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Examination 
In 2013 the collection of 38 late Roman 
gold glass fragments were systematically 
examined and photographed to support 
on going curatorial research on the 
collection.  Each object has some 
degree of degradation on the surface 
due to burial conditions.  This natural 
weathering has created fine layers of 
lamination which are iridescent and 
often contain opaque mineral deposits.  
 
These objects were originally made by 
encasing gold leaf decoration between 
two layers of glass. Some fragments have 
additional glass layers such as the one 
pictured on the left, AN2007.6. The 
objects in the collection are primarily 
fragments of larger vessels which were 
ritually broken; several are the bases of 
bowls or plates.  The presence of  
iridescence and mineral deposits can be 
seen on the surface and often in 
between the layers of glass obscuring 
the imagery in many of the objects.   
 

AN2007.6, Gold glass fragment with iridescence on 
the surface and between the glass layers. 

AN2007.6 at 10x magnification showing three distinct 
layers of glass in the  fragment’s cross section. 



Transmitted Light 
The goal of the project was to examine 
the collection with the aim of revealing 
hidden imagery or inscriptions. Each 
object was initially photographed with a 
Nikon D2x digital camera using a macro 
lens and tungsten lights. The fragments 
were then examined and photographed 
with backlighting using a light box.  
Transmitted light successfully revealed a 
number of details because most of the 
degradation layers are transparent and 
the gold leaf is opaque.  In some cases 
the over head tungsten lights were used 
in combination with the light box for 
photography, minimizing the visual 
impact of the iridescence while 
highlighting the gold decoration. 
 

The straightforward technique of 
backlighting was particularly successful in 
some cases.  The inscription on the base 
of a small bowl AN2007.38 pictured on the 
left was clearly visible using a light box.  It 
reads: ‘HERACLI PA[CE] PIE ZESES’;  or 
‘Heracles in peace, Drink! May you live!’ 



Refractive Index 
Some of the objects originally had layers 
of degraded glass on the surface which 
were removed mechanically before 
they came into the collection.  Most 
likely this was an attempt to expose the 
gold image under the iridescent glass 
layer.  The result is a lightly pitted matt 
surface which clouds the detailed 
imagery.   
 
In these cases it was possible to wet the 
surface with  a few drops of IDA 
(industrially denatured alcohol) applied 
with a small brush.  The refractive index 
of the solvent is similar to glass. As it flows 
into the small scratches and holes on 
the surface the image is momentarily 
clarified. 
 
AN2007.18, the medallion pictured on 
the left has been photographed under 
tungsten lights (above).  The image 
below was taken with a combination of 
transmitted and over head lighting while 
the surface was wet with IDA.  



Photomicrographs 
 

Each object was examined under 
magnification using a Leica MZ7.5 
microscope fitted with an adjustable 
Microtec Fibre Optics MF0-90 light.  A 
Nikon Coolpix (E8400) camera and 
Coolpix MDC Lens was fitted to the 
microscope with a Leica 10445930 tube.  
 
With this equipment it was possible to 
take images magnified up to 30x.  Using a 
combination of light sources, wetting the 
surface and magnification a number of 
interesting details were documented.  For 
example the normally invisible head of a 
figure in AN2007.11 to the left side of the 
central figure was briefly revealed and  
photographed (above). 



Enamels 
The prevalence of vitrified enamels 
across the collection was one of the 
unexpected observations made during 
the project.  Eight objects from the 
collection have at least one enamel 
colour. In each of these fragments the 
enamels are in between the glass layers 
with the gold leaf.  They include red, 
brown, black, white, turquoise and dark 
green.  In the vessel base fragment 
AN2007.26 pictured here, there are at 
least three enamel colours used to 
embellish the image depicted in gold 
leaf. 
 
Systematic examination of the late 
Roman gold glass collection has 
provided a number of insights about the 
collection and high resolution images 
which are a valuable resource for future 
researchers.  
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White enamel surrounds the figure on the right. 
 
Brown enamel can be seen in the  
clothing of the figure on the left. 
 

Turquoise enamel flowing down the rocks. 


