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Abstract  

Lundgren, O. 2018. The gold of the north: amber in the Roman Empire in the first two 
centuries AD. 

 

Amber has been a recurring luxury around the Mediterranean Sea for thousands of years in 
various cultures. This study treats the first two centuries AD in the Roman Empire. The early 
centuries of the Empire saw a brief period of relative calm in which Baltic amber became a 
fashion in Rome. The purpose of this investigation is to explain how and why amber journeyed 
from the northern oceans of Germania into Rome, and how it expressed itself in the Empire. 
The Amber Road between the Baltic Sea and Rome is well trodden by modern researchers, but 
very little has been written about why amber arrived in various contexts.  

The questions are on the topics of the amber’s origin, how it was consumed and by whom. 
Throughout the study, the agency of amber is considered in order to approach the source 
material from a new angle. The first chapter investigates what effect the geographical origin 
and trade had on the agency of amber. The first part of the second chapter discusses amber in 
material culture as well as examples of amber items in ancient texts. The second part of the 
second chapter analyses perfume vessels made from amber. The last chapter is on the topic of 
amber as a luxury. The discussion and conclusion argues that rich women were major 
consumers of amber in Rome.  
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1. Introduction 

This study explores the overlooked aspects of amber in the first and second century AD in the 
Roman Empire. The goal of this investigation is to understand the nature and context of 
amber in the Empire. It is rare that the properties of amber get to be the main subject of 
investigation. It often ends up being a backdrop for other aspects of the material, such as 
trade.  

As of recent years, new ideas have emerged that helps us tell the story of things. The 
agency of things offers us a new approach to material culture. We must ask how things have 
influenced human history and consider them active participants rather than passive recipients 
of human action. Why amber was transported such large distances is as important as how it 
was transported. The answer to the questions posed in this study lies not in the outcome, but 
in the reason behind actions. In doing so, we can understand the agency of amber as we would 
understand the character of a person in order to predict the actions of that person.  

1.1. Purpose 

The purpose of this investigation is to understand what place amber held, and in what context 
it appeared in the Roman world during the two first centuries AD. The focus is on the core of 
the Empire, which is modern-day Italy. The main question has been broken down into three 
smaller questions of equal significance.  

The first issue is to determine what culture the Romans subscribed amber to and how 
amber made its way to Rome. The reason for this is that the origin of amber and processes of 
trade affected the Romans’ perception of the material. To answer this question the second 
chapter is on the geographical origin and the amber trade. 

The second question investigates how amber expressed itself in the material culture. The 
shape amber took as it arrived in Rome depended on the inherent qualities of the material. By 
questioning why amber was carved and consumed in a specific way, we can catch further 
glimpses of its agency as well as the thoughts of both the artisan and the consumer. Therefore, 
the third chapter looks at amber artefacts as well as ancient accounts of things now lost to us 
and the shapes and functions of these artefacts. 

The last question is on the topic of who the consumers were. The symbolism and inherent 
qualities of things dictate who consumes them. Another important condition for consumption 
is capital. The fourth chapter investigates amber’s status and value as a luxury.  

1.2. Material and method 

This study is based on the texts of ancient authors as well as material culture. The subject of 
amber and luxury was popular amongst the ancient writers and there are many texts offering 
insights into the cognitive world of the Romans. The textual sources have been limited to 
Roman authors of the first and second century AD.1 It was not uncommon for authors to use 
amber to illustrate wealth, and it appears in over 40 texts from this period. Out of these ones, 
about half made it into this investigation. Some authors, such as Tacitus and Dio Chrysostom, 

                                                      
1 Some of the authors were from Greece, but Greece was during this period part of the Roman Empire. 
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offer more than brief mentions of the material and want to explain to the reader why amber 
was a luxury. However, no other author can compare to Pliny the Elder in terms of 
contribution to our understanding of the material. Pliny’s Natural history has an entire chapter 
on gemstones in which he addresses many of the aspects of amber.2 

The archaeological material has been limited to a specific category, namely perfume 
vessels in amber. The material culture serves to create analogies to compliment the textual 
sources. The perfume vessels were chosen because they are decorated and yet serve a purpose 
more tangible than for example jewellery. The practical use adds another dimension to the 
items that makes it easier to understand not only how they were used but by whom. 

This investigation spans the two first centuries AD because of the amber consumption 
in Rome at the time. At the start of this period, the Romans had given up their plans to 
conquer Germany and at the end of it there is once again conflict in the area.3 The time in 
between these events were relatively peaceful and as a result the period saw both the birth 
and decline of amber consumption in the Empire.  

The relevant ancient textual sources have been gathered from the online database 
Loeb Classical Library. The sources are compared to each other and the archaeological 
material and analysed with the theoretical framework in mind. The function, decoration 
and material of the perfume vessels are investigated to find a connection between these 
elements in order to explain the nature of the vessels.  

Rome refers to the core of the Roman Empire, rather than all the provinces or the city 
itself. All references to Germania and Germans refers to the area as defined by Mortimer 
Wheeler.4 The four economic zones proposed by Barry Cunliffe have been the model 
used in this study when investigating the trade between Rome and Germania.5 In this 
model the amber trade cuts the distance between the Roman core and the barbaric 
procurement zone in the periphery of the Empire. 

1.3.  Theory 

This study is based on the theory that inanimate things have agency. According to Chris 
Gosden, things channel the intentions of their makers on their own accord.6 An item is not 
simply an echo of its maker’s purpose but influences the world itself. Ian Hodder states that 
our perception of a thing depends on the qualities of the thing, but also on what we know 
about the thing.7 The characteristics that people subscribe to things in turn allow the things 
themselves to compel and influence people. Researching amber in the Roman world is also 
researching people in a world in which amber exists. Colin Renfrew argues that things and 
people engage in social processes and thus depend both on each other and the context to be 
defined.8 According to Renfrew’s theory of material engagement, it is the experiences of 
things that make them come alive to the people engaging with them.9 Renfrew uses gold as an 
example and claims that gold has a potent agency which is obvious because of all the trouble 
we go through to mine it.10 This means that people do not always choose to pursue ownership 
of things, sometimes things demand to be owned. Elizabeth DeMarrais argues that agency 

                                                      
2 Pliny HN 37. 
3 King 1990, 61; King 1990, 172; Strong 1966, 9–10. 
4 Wheeler 1954, 11–12. Spekke 1957 and Kulakov, V. 2005 argues that the Balts were not necessarily Germans. 
5 Cunliffe 1988, 3–4. 
6 Gosden 2005, 105. 
7 Hodder 2012, 32. 
8 Hodder 2012, 33. 
9 Renfrew 2004, 25. 
10 Renfrew 2004, 26–27. 
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must be conceptualized in reference to structure.11 Individuals live their lives in the space 
between culture and activities. This creates a gap that we span through tradition. This gap is 
the structure in which things can exercise their agency.  

I have not restricted myself by committing to any particular expression of these ideas, 
such as entanglement theory or behavioural chains, since that would be another project 
entirely. I have instead adopted the basic idea that all of these theories are based on, 
namely the idea that things are more than passive bystanders. This study considers the 
perspective of the material itself. A thing will have its own reasons for being in a specific 
context and these reasons are as important to the outcome as the motives of people. The 
conclusions of this investigation will not be based on the assumption that the observable 
evidence is by Roman design, but instead consider the possibility that it is the result of the 
inherent qualities of amber. 

The agency of things offers a new way to approach the subject. If a thing has agency 
it will leave a record beyond a simple analogy. The theory of agency allows 
archaeologists to see amber as something more than the result of human action and 
instead see it as a reaction to the changes in a civilization. Each chapter of this study consists 
of empirical data relevant to the topic and at the end of every heading there is a brief 
discussion on how the data can be analysed from this theoretical framework and how this is 
relevant to the investigation. By the end of the study there is a discussion and conclusion that 
summarises and elaborates further on these theories and their relevance for the topic. 

1.4.  Previous research 

The research on amber in the ancient world leaves much to be desired. Some areas are 
completely overlooked whilst other aspects, such as the Amber Road, gets turned inside out 
by multiple authors.12 The Amber Road is similar to the Silk Road as a concept, and covers all 
the large routes that the Roman merchants travelled to transport amber from Germania to 
Rome. Wheeler’s study Rome Beyond the Imperial Frontiers offered further insight into the 
process of trading. The amber routes have been thoroughly explored beginning with J.M de 
Navarro in 1925. The third route presented by Navarro (Fig. 2) starts in the Baltic and has 
received a lot of attention in later research, especially by Baltic authors such as Vladimir 
Kulakov and Arnolds Spekke who make a point of telling history from a Baltic perspective. 
Spekke does not hide the fact that he feels that the Balts have previously been overlooked and 
wrongfully labelled as German. The trading of amber is the most well explored aspect of the 
material because of the importance placed on the interaction between Rome and other 
cultures. The properties of amber and how it was consumed is seldom the topic.  

The previous research on amber is often encompassed into the category of jewellery-
research which is a field that is only three generations old.13 It first became possible to use 
jewellery as a tool for archaeology in the early twentieth century when the first museum-
catalogues made their appearance.14 This way of studying amber does not place much focus 
on the material itself but rather on the symbolism and motifs. The reasons as to why amber 
was shaped in one way or another is seldom the topic. The first attempt to deepen our 
understanding of the subject was made by Donald Strong in his study Catalogue of the carved 
amber in the Department of Greek and Roman Antiquities, which is part research and part 
catalogue, consisting of amber objects from the British Museum. 

The first two centuries AD are often only touched upon in works such as Faya Causey’s 
Amber and the ancient world that focuses more on a bigger picture. Such research rarely 

                                                      
11 DeMarrais 2004, 12–13. 
12 See Spekke 1957, Kulakov 2005 and Navarro 1925. 
13 Rudolph 1996, 17. 
14 Rudolph 1996, 18. 
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applies any outspoken theories and are content with quoting the most famous ancient sources 
and explaining the logistics behind the more tangible aspects of the material such as transport.  

Ellen Swift has researched the distribution of amber and glass beads in Roman graves.15 
Her theoretical standpoints have been an inspiration to this investigation as she places a lot of 
value on studying objects. Her interest lies in things and their inherent qualities rather than 
direct interaction between cultures. She was able to prove that a type of amber bead first 
appeared in Germania and later spread to Rome, which is a testament to the agency of the 
material. She also investigated the distribution of the amber beads in graves based on gender 
which has also been relevant to this study.  

                                                      
15 Swift 2002.  
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2. The amber trade 

The first part of this study explores the origin of amber and its journey to Rome. The goal of 
this heading is to investigate whether amber should be considered a German material and how 
this would have affected the Romans’ view of it. The second topic is the trading of the 
material. Just as the origin, this would have influenced the character of amber greatly. The 
agency that was instilled into amber through these processes would have influenced all 
subsequent Roman interaction with it. 

2.1.  Geographical origin 

Firstly, the natural occurrence of amber must be addressed to understand the context and 
subject. Baltic amber can be found over a larger area than the name suggests. The forest from 
which this amber derives is now covered by the Baltic Sea, but natural processes, such as the 
Ice Age, has spread the amber as far as England and Russia. The largest deposits can be found 
by the Samland Peninsula, just north of Kaliningrad, and on Jutland in Denmark.16  

Besides the amber deposits of the southern Baltic coast there are other kinds of amber 
worth mentioning. The most noteworthy, and most likely to have made its way into the 
archaeological evidence and mixed with the Baltic amber, is the Sicilian amber. These 
deposits are not as prodigious as the Baltic ones and the Romans appear to have been 
generally unaware of them, since they are not mentioned in the ancient texts.17  

There are scientific methods that can aid in determining the geographical origin of amber. 
Otto Helm was in 1883 given samples from Heinrich Schliemann’s Mycenaean amber with 
which he developed a method of measuring the amount of succinic acid in the amber. 18 The 
amount of this acid varies in different kinds of amber, but the only kind that really stands out 
is the Baltic amber. The method cannot determine if the amber is Baltic for sure, it can 
however, determine if it is not Baltic. Unfortunately, this method requires amber to be 
destroyed. Since then other methods have been developed that require less amber to be used, 
but none can reveal any more to us than Helm’s original method.19 Most amber objects in 
collections have therefore not been analysed.  

There are no guarantees that amber found in Rome is of Baltic origin, but based on the 
ancient sources, which do not mention it being gathered in the Empire to any noteworthy 
extent, combined with the fact that to this day 80 percent of the worlds amber comes from 
Samland, it is safe to assume that amber found in ancient Rome generally is of Baltic origin.20  

Amber became popular in the time of the early Empire. During the reign of Nero, the 
Amber Route had become fully operational.21 The Romans’ taste for amber lasted until the 
end of the second century AD when amber went out of fashion. By the second century 

                                                      
16 Beck 1970, 8.  
17 Grimaldi 1996, 42. 
18 Beck 1970, 7–8. 
19 Beck 1970, 9–10. 
20 Spekke 1957, 2; Grimaldi 1996, 153. 
21 Strong 1966, 9–10. 
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Germania entered a period of unrest and the reason to the abrupt end to the fashion is most 
likely linked to how hard it became to get more amber from the Baltic Sea.22 

Pliny the Elder gives the most extensive explanation of the origin of amber. He was aware 
of previous writer’s suggestions, such as lake Cephisis by the Atlantic, where amber floated to 
the surface as the sun warmed it, and the island Basilia where both amber and diamonds could 
be found.23 He is however, dismissive of these theories. In response to Sophocles’ suggestion 
that amber comes from a kind of bird in India, Pliny writes that his suggestions is “[…] a 
gross insult to man’s intelligence and an insufferable abuse of our freedom to utter 
falsehoods”. Pliny then proceeds to inform us that  
 

[i]t is well established that amber is a product of islands in the Northern Ocean, that it is 

known to the Germans as glaesum, and that, as a result, one of these islands, the native 

name of which is Austeravia, was nicknamed by our troops Glaesaria, or Amber Island 

[…]24  

 

This statement appears to be a generalisation by Pliny since he later in the chapter claims that 
amber can also be found in India.25 The claim that amber can be found in India is most likely 
based on a rumour or misunderstanding since there exists no significant deposits of amber in 
the country.26 The origin of amber was a topic for other authors as well. Tacitus writes that the 
only Germans who gather amber from the sea were the Aestii tribe.27 It is possible that this 
tribe was the one that inhabited Samland.28 It is also possible that the island Austeravia that 
Pliny mentions is in fact not an island but the Samland Peninsula. Dio Chrysostom has a 
similar explanation and writes that in the land of the Celts there was a river so rich in amber 
that it laid strewn like pebbles on the banks.29 It is unclear exactly where Dio is referring to, 
but it is most likely Baltic amber being picked by a different tribe.  

There are different opinions among the ancient sources on where exactly the amber came 
from, but they leave us with the impression that amber was something new and foreign from 
beyond the northern frontiers. The origin of amber played an important role in the making of 
its status as a luxury. The harder it was to come by, the more valuable it would have been. 
Even if someone got their hands on a piece of local amber they could most likely have 
increased its value by claiming that it was from the northern ocean.30 Such was the agency of 
amber, that its Germanic connotations were an important part of its character.  

                                                      
22 Grimaldi 1996, 157. 
23 Pliny HN 37.37; Pliny HN. 37.61. The translator notes (Eichholz 1962, 206) that Pliny uses the word “adamas” 

which translates into diamond but that Pliny also uses the word to refer to other hard minerals as well.  
24 Pliny HN 3.42. Translated by D.E. Eichholz. 
25 Pliny HN 37.46. 
26 Grimaldi 1996, 149. Earlier in his book (HN 37.41.), Pliny discredits Sophocles for suggesting that amber is 

the tears of an Indian bird. The notion that amber occurs naturally in India could be the remnant of this Greek 

myth. 
27 Tac. Ger. 45.5. 
28 Kulakov 2005, 33. 
29 Dio Chrys. Or. 79.4. 
30 Causey 2012, 62. 
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Figure 2. The Iron Age route is the one used by the Romans. It cuts through Germania as it begins by the 

Samland Peninsula by the Baltic Sea and ends in Aquileia by the Adriatic Sea. This version has the Samland 

Peninsula and Aquileia circled. 
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2.2.  Trade  

There was a constant military presence in Germania at this time and the legion played a large 
part in the region’s economy.31 Pliny mentions the legions multiple times in his chapter on 
amber. His story of the Roman knight, who was commissioned to Germania by a Roman 
businessman to gather amber for Nero’s gladiatorial games, is even more explicit.32 The 
knight travelled along the trade routes of northern Germania and was able to acquire such a 
large amount of the material that they could decorate the entire spectacle with amber. Amber 
was transported raw to Rome, with some pieces weighing up to 13 pounds.33 The process of 
procuring amber appears to have been exhilarating and would most likely not have gone 
unnoticed in Rome. Andrew Wallace-Hadrill points out that luxuries acquired by armies were 
the most spectacular ones.34 The military involvement adds controversy to wares, gives 
further attention to luxuries and adds to the meaning of things.  

According to Tacitus, the Germans had a very different concept of wealth than the 
Romans.35 Even though the Germans had silver vessels that they had received as gifts, they 
did not treat them as more valuable than simple pottery. They also lacked appreciation for 
amber. There are Roman accounts that let us know that amber was nothing more than toys for 
the barbarian children who casually picked it from the river banks until the Romans taught 
them its value.36 Tacitus writes that the Germans were amazed that anyone would pay them 
for the amber that they considered useless.37 These Roman accounts are only the Romans’ 
opinions on the matter. The Germans’ side of the story was never recorded. However, the 
Romans’ claims fit the archaeological material. The use of amber amongst the Baltic 
communities was sparse during the first and second centuries AD.38 Despite this, according to 
Pliny, the markets of Rome were flooded with imported amber every single day.39  

To understand this contradiction, it is worth considering the Germans’ situation. The 
barbarians’ world changed dramatically around 50 BC as Gaul fell to Julius Caesar. The 
Roman legions reached as far as Britain and Germany, and even though Germania was never 
fully conquered, the economy and society of the barbarians of Europe had to rapidly adapt.40 
According to Caesar, even the most warlike and hostile of the Germans allowed Roman 
traders into their lands.41 The Roman authors portray the barbarians as noble savages, 
especially when compared to the capable and disciplined legions and the intricate Empire of 
Rome. When compared to the archaeological evidence these accounts lose some of their 
credibility. If the German tribes truly were as oblivious as the Romans would have us believe, 
then there is no reason why there should be any concentrations of Roman coins around the 
areas were amber was gathered (Fig. 3). The distribution of Roman coins in Germania 
indicates that the barbarians were just as business-minded and shrewd as the Romans. 
Mortimer Wheeler points out that even though the Germans did not have their own monetary 
system it appears that they at least understood the metal-value of the coins.42 The exchange 

                                                      
31 King 1990, 160–161. 
32 Pliny HN 37.45. 
33 Tac. Ger. 45.5; Pliny HN 37.46. 
34 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 318–319. 
35 Tac. Germ. 4.4. 
36 Dio Chrys. Or. 79.4. 
37 Tac. Ger. 45.5. 
38 Bliujienė 2006, 85. Amber finds are surprisingly sparse also in earlier prominent Germanic cultures, such as 

the Hallstatt culture, according to Marková & Stegmann-Rajtár 2006. 
39 Pliny HN 37.41. 
40 Cunliffe 1988, 106. 
41 Caes. BGall. 4.2. The tribe referred to is the Suebi. 
42 Wheeler 1954, 63–66. 
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lasted until the late second century when migrations and conflicts in Germania led to a 
diminish in trade.43  

It seems impossible that the Germans lacked all appreciation for amber and still somehow 
had it available for purchase for any Roman knight who might look to buy amber. Even 
though the Germans did not appreciate the value of amber they somehow managed to supply 
the entire Empire with the material if Pliny is to be believed. Despite the Roman notion that 
they did not appreciate worldly possessions, they still took the Roman coin. The Germans 
must have been shrewder than the Romans let on. They were capable of providing Rome with 
enough amber to supply an entire industry and they would not have done it for free.  

Another level of character was added to the agency of amber in the process of trade and 
transportation. The involvement of the legions, trading with barbarians, and having to 
transport it through hostile, war-torn territory must have subscribed the amber both 
controversy and extravagance. If something could be easily acquired by safe means then there 
would not be much value to it, as opposed to the thing that had to be procured by the brave 
legions a world away. The amber was hard to come by and therefore the Romans had no 
choice but to pursue it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
43 Holwerda 1962, 67. 

 Figure 3. The distribution of Roman coins across Germania before 250 AD. There is a large cluster 

of scattered coins on the Samland Peninsula which has been circled in this modified version of the 

map. 
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3. Amber objects 

This chapter explores how amber expressed itself in material culture. This involves 
researching ancient texts and studying artefacts. The first part gives examples of amber 
artefacts and amber objects in literature but is also aimed at explaining the difficulties of 
working with amber as a source material. The second part is a closer look at perfume vessels 
of amber. The point of the section is to understand the connection between the material, the 
function of the items and the motifs. 

3.1. Expressions and evidence 

Aquileia was the Roman centre for distribution and the refining of amber.44 There jewellery, 
toilet articles, figurines, boxes and other trinkets were manufactured. This city had a near-
monopoly on amber carving as well as a taste for amber figurines that was so great that most 
of these figurines never even left the city.45 Because it is such an easily worked material it is 
likely that many artisans specialising in carving wood or ivory could also have worked with 
amber.46 The connection between amber and ivory is easier seen in the amber working of the 
17th century where it is known that the same artist could work both amber and ivory.47 Even if 
this does not mean that the same was true for Rome, it means that it is possible. In ancient 
Rome the amber was worked with varied results. Some pieces were carved by incredibly 
talented artists, whilst others turned out simpler.48  

Strong’s catalogue contains a variety of amber items consisting of what one might expect 
to find in a Roman grave assemblage. The 16 items listed as being Roman consist of 
figurines, finger-rings, pendants, various beads, a die and the previously mentioned perfume 
vessels.49  

The ancient texts explain that amber could be turned into even more impressive things. 
Dio briefly mentions “[…] furniture of ivory and of amber […]” and in doing so he brings 
attention to something extraordinary.50 No other author mentions furniture of amber, and 
nowhere can it be seen in the archaeological evidence. Pliny even goes as far as to call amber 
useless, and explains that it cannot even be used to create something to drink from.51 Looking 
at the amber artefacts we have, it is hard to imagine exactly what Dio is referring to. A chair 
could be made from large pieces of carved ivory, but to do the same with amber seems 
impossible.  

Pausanias also mentions a marvel of amber in the shape of a statue of Augustus at 
Olympia.52 He gives no further description of the statue and it is easy to imagine something 
along the lines of a life-sized statue of bronze or marble. Even if it was carved from the 13 

                                                      
44 Mierzwi´nska 1999, 27.  
45 Holwerda 1962, 62. 
46 Causey 2012, 111–113. 
47 Trusted 1985, 15. 
48 Causey 2012, 27. 
49 Strong 1966, 91–96. 
50 Dio Chrys. Or. 13.34. Translated by J.W. Cohoon. 
51 Pliny HN 37.30. 
52 Paus. 12.7. 
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pound-piece of amber mentioned by Pliny it still would not have been much more than a large 
figurine. This piece might of course not have been the largest one that ever came into the 
hands of the Romans. The largest piece according to modern records weighs 33.5 pounds, and 
still it would not have been enough to carve even a table leg.53  

Dio writes about a throne as part of a metaphor for tyranny.54 Even if no such throne 
existed he must still have gotten his inspiration from somewhere. The throne is described as 
being ‘[…] adorned with innumerable carvings, but embellished besides with inlaid patterns 
of gold, ivory, amber, ebony, and substances of every colour’. The furniture he refers to 
would probably have been similar, with amber inlays and decoration rather than being made 
entirely from amber. There are examples of such furniture given by Josephus, who writes 
about a table “[…] into which were pressed stones of crystal and amber […]”.55 The art of 
putting together many shaped pieces of amber to form larger objects, as in the case of the 18th 
century Russian amber room, could also have been a technique employed by the Romans.56 
Pliny was aware of one method of softening amber in order to clarify it.57 This method could 
be used to amalgamate smaller pieces into a larger item of amber. Such techniques were 
common when fashioning items of ivory and glass.58 

The archaeological evidence of amber consumption is scarce. Amber requires very 
specific conditions to survive since it is an organic material. 59 The moment it is worked, 
oxidation begins and the amber will begin to darken. Exposure to light is another factor. Only 
a few examples of amber have remained unchanged and most pieces does not look the same 
today as when they were in circulation. Not only does it change colour, but it also cracks and 
fractures. The only amber available to us has been preserved in tombs and burials which 
limits the range of items accessible to us to the category of grave goods. Furniture and statues 
have naturally decayed. 

3.2.  Perfume vessels 

The category of items investigated in this study consists of pots and vases used for keeping 
perfumes. It is hard to say whether they were a rare occurrence in ancient Rome, whether they 
rarely appear in the archaeological evidence, or if they have been poorly documented and 
published.60 The documentation is lacking but date and origin can be determined to a degree 
of certainty through the motifs. The vessels are rare, as most carved amber, and only three 
were available for this study. Additionally, there are three lids, none of which belongs to any 
of these specific vessels for certain. The three vessels in question have all been carved from 
single, individual pieces of amber. Two of them are from the British Museum’s collections 
and one comes from a private collection. 61 

The first of the vessels (Fig. 4) is a 6,1-centimetre-tall pot of partly translucent orange 
amber with a red tint. The carvings on it depicts vines, leaves and bunches of grapes. 
Amongst them there are two putti vintaging. 62 Below the right putti sits a panther. The lid that 
goes with it (Fig. 5) does not fit perfectly and belongs to another similar vessel. The lid is 
decorated with mouldings and fillets. 

                                                      
53 Grimaldi 1996, 41. 
54 Dio Chrys. Or. 1.78. 
55 Joseph. AJ 7.72. Translated by Ralph Marcus. 
56 Grimaldi 1996, 186–191. 
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58 Causey 2012, 63. 
59 Causey 2012, 38–39. 
60 My search for perfume vessels was limited by the fact that I do not speak Italian.  
61 Grimaldi 1996, 157 and 159; Strong 1966, 92–94 and XLI–XLIII. 
62 A putto is a naked, sometimes winged, male child.  
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The second vessel (Fig. 6) is a vase that is nine centimetres tall. It is made from orange-
red opaque amber. It has similar foliage to the first item with vine stems and grapes. The 
handles are made up of two panthers. None of the lids fit this vessel. It may have been closed 
with a stopper rather than a lid.  

The third vessel (Fig. 7) is poorly preserved but probably was red and translucent and is 
about nine centimetres tall. It is a flask or vase and probably had a stopper rather than a lid. 
The motif is similar to the previous two with leaves and grapevines. In addition to these there 
are a set of panpipes at the bottom.  

The second lid (Fig. 8) belonged to a pot. It is made from Orange-red opaque amber and 
is 7,4 centimetres wide. It is in the shape of a swan with two putti playing on its back.  

The third lid (Fig. 9) also belonged to a perfume pot. It is six centimetres wide and made 
of orange-red translucent amber. The entire lid has been carved into a satyr’s head wearing a 
wreath. 

Even though the vessels have different shapes their motifs are all similar with reoccurring 
themes. The fact that the lids might belong to other similar items means that there were more 
of them. The two vessels from the British Museum were made in the second century AD at 
the workshops of Aquileia.63 In the context of this study, the exact origin of the vessels is not 
important. Gosden argues that we should not look at the origins of things but at how they 
come together in the context.64 Wherever these vessels were made and used their owners most 
certainly considered themselves Roman. 

Most of the motifs are references to the god Dionysus.65 These motifs are common 
themes and much art can be connected to this popular god in one way or another. In the case 
of these vessels however, the link is very strong. The panthers, plants, revelling, the satyr; 
every part of the vessels have been carved in his image. He was a god of indulgence and most 
of his worshippers were women.66 

The motifs do not offer any obvious explanation as to why amber took this form, but the 
ancient texts provide context. In one of his satires, Juvenal complains about the moral decay 
of Roman women and blames it all on wealth and decadence.67 He writes of a party where 
‘[…] the perfumes are foaming after being mixed with undiluted Falernian, when drinking is 
from a perfume jar […]’.68 Another example comes from Plutarch who tells us of ‘[l]ovely 
Macyna, wreathed with clusters of grapes and fragrant with perfume’.69 Dio Chrysostom 
claims that perfume are luxuries and that if you are truly happy you despise the self-
indulgence of perfumes, lust for flesh and rich food.70 These texts explain the connection 
between the vessels’ purpose and the motifs. Indulgence, wine and perfume seem to have 
been so connected that wine sometimes was drunk from a perfume jar.  

There is one other aspect of the motifs. The joyful and carefree carvings might also be a 
reference to the Pax Romana.71 The leaves, grapes and overall prosperity draws one’s mind to 
the Ara Pacis in Rome.72 One side of the altar depicts Pax surrounded by lush vegetation and 
grazing animals, but the other side depicts Roma, sitting on top of the weapons of conquered 
enemies. Similar contradicting imagery appeared everywhere during the Roman peace, 
including the cuirass worn by the statue of Augustus at Prima Porta. The symbolism of this 
contrasted motif was that the peace was brought to Rome through the conquest of their 
barbarian enemies. It was a reminder that the prosperity of the time stood in direct relation to 
                                                      
63 Strong 1966, 93-94.  
64 Gosden 2005, 209. 
65 Dionysius was known as Bacchus in Rome. 
66 Schlesier & Ley 2006. 
67 Juv. Satire 6.303. 
68 A kind of wine. 
69 Plut. Quaest. Graec. 295. 
70 Dio Chrys. Or. 48,12; Dio Chrys. Or. 13.33. 
71 This period is sometimes referred to as Pax Romana which is Latin for ‘Roman Peace’. 
72 Zanker 2008, 88–91. 
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military victories. These vessels offer no motifs of war or conquest. It is possible that the 
material itself carry enough symbolism to play the part of the defeated enemy. Some of the 
most strikingly Roman motifs of all time carved upon the most German of luxuries must have 
been a powerful image. Elizabeth DeMarrais writes that the materialization of culture is the 
physical expression of the cultures thoughts.73 These vessels were shaped both by the hand 
that picked the amber from the sea and the one that carved it. 

Gosden notes that even though a thing can take on an infinite number of forms it will 
most likely turn out like something else.74 The striking similarity of these vessels depends on 
either their use, the material, who owned them or other more abstract ideas. It is however 
most likely not a coincidence that amber expressed itself this way. The form and style of a 
thing in turn influences the design of other things.75 No thing is therefore entirely original. 
The question is: are the vessels firstly containers for perfume or are they amber? I would like 
to make a reference to another material of the same period. The glassmakers could create 
motifs on the glass by blowing it in moulds. During the first century, it was popular in 
military settlements to drink from cups depicting gladiators and chariot racing.76 The motif is 
related to the objects purpose, as all aspects of any object are related to each other. Both the 
drinking cups from the military camp and these perfume vessels belonged in a specific 
context in which they make sense.  

Pliny writes that when amber is rubbed it gives off a smell like that of a pine, and that it 
could be burned as incense.77 The novelty of having perfume in a vessel that smelled nice 
could be the origin of these vessels. It is possible that the Romans had some practical reason, 
real or superstitious, that made amber suitable for this purpose. There is one example given by 
Fronto where amber and perfume are mentioned together. Fronto complains that poor 
speakers ‘…rub up one and the same thought oftener than girls their perfumed amber’.78 
Martial gives another example of amber being rubbed to produce a smell as he describes “ 
[t]he scent of an apple as a young girl bites it[,] [---] of rubbed amber, of fire pallid with 
eastern incense […]”.79 

There are signs of rubbing on some amber artefacts, which may be the results of people 
trying to produce a fragrance, and it is possible that this is what Fronto and Martial were 
referring to.80 It is also possible that Fronto was referring to any number of forgotten customs 
involving perfume and amber. Either way, it is further evidence of a link between women and 
amber. 

The connection between amber and women will be explored further under the next 
heading but some parts of this relationship belongs here with the perfume vessels. There are 
examples of other toilet articles for women, such as the cosmetics container in the shape of a 
sea-shell from the Museo Nazionale Romano, made from amber.81 The different shapes of the 
previously mentioned perfume vessels could be explained by them having different purposes. 
They are all described as perfume vessels, but it is possible that they contained cosmetics as 
well. It is hard to make any convincing conclusions based on the sparse evidence, but these 
vessels may be one of the strongest expressions of ambers agency. It is possible that the 
feminine connotations of the material shaped the amber into a vessel for holding a luxurious 
feminine product which in turn compelled the artisan to carve a motif that he associated with 
women, or that he believed would appeal to them. Luxury had to be displayed according to, 

                                                      
73 DeMarrais 2004, 11. 
74 Gosden 2005, 196. 
75 Gosden 2005, 194. 
76 Fleming 1999, 37–41. 
77 Pliny HN 37.44. 
78 Fronto, Ep. On speeches. 4. Translated by C. R. Haines. 
79 Mart. Spect. 3.65.  
80 Causey 2012, 82.  
81 D’Ambra 2007, 6. 
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and because of, social structures, but the agency of the thing dictated the appearance of the 
display. 
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4. Amber as a luxury 

This heading explores how amber was received by the Roman world and how it expressed 
itself as a luxury. The first part, which deals with the reception, includes such matters as how 
the Romans divided amber into subgroups and the appeal of the material. The second part is 
on the subject of its economic value in relation to other luxuries and precious materials as 
well as in which contexts it appears.  

This part of the study compares many texts of different ancient authors. It is important to 
keep in mind that Pliny lived in 23–79 AD and was one of the first author to write about 
amber in the first century.82 Being the first gives him credibility as he writes without being 
influenced by other authors. Dio Chrysostom, for example, lived 40/50–110/120 AD and the 
words of Pliny would have influenced his perception of amber one way or another.83 The 
moment one person describes a thing to someone else, the thing changes. Even if they agree 
upon the nature of the thing they will from now on perceive it in two different ways and that 
is how the agency of a thing changes. This, of course, only becomes obvious over long 
periods. These 200 years in question appears as a short period of time in the context of the 
ancient world. It is however, a long time in terms of fashion.  

4.1.  Roman reception 

The connection between women and amber made itself apparent in chapter three and this 
section elaborates further. The men of Rome believed that women were not only weaker than 
them, but also more prone to vanity and greed.84 Men also groomed themselves by plucking 
body hairs and using perfume, but in doing so they ran the risk of being accused of being 
effeminate.85 Men however, did not personify beauty the way women did. It was a woman’s 
charge to be beautiful. Beauty, vanity and indulgence were considered female traits as we 
have seen in the amber perfume vases earlier on. A woman was supposed to express and care 
for her beauty without exaggerating it.86 Too much makeup could be considered vulgar and 
some women’s pursuit of beauty made them subject of ridicule in satires and poems. We 
know from the archaeological evidence that before amber became a luxury in Rome it was a 
luxury in Etruria, and that in this culture it was mainly women who were the consumers of 
amber.87 The same appears true in Rome. Pliny explains that amber was fancied by women 
alone since it was a useless luxury.88 The men of Rome were also taken by the beauty of 
amber even if their indulging was less direct. A good example is Nero, who described his 
wife’s hair as amber coloured in a poem that inspired many respectable women of Rome to 
dye their hair.89  

                                                      
82 Purcell 2012. 
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In a paper by Ellen Swift, she investigates the appearance of a certain kind of amber 
beads of German design in Germania and Rome. Swift was able to assert that there were no 
amber beads in any adult male graves within the Roman Empire. They appeared instead in the 
graves of women and children in the Roman world. Beyond the frontier they occurred more 
frequently in women’s graves rather than children’s, and only a small amount of the amber 
beads comes from the graves of men.90  

There are other qualities of amber to consider besides its connection to women. Pliny 
makes it clear that amber was not a mystery to him or his fellow Romans. He writes that 
“[e]ven our forebears believed it to be a sucus, or exudation, from a tree, and so named it 
sucinum”.91 He reasons that this is how it came to be that insects and animals have found 
themselves trapped in the amber.92 Tacitus knew as well that amber was the hardened sap of 
trees. He came to this conclusion because living things had been trapped in the amber.93 The 
mythological aspects subscribed to amber by the Greeks were completely gone by the time 
Pliny writes on the subject. The first part on amber in chapter 37 of Natural History is 
dedicated to discrediting previous Greek authors.  

When rubbed, amber becomes magnetically charged like a magnet. As previously 
mentioned, some pieces of amber jewellery show signs of rubbing which may come from 
people trying to invoke the magnetic properties of the material, or alternatively for the 
fragrance it produces.94 Pliny mentions the magnetic qualities of amber as well and writes that 
“[…] when [rubbed] with the fingers [---] amber attracts straw, dry leaves and linden-bark, 
just as the magnet attracts iron”.95 

The medicinal, or magical, properties of amber are praised even by the otherwise 
sceptical Pliny. Amulets of amber were particularly important for babies to wear, but Pliny 
writes that Callistratus claims that amber is good for people of any age for a variety of 
medicinal purposes. A person can receive these benefits both by wearing it as an amulet or by 
consuming it in liquid form.96  

All the symbolism and properties of amber shaped its agency, but its connection to 
women is the strongest part of its character. The Romans knew that amber amulets were worn 
mainly by women in Germania.97 Furthermore, pre-Roman amber in Italy always took the 
shape of subjects connected with protection, regeneration and fertility.98 The Romans were 
not the first people to connect amber with women. In Rome, the material itself resonated with 
symbolism infused into the amber by the intentions of other cultures. If the Romans wanted to 
enjoy this luxury it would have to be through the women of the Empire. 

4.2.  Amber in relation to other luxuries and precious materials 

In his opening words on the subject of amber, Pliny promptly informs the reader that amber is 
as valuable as precious stones. To someone not as familiar with Roman luxuries as Pliny this 
requires an explanation. The Romans did not settle for calling amber ‘amber’ and leaving it at 
that. The pale kind had a fine scent but was without value just like the waxy kind. The tawny 
kind was valuable, and especially if it was transparent. The most valuable kind of amber was 
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the Falernian amber, named so because it has the colour of this particular kind of wine. It is 
described as transparent with a vague tint of honey. Pliny notes that it is important that the 
colour is not too fiery, it is the mere suggestion of a fiery glare that makes the Romans admire 
amber. Pliny ends the section with telling the readers that amber can be tinted as desired with 
kid-suet and alkanet root.99  

Even to this day we do not fully understand the properties of amber and why for example 
some kinds of amber are better at preserving insects and animals.100 We do however know 
that the colour is decided by the amount of bubbles trapped in the amber. The importance of 
the bubbles was discovered in the 1970s with the help of an electron microscope with which 
they could determine that amber can be divided into 250 different kinds based on colour 
alone. Even if Pliny could not tell 250 kinds of amber apart with just his eyes there was 
enough of a difference that he could argue that there were at least a few different kinds of 
amber.101 The various kinds of amber might have offered an opportunity for less wealthy 
people to own amber objects. The possibility to buy amber that did not have the right colour 
and then dye it also supports this idea. There is unfortunately no way of telling how broad this 
spectrum was and how far apart the Falernian and the pale kinds were. The monetary value of 
amber is elusive and becomes even more so when considering the various subgroups of amber 
that the Romans conceived.  

When Pliny explains that amber is as valuable as gemstones his exact words are: “[a]ll the 
three substances now under discussion enjoy the same prestige as precious stones […]”. The 
three substances he is referring to are rock crystals, myrhinne and amber. It is not clear what 
myrhinne is, but Pliny writes that it probably originated from “[…] a liquid which is solidified 
underground by heat”, and that the value of the objects “[…] lies in their varied colours: the 
veins, as they revolve, repeatedly vary from purple to white or a mixture of the two […]”.102 
The most important part is that these three substances were equally valuable, and that they 
were as valuable as precious gems. 

Comparing amber with precious stones however, is less helpful than one would think. The 
only time they are mentioned together with amber is in Apuleius Metamorphoses, and 
Juvenal’s fifth satire.103 Most gems used in Roman jewellery were in fact semi-precious 
stones such as quartz.104 A good example is the smaragdus that according to Pliny was a 
category of green gemstones that consisted of twelve kinds of gems.105 These twelve types of 
gems could probably be any green stone, from emeralds to green quartz. Diamonds were 
incredibly rare and rubies were not available at all.106 Sapphire, emerald and garnet were 
popular but such gems were generally not engraved. Pliny tells us that diamonds are the most 
valuable of materials yet they are not mentioned to the same extent as gold, silver and 
amber.107 The few contexts in which diamonds appear leaves the reader with the impression 
that they were simply so valuable and rare that their value was beyond comprehension for the 
average Roman. Diamonds appear in the stories as gifts exchanged between emperors and 
kings.108 According to Pliny, diamonds were known only to a few kings.109 Pearls were, 
according to Pliny, a gemstone.110 He ranked them as the second most valuable gemstone 
after diamonds.  
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Another clue to the nature of the relationship between gems and amber comes in the form 
of the simple statement that amber could be used to make artificial gems, such as 
amethysts.111 The obvious reason as to why anyone would do this is simply that the amber 
could be worth more as a gem than as amber. However, amber obviously was still valuable in 
itself or it would have all been turned into artificial gems.  

Pliny gives the reader the exact sums paid for a few examples of the most extravagant 
luxuries. He writes of a smaragdus on Cyprus, engraved with the figure of Amymone, that 
was worth six gold pieces.112 He tells us that a myrhinne cup could be worth 70,000 sestertii, 
and a dipper 300,000 sestertii, and that Nero once paid one million sestertii for a single bowl 
of the material.113 A dipper of rock crystal was sold for the sum of 150,000 sestertii because 
of what Pliny calls a crazy addiction to luxury.114 The son of Nonius Struma possessed a ring 
adorned with beryl worth two million sestertii.115 Luxurious dining was also a costly display 
of wealth. The emperor Vitellius once had a dish made that cost him one million sestertii 
which of course does not even come close to the dinner of Cleopatra that consisted of one of 
her pearl earrings, valued at ten million sestertii, diluted in vinegar.116  

Even though Pliny does not give any exact figures when writing about amber, he does 
mention that amber is so valuable that “[i]ts rating among luxuries is so high that a human 
figurine, however small, is more expensive than a number of human beings, alive and in good 
health […]”.117 The average price of a slave is hard to determine because of the variation in 
time and place.118 According to ancient texts, a slave in the early Empire could be worth up to 
14 000 sestertii but the average price was probably closer to 1000 sestertii.119 Pliny gives an 
extreme example of two handsome boys being sold for 100,000 sestertii each.120 For a sense 
of scale, we should consider that a soldier in the legion would get paid 225 denarii a year, 
which equals 900 sestertii, in the early first century AD.121 

Amber is often mentioned in a constellation of other materials in the ancient texts. Dio 
Chrysostom mentions amber when he describes luxury and wealth. Dio makes it clear what he 
himself considers the most obvious expressions of wealth. The longest list of precious things 
can be found in his oration The third discourse on kingship where he writes that kings enjoy: 

 
[…] beautiful parks, costly residences, statues, paintings in the exquisite early style, 

golden bowls, inlaid tables, purple robes, ivory, amber, perfumes, everything to delight 

the eye, delightful music, both vocal and instrumental, and besides these, beautiful 

maidens and handsome boys—all these evidently subserve no useful purpose whatever, 

but are obviously the inventions of pleasure.122 
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Dio does not seem as concerned with the origins of the luxuries as Pliny was. It is possible 
that by the second century AD the novelty of amber had blown over. It is also possible that 
Dio could not be bothered with such details as Pliny had been. Dio mostly restricts himself to 
using between two and four examples of luxuries as he describes wealth. He sarcastically 
claims that it is possible to measure a city’s wealth by measuring the amount of gold, silver, 
amber and ivory its inhabitants own.123 He writes about the previously mentioned decadent 
throne of a tyrant, inlaid with gold, amber, ivory and ebony and scorns the Athenians for 
needing luxuries such as furniture of amber and ivory.124 He recites a conversation between 
Philip of Macedon and Alexander the Great in which Alexander makes it clear to his father 
that a king should not adorn his home with gold, amber and ivory but rather with the armour 
of his enemies.125 Dio is clearly of the opinion that luxury is decadence. Amber recurs in 
many other works as well to illustrate wealth. Plutarch tells us that when the innocent and 
ignorant Telemachus visited Menelaus, he cried at the sight of ivory, gold and amber.126 In 
Timoleon he writes of bucklers adorned with ivory, gold and amber.127 According to Historia 
Augusta Elagabalus would cover his portico with dust of silver and gold. He would then 
complain that he could not also strew amber dust.128 At his dinner parties the food would be 
served with gold, onyx, pearls and amber.129 Lucian paints a picture of a Gaelic Heracles, 
leading his prisoners in chains of amber and gold.130 Pausanias mentions an amber statue of 
Augustus at Olympia.131 Juvenal, in his satires, also uses amber to illustrate wealth. He writes 
that the millionaire Licinus feared greatly for his riches composed of “[…] amber and statues 
and columns of Phrygian marble and ivory and plaques of tortoiseshell” as well as a fabulous 
dinner-party where the cups were adorned with amber and beryl.132 Chariton tells of a kingly 
treasure of “[…] vast quantity of silver and gold; next he showed the Syracusans ivory and 
amber […]”.133 

The most common constellation that amber appears in is the ‘gold, amber and ivory’ 
assemblage. Ivory may have been associated with amber because it also was a foreign luxury. 
All the materials mentioned were potent agents to have made it into stories like these. 
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5. Conclusions and discussion 

Firstly, I would like to answer the question regarding the cultural and geographical origin of 
amber. The geographical origin was addressed in chapter two, where Pliny and Tacitus agree 
that amber comes from Germania. It is possible that there existed a Celtic river rich in amber 
as Dio suggests, but considering modern knowledge of natural amber deposits his account 
should be considered an exception. Whatever amount of amber that arrived from deposits 
besides those in the southern Baltic Sea was most likely dwarfed by the quantities transported 
on the Amber Road. What truly matters is what culture and geographical location the Romans 
generally perceived as the origin, and I will once again quote Pliny: “[i]t is well established 
that amber is a product of islands in the Northern Ocean […]”.134 If general Roman discourse 
considered amber a product of Germania, then that is what amber became. 

Based on the second part of the second chapter, it is safe to conclude that the amber trade 
was a difficult process that included a long journey beyond the frontier and trading with the 
Germans. If the Germans truly believed that amber was worthless, they would not have 
gathered it, and they certainly would not have given it away to Romans for free. The 
ignorance of the Germans was exaggerated by Roman authors. The map of Roman coins in 
Germania (Fig. 3.) suggests that the Germans were being paid for various reasons. Caesar 
tells us that even the Suebi allowed Roman traders, but Pliny’s story of the Roman knight sent 
by Nero suggests that bartering with the Germans was something out of the ordinary. On the 
subject of trade, I mentioned Wallace-Hadrill’s theory that things acquire prestige when they 
have to be procured through military endeavours. This theory applies to the amber acquired 
by the Roman knight. Pliny knew the story and other Romans must have as well. The journey 
on the Amber Road became part of amber’s agency. 

It is difficult to assess if there was anything of Germania left in the vessels discussed in 
chapter three. The motifs are similar to those of the Ara Pacis and might well be a reference 
to the Pax Romana. The amber could have been considered the spoils of war, proof of 
dominion and conquest, and a symbol of the relative calm that the Empire enjoyed in the first 
two centuries AD. It is also possible that whoever ordered the carving of these vessels was 
completely clueless to the origin of the material, and that the Germanic origin had become 
unintelligible amongst all the other traits that made amber a luxury. Wallace-Hadrill argues 
that it is the discourse of an ethnic group that defines their identity.135 Just as tea is now 
English, amber would eventually have become Roman, and what it means to be Roman would 
have changed in the process. At the end of the second century, amber objects may no longer 
have been German things in Rome, or Roman things of German origin, but instead their own 
things entirely.  

As humans, people want to believe that it is our own initiative that shapes our world. 
However, thinking in line with the authors of the theoretical framework used in this study, the 
Romans had little choice in this matter. They were consumers of luxury, and amber fit the 
description. The difficulties and elaborate strategies behind its acquisition did nothing but 
intensify amber’s agency. The foreign origin of amber, as well as the means of procurement, 
was immensely important in shaping the Romans’ view of the material and ultimately in 
deciding where in Rome amber belonged. 
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The other questions of how, and by whom amber was consumed bleed into each other. 
One cannot be answered without also answering the other. Even if the answers are linked, the 
questions are still different from each other and I will try to keep them as separate as possible.  

The second question is how amber was consumed. Amber arrived raw in Rome and the 
Romans themselves had to shape it. Alfred Gell writes that artefacts follow rules originating 
from the type and that these rules are not necessarily in line with the intentions of their 
makers.136 David Clarke explains the limited role of human conscious decision by suggesting 
that artefacts are produced through a repeated set of actions and then themselves give cause to 
actions implemented by the type.137 In other words: the artist is never completely in charge of 
the outcome. Besides the type there is also the inherent qualities of the material to consider. 
Both concrete qualities, such as the hardness of a diamond, as well as abstract human notions 
like beauty, are part of defining the character of a thing.138 By observing how amber used its 
agency to influence the artisans of Rome we can see the nature of amber as it expresses itself 
in the final product. 

The perfume vessels discussed in the third chapter are no exception. Whatever way the 
observer interprets the design, they must keep in mind that the design was not random. The 
shape of an artefact is an expression of the material’s agency. The ancient texts collected in 
this study tell of amber’s German origin, the luxury of it, its beauty, medicinal use, feminine 
connotations, magnetic properties and its fragrance. It is not hard to see how Romans might 
have associated the beauty and luxury of amber with feminine beauty and hygiene. Other 
aspects of the material are more elusive. It is possible that the Romans believed that the 
medicinal properties of amber would keep their makeup fresh, or that the smell of amber 
would somehow mix with the perfume, but these are only speculations.  

All ancient sources agree that amber was a luxury. I would have preferred a larger 
quantity of source material in order to generalise more convincingly in the third chapter. 
However, gathering a large quantity of any type of amber artefacts besides beads may prove 
impossible. Because of the biological nature of amber, many of the amber objects were lost to 
us. Still, there are undeniable similarities in the motifs on the vessels and lids. The similarities 
indicate that there were enough of them for there to be a type, and the following conclusions 
are based on the qualities of the type. 

Even if the Romans found a way to make use of amber, despite Pliny’s belief that it was 
useless, these vessels were still useless things to many people. Both the material and the 
content of the vessels were expressions of wealth. There is no proof of any practical reasons 
why the material of the perfume vessels should matter, but even if there was, perfume was 
still not a vital substance for most people. The motifs further emphasise the importance of 
leisure and pleasure. As with all luxuries, these vessels existed for the sake of indulgence and 
for displaying wealth. The context they existed in was that of feminine hygiene and beauty. 
Pliny’s statement that “[…] [amber] is fancied only by women […]” and Fronto’s mention of 
how girls rubbed their perfumed amber are the only representations that describe the relation 
between Roman women and amber.139 Still, these accounts tell the story of everyday life. 

The instances in which amber is consumed by, or in relation to, men such as the statue of 
Augusts, the amber dust of Elagabalus and the fortune of Licinus, are extreme displays of 
wealth by people who were beyond norms, customs and conventional consumption. Swift 
discovered in her study that men did not generally consume amber, at least not in burials, and 
these are most likely exceptions. There is a judgmental undertone and moral lesson in many 
of the examples of men consuming amber. These accounts tell us nothing about life in 
general. If these stories were recollections of ordinary events, then people like Dio would 
probably not have recorded them. 

                                                      
136 Gell 1998, 219. 
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138 Hodder 2012, 68. 
139 Pliny HN 37.30. Translated by De. E. Eichholz. 
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The issue of who the consumer was has already been touched upon by answering how it 
was consumed. Roman women were certainly consumers of amber, but what kind of women? 
The answer lies in its status as a luxury. Hodder writes that things are connected to other 
things and that in human projects they are brought into different relationships.140 All the 
qualities that had given the old luxuries their charm could also be seen in amber. It was hard 
to come by, it had a long history of being appreciated by other cultures and initially there 
would have been very little of it available. If amber was not considered a luxury, then neither 
could materials such as gold or ivory be. It does not matter if we call it agency or a calculated 
decision; luxury began as a human construction. If any of these luxuries lost their value then 
the construct would be compromised and all luxury would become useless.  

Based on the information gathered in the fourth chapter it is possible to come to some 
conclusions regarding amber’s status amongst luxuries. The exact position of amber in the 
hierarchy of Roman luxuries is hard to identify. According to Pliny, amber is as valuable as 
rock crystals and myrhinne. He gives examples of items worth between 70,000 and one 
million sestertii of these two materials. He claims that both amber, rock crystals and myrhinne 
is as valuable as precious stones, which Pliny’s readers know were not necessarily precious at 
all, but still considered the most valuable of all luxuries. 

 Much of the focus of this study has been upon agency, but there are other factors to 
take into consideration. The most expensive item on Pliny’s list is the pearl ear-ring of 
Cleopatra. Even though pearls were a luxury as well, the extreme value of this particular ear-
ring was probably related to its owner. There is also the quality of the finished product to 
consider. Even the finest piece of amber could have been ruined by an incompetent artisan. 
There are simply too many aspects to consider to create a perfect hierarchy of luxuries and to 
point out the exact place of amber in it. 

However, the various constellations of luxuries collected in the fourth chapter of this 
investigation makes amber out to be one of the most valuable of luxuries, just as Pliny 
claimed. Amber appears mostly alongside gold and ivory and is mentioned with ebony, onyx, 
beryl and many other luxuries. It appears only in the most extravagant of settings and in the 
possession of emperors and millionaires. The list of prices in chapter four contains such 
outlandishly high numbers that they are hard to fathom, and if amber was amongst these finest 
of luxuries then at least we can construe that amber was out of reach for most Romans. 

We should keep in mind the words of Renfrew, who writes that value is not always an 
economic value where twice the amount equals twice the value.141 The importance of amount 
can be swapped for the symbolic value of an item. In the examples from Dio’s Discourses in 
chapter four, he does not write about pious people who consume amber in modesty. His 
examples are over the top, and he scorns overindulgence and excess. If we assume that Dio’s 
accounts are the exceptions that verify the rule, then the rule is modest consumption. Amber 
might not have been a material that the rich were supposed to hoard like gold and silver for its 
economic value. A small figurine or necklace could have been enough to display the owner’s 
connections, good taste and ability to attain the material. To display this level of wealth and 
still appear pious would have been walking a very fine line, but there appears to have been a 
wrong way, and a right way to consume amber. 

This study has in a way been an attempt at reconstructing the ancient agency of amber 
based on archaeological material and Roman accounts. To illustrate the agency of amber one 
final time, I would like to pose the question: what would archaeologists have thought of 
amber if they had no textual sources? It would have been hard to tell that amber was once 
amongst the finest luxuries the world had to offer. In the end it was those who plucked it from 
the ocean, the road to Rome and the hands of those who shaped it that gave amber its true 
value. Its agency lasted it all way to the very core of the Roman Empire.  

                                                      
140 Hodder 2012, 41. 
141 Renfrew 2004, 27. 
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The main question of this essay is about what place amber held, and in what context it 
appeared in the Roman world during the first two centuries AD. The truth is that there might 
be multiple answers, and that this study has seen only one expression of amber’s agency. Had 
the objects in chapter three been amber beads of the waxy or pale kind, the answer to this 
question could have been different. The reason for this would be that there were most likely 
different answers even then. However, all the examples of wealthy display, combined with the 
female connotations of the perfume vessels points towards one answer made more obvious 
than the others by amber’s potent agency. The conclusion of this study is that amber was one 
of the finest luxuries available in the Roman Empire and that one of the largest groups of 
consumers were wealthy women, and that much of their consumption was done as part of 
their morning toilette. 

In future research, attempts should be made at studying amber in situ. This would offer an 
opportunity to see the everyday-aspects of consumption that is not reflected well in the 
ancient texts. The simple beads and cheaper kinds of amber is not talked about in ancient 
texts, but if they can be observed in the context of a grave assemblage, then a much more 
convincing argument could be made concerning how, and by whom, amber was consumed. 

As previously mentioned, because of the conditions required for amber to be preserved, 
grave assemblages are the most likely to yield any results. This source-material presents its own 
problems, like Roman burial customs and grave robbing. Such an undertaking proved much too 
complicated for a third-year dissertation and is perhaps impossible entirely. Even so, this 
subject still has much to offer. 
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Figure 5. Lid of amber belonging to pot 

similar to Fig. 4. British Museum, Reg. 66 

4-12 3. Strong 1966, plate XLI. 

Figure 4. Amber perfume pot decorated with vines, grapes, putti and 

panther. British Museum, Reg. 66 4-12 3. Strong 1966, plate XLI. 
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Figure 6. Amber perfume vase decorated with vines, grapes and 

panthers. British Museum, Reg. 77 3-9 I. Strong 1966, plate XLI. 

Figure 7. Amber flask or vase decorated with vines, grapes and 

panflute. Private collection. Grimaldi 1996, 159. 
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Figure 8. Lid of perfume pot in amber in the shape of a swan with 

two putti. British museum, Reg. 73 8-20 719. Strong 1966, plate 

XLII. 

Figure 9. Lid of perfume pot in amber in the shape of satyr head 

wearing wreath. British Museum, Reg. 94 5-17 I. Strong 1966, 

plate XLIII. 


