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Top: Leon Levy and Shelb y White Cour t, formerly
a restaurant since the mid-1950s , and originally
a court for Greek and Rom an antiquities during
its first twenty years. View of skylighted tw o-story
atrium court is from mezzanine Study Galler y.
P h o t o g ra p h s b y R o b e r t K . L i u / O r n a m e n t .
Courtesy of the Metr opolitan Museum of Art.
GOLD ARMBAND of tr itoness holding Er otes,
one of a pair; Greek, circa 200 B.C. Note loop
for attaching heavy ar mband to garment sleeve.

he Metropolitan Museum of Art, in New York City, ranks among the
premier institutions of the world, many of its departments essentially
museums-within-a-museum. Such is the case with its Egyptian, Arts
of Africa, Oceania and the Americas galleries, and now, upon the completion of
a fifteen-year project, the new Greek and Roman galleries. In 2000, Ornament
covered the opening of the new second floor galleries for Ancient Near Eastern
Art, which were part of the overall gallery plan (Volume 23, No. 4), along
with the first floor galleries that lead into the centerpiece of the new exhibits,
the Leon Levy and Shelby White Court. With expanded space, it was possible
to remove about fifty-three hundred artifacts from storage and place them back
on display, as well as make the exhibit sequence logical again, difficult in the
past due to closures and changes. In the ten months since the opening of these
new exhibits, there have been over a million visitors, reflecting the public’s
enthusiastic response.
With over fifty-seven thousand square feet of exhibition space, a new
mezzanine study collection that is almost ten percent of the total floor space,
a library for the study of classical antiquity and greatly expanded offices and
storerooms, it was obviously the subject of much press attention, mostly positive,
but also some negative. This is not unexpected, given the problems faced by
many Western museums over the legality of their holdings, as well as a newer
series of investigations over looted antiquities that were donated to a number
of museums, purportedly at inflated appraisals.
There is an overwhelming amount of material for the museum visitor to
absorb in these galleries. Ornaments of metal, amber, glass, and stone are
distributed throughout the exhibit spaces but are really in abundance in the
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DETAILED MAP OF STUD Y GALLER Y with color coded
cases, each of w hich has a n umber and label, so that
the viewer can access the touch screen monitor s.

ROMAN GLASS TOUCH SCREEN MONIT OR. There are six
monitors in the s tudy g allery, where all the a ttributions
for the thir ty-four hundred displayed ar tifacts reside.

PARTIAL VIEW OF LONG STUD Y GALLERY, showing large
d i s p l a y c a s e s o f j e we l r y t o l e f t , s m a l l e r c a s e s o f
sculpture and other ar tifacts to r ight.

JEWELRY C ASES sho wing Etr uscan/Italic je welry of the
fifth-third centuries B.C., and to the right, amber and
jewelry of the eighth-f ifth centuries B.C.

BRONZE FIBULAE, most likely used to pin together cloaks;
the bow por tion is often decorated, Italic, Villanovan,
primarily ninth-seventh centuries B.C.

PORTION OF STUDY CASE 31, AMULETS AND IMPLEMENTS,
showing glass bracelets , Phoenician glass pendants ,
large glass beads and/or w horls and bone pins .
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MYCENAEAN/HELLADIC MOLDED GLASS PEND ANTS of se veral types and sizes , made by
pressing molten glass into open-face steatite molds; late Helladic III, circa. 1400-1200 B.C.

MYCENAEAN ORNAMENT
with recumbent deer.

TABULAR ROMAN MOSAIC GLASS FACE BEADS, with Medusa images, usually perforated at
right angles to v ertical axis of face; 100 B.C. - A.D. 100.

MOSAIC GLASS F ACE INLAY,
Egypt; 100 B.C. - A.D. 100.

GOLD SANGUISUGA OR LEECH TYPE FIBULAE,
with combed glass decora tion; Etr uscan,
late eighth-early seventh centur y B.C.
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DETAIL OF GOLD NECKLA CE, with glass(?) beads , set with imita tion
agate cabochons of glass; Etr uscan, early fifth centur y B.C.

GOLD ARMBAND WITH HERAKLES KNO T, set with g arnets, emeralds and
enamel; Greek, third-second centur y B.C.

FRAGMENT OF GLASS C AGE CUP, which w as
blown or cas t and la pidary-worked.
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GOLD THREE FINGER RING, set with glass (?), fabricated from
sheet, possibly for funerar y use; Roman, four th centur y A.D.

AMBER NECKLA CE with car ved monk ey pendant,
modern stringing; Etruscan, seventh century B.C.

mezzanine galleries and especially the study collection. For
those with a serious interest in jewelry, many related objects
become instructive in broadening one’s knowledge base, such
as spindle whorls (terracotta, bronze), other tools and objects
made with the same materials or techniques as ornaments.
For example, among the luxury arts of south Italy are molded
terracotta plaques with glass inlays, from the late fourth
century B.C., leading one to think about the use of glass inlays
at about the same time in Zhou Dynasty China. If one
were aware that the mosaic images on Roman glass mosaic face
beads represent either Medusa or an attractive woman with
a necklace, which could be her alternative self, then it becomes
an interesting comparison when one encounters Medusa
in other media. None seem to resemble the mosaic images,
perhaps due to the small scale and difficulty of producing
complex graphic imagery in glass at that time, before Venetians
developed highly realistic mosaics in the nineteenth century.
The hours spent by this reviewer were only enough for
a thorough walk-through; a similar tour of the Egyptian
Department, comparable in size if the Temple of Dendur were
excluded, would also be inadequate. Although it may be
difficult for someone with limited time, I always advocate
a walk-through as the first step of serious viewing, especially
when one goes to learn. After this initial impression, perhaps
accompanied by noting where objects worthy of a second
look reside, the viewer can then concentrate her/his attention.
The Greek and Roman study collection on the mezzanine,
covering prehistoric Greek to late Roman periods and
containing over thirty-four hundred objects, is deserving of
special attention, both for the wealth of ornaments but also
for the many other categories of objects, so that easy comparison

CARVED AMBER QUAIL, previously sewn onto an
apron-like garment; Italic, seventh century B.C.

is possible. Rather than lengthy labels for attributions in the
display cases, six wall-mounted touch screens are provided for
accessing such information, which is keyed to the case
number and its thematic label. A screen of thumbnail images
appears when the case number is entered, so that one can
click on the object in question to bring up the full information.
This interactive system allows for updating information on
artifacts in the study collection, as more is known through
research. (One hopes this will extend someday to the many
Egyptian study galleries, which are full of small, enticing and
unlabeled ornaments.) One almost certainly would want to
have a notebook as a memory aid or to write down the on-screen
information, but a certain amount of back and forth between
the display cases and the screens appears inevitable.
When one leaves a massive exhibition like the new Greek
and Roman galleries, there is much to digest and think
about. Any conscientious museum visitor will have gained
much, especially since all of us are taught that these two
cultures are the bases of Western art. For those who study
jewelry, it is the impressions and memories that we ruminate
upon. For metal jewelry, the bronze fibulae provide so many
examples of the beauty of simple metalsmithing techniques
and curvilinear designs, without the prejudice of precious
metals to obscure our vision. The audaciously large amber
ornaments and their shapes loudly proclaim the luxury status
of this material; but I am puzzled as to the Etruscan and
Roman love of quail imagery, although they might have been
considered sacred. Perhaps my favorite pieces remain the
simple Mycenaean pressed glass beads or pendants, delicate
yet holding their age so well.
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BRONZE BOW FIBULA, with four ducks; most likely fabricated, with
ducks cast; Villanovan, circa 900 B.C.

