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 Vol. 10: Archaeology

 The Roman Dodecahedron

 The Object That Defied an Empire

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"It's hard to believe that we have anything from the Roman period that we don't know what it's for."

 — Lorena Hitchens, Newcastle University



Chapter One
 The Dig at Potter Hill

 The summer of 2023 was warm and dry in Lincolnshire, which was fortunate for the men and women of the Norton Disney History and Archaeology Group, who had spent the better part of June on their hands and knees in the dirt. The village of Norton Disney sits along the Fosse Way, the great Roman road that runs from Exeter in the southwest to Lincoln in the northeast — a straight, unyielding line of ancient engineering that the Romans drove through the English countryside like a surveyor's rule laid across a crumpled map. The village is small, unremarkable, the kind of place that doesn't appear on most maps and doesn't aspire to. Its church is medieval. Its pub is modest. Its population numbers in the low hundreds. But beneath the fields surrounding it, beneath the pastures where cattle graze and the hedgerows where blackbirds nest, lie the remains of a Roman settlement that has been yielding artefacts for nearly a century.


The group's dig that summer was supervised by Allen Archaeology, a commercial firm brought in to ensure that the excavation met professional standards. The site was Potter Hill, a gentle rise in the landscape near the ruins of a Roman villa that had been partially excavated in the 1930s. The hill overlooked the Fosse Way, and seismic surveys had suggested the presence of features beneath the surface — pits, ditches, the ghostly outlines of walls and foundations that showed up as anomalies in the data. The group had opened several trenches, methodically peeling back layers of earth with trowels and brushes, recording each find in its precise location, photographing every context, bagging every shard of pottery and fragment of bone.


Trench Four was the one that mattered. It had been cut into the edge of a large pit — a Roman quarrying excavation, the archaeologists believed, originally dug to extract sand and later repurposed as a refuse dump. The fill of the pit contained the usual detritus of Roman life: fragments of ceramic building material, sherds of third-century pottery, animal bones gnawed and discarded by people who had eaten their last meal nearly two thousand years ago. It was solid, respectable archaeology, the kind of patient, unglamorous work that produces results measured in context sheets and finds bags rather than headlines.


And then somebody's trowel hit metal.


The object emerged from the soil slowly, as archaeological finds always do — first a glimpse of green-brown patina against the darker earth, then the suggestion of a shape, then, as the surrounding soil was carefully brushed away, the thing itself. The volunteer who found it was Richard Watts. Richard Parker, the group's secretary, was elsewhere on the site — making the tea, as he later recalled — when he heard cries from the trench and came running. Rob Evershed, the archaeologist in charge of the dig, was holding it up alongside Watts, turning it in the light. It was bronze. It was hollow. It had twelve flat faces, each one a perfect pentagon, and each pentagon was pierced by a circular hole. At every corner, where the edges of three pentagons met, a small knob protruded — a rounded nodule, like a mushroom cap cast in metal. There were twenty of these knobs in all, one at every vertex of the twelve-sided form.


It was about eight centimetres tall — the size of a large apple — and weighed roughly two hundred and forty-five grams, just over half a pound. The surface was beautifully finished, the bronze still showing traces of the care with which it had been made. Around each circular hole, concentric rings had been inscribed into the metal — one ring around the largest hole, two around the medium ones, three around the smallest. The rings appeared to have been impressed rather than carved, pressed into the soft metal with a tool while the bronze was still warm from the mould. The interior of the object was rough and unfinished, the texture of the casting still visible, but the exterior had been polished smooth. It was, unmistakably, a Roman dodecahedron.


Parker called it "the find of a lifetime," and he was not exaggerating. Roman dodecahedra are among the rarest and most perplexing artefacts in the archaeological record. Approximately a hundred and thirty are known to exist, scattered across the museums and private collections of northwestern Europe, and despite nearly three centuries of scholarly attention and more than fifty proposed theories about their function, nobody — not a single archaeologist, historian, or scientist on earth — knows what they were for. They are objects without a name, without a description, without a single mention in any surviving Roman text. They are, as one researcher put it, "some of the least understood objects to survive from the Roman Empire."


The Norton Disney dodecahedron was the thirty-third to be found in Britain, but it was exceptional in several ways. It was one of the largest and most finely made examples ever discovered. It was in superb condition — complete, unbroken, with no signs of wear or damage. And it had been found during a controlled archaeological excavation, which meant that its context — the surrounding soil, the associated finds, the precise depth and position in which it lay — had been meticulously recorded. Most dodecahedra in museum collections were found centuries ago, pulled from the ground by labourers or farmers or antiquarians who noted little more than the general location and moved on. The Norton Disney specimen came with data. It came with a story written in stratigraphy and ceramic typology and soil samples. It came, in other words, with the possibility of answers.


The find generated immediate excitement, first locally and then nationally. The BBC featured it on the programme Digging for Britain, where Professor Alice Roberts held the object up to the camera and declared it "one of the greatest, most mysterious archaeological objects I've ever had the opportunity to look at up close." The story was picked up by CNN, NPR, the Smithsonian, Scientific American, and dozens of other outlets. Within weeks, the Norton Disney dodecahedron was one of the most famous archaeological discoveries in Britain, and the village that shared a name with a theme-park empire found itself at the centre of a mystery that had been baffling scholars since the reign of George II.


The group's volunteers — amateur archaeologists, history enthusiasts, retired teachers, local farmers with an interest in the land beneath their feet — found themselves giving interviews, hosting camera crews, and answering the same question from every journalist who called: What is it? They did not know. Nobody knew. Richard Parker described the object with the understated wonder of a man who understood what he was looking at: "A privilege to have handled," he said. The dodecahedron had lain in the earth for the better part of two millennia, buried on a hilltop overlooking the road that the legions had built, and now it was in the hands of people who cared about it deeply but could not begin to explain it.


The site itself offered tantalising clues. Potter Hill's proximity to the Fosse Way and to a known Roman villa suggested a settlement of some substance — not a legionary fortress or a major town, but a prosperous rural estate, the kind of place where a Romanised British family might have lived in reasonable comfort, with underfloor heating and painted walls and access to the goods that flowed along the great road. The quarrying pit in which the dodecahedron was found had been dug to extract sand — perhaps for building, perhaps for road maintenance — and later filled with refuse. But the dodecahedron, sitting near the top of the fill, showed no signs of casual disposal. It appeared to have been placed deliberately, oriented upright, as though set down with care rather than thrown away with the broken pots and gnawed bones that surrounded it. The distinction between rubbish and ritual is one that archaeologists navigate constantly, and at Norton Disney, the line was blurred in exactly the way that makes the dodecahedra so maddening and so fascinating.


The object was taken to the laboratory of Gerry McDonnell, an archaeometallurgist whose specialism was the analysis of ancient metals. McDonnell subjected the dodecahedron to X-ray fluorescence spectroscopy — XRF — a technique that identifies the elemental composition of a material by bombarding it with X-rays and measuring the fluorescent radiation that bounces back. The results were illuminating. The bronze was a leaded gunmetal: roughly sixty-three to seventy-five per cent copper, eighteen to twenty-seven per cent lead, seven to eight per cent tin, and traces of zinc and iron. The high lead content was characteristic of late Romano-British metalwork — recycled alloy, melted down and recast from older objects, the lead acting as a flux that helped the molten metal flow into the intricate recesses of the mould. The object had been made using the lost-wax process, one of the oldest and most sophisticated metalworking techniques in the ancient world.


But the XRF could not answer the question that everyone was asking. What was it? What was it for? The dodecahedron sat in its padded case, twelve pentagonal faces staring blankly outward through their circular eyes, and offered no explanation. It had survived eighteen hundred years underground, outlasting the empire that made it, the religion that may have inspired it, and the language in which its purpose might once have been recorded. It was intact. It was beautiful. And it was, as it had always been, completely and magnificently silent.

 [image: The Norton Disney dodecahedron]The Norton Disney dodecahedron — the thirty-third found in Britain, discovered during a controlled excavation in Lincolnshire in 2023. One of the largest and most finely made examples ever recovered.
 

Chapter Two
 A Field Called Hagdale

 The first Roman dodecahedron known to modern scholarship was not the first to be found — it was merely the first to be recorded. On the twenty-eighth of June, 1739, a man identified in the records only as "Mr. North" presented an object to the Society of Antiquaries of London. The Society, founded in 1707 and granted a royal charter in 1751, was the pre-eminent body for the study of British antiquities, a gentlemen's club of the intellectually curious who met regularly to examine coins, inscriptions, architectural fragments, and whatever other remnants of the past their members chose to bring before them. Mr. North's offering was a small bronze object, twelve-sided and hollow, that had been found in a field called Hagdale, near Aston in Hertfordshire, alongside a number of copper coins.


The Society's records describe the object with characteristic eighteenth-century brevity. It was noted, catalogued, and set aside. The members had seen stranger things — Romano-British archaeology was a new and somewhat haphazard discipline in the mid-eighteenth century, and the countryside was constantly yielding objects that nobody could identify with confidence. The Hagdale dodecahedron was examined, discussed, and filed away in the Society's miscellaneous collections. It attracted no particular attention. Nobody wrote a paper about it. Nobody proposed a theory about its function. It was a curiosity, nothing more — one item among hundreds in a catalogue of oddments that the antiquarians of Georgian England were slowly accumulating from the soil of a country that had been, fifteen centuries earlier, the most remote province of the greatest empire the world had ever known.


The Hagdale dodecahedron is now lost. Somewhere in the intervening centuries, it vanished from the Society's collections — mislaid, misfiled, perhaps stolen, perhaps simply thrown away during one of the periodic clearances that institutional collections undergo when storage space runs short and nobody can remember why a particular object was kept in the first place. Its disappearance is ironic, given that the object it represented would one day become one of the most discussed and debated artefacts in Roman archaeology. The first recorded dodecahedron is a ghost — a catalogue entry, a note in faded ink, a shape described in words but no longer available for examination.


But others were being found. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as Europe's expanding network of roads, railways, canals, and building foundations cut deeper and deeper into the archaeological record, dodecahedra turned up with increasing frequency. They were found in France, Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria, and Hungary. They were found in fields and river beds, in the foundations of demolished buildings and the rubble fills of ancient ditches. They were found alongside coins and pottery and the mundane debris of Roman daily life. And they were found, without exception, in the northwestern provinces of the Roman Empire — the territories that the Romans called Gaul, Germania, and Britannia, the cold, damp, forested lands at the edge of the civilised world where Roman culture met and mingled with the older traditions of the Celtic peoples who had lived there for millennia.


This geographic concentration was one of the earliest clues to the dodecahedra's nature, though its significance would not be fully appreciated for more than a century. The objects were not found in Italy. They were not found in Spain or Greece or North Africa or the eastern Mediterranean. They were not found in Rome itself — the capital of the empire, the city that had produced the most extensive archaeological record of any ancient settlement on earth. Whatever these objects were, they were not part of mainstream Roman culture. They belonged to the provinces, to the frontier, to the liminal zone where the eagle standards of the legions overlooked landscapes that had been conquered but never fully assimilated.


The nineteenth-century antiquarians who collected and catalogued these objects struggled to make sense of them. They were clearly Roman — the metalwork, the manufacturing technique, the associated finds all pointed to the second, third, and fourth centuries of the Common Era, the period when the Roman Empire was at its greatest extent and its northwestern provinces were thoroughly integrated into the imperial economy. But they were also clearly unusual. Nothing else in the Roman archaeological record looked quite like them. There were no parallels in the literary sources — no mention by Pliny or Vitruvius or any other Roman writer of a twelve-sided bronze object with holes of varying sizes and knobs at every corner. There were no depictions in mosaics or wall paintings or relief sculptures. The dodecahedra existed in a documentary vacuum, orphaned artefacts with no textual home.


The term "dodecahedron" itself requires a note. It is a Greek word — dodeka meaning twelve, hedra meaning face or seat — and it was applied to these objects by the scholars who studied them, not by the people who made them. We do not know what the Romans called them. We do not know if they had a specific name at all, or whether they were simply referred to by whatever function they served — a function that, lacking any written record, remains as obscure to us as the name. The scholarly convention of calling them "Roman dodecahedra" or, more precisely, "Gallo-Roman dodecahedra" is a modern convenience, a label applied after the fact to objects that have stubbornly refused to identify themselves.


Other early finds trickled in from across the Channel. A specimen turned up near Tongeren in Belgium — a town founded by the Romans as Atuatuca Tungrorum, a garrison settlement in the territory of the Tungri, one of the many Gallic tribes absorbed into the imperial system. Another was found near Lyon, the great Gallo-Roman capital, in the shadow of the amphitheatre where gladiators had fought and criminals had died. Still others surfaced in the Rhineland, along the great river that formed the empire's northeastern boundary, where legionary camps and civilian settlements had stood side by side for centuries. Each new discovery added a pin to the map and a question to the list, and the map and the list grew together, the pins clustering in the same region, the questions remaining stubbornly unanswered.


By the early twentieth century, dozens of examples had been catalogued, and the first serious attempts at classification were under way. The consistent features were obvious: twelve pentagonal faces, circular holes of varying diameter, twenty vertex knobs, hollow interior. But so were the variations — no two specimens were dimensionally identical, and some defied the pattern entirely, like a specimen from Jublains in France with two distinctly elliptical holes among its otherwise circular apertures. The accumulation of examples did not bring clarity. If anything, it deepened the mystery. An object that might plausibly serve as a candlestick became less plausible when no two specimens had the same arrangement of hole sizes. A theory that depended on precise measurement foundered on the evidence that no two examples were dimensionally identical. The dodecahedra were similar enough to be obviously related but different enough to defeat any hypothesis that required uniformity.


What made the growing collection particularly tantalising was its geographic coherence. The pins on the map did not scatter randomly across the Roman world. They clustered in a belt stretching from southern England through northern France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and the Rhineland — the territories that archaeologists would come to call the Gallo-Roman zone. Outside this belt, in the Mediterranean heartland of the empire, the objects were entirely absent. Whatever the dodecahedra were, they belonged to the provinces, to the north, to a cultural region that was Roman in administration but something older in spirit. This pattern would prove, in the decades to come, one of the most important clues the objects had to offer.


The antiquarians of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries left behind them a legacy of catalogues, drawings, and brief descriptions. They preserved the objects themselves, housing them in the growing collections of national and regional museums across Europe. They asked the right questions, even if they could not answer them. And they established the basic parameters of the mystery that would occupy their successors for the next two hundred years: What were these objects? Who made them? And what in the name of all the gods of Rome were they used for?


The answers, if they exist at all, were not to be found in the objects alone. They were hiding in the spaces between the objects — in the contexts from which they were recovered, in the geography of their distribution, in the cultural landscape of the Roman frontier provinces where Celtic tradition and Roman innovation met and produced something that was neither wholly one nor wholly the other. The dodecahedra were products of that meeting. Understanding them would require understanding the world that made them — a world of legionary camps and native settlements, of imported gods and local spirits, of bronze-smiths who cast their wares by the light of charcoal furnaces in workshops that stood in the shadow of Roman walls but served a clientele whose roots went deeper than Rome.

 [image: Roman dodecahedron at the Gallo-Roman Museum in Tongeren, Belgium]A Roman dodecahedron on display at the Gallo-Roman Museum in Tongeren, Belgium — one of the finest collections of Gallo-Roman artefacts in Europe.
 

Chapter Three
 Twelve Faces, Twenty Knobs

 Pick up a Roman dodecahedron — if you are fortunate enough to have access to one, which almost certainly means standing in a museum with a curator's permission and a pair of cotton gloves — and the first thing you notice is how good it feels in the hand. The weight is satisfying: substantial without being heavy, the kind of heft that suggests quality. The surface is smooth, the bronze polished to a soft sheen that eighteen centuries of burial have dimmed but not entirely erased. The knobs at the corners fit naturally into the gaps between your fingers, as though the object were designed to be held. It is, for a thing whose purpose nobody can determine, remarkably comfortable to handle.


The geometry is precise. A regular dodecahedron — the mathematical solid, as opposed to the archaeological artefact — is one of the five Platonic solids, the five convex polyhedra whose faces are all identical regular polygons. It has twelve faces, each a regular pentagon; thirty edges; and twenty vertices. The Roman dodecahedra are not mathematically perfect — they are handmade objects, cast in bronze by craftsmen working without the benefit of computer-aided design — but they are remarkably close. The pentagons are regular to within a few millimetres. The edges are straight. The angles are consistent. Whoever made these objects understood the geometry of the dodecahedron with a precision that implies either mathematical knowledge or, more likely, the use of a carefully constructed model from which the wax original was formed.


The faces are the most immediately striking feature. Each of the twelve pentagons is pierced by a circular hole, and the holes are of different sizes. This is not random variation; it is deliberate. On a typical dodecahedron, the hole diameters range from roughly six millimetres to forty millimetres — from the width of a pencil to the diameter of a golf ball. The arrangement of hole sizes varies from specimen to specimen, but there is a pattern: the largest holes tend to be opposite each other, as do the smallest, with medium-sized holes occupying the faces in between. Two opposing faces never have the same diameter. This systematic variation in hole size is one of the most frequently cited features in theories about the objects' function, and one of the hardest to explain.


Around each hole, concentric rings are inscribed into the bronze surface. The number of rings varies, and it varies in a way that correlates with hole size: the Norton Disney specimen, for instance, has one ring around its largest aperture, two rings around its medium apertures, and three rings around its smallest. This inverse relationship — more decoration around smaller holes — is consistent across many examples, though not universal. The rings appear to have been impressed into the metal with a compass-like tool while the bronze was still relatively soft, shortly after casting. They are shallow but clearly defined, and they give each face a target-like appearance, as though the holes were meant to be looked through or aimed at.


The twenty knobs are the object's most visually distinctive feature. They are spherical or slightly mushroom-shaped, roughly six millimetres in diameter, and they protrude from each vertex like the nodes of a molecular model. On most specimens, the knobs were cast separately and soldered onto the body — a delicate operation that required considerable skill, since each knob had to be attached to a point where three pentagonal edges converged, leaving very little surface area for the join. At least one example — a specimen in the collection of the Society of Antiquaries, found at Carmarthen in Wales — was cast as a single piece, knobs and all, a tour de force of the bronze-caster's art that speaks to the skill and ambition of the craftsman who made it.


The knobs serve no obvious structural purpose. They do not strengthen the object. They do not cover joints or hide imperfections. They project outward from the body like the studs on a mediaeval mace, and their function is as mysterious as that of the object itself. Some theories assign them a role — as anchoring points for thread in the knitting hypothesis, as legs for the candlestick theory — but none of these explanations accounts for the consistency with which the knobs appear. Every known dodecahedron has them. They are as fundamental to the form as the pentagonal faces and the circular holes. Whatever the dodecahedron was, the knobs were integral to its identity.


The interior tells a different story from the exterior. While the outside of a dodecahedron is smooth and polished, the inside is rough — the raw texture of the casting, unfinished and unworked. This contrast is significant. It tells us that the exterior of the object was meant to be seen and handled, while the interior was not. It also tells us something about the manufacturing process. The objects were cast using the lost-wax method: a wax model was coated in a refractory material — clay, perhaps, or a clay-and-sand mixture — and heated until the wax melted and drained away, leaving a hollow mould into which molten bronze was poured. Once the metal had cooled and solidified, the mould was broken away to reveal the finished object. The exterior was then polished and decorated, but the interior — inaccessible through the relatively small holes — was left as it came from the mould.


The size range is considerable. The smallest known dodecahedra are roughly four centimetres across — small enough to close your fist around. The largest approach eleven centimetres — the size of a grapefruit. The Norton Disney specimen, at eight centimetres, falls near the upper end of the range. Weight varies accordingly, from a mere thirty-five grams for the smallest examples to nearly six hundred grams for the largest. One exceptional specimen weighed approximately a kilogram — more than two pounds of solid bronze, a significant quantity of metal in an era when copper alloy was valuable and recycling was the norm rather than the exception.


The material itself is revealing. XRF analysis of multiple specimens has shown that they are made from copper alloy — specifically, a leaded gunmetal consisting primarily of copper, with significant proportions of lead, tin, and smaller amounts of zinc. The high lead content — sometimes as much as twenty-seven per cent — is characteristic of late Roman metalwork, particularly in the northwestern provinces, where the practice of melting down and recasting older bronze objects was widespread. Lead lowers the melting point of the alloy and improves its flow characteristics, making it easier to cast into the intricate moulds required for dodecahedra. The presence of zinc, though in smaller quantities, connects the alloy to the Roman brass-making tradition, in which zinc was added to copper to produce a golden-coloured metal prized for decorative objects.


English Heritage, which displays a dodecahedron found at Corbridge near Hadrian's Wall, has noted that the objects "are complex objects, so a skilled craftsman would have been needed to make them. This skill, along with the amount of metal needed, means they would have been expensive and were likely made to order." This is an important observation. The dodecahedra are not mass-produced trinkets. They are bespoke artefacts, individually crafted, each one slightly different from every other, made by metalworkers who possessed both the technical skill to cast a hollow twelve-sided object in bronze and the geometrical knowledge to construct its form. They were luxury goods, or at least goods of value — objects that somebody wanted badly enough to commission and pay for.


The variation in decoration is also notable. Some dodecahedra are plain — their pentagonal faces smooth and unadorned apart from the central holes. Others are elaborately decorated, with concentric rings, small punched circles, and lines parallel to the edges of the pentagons. The Norton Disney specimen falls at the decorated end of the spectrum, its twelve faces carefully inscribed with rings that vary in number according to hole size. A specimen found at Jublains in France is unique in having two elliptical holes among its otherwise circular apertures — a variation that has never been satisfactorily explained and that complicates any theory depending on rotational symmetry or uniform optical properties.


And yet, for all their craftsmanship, they show no signs of wear. This is perhaps the most puzzling physical characteristic of all. Objects that are used — tools, weapons, household implements — develop wear patterns over time: scratches, abrasion, polished spots where fingers grip, dulled edges where surfaces make contact. The dodecahedra show none of this. Their surfaces are pristine, their knobs unrubbed, their edges sharp. Whatever they were used for, they were not used hard, or they were not used often, or they were not used in the way that we understand the word "used." They were made with extraordinary care and then, apparently, set aside — placed in pits, buried in the ground, deposited in graves, hidden in hoards. They were objects of importance, clearly. But they were not, in any conventional sense, objects of use.

 [image: Close-up of a Roman dodecahedron showing pentagonal faces and vertex knobs]Close-up showing the distinctive features: pentagonal faces pierced by circular holes of varying diameter, concentric decorative rings, and the characteristic knobs at each of the twenty vertices.
 

Chapter Four
 The Frontier World

 To understand the dodecahedra, you must understand the world that made them. That world was not Rome — not the marble-columned, toga-draped, amphitheatre-roaring Rome of popular imagination. It was the frontier, the edge, the place where the pax Romana thinned to a membrane and the old ways of Europe pressed against it from the other side. The dodecahedra belong to the provinces — to Britannia, Gaul, and Germania — and the provinces were a different country from the capital. The sun shone less. The winters bit harder. The locals worshipped gods whose names the Romans could barely pronounce, and the soldiers manning the forts and watchtowers along the northern frontiers were as likely to be Syrian archers or Batavian cavalrymen as they were Italian-born legionaries.


The Roman Empire at its height, in the second and third centuries of the Common Era — precisely the period when most dodecahedra were made — encompassed an area of roughly five million square kilometres, stretching from the deserts of Syria to the moors of northern England, from the Danube to the Sahara. It was administered by a bureaucracy of astonishing reach and efficiency, connected by fifty thousand miles of paved roads, defended by an army of roughly four hundred thousand professional soldiers, and united — in theory, if not always in practice — by a common currency, a common legal system, and a common language of administration. Latin was the lingua franca of the western empire, Greek of the eastern, and the laws that governed a shopkeeper in Londinium were recognisably the same as those that governed a merchant in Antioch.


But beneath this administrative uniformity, the provinces retained their own identities. This was particularly true of the northwestern frontier, where the Roman conquest had been relatively recent — Britain had been invaded in 43 CE, barely a century before the earliest dodecahedra were made — and where the native population had deep roots in a Celtic cultural tradition that predated Rome by millennia. The Celts of Gaul and Britain had their own languages, their own artistic styles, their own religious practices, and their own social structures. The arrival of Rome did not erase these things. It overlaid them, modified them, merged with them, producing a hybrid culture that scholars call Romano-Celtic or, more commonly, Gallo-Roman — a fusion of imported Roman forms and indigenous Celtic content that was distinct from both its parent traditions.


The evidence of this cultural fusion is everywhere in the archaeological record. Temples were built in Roman style but dedicated to Celtic gods. Altars bore Latin inscriptions but depicted native deities with antlers and torcs and the wild, staring eyes of pre-Roman art. Pottery was wheel-thrown in Roman fashion but decorated with Celtic motifs. Metalwork combined Roman techniques with Celtic designs. The native elite adopted Roman names, wore Roman clothes, dined on Roman couches, and sent their sons to study Latin rhetoric — but they also continued to visit the sacred groves and holy springs where their ancestors had worshipped, and they made offerings to gods whose names do not appear in any Roman pantheon.


Religious syncretism was the engine of much of this cultural production. The Romans were, by the standards of the ancient world, remarkably tolerant of other peoples' gods. Their standard approach to conquered territories was not to suppress local religions but to absorb them — to identify native deities with their Roman equivalents and fold them into the imperial pantheon. Thus the Celtic healing goddess Sul became Sulis Minerva at Bath. The war god Cocidius became Mars Cocidius along Hadrian's Wall. The master craftsman Lugus became Mercury in the markets of Gaul. The result was a religious landscape of extraordinary complexity, in which Roman, Celtic, and hybrid deities coexisted in an uneasy but functional polytheism.


But there were limits to Roman tolerance. Some practices were suppressed — human sacrifice most notably, and the activities of the Druids, the priestly class of Celtic society, whose influence the Roman authorities viewed as a political threat. And as the empire entered its later centuries, a new intolerance emerged. Christianity, adopted as the state religion under Constantine in the early fourth century, brought with it a hostility toward pagan practices that the old polytheistic system had never displayed. Divination, sorcery, fortune-telling, the consultation of oracles — activities that had been commonplace in both Roman and Celtic religion — were increasingly criminalised. The penalties were severe. Those found practising forbidden rites could face exile, confiscation of property, or death.


This context — a frontier culture of religious syncretism, gradually suppressed by an increasingly intolerant state — is essential to understanding the dodecahedra. Guido Creemers, the curator of the Gallo-Roman Museum in Tongeren, Belgium, has argued persuasively that the objects were connected to these forbidden practices: "We rather think it has something to do with non-official activities like sorcery, fortune-telling, and so on," he told reporters. "These activities were not allowed, and punishments were severe. That is possibly why we do not find any written sources." If the dodecahedra were instruments of divination or ritual magic — tools of a religious practice that the authorities had banned — then the silence of the written record is not mysterious at all. It is exactly what you would expect.


Life in the frontier provinces was not the hardscrabble existence that some popular accounts suggest. The towns were substantial — Londinium had a population of perhaps sixty thousand at its peak, and Colonia Agrippina, modern Cologne, was larger still. They had forums and basilicas, bath houses and theatres, piped water and underfloor heating. The roads that connected them were engineering marvels, arrow-straight and meticulously maintained, capable of carrying heavy military traffic in all weathers. Trade goods flowed along these roads in both directions: wine and olive oil from the Mediterranean, tin and lead from British mines, pottery from the workshops of Gaul, amber from the Baltic, furs from the forests of Germania. The frontier was remote, but it was not isolated. It was connected to the wider Roman world by ties of commerce, administration, and military deployment that made it, in its own way, as cosmopolitan as Rome itself.


The bronze-smiths who made the dodecahedra worked within this economy. They were skilled craftsmen — metalworkers who understood the properties of copper alloys, who could construct the wax models and clay moulds required for lost-wax casting, who possessed the geometrical knowledge to lay out the twelve pentagonal faces and the twenty vertex points of a regular dodecahedron. Their workshops have been found at Roman towns and military sites across the northwestern provinces, and their products — brooches, statuettes, vessels, fittings — fill the display cases of museums from London to Cologne. The dodecahedra represent a small fraction of their output, but they are arguably the most distinctive — objects that stand apart from the rest of the metalworker's repertoire by virtue of their uniqueness, their beauty, and their inexplicable silence.


The population of Roman Britain at the end of the fourth century has been estimated at roughly three and a half million people, of whom only about two hundred and forty thousand lived in towns. The rest — the vast majority — lived in the countryside, in farms and hamlets and scattered settlements that were, as one historian put it, "a varied patchwork of societies, some still largely Celtic, others hybrids, with a wide spectrum of Romanisation depending on proximity to the roads, the forts, and the towns." It is in this rural, semi-Romanised landscape that the dodecahedra were most at home — not in the forum or the basilica, but in the farmstead and the shrine, in the space between the Roman road and the sacred grove, where the old gods still held sway and the new religion had not yet reached.


The rural villas of the northwestern provinces were the nerve centres of this hybrid culture. They were not palaces but working farms — estates of varying size and prosperity, some with mosaic floors and bath suites, others barely more than roundhouses with Roman pretensions. Their owners occupied an ambiguous position in provincial society: Romanised enough to adopt Latin names and wear Roman dress, Celtic enough to maintain the old festivals and honour the old spirits of place. It was in these villas, and in the smaller settlements that clustered around them, that objects like the dodecahedra were most likely made, used, and eventually buried. The Norton Disney site, with its villa overlooking the Fosse Way, is a perfect example of the type — a prosperous rural establishment, connected to the imperial economy by road, but rooted in a landscape that had been sacred to its inhabitants long before the first Roman surveyor arrived with his groma and his measuring rod.


Understanding the frontier world does not solve the mystery of the dodecahedra, but it does clarify the terms in which the mystery must be framed. These were not objects of metropolitan Rome. They were objects of the provinces, of the borderlands, of the cultural margin where Roman civilisation met something older and stranger and produced artefacts that neither tradition alone could have created. The dodecahedra are hybrids, children of two cultures, and their mystery is, in part, the mystery of the Gallo-Roman world itself — a world rich enough to produce objects of extraordinary beauty and sophistication, but obscure enough that its most distinctive creations remain unexplained eighteen centuries after its collapse.

 [image: Roman dodecahedron from Corbridge, near Hadrian's Wall]A dodecahedron from Corbridge Roman Town, near Hadrian's Wall — the northernmost complete example found in Britain.
 

Chapter Five
 The Theory Wars

 The theories began almost as soon as the objects were recognised as a distinct class of artefact, and they have been accumulating ever since. By one recent count, more than fifty different explanations have been proposed for the function of the Roman dodecahedron. They range from the prosaic to the fantastical, from the rigorously scientific to the cheerfully speculative, and they share one thing in common: not one of them has been proven. The dodecahedra have inspired more theorising per cubic centimetre than perhaps any other object in archaeological history, and the result is a scholarly literature that reads less like a sober academic debate than like a parlour game played by exceptionally well-read contestants.


The candlestick theory is among the oldest and most straightforward. Several dodecahedra have been found with traces of wax inside their hollow interiors, and the suggestion that they served as holders for candles or tapers seems, at first glance, entirely reasonable. A thin candle inserted through one of the holes, its base resting on the bottom of the interior cavity, would be held upright by the surrounding bronze, its flame visible through the aperture. The knobs at the corners could serve as feet, keeping the object stable on a flat surface. It is a tidy theory, and it has the virtue of simplicity.


But it has problems. The varying hole sizes are difficult to explain if the object is merely a candlestick — why would you need twelve holes of different diameters to hold a single candle? The wax traces found inside some specimens may not be from candles at all; they may be residue from the lost-wax casting process itself, in which a wax model is used as the template for the bronze mould. And the sheer expense and craftsmanship of the objects seems disproportionate to such a mundane function. You do not commission a skilled bronze-smith to make a geometrically complex twelve-sided candleholder when a simple dish or spike would do the job equally well at a fraction of the cost.


The military rangefinder theory was given its most rigorous formulation in 2012 by Amelia Carolina Sparavigna, a physicist at the Politecnico di Torino, who published two papers arguing that the dodecahedra were dioptrons — optical instruments for measuring angles and distances. The idea is that a soldier or surveyor could look through two holes of different sizes, one close to the eye and one at arm's length, and use the apparent relationship between them to calculate the distance to a known object — a standard-sized legionary banner, for instance, or the height of a fortification wall. The different hole sizes would allow measurements at different ranges, making the dodecahedron a kind of multiscale sighting device, a Roman equivalent of a modern military rangefinder.


Sparavigna's theory is ingenious and mathematically sound. But it founders on the same rock that sinks so many dodecahedron hypotheses: the objects are not standardised. If they were precision instruments — tools for calculating distances to known accuracies — then you would expect them to be manufactured to consistent specifications. The hole sizes would be uniform from one specimen to the next. The overall dimensions would be controlled. There would be some kind of marking system — numbers, letters, symbols — to indicate which hole corresponded to which range. Instead, every dodecahedron is different. The hole sizes vary. The overall dimensions vary. There are no markings of any kind beyond the decorative rings around the apertures. An army that issued its surveyors with instruments this inconsistent would find its roads taking some very unexpected turns.


The knitting theory is a more recent entrant to the field, popularised by Martin Hallett in a YouTube video that has been viewed millions of times. Hallett demonstrated that a dodecahedron could be used as a spool-knitting tool — a device for making narrow tubes of knitted fabric, similar to the French-knitting bobbins that children use. Yarn is wound around the knobs, looped through the holes, and pulled through the hollow interior to produce a finger-shaped tube of fabric. The different hole sizes, in this theory, correspond to different finger widths, allowing the production of a complete set of glove fingers from a single instrument.


The demonstration is visually compelling, and the theory has attracted a large popular following. But scholars have raised serious objections. The earliest known reference to spool knitting dates to 1535 — more than a thousand years after the dodecahedra were made. There is no evidence that the technique existed in the Roman period. The bronze construction seems unnecessarily expensive for what is essentially a simple craft tool — wooden or bone bobbins would serve the same purpose at negligible cost. And the dodecahedra show no wear of the kind that would be produced by the repeated passage of yarn over metal surfaces. If they were knitting tools, they were knitting tools that nobody ever knitted with.


The agricultural calendar theory, developed by G.M.C. Wagemans and published on his website romandodecahedron.com, proposes that the dodecahedra were used to determine the optimal sowing dates for winter grain. The theory rests on the observation that different-sized holes would admit different amounts of sunlight at different angles, and that by observing which holes were fully illuminated at what time of year, a farmer could determine the sun's altitude and hence the season. The theory accounts for the geographic distribution — winter grain sowing is a concern only in the northern provinces, where the growing season is shorter and the timing of planting more critical — and it explains why the objects are not found in the Mediterranean, where the climate is different and the agricultural calendar is different.


It is a clever theory, and it takes the geography seriously, which not all theories do. But it requires the dodecahedra to be used in a very specific way — oriented precisely, observed at the right time of day, interpreted according to a system of conventions that would need to be taught and remembered. None of this is impossible, but none of it is supported by direct evidence. And the same objection applies as to the rangefinder theory: if the dodecahedra were precision instruments, they would need to be standardised, and they are not.


A theory published in February 2025 by Masashi Ishihara proposed yet another function: timekeeping. Ishihara argued that the dodecahedra could be used to measure intervals of time by the controlled burning of tallow or wax through holes of different sizes. The rate at which a flame consumed fuel would vary with the diameter of the hole through which air reached it, and by selecting different apertures, the user could time different durations. The theory has a practical elegance — it would work in cold weather, when water clocks freeze — but it remains speculative and unproven.


The list goes on. Dice, though they bear no numbers. Pipe gauges, though they are not standardised. Children's toys, though they are made of expensive bronze. Flower-arranging stands, though no Roman text mentions such a thing. Scepter heads, which at least has the support of physical evidence — two dodecahedra have been found in graves alongside the remains of bone staffs, suggesting that they may have been mounted on rods and carried as symbols of authority or ritual power. Each theory explains some features of the objects while leaving others unexplained. Each has its advocates and its critics. None has achieved anything approaching consensus.


The scepter-head theory deserves particular mention, because it is one of the few hypotheses supported by direct physical evidence. At Krefeld in Germany, a dodecahedron was found in a fourth-century grave alongside the remains of a bone staff, suggesting that it had been mounted on the staff like the head of a ceremonial wand or scepter. A similar association was noted in another German grave, where a dodecahedron lay next to deteriorated bone that may have been part of a rod. If the dodecahedra were scepter heads — symbols of authority or ritual power, carried by priests, priestesses, or other figures of religious significance — then the knobs could have served as decorative finials, and the holes could have allowed light, smoke, or incense to pass through the object during ceremonies. It is an appealing theory, but two examples do not make a pattern, and the majority of dodecahedra show no evidence of ever having been attached to a staff.


The sheer proliferation of theories is itself a kind of evidence — evidence of how perfectly opaque these objects are. An artefact that inspired two or three competing hypotheses might be expected to yield its secret eventually, as new finds and new analytical techniques tip the balance of evidence toward one explanation or another. But fifty theories? Fifty theories suggest that the object is not merely unexplained but unexplainable — that whatever it was designed to do, it was designed in a way that leaves no functional trace, no ergonomic signature, no residue of purpose that a modern observer can read. The dodecahedron is, in this sense, a perfect mystery — an object that conceals its meaning through an excess of possibility. Every feature invites interpretation; none confirms it. The clues do not point in one direction. They point in fifty.

 [image: Multiple Roman dodecahedra at the Strasbourg Archaeological Museum]Multiple dodecahedra displayed together at the Strasbourg Archaeological Museum, illustrating the variation in size and decoration across specimens.
 

Chapter Six
 The Philosopher's Shape

 The dodecahedron was sacred before it was Roman. Long before the first bronze-smith of Gaul poured molten metal into a twelve-sided mould, the dodecahedron held a place of honour in the intellectual tradition of the ancient world — a tradition that began with the Pythagoreans in the sixth century BCE and reached its fullest expression in the writings of Plato three centuries later. To understand what the dodecahedron meant to the ancients, you must first understand what they believed about the nature of reality, and why they thought that geometry held the key to the universe.


The Pythagoreans — the followers of Pythagoras of Samos, the mathematician and mystic who flourished in the sixth century BCE — believed that the fundamental structure of reality was mathematical. Numbers were not merely tools for counting; they were the essence of things, the invisible scaffolding on which the visible world was built. Geometry was the language in which the universe expressed itself, and the regular polyhedra — the solid shapes whose faces were all identical regular polygons — were the alphabet of that language. There were exactly five such shapes, and the Pythagoreans knew them all: the tetrahedron, with four triangular faces; the cube, with six square faces; the octahedron, with eight triangular faces; the icosahedron, with twenty triangular faces; and the dodecahedron, with twelve pentagonal faces.


Plato took this tradition and gave it cosmological grandeur. In his dialogue Timaeus, written around 360 BCE, he assigned each of the first four regular polyhedra to one of the four classical elements: the tetrahedron to fire, the cube to earth, the octahedron to air, and the icosahedron to water. The dodecahedron, the fifth and final shape, he assigned to something greater. "There remained a fifth construction," Plato wrote, "which the god used for arranging the constellations on the whole heaven." The dodecahedron was the shape of the cosmos itself — the container of everything, the geometry of the heavens, the form that God had chosen for the universe.


This association persisted for centuries. Plutarch, writing in the second century of the Common Era — exactly the period when the Roman dodecahedra were being manufactured — identified the dodecahedron with the zodiac, noting that its twelve faces corresponded to the twelve signs through which the sun passed in its annual journey across the sky. The connection was not merely numerical; it was deeply symbolic. The dodecahedron, with its pentagonal faces, embodied the golden ratio — the irrational number phi, approximately 1.618, which the Greeks regarded as the proportion of divine beauty. The pentagon, the face of the dodecahedron, contains the golden ratio in its diagonals, and the ratio recurs at every scale of the figure, from the relationship between edges and diagonals to the proportions of the smaller pentagons that can be inscribed within each face. The dodecahedron was, to the mathematically inclined ancients, a crystallisation of cosmic harmony — a shape that encoded the proportions of beauty itself.


The question, of course, is whether the people who made the Roman dodecahedra knew any of this. The craftsmen of Gaul and Britain were not, by and large, readers of Plato. They were metalworkers and smiths, practical men who worked with their hands, and there is no direct evidence that they were aware of the Platonic tradition or its cosmological associations. But ideas travel, and the Roman Empire was a remarkably efficient conduit for their transmission. Plato's dialogues were read and discussed in schools and libraries across the empire. Pythagorean numerology was popular among the educated classes. The association between the dodecahedron and the cosmos was part of the intellectual furniture of the Greco-Roman world, and it would have been known, at least in broad outline, to anyone with a Roman education.


Moreover, the Celts had their own tradition of attributing mystical significance to geometric forms. Celtic art is famous for its intricate knotwork, its spirals, its interweaving patterns that seem to encode meaning in their very structure. The Druids, according to ancient sources, were learned in astronomy and mathematics, and they practiced a form of natural philosophy that, while different from the Greek tradition, shared its conviction that the patterns of the natural world were imbued with sacred significance. When Roman and Celtic traditions met in the frontier provinces, they found common ground in their shared reverence for geometry — a reverence that may have found expression in the dodecahedra themselves.


There is another piece of evidence that connects the dodecahedra to the Platonic tradition. In addition to the hundred-plus dodecahedra found across northwestern Europe, there is at least one Roman icosahedron — a twenty-sided object, also hollow, also made of bronze, also studded with vertex knobs, found near Arloff in Germany and now displayed in the Rheinisches Landesmuseum in Bonn. The existence of the icosahedron is significant because it implies that whoever was making these objects was not simply attached to the dodecahedral form; they were interested in the Platonic solids as a category. If you are going to make a dodecahedron and an icosahedron — two of the five shapes that Plato associated with the fundamental elements of the universe — then you are, consciously or not, engaging with the Platonic tradition.


The icosahedron in Bonn is displayed alongside a dodecahedron from the same region, and the pairing is suggestive. Water and the cosmos. The element and the container. If these objects were conceived as embodiments of Platonic cosmology — symbolic representations of the elements and the universe — then their function was not practical but metaphysical. They were not tools for measuring or making or counting; they were images of reality, three-dimensional symbols of the order that underlay the chaos of the visible world. They were, in a sense, philosophical objects — bronze meditations on the nature of existence, cast in the foundries of the frontier and carried into the sacred groves where the old gods still listened.


This interpretation has the advantage of explaining several features of the dodecahedra that practical theories struggle with. It explains the lack of wear — a symbolic object does not need to be used in the physical sense; it needs only to be present, to exist, to embody its meaning by its form alone. It explains the variation in size and hole arrangement — if the significance lies in the shape rather than the dimensions, then exact uniformity is not required. It explains the expensive materials and fine craftsmanship — a symbol of cosmic order deserves to be made beautifully. And it explains the geographic distribution — the Platonic tradition was strong in the Greek-speaking East, but in the Latin-speaking West, where it met the Celtic reverence for geometry and the sacred, it may have taken a specifically material form that it did not take elsewhere.


But it does not explain the holes. If the dodecahedra were purely symbolic objects, representations of the Platonic cosmos, why do they have holes of varying sizes on each face? A plain dodecahedron — solid, unperforated — would embody the Platonic form just as effectively. The holes imply a function, or at least a feature, that goes beyond simple representation. They suggest that something was supposed to pass through the object — light, air, a candle flame, a line of sight, a length of yarn — and the systematic variation in their sizes suggests that whatever passed through them was supposed to pass through them differently on different faces. The holes are the crux of the mystery, the feature that prevents any purely symbolic or cosmological interpretation from being entirely satisfying.


The icosahedron in Bonn is a reminder that the dodecahedra did not exist in isolation. They were part of a broader tradition of geometric metalworking in the frontier provinces — a tradition that produced not only these mysterious polyhedra but also a range of other unusual objects: cubic dice with faces marked by circles rather than pips, octagonal rings, and small bronze objects of uncertain function that share the dodecahedra's combination of geometric precision and mysterious purpose. The Gallo-Roman craftsmen who made these objects were working within a tradition that valued geometric form — and the meaning it carried — as something worth casting in metal and preserving in the earth.


Which raises a possibility that modern scholarship, with its tendency to insist on single explanations, sometimes overlooks. An object can be both a symbol and a tool. A Christian cross is a symbol of salvation, but it can also be used to mark a grave, to hang on a wall, to wear around the neck as an amulet. The dodecahedra may have been cosmological symbols that also served a practical purpose — or practical objects that had been invested with cosmological meaning. In the syncretic religious culture of the Gallo-Roman frontier, where Roman philosophy and Celtic mysticism met and intertwined, such a fusion of the practical and the sacred would not have been unusual. It would have been entirely in character. The dodecahedra may resist our categories precisely because they were made by people who did not share them — people for whom the boundary between the useful and the holy was not a line but a gradient, and for whom a bronze shape that embodied the structure of the cosmos could also, without contradiction, serve a purpose as concrete as telling the time or reading the stars.

 [image: Roman dodecahedron and icosahedron at the Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn]A dodecahedron displayed alongside a Roman icosahedron at the Rheinisches Landesmuseum in Bonn — two of the five Platonic solids rendered in bronze by Gallo-Roman craftsmen.
 

Chapter Seven
 Sorcery and Silence

 The most striking thing about the Roman dodecahedra is not what we know about them but what we don't. We don't know their name. We don't know their function. We don't know who commissioned them or why. And the reason we don't know any of these things is that nobody in the entire Roman world — a civilisation that produced millions of documents, from imperial edicts to soldiers' letters, from philosophical treatises to shopping lists scratched on potsherds — ever bothered to write a single word about them. The silence is total. It is, in the context of Roman archaeology, extraordinary.


The Romans were compulsive documenters. They wrote about everything. Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, catalogued every known animal, mineral, and plant, along with their uses, properties, and associated legends. Vitruvius described the construction of buildings, machines, and water systems in exhaustive technical detail. Military writers documented the equipment, tactics, and organisation of the legions with the obsessive thoroughness of people who understood that an army runs on paperwork. Agricultural writers — Cato, Varro, Columella — described the tools and techniques of farming with a specificity that allows modern historians to reconstruct Roman agricultural practice in remarkable detail. Legal texts regulated everything from the width of roads to the hours during which it was legal to transport goods through city streets.


And yet, in all of this vast documentary record, there is not a single mention of an object that more than a hundred examples of have survived to the present day. Not a passing reference. Not a catalogue entry. Not a line in a letter. Nothing. The dodecahedra exist in the material record and nowhere else — physical objects without a textual shadow, artefacts that have somehow passed through the documentary net of the most bureaucratic civilisation in the ancient world without leaving a single trace in writing.


This absence has led some scholars to conclude that whatever the dodecahedra were used for, it was something that people did not want to write about — something private, something forbidden, something that existed outside the bounds of official culture and that would have attracted punishment if brought to the attention of the authorities. This is the theory advanced by Guido Creemers, the curator of the Gallo-Roman Museum in Tongeren, Belgium, who has spent years studying the dodecahedra in the museum's collection and who believes that they were connected to practices of sorcery, divination, and fortune-telling.


Creemers' argument rests on several pillars. First, the geographic distribution: the dodecahedra are found exclusively in the northwestern provinces, where Celtic religious traditions were strongest and where the practices of divination and augury — reading the future from the flight of birds, the entrails of sacrificed animals, the fall of lots — had deep roots in the pre-Roman culture. Second, the contexts of discovery: dodecahedra have been found in funerary deposits, in ritual pits, in locations associated with religious activity, suggesting a connection to the sacred rather than the secular. Third, the absence of wear: the objects were not everyday tools; they were used rarely, ceremonially, in contexts that did not require physical handling of the kind that leaves marks on bronze. And fourth, the silence of the written record: if the dodecahedra were associated with divination or sorcery, their absence from the documentary record is explained by the fact that such practices were, from the fourth century onward, actively suppressed.


The suppression was real and it was severe. The emperor Constantius II, in 357 CE, decreed that divination was a capital offence. The Theodosian Code, compiled in the early fifth century, imposed harsh penalties on anyone found practising augury, haruspicy, astrology, or any other form of divinatory magic. Temples were closed. Sacred objects were confiscated and destroyed. Practitioners were executed, exiled, or forced underground. In this climate, anyone who owned an object associated with divination — a lot, a set of augury tablets, a device used for fortune-telling — would have had every reason to conceal it. And if they were unable to conceal it, they would have had every reason to destroy it.


This may explain one of the more unusual features of the dodecahedra in the archaeological record: some of them have been found deliberately broken. A specimen discovered in 2023 near Kortessem in Belgium by a metal detectorist named Patrick Schuermans was not intact but fractured — and the fracture surfaces, according to the Flanders Heritage Agency, showed clear signs of deliberate breaking rather than accidental damage. The archaeologists suggested that the dodecahedron had been intentionally destroyed, "possibly during a final ritual." The phrase is carefully chosen. It implies that the breaking of the dodecahedron was not vandalism but ceremony — a deliberate act of decommissioning, performed according to a protocol that the participants understood and that we can only guess at.


Ritual destruction of sacred objects is well attested in the ancient world. The Celts practiced what archaeologists call "ritual killing" of objects — the deliberate bending, breaking, or defacing of weapons, tools, and ornaments before they were deposited in rivers, bogs, or sacred enclosures. The act of destruction was itself a ritual — a way of transferring the object from the human world to the divine, of rendering it unfit for earthly use so that it could serve its purpose in the otherworld. If the dodecahedra were sacred objects in this tradition, then their deliberate destruction makes perfect sense. They were being sent to the gods, or they were being silenced — their power extinguished, their connection to the forbidden broken, their secret taken out of the world and buried in the earth.


The Krefeld discovery adds another dimension to this picture. In 1966, excavations at the Gallo-Roman cemetery of Gellep-Stratum near Krefeld, Germany, uncovered a dodecahedron in a fourth-century grave — the grave of a woman, according to the associated burial goods. The dodecahedron was found alongside the remains of a bone staff, and the museum's curators have suggested that it may have been mounted on the staff like the head of a scepter or wand. A similar association was noted in another German grave discovery, where a dodecahedron was found next to deteriorated bone that may have been part of a staff or rod. The image is evocative: a woman of status, buried with her emblems of authority, one of which was a twelve-sided bronze object mounted on a bone wand. Not a warrior's grave, not a merchant's hoard, but a woman's burial — a burial that speaks, perhaps, of a religious or magical role rather than a civic or military one.


Were the dodecahedra instruments of a Gallo-Roman magical tradition — tools used by diviners, seers, or sorceresses in the frontier provinces of the empire? Were they the material traces of a practice so thoroughly suppressed by Christian authorities that not a single written account survived? Were they, in short, the reason for their own silence — objects whose very existence was evidence of a crime, and whose concealment, destruction, or burial was an act of self-preservation by the people who used them?


The theory is unprovable, as all theories about the dodecahedra are unprovable. But it has a narrative coherence that many competing theories lack. It explains the silence. It explains the geography. It explains the contexts of discovery. It explains the deliberate destruction. And it explains the care with which the objects were made — for if they were instruments of communion with the divine, with the forces that governed fate and fortune and the turning of the cosmic wheel, then they deserved to be beautiful. They deserved to be made with the finest craftsmanship available. They deserved to embody, in their very form, the sacred geometry that connected the earthly to the heavenly, the mortal to the immortal, the visible to the invisible.


The timing of the dodecahedra's production is itself suggestive. Most specimens date to the third and fourth centuries — precisely the period when the old polytheistic religious order was under greatest pressure, first from internal reform and then from the triumph of Christianity. The third century was an era of political crisis, military upheaval, and religious anxiety across the Roman world. Mystery cults — Mithraism, the cult of Isis, the worship of Sol Invictus — flourished in the atmosphere of uncertainty, offering their initiates secret knowledge, personal salvation, and a sense of belonging that the official state religion could not provide. If the dodecahedra were instruments of a mystery cult or a divinatory practice, then their concentration in this period of religious ferment makes perfect sense. They were products of a time when people were searching for meaning, for certainty, for connection to forces greater than themselves — and when the official channels of religion were failing to provide it.


The fourth century brought the end. Constantine's conversion, the Council of Nicaea, the slow but relentless Christianisation of the empire — all of these developments would have made the old practices not just unfashionable but dangerous. The last dodecahedra were made in the twilight of pagan Rome, in the decades before the old temples were closed and the old gods fell silent. If their owners buried them, broke them, or hid them away, it was because the world had changed and the objects that had once connected them to the sacred were now evidence of a crime. The silence that surrounds the dodecahedra is not accidental. It is the silence of things that were deliberately forgotten — erased from the record by people who understood that remembering could cost them their lives.


They deserved, in short, to be exactly what they are: twelve-sided, twenty-knobbed, perforated, polished, and utterly, magnificently mysterious.

 
 

Chapter Eight
 The Graves and the Hoards

 Context is everything in archaeology. An object without context is a curiosity; an object with context is evidence. The great frustration of dodecahedron studies is that most of the known specimens were found long before modern archaeological methods existed — pulled from the ground by farmers, labourers, and antiquarians who recorded little more than the approximate location and their own wonderment. The dodecahedra in museum collections are, for the most part, orphans — beautiful, well-preserved, and almost completely devoid of the contextual information that might tell us what they meant.


But not all of them. A handful of dodecahedra have been recovered from contexts that were recorded with enough care to be archaeologically useful, and these contexts tell a story that is more complex and more intriguing than any single theory can accommodate. The objects have been found in graves, in hoards, in refuse pits, in the foundations of buildings, near bath houses, near theatres, near temples. They have been found alone and in groups, intact and deliberately broken, accompanied by coins and pottery and animal bones and the scattered remnants of Roman daily life. The contexts do not speak with one voice. They speak in a chorus, and the song they sing is one of multiple meanings, multiple uses, multiple roles for an object that may not have had a single fixed purpose.


The grave finds are the most evocative. The Krefeld burial — the wealthy woman with the bone staff — has already been mentioned, but it is not the only funerary context. Other dodecahedra have been found in or near graves, sometimes with clear evidence of deliberate placement. These are not objects that were accidentally included in the fill of a burial pit; they were placed with the dead, alongside the other goods that the living chose to send with them into whatever came next. In the Roman funeral tradition, grave goods reflected the identity, status, and beliefs of the deceased. A soldier might be buried with his weapons. A craftsman with his tools. A woman of wealth with her jewellery and cosmetics. The inclusion of a dodecahedron in a grave tells us that the object was considered important enough to accompany its owner beyond death — that it was part of the deceased's identity, or part of the ritual that surrounded their passage from this world to the next.


The hoard finds tell a different story. Several dodecahedra have been found in assemblages of objects that appear to have been deliberately concealed — buried in pits or hidden in walls, often alongside coins and other valuables. Hoarding was a common practice in the Roman world, particularly in times of instability. People buried their wealth when they feared invasion, civil unrest, or economic collapse, intending to retrieve it when the danger had passed. The fact that the hoards were never recovered tells its own story — the people who buried them did not come back, whether because they died, fled, or simply forgot where they had dug. The inclusion of dodecahedra in these hoards tells us that they were considered valuable — worth hiding, worth protecting, worth the trouble of burying alongside coins and other objects of material worth.


But the most interesting context is perhaps the most ambiguous: the refuse pit. The Norton Disney dodecahedron was found in a Roman quarrying pit that had been reused as a dump, its fill containing broken pottery, building debris, and animal bones. At first glance, this seems to contradict the idea that the dodecahedra were precious or sacred objects. Why would something valuable or holy be thrown away with the rubbish? But the picture is more nuanced than it appears. The Norton Disney specimen was found near the top of the fill, in good condition, with no signs of damage or wear. It had not been casually tossed; it appeared to have been deliberately placed. Archaeologists have noted that in the Roman world, the boundary between "refuse" and "ritual deposit" was not always clear. Pits used for dumping domestic waste were sometimes also used for ritual depositions — offerings to chthonic deities, acts of consecration or desecration, the deliberate burial of objects whose time in the human world was over.


The concept is known as "structured deposition," and it is well documented in Romano-British archaeology. Objects are placed in pits, wells, ditches, or foundations in arrangements that suggest intentionality rather than randomness — a complete pot placed upside down, a weapon bent and broken, a coin carefully positioned at the bottom of a post-hole. These are not accidents of disposal; they are acts of ritual. The Norton Disney dodecahedron, sitting upright near the top of a pit that contained both mundane waste and carefully selected objects, fits this pattern. It was not thrown away. It was put away — retired, decommissioned, returned to the earth in a manner that its maker or owner considered appropriate.


Other contexts are considerably harder to read, and the diversity of find locations has frustrated every attempt to tie the dodecahedra to a single activity or setting. A dodecahedron found near a Roman bath house might suggest a connection to bathing rituals, to purification, to the social and religious activities that centred on the Roman baths. A specimen found near a theatre might suggest a connection to performance, to spectacle, to the religious festivals that accompanied dramatic productions in the Roman world. A find from a military site might suggest a military function — surveying, perhaps, or timekeeping, or the ritual activities that accompanied the life of a legionary fort. Each context offers a possible reading, but none is definitive, and the range of contexts as a whole argues against any interpretation that ties the dodecahedra to a single activity or a single setting.


The geographic context is no less revealing. The dodecahedra cluster in a specific zone: the area bounded by Hadrian's Wall in the north, the Rhine and upper Danube in the east, and the Alps in the south. Within this zone, they are found in both urban and rural settings, at military sites and civilian ones, in areas of dense Romanisation and areas that retained a more Celtic character. The boundaries of their distribution do not correspond precisely to any single province or administrative unit. They correspond, instead, to the zone of Gallo-Roman culture — the region where Roman civilisation and Celtic tradition overlapped most intensively, where the hybrid identity of the frontier population was most fully expressed in material culture.


The extreme points of the dodecahedra's distribution trace the boundaries of their world. The northernmost find comes from Corbridge, near Hadrian's Wall — the great stone barrier that marked the edge of Roman Britain and, in a sense, the edge of the Roman world. The southernmost is from Arles in southern France — still within the Gallo-Roman cultural zone, but only just. The westernmost is from Fishguard in Wales, overlooking the Irish Sea. The easternmost is from Brigeto, modern Szony, in Hungary — a legionary camp on the Danube frontier, the point where the Roman world met the barbarian steppe. Within these boundaries, the dodecahedra are scattered across the landscape like seeds from a single sowing, and beyond them, they are entirely absent.


The absence of dodecahedra from the Mediterranean is the negative evidence that gives the geographic distribution its force. If the dodecahedra were a Roman invention — a product of mainstream Roman culture — you would expect to find them in Rome, in Pompeii, in the great cities of the Mediterranean world where Roman civilisation originated and flourished. You do not. You find them in Tongeren and Corbridge, in Krefeld and Jublains, in the grey, rain-washed, forest-fringed landscapes of the northwest, where the legions garrisoned their forts and the native population maintained its old ways in the shadow of the Roman peace. The dodecahedra are not Roman. They are Gallo-Roman — products of the frontier, artefacts of the in-between, objects that could only have been created in the space where two cultures met and neither fully prevailed.


Lorena Hitchens, a PhD candidate at Newcastle University who maintains a website called dodecahedragirl.org and who has made the study of dodecahedra her speciality, has noted that "the find from Lincolnshire is exceptional not just because it's the first to have been found in the Midlands, but also because it's a large, very finely-made example in excellent condition." Hitchens, who describes the dodecahedra as "some of the least understood objects to survive from the Roman Empire," has catalogued the known finds and their contexts in an effort to identify patterns that might point toward a function. Her work is ongoing, and she acknowledges that the data is messy — too many specimens without context, too many contexts without detailed recording, too many gaps in the record to draw firm conclusions. But the attempt is important, because it shifts the focus from individual theories to the evidence itself, from what the dodecahedra might have been to what the dodecahedra actually tell us through the circumstances of their burial.

 [image: Roman dodecahedron from Museum Burg Linn, Krefeld]A dodecahedron from Museum Burg Linn in Krefeld, Germany. A specimen from this region was found in a fourth-century grave alongside the remains of a bone staff.
 

Chapter Nine
 Made in Bronze

 The process of making a Roman dodecahedron began with wax. A craftsman — and it would have been a craftsman of skill, someone who had spent years learning the properties of metals and the techniques of their manipulation — would have first constructed a model of the finished object in beeswax. The model had to be precise: twelve pentagonal faces, each pierced with a hole of the correct diameter, twenty knobs at the vertices, the whole thing hollow. The geometry alone was demanding. A regular dodecahedron is not an easy shape to construct, even in a soft material like wax, and the craftsman would have needed either a strong intuitive grasp of three-dimensional geometry or a template — a wooden former, perhaps, or a set of measurements scratched onto a tablet — to guide the work.


The lost-wax process — cire perdue, as it is known in the trade — is one of the oldest metalworking techniques in human history. It was used in Mesopotamia five thousand years ago. It was refined by the Egyptians, the Greeks, and the Romans, who employed it to produce everything from monumental statuary to the smallest and most delicate items of personal jewellery. The principle is simple: a model is made in wax, coated in a heat-resistant material, and heated until the wax melts and drains away, leaving a hollow mould into which molten metal is poured. The mould is then broken to reveal the finished casting. It is a destructive process — both the wax model and the clay mould are destroyed in the making — which means that every lost-wax casting is unique. No two are exactly alike, because no two wax models are exactly alike, and the mould can only be used once.


For a dodecahedron, the process would have involved several additional steps. The wax model would have been formed around a clay core — a solid lump of refractory material that filled the interior of the dodecahedron and ensured that the finished casting would be hollow. The core was supported by small metal pins that passed through the wax model and into the outer mould, holding the core in position while the wax was melted out and the bronze was poured in. These pins would have left small marks on the interior and exterior surfaces of the finished object — marks that are indeed visible on some dodecahedra, confirming the use of the lost-wax technique.


The wax model, once completed, was coated in layers of fine clay — investment, in the language of the foundry — applied wet and allowed to dry, layer by layer, until a shell of sufficient thickness had been built up around the model. The investment had to be thin enough to capture the fine detail of the wax surface but thick enough to withstand the thermal shock of having molten bronze poured into it. When the investment was dry, the whole assembly — core, wax model, and outer mould — was placed in a furnace and heated to a temperature sufficient to melt the wax, which drained out through channels cut in the mould for the purpose. What remained was a hollow space between the core and the outer mould — a space that perfectly replicated the shape of the wax model and that was now ready to receive the molten metal.


The bronze was melted in a crucible — a thick-walled ceramic vessel that could withstand temperatures of over a thousand degrees Celsius. The alloy — copper, tin, lead, and traces of zinc — was heated over a charcoal fire, probably forced to higher temperatures by bellows. When the metal was fully liquid, glowing orange-red and throwing off sparks, the crucible was lifted from the fire with long iron tongs and the molten bronze was poured into the mould through the channels that had previously served as wax drains. The pour had to be quick and steady — too slow, and the metal would begin to solidify before it had filled the mould completely; too fast, and air bubbles would be trapped in the casting, creating weak spots and surface defects.


The high lead content of the alloy — up to twenty-seven per cent in some specimens — was not accidental. Lead lowers the melting point of bronze and dramatically improves its flow characteristics, allowing the molten metal to penetrate the fine details of the mould more easily. For a complex shape like a dodecahedron, with its sharp edges, narrow vertices, and protruding knobs, good flow was essential. Without sufficient lead, the metal might not reach every part of the mould, and the casting would be incomplete. The lead was a technical necessity, a concession to the demands of the form.


Once the metal had cooled and solidified — a process that could take hours, depending on the size of the casting and the ambient temperature — the outer mould was broken away and the core was removed, leaving the raw bronze dodecahedron. At this stage, the object would have been rough and dull, its surface covered with the texture of the investment and pocked with small imperfections where air bubbles had been trapped or where the metal had not flowed perfectly. The finishing process began: the surface was filed, scraped, and polished with abrasives — fine sand, pumice, or leather — until it achieved the smooth, lustrous finish that characterises the best examples. The concentric rings around the holes were impressed into the surface with a compass-like tool, their arcs perfectly circular, their depth uniform. The knobs, if they had been cast separately, were soldered into place at the vertices — a delicate operation that required steady hands and a precise eye.


The interior, by contrast, was left unfinished. The rough texture of the core's surface — the inverse of the clay that had filled the centre of the mould — remained visible inside the dodecahedron, accessible only through the holes in the faces. This was a practical decision: finishing the interior would have been extremely difficult, given the limited access provided by the relatively small holes, and it served no obvious purpose. Whatever the dodecahedron was for, its interior appearance was not important. It was the exterior that mattered — the polished bronze, the precise geometry, the decorative rings, the gleaming knobs. The dodecahedron was meant to be seen from the outside, and its makers concentrated their efforts accordingly.


The skill required to produce a dodecahedron was considerable, and it was not widely available. Not every bronze-smith in the Roman provinces could have made one. The combination of geometric knowledge, wax-modelling expertise, mould-making skill, metallurgical understanding, and finishing technique that the process demanded was the province of the most accomplished craftsmen — the men (and they were almost certainly men, given what we know about the gender division of labour in Roman metalworking) who had served long apprenticeships and whose workshops were known for the quality of their output. English Heritage's assessment — that the dodecahedra "are complex objects, so a skilled craftsman would have been needed to make them" — is an understatement. These were the products of masters.


And masters do not work for free. The cost of a dodecahedron — in materials, in labour, in the time of a highly skilled artisan — would have been significant. Copper and tin were expensive. Lead was cheaper but still had value. The time required to construct the wax model, build the mould, melt the metal, pour the casting, break out the object, and finish it to the required standard would have been measured in days, not hours. A dodecahedron was not a casual purchase. It was a commission, an investment, a deliberate decision to acquire an object that cost real money and that served a purpose important enough to justify the expense. Whatever that purpose was, it mattered to the people who paid for it. It mattered enough to open their purses and hand over the coins.


The manufacturing process also tells us something about the relationship between the dodecahedra and the wider world of Roman metalworking. The same workshops that produced dodecahedra produced other objects — brooches, belt fittings, statuettes of gods and goddesses, handles for knives and keys, decorative mounts for furniture and horse harness. The dodecahedra were not made in isolation; they were part of a broader production ecology, created by craftsmen who spent most of their time making more conventional objects. This suggests that the dodecahedra were made to order — commissioned by specific clients for specific purposes — rather than produced speculatively for sale in a market. A bronze-smith who made brooches all day would not suddenly decide to cast a dodecahedron on a whim. He would make one because someone asked for one, and because that someone was willing to pay.


The question of who that someone was brings us back to the mystery. A wealthy villa owner? A priest or priestess of a Celtic shrine? A military officer stationed at a frontier fort? A member of a mystery cult, commissioning an object that embodied the secret knowledge of the initiated? The bronze does not say. It gleams dully in its museum case, its surface marked by the tools that shaped it and the centuries that aged it, and it keeps its counsel. The craftsman who made it is dust. The fire that melted the metal is cold. The mould that held the bronze is shards. Only the object remains — twelve faces, twenty knobs, and a silence that no amount of metallurgical analysis can break.

 [image: Roman dodecahedron in bronze showing fine craftsmanship]A finely preserved bronze dodecahedron. The exterior is polished smooth while the interior retains the rough texture of the lost-wax casting — evidence that the outside was meant to be seen and handled.
 

Chapter Ten
 The Enduring Enigma

 The Norton Disney dodecahedron has been on continuous public display since January 2024, first at the National Civil War Centre in Newark and then, from July 2025, at the Lakeside Arts Centre at the University of Nottingham. At both venues, the queues stretched out the door. People waited for an hour or more to see a small bronze object sitting in a padded case behind glass — an object that, stripped of its mystery, is not much to look at. It is brown-green with age. It is roughly the size of an apple. It has twelve flat sides, each with a hole, and twenty small bumps at the corners. It sits on its knobs like a strange, angular egg, staring out through its dozen eyes at the people who have come to stare back.


The fascination is immediate and almost universal. People lean close to the glass, trying to see the details — the concentric rings, the rough interior, the solder joints where the knobs meet the body. Children press their noses against the case and ask what it is. Their parents read the information panel and discover that nobody knows. This is, for many visitors, the most surprising thing about the dodecahedron — not the object itself, but the fact that it remains unexplained. We live in an age of answers. We have mapped the human genome, photographed black holes, sent robots to Mars. The idea that a simple bronze object from the Roman period — an empire whose literature, laws, architecture, and engineering are among the most thoroughly studied in human history — could resist explanation for nearly three centuries seems almost absurd. And yet it does. The dodecahedron sits in its case and says nothing, as it has been saying nothing for eighteen hundred years.


The Norton Disney discovery reignited a public interest in the dodecahedra that had been simmering for years. When the BBC broadcast the Digging for Britain episode featuring the find, social media erupted. The dodecahedron trended on Twitter. Reddit threads debated the competing theories. YouTube videos explaining — or claiming to explain — the object's function accumulated millions of views. Martin Hallett's knitting demonstration became the most-watched video on the subject, spawning a cottage industry of response videos, rebuttals, and counter-demonstrations. The dodecahedron had gone viral, eighteen centuries after it was made, and the internet, like the scholars before it, could not agree on what it was for.


The viral moment was more than a curiosity. It reflected something genuine about the appeal of the dodecahedra — their capacity to resist the modern compulsion to categorise, explain, and file away. In an era when information is abundant and mystery is scarce, the dodecahedra offer something increasingly rare: a genuinely open question, a problem that intelligence and effort and technology have not been able to solve. They are, in this sense, a gift — a reminder that the past is not a closed book but an ongoing conversation, a dialogue between the present and a world that was full of meanings we have not yet recovered.


The 3D printing boom that followed the Norton Disney discovery was a testament to this fascination. Within weeks of the find's publication, digital models of Roman dodecahedra appeared on Thingiverse, Cults3D, MyMiniFactory, and other 3D printing repositories. Enthusiasts printed their own dodecahedra in plastic, in resin, in metal-infused filament. They held them in their hands and tried to imagine what a Roman provincial citizen would have done with such an object. They posted their prints on Instagram and TikTok, turning the dodecahedron into a meme, a conversation piece, a symbol of archaeological mystery that could sit on a desk next to a coffee cup and a keyboard. English Heritage got in on the act, publishing a "Make Your Own Dodecahedron" craft activity for children. The dodecahedron had become, in the language of the internet, content.


But beneath the viral moment, serious work continues. Lorena Hitchens, the Newcastle University researcher who has made the dodecahedra the focus of her doctoral work, continues to catalogue finds, analyse contexts, and build the comprehensive database that may — someday — reveal patterns invisible to the naked eye. Her website, dodecahedragirl.org, has become a clearinghouse for dodecahedron research, attracting contributions from amateur archaeologists, metal detectorists, and museum curators across Europe. "It's hard to believe," she has said, "that we have anything from the Roman period that we don't know what it's for." The sentence captures both the incredulity and the excitement that the dodecahedra inspire — the sense that the answer must be there, somewhere, waiting to be found.


New technologies offer new possibilities. Advanced metallurgical analysis — neutron tomography, synchrotron radiation, laser-ablation mass spectrometry — can reveal details of composition and manufacturing technique that XRF alone cannot detect. 3D scanning and computational modelling allow researchers to compare specimens with a precision that was impossible when the only tools available were callipers and photographs. Machine learning algorithms can be trained to identify patterns in the distribution and context data that human analysts might miss. The dodecahedra have survived eighteen centuries; they can survive a few more years of analysis.


Collaborative research across European institutions is slowly building the kind of comprehensive dataset that individual scholars have never been able to assemble. Archaeologists in Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, and Britain are sharing find data, metallurgical analyses, and contextual reports in an effort to map the dodecahedra's distribution with greater precision and to identify patterns in the circumstances of their burial. The work is painstaking and unglamorous — cataloguing, cross-referencing, standardising records that were kept in different languages and different centuries — but it is the necessary foundation for any future breakthrough. The dodecahedra have defeated individual hypotheses for nearly three hundred years. If they are to be understood, it will be through the patient accumulation of evidence by many hands, not through the flash of insight by a single mind.


Meanwhile, the objects themselves continue to surface. Metal detectorists working the fields of northern Europe find new specimens every few years, and each new find adds a data point to the map, a context to the catalogue, a fragment to the mosaic that researchers are slowly assembling. The Portable Antiquities Scheme in England, which records archaeological finds made by members of the public, has logged several dodecahedra and dodecahedron fragments, each one contributing its small measure of evidence to the collective effort. The mystery is not static. It is evolving, growing richer and more complex with every new discovery, every new analysis, every new theory that is proposed and tested and found wanting.


The Roman dodecahedra sit in their museum cases across Europe — in Tongeren and Bonn, in Corbridge and Nottingham, in Lyon and Strasbourg and Stuttgart — and they wait. They have been waiting for eighteen hundred years. They are patient objects, accustomed to silence, at home in the dark. They were made by people whose names we will never know, for purposes we cannot determine, in a world that vanished so completely that only its foundations remain, buried beneath the ploughed fields and suburban housing estates of modern Europe. They carry no inscription, tell no story, explain nothing. They are, in their mute bronze perfection, precisely as mysterious today as they were the day they were pulled from the earth in a field called Hagdale, three centuries ago, by a man called North who brought them to a roomful of gentlemen who had no more idea what they were looking at than we do.


The dodecahedra have become, in the early twenty-first century, something more than archaeological curiosities. They have become cultural objects — symbols of mystery, of the limits of knowledge, of the persistence of questions in an age that prefers answers. They appear on book covers, in museum gift shops, in the social media feeds of people who have never visited a Roman site and probably never will. They have escaped from the scholarly literature into the wider culture, and in doing so, they have acquired a new kind of meaning — a meaning that has nothing to do with their original function and everything to do with our need for things that resist explanation. In an age saturated with information, the dodecahedra offer something genuinely rare: an honest, irreducible "we don't know." They remind us that the past is not a completed jigsaw puzzle missing a few edge pieces but a vast, half-glimpsed landscape in which entire categories of human experience have been lost without a trace.


But we keep looking. We keep theorising, keep analysing, keep digging. We pick them up in our cotton-gloved hands and turn them over, peering through the holes, running our fingers over the knobs, trying to feel what the people who made them felt, trying to think what they thought, trying to bridge the eighteen-century gap between their world and ours with nothing but a small bronze shape that refuses to give up its secret. The dodecahedron endures. The mystery endures. And perhaps that is the point — perhaps the enduring is the meaning, the mystery is the message, and the object that defied an empire is content to defy us too, sitting in its case, twelve-faced and twenty-knobbed and perfectly, beautifully, stubbornly silent.

 [image: Collection of Roman dodecahedra at the Lyon Gallo-Roman Museum]A collection of dodecahedra of varying sizes at the Lyon Gallo-Roman Museum, France. After eighteen hundred years and more than fifty proposed theories, their purpose remains unknown.
 

Timeline

 1739 (June 28) — First recorded Roman dodecahedron presented to the Society of Antiquaries of London by "Mr. North." Found in a field called Hagdale, Aston, Hertfordshire, alongside copper coins. This specimen is now lost.

 1st–4th century CE — Period of manufacture. Most dodecahedra date to the 2nd–4th centuries, with the majority from the 3rd–4th centuries. They are found exclusively in the northwestern provinces of the Roman Empire: Britain, Gaul, Germania, and the Danube frontier.

 1800s–1900s — Dozens of dodecahedra discovered across Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria, and Hungary as railway construction and urban expansion expose Roman-era deposits.

 1913 — Clement Reid publishes Submerged Forests, one of the earliest systematic studies of Romano-British landscapes, providing context for frontier archaeology.

 1939 — A dodecahedron found in a 4th-century grave in Krefeld, Germany — the grave of a wealthy woman, alongside the remains of a bone staff. The Gallo-Roman Museum in Tongeren acquires its specimen.

 1995 — A unique dodecahedron with two elliptical holes discovered at Jublains (ancient Noviodunum), France.

 2012 — Amelia Carolina Sparavigna publishes two papers proposing the "dioptron" (rangefinder) theory, arguing the dodecahedra were optical distance-measuring instruments.

 2023 (Summer) — The Norton Disney History and Archaeology Group discovers a remarkably well-preserved dodecahedron at Potter Hill, Lincolnshire — the 33rd found in Britain, the first in the Midlands. Supervised by Allen Archaeology.

 2023 — A deliberately broken dodecahedron fragment found near Kortessem, Belgium, by metal detectorist Patrick Schuermans. Flanders Heritage Agency confirms deliberate fracture.

 2024 (January) — Norton Disney dodecahedron featured on BBC2's Digging for Britain (Season 11, Episode 4). Story goes viral worldwide.

 2024 — XRF analysis by archaeometallurgist Gerry McDonnell reveals the Norton Disney specimen is leaded gunmetal: 63–75% copper, 18–27% lead, 7–8% tin.

 2025 (February) — Masashi Ishihara publishes a new theory: the dodecahedra as timekeeping devices using controlled burning of tallow or wax.

 2025–2026 — Norton Disney dodecahedron exhibited at Lakeside Arts Centre, Nottingham. Further excavation planned at Potter Hill.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Roman Dodecahedron is a work of narrative non-fiction based on documented archaeological finds, published research, and expert commentary. All facts, dates, and quotations are grounded in primary sources and scholarly publications.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Hitchens, Lorena — dodecahedragirl.org — comprehensive catalogue and analysis of known Roman dodecahedra

 Sparavigna, Amelia Carolina — "Roman Dodecahedron as Dioptron" and "A Roman Dodecahedron for Measuring Distance," arXiv, 2012

 Wagemans, G.M.C. — romandodecahedron.com — agricultural calendar hypothesis

 Norton Disney History and Archaeology Group — nortondisneyhag.org

 English Heritage — "The Corbridge Dodecahedron" exhibition, Corbridge Roman Town

 "The Gallo-Roman Dodecahedron and the Receptacle of All Becoming," The Antiquaries Journal, Cambridge University Press

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 10: Archaeology in the HistorIQly Mysteries series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.
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