
*A Roman magical green and brown jasper intaglio. Phoenix.
Circa: 2nd-3rd century A.D.

1.9 x 1.6 x 0.3 cm (0 ³/4 x 0 5/8 x 0 ¹/8 inches)

Mounting on request

Roman art, 2nd-3rd century A.D.

This lot is sold under temporary import status.
 

Oval intaglio, flat face. A bird stands to the right on a groundline, crowned with a radiate nimbus, tail
feathers extended. In the field, an eight-rayed star and five Greek letters in two groups flanking the bird:

ΜΛ and ΓΗΟ.

The radiate crown identifies a solar phoenix, Graeco-Roman heir of the Egyptian Bennu of Heliopolis,
the bird of the primordial mound and the first sunrise. Herodotus (II.73), Pliny (NH X.2) and Tacitus (Ann.

VI.28) carried the legend to Rome, where the phoenix became the imperial device of Aeternitas.

Green jasper is the material canonically associated with solar and regenerative amulets: this
is a charm of renewal, not a decorative device.

The gem stands apart from Bonner’s Phoenix class — bird on globe and column, ringed by solar
animals, on black haematite — being simpler, on green jasper, and considerably rarer. The bipartite

legend follows a pattern known on gems of this family (cf. CBd-2, CBd-502, CBd-1046). The sequence
ΜΛ ΓΗΟ is unattested in the published corpora and given as read on the stone.



The afterlife of the image is exceptional. Christian apologetics claimed the bird as proof of the
resurrection; the alchemists then made it the emblem of the rubedo, the final red stage, on the logic

that matter must burn to ash before it lives — cineres nostri, our ashes. It recurs through the engraved
corpus of the 16th–17th centuries, reaching it by way of the humanist reading of ancient gems as

hieroglyphs (Horapollo, printed 1505; Valeriano, 1556). Gems such as this one are the source of that
lineage.
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