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Gnostic gem 

On the eastern slope of Monte Sisiddo, a mount West of Columbaris, they found a small 

oval-shaped gem in orange carnelian (figs. 1-2), divided into three parts. This was proba-

bly mounted in metal that set it while leaving the two engraved faces visible: therefore it 

may have been a jewel to hang on a necklace, as a talisman.  On the main side (fig. 1) there 

are nine lines in Greek capital letters, difficult to interpret; on the back (fig. 2), the inscrip-

tion is in Greek and Latin alphabet letters on two lines and is surrounded by an oval frame 

that ends with a hole. 

 

 
Fig. 1 - Gnostic gem from Sisiddo, front (from MARTORELLI 2004, p. 261, fig. 2; p. 262, fig. 4). 

 

 
Fig. 2 - Gnostic gem from Sisiddo, back (from MARTORELLI 2004, p. 261, fig. 3; p. 262, fig. 5) 
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The texts are linked to magic and symbolism. On the main face you have invocations to 

Christ and angels while the opposite one does not seem to contain real words. It is possi-

ble that this last series of letters corresponded to a numerical value, the final sum of which 

would have some symbology relating to days or seasons, according to the Hebrew Kab-

balah. Both inscriptions have similarities with words found in amulets (see fig. 3) linked to 

mysteric gnostic practices, and have magic formulas, defined as such due to the musicality 

of the expressions. They may be pleas to Christ, Anania, the archangel Gabriel and the 

angels, standard formulas recalling descendency. 

 

 
Fig. 3 - Magic gem with Ouroboros, IL_Landau Collection_8  

(from MGD http://classics.mfab.hu/talismans/cbd/71). 
 

Its closeness to items found in the gnostic sect does not mean a certain attribution of the 

Cornus item to this philosophy: it would instead seem to be a part of the “magic” gem 

category. With the engraved formulas, these items aimed to protect the owner, as items 

linked to white magic: these are superstitions inherited from the pagan world, that con-

tinued to be used after Christianity took hold. Gnostic gems were not known before the 

3rd century A.D. And were known for the entire Byzantine era. In Sardinia, similar items 

were found at Tharros, Cabras (fig. 4) and Terralba (fig. 5) and items linked to the magic 
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world, such as a lead sheet from Cornus. They may have been made on the island, alt-

hough Sardinian gems were influenced by the relations between Sardinia and coptic 

Egypt, where they were extremely common.   

 

 

 
Fig. 4 - Cabras, Loc. San Giorgio: magic gem (from AGUS 2002, p. 33, fig. 4). 
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Fig. 5 - Terralba (OR): Magic gem (from AGUS 2002, p. 33, fig. 3).  
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