
TWO ANCIENT ROMAN FRAGMENTS OF IMPERIAL PORPHYRY
TWO ANCIENT ROMAN FRAGMENTS OF IMPERIAL PORPHYRY

A COLUMN AND A FRAGMENT OF A SARCOPHAGUS
1ST - 2ND CENTURY AD

SIZES: A. APPROX: 15.5CM HIGH, 21CM WIDE, 13CM DEEP - 6 INS HIGH, 8¼ INS WIDE, 5 INS DEEP 
B. APPROX: 14CM HIGH, 26CM WIDE, 21CM DEEP - 5½ INS HIGH, 10¼ INS WIDE, 8¼ INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

PORPHYRY COMES FROM THE LATIN WORD FOR PURPLE ‘PURPURA’ AND WAS USED BY THE ROMANS TO DESCRIBE THE
HARD VOLCANIC ROCK PEPPERED WITH WHITE CRYSTALS OF FELDSPAR THAT WAS QUARRIED IN THE EGYPTIAN

EASTERN DESERT AT GEBEL DOKHAN. BY LAW ONLY THE ROMAN EMPERORS COULD USE THE COLOUR PURPLE AND
THE DYE WAS WORTH MORE THAN GOLD. FIRST EXTRACTED BY THE PHOENICIANS AND CALLED TYRIAN THE DYE CAME

FROM CRUSHED ‘MUREX TRUNCULUS’ SHELLFISH. WHOLE WOOLLEN FLEECES WOULD BE DYED TO THE DESIRED
COLOUR BEFORE BEING SPUN INTO THE WOOL TO WEAVE THE IMPERIAL TOGAS.

THE EGYPTIAN PORPHYRY QUARRIES WERE KNOWN AS ‘MONS PORPHYRITES’ AND WERE OPENED IN THE 1ST CENTURY
AD AND WORKED FOR FOUR CENTURIES, MOSTLY BY SLAVES AND CONVICTS. THE DEEP PURPLE-RED COLOUR OF THE

ROCK WAS HIGHLY PRIZED BY THE EMPERORS NERO, TRAJAN AND HADRIAN WHO RESTRICTED IT LIKE THE DYE, TO
IMPERIAL USE, AND REGARDED THE EGYPTIAN QUARRIES AS THEIR EXCLUSIVE PROPERTY.

 


