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Late-Roman bead necklaces and bracelets
Ellen Swift

This paper examines I.ate-Roman bead necklaces and bracelets, firstly through a compari-
son with precious metal jewellery and secondly by considenng elements within strings of beads.
FPreviously, glass beads mainly have bean studied in isolation: their individual forms, colours,
and decorative motifs have been cxamined, often with a vicw to determinmg original proven-
ance {e.g., Guido 1978; Swift 2000). Studies of thewr combinations in necklaces and bracclets
have not been atternpted, largely because of scepticism over the authenticity of their arrange-
ment in reconstiucted necklaces {Johns 1996, 103). However, recent comelery excavations hawva
provided better information, and in a small number of cases the exact arrangement of a necklace
has been preserved.! Tn a larger number of cases, beads have been feund around the neck or wrist
of a skeleton or deposited in a particular spot in a grave, thereby being treated in the report as
a single find. In thesc cascs, while it 15 not always possible o be sure that the oniginal
arrangement of the beads has been preserved, it is still possible ta examine the colour combina-
tivns, con-rlass eterments and metal fastenings.

The stvle of glass-bead strings clearly derives from precious metal jewellery. In addition Lo
jewellery depicted on imwmmy portraits or gravestones (Johns 1996, 87-90), precious metal jewel-
lery has recently heen discussed [Oliver 1996) on the basis of the increase in site finds. Pleiler
{19707 examined the stylistic development of precious metal jewellery in the lst and 2nd ¢ AD,
using dated finds. There are two main co-cxistent trends: jeweliery which 15 derived from
Helientstic pratotypes, preferred o the East {(Stout 1994, 73); and, more popualar and longer-
lasting i the West, jewellery derived from an Italo-Eoman tradition, based on geometric
shapes and linear patterns {FPlgiloy 1970, 106). in the late 2nd ¢ jewellery exhibits an increased
use of colour, coloured slones now being used in allemation with ornamental haking sections of
gedd {ibid. 100} This trend continues in the 3rd o, with 2 particular emphasis on coloured
stones, which are the principal element in many sets of jewellery (Cliver 1996, 134).

Comparing numerous precious jewellery examples from a variety of sites? from the Western
provinces, and faking into account the general rends cstablished by Pleller which were devel-
uping towards the end of the 2nd ¢, the following observations can be made about jewellery in
precicus materials dating from the late 2nd into the early 4th .

1. Stones of the same material are of the seme shape; where two materials are used on one iem, each
meaterial will take a distinclive shape.

2. Cmeralds or green stomes are invariably of hexagonal or octagonal evinder shape {the form of the

naturally occurring ceystal)’.

Precicus stones are separated by alwemating links of metal chain or metal beads d

Umne-colour neck’aces with the addition of gold wre must frequent,

Sets of jewellery found together are otten made up of different ibems leaturing the same one stone or

caloar”

Based on these criteria, T will consider the degree to which glass-bead strings nnitate precious

jewelery,

LA ke G

Tnformation was gathered on 273 ;-stri.ngs'f' of beads fromn 2 wide variety of Latc Roman sites

1 This i explicitly stated, for axamale, far SF303. from @ankhilis (Geido 1979, 29%) and fur several
necklaces trom Ling (Ruprechtsberger 1996,

2 E.g. the collection of Ird-c. neckluces from the Eauze treasure (Guirard 1092), additional 3rd ¢, cxam.-

ples discussed by Oliver (1996, 134), and those from VYemnama {Garoack and Kos 1958) and Beauraing

iBasten and Metzger 1977) which date to the sarly dthr.

Bec alsa Jolhng 19496, 0793,

Pedier 1470, TN,

E.g. Bonn, red sethings; Vemaria, blue settings: see Bohme-Schonberger 1957, Abb, 72 and 3.

Strings ol beads include both necklaces and bracelets; sometimes they cancot be precisely distinguished,

hence the term ‘string” used here,
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