








































































































































































































































AMBER JEWEL CASKET. 



The Tears of the Heliades. 9 I 

superstition which held this substance to be 

of celestial origin-Sun-stuff! This view 

has been ably maintained by Dr. F. A. 

Paley in an article entitled " Gold Worship 

in its Relation to Sun Worship," 1 in which 

he shows that amber and gold were super-­

stitiously valued for their yellow colour, 

because they were of the same colour and 

jJossibly of the same divine material as the 

sun. 

Sun-worship, no doubt, was widespread 

if not universal in ancient" times. The 

Phrenicians brought it with them from 

"the immemorial East," when (circa B.C. 

3000) they came to the Mediterranean, 

and their temples built to Baal were 

1 See "Contemporary Review," August, 1884. 

·tI 
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temples of the sun. The Greeks and 

Romans had the same worship. It would 

be strange, therefore, if amber, which IS 

more sun-like than any gem distilled in 

Nature's great alembic, should have failed 

to excite the admiration of sun-worshipping 

man. When he saw that it was instinct 

with life, that-as the philosopher Thales 

of Miletus declared 600 years before our 

era-" it had a soul," these "clots of sun­

shine" must have had for him an irresistible 

attraction, accompanied, it may be, by .a 

superstitious regard. The likeness of amber 

to the sun was, at any rate, clearly familiar 

to the Greeks, for Homer l describes the 

necklace Eurimachus gives to Penelope as, 

1 "Odyssey," xviii. 296. 
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"Golden, set with amber, like the radiant sun! " 

Amber is the only gem Homer mentions 

in his minute descriptions of the jewellery 

and art-wares of ancient times; and it is 

not difficult to believe that this magic stone 

was prized by the grandes dames of the 

court of Agamemnon and by the ladies of 

Argos and Mykenre and tower-engirded 

Thebes, as a jewel to adorn their shoulders 

and bedeck their hair withal. Amber is 

named three times in the" Odyssey," 1 and 

concerning the triple-gemmed earrings of 

Juno (" n.," xiv. 183) : 

"Fair beaming pendants tremble in her ears, 

Each seems illumined with a triple star;" 

d (" Od" ... 8) . an ., XVlll. 29 . 

---------.-- ----------

I "Odyssey," iv. 73; xv. 460; xviii. 296. 
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"Earrings bright 

With triple stars that cast a trembling light; .. 

there is every reason to believe that the 

bard was here also referring to amber. 

Homer 1 speaks of amber as employed 

with gold and silver and stainless ivory· in 

the decoration of the palace of Menelaus, 

whose marvellous splendour dazzled all 

beholders. The testimony he bears to the 

preciousness of amber ornaments in his 

day is amply confirmed by the objects 

which Dr. Schliemann recovered from 

the royal tombs of Mykence. In his in­

teresting narrative,s Schliemann mentions 

, .. Odys .. ~y" h'. i J. 

• .. ~[yk~n.'e. A D3I12th-e of Researches and Dis­

.. '\)\~ri .. 'S at Y~'k~;e and TUYIls." by Dr. Henry 

~,:·hli~nu.lln. I ... 'nd"'Il, .S;s, PI'- 214. 2-4-5. 
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finding in the Acropolis of M ykeme an 

enormous quantity of amber beads, which 

"had, no doubt, been strung on thread in 

the form of necklaces;" and he says: 

"their presence in the tombs among such 

large treasures of golden ornaments, seems 

to prove that amber was considered a 

magnificent ornament in the time of the 

Mykencean kings." 

Sir Thomas Browne in his" Urn Burial" 

mentions, on the authority of Vigeneri, 

an elephant of amber as among the con­

tents of a Roman urn belonging to Cardinal 

Farnese. I have looked into" Vigeneri," 

otherwise M. Blaise de Vigenere, an 

eminent French savant, who lived from 

1523 to 1596, and spent several years in 

Rome, where his name got I talianized. 
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His account of the contents of this Roman 

urn is so like the catalogue of a conjurer's 

bag, that I have taken pains to translate 

just what he says. I t will be observed 

that, besides the elephant, Vigenere 

mentions four other objects sculptured in 

amber: i.e., a Cupid, a Venus, a sleeping 

Cupid, and a figure of Silence-as part of 

the contents of the funereal vessel. His 

account is highly entertaining and may be 

found, in good, old-fashioned French, in 

"Annotations sur T ite Live," p. 868, as 

follows: 

" In the year 1565 there was found in a 

little garden of the Church of St. Blasius 

at the foot of St. Peter's ad vincula in 

Rome a funereal urn or vase, containing 

the following objects, most of which I saw 
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in the cabinet of Cardinal F arnese in the 

following year: a Faustina of cassidonium 

(calcedony) with pedestal of the same: 

a Roman boundary stone: a nude goddess 

of agate: another smaller one, with bases 

of the same: a Mercury also of agate: a 

Cupid of yellow amber: a Venus and a 

sleeping Cupid of the same material, and a 

figure of Silence, holding a finger from his 

chin to his nose: a large head of Jupiter 

with bust of agate: another smaller one 

and still another, with a base, all of agate: 

a small Jupiter, a Venus, two nude god­

desses and a Mars of cassidonium; a 

Jupiter with bust of lapis lazuli: a very 

fine Domitian; another smaller one; a 

Trajan; a figure of Silence of agate: two 

figurines of crystal: two heads; an ape; 

H 
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a head of Alexander the Great; one of 

Socrates; two others unknown-all of cas­

sidonium : a head engraved on crystal, the 

upper part forming a shield: a mask of 

jasper: a larger one; two smaller ones, 

like children's, and a tiger sucking his foot 

-all of cassidonium : a lion of jet: an eagle 

on a ball of agate: a small elephant of 

amber: a little dog of cassidonium gnawing 

a bone: a vase; five smaller ones and a 

glass of agate; a spoon of cassidonium: a 

branch of white coral: two big apples of 

crystal: another smaller one: a club of 

Hercules; a bough of a tree; a grass­

hopper (une cigale) ; 1 a finger of natural 

1 It has been averred that the ancients did not 

reproduce· the grasshopper as an object by itself in 

. sculpture, and that Vigenere mistook a scarabreus-
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SIze; a vase with a cover; a cup; three 

glasses; two spoons; a little basket; six 

hazel-nuts and a large ring with a Victory 

engraved on it-all of rock crystal. What 

a curious fancy to bury all this with one! " 

Curious indeed! But the ancients re-

the sacred beetle of the Egyptians and Etruscans-for 

one of these animals. The grasshopper, or an insect 

so closely resembling a grasshopper as to render it 

impossible to detect the difference in art objects, 

namely the cicada, may be observed, however, on 

early Greek coins, notably those of Metapontum and 

Akragas, and is delineated on antique gems (intagli), 

on sundry Greek vases, and on a Pompeian wall, 

where it appears as an accessory in a genre picture; 

and both the grasshopper '/rlJpvot/l, and cicada, rirTCE;, 

are frequently mentioned in ancient literature. The 

poets, indeed, never tired of singing the praises of " the 

clear-sounding cicada, whose meat and drink is the 

life-giving dew."-(Hesiod. "Scutum Herculis," 393, 

395.) But, as an object by itself, this animal-whether " .. . 
'.- ..... . . 
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garded the matter from another stand­

point, and buried with their dead the things 

dear to them in life-their ornaments, 

weapons, implements, gauds, etc. : in this 

way many rare and precious objects are 

preserved which otherwise would have 

been wholly lost. 
--------.. - .. ------

grasshopper or cicada-is certainly extremely rare. 

There is one in rock crystal in Berlin, and Dr. A S. 

Murray, Keeper of Greek and Roman Antiquities in 

the British Museum, has called my attention to the 

existence, in his department, of one in bronze, said 

to have been found in Rhodes, and to another in 

terra-cotta. The golden cicadte mentioned by Thucy­

dides (i. 6) and Aristophanes (Knights, 1331) as 

having been employed by the Athenians and Ionians 

as hairclasps, were, according to Helbig (" Das 

Homerische Epos," pp. 242-246), simply metal spirals 

like those found in Italo-Greek tombs, called cicada: 

from a fancied resemblance between metallic spiral 

rings and the body rings of the animal. 
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J uvenal describes his wealthy patron as 

drinking at his banquets from a bowl em­

bossed with beryls and relievi in amber; 

and Heliodorus styles the fibula on the 

mantle of Theagenes a " Pallas carved out 

of amber." 

Lampridius mentions COInS of amber, 

with the head of Alexander the Great, as 

being in circulation in Rome during the 

reign of Marcus Aurelius. There is some 

confusion here, probably, between amber 

and electrum, an alloy of silver and gold. 

Martial 1 has some charming epigrams, 

upon a viper, upon an ant, and upon a 

bee imprisoned in amber, and he re­

peatedly compares the delicious fragrance 

1 Martial, iii. 65 ; v. 37; xi. 8. 

., 
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of the substance with the fragrance of a 

kiss. He refers also to the custom among 

Roman ladies of carrying balls of amber 

to cool their hands. These balls, when 

warmed, gave out an agreeable odour. He 

satirically alludes, moreover, to the rage in 

Rome for amber-coloured hair, and inti­

mates that aristocratic dames were quickly 

changed from brunettes to blondes by the 

employment of some powerful alkali, or by 

donning the auburn locks of fair T euton 

captives, who were frequently shorn of their 

gleaming, golden tresses with savage cruelty. 

"From caustic lather flames Batavia's hair: 

With captive locks thou may'st seem doubly fair." 

Milton has made use of the amber-shade 

in some of his choicest imagery. He sings : 
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"Sabrina fair, 

Listen where thou art sitting 

Under the glassy, cool, translucent wave, 

In twisted braids of lilies knitting 

The loose train of thy amber-dropping hair." 

Shakespeare mentions amber in " Love's 

Labour's Lost" and in "Taming of the 

Shrew." When Petruchio promises to 

take Katherine on a visit to her father, he 

says, she shall go furnished 

" With scarfs and fans and double change of bravery, 

With amber bracelets, beads and all this knavery." 

Several passages in the Bible have 

been supposed to refer to amber, and the 

Biblical Gan-Eden, or Garden of Eden,­

the cradle of the human race, the primitive 

abode of man,-has been described as 

situated in the amber land, 

". . . the land of the pine trees-" 
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the Baltic being the River Pison, and the 

Tree of Life the amber tree, the fairest and 

most important in the world. 

This startling theory was advanced nearly 

a century ago, in 1799, by Dr. Johann 

Gottfried Hasse,l a scholar of Konigsberg ; 

and since his day the researches of Heer, 

Saporta, Hooker, Asa Gray, Wallace, and 

other prominent palceontologists have shown 

that the circumpolar area-the lost miocene 

continent in the North-was the mother 

region that gave birth to a great variety of 

plants and animals from which all the life 

1 "Preussen's Anspriiche als Bemsteinland das 

Paradies der Alten und U rland der Menschheit 

gewesen zu sein." Von Dr. Johann Gottfried Hasse, 

Consistorialrath und Professor zu Konigsberg. 

Konigsberg, 1799. 
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forms now existent in lower latitudes have 

proceeded. 

Buffon, in "Epoques de la Nature," had 

already, it is true, cited numerous facts to 

sustain the proposition that life must have 

appeared first in the northern circumpolar 

area of the globe, and that for long ages it 

was active and reproductive only there. 

He contends that 'the earth was originally 

a fluid, incandescent mass, and that, the 

cooling of the globe having been a gradual 

process, the circumpolar area was the first 

in which the heat became sufficiently 

moderate for life to appear upon it. The 

fact that the bones and skeletons of ele­

phants, and other animals indigenous to 

the torrid zone, are found in great numbers 

in Siberia and other northern countries 



106 The Tears of the Heliades. 

shows that for a very long period the Polar 

Regions had the same temperature as the 

Tropics now possess. M. Ie Marquis de 

Saporta,l starting from this thesis, says: 

" We are inclined to remove the probable 

cradle of primitive humanity to the circum­

polar regions of the North: from there only 

could it have radiated as from a centre, to 

spread into the several continents at once, 

and to give rise to successive emigrations 

towards the South. This theory best 

agrees with the presumed march of the 

human races .... It is equally in accord 

with the most authentic and most recent 

geological data, and it is applicable to 

1 "Un Essai de Synthese Paleoethnique," par 

M. Ie Marquis G. de Saporta. "Revue des Deux 

Mondes." Livraison du I er Mai, 1883. 
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the plants and animals which accom­

panied man, and have continued to be 

most closely associated with him in the 

temperate regions, which afterwards be­

came the seat of his civilizing power." 

, When the North Pole shall have finally 

been reached, and its fossil remams 

thoroughly explored, additional evidence 

in support of this theory may come into 

view, and the original and ingenious pro­

position of Buffon, if not the conjectures of 

Dr. ] ohann Gottfried Hasse, be sustained. 

Sir Clements Markham, of the Royal 

Geographical Society, who has himself 

gathered the small yellow poppies, gentians, 

forget-me-nots, etc., characteristic of the 

flora of the Arctic Regions, although doubt­

ful with regard to the discovery of new 
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plants at the Pole, thinks that fossils will 

be found there in abundance, supplying 

fresh and wondrous material for students 

of natural history and palreontology. In 

the meantime the great lone land of the 

North presents an ample field for the 

roaming instincts of speculation and Im­

agination; but, when the secrets entombed 

in rock and ice come to be unveiled, the 

Baltic as well as the Hindu Kush, will, 

doubtless, have to give place to a more 

northern clime as the primal home of " the 

Tree of Life." 
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