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MORE ON ENGRAVED GEMSTONES 
 

See “So That’s How They Did It” in our October 2018 newsletter 

 
The Reverend Professor Martin Henig MA, DPhil, D Litt, FSA 

 

  My friend Grahame Soffe (Chairman of the Association for Roman 

Archaeology) sent me a copy of Dorothy Lawson's note on the magnifying 

glasses in Rhodes. I have not seen them and do not know what they are or 

whether, indeed, they are ancient or more recent, but as I have written up the 

gems such as they are from the Palace, small in number but including the 

lovely amethyst Mercury from Barry Cunliffe's excavation and the more 

recently discovered racehorse, I may be allowed a comment. 

  

    I and others who have spent decades studying gems are very doubtful that any magnifying 

device was employed.  In his great work, Greek Gems and Finger Rings (Thames and Hudson, 

1970) p.382 John Boardman writes that 'to be of any use to an engraver the lens must not seriously 

distort, and although the magnifying effect of crystal or glass in lens form may well have been 

observed at an early date, it is highly improbable that it was exploited by artists. No deliberately 

fashioned lenses have been found and it is unlikely that Pliny would have failed to mention their 

use. Additionally the point of contact between the drill and stone is obscured by the oily medium 

used to provide lubrication.  I have tried it with a mixture of powdered corundum and olive oil as 

used in Antiquity. Also, you need two hands, one to operate the bow drill and one to hold the gem. 

   The answer is that gem engravers were and are very short sighted. We have a number of gems 

signed by Augustus's own gem engraver Dioskourides, the finest Roman period intaglios known. 

Other gems bear the signatures of his sons (see M.Henig (ed), A Handbook of Roman Art (Phaidon 

Press,1983) p.154 ill. 121 and 122): short-sightedness is often inherited.                                               
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    We know that the French gem engravers of the 18th century did not use lenses, and until age 

caught up with me I seldom used a loupe or any other device when examining gemstones. 

     The small size and intricate workmanship of engraved gems mean that they are often 

overlooked today, in favour of larger items. In many museums they are not even displayed, 

like those from Chichester amongst which is the wonderful chrome chalcedony depicting a 

grieving Marsyas, found in Chichester and like the two finest gems from Fishbourne, surely the prized 

signet of a notable of Togidubnus' kingdom (Henig, Handbook, p. 157 ill. 125). 

 

Prof Henig’s research interests cover Roman gems, including intaglios from Silchester, intaglios in 

medieval settings and cameos. He is currently working with Helen Molesworth on a very large 

private collection of Roman cameos. 
 

 

STAFF NEWS AT THE PALACE - A NEW ARRIVAL – AND A SAD LOSS  
 

Rob Symmons, Curator 

 

   We are excited to welcome Melanie Marsh, our new property manager. At the 

time of writing she is half way through her second day in post, so this introduction is 

understandably short! 

   Melanie has joined the Fishbourne 

Roman Palace team from The Rifles 

Museum, where she worked as the 

Museum Manager/ Curator for the past six years. Prior to 

this, she worked for the National Trust, latterly at Little 

Moreton Hall as their Visitor Experience Manager and 

previously at Springhill as their House Manager. She 

studied at the University of Leeds, reading History of Art, 

followed by a Masters in Museum Studies. Melanie adores 

all dogs, and has her own – an Irish Setter called Finbar. 

   We are all really looking forward to working with her and 

she can’t wait to get to know the site and Fishbourne team 

better. She is full of exciting new ideas so watch this space 

for plenty of new developments and projects. 

 
 

 VERY SAD NEWS  -  Philip Joseph Wilson Davies - 23 May 1949 – 5 January 2019 

By Tess Fradgley and Jean Jennings 

 

   Phil Davies, our retired Head of Operations, has died at just the age 

of 69, only 2½ years into his retirement. He is sadly missed and our 

thoughts and prayers are with his family. He was so proud of Bridget 

and the boys, his football and his Welsh heritage. 

   Joining the team at the Palace in 1999, he was able to be a part of so 

many milestones: the excavations at the turn of the century; the 

development of the Collections Discovery Centre; plays inside and 

out; concerts; book signings and any number of special events – even 

appearing on BBC Southern News to promote Roman Army Week! 

Along with David Rudkin and Derek Turner, he entered into the spirit 

of the occasion (as always) and danced in Roman Costume to the 

‘Monster Mash’! Well, it was Halloween. The Beeb always like a big 

finish and Phil was glad to oblige. 

   Being part of Fishbourne’s life for 20 years, whether in costume 

taking small children through Roman Drill or dealing with retail reps, 

he did it all with Welsh charm and laughter. Phil was always happy to 

give his time and energy to visitors, staff and volunteers alike. 

Phil could never say no to a cuppa and a custard cream… He was our friend. 
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SUBSCRIPTIONS REMINDER 

Friends’ subscriptions were due on 1 February. The rate remains unchanged for yet another year 

(see our website). We hope you will continue your membership and help our work with the 

Palace.  If you haven’t yet renewed please contact the Membership Secretary at 

Joan973@btinternet.com  

or via our e-mail address at the end of this newsletter. 

Our International project – Rob Symmons 
 

   Sussex Archaeological Society are to be part of an exciting new project that hopes to better understand 

visitor needs and engage with the public. The project, led by Royal Holloway, University of London, will 

create a professional network that will explore the best ways to use recent advances in data science to 

improve the visitor experience. These new developments in data science have been used successfully in the 

commercial world, but they also offer a wealth of possibilities for cultural and heritage institutions. It is 

anticipated that the network will develop methodologies for using existing visitor data (eg visitor numbers, 

social media comments, feedback forms) to unlock the full potential of museums. Staff from Fishbourne will 

work with other SAS properties and the project partners on the project and the results should be available by 

the end of 2019.  

    

   Project partners include the Historic Royal Palaces, the JORVIK Group, Franklin Institute (Pennsylvania), 

Colonial Williamsburg (Virginia), and pioneers in machine learning and augmented reality. We are delighted 

to be working alongside these world leaders in heritage and data science and look forward to sharing 

expertise with them.  

 

 

FRIENDS’ NEWS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chris Medlock, Chair 

 

 

  

 Friends will know from our June newsletter last year that I had the honour of 

being elected Chair of the Council of Trustees of Sussex Archaeological Society. I 

had hoped that I could continue to serve as Chair of the Friends at the same 

time. Unfortunately experience has now shown me that the demands of the two 

positions are too much for one volunteer to give them both the attention they require. 

    

   I have therefore decided, with much regret, to resign as Chair of the Friends of Fishbourne at our 

AGM in April. During my years as Director of the Palace I built up great enthusiasm and respect for 

this unique site, its hard-working staff, and the valuable contribution of the Friends. Hence my 

delight at being elected Chair of the Friends and continuing my close links. However I must be 

realistic. I intend to remain as Chair of SAS as I believe there is a lot to achieve and maybe I can 

make a greater difference this way for the Palace and all our museums and historic properties than 

I could as simply Chair of the Friends.  

 

THE FRIENDS’ ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING – SATURDAY 27 APRIL 

Please make sure the date is in your diaries; we shall need as many Friends as possible to be there to 
ensure we have a quorum. The programme will be circulated nearer the time. We are delighted that Dr 
Beccy Scott BA, MA, PhD, of the British Museum Prehistory and Europe Department has agreed to be 

our speaker. 

mailto:Joan973@btinternet.com
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Photos: Anne de Potier 

 

WHAT DO ARCHAEOLOGISTS REALLY DO?    THE NEW HANDS-ON SPACE AT 

THE PALACE. 

 

 
Anne de Potier, Friends Secretary 

 

   Archaeological sites are not just static remains, and archaeology is not just 

digging. Keen to update the ‘interactive area’, the Palace staff have devised a 

structured way of allowing visitors to have a go at many aspects of post-

excavation archaeology. You can try jobs ranging from sorting finds, drawing pots 

and filling in record cards, to identifying seeds, working with bones and coins and discovering what 

survives well and what needs conserving, or has already rotted away. You are also invited to 

consider how to explain and interpret what has been found. There are blocks for building your own 

Palace, and you can explore the archaeologist’s desk (moved from the CDC) and fieldwork 

equipment.  

   

   The posters and notices are all new – 

better and more plentiful. You are guided 

by Millie the Mole (a female archaeologist – 

though I confess I missed that point until I got 

home and read the website). The large 

panels illustrate their main point with a 

‘Fishbourne feature’ which uses an example 

from the Palace site to explain the general 

message. All the equipment for doing the 

tasks is there – and not a touchscreen 

anywhere! This is proper practical hands-on 

stuff.  

   

   There are activities to interest all ages and abilities, and that most definitely 

includes adults. The Palace staff are keen that the space should not be seen 

as a children’s play area, and have arranged it so that a family could easily 

spend an hour doing different things and helping each other find out a bit 

about what happens once the trenches are backfilled. When I was there a 

girl aged about 12 was at the desk working on a drawing, and an adult 

male relative was studying some x-rays. Many of the finds are real (from 

unstratified locations), and the equipment – from brush to microscope  - can 

all be used. I fear the staff will have a lot of resetting to do during the day, as finds are moved 

around and kit scattered. But it will be worth it.  

   

   A colourful ‘family discovery trail’ has also been produced which 

relates to the whole site. Answers to the questions in this are on a new 

page of the Fishbourne part of the Sussex Past 

website: https://sussexpast.co.uk/properties-to-

discover/fishbourne-roman-Palace/history-

fbo/finding-out-about-fishbourne    

 

   The website also has a document written by 

Katrina Burton, the former Property Manager,  

explaining what they have done, and why and 

how:  

 https://sussexpast.co.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2019/01/Exploring-the-Past-case-

study.pdf 

Well worth reading – it’s very informative. This whole project is a credit to her and all the team at 

the Palace. Go and enjoy it! 

 

https://sussexpast.co.uk/properties-to-discover/fishbourne-roman-palace/history-fbo/finding-out-about-fishbourne
https://sussexpast.co.uk/properties-to-discover/fishbourne-roman-palace/history-fbo/finding-out-about-fishbourne
https://sussexpast.co.uk/properties-to-discover/fishbourne-roman-palace/history-fbo/finding-out-about-fishbourne
https://sussexpast.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Exploring-the-Past-case-study.pdf
https://sussexpast.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Exploring-the-Past-case-study.pdf
https://sussexpast.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Exploring-the-Past-case-study.pdf
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Donations to the Palace 

   Some of our readers will have received copies of our October 2018 edition with a blanked out 

space on page 3 after the article on the Palace gardens. At the time we were unable to 

announce our latest donations to the Palace but we have now agreed to donate £2,000 to 

finance the purchase of a utility truck to enable Ian Lansley, the Head Gardener, to work more 

efficiently. The truck is not a road vehicle, but something to move plants, tools, compost, lawn 

mowings etc around the site. The purchase was part-funded by the sale of existing unused 

equipment, and will enable Ian to make far better use of his time than pushing wheelbarrows. All in 

all, this is an exciting time for the gardens, and we look forward to helping further when we can.  

    In addition to this donation the Friends’ committee have given £53.30 for bookplates to put inside 

254 items generously donated by our President David Rudkin to the Palace library. These have 

already been catalogued by volunteer librarian Jenny Bond and are now awaiting the arrival of 

bookshelves next month before they can be added to the library. 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 The Palace have some issues with 

drainage and are looking for anyone with 

knowledge of site drainage and/or 

hydrology to help  develop a plan to better 

understand drainage at the Palace. This is a 

great opportunity for a member or non-

member to make a real contribution to the 

long-term preservation of the mosaics at 

this nationally important site. 

   If you, or someone you know, thinks they 

can help please contact the Sussex 

Archaeological Society’s Operations 

Manager, Graham Moore 

operations@sussexpast.co.uk, or 

Fishbourne Roman Palace’s curator, Rob     

Symmons coafish@sussexpast.co.uk. 
 

 

 

 

ITALICA 

   We thought we would brighten up February 

by including some sunny photos sent in by 

Georgia Moody of mosaics from Italica just 

north of Seville, Spain. 

      Italica in the province of Hispania Baetica 

was the birthplace of the Emperor Trajan (98-

117 AD), probably of his adopted son 

Hadrian, and perhaps also of Theodosius (347-

395) the last emperor of both the Eastern and 

Western empire. The city was founded in 206 

BC by the great Roman general Publius 

Cornelius Scipio Africanus to settle his 

victorious veterans from the Second Punic 

Wars.         

 

 

Fishbourne Palace drainage problems. Can you help? 

 

mailto:operations@sussexpast.co.uk
mailto:coafish@sussexpast.co.uk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scipio_Africanus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scipio_Africanus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Punic_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Punic_War
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   Georgia comments that “It is a 

residential town with an amphitheatre, 

some mighty fine houses (mostly only the 

bases of the walls and the floors are left) 

and lots of mosaics (the best bit). The 

mosaics are exposed to the elements, 

which seems a bit odd, especially as 

there’s a board nearby explaining how 

much of the floor tiling has been 

damaged by rain and flooding. 

  “There’s also a theatre in the surrounding 

(modern) town of “Santiponce” but for 

some reason they’ve fenced it off and we 

couldn’t go in.”  

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

This splendid mosaic is from the 

House of the Planetarium.  It 

depicts Venus in the centre and - 

clockwise from bottom – Jupiter/ 

Mercury/ Mars/ the Moon/ the 

Sun/ and an unidentified cloaked 

figure (does any reader know 

who this is?) 

 

All photos – Georgia Moody 

From The House of the Birds 

mailto:fishbournefriends@googlemail.com
mailto:fishbournefriends@googlemail.com
http://www.fishbournefriends.info/

