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was a collector of gems, and his collection was brought to Rome and displayed on the Capitoline.  Many 
Romans were inspired by this display of wealth, including Julius Caesar, who accumulated a large number 
of gems, which he dedicated in the temple of Venus Genetrix in Rome.4

The Romans, however, had traditionally assigned rings a more formal function, reflecting the highly 
regulated social structure of their society.  During the years of the Roman Republic, the gold ring was a 
sign of office, a custom that may have been borrowed from the Etruscans.5  Envoys on missions of state 
wore gold rings but relinquished them on their return to Rome.6  In the city of Rome, ownership of 
gold was discouraged.  Men usually wore rings made of iron, and only citizens of the highest social and 
political class could display a ring of gold.  In the fourth century BC, only those who had been consul 
(nobiles) were allowed a gold ring.7  This right was then extended to the equestrian class (ordo equester), 
which ranked just below the senatorial class.8  At the time of the Third Punic War, in the mid-second 
century BC, military tribunes were allowed to wear gold rings, an indication of the special privileges for 
the army that would continue in imperial times,9 although it was not until AD 197, in the time of the 
emperor Septimius Severus, that all soldiers were allowed to wear gold rings.10  By the end of the Republic, 
officials could bestow the gold ring on individuals of lower class, but many traditionalists disapproved. 

The use of rings and other types of jewelry, especially earrings, necklaces, pendants, and bracelets, 
became increasingly widespread among Roman men and women during the early years of the empire, no 
doubt an indication of wealth but seldom of official status.  Even the newly rich could own quantities of 
gold jewelry. The conspicuous display of wealth was ridiculed by some Roman writers, such as the first-
century satirist Petronius in his Satyricon, in which the excesses of the wealthy former slave Trimalchio 
and his wife Fortunata are parodied.  Trimalchio, referring to his wife’s solid gold bracelets, anklets, 
and hair net, remarks, “Look at the woman’s fetters…she must have six and half pounds on her!”11 Large 
amounts of personal jewelry have, in fact, been discovered, notably in the excavations of the cities of 
Pompeii and Herculaneum buried by the volcanic eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, but a good 
amount of jewelry has been found in all parts of the empire, from Britain to Syria.  In addition to jewelry, 
wealthy households also accumulated silver plate, partly for display at banquets but also as a store of 
wealth.  Many silver treasures, too, have been discovered.

The Emperor’s Largesse and Aristocratic Gift-Giving

In 86 BC, when King Ptolemy IX presented the Roman general Lucullus with a gold ring set with 
an emerald engraved with the king’s portrait, Lucullus accepted the gift only with reluctance,12  but such 
marks of royal status soon appealed to the new rulers of the Roman Empire.  Like their royal Greek 
predecessors, the Roman emperors presented money, jewelry, silver plate, and other luxury objects as 
gifts on ceremonial occasions, a practice that became increasingly institutionalized as time went on. The 
first Roman emperor, Augustus (27 BC-AD 14), was certainly influenced by Ptolemaic royal tradition 
in distributing gems and cameos cut with his own image, as well as portraits of members of the imperial 
family.  Pliny refers to individuals close to the Emperor Claudius (AD 41-54) wearing gold rings engraved 
with the emperor’s portrait as symbols of their special status.13  Many of these works were produced by 
artists associated with the imperial court, such as the Greek engraver Dioskourides, who was mentioned 
by several contemporary Roman writers and a number of whose signed gems and cameos survive.14  These 
gems would presumably have been distributed as gifts to members of prominent Roman families, high 
officials, and military officers, although the details of such distributions at this date are unknown.  The 
tradition continued throughout the imperial period, as shown by the remarkable cameo plaque in the 
Ferrell collection (cat. 48) depicting the emperor Marcus Aurelius receiving his co-emperor Lucius Verus 
on the occasion of the victory over the Parthians in AD 166, a gift that could only have been presented 
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honors an official named Severus before an uncertain emperor celebrating his vicennalia.34  Engraved 
gems appear to have been presented, too, although only one is known, the now lost sapphire depicting the 
influential Gothic official Flavius Ricimer on the occasion of his consulship in AD 459.35  

The other major responsibility of the office of the sacrae largitiones was the production and 
distribution of payments to the army.  Some of these payments were in the form of objects presented 
as imperial largesse (donativa) to emphasize the importance of the emperor and the loyalty owed to 
him.36   Gold and silver medallions and coins, gold and silver ingots, and silver plate were presented 
to important officers, as a number of hoards makes clear, most notably the spectacular treasure from 
Kaiseraugst (Switzerland), which contained silver medallions of Constantius II and Constans, a silver 
plate commemorating the decennalia of Constans (along with a considerable amount of other fine silver 
dishes), and silver ingots stamped with the image of the usurper Magnentius, suggesting that the hoard 
belonged to an officer who transferred his allegiance to Magnentius around the year AD 350.37  The grave 
of a Roman officer of the early fourth century discovered in Macedonia eloquently preserves a range of 
similar objects on a more modest scale, including a silver plate engraved with small busts of the imperial 
princes, other silver vessels, an inscribed gold fibula, and a finely cut glass beaker.38  Other valuable objects 
manufactured specifically for the military included rings, fibulae, torques, belts, helmets, and weapons.  
These items, along with the issue of standard military requisitions, such as food, horses, servants, and 
money, are specified in detail in a letter of the mid-third century, preserved in the Scriptores Historiae 
Augustae (Claudius 14.2-15), from the emperor Valerian to the procurator of Syria as payment to the 
military tribune (and future emperor) Claudius: “…two red military tunics each year, two military cloaks, 
two silver-gilt fibulae, and one gold fibula with a bronze pin; one silver-gilt belt, one ring set with two 
gems weighing an ounce, an arm band weighing seven ounces, a one pound torque, one gilded helmet, 
two shields with gold inlay, one cuirass to be returned…”

By the beginning of the third century, soldiers were permitted to wear gold rings.  A number of gems 
and rings displaying the emperor’s portrait do, in fact, survive, most dating from the Severan period, and 
it is likely that they belonged to military officers.39  The practice of presenting rings to military officers is 
more clearly apparent in the fourth century, beginning in the reign of Constantine the Great.40  A good 
number of surviving gold rings, including an example in the Ferrell collection (cat. 42), are inscribed 
FIDEM CONSTANTINO or FIDES CONSTANTINI, “loyalty to Constantine.”  Similar rings 
continued to be made until the mid-fourth century, including three further examples in the Ferrell 
collection, one (cat. 43) naming Constantine’s son, Constans (AD 337-350), and the other two (cat. 
44-45) DOMINIS NOSTRIS AVGVSTIS, “our lord emperors,” no doubt referring to joint rule of 
Constantine’s sons.  A ring in Vienna with the name of Constans also includes the abbreviation N(ovo) 
A(nno), “on the New Year,” indicating the occasion of this official gift.41  A ring is also known bearing the 
name of the usurper Magnentius (AD 350-353).

During the same period, high ranking soldiers, as well as individuals holding high civic offices, were 
presented also with gold fibulae of crossbow type, while soldiers of lower rank wore silver or gilded bronze 
fibulae.  The finer quality fibulae served as symbols of rank and status superior to the simple bronze 
examples, which survive in vast numbers.  Some gold fibulae, including a particularly finely decorated 
pair in the Ferrell collection (cat. 87-88),were decorated with niello inlay, portraits of imperial princes, 
and sometimes inscriptions referring to the emperor, including Maximianus, Licinius, Maxentius and 
Romulus, Constantine, Constans, and Julian.42  Another important group of gold crossbow fibulae, 
decorated in openwork, originated in a late fifth century imperial workshop in Constantinople and were 
distributed as gifts to high officials and foreign dignitaries.43   Similar fibulae continued to be used into 
the sixth century and can be seen on the shoulders of the officials who accompany Justinian in the mosaics 
of San Vitale in Ravenna.
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images of Christ, saints, and angels were worn by pious aristocratic women (cat. 152-159).  Even personal 
monograms engraved on rings were written in the form of a cross (cat. 179). The Ferrell collection also 
includes a large cameo depicting the Annunciation (cat. 151), no doubt a product of an imperial workshop 
in Constantinople, one of several surviving examples but the only one in its original gold and pearl frame, 
suspended on a heavy chain.  Though still conveying a sense of power and status, the jewelry of Byzantium 
now honored Christ rather than the emperor.

Byzantine Church Silver

A relatively large number of Byzantine silver vessels (plates, cups, spoons, and other items) dating 
from the sixth and seventh centuries survive.  Imperial workshops continued to supply the emperor with 
silver for distribution and also made plate for private patrons, but now churches, too, obtained silver items 
for liturgical use and display.  Silver objects were manufactured at a variety of workshops, some producing 
works of far superior quality than others, although there is a general stylistic unity in the sixth and 
seventh centuries.  Constantinople was no doubt the primary source for silver, and an official system for 
controlling the production of silver plate under the jurisdiction of the office of the sacrum largitionum and 
the Prefect of the City of Constantinople.  Silver vessels often preserve the imperial stamps bearing the 
emperor’s portrait and the names of the responsible officials (like hallmarks), a system that was established 
at the end of the fifth century and continued into the seventh (cat. 130-132, 190-192, and 197). The 
purpose of this elaborate system is unclear.  The marks may indicate that the silver was sold (presumably 
for gold) by an official institution, or they may have been merely a means of taxation.  Although the place 
of origin or source of patronage is rarely apparent from the stamps and inscriptions on surviving silver, it 
is known that the imperial bureaucracy continued to commission silver plate for distribution as gifts, that 
aristocratic families continued to amass silver for personal use, and that churches purchased silver objects 
for liturgical use.60

Since the time of Constantine, the Church, benefitting from imperial and aristocratic patronage, 
received an enormous quantity of precious metal objects.  The Liber Pontificalis (chapter 34) records in 
detail the many patens, chalices, lamps, and even altars, fonts, and statues, all of gold and silver, presented 
by Constantine to the newly erected churches in Rome and elsewhere in Italy.  Generous donations from 
successive emperors and bishops followed.  Although none of these imperial donations survives—indeed 
no fourth-century liturgical silver has been found—a good amount of church silver dating to the sixth 
and seventh centuries has been discovered, primarily in Italy, Asia Minor, Syria, and Russia.  

Patens typically took the form of shallow plates with flat rims and bottoms, the centers sometimes 
engraved with a chi-rho monogram or a simple cross (cat. 189-190).  The quality of workmanship varied, 
some patens being of light weight and simple design and decoration, while others (such as those in 
the Sion Treasure discovered in southwest Anatolia and now divided between the Antalya Museum, 
Dumbarton Oaks, and the Ortiz collection in Geneva) are massive, with scalloped or embossed 
decoration on the rims, niello inlay, and gilding.61  Only three patens, including an exceptionally 
fine example in the Ferrell collection (cat. 190), have embossed central images, all showing Christ 
administering the Eucharist to the apostles.

Embossed decoration is more common on other vessels, notably chalices and censers, which 
sometimes display standing figures of Christ, the Virgin, angels, and saints.  Other ecclesiastical objects 
frequently found in treasures included hanging lamps in the form of bowls that once held glass liners (cat. 
199-208); hanging polycandela with holes for cone-shaped glass lamps (cat. 197); buckets (cat. 192); ladles 
(cat. 193); spoons (cat. 217-225); and boxes that once contained relics (cat. 194).  Two examples (one in the 
Ferrell collection, cat. 195, and the other in New York) are known of a silver dove suspended from a chain, 
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which once hung above the altar to represent the Holy Spirit.
In addition to bearing official stamps, many of these objects were inscribed, sometimes with biblical 

or liturgical verses but more often with the names of the donors, who had offered the vessels to the church 
in memory of a loved one or in fulfillment of a vow.  The names provide a rare glimpse into the lives of the 
parishioners of early Byzantine towns.

The striking coherence of style and the superb skills of the early Byzantine silversmith demonstrate 
the importance of these works to Byzantine society in the sixth and seventh centuries, when Byzantium 
was at the height of its power. The iconoclastic movement in Byzantium at the beginning of the eighth 
century, which condemned the use of religious images, severely disrupted the production of traditional 
crafts, including church silver and personal jewelry.  The revival of craftsmanship in precious metal and 
related skills did not occur until more than a century later and then in an entirely new style. 
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