Aniké Bézsa - Adam Szabé, ,,Ajdndék a szépnek!” AMag-
yar Nemzeti Mizeum Romai Gylijteményének ’olomtiikrei’
Budapest, Magyar Nemzeti Muzeum, 2013, 486.p. (“Gift for
the beautiful!” “Lead mirrors” of the Roman Collection from
the Hungarian National Museum)

The recently appeared work of A. Bézsa (Ferenczy Museum, Szenten-
dre) and A. Szabé (Hungarian National Museum, Budapest) is the final result
of a long research project in which several archaeologists, museum keepers
and graduate students were involved.

The 721 ,lead mirrors” from the Hungarian National Museum (Mag-
yar Nemzeti Muzeum) were collected from 1802 until 2007, however the
majority of them (689 pieces) came from the black market. It is the biggest
collection of this type of material ever published. The German version of the
monograph will appear soon as the fifth volume of the Libelli Archaeoloici Se-
ria Nova. Preliminary notes and the inscriptions were already published be-
fore the apparition of the volume'.

The first chapter deals with the morphology of the objects. This is the
shortest — although, for a laic reader — the most important chapter of the
book. First, the authors begin with the definition of these objects: what are
these? Enrolling the foreign denominations (lead mirror, mirroir de verre dou-
ble de plomb, Bleispiegel, Gliserne Konvexspiegel, specchietto in piombo e in vetro)
the authors presents also the main ideas and opinions of the recent histo-
riography on these mysterious objects. The small size of the objects (with a
diameter of 3-4 cm), the ambiguous form and composition of the so-called
ymirror” or glass and the missing of these in some pieces argues the necessity
of redefinition of these objects. However, the authors does not present the
role functionality and formal typology of the real mirrors in the Roman soci-
ety?, as a comparative analogy, their argument must be accepted by the inter-
national literature too. For arguing the more complex functionality of these
objects, Bézsa-Szabd present the place of discovery of those few pieces in case
we know the provenience. Some of them - from Cuccurdeu, Chastellard de
Lardiens, Lachau en Haute-Provence, Orochak, Pautalia or Sucidava — were
found in sanctuaries of various divinities IOM, Iuno, Selene, Aphrodite) or
dedicated to them (Isis, Nymphae, Venus, Isis)®. The votive and magical func-
tion of lead objects and their role in popular, domestic religion - especial-
ly among female religious practices — is emphasized especially by G. Baratta
and G. Kremer®. Many of the pieces came from funeral contexts, especially

1 NEMETH/SZABO 2010, 101-113, BOZSA/SZABO 2014, 141-150.

2 FACSADY 2013.

3 The recent studies on ancient Roman magic proved the presence of magical practices
in the Roman sanctuaries, houses and private spheres too, a simultaneous existence of
this popular religion and the ,,high” religion, BLANSDORF 2010, 141-191. About this
topic, recently took place in international colloquium on ‘Choosing Magic. The spaces
of magical practices in the Latin West’ (Padova, 4-5 September, 2014), http://www.
dissgea.unipd.it/convegno-internazionale-choosing-magic-spaces-magical-practices-
latin-west.

4 KREMER/HOLZNER 2012, 31-69, BARATTA 2014, 709-713.
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from the tombs of women and children. The 23 inscriptions
— mainly in Greek language — are dedicated to female divini-
ties or persons (Diogenes and Lavinia, as personifications of
boys and girls or masculine and feminine attitudes). The dec-
orations - vegetations, geometric forms — are related mainly
to Venusian and Dionysian contexts or to astrologic symbol-
ism, especially to Pisces, Cancer and Aquarius. They do not
assist too much on the material of the objects, at least, in
the recent historiography; the lead (plumbum) is considered
exclusively a material for cheap, popular objects of everyday
religiosity, mainly magic®. Similarly, a general discussion
about the symbolic role of mirrors and the miniature objects
in the Roman art could give a clue for different kind of inter-
pretations®.

Summarizing the first chapter, the authors present a
“definition” of the objects. After their opinion the 721 ob-
jects presented in the book has different functions, some
of them being votive ex votos, others could be amulets with
magical connotation and some rare pieces could be inter-
preted as toys, decorations or medallions. Few of the objects
were used as real mirrors. The authors suggest also a ter-
minological change, introducing the more neutral and less
problematic “lead frame” instead of the deceptive “lead mir-
ror” term.

Analyzing the forms and typology of the lead frames,
Bo6zsa/Szabé conclude that even if the material of some
provinces — such as Dacia, Moesia, Thracia — has very similar
iconographic features, the presence of numerous workshops
attested in this area (some of them in Apulum and Drobeta)
shows a rich, local aspect of a universal form. The influence
of Aquileia in the spread of some forms - and indirectly,
the importance of the Publicum Portorium Illyrici - is obvi-
ous again. Some distinctive forms, such as the star-shaped
frames, are present mainly in the Western provinces, which
shows in the case of this object type too the influence of the
costume system on economic and artistic networks’.

The second chapter presents the typology of the ob-
jects. In sixty pages (45 - 104) the authors presents very care-
fully, with drawings and numerous analogies all the types and
subtypes identified by them. This typology was introduced
and created mainly for the collection of the Hungarian Na-
tional Museum, but some of the terminologies used existed
already in the scholarship. The authors identify nine differ-
ent types and, at the same time, discuss the variants of the
verso of the objects. There are three main type: the rectangu-
lar, the round and the star- shaped forms. The rectangular
form (21 examples) have twelve variations, mainly based on
decorative elements. Most of the VTERE FELIX inscriptions
came from this category. The round type has five subtypes:
round, narrow frames without handle (nos. 22-40), round
wide frames without handle (nos. 41-52), round frames with
vertical handle (nos. 52-690), round frames with crossed pli-
ers in the back (nos. 691-695) and decorated, round plates
(nos. 696-699). The star shaped forms are very rare (found

5 About the magical function of lead objects, see: BARATTA 2012,
23-27.

6 GOTTSCHALK 2012, 83-93. On portable, miniature sundials —
similar forms as these lead frames, see WRIGHT 2000, 177-187,
TALBERT 2015.

7 ZACCARIA 2010, 53-78, HAVAS 2013, 66-68.

mainly in the Western provinces: nos. 700-703). There are
some examples for verso of the lead frames (nos. 704-718).
Some pieces are so small and fragmentary, that they could
not be identified by the authors (nos. 719 - 721.).

The third chapter is the massive catalogue of the
corpus, presenting carefully all of the 721 pieces, present-
ing very shortly the inventory number, dimensions, mate-
rial, and short description of the object and — in rare cases
— the provenience of the object (105 — 226 pp.). All of the
lead frames are photographed in black and white (retro and
verso) in the next chapter (227 — 478 pp.). Some of the piec-
es are presented only by reproduces photographs, but great
part of them are published the first time in this volume. The
eighty-nine titles in the bibliography practically is the most
complete summary of the historiography of research in the
topic.

In conclusion, we can affirm, that the book of A. Béz-
sa and A. Szabé is an extremely important contribution for
the research, as the first and most comprehensive corpus
of this type of objects. They not jut presented an extreme-
ly rich material — because of a successful collaboration with
Hungarian and foreign scholars and authorities of heritage
protection — but introduced a new and more accurate termi-
nology and typology of this object type, which need to be
used for the future research. The photographs — although are
in black and white and not always in the best quality — serve
a detailed corpus for researchers. The German version of the
book is a great urge for such a valuable work.
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