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FIVE ROMAN ENGRAVED GEMS FROM A PRIVATE 
COLLECTION IN IZMIR (TURKEY)

MARTIN HENIG*, ERGÜN LAFLI**

Keywords: engraved gems, finger-rings, octagonal gemstones, late antique Christianity, the Kolay 
Selçik Collection, Izmir, Asia Minor, Turkey, Roman period, Late Roman period
Abstract: Five engraved gems of the Roman period were formerly preserved in the private collection 
of Ms Berna Oğuz (Izmir) who sold these pieces officially to Mr Koray Selçik, who has an extensive 
collection in Izmir which is officially registered to the Museum Directorship of Izmir in western 
Turkey. These gems are as follows: 1. a red jasper intaglio, depicting Eros burning the Psyche-butterfly 
and set in an iron ring; 2. an intaglio of translucent chalcedony (or moulded glass), depicting Nemesis, 
set in a bronze ring; 3. an octagonal cornelian intaglio inscribed with the name Iesou, set in a silver 
ring; 4. an intaglio with an elephant head; 5. an intaglio depicting Tyche and Nemesis.

Cuvinte-cheie: pietre prețioase gravate, inele, pietre prețioase octogonale, creștinismul antic târziu, 
colecția Kolay Selçik, Izmir, Asia Mică, Turcia, perioada romană, perioada romană târzie
Rezumat: Cinci pietre prețioase gravate datate în perioada romană au fost păstrate inițial în colecția 
privată a doamnei Berna Oğuz (Izmir), care a vândut aceste piese domnului Koray Selçik, care are 
o colecție extinsă în Izmir, înregistrată oficial la Directoratul Muzeului din Izmir, în vestul Turciei. 
Aceste geme sunt următoarele: 1. o intalie de jasp roșu care îl înfățișează pe Eros arzând fluturele 
Psyche, montată într-un inel de fier; 2. o intalie de calcedonie translucidă (sau sticlă turnată în 
matriță), înfățișând-o pe Nemesis, încadrată într-un inel de bronz; 3. o intalie octogonală de cornalină 
inscripționată cu numele Iesou, încadrată într-un inel de argint; 4. o intalie cu cap de elefant; 5. o intalie 
reprezentându-le pe Tyche și Nemesis.

INTRODUCTION

Five engraved gems of the Roman period were formerly preserved in the private collection of 
Ms Berna Oğuz (Izmir) who sold these pieces officially to Mr Koray Selçik, who has an extensive 
collection in Izmir, which is officially registered to the Museum Directorship of Izmir, in western 
Turkey. The photos of these objects were sent by Ms Berna Oğuz in April 2021 to whom we are 
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grateful for the authorisation, as well as for these photos. A petrographic analysis of gemstones 
could not be made by a specialist, as we are dealing with a private collection. 

1. A ROMAN RED JASPER INTAGLIO DEPICTING EROS BURNING THE PSYCHE‑
BUTTERFLY SET IN AN IRON RING (FIG. 1)

Its measures are 23 mm × 21 mm × 4 mm and the weight is 2.87 g. The winged figure is Eros 
standing in profile to the right, engaged in burning the butterf ly (which represents Psyche) with 
his torch. There is a ground line. The ovoid gem is set proud in the bezel of an iron ring (which 
when it was fresh would have looked like silver). The raised bezel and setting, a truncated cone1 
is a fairly late feature of 3rd century type, perhaps comparable to an iron ring set with a red jasper 
in the British Museum2. 

Fig. 1. A Roman iron ring set with a red jasper intaglio depicting Eros burning the Psyche‑butterf ly, from the private 
collection of Mr Koray Selçik in Izmir (photo by Berna Oğuz, 2021).

The subject was a popular one on gems3, representing the conflict between body and soul, a 
theme which has been widely explored by Verity Platt4. The execution here is very much simplified 

1 Henig 2007, p. 9, shape 3.
2 Marshall 1907, p. 225, no. 1471, from Mersin in southern Turkey.
3 See, for example, the list in Henig 2007, p. 106, no. 119.
4 Platt 2007.
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by contrast, for example, with another red jasper example in the Fitzwilliam Museum5. The head 
of Eros is simply rendered by means of a few broad strokes of the drill, as are his arms and legs; 
only his wings have received some detailing with transverse grooves representing feathers. This 
is clearly a product of a provincial workshop. Intaglios with similar stylistic characteristics can 
be noted for on the cornelians from the mid-2nd century Snettisham Roman Jeweller’s Hoard6 in 
Eastern Britannia, at the far west of the Roman Empire, though none of the intaglios in that cache 
carries a depiction of this subject. A cornelian set in a silver ring in the National Archaeological 
Museum at Sofia, Bulgaria depicts the same subject and is schematically cut as is our gem, though 
Eros faces left; the torch and butterf ly are similarly discordant7 and, like the Koray Selçik intaglio 
it is datable to the second half of the 2nd century or the early 3rd century AD. In all probability our 
gem was engraved locally by an Anatolian gemmarius.

2. AN OCTAGONAL CORNELIAN INTAGLIO INSCRIBED WITH THE NAME IESOU, 
SET IN A SILVER RING (FIG. 2)

The octagonal-shaped gem is set in a silver ring with a gold collet. Gems of octagonal shape 
are widespread, especially in the East of the Empire during the period between the 2nd and 4th-5th 
centuries AD. During the excavations conducted in the 1950s in Gordion, nine gems were found, 
three of which were octagonal in shape8, and by associating this data with other findings from 
Asia Minor, we can assume that a workshop existed in central Anatolia working for both pagans 
and Christians9.

Fig. 2. A silver ring set with an octagonal-shaped gem in the private collection of Mr Koray Selçik in Izmir  
(photo by Berna Oğuz, 2021).

Its measures are 21 mm × 19 mm × 3 mm and the weight is 3.02 g. The ring has a keeled hoop, 
with shoulders widening toward the bezel, a shape characteristic of the 3rd century10. It has a raised 

5 Henig, Scarisbrick, Whiting 1994, p. 146, no. 296; Platt 2007, p. 89, fig. 1.
6 Johns 1997, p. 85-99, nos. 112-238.
7 Dimitrova-Milcheva 1981, p. 61, no. 139.
8 Goldman 2014.
9 Goldman 2014.
10 See Henig 2007, p. 9, fig. 1, ring type VIII.
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bezel with a gold collet around it, a feature of rings in this period. It has already been published 
in a preliminary manner11. The inscription is the single name in the genitive, IHCOY, probably 
meaning “(servant) of Jesus” arranged in Greek letters, in two lines, connected to each other by 
the letter C (sigma). A fairly large number of gems are known bearing this self-same inscription, 
all of a fairly homogeneous group, from Asia Minor or Syria when provenances are known12.

The Izmir example and others like, mainly small cornelians and jaspers engraved only with 
inscriptions naming or referring to Jesus Christ are amongst the earliest Christian gems, all datable 
to the mid-3rd century AD. The name of Jesus (Christ) appears on some gems, for example in the 
initials IXCX [Ἰ (ησοῦς) Χ (ριστὸς) σ (ωτήρ), Χ (ριστός), CIG 9079]. In other cases, the formula 
is IXΘY or Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς, υἱὸς θεοῦ as on a gem of the British Museum acc. no. 95.11–13.1, 
possibly from Constanța, Romania13.

3. AN INTAGLIO DEPICTING CONJOINED HEADS OF A MAN AND AN ELEPHANT 
(FIG. 3)

The oval-shaped red-brown jasper intaglio gem is depicting the conjoined heads of an elephant 
and a mature bearded man. The head, in profile to the left, is probably that of Silenos, companion 
of Dionysos; it apparently merges into an elephant scalp and trunk to the right, which curves 
and terminates in the head of an ass. Elephants were of course associated with Dionysos’ Indian 
triumph. The letters I E can be seen below.

Fig. 3. An intaglio with the elephant head in the private collection of Mr Koray Selçik in Izmir  
(photo by Berna Oğuz, 2018).

Its measures are 25 mm × 16 mm and the weight is 0.4 g. The intaglio can be dated to  
1st-2nd centuries AD. 

This class of gems, with a combination of elements, was designed to deflect the Evil Eye14. 

11 Laf lı, Buora 2021, p. 235-236, no. 1, fig. 2/a-b.
12 Spier 2007, p. 29-30, nos. 90-102, nos. 101 and 102 cut on octagonal gems.
13 Spier 2007, p. 29-39.
14 Compare Henig 2007, p. 139, nos. 379 and 380, the latter with the letters C E N in the field. For the category of 
such grotesques in general, see Lapatin 2011.



5	 FIVE ROMAN ENGRAVED GEMS FROM A PRIVATE COLLECTION IN IZMIR (TURKEY)	 275

4. A ROMAN INTAGLIO OF TRANSLUCENT CHALCEDONY (OR MOULDED GLASS), 
DEPICTING NEMESIS, SET IN A BRONZE RING (FIG. 4)

The intaglio is engraved with a standing figure of Nemesis/Fortuna facing left. She has long 
eagle-wings and is heavily draped, and depicted in the process of pulling aside her chiton with 
her right hand to spit on her bosom; she holds a bridle (?) in her left hand. There is a ground line. 
The ring has a f lattened hoop and broadens out towards the bezel, a type characteristic of the  
2nd century15 though silver and iron were more popular materials for such rings. It has a dark 
green patina and is in extremely fine condition. Its maximum interior diameter is 13 mm and the 
weight is 3.07 g. 

For intaglios depicting Nemesis see for example the items from Gadara16, Caesarea Maritima17, 
and from Braughing, Hertfordshire, Britain18.

This intaglio would have had an amuletic function either deployed against enemies as 
demonstrated in the goddess’s action of spitting on her bosom, or as an apotropaic charm with the 
ability to deflect misfortune and avert the evil eye. For the cult of Nemeseis in Smyrna see below, 
and discussion by Sébastien Aubry19.

The intaglio should probably be dated to the 2nd century AD.

Fig. 4. A Roman clear chalcedony intaglio and its mould depicting Nemesis set in a bronze ring, in the private 
collection of Mr Koray Selçik in Izmir (photo by Berna Oğuz, 2021).

5. AN INTAGLIO DEPICTING TYCHE AND NEMESIS (FIG. 5)

A cornelian intaglio of f lat oval shape is depicting Tyche standing, draped and holding 
cornucopia and rudder, in profile to the right and facing Nemesis who is standing left. The finely 
rendered image depicts Nemesis with her left arm raised as though about to spit on her breast and 

15 Henig 2007, p. 9, fig 1, type III.
16 Henig, Whiting 1987, p. 22-23, nos. 202-206.
17 Amorai-Stark, Hershkovitz 2016, p. 87-90, nos. 63-66.
18 Henig 2007, p. 127, no. 291.
19 Aubry 2022.
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holding something in her other lowered hand, perhaps a girdle. The voluminous robes of both 
personifications are excellently rendered. Its measures are 21 mm × 11 mm and the weight is 0.3 g. 
The ring can be dated to 2nd-3rd centuries AD.

Fig. 5. An intaglio depicting Tyche and Nemesis in the private collection of Mr Koray Selçik in Izmir  
(photo by Berna Oğuz, 2021).

For the cult of the two Nemeseis in Smyrna and their iconography, cf. Aubry20, who also reveals 
that there was considerable syncretism between Nemesis and Tyche. Essentially this gem may have 
had a similar resonance to the wearer as do intaglios in collections in Bern, New York and Vienna 
depicting the two confronted Nemeseis21. The cult of Tyche and the Nemeseis in Smyrna is also 
discussed by Murat Kılıç22.
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