60 Compare Nagy 2002b.
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of the stone is this name (conceal it): ‚ACHA ACHACHA CHACH CHARCHARA CHACH‛. And after 
passing an Anubian string through it, wear it around your neck.61

The remarks made by Nock and Bonner on the position of the whip (see Bonner 1950, 
19 and Nagy 2002b, 177, n. 1) are based on iconography. Good examples of the type are: 
Bonner 1950, 292–293, pl. 11, nos. 234 (rock crystal, without Ouroboros serpent, inscr. 
ZEΘ AΦΟBETWP ΘPΟΨMEW MIΘΟPON ΦAWXI EIAEOC TH EME ΨYXH KAI TOYCE-
MOYC TEKNYC62), 235 (rock crystal, without Ouroboros serpent, inscr. ZEΘ AΟBETWP 
ΘPΟΨMEW MIΘPOPOM ΦAWXI IΛEWC TH EME ΨYXH KAI TW EMW BIW63); Michel 
2001, 163, pl. 38, no. 265 (fig. 9) (rock crystal, without Ouroboros serpent, inscr. ZEΘ 
ABETWP ΘPMEW MIΘPON ΦAW). 

61 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
62 “Zeth, fearless-hearted, Thropsmeô Mithoron Phaôchi, (be) well disposed to my soul and my chil-
dren.”
63 “Zeth, fearless-hearted, Thropsmeô Mithorom Phaôchi, (be) well disposed to my soul and to my 
life.”

Fig. 9: London, British Museum (inv. G 502, EA 56502). Rock crystal amulet with Leontokephalos 
[drawing: Jim Farrant] (Michel 2001, 163, pl. 38, no. 265). CBd no. 159. The image, sourced by the 
CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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1.2 PGM IV.1716–1870: “Sword of Dardanos”

Take a magnetic stone (μάγνης) which is breathing and engrave Aphrodite sitting astride Psyche/
and with her left hand holding her hair bound in curls. And above her head: ‘ACHMAGE RAR-
PEPSEI’; and below/Aphrodite and Psyche engrave Eros standing on the vault of heaven, holding 
a blazing torch and burning Psyche. And below Eros these/names: ‘ACHAPA ADŌNAIE BASMA 
CHARAKŌ IAKŌB IAŌ Ē PHARPHARĒI.’ On the other side of the stone engrave Psyche and Eros 
embracing/one another and beneath Eros’ feet these letters: ‘SSSSSSSS’, and beneath Psyche’s 
feet: ‘ĒĒĒĒĒĒĒĒ’.64

Parallels: Vitellozzi 2010, 419–420, no. 518; Mouterde 1930, 53 (See above figs. 3–4).

1.3 PGM IV.2125–2139: A restraining seal for skulls that are not 
satisfactory

[…] Taking iron from a leg fetter, work it cold and make a ring on which have a headless lion 
engraved. Let him have, instead of his head, a crown of Isis, and let him trample with his feet a 
skeleton (the right foot should trample the skull of the skeleton. In the middle of these should be 
an owl-eyed cat with its paw on a Gorgon’s head; in a circle around [all of them?], these names: 
IADŌR INBA NICHAIOPLĒX BRITH.65

Though none of the published gems corresponds exactly to this description, there are 
amulets showing a lion treading over a skeleton (the right foot of the lion always on 
the skull): see e.g. Neverov 1978, 840, no. 20; Michel 2004, 354, pl. 43,1 (307, 37.A.3.a).

1.4 PGM IV.2622–2707: Slander Spell to Selene

Take a magnet (μάγνης) that is breathing and fashion it in the form of a heart, and let there be 
engraved on it Hekate lying about the heart, like a little crescent. Then carve the twenty lettered 
spell that is all vowels,/and wear it around your body. The following name is what is written 
‘AEYŌ ĒΙΕ ŌA EŌĒ EŌA ŌΙ EŌΙ’.66

Direct parallels of the type are unknown to me.

1.5 PGM IV.2622–2707: Slander Spell to Selene

[…] Make pills and stamp with a completely iron ring, completely tempered, with a Hekate and 
the name BARZOU PHERBA.67

64 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
65 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
66 PGM IV.2631–2637.
67 PGM IV.2690–2693; Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
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I am currently not aware of direct parallels, but Hekate is often represented on magical 
gems (see Michel 2004, 277–278, no. 21). 

1.6 PGM IV.2785–2890: Prayer to Selene for any spell

Take a lodestone (σιδηρίτης) and on it have carved a three-faced Hekate. And let the middle face 
be that of a maiden wearing horns, and the left face that of a dog, and the one on the right that 
of a goat. After the carving is done, clean with natron and water, and dip in the blood of one who 
has died a violent death.68

I cannot find any direct parallels, but see Bonner 1950, 278–279 no. 156; Dimitrova 
Milčeva 1980, 96 n. 266 (Hekate with three animal heads). See also Nagy 2002b, 178, 
no. 6. On Hekate see, in general, Johnston 1990.

1.7 PGM IV.2943–2966: Love-spell of attraction through 
wakefulness

[…] and seal it with your own ring which has crocodiles with the backs of their head attached.69

For this passage, Nagy poses the problem of translation (Nagy 2002b, 178, no. 7): in 
fact, the Greek expression κορκοδείλους ἀντικεφάλους of PGM IV.2954 could also be 
translated as “crocodiles with confronting heads”. Though I cannot find any direct 
parallels for this motif, a gem in the Skoluda collection (Michel 2004, 304, no. 34.2) 
shows a crocodile with a uraeus coming out of its mouth.

1.8 PGM V.213–303: Ring of Hermes

Carve a scarab in costly green stone (σμάραγδος) and, having pierced [the stone], thread it with 
gold [wire?]. On the counterside of the scarab engrave holy Isis.70

Parallels: AGD I.1, 69, no. 346, pl. 40 (fig. 10), carnelian instead of a green stone: see 
Nagy 2002b, 178, no. 8. Compare also below no. 2.17.

68 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
69 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
70 PGM V.240–243.
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1.9 PGM V.447–458

On a jasperlike agate (ἰασπαχάτης) engrave Sarapis seated, facing forwards (?), holding an Egyp-
tian royal sceptre and on the sceptre an ibis, and on the back of the stone the [magical] name [of 
Sarapis?].71

Direct parallels: Bonner 1950, 314, nos. 356 (fig. 11) and 357; Zwierlein-Diehl 1992, 33, 
pl. 30.15–16 (See Nagy 2002b, 178, no. 9).

71 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).

Fig. 11a–b: NYC, The Metropolitan Museum of Art (acc. no. 10.130.1390). Green jasper showing an 
enthroned Sarapis. CBd no. 1130. Digital images reproduced by courtesy of the OASC initiative of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (www.metmuseum.org).

Fig. 10: München, Staatliche Münzsammlung. Carnelian scarab showing Isis (AGD I.1, no. 346, pl. 
40). The photograph is reproduced by courtesy of the Staatliche Münzsammlung, München.
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1.10 PGM VII.628–642

Then Engrave [the image] of the Asklepios [worshipped] in Memphis on a ring of iron from a leg 
fetter.72

This imagery does not seem to have any direct parallels, but, if the Asklepios of 
Memphis is the Egyptian god Imhotep (see GMPT, 136, fn. 139), the British Museum 
agate Inv. G 21, EA 56021 (Michel 2001, 203, pl. 47, no. 319) showing a bald, beardless 
Asklepios with Hygieia (fig. 12), can be related to this tradition.

1.11 PGM XII.201–269: Placing (a) ring

Taking an air-colored jasper (ἴασπις ἀερίζων), engrave on it a snake in a circle with its tail in its 
mouth, and also in the middle of the [circle formed by] the snake [Selene] having two stars on 
the two horns, and above these, Helios, beside whom ABRASAX should be inscribed; and on the 
opposite side of the stone from this inscription, the same name ABRASAX, and around the border 
you will write the great and holy and omnicompetent [spell], the name IAŌ SABAŌTH.73

I am currently not aware of direct parallels for this design, but Helios and Selene are 
sometimes seen together on magical gems: see Michel 2004, 330, no. 49.2.a.

72 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
73 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).

Fig. 12: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 21, EA 56021). Dark brown agate: obv. Chnoubis/rev. 
Asklepios-Imhotep and Hygieia (Michel 2001, 203, pl. 47, no. 319). CBd no. 705. The photograph, 
sourced by the CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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1.12 PGM XII.270–350: A little ring for success, favour and victory

Helios is to be engraved on a heliotrope stone (ἡλιοτρόπιος) as follows: a thick-bodied snake in 
the shape of a wreath should be [shown] having its tail in its mouth. Inside [the circle formed 
by] the snake let there be a sacred scarab. On the reverse side of the stone you are to inscribe the 
name in hieroglyphics, as the prophets pronounce it.74

According to Nagy (Nagy 2002b, 179, no. 12), the name that is to be written in hiero-
glyphics (ἱερογλυφικῶς) on the reverse of the gem could be a magical formula or a 
sequence of charakteres. In fact, the closest parallel we have on gems (Philipp 1986, 
84, no. 118, pl. 28 = SGG I, pl. 6) is a green jasper bearing the Iarbatha-Logos (fig. 13) 
(See Michel 2004, 484, s. v. Iarbatha-Logos).

1.13 PDM XII.6–20: A ring to cause praise

You bring a ring of iron and you bring a white stone which is in the shape of a grape which grows 
as a fresh plant in the water, there being [a] daimon with the face of a falcon…together with his 
snake tail, there being a nemes headdress (?) in (?) the…eye whose face goes to the … Write/this 
name on it … saying, ‘ABRAXAM PHILEN…CHNI…’ […].75

Direct parallels are unknown to me, but the description recalls the well-known hawk-
headed Horus type (See Michel 2004, 267, no. 16.2.b)

74 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
75  Translation Janet H. Johnson.

Fig. 13: ÄM 9876 © Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – PK, 
Photo: Sandra Steiß. Green jasper, obv. Helios as a scarab, rev. Iarbatha-Logos (Philipp 1986, 84, 
no. 118, pl. 28 = SGG I, pl. 6).
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1.14 PGM LXI.1–38: Commendable love charm

And whenever you perform this spell, have an iron ring with yourself, on which has been engra-
ved Harpokrates sitting on a lotus, and his name is ABRASAX.76

Though these instructions refer to an iron ring, the motif is widely attested on stones 
(see Michel 2004, 269–276, no. 19). In two cases, the reverse of the gem shows the vox 
ABPACAΞ alone: M. Whiting in Henig 1994, 223–224, no. 495; Vitellozzi 2010, 413, no. 
512 (= SGG II, 105, no. Pe 5, pl. 30) (fig. 14).

1.15 PGM LXII.24–46

[…] and will carve these characters on a magnet that is breathing. These are the characters to be 
made .77

Although many magnetite amulets bear charakteres, the sequence reported in the 
papyrus seems to be unattested.

76 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).
77 Translation E. N. O’Neil (GMPT).

Fig. 14: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria (inv. no. 1502). Heliotrope, obv. Harpo-
krates on lotus, rev. ABPACAΞ (Vitellozzi 2010, 413, no. 512). The photograph, taken by the author, 
appears courtesy of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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1.16 PGM XCIV.12–29

Make a ‘gothic’ [ring?] and then carve [on it the] following [?] and [with the ?] hand, in the 
middle…: ‘CHACH’.

According to Suppl. Mag. II, 216–218, it is highly probable that the object mentioned is 
a ring, but the text is fragmentary and the identification seems impossible.

2 Gem engravings described in the ancient 
lapidaries78

2.1 Jupiter seated on an eagle

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234, no. 7) “erbosa”.

According to (Nagy 2002b, 171, no. 1), this description can be related to gems showing 
a Serapis head with an eagle above, but the text indicates rather a Jupiter seated on 
the back of an eagle (Iovem sedentem aquilam). This motif is attested on Roman gems 
(Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234, no. 2): see e.g. Walters 1926, 265, no. 2718 (glass); Richter 
1956, 121–122, pl. 56, no. 604 (sardonyx cameo); Dembski 2005, 57, pl. 5, no. 41; AGD IV 
Han, 292–293, pl. 212, no. 1596 (carnelian).

2.2 Head of Helios with radiate crown

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 3) “eliotropios”.

Parallels on magical gems: Michel 2004, 279, no. 22. See esp. Delatte/Derchain 1964, 
220, no. 301 = Mastrocinque 2014, 145, no. 380 (jasper); Michel 2001, 148–149, pl. 35, 
no. 243 (heliotrope) (fig. 15); SGG II, 59, pl. 16, no. Fi 64 (heliotrope); ibid. 122, pl. 35, 
nos. Ra 8–10 (heliotropes). See also (“non-magical” gems) Dembski 2005, 91, pl. 39, 
no. 399 (heliotrope).

78 See Nagy 2002b; Nagy 2012. See also Quack 2001; Perea Yébenes 2010.
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2.3 Head of Helios

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 3) “eliotropios”.

Parallels on magical gems: M. Whiting in Henig 1994, 230, no. 506 (heliotrope). For 
parallels on “non-magical” gems see e.g. AGWien II, 166, pl. 113, no. 1264 (heliotrope); 
Tomaselli 1993, 146, pl. 18, no, 360 (heliotrope); Vitellozzi 2010, 247, no. 269 (fig. 16) 
(green jasper).

Fig. 15: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 259, EA 56259). Heliotrope: obv. Helios/rev. inscription 
(Michel 2001, 148–149, no. 243, pl. 35). CBd no. 641. The photograph, sourced by the CBd, is repro-
duced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

Fig. 16: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria 
(inv. no. 1338). Green jasper: Head of Helios (Vitellozzi 2010, 
247, no. 269). The photograph, taken by the author, appears 
courtesy of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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2.4 Sol and Luna 

Damig. Lapid. 25.4 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 264) “obsianus”; see also Plin. Nat. 37.40 (124) “ame-
thystus”.

The description may refer to Helios and Selene: see e.g. Philipp 1986, 44, pl. 8, no. 34 
(magnetite).

2.5 Poseidon on his chariot, holding ears of wheat in his right 
hand, in the left hand holding reins; Amphitrite at his side

Orph. Lithica kerygmata 8.9 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 151) “τοπάζιος”.

This description has been paralleled to an intaglio in the Archaeological Museum of 
Tarragona (Perea Yébenes 2010, 465–466). I am suspicious about the antiquity of that 
intaglio and, in my opinion, the figure depicted (Ricomá i Vallhonrat 1982, no. 2 = 
Canós/Villena 2002, 156–157, no. 70, pl. 69) is not Poseidon, but a winged male figure 
(Eros?) driving a sea chariot.

2.6 Poseidon on a two-horses chariot

Lapidarius nauticus 3 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 188) “βήρυλλος”; Damig. Lapid. 60.4 (p. 286 
Halleux/Schamp) “alcinio”.

Parallels on “non-magical” gems: AGD Nürnberg, 77, no. 111 (see Nagy 2002b, 171, 
no. 5).

2.7 Poseidon with trident, his right foot on a dolphin

Socr. et Dion. 27.1 (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 27.1,  Halleux/Schamp 1985, 166) “ὑάκινθος”.

A good parallel (on “non-magical” gems) is an unpublished yellow glass gem in the 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria, Perugia (Inv. Bellucci 209–211: Posei-
don with dolphin under his foot) (fig. 17). A significant variation of the type has been 
found by the scholars (Perea Yébenes 2010, 476, pl. 28) on a magical gem from the 
antiquities market. According to Sabino Perea Yébenes, the intaglio, showing Eros on 
the back of a dolphin, is influenced by the story of Poseidon and Amphitrite as it is 
recorded by Eratosthenes (Perea Yébenes 2010, 476, fn. 82).
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2.8 Mars with trophy (tropaeum ferentem)

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 5) “sardio”. See also Socr. et Dion 30.9 (= 
Orphei lithica kerygmata 30.9, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 168) “βαβυλώνιος”, “σάρδιον” (Γλύφεται 
δὲ καὶ Ἄρης).

A good example of the type is furnished by an unpublished red carnelian in the Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria, Perugia (fig. 18). See also SGG I, 340, no. 297.

Fig. 17: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria (inv. no. 209–211). Yellow glass: Posei-
don with trident, his right foot on a dolphin. The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy 
of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.

Fig. 18: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria. Red carnelian: Mars with trophy, inscr. 
IAW. The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale 
dell’Umbria.
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2.9 Mars in arms (arma ferentem)

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 5) “sardio”; ibid. 37.4 (Halleux/Schamp 
1985, 266) “chalcedonius” (martem armatum)

Mars standing, alone (Mars ultor type) on magical gems: Michel 2001, 244–245, pl. 57, 
nos. 385–386 (haematites). See also Mastrocinque 2014, 133, no. 252 (red jasper amulet 
showing the Mars ultor type, probably made for love purposes). For the Mars ultor 
type on red carnelians (sardio) see e.g. AGD III G, 213–214, pl. 93, nos. 69–70; Henig 
1974, II, 17–18, pl. 27, nos. 81–82; AGWien II, 168, pl. 116, nos. 1276–1277; Dembski 2005, 
66–67, pl. 13, nos. 125–128; Gesztelyi 1998, 138, no. 22 (fig. 19). On this type in ancient 
lapidaries see recently Perea Yébenes 2010, 461–462.

2.10 Weapons of Mars (arma Martis).

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, no. 5) “sardio”.

The description may refer either to the representations of a tropaion (see Nagy 2002b, 
172, no. 9 for bibliography) occurring frequently on magical gems (see esp. Michel 
2001, 155–156, pl. 36, no. 252, tropaion with head of Mars), or to the motif of the pan-
oplion (see Nagy 2002b, 172, no. 9). The panoplion is often seen on red carnelians 
(sardio): see e.g. Mandrioli Bizzarri 1987, no. 242 (= SGG II, 27, pl. 6, no. Bo 11); AGD 
I.3, 115, pl. 273, no. 2876; AGD IV Han, 252, pl. 185, no. 1341; ibid. 303, pl. 219, no. 1659; 
AGD Nürnberg, 162, no. 466; Glittica Santarelli, 178, no. 281.

Fig. 19: Debrecen, Déri Múzeum (inv. no. R.XI.53). Red carnelian: Mars Ultor (Gesztelyi 1998, 138, no. 
22) CBd no. 78. Photo: Marianna Dági, reproduced by courtesy of the Déri Múzeum, Debrecen.
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2.11 Mercury seated on a rock.

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234 no. 6) “emathitis”.

Parallels on magical gems: Maaskant Kleibrink 1978, 170, pl. 352, nos. 1105–1106 
(heliotrope and jasper): see also Nagy 2002b, 172, no. 10. Hermes on magical gems: 
Michel 2004, 282–283, no. 24.

2.12 Apollo and Artemis.

Socr. et Dion. 33.2 (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 33.2 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 169, no. 6) “ὀνυκίτηс”.

Direct parallels are unknown to me (compare Nagy 2002b, 172, no. 11).

2.13 Athena, holding a heron (or bittern) in her right hand: in her 
left hand, helmet.

Socr. et Dion. = Orphei Lithica kerygmata 29.3 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 167) “χαλκηδόνιοс”.

Direct parallels of the type are unknown to me. On this type in the ancient lapidaries: 
Perea Yébenes 2010, 462. Athena on magical gems: Michel 2004, 253–254, no. 8.

2.14 Aphrodite showing an apple in her left hand, and holding a 
man’s cloak with the right

Orphei lithica kerygmata 11.10 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 154) “μάγνης”.

This description seems not to have any direct parallels, but Aphrodite holding an 
apple (or pomegranate) is widely attested on Roman gems. See e.g. a red jasper in 
Perugia: Vitellozzi 2010, 213, no. 220 (with updated bibliography). 

2.15 Venus victrix

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234, no. 8), “egyptilla”.

Venus victrix on magical gems: Henig/McGregor 2004, 124, no. 13.14. The aegyptilla 
stone is described by Pliny as follows (Plin. Nat. 37.148): Aegyptillam Iacchus intel-
legit per album sardae nigraque venis transeuntibus, volgus autem nigra radice, cae-
rulea facie. Nomen a loco. Though the identification of the mineral is uncertain (see 
Halleux/Schamp 1985, 336, fn. 1), the phrase nigra radice, caerulea facie could well 
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describe the nicolo stones. Indeed, there are several nicolo gems showing the Venus 
victrix type: see e.g. AGWien III, 311–312, pl. 227, nos. 2801, 2803; Boardman/Wagner 
2003, 44, pl. 43, no. 276; SGG II 190, pl. 55, no. Vr 13; Vitellozzi 2010, 212, no. 219 (fig. 
20). See also AGD I.3, 64, pl. 227, no. 2491 (lapis lazuli).

2.16 Aphrodite

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 37.3, s. Halleux/Schamp 1985, 171) “χρυσόλιθος” 
(Ἐπιχάρασσε οὖν Ἀφροδίτην).

This description is too generic to find close parallels on gems, but a bright yellow 
carnelian from Aquileia (SGG II, 18, pl. 3, no. Aq 17) showing on the obverse side an 
anadyoméne Aphrodite between a crescent moon and a star could well correspond to 
the description of the χρυσόλιθος stone.

2.17 Isis (engraved on a scarab).

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 26.5, s. Halleux/Schamp 1985, 166) “σμάραγδος”; 
Damig. Lapid. 6.5 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 241).

See above no. 1.8.

Fig. 20: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria. Nicolo (Vitellozzi 2010, 212–213, no. 
219): Venus victrix with Eros. The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy of the Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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2.18 Bovis illa cornua habente

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 232, no. 4), “afroselinus”.

According to the scholars (see Nagy 2002b, 173, no. 16), illa could refer to Luna as well 
as to a horned Isis (compare Quack 2001, 339). If this is true, the description can be 
paralleled to a group of magical intaglios (see Michel 2004, 300, no. 30.6.e) showing 
a cow-headed feminine figure (Isis/Hathor/Hekate): most of these intaglios are cut in 
magnetites or haematites, which recall closely the features of the afroselinus stone. 
The best parallels seem to be Bonner 1950, 258, pl. 2, no. 27 = Michel 2004, 358, pl. 81,1 
(magnetite) (fig. 21) and Delatte/Derchain 1964, 155–156, nos. 203–205 = Mastrocinque 
2014, 143–144, nos. 374, 377–378 (haematites).

2.19 Seated Luna 

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233 no. 4), “chrisolithus”.

Direct parallels are unknown to me (compare Nagy 2002b, 173, no. 17).

Fig. 21: Ann Arbor. Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, University of Michigan (inv. no. KM26055). Mag-
netite amulet showing a cow-headed feminine figure (Isis/Hathor/Hekate). Photograph courtesy of 
the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology.
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2.20 Hekate (ζῴδιον Ἡκάτης, Hecates signum)

Orph. Lithica kerygmata 20.16 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 161), “κοράλιος”; Damig. Lapid. 7.3 
(Halleux/Schamp 1985, 242), “corallius”.

According to Nagy 2002b, 173, no. 18, the word ζῴδιον (Lat. signum) has to be trans-
lated as “image” rather than as “animal” (see Perea Yébenes 2010, 468): this is 
confirmed by a series of red jaspers, red carnelians or corals (corresponding to the 
ancient definition of “κοράλιος”) showing Hekate (or one of her attributes) on the 
reverse, with a gorgoneion on the obverse (both the lapidaries indicate these two 
motifs as alternatives, see below no. 2.23). See Nagy 2002b, 168–170; Michel 2004, 268, 
no. 18.1.b. See also SGG II, 193–194, pls. 56–57, nos. Vr 25–26 (corals), both showing a 
gorgoneion on the obverse: Vr 26 (fig. 22) has Hekate on the reverse, while Vr 25 shows 
an object (Herakles’ club for the editors) that could be interpreted as Hekate’s torch. 
On this type in ancient lapidaries see recently Perea Yébenes 2010, 469.

Fig. 22: Verona, Musei Civici d’Arte: Museo di Castelvecchio (inv. no. 26737). Pink coral: obv. 
Gorgon’s head/rev. Hekate. Photo: Attilio Mastrocinque, reproduced by courtesy of the Civici Musei 
d’Arte di Verona.
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2.21 Seated Ops

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 2) “achates”.

The best parallels for this description can be found on a series of mottled jaspers 
(magical gems) showing an enthroned Ceres: Philipp 1986, 48–49, pl. 11, nos. 43–44; 
Vitellozzi 2010, 418, no. 517 (fig. 23); Mastrocinque 2014, 141, nos. 371–372. See also 
AGD III G, 89, pl. 38, no. 105 (yellow green mottled jasper).

2.22 Fides Publica 

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 2), “achates”.

Though this motif is common on Roman intaglios (see S. De Angeli in LIMC IV 1988, s. 
v. Demeter/Ceres, 900, nos. 111–122), it seems to be unattested on magical gems. Fides 
Publica on ordinary gems: see e.g. Vitellozzi 2010, 232–234, nos. 248–251 (with further 
bibliography).

2.23 Virgo stolata tenens laurum

Damig. Lapid. 37.4 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 266), “chalcedonius”.

Fig. 23: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria. Mottled jasper (Vitellozzi 2010, 418, 
no. 517): obv. enthroned Ceres/rev. charakteres. The photograph, taken by the author, appears cour-
tesy of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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The best parallels for this description can be found on a series of magical gems (hae-
matites and magnetites) showing a feminine figure holding a branch, usually accom-
panied by the inscription CΘENEXE COYΘIC: De Ridder 1911, no. 3485 = Mastrocinque 
2014, 181, no. 493; Delatte/Derchain 1964, 300, no. 430 = Mastrocinque 2014, 181, no. 
491; AGD III K, 89, pl. 110, no. 182; Philipp 1986, 50, pl. 12, no. 46; M. Whiting in Henig 
1994, 221, no. 491 (fig. 24); Michel 2001, 299, pl. 73, no. 487; Michel 2004, 350, pl. 
8,3; Vitellozzi 2010, 414, no. 513. On this series see Vitellozzi 2014. Scholars have also 
linked this description with the images of Victoria that we often see on Roman gems 
(Perea Yébenes 2010, 462, fn. 16): this is a possibility that should be taken into con-
sideration. 

2.24 Gorgon’s head

Orph. Lithica kerygmata 20.16 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 161), “κοράλιος”; Damig. Lapid. 7.3 
(Halleux/Schamp 1985, 242), “corallius”.

This motif has several parallels on magical gems (red jaspers and corals especially 
in combination with Hekate): see Nagy 2002b, 168–170; Michel 2004, 268, no. 18.1.b; 
above no. 2.20. See esp. the corals SGG II, 193–194, pls. 56–57, nos. Vr 25–26 (corals), 
and Vitellozzi 2010, 422, no. 521 (fig. 25).

Fig. 24: Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum, Magnetite: obv. Woman holding a branch/rev. ΦIΛWNAC 
(Henig 1994, 221, no. 491). CBd no. 85. Photograph: Robert Wilkins and Charlotte Attwood. The pho-
tograph, sourced by the CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge.
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2.25 Naked man holding a δίκελλα (two-pronged fork): around 
him charakteres , behind him the magical name 
APAM

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 50.2, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 176) “χαλκηδόνιος”.

This motif seems to be unattested on gems.

2.26 Scarab (in the centre of an “egg”)

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 34. 2, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 170) “ὀνυχίτης”; Plinius, 
Nat. 37.40 (124) “amethystus”.

The description of a scarab in the centre of an “egg” (ᾠὸν καὶ μέσον τοῦ ᾠοῦ 
κάνθαρον) certainly refers to the well-known motif of a scarab inside an Ouroboros 
snake (or inscribed circle): see Michel 2004, 330–331, no. 50. The gem published by 
Philipp 1986, 45, pl. 9, no. 36 (banded agate) is an interesting parallel, since the stone 
is similar to that described in the lapidary.

Fig. 25: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria. Coral (Vitellozzi 2010, 422, no. 521): 
obv. Gorgon’s head/rev. Helios bust. The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy of the 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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2.27 Capra comata (long-haired goat)

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 6) “ceraunius”.

A good example of the type has been recognized by Attilio Mastrocinque on a jasper 
in Verona (Mastrocinque 2006; SGG II, 194–195, pl. 57, no. Vr 27; Mastrocinque 2008b): 
the gem shows a male figure and a lion-headed goat (fig. 26). The description in the 
lapidary was previously associated with the ram/goat as the animal of Amun (Quack 
2001, 339–340) but, according to Mastrocinque 2008b, the iconography of the Verona 
gem could have been borrowed from that of the Near Eastern god Sandas.

2.28 Lion, recumbent

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 2) “achates”.

See esp. the British Museum carnelian Michel 2001, 158, no. 256 (lion, lying on the 
ground line: on the left, star). Examples of the type on ordinary gems: Fossing 1929, 
186, pl. 15, no. 1292 (nicolo); ibid. 186, pl. 15, no. 1295 (glass imitating agate). See also 
Nagy 2002b, 174, no. 26. 

Fig. 26: Verona, Musei Civici d’Arte: Museo di Castelvecchio (inv. no. 26738). Mottled jasper: obv. 
male figure with animal/rev. YOYO. Photo: Attilio Mastrocinque, reproduced by courtesy of the Civici 
Musei d’Arte di Verona.
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2.29 Eagle flying above a river

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234 no. 7) “erbosa” Plinius, Nat. 37.40 (124) “ame-
thystus”.

This motif seems to have no direct parallels, but see Nagy 2002b, 174, no. 27–28. If we 
look at the Latin text of Damigeron and Euax, we could even imagine that the phrase 
aquilam supra flumen stantem is a lectio facilior of a hypothetic original aquilam supra 
fulmen stantem. Though this is not supported by evidence, there are several Roman 
gems showing eagles holding thunderbolts.

2.30 Eagle holding a wreath in its claws

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234, no. 7) “erbosa”; Plinius, Nat. 37.40 (124) “ame-
thystus”.

Though the motif of an eagle holding a wreath in its beak is common on Roman gems, 
direct parallels are rare: see Nagy 2002b, 174, no. 27–28.

2.31 Lobster and raven

Damig. Lapid. 35.2 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 276) “berillus”. 

Combinations of birds and fishes or crustaceans are often seen on Roman gems, but 
direct parallels of the type are unknown to me: compare Nagy 2002b, 174, no. 29–30.

2.32 Hoopoe and glaucium fish

Damig. Lapid. 66.1 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 288) “epignathion”.

Direct parallels seem to be unattested: see above no. 2.30.

2.33 Dove, standing (columbam supra astantem)

Damig. Lapid. Praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 234, no. 8) “aegyptilla”.

On the aegyptilla stone (nigra radice, caerulea facie) see above no. 2.15. Parallels: 
Nestorović 2005, pl. 6, no. 59 (glass imitating nicolo).
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2.34 Burning torch on an altar 

Damig. Lapid. Praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 3) “eliotropios”.

This description can be paralleled to a series of Roman gems: see esp. Vitellozzi 2010, 
208–209, no. 214 (heliotrope) (fig. 27), AGD III B, 51, pl. 22, no. 178 (green jasper); Glit-
tica Santarelli, 208, no. 320 (heliotrope). Also, Henig/McGregor 2004, 127, no. 13.26.

2.35 Crescent moon 

Damig. Lapid. Praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 4), “chrisolithus”.

The motif is common on Roman gems (e.g. Vitellozzi 2010, 368, no. 459), but see esp. 
AGD IV Han, 303, pl. 219, no. 1655 (yellow carnelian) and Weiss 2007, 311, pl. 84, no. 
639 (citrine quartz). Crescent moon on magical gems (fig. 28): Michel 2004, 343, no. 
55.6.

Fig. 27: Perugia, Museo Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria. Heliotrope: altar with burning torch. On 
the right side heads of Hermes and Sarapis: on the left side head of Isis and crescent moon (Vitel-
lozzi 2010, 208–209, no. 214). The photograph, taken by the author, appears courtesy of the Museo 
Archeologico Nazionale dell’Umbria.
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2.36 Vine and ivy (Vinea et hedera involuta)

Damig. Lapid. 50. 3 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 284, no. 3), “sardo”.

The motif has no direct parallels, but see AGD I.3, 45, pl. 212, no. 2368 (lapis lazuli), 
tree with ivy.

2.37 Hermes holding a scroll in his right hand, with the left hand 
holding a bag. On his side, a baboon with outstretched arms 

Orph. Lithica kerygmata 3.8 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 149), “εὐπέταλος ὁ καὶ δενδραχάτης”.

The best example of this type seems to be the reverse of a green, mottled jasper in 
Florence: see SGG II, 62, pl. 17, no. Fi 72 R (fig. 29), Hermes with caduceus in his left 
hand, right hand holding a ram head: on the left side, an ithyphallic baboon.

Fig. 28: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 573). Red jasper: obv. crescent moon, rev. inscription. 
(Michel 2001, 61, pl. 13, no. 92). CBd no. 492. The photograph, sourced by the CBd, is reproduced by 
courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

Fig. 29: Florence, Museo Archeologico Nazionale. Mottled jasper: obv. Lion/rev. Hermes and 
baboon, (SGG II, 62, pl. 17, no. Fi 72). Photo: Attilio Mastrocinque, reproduced by courtesy of the 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Firenze.
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2.38 Artemis and deer 

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 30.6, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 168), “βαβυλώνιος”, 
“σάρδιον”.

The motif, which is common on Graeco-Roman intaglios (see L. Kahil in LIMC II 1984, 
s. v. Artemis, 647, nos. 292–295; E. Simon, ibid. s. v. Artemis/Diana, 827–828, nos. 246–
253), is also attested on magical gems. See Michel 2001, 50, pl. 11, no. 75 (green jasper) 
(fig. 30).

2.39 Dog-headed snake

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 32.2, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 169), “ὀνυχίτης”.

Direct parallels: Philipp 1986, 108, pl. 44, no. 173, sard (see Nagy 2002b, 175, no. 37) 
(fig. 31). On the tables of Grand, Sothis appears as a dog-headed snake: this is the 
decan called Σωθείρ by the author of the Holy Book of Hermes to Asklepios. See below 
no. 4.4.1.

Fig. 30: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 240, EA 56240). Green jasper: obv. Artemis with deer, 
rev. inscription. (Michel 2001, 50, pl. 11, no. 75). CBd no. 475. The photograph, sourced by the CBd, 
is reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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2.40 Lion-headed snake (Chnoubis)

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 35.3, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 170), “ὀνυχίτης”.

Chnoubis on magical gems: SGG I, 78–82, 242–261; Michel 2004, 166–177, 255–263, no. 
11; Dasen/Nagy 2012; Quack forthcoming, § 2.4.3. The lapidary describes a white trans-
lucent stone (λίθος ὀνυχίτης ἕτερος, λευκὸς καὶ διαυγὴς διόλου καθάπερ ἀήρ) that 
should show a snake (Chnoubis is not mentioned explicitly) with the forepart or the 
head of a lion with rays (Ἐπιχάρασσε οὖν εἰς αὐτὸν σπείραμα ὄφεως ἔχον προτομὴν 
ἤτοι κεφαλὴν λέοντος καὶ ἀκτῖνας). In the large quantity of gems depicting Chnoubis, 
Christopher A. Faraone (Faraone 2011, 50–51, pls. 2a–c) has recently indicated a rock 
crystal that fits perfectly with the description (British Museum G 1986,5–1,19 = Michel 
2001, 207, no. 325) (fig. 32).

Fig. 31: ÄM 9870 © Ägyptisches Museum und Papyrussammlung, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin – PK, 
Photo: Sandra Steiß. Carnelian: obv. dog-headed snake/rev. Inscription.

Fig. 32: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 1986,5–1,19). Rock crystal: obv. Chnoubis, rev. inscrip-
tion. (Michel 2001, 207, no. 325). CBd no. 711. The photograph, sourced by the CBd, is reproduced by 
courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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2.41 Three-headed Chnoubis

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 36.3, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 171), “ὀνυχίτης”.

Parallels on magical gems: Zwierlein-Diehl 1992, 79–80, no. 18 (white chalcedony), 
three headed snake, on the rev. inscr. AΛBEC/XNOVBI/BIENOΘ (fig. 33).

2.42 Harpokrates and Latona: on the reverse three hawks

Damig. Lapid. 37.5 (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 278) “panchrus”.

Direct parallels for this description are still unattested, but we cannot exclude that 
the Latona mentioned in our text is an interpretatio graeca of an Egyptian deity such 
as Isis (see Nagy 2002b, 176, no. 40). In this case the text could be related to magical 
gems showing the two deities together. 

Fig. 33: Köln, Institut für Altertumskunde der Universität. White Chalcedony: obv. Three-headed 
snake, rev. inscription (Zwierlein-Diehl 1992, 79–80, no. 18) CBd no. 1892. The photograph, taken 
by Christopher A. Faraone and sourced by the CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Institut für Alter-
tumskunde der Universität zu Köln.
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2.43 Cynocephalus (“khinokephallion”)

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 8) “arabicus”.

The Kynokephalos is widely attested on magical gems (especially yellow jaspers) (fig. 
34): see Michel 2004, 304–306, no. 36.

2.44 Crocodile-headed man, with its legs and hips inscribed with 
magical formulas

Damig. Lapid. praef. (Halleux/Schamp 1985, 233, no. 9), “ostrakitis”.

The text probably refers to the representation of the Egyptian god Sobek: this figure, 
in close relation with that of Geb, is ultimately connected with the planet Saturn (see 
Quack 2001, 241). The description seems to have no parallels (Nagy 2002b, 176, no. 
42), except for a gem in Naples (SGG II, pl. 23, no. Na 4 = Cbd no. 2196) showing an 
Egyptian god with animal head (the figure is not inscribed). Buonarroti’s drawing of 
the gem (SGG I, 204, no. 104) shows an ibis-headed figure (Thoth), and this interpre-
tation is followed by modern editors but, if we look at the magnificent photo enlarge-
ment in SGG I, pl. 3, the figure seems to have a crocodile head. If this is true, then our 
text can be compared with this gem.

Fig. 34: New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Department of Greek and Roman Art (acc. no. 
81.6.307). Yellow jasper: obv. Kynokephalos/rev. HNAMEPW (Michel 2004, 304, no. 36.1.a_3). CBd 
no. 1137. Digital image reproduced by courtesy of the OASC initiative of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art (www.metmuseum.org).
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2.45 Charakteres +ΦΗƆƆΟΧЄЄ‹‹ƆΠΥ+

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 38.6, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 171: see ibid., 331, no. 8)

Direct parallels are unattested, but see Nagy 2002b, 176, no. 43–45.

2.46 Magical name (ἰάχω)

Socr. et Dion. (= Orph. Lithica kerygmata 39. 7, Halleux/Schamp 1985, 172: see ibid., 331, no. 5, 
reference to PGM LVII.19–21) “ἀχάτηс”.

Direct parallels are unattested.

3 Gem engravings described in the first book of 
Cyranides79

A. Eagle 

1.1.170–175: ἀετίτης

Parallels on magical gems: Michel 2004, 237, no. 1.1 (see esp. Delatte/Derchain 1964, 
278–279, no. 396; Philipp 1986, 54, pl. 14, no. 54; Nagy 1992.

B. Crow with lobster under its feet

1.2.20–26: βήρυλλος

See above no. 2.31.

Γ. Owl with gnathios ish under its feet

1.3.32–38: γνάθιος

Direct parallels are not attested, but see Eitrem 1939, 77, no. 8, owl.

79 See Waegemann 1987; Mastrocinque 2005; Perea Yébenes 2014, 75-128.



 Relations Between Magical Texts and Magical Gems   225

Δ. Woodpecker with weever-ish under its feet

1.4.45–51: δενδρίτης

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

Ε. Aphrodite tieing up her hair and locks on her head.

1.5.27–31: εὔανθος

Aphrodite anadyomene on magical gems: Michel 2004, 250, no. 4.1.a. See below no. 
3.K.

Z. Harpé (vulture) with murry under its feet

1.6.19–24: ζμάραγδος

I am currently not aware of direct parallels. 

H. Flamingo with scorpion at its feet

1.7.17–21: ἡφαιϲτίτης

Parallels on magical gems: Bonner 1950, 270, pl. 5, no. 106; Michel 2004, 358, pl. 76,3 
(haematites), phoenix (?) with scorpion (fig. 35). The bird shown on these gems is 
difficult to identify, but we cannot exclude that the bird was meant to be a flamingo 
(instead of the phoenix that we often find on such gems).

Fig. 35: Hamburg, Skoluda Collection (inv. 
no. M084) Haematite: obv. bird with scor-
pion/rev. CTOMAXOY (Michel 2004, 358, pl. 
76,3) CBd no. 1241). The photograph, taken 
by Simone Michel and sourced by the CBd, 
is reproduced by courtesy of Wolfgang and 
Beate Skoluda.
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Θ. Dionysos holding the bird thyr in his hand 

1.8.25–28: θυρσίτης

The manuscript tradition of the Cyranides presents variations concerning this ico-
nography (Mastrocinque 2015, 49). Direct parallels of the type are unknown to me. 
Dionysus on magical gems: Delatte/Derchain 1964, 214, no. 292 (amethyst).

I. Kite tearing a snake to pieces

1.9.12–16: ἴασπις χλωρός

According to Maryse Waegeman (Waegeman 1987, 71–75), the design described by 
the author of Cyranides is an original creation combining the features of three dif-
ferent types of digestive amulets which he must have known from literary sources. 
The first type shows an ibis tied to an altar, the second one has birds (usually cranes) 
devouring snakes, while the third, recommended by Galen (De simpl. 10. 19), shows 
Chnoubis. The similarity between the design described in this passage (γλύψον ἰκτῖνα 
διασπαράσσοντα ὄφιν) and Galen’s description of the Chnoubis amulets (γλύφουσιν 
ἐν αὐτῷ τὸν τὰς ἀκτῖνας ἔχοντα δράκοντα) has led Waegeman to suggest that the 
author of the Cyranides could have reinterpreted his sources in the light of his own 
competence, changing the word ἀκτῖνας into ἰκτῖνα: this could explain the mention 
of a kite (Milvus milvus), which is rare on our gems. Therefore, as Waegeman sug-
gests, this text can be compared with the well-known series of heart-shaped, digestive 
amulets showing on one side an ibis tied to an altar and the Chnoubis serpent on the 
other (see Michel 2004, 287, no. 27.2.d). 

However, the description that we read in the Cyranides has at least two parallels: 
one is in Kassel (AGD III K, 249, pl. 113, no. 199; see SGG I, 414), the other is an unpub-
lished specimen in the Hermitage Museum (see Nagy 2011, 76, pls. 4a-b). Both the 
gems are (green) jaspers, showing an eagle (or kite) fighting with a snake.

K. Aphrodite

1.10.39–42: κιναίδιος (obsidian)

The picture of Aphrodite has to be engraved in a σάπφειρος (lapis lazuli), a stone 
which is frequently used for magical gems showing the anadyomene type (fig. 36): see 
Michel 2004, 250, no. 4.1.a. On this type see recently Faraone 2011, 54‒55.
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Λ. Vulture

1.11.20–22: λύγγουρον (amber)

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

M. Sea-bream

1.12.38–44: μηδικὸς λίθος

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

N. Nemesis standing with her foot on a wheel, holding a cubit-rule  
     in her let hand and a wand in her right hand

1.13.16–29: νεμεϲίτηϲ (stone removed from a Nemesis altar)

Nemesis (with wheel) on magical gems: Michel 2004, 315–316, no. 40.1. See especially: 
Bonner 1950, 263, pl. 3, no. 57 (haematite), wand in the right hand; SGG II, 170, pl. 50, 
no. VeC 12 (green jasper) (fig. 37), cubit-rule in the right hand. 

Fig. 36: Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, Special Collections Library. Lapis lazuli, Aphrodite ana-
dyomene; rev. APPWPIΦPACIC (Bonner 1950, 262, no. 55) CBd no. 449. The photograph, taken by 
Christopher A. Faraone and sourced by the CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Special Collections 
Library, University of Michigan.
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Ξ. Hawk with swordish under its feet

1.14.23–28: ξίφιος

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

O. Quail with seaperch under its feet

1.15.33–37: ὀνυχίτης

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

П. Bird porphyrites (purple gallinule) with shellish at its feet

1.16.38–42: πορφυρίτης

I am currently not aware of direct parallels, but see e.g. Sena Chiesa 1966, 390, pl. 67, 
no. 1329 (red jasper), stork and shellfish.

Fig. 37: Venice, Museo Civico Correr (inv. no. CL XXXIIIa 174). Green jasper: Standing Nemesis with 
wheel and cubit-rule, iscr. NEMECI BOHΘI (SGG II, 170, no. VeC 12, pl. 50). The photograph is repro-
duced by courtesy of Fondazione Musei Civici Venezia.
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P. Bat with garish by its paws

1.17.15–18: ῥινοκέρως

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

Σ. Ostrich holding a dreamish in its bill

1.18.54–59: ϲάπφειρος

Direct parallels seem to be unattested, but the motif has been related by Waegeman 
(Waegeman 1987) to a metal amulet (Bonner 1950, 303, pl. 15, no. 304) showing an 
ostrich attacking a snake (fig. 38).

Τ. Peacock walking on a sting-ray: on the reverse αιω

1.19.9–19: ταΐτης

This description has been correctly paralleled (Nagy 2011, 76, pls. 3a‒b) to an amulet 
in the British Museum (fig. 39): Michel 2001, 291–292, pl. 71, no. 471 (“ferruginous 
sandstone with malachite veins”), on the rev. inscr. AIW. The presence of a branch 
beside the peacock is probably due to the instructions in this passage, which recom-
mend the using of a plant.

Fig. 38: Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, Special Collections Library. Bronze pendant: ostrich 
attacking a snake. (Bonner 1950, 303, pl. 15, no. 304). CBd no. 1074. The photograph, sourced by the 
CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Special Collections Library, University of Michigan.



230   Paolo Vitellozzi

Υ. Eagle tearing a hyllos (octopus) into pieces

1.20.10–19: ὑέτιος

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

Φ. Hawk with frog at its feet: under the stone ΜΑΛΛΕΝΕΚΑΑ (or  
      variants: ΜΑΛΘΑΛΑ/ΜΑΜΑΛΑΙΝΑ/ΜΑΛΑΛΑ)

1.21.61–69, 90: φρῦνος (βατραχίτης)

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

Χ. χρυσόπτερον bearing a quoit-shaped diadem; at its feet a dora      
    de (Chrysophrys aureata)

1.22.23–31: χρυσίτης

The identification of the bird χρυσόπτερον (lit. gold-winged) with the golden oriole, 
proposed by the French translators and partially supported by Maryse Waegeman 
(Waegeman 1987, 176–177), is uncertain, as Waegeman herself has pointed out. We 
know that Aristotle’s account on the oriole contains a suggestion of the phoenix myth, 
when the philosopher reports the story of its birth out of a pyre (H.A. 9. 609b 10), 
but the χρυσόπτερον, which is said to have a quoit-shaped diadem on its head in the 
Cyranides, clearly resembles the phoenix itself. Moreover, the Cyranides (1. 22. 4) say 

Fig. 39: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 506, EA 56506). Sandstone: obv. peacock and fish/rev. 
AIW (Michel 2001, 291–292, pl. 71, no. 471). CBd no. 829. The photograph, sourced by the CBd, is 
reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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explicitly that the χρυσόπτερον resembles a quail in size, and this could be enough to 
exclude the oriole from our options. 

Though the identification is uncertain, a significant variation of the motif can be 
found on a rock crystal in the Bibliothèque Nationale (fig. 40) (Delatte/Derchain 1964, 
70, no. 86 = Mastrocinque 2014, 103, no. 268; see also Mastrocinque 2015), the reverse 
of which shows a bird with spread wings standing on the back of a fish. The bird was 
initially identified as a phoenix by the first editors and this could lead one to think 
that the fish was meant to be a dorade, due to the solar nature of the two, which is also 
that of the stone. Indeed, Mastrocinque (2014, 103, no. 268 and 2015, 49) has recently 
suggested that the fish on the gem is either a dab (Limanda limanda) or a sort of sole 
(Solea solea), which is the Greek ψῆττα; therefore he links the motif with the letter Ψ 
(see below no. 3.Ψ), and identifies the bird as a parrot (Grk. Ψιττακός).

Whatever the bird on the Paris crystal is, this imagery can well be related to this 
passage (Mastrocinque 2015), and this is confirmed by the function of the gem: in 
fact, the obverse side shows Choubis, and this fits well with the purpose of the diges-
tive amulet described in Kyr. 1.22.

Ψ. Three sea-fleas

1.23.24–48: ψωρίτης

Direct parallels for this description (γλύψον ψύλλους θαλασσίους γ′) are unknown 
to me, but the gem commented in Mastrocinque 2015 (see above no. 3.Χ) can well be 
related to this tradition.

Fig. 40: Paris, Département des Monnaies, médailles et antiques - Bibliothèque nationale de France 
– (reg. no. 4364). Rock crystal amulet from Sousse (Hadrumetum): obv. Chnoubis/rev. bird and ish. 
Photo: Attilio Mastrocinque, reproduced by courtesy of the Département des Monnaies, médailles et 
antiques, Bibliothèque nationale de France.
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Ω. Swallow: at its feet a scorpion sitting on a sprat

1.24.100–115: ὠκυτόκιος

I am currently not aware of direct parallels.

APPENDIX to 3: The κεστὸς ἱμάς of Aphrodite 
(Kyranides 1.10.49–100)80

I. κιναίδιος (obsidian)

Castrated man with his genitals lying on the ground at his feet, his hands down, while he is 
looking down at his genitals; behind the man, Aphrodite looking back at him.

The only gem that can be paralleled to this description (Mastrocinque 2002, 104–108; 
Mastrocinque 2005, 225) is a haematite in Wien (AGWien III, 163–164, no. 2211); indeed, 
the gem is different from our model, since it shows a naked man on his knees in front 
of a draped female figure (Aphrodite), and I cannot see the genitals mentioned in the 
Cyranides. However, the gem, evidently made for love purposes, is probably influ-
enced by this archetype.

II. λυχνίτης ἢ κεραυνίτηϲ (garnet?)

“Ares in arms.”

See above, no. 2.9: see also Mastrocinque 2005, 226.

III. 1–2 ἀδαμάντας (haematites?)

Wild rose of Aphrodite/Aphrodite pulling a rose thorn out of her foot (?).

The passage describing this engraving is quite unclear. Maryse Waegeman, following 
Dimitris Kaimakis’ reading of Kyr. 1.10.76 (ἀδάμαντας δύο ἔχοντας Ἀφροδίτης ἀκάνθην 
ἤγουν ῥοδωνιὰν ἐκ τοῦ ποδός) correctly translates “two adamantes are sewed with a 
wild rose of Aphrodite, out of her foot” (Waegeman 1987, 207–208). But, according to 
Mastrocinque 2005, 226–227, the gems mentioned in this passage (haematites in Wae-

80 See Mastrocinque 2005.
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geman’s opinion) should represent Aphrodite pulling a rose thorn out of her foot. If 
we follow this interpretation, we are forced to admit that the readings transmitted by 
the manuscripts are corrupted, and in fact the Latin version (Delatte 1942, 60, ll. 7–8) 
has: hinc inde adamantes lapides sunt insuti, habentes Venerem cum spina circa pedes.

If we look at the variants (see Kaimakis 1976, 66), we will see that some of them 
show the reading Ἀφροδίτην instead of Ἀφροδίτης, while two of them have ἕλκον 
instead of ἤγουν. Now, if we consider the possibility that ἕλκον and ἤγουν are both 
corrupted variants, we might conjecture that our scribes followed a copy with an alter-
native reading: such a reading could be ἀδαμάντας δύο ἔχοντας Ἀφροδίτην ἀκάνθην 
ἕλκουσαν* ῥοδωνίαν ἐκ τοῦ ποδός (two adamantes showing Aphrodite pulling a rose 
thorn out of her foot). Mastrocinque’s interpretation, supported by the Latin version 
of the Cyranides, makes good sense for two other reasons: first, the presence of Aph-
rodite herself, instead of one of her attributes, fits better with the other types men-
tioned in the description of the kestos himas, all of them being deities. Second, though 
this motif is still unattested on magical gems, there are some intaglios showing Eros 
pulling a thorn out of a lion’s paw (see e.g. Philipp 1986, 47, pl. 10, no. 41): the magical 
meaning of this scene could explain the presence of an analogous motif in Aphro-
dite’s kestos himas.

IV. 1–2 σαπφείρους (lapis lazuli)

“Aphrodite binding up her hair: Eros standing at her side.”

Parallels on magical gems: Michel 2004, 250, no. 4.1.c. (no lapis lazuli): see esp. 
Michel 2001, 54, pl. 12, no. 82 (fig. 41). See also above, no. 3.K.

Fig. 41: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 1986, 5–1, 130). Chalcedony: Aphrodite anadyomene and 
Eros/rev. inscription (Michel 2001, 54, pl. 12, no. 82). CBd no. 482. The photograph, sourced by the 
CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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V. ὁμοσάρδια (sards)

1. Helios on his four-horse chariot.

2. Selene on two bulls.

These two engravings, clearly separate in the description, are intended to work as 
a pair: this is demonstrated by a famous gem showing both the gods driving char-
iots (Michel 2001, 244–245, pl. 35, no. 244; Mastrocinque 2005, 228–229). Though 
there are many magical gems showing Helios on his quadriga (Michel 2004, 280, no. 
22.4), Selene driving her chariot is seen exclusively on ordinary intaglios: besides the 
famous cameo in the British Museum (Möbius 1968), see e.g. Guiraud 1988, 94, pl. 5, 
no. 72 (rock crystal).

VI. 1–2 ἀχάτας (agates)

Hermes with kerykeion in his right hand.

This motif is widely attested on Roman gems as well as on magical amulets (Michel 
2004, 282, no. 24.1.a). See esp. AGWien III, 288–289, pl. 209, 2697 (agate). 

VIII. 1–2 νεμεσίτας (Nemesis-stones)

Nemesis with her foot on a wheel and holding a wand.

See above no. 3.N. Compare also Delatte/Derchain, 193–194, no. 256.

IX. 1–2 μαργαρίτας (pearls)

No engraving.
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4 Decans and gems in the Holy Book of Hermes to 
Asklepios81 

4.1 ARIES

4.1.1 Χενλαχωρί (child bearing a sceptre above its head), “βαβυλώνιος” (5)

I cannot find any parallels for this description. The tables of Grand show a dressed 
figure with upraised arms, holding an object that, according to the Latin treatise de 
triginta sex decanis, can be identified as a double axe.

4.1.2 Χονταρέτ, Καύ (Dog-headed man with sceptre in his right hand: in his left 
hand diskos), σιδηρίτης (6) 

The author of the Holy Book of Hermes probably misunderstood this imagery, since 
the tables of Grand show this decan, called KAT, as a falcon-headed figure (Abry 1993, 
86). Indeed, the Latin treatise de triginta sex decanis (1. 5) describes him as follows: 

Nomen est ei Sabaoth, habens faciem ancipitris […] tenet in dextra hydriam, quae vocatur vita, in 
sinistra vero sceptrum, in cuius extremitate stat ancipiter. Decanus vero ipse est linteis indutus 
et sub utrisque pedibus calcat testudinem totam indutam rete.

As Simone Michel has pointed out (Michel 2004, 170), this description can be paral-
leled to a falcon-headed Horus on a yellow jasper in the British Museum: see Michel 
2001, 90–91, pl. 20, no. 139 (fig. 42). Other good examples of the type are Michel 2001, 
90-92, pl. 20, nos. 140–142 (compare Quack, forthcoming § 2.4.2). 

4.1.3 Σικέτ (woman with a tambourine on her head: sceptre in her right hand, 
hydríske in the left), βοστρυχίτης (7)

Direct parallels are unknown to me. The tables of Grand show a male figure holding 
a sceptre and an ankh, while the Tabula Bianchini has a draped (probably female) 
figure. The male figure shown on the tables of Grand is probably represented on a 
yellow jasper in Paris (fig. 43) (Mastrocinque 2014, 174, no. 473) bearing the inscrip-
tion CONTO/XOP/ACI: CONTOXOP could well be Sentacher, the name reported by Fir-
micus Maternus. See Quack, forthcoming § 2.4.2.

81 On the iconography of the decans see in general Abry 1993; von Lieven 2000. A complete, detailed 
discussion of the astrological tradition connected with the Egyptian decans is given in Quack, forth-
coming. On magical gems and astrology see also Evans 2004; Michel-von Dungern 2011.
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4.2 TAURUS

4.2.1 Σώου (ram-headed man, with Syrian dress: two sceptres lying on his 
shoulders), σεληνίτης (8)

The treatise De tringinta sex decanis describes a bull-headed figure instead of the ram-
headed one that we find in the Holy Book, but neither of these types has good paral-
lels on gems.

Fig. 42: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 1986,5–1,99). Yellow jasper: falcon headed Horus, inscr. 
ABPACA[.] [.]ABAWΘ (Michel 2001, 90–91, pl. 20, no. 139). CBd no. 539. The photograph, sourced by 
the CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

Fig. 43: Paris, Cabinet des Médailles (coll. Froehner 2845). Yellow jasper: obv. The decan Sontochor/
rev. CONTO/XOP/ACI. Photo: Attilio Mastrocinque, reproduced by courtesy of the Département des 
Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques, Bibliothèque Nationale de France.
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4.2.2 Ἀρῶν (woman holding a sceptre with both hands, swathed like Osiris), 
ἀφροδισιακός (9) 

According to Joachim F. Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2), a combination of this type and 
the following can be found on a haematite cylinder in the British Museum (EA 56166 
= Michel 2001, 337–338, pl. 84, no. 585) and on a gem in the Bibliothèque Nationale in 
Paris (BN Lu 170 = Delatte/Derchain 1964, 101–102, no. 126).

4.2.3  Ῥωμενώς (dog-headed man with long hair, holding sceptre with the right 
hand), ὑάκινθος (10) 

Two good examples of the type have been found by Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2) in the 
British Museum. These are: BM G 553, EA 54028 (Michel 2001, 28, pl. 6, no. 43) and EA 
56091 (Michel 2001, 329, pl. 82, no. 566).

4.3 GEMINI

4.3.1 Ξοχά (donkey-headed figure, with short dress and key in his right hand: left 
hand down), ἀδάμας (11)

For this passage, Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2) poses the problem of the translation. In 
his view, the Greek word κλειδίον (key) in the Holy Book of Hermes is to be intended 
as a misinterpretation of the Latin gladium (dagger) that we find in the Latin Hermes: 
Homo est habens faciem asini, armatus, in dextra tenens gladium. In fact, the tables 
of Grand show a donkey-headed figure holding an object that could be interpreted as 
a dagger. These features have much in common with the traditional iconography of 
Seth: such a figure, accompanied by a star, is seen on the reverse of a British Museum 
haematite (G 556 EA 48954 = Michel 2001, 241, no. 381).

4.3.2 Οὐαρί (goat-headed man, in his right hand stick), πάγχρουν (12)

The description in the Holy Book seems to have no direct parallels, but the Latin trea-
tise on decans describes a falcon-headed archer (see Quack forthcoming, § 2.4.2). The 
tables of Grand depict the second decan of Gemini as a falcon-headed man holding a 
long sceptre and a situla. Such a figure is seen on a British Museum chrysoprase: see 
Michel 2001, 91, no. 140. 
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4.3.3 Πεπίσωθ (woman holding a thunderbolt in her right hand, in the left hand 
hydríske), ἡλιοτρόπιος (13)

By comparing the Holy Book and the Latin list of the decans (habens faciem Isidis, spe-
ciosam, crines habens quos hinc inde attrahit), Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2) is able to 
parallel these texts to a group of gems showing Aphrodite (anadyomene type) accom-
panied by an isiac formula related to Sothis (see e.g. Michel 2001, 51, pl. 11, no. 76). 
But, as Quack points out, the tables of Grand show a very different type, as they prob-
ably represent the Egyptian god Tutu in the form of a lion. There is, then, a gem in the 
Getty Museum (Inv. no. AN.437.45 = Michel-von Dungern 2011, 85, pls. 12a–b) showing 
a bearded male figure pouring water from a jug in his right hand onto a bundle of 
lightning bolts in his left. Since the third decan of Gemini is said to be connected with 
Aquarius and Saturn (compare Gundel 1936, 363), Simone Michel-von Dungern reads 
the gem as an interpretation of this type (Michel-von Dungern 2011, 86).

4.4 CANCER

4.4.1 Σωθείρ (dog-headed serpent), ἀρτεμισία (14) 

See Philipp 1986, 108, pl. 44, no. 173, sard (see above no. 2.39). Quack (forthcoming, § 
2.4.2) is suspicious about the anquity of the gem.

4.4.2 Οὐφισίτ (bird with the face of a woman, spread wings, plaited hair), ἰάσπις 
χλωρίζων (15)

The description clearly recalls the Egyptian type of Isis with wings instead of arms 
(Michel 2004, 298, no. 30.3.c). Indeed, the tables of Grand show an Egyptian Ba bird 
with human head: compare Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2.

4.4.3 Χνοῦφος (two feminine faces, back to back, one with hat, one with diadem, 
snakes around the neck, body on a plinth), εὐχαΐτης (16)

To my knowledge, the type is unattested on gems. The tables of Grand show a simpli-
fied version of the type: according to the Latin list of decans, a four headed serpent 
was represented between the female heads.
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4.5 LEO

4.5.1 Χνοῦμος (Lion headed serpent, with rays around the head), ἀχάτης (17)

This is, obviously, Chnoubis. See SGG I, 78–82.242–261; Michel 2004, 166–177, 255–263, 
no. 11; Dasen/Nagy 2012. Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.3. See esp. the agate exemplars 
Michel 2001, 201, pl. 47, no. 316 (fig. 44); ibid. 206, pl. 48, no. 324.

4.5.2 Ἰπί (Naked man with crescent moon on his head, holding a sceptre in his 
right hand, a whip in the left), σεληνίτης (18)

Direct parallels seem to be unattested on gems, but the type we see on the tables of 
Grand (a monkey-headed man holding a bow) has been related by Quack (forthcom-
ing, § 2.4.2) to the representation of Atum as an archer, in the form of a kynokephalos. 
According to Quack, this type can be compared with a gem showing a dog-headed 
deity holding a bow: see Petrie 1927, 21, pl. 16, no. 348.

4.5.3 Φάτιτι (man with a “wild” face, right hand waving, left hand holding a small 
hydria), ἡλίτης (19)

Direct parallels are unknown to me. The tables of Grand represent this decan as an 
animal-headed (dog, crocodile?) figure (see Abry 1993, 95 and De triginta sex decanis, 
1. 18: est autem homo ad speciem crocodili). Compare above, no. 2.44.

Fig. 44: London, British Museum (Inv. G 20, EA 56020). Brown agate: obv. Chnoubis, inscr. XNOYBIC; 
rev. inscription (Michel 2001, 201, pl. 47, no. 316). CBd no. 702. The photograph, sourced by the 
CBd, is reproduced by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.
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4.6 VIRGO

4.6.1  Ἀτούμ (dog-headed figure, with basíleion on its head: its body looks like a 
flame burning on a low base), κοραλλίτης (20)

The description in the Holy book of Hermes is unclear: in fact, both the tables of Grand 
represent this decan as an erect cobra with a crescent moon instead of its head (see 
Abry 1993, 96 and De triginta sex decanis, 21: serpens est perversus conglutinatus, 
caput eius est ad similitudinem lunae). This iconography has at least one parallel on 
the reverse of the haematite published in Bonner 1950, 295–296, pl. 12, no. 255 (fig. 45).

4.6.2 Βρυσούς (goat-headed figure, with horns, sceptre in its right hand, small 
hydria in the left), δενδρίτης (21)

Again, the description in the Holy book of Hermes does not correspond to the ico-

nography: the tables from Grand show a double-headed figure with four ibis heads 

(see Abry 1993, 96–97 and De triginta sex decanis, 1. 20: homo est stans, succinctus a 
medietate usque ad cavillam pedis, quattuor alas habens duas retrorsum et duas in 
pectore, habens quattuor capita ibeos habentis rostrum ferreum). This iconography 

has been related (Abry 1993, 85, no. 2; Mastrocinque 2014, 173, nos. 470–471) to the 

Fig. 45: Ann Arbor. Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, University of Michigan (inv. no. KM26004). 
Jasper amulet. Obv. Pantheos/Rev. erect cobra. Photograph: Christopher A. Faraone (CBd no. 1433), 
reproduced by courtesy of the Kelsey Museum of Archaeology.



 Relations Between Magical Texts and Magical Gems   241

representations of a double-ibis-headed Thoth (on which see Michel 2004, 288, no. 
27.4.c). Acconding to Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2), this type can be connected with the 
Egyptian iconography of Nḥy. 

4.6.3 Ἀμφαθάμ (standing man, his body swathed from his breast to his feet, 
holding a sceptre with both hands, hat on his head), εὐθλίζων (22)

I am currently not aware of direct parallels. On this decan see Quack (forthcoming, 
§ 2.4.2).

4.7 LIBRA

4.7.1 Σφουχοῦ (aged man, wearing a belt, his left hand raised as if he is receiving 
something, his right hand lowered, holding a small hydria), ἰασπαχάτης (23)

I cannot find any good parallels of the type, on which see Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2). 

The Latin list of the decans indicates here two figures (sunt duae imagines rectae), and 

in fact the tables of Grand have four figures in the area dedicated to the Libra decans. 

Even though the tables seem to indicate the first two figures with different names, 

Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2) demonstrates that both of them are to be related to the 

first decan, as we read in the Latin treatise.

4.7.2 Nεφθίμης (standing man at a fountain which has two water jets ending as 
one; the man is fully clothed, his beard is curly, he holds a small hydria), 
σαρδών (24)

I cannot find any parallels of the type, on which see Quack (forthcoming, § 2.4.2).

4.7.3 Φοῦ (snake-headed man, basileion on its head, wears a perizoma), 
σμάραγδος (25)

The Latin list of decans says that the third decan of Libra has the form of a snake 

(totus est in speciem serpentis), and in this position the tables of Grand have an erect 

serpent, called ΑΦΟΥΘ: this clearly shows (Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2) that this was 

the original form of the decan (for an alternative view: Mastrocinque 1998). It is also 

evident that the figure could be reinterpreted as in the Holy Book, and in fact Simone 

Michel (2004, 170–171) has found good examples of this second type on gems (Michel 

2004, 328, no. 46.4): see esp. Michel 2001, 293–394, pls. 71–72, nos. 474–475. It is prob-

able that the makers of these gems had been guided by instructions such as those in 

the Holy Book. 
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4.8 SCORPIO

4.8.1 Βώς (four-winged, bull-headed man: wears belt, holds sceptre and small 
hydria), αἱματίτης (26)

Also in this case, the imagery of the tables of Grand fits well with the description in 
the Holy Book, but the figure seems to be unattested on gems.

4.8.2 Oὔστιχος (man wearing a long dress, standing on a scorpion), πυρίτης (27)

The Greek text of the Holy Book can be compared with the imagery of the tables from 
Grand and seems to have no parallels on gems, but the description we find in the 
Latin Hermes clearly refers to the imagery of the Ophiouchos (homo est stans iunctis 
pedibus super medietate scorpionis tenens utrisque manibus serpentem magnam ab 
utraque parte pectoris sui). A gem in the Bibliothèque Nationale (BN 2184 = Delatte/
Derchain 1964, 268, no. 383) shows the Ophiouchos standing on a scorpion.

Fig. 46: London, British Museum (inv. no. G 494, EA 56494). Red-brown stone: Snake-headed figure. 
(Michel 2001, 293, pl. 72, no. 474). CBd no. 832. The photograph, sourced by the CBd, is reproduced 
by courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.



 Relations Between Magical Texts and Magical Gems   243

4.8.3 Ἄφηβις (ram-headed man, dressed from breast to ankles, holding reins with 
both hands), σάρδιον αἰγύπτιον (28)

This description corresponds to the first decan of Sagittarius as he is seen in the 
second table of Grand (Abry 1993, 101; Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2). Direct parallels 
on gems are unknown to me, but the type recalls a well-known series of intaglios 
showing a ram-headed figure (see AGWien III, 161, pl. 96, no. 2203; Michel 2001, 215, 
pl. 50, no. 240; Vitellozzi 2010, 412, no. 511).

4.9 SAGITTARIUS

4.9.1 Σέβος (dressed like a man: holds a spear in his right hand, left hand 
lowered. Fully dressed, head covered), φρύγιος λίθος (29)

The description is that of the third decan of Scorpio shown on the tables of Grand 
(Abry 1993, 102; Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2. Compare the Latin Hermes: est homo 
habens caput caninum extendens manum unam sinistram in inferiorem partem et tenet 
acida – est autem acis parvum telum – succinctus rete vario usque ad femora). The 
motif seems not to have parallels on gems.

4.9.2 Τεῦχμος (ichneumon-headed man: holds sceptre and a hydríske), ἀμέθυσος 
λίθος (30)

Both the tables of Grand and the glass plate from Douch (on which see Nenna 2003) 
show simply a man, but originally this decan could be represented with the head of 
an Egyptian mongoose (Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2). I cannot find any good examples 
of the type on gems.

4.9.3 Χθισάρ (old man wearing a crown: holds sceptre and hydríske), ἀερίζων 
λίθος (31)

To my knowledge, the motif is unattested on gems (compare Quack, forthcoming, 
§ 2.4.2).
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4.10 CAPRICORNUS

4.10.1 Τάϊρ (headless man, dressed with a scarab skin, wearing a belt: holds a 
hydríske), ὀφίτης (32)

This figure has been paralleled to the akephalos occurring on magical gems (Delatte 
1914; Abry 1993, 85, 104; see also Lancellotti 2003, 118; Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2). 
The gem BN 137 (Delatte/Derchain 1964, 42–50, no. 42) is probably a good example 
of the type shown on the tables of Grand; a headless figure, albeit different from that 
described in the Holy Book, also occurs on the reverse of a crimson jasper in the Met-
ropolitan Museum, NYC (Bonner 1950, 278, pl. 7, no. 152). A brown-red jasper in the 
Sossidi collection shows the headless god sitting on the back of a lion (see Michel-von 
Dungern 2011, 85, pl. 10), and Simone Michel-von Dungern suggests that this motif, 
together with its variant showing a baboon, can be related to the astrological specu-
lation on the decans.

4.10.2 Ἐπίτεκ (pig-headed man wearing belt, dressed like the first decan: holds a 
hydríske and a sword), χαρχεδόνιος λίθος (33)

Both the Grand tables show a goat-headed figure (see Abry 1993, 105), while the Latin 
list of the decans has a bull-headed decan (habens faciem tauri, corpus hominis, 
indutus pellem scarabei). According to Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2, the scarab skin 
mentioned in the sources must be related to the iconography of some composite 
figures such as that on the black magnet BM G 16 EA 56016 (Michel 2001, 112, no. 176 = 
CBd no. 574). A green jasper in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris (Delatte/Derchain 
1964, 164, n. 213) shows a ram-headed figure with a scarab instead of its body, but this 
type seems far from that described in our texts.

4.10.3 Ἐπιχναῦς (has the appearance of a man: holds a hydríske and a spear), 
ἀναγκίτης (34)

Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2 poses the problem of the translation regarding the expres-
sion κατὰ τὴν ὄψιν that we find in the Greek text. Most probably, the sources mean 
that this decan is a human figure (ad similitudinem hominis est).

4.11 AQUARIUS

4.11.1 Ἰσύ, or Θρώ (dog-headed man, apron from waist to calf), κνηκίτης (35)

This description has been related (Abry 1993, 106) to the egyptianizing representa-
tions of Anubis, which occurs frequently on magical gems. See esp. AGWien III, 161, 
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pl. 96, no. 2201 (red jasper); Mastrocinque 2014, 176, no. 478, obverse (green jasper). 
The tables of Grand have a jackal-headed figure. 

4.11.2 Σοσομνῶ (man with basileion, holding an ἀγκίαν), μαγνήτης (36) 

This is the standard imagery of decans, as it is represented in the Tables of Grand, but 
the glass plate from Douch has a figure bandaged like a mummy. I cannot find any 
good parallels for this description, but see Philipp 1986, 96–97, pl. 38, no. 145.

4.11.3 Χονουμοῦς (man with basileion, holding a hydríske and sceptre), μηδικός 
λίθος (37)

The tables of Grand, as well as the glass plate from Douch, show a man holding an 
ankh and a sceptre. For parallels on gems, compare Bonner 1950, 317‒318, pl. 21, no. 
379.

4.12 PISCES

4.12.1 Τετιμὼ (man wearing a blue robe and a pig skin and holding a hydríske), 
βήρυλλος (38)

In this position, the tables of Grand show a dog-headed igure holding a sceptre, 
which has been related (Abry 1993, 85) to the Egyptian representations of Anubis. 
In turn, the glass plate of Douch has a mummy-bandaged igure with the head of a 
lion. Probably, the description in the Latin list of the decans (homo est indutus vestes 
fuscas, habens faciem suis; cingitur simpliciter) derives from a misunderstood imagery.

4.12.2 Σοπφί (naked man with cloak on his shoulders; holds a hydríske in his right 
hand, left hand raised to his lips), περιλεύκιος λίθος (39)

The description of the Holy Book of Hermes corresponds certainly to the third decan of 
the Pisces shown on the tables of Grand (Abry 1993, 109). This figure has been paral-
leled to the type of a standing Harpokrates, which is widely attested on Roman intag-
lios, but not so frequent on magical gems (see e.g. AGWien III, 157, pl. 93, no. 2193). 
In the position of the second decan, the tables of Grand show a man with headcloth 
holding a spear with both hands (one raised, one lowered): this is the typical gesture 
of Egyptian gods overwhelming enemies (see Quack, forthcoming, § 2.4.2). Hence the 
Latin description: Mars est stans armatus.
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4.12.3 Συρώ (said to be invisible, called coiled serpent, bearded, with diadem), 
ὑάκινθος (40)

This description, which has no counterpart in the Latin list of the decans, can be 
related to the iconography of the Agathodaimon as well as to that of Glykon. Another 
possibility is offered by the tabula Bianchini, showing in its inner circle the constella-
tion of Draco between the two Ursae: here, the Draco is represented as a crested snake. 
A bearded, crowned serpent is also seen on a magical sphere from Athens (Delatte 
1913, 260–263), as well as on the Dodekaoros of the Daressy Zodiac (see Quack, forth-
coming, § 2.4.2). On gems, Sarapis is sometimes merged with Agathodaimon in the 
shape of a snake with the bearded head of the god: see e.g. Henig 1975, 61–62, no. 258.

5 Conclusion

At the end of this cursory look at the list provided, we have enough elements to 
conclude that the differences between the gems and the written sources are prob-
ably due to the adventures of transmission. It seems that the gems, being products 
of ritual practices, provide many different interpretations of the designs described 
in the texts; their great number, especially by comparison with the papyri, results 
not only from their durability and higher intrinsic value, but also from the creative 
mind of the gem-makers, who made variations on their fixed models according to the 
occasion and to their own cultural background. Consequently, for what this topic is 
concerned, arguments from the silence of the documentation should still be regarded 
with caution. 
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