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Within the Greek and Roman collections of the world’s great
art museums, cameos and intaglios are displayed as singular
masterpieces of classical antiquity. Most of these gems, how-
ever, remained in circulation throughout the Middle Ages.
Ornamenting reliquaries, gospel book covers, and chalices,
they acquired numerous “afterlives,” so to speak, with every
reuse. Pried from their medieval frames in later centuries, the
ancient gems housed in today’s collections are fragments of
medieval liturgical objects. Any attempt to understand their
reception, places us, as William Heckscher aptly describes,
in “a sort of ‘no man’s land’ between the fields of Classical
Archaeology and the Medieval History of Art.”" Within the
taxonomy of ancient glyptics, moreover, the large sardonyx
imperial cameos produced for the Julio-Claudians in the
first century C.E. occupied a wholly different class in terms
of visual sophistication and material value, both during the
Roman period as well as in their medieval settings. This paper
proposes a new interpretive dimension to the material signifi-
cance of reused antique gems in the Middle Ages. By exam-
ining the medieval afterlife of one particular Julio-Claudian
cameo known as the Grand Camée de France, it becomes
clear that object classification and material historicism played
no small role in its thirteenth-century reception as a treasury
object in the Sainte-Chapelle of Paris (Figure1). The Grand
Camée transformed into a uniquely Capetian embodiment of
sacred kingship, a material conduit that elevated the saintly
Louis IX into a noble lineage of Old Testament kings, and
Roman and Byzantine emperors.

Very little textual evidence delineates the Grand Ca-
mée’s historical trajectory; the precise circumstances that led
to its creation or subsequent ownership remain unknown.?
The gem’s first medieval reference is a terse line in the 1279
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inventory of the Saint-Chapelle of Paris, listing “a cameo,
and the receptacle, and the base.” To be certain, no exist-
ing records show that the cameo was taken during the sack
of Constantinople in 1204, nor does it appear in the list of
Passion relics sold to Louis IX by the Venetians.* Nevertheless,
scholars agree that its presence in a royal chapel specifically
created to house the Byzantine emperor’s most valuable
relics points to its removal during or immediately after the
Fourth Crusade.® The Grand Camée was probably given to
Louis IX by Baldwin Il during the negotiations for the Passion
relics and accompanied one of the two shipments around
1241.° In the Sainte-Chapelle, the cameo was encased in a
now-lost Byzantine frame studded with enamels and relics,
which underscores the Capetian need to visually authen-
ticate its Constantinopolitan origins.” The cameo was first
“officially” recognized as a work of Roman facture by the
seventeenth-century humanist and numismatist Claude Fabri
de Peiresc, who identified the carved scene as an “Apotheosis
of Augustus.”® More intriguing, however, was his observation
that medieval viewers believed that the image represented
“the triumph of Joseph in the court of Pharaoh in Egypt.”
Although this is an admittedly problematic record when
considering the post-medieval date of this account, it is nec-
essary, as Cynthia Hahn asserts, to “accept a certain level of
discomfort” with these so-called “soft” sources.' Fortunately,
there are other avenues of inquiry that accentuate the cred-
ibility of this late documentation. Indeed, both contextual
and visual elements related to the Grand Camée support a
reading of the imagery as the Old Testament Joseph.

One must naturally begin with the object at hand. With
its dimensions of 12.2 x 10.4 inches, the Grand Camée is
the largest extant cameo from Antiquity. The ovoid gem
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is sardonyx, a type of stone that Pliny describes as having
come from India and the Arabian Peninsula, and valued by
the Romans for carving purposes.'” One particular quality of
sardonyx that gifted gem carvers exploited to create depth
and texture within the composition are the multiple layers
of color contained in an individual stone; the Grand Camée
consists of five such layers in brown, white, red, white, and
dark red." Although the work is unsigned, the gem was likely
carved in Rome by a Greek artist of Alexandrian origin or a
Roman who was trained by a Greek artist."

The Grand Camée portrays a sophisticated allegory of
Julio-Claudian power involving living and deceased family
members, whose exact identities have provoked much de-
bate.™ Although there is general agreement in the literature
that the enthroned figures in the central register are the em-
peror Tiberius and his mother Livia, the heart of the dispute
rests on the identity of the young boy depicted in military
uniform on the left. With the cameo’s reading dependent
upon the identification of this young prince as either Nero
or Caligula, two main interpretations emerge, which, in turn,
affect the dating of the cameo. If the youthful figure repre-
sents Caligula, as Jean-Baptiste Giard has suggested, then
the gem would have been carved shortly after the death of
Germanicus around 19 C.E. during the reign of Tiberius."
Wolf Ridiger Megow and Hans Jucker, however, argue that
the figure should be identified as the young Nero, which
would give the gem a Claudian provenance with a date of
c. 51 C.E. In both interpretations, the female figures in
the central register play an integral role in constructing this
lineage; they provide the “connective tissue” linking the
past and present in order to project dynastic succession.
Defenders of the earlier Tiberian date contend that the cen-
tral register articulates the dynastic links through the visual
rhythm of mother-son pairs: Agrippina the Elder and Caligula,
Germanicus and Antonia, Tiberius and Livia, Drusus Caesar
and Livilla."” Likewise, supporters of a Claudian date argue
that Nero is commemorated as the Julio-Claudian heir by

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 134.

Pliny, Natural History, ed. James Henderson, vol. 10, Books 36-37,
trans. D.E. Eicholz (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001),
233.

Jean-Baptiste Giard, Le Grand Camée de France (Paris: Bibliotheque
nationale de France, 1998), 17.

For discussion on the prominence of Greek gem engravers in Repub-
lican and Augustan Rome, see Zwierlein-Diehl, Antike Cemmen und
ihr Nachleben, 108-146.

Giard, Le Grand Camée de France, 17-23; Hans Jucker, “Der Grosse
Pariser Cameo,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen archdologischen Instituts
91 (1976): 211-50; Wolf-Riidiger Megow, Kameen von Augustus bis
Alexander Severus, Antike Miinzen und geschnittene Steine 11 (Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 1987), 202-07; Hans Mébius, “Zweck und Typen
der romischen Kaiserkameen” in Principat, ed. Hildegard Temporini
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1985), 79-82; Marie-Louise Vollenweider
and Mathilde Avisseau-Broustet, Camées et intailles, Il: Les portraits

16

the portraits of his mother, Agrippina the Younger, and her
parents, Germanicus and Agrippina the Elder."

Scholars agree that the figures on the lowest register
represent the vanquished of the Roman Empire (Figure 3).
Arranged in various states of undress amid shields and spears,
the figures, identified as Parthians wearing Phrygian caps and
long-haired Germans, huddle together under the crushing
visual weight of Julio-Claudian might.” Notwithstanding
the debate centered on the precise identities of the figures,
resulting in the differences in dating, it is clear that the Grand
Camée promotes dynastic power through the visual assem-
blage of living and dead family members. An expensive and
sumptuously carved object, the indestructible solidity of the
sardonyx cameo metaphorically replicated in mineral form
what the image was intended to convey. Indeed, its material
value probably guaranteed its survival even after the end of
the Julio-Claudian Dynasty. Although the imagery clearly
depicts the promotion of a future emperor who would later
become reviled in subsequent centuries, the gem somehow
remained culturally and visually relevant. A fourth-century
adaptation of Agrippina the Elder’s (or Antonia’s) coiffure
underscores the Grand Camée’s importance in what is
presumably the imperial treasury under the control of later
emperors.? That it was deemed worthy of repair suggests that
it had some kind of public function. The original meaning of
the group portrait may have been forgotten or conveniently
ignored, but its ability to evoke the antiquity and power of
imperial Rome assured its continued existence.

Our knowledge of its reception in Byzantium remains
less certain. Direct and circumstantial evidence suggests
that the Grand Camée and other Roman imperial cameos
migrated at some point to Constantinople in Late Antiquity
as was the case with the most important statuary of the
Greco-Roman world.?" Unlike the more monumental works
of antique sculpture on display in places such as the Hip-
podrome or the Baths of Zeuxippos, there are no written
accounts documenting their presence. There are, however,
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several notable examples of ancient gems bearing Middle
Byzantine inscriptions that imply that they were rebaptized
as Christian images. A first century C.E. agate cameo of an
Augustus portrait contains the inscription, which translates as
“part of the relics of the holy martyrs,” or “part of the relics
of the Forty,” as referring to the Forty martyrs of Sebaste.?? A
splendid amethyst intaglio with a portrait bust of the third-
century emperor Caracalla is engraved with an inscription
identifying the portrait as Saint Peter.?* There were also Julio-
Claudian cameos known to have been in Constantinople
that contain no inscriptions identifying their subject matter.
For example, Cardinal Humbert, acting as papal envoy to
Leon IXin 1057, was presented with a cameo depicting the
Apotheosis of Claudius during a diplomatic visit to the Byz-
antine capital.?* The gem, also in the Cabinet de Médailles,
completely lacks any Christian rebaptism in the form of an
inscription. Inscriptions are also conspicuously absent on
other Julio-Claudian cameos with purported Byzantine ties,
such as the Gemma Augustea and the Augustus cameo in
the Lothar cross.?

The issue of Byzantine reception of the Grand Camée
is further complicated by its display in a Byzantine reliquary
frame in the Sainte-Chapelle. Although the mount was sto-
len in 1804 and never recovered, Jannic Durand and Cyril
Mango have created reconstructions based on inventory
entries and a description written by Peiresc.? In this detailed
record, the French humanist observed that the frame, which
he dated to the ninth or tenth century, was encrusted with
gems, pearls, and enamel medallions of various sizes depict-
ing the four evangelists, portraits of saints, archangels, and
the Virgin.?” Additionally, there were two small enamel cross
plaques, which may have been part of a cross reliquary or
enkolpion.® This account has led most, if not all, scholars
to accept uncritically that this was how the cameo was dis-
played in Constantinople.? Civen the unfortunate loss of
the reliquary frame, and the noticeable lack of a Byzantine
reattribution of the subject matter through an inscription, one
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must remain hesitant in proposing a Byzantine reception for
the Crand Camée. Compounding this problem is Peiresc’s
reference to the “medieval” interpretation of the cameo as
triumph scene of the Old Testament Joseph. While Hans
Wentzel accepts this rebaptism of imagery as Byzantine in
origin, Durand and Mango rightly question whether this in-
terpretatio christiana occurred in Constantinople.*® What is
certain is the fact that there is nothing engraved on the cameo
or described in Peiresc’s account of the reliquary frame
that explicitly refers to Joseph. However Byzantine viewers
interpreted the Julio-Claudian imagery, there is insufficient
evidence that they regarded the figures as a representation
of a scene from the Old Testament.

If the Grand Camée’s association with the Old Testa-
ment Joseph did not originate in Byzantium, how did this
narrative become associated with the cameo? It is probable
that this rebaptism occurred after its arrival in Paris in the
mid-thirteenth century within a distinctly Capetian context.
As the Grand Camée was contextually stripped of its Byz-
antine reception, a medieval French audience would have
responded differently to the gem’s imagery. The Capetian
court certainly encountered antique gems carved with impe-
rial portraits, but it is important to stress just how unusual
the Crand Camée would have appeared to them. Its large
size and multi-figure composition might have suggested to its
thirteenth-century audience that the gem depicted a specific
narrative scene. Framed by its Byzantine mount, the Grand
Camée may have been viewed as the lapidary equivalent
of an individual medallion in a Bible moralisée, a type of
densely illustrated manuscript produced for the Capetian
court in the thirteenth century.?’ This may be due to the
fact, that, among the extant Roman imperial gems, only a
minority portray the kind of figural movement that we see
in the Grand Camée.

The cameo’s new setting would have been instrumental
in its reception. The Sainte-Chapelle’s stained glass decora-
tive program of Old and New Testament narratives and the
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history of the Passion relics served to emphasize the idea of
sacred kingship personified by Capetian rulers (Figure 2).
The strategic depiction of Old Testament rulers provided a
concrete visual genealogy that originated in Biblical Antig-
uity and culminated with Louis IX.3* Although his creation
of a luxurious chapel to house the most precious relics of
Christendom was a direct emulation of Solomon and the
construction of his Temple, it is also worth remembering that
the story of the Old Testament Joseph resonated with the
Capetian monarch as well. For example, Jean de Joinville's
1250 commentary on the Credo concentrates on the over-
arching theme of the sufferings of Joseph.>* Written in direct
consultation with Louis IX, it has been argued that the text
likens the king’s own despair with the failure of the Seventh
Crusade to the trials of the Old Testament figure.>*

It is also significant that Joseph imagery became extraor-
dinarily popular in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Western
medieval art, particularly in the medium of stained glass in
France. Joseph cycles figure prominently in the cathedrals
of Chartres, Auxerre, Poitiers, Rouen, Bourges, and Tours,
as well as in the Sainte-Chapelle.*> As Madeline Caviness
has observed, these representations of Joseph’s life are
remarkable because no two window narratives are alike;
the sheer diversity of the arrangement, narrative order,
and iconographic details suggests that the artists moved far
beyond the original biblical account in their visual retelling
of the Joseph story.*® Arguing that medieval audiences were
particularly receptive to aspects of Joseph'’s life, Caviness as-
serts that the Old Testament figure’s allusive qualities allowed
for the possible identification with Christ, the priesthood, or
the role of the younger son in feudal society.?” It is important
to note that none of the stained glass scenes resemble the
Grand Camée’s figural composition. If we consider the gem'’s
material identity as a cameo, however, interpretive possibili-
ties emerge to explain its connection to the Joseph narrative.

There exist several thirteenth-century sardonyx cameos
produced for the Hohenstaufen court of Frederick Il in Italy
during the first half of the thirteenth century that explicitly
depict the Old Testament Joseph and his brothers. One
such example, now in the Hermitage, depicts a scene from
Genesis 44, the part of the narrative that describes Joseph'’s
entrapment of his brothers as they are about to leave Egypt
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for Canaan (Figure 3).%® Represented on the gem is the pivotal
moment in which a gold goblet that had been planted in the
bag of the youngest brother Benjamin by Joseph'’s steward the
night before, is “discovered” upon their departure, causing
great distress amongst his older brothers.

A hybrid of antique, Byzantine, and Western medieval
stylistic components, the cameo portrays an enthroned Jo-
seph in turban, gesturing to the huddled throng of his broth-
ers.> The figures unmistakably possess classicizing features,
such as the treatment of the drapery of their clothing, the
sophisticated modeling of their bodies and facial hair, as
well as the body of a lion supporting Joseph’s throne. Like
the Genesis narrative, which mentions that that the broth-
ers “tore their clothes” upon the discovery of the goblet,
the cameo show the brothers in different states of undress.
Moreover, the brothers’ display of anguish is quite palpable
in the rendering of their facial expressions. With furrowed
brows and pursed lips, the figures helplessly gesture at
each other in disbelief. Reinforcing this visual narrative is
the Hebrew script corresponding to verse 17 in Genesis 44
above Joseph’s head: “the rest of you may go back safe and
sound to your father,” which refers to the moment when
Joseph pronounces his younger brother Benjamin guilty of
the “theft,” and informs his other brothers that they are to
return to Canaan without him.*

The Hermitage cameo was not a unique object in Ho-
henstaufen glyptic production. There is at least one other
cameo in the Queen’s collection that depicts a similar rep-
resentation of Joseph and his brothers in Egypt in the same
classicizing style (Figure 4). Potentially used as diplomatic gifts
to other rulers, a great many Hohenstaufen cameos remained
in circulation in the courts of late medieval Europe. They
were certainly present in the collections of the Valois princes
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. For example, the
1379 inventories of Charles V list a cameo that portrays “a
man who sits on a chair in the manner of a judge, and many
others who are in front of him,” a description that is compo-
sitionally similar to the Saint Petersburg cameo.

Itis also certain that cameos of medieval facture entered
into royal collections where they intermingled with antique
cameos. Indeed, Hohenstaufen gem carvers were so gifted
in their craft that many cameos produced at the court were
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viewed as antique as late as the nineteenth century.*' Given
that Hohenstaufen gem iconography was perhaps more
readable to a medieval viewer, the presence of such cameos
in medieval glyptic collections may have influenced how
antique gems containing ambiguous Greco-Roman subject
matter were interpreted.

The visual and material parallels between the Saint
Petersburg Joseph cameo and the Grand Camée are re-
markable (Figure 9). Both are made of sardonyx and depict
figures with overt classicizing features. In terms of composi-
tion, the gems give prominence to the enthroned figures
supported by leonine elements. Moreover, the representa-
tion of vanquished prisoners, so visually marginalized in
the lower register beneath members of the Julio-Claudian
family, would have become a key part of the narrative for a
medieval Capetian beholder. Their downtrodden expressions
visually correlate with the depiction of Joseph’s distressed
brothers on the Hohenstaufen cameo. The Hohenstaufen
cameo might also clarify the idea of what was meant by the
description of the Grand Camée as a “triumph of Joseph in
the court of Pharaoh.” The Genesis story alludes to perhaps
two scenes that might be considered “triumphal” elements
within the narrative. The first pertains to the moment when
Joseph stands before Pharaoh and describes his prophetic
dreams. The second corresponds with what is depicted on
the Hohenstaufen cameos. In the Grand Camée, specific
iconographic features could be viewed as justifying either
narrative scenario; the enthroned figures might have been
interpreted as either Pharaoh or Joseph. It is also possible
that a Capetian viewer understood the prisoners on the lower
register as a representation of Pharaoh’s prison or Joseph'’s
anguished siblings.

Although the modern beholder can discern a stylistic
disjuncture between the representations on the two gems,
such precise connoisseurship issues would not have been
of great import to Capetian viewers. Furthermore, the
Grand Camée’s thirteenth-century interpretatio christiana

4 “Ung camahieu sur champ vermeil, et a ung homme qui se siet sur un

chayere par manie d’un juge , et plusieurs autres qui sont en estant
devant luy.” Ibid.
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was not the result of a random medieval reattribution, but
occurred specifically within a glyptic context. The process
by which the Julio-Claudian cameo was seen as a triumph
of Joseph was perhaps facilitated by its close proximity to
other Hohenstaufen cameos and an architectural setting
with a glazing program featuring Old Testament subjects. As
antique and medieval gems circulated throughout Europe in
medieval treasuries, those with more readable iconographic
features may have semantically “asserted” meaning on gems
with more uncertain iconography. We know almost nothing
about the circumstances of the Grand Camée’s entry into
the Sainte-Chapelle’s treasury, but it is likely that between
1204 and 1241, or even after its arrival in Paris, there were
many opportunities for the gem to undergo its rebaptism to
serve the emblematic needs of its new owner.

Key to our understanding of the Grand Camée’s medi-
eval reception is its material iconography. It is well known that
the largest and most impressive engraved gems and cameos
remained in royal collections or were gifted to church treasur-
ies by members of royal families during the Middle Ages.*
Moreover, the cameo as an object class was inextricably
linked to notions of kingship in the Roman, Byzantine, and
Western Medieval spheres. Although its medieval reception
greatly deviated from its original function as a tangible rep-
resentation of Julio-Claudian power, the Grand Camée as
an object exemplified divine rulership in all of its afterlives.
Its success also depended on the malleability of its imagery.
Within the context of thirteenth-century France, the gem
acted as a conduit for visually referencing previous mani-
festations of kingship. The fundamental motifs of antique
triumphal imagery were so thoroughly embedded within the
viewing practices of medieval courts that mutable objects
such as the Grand Camée could absorb specific attributes
of contemporary courtly presentation without completely
severing their connection to their antique origins.
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Figure 1. Grand Camée de France, first century CE, sardonyx cameo, 31.1 x 26.5 cm, Bibliothéque nationale de France, Paris.
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[left] Figure 2. Interior of the Saint-Chapelle, mid-thirteenth century, Paris,
France.

labove] Figure 3. Brethren before Joseph, thirteenth century, sardonyx cameo,
5.4 x 6.5 cm, The Hermitage, Saint Petersburg.

[below] Figure 4. Brethren before Joseph, thirteenth century, sardonyx cameo,
4 x 2.8 cm, Windsor Library, Windsor Castle.
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