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The obsidian mirror associated with the Elizabethan
polymath and magus John Dee (1527–1608/1609)
has been an object of fascination for centuries. Themir-
ror, however, has a deeper history as an Aztec artefact
brought to Europe soon after the Spanish conquest.
The authors present the results of new geochemical
analysis, and explore its history and changing cultural
context to provide insights into its meaning during a
period in which entirely new world views were emer-
ging. The biography of the mirror demonstrates how
a complex cultural history underpins an iconic object.
The study highlights the value of new compositional
analyses of museum objects for the reinterpretation of
historically significant material culture.
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Introduction
One of the most well-known objects on display in the British Museum’s Enlightenment Gal-
lery is the obsidian mirror associated with John Dee, the Renaissance polymath, magus and
confidant of Queen Elizabeth I. The mirror’s links to Dee’s occult practices have created a
unique set of meanings around this object. Nevertheless, other aspects of the mirror also
deserve attention. As a material, for example, obsidian is often regarded as special; though
widely used in tool manufacture, its use to make mirrors has often added to its allure and
symbolic nature. Obsidian mirrors were first made in the seventh millennium BC in the
Near East, although mirrors such as the one associated with Dee are likely to have been of
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Aztec origin (Ackermann&Devoy 2012; Smith 2014). How this particular mirror came into
his possession in sixteenth-century Europe is not entirely clear. Doubts have even been raised
about how reliable its attribution to Dee is and whether it might be a copy, made with obsid-
ian of European origin.

Here we review the history of the mirror and its association with John Dee, together with
similar artefacts in the British Museum (Table 1). This includes determination of the geo-
logical origins of these obsidian objects. Researching an expanded corpus of Mexican mirrors
and related artefacts (see Table S1 in the online supplementary material (OSM)) allows us to
place them within a wider perspective, helping us to understand how associated meanings
may have accrued and changed over time as the objects moved through different contexts
(Kopytoff 1986; Gosden & Marshall 1999). This process took place at a critical period in
history, in which the John Dee mirror is not only associated with the growing European
engagement with the New World, but also came to symbolise the entangled relationship
between science and magic in the late Renaissance. The contested position of the mirror
across cultures and understandings of the world persists in its more recent collection history.

John Dee: scholar and magus
John Dee lived from 1527 to 1608/1609 (Harkness 1999; Woolley 2001; Clucas 2006; Parry
2010) (Figure 1). Hewas an archetypal Renaissance scholar, writing on diverse subjects includ-
ing alchemy and astrology. Dee initially straddled the fine line between natural ‘magic’, which
was considered a science, and demonic magic, which was considered a perversion of religion
(Kieckhefer 1989: 9), but the one into which he eventually crossed. Dee amassed a vast library
and collected a variety of navigational equipment. He also had several glass mirrors that he used
to demonstrate optical illusions. He was well connected with European intellectuals and trav-
elled extensively in Europe. In 1558, he became scientific advisor and astrologer to Queen
Elizabeth I. Between c. 1550 and 1570, he advised on English voyages of discovery to the
NewWorld and showed great interest in accounts of the initial Spanish encounters in the region
(Sherman 2006). By the 1580s, he had become increasingly involved with the supernatural and
took various scryers ormediums to communicate with spirits through the use ofmirrors or crys-
tals—most notably Edward Kelley—into his service as intermediaries between himself and the
angels. It is for this period of his life that he is best known in the public imagination, and it was
probably also the time that the obsidian mirror discussed here came to the fore.

Exactly how and whenDee obtained this object is uncertain. Mirrors feature in several lists
of early shipments of artefacts to Hapsburg Europe following the conquest of Mexico (1519–
1521), including eight mirrors of various types sent in the care of Diego de Soto (Martínez
1990: no. 37). Dee would have had the opportunity to acquire one of these mirrors as he
mixed in courts and diplomatic circles during his visits to Europe. He may have obtained
“the mirror during his studies at Louvain during 1548–1550” (Ackermann & Devoy
2012: 543; see also Tait 1967: 205). A later date, however, may be more in keeping with
his developing interest in the occult. As he maintained extensive intellectual and diplomatic
contacts with the Hapsburg Empire, it is possible that he acquired the mirror while he lived in
Bohemia in the early 1580s (Thrush 2016: 31), by which time New World objects were
increasingly being displayed in the Kunstkammer of Europe (Yaya 2008).

Stuart Campbell et al.

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of Antiquity Publications Ltd

1548

https://doi.org/10.15184/aqy.2021.132 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.15184/aqy.2021.132


Table 1. Details of the objects examined in the British Museum.

Description Shape Dimensions (mm)
Weight
(g)

Artefact no. 1 (‘John Dee’s mirror’) (Figure 2) Circular 185 × 195 × 12.8–
13.6

882
British Museum No. 1966,1001.1; source: Pachuca.
Square tab, 32.5mm long; 11.9mm diameter; straight
drilled perforation; chipped around the edges of the
hole.

Polished on both surfaces with finely ground, vertical
edges.

Good condition; some superficial scratching on the
surfaces; two labels on one face.

Artefact no. 2 (Figure 3.1) Circular 263 × 250 × 12.8–
17.8

2042
British Museum No. Am1825,1210.16; source:
Ucareo.

Teardrop tab, 30mm long with 12.2mm diameter
perforation; straight drilled but restarted; chipped
around edge of perforation.

Polished on both surfaces with ground, slightly
irregular vertical edges showing some flaking, all
from same surface.

Good condition but edges chipped in parts; two labels
on one face.

Artefact no. 3 (Figure 3.2) Circular 240 × 235 × 14–
17.6

1758
British Museum No. Am1907,0608.2; source:
Pachuca.

Square tab, 30mm long with 10mm diameter
perforation; straight drilled.

Polished on both surfaces, with some pitting on one
side; ground, vertical edges with a slight bevel,
especially around the tab.

Good condition; some scratching on one surface, label
on the other.

Artefact no. 19 (Figure 3.3) Rectangular 225 × 190 × 30 2637
British Museum No. Am1926,-214; source: Ucareo
Polished on upper surfaces, with the reverse natural;
possibly abraded or ground; flat flaking on three
edges; edges are almost vertical; flaked from upper
surface, edge bevelled.

Good condition, but broken across one corner with
some flaking along broken edges probably caused by
break; label on upper surface.
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By c. 1770, the mirror was certainly in the
possession of the politician and antiquarian
Horace Walpole. A hand-written label on
the case, written by Walpole himself, states:
“The Black Stone into which Dr Dee used
to call his Spirits V. his book. This Stone
was mentioned in the Catalogue of the Col-
lection of the Earls of Peterborough from
whom it came to Lady Elizabeth Germaine”.

Walpole further noted in 1784 that, in
the now lost catalogue of the Earls of Peter-
borough, the object was described as “the
black stone into which Dr Dee used to call
his spirits” (Tait 1967: 200). This matches
records documenting that the collection of
the Earls of Peterborough passed to Sir
John Germain in 1705, and subsequently
to Lady Elizabeth Germaine (Ackermann
& Devoy 2012: 542–43). It was probably
part of the collection of the second Earl of
Peterborough, Henry Mordaunt (1623–

1697), as he possessed books on the occult, and Tait argued that it may originally have
been acquired by the first Earl of Peterborough (Tait 1967: 210–11).

While the association between the mirror and Dee has persisted, so too have questions
concerning the lack of key documentation about the connection (Whitby 1988: 138–41;
Harkness 1999: 30; Ackermann & Devoy 2012: 543). The link gains strong support, how-
ever, from a less well-known source from within the decade following Dee’s death. Many of
Dee’s books and other possessions passed to John Pontois, following supernatural advice in
one of Dee’s final attempts to converse with angels (Roberts &Watson 1990: 60). In a 1624
lawsuit after Pontois’s death, a deposition made by Thomas Hawes records seeing in Pontois’s
house—prior to the latter’s departure to serve in the Virginia Company at the end of
1618—“a certain round flat stone like Cristall which Pountis said was a stone which an
Angell brought to doctor dye [sic] wherein he did worke and know many strange things”
(Roberts & Watson 1990: 61). Pontois’s collection was only dispersed in 1625 and 1626,
at which point the first Earl of Peterborough may have acquired it.

The mirror changed hands several times after Walpole’s collection was dispersed, and it
was auctioned at least four times before its acquisition by the British Museum in 1966
(Tait 1967), where it immediately became a popular exhibit. Notably, the British Museum
categorises the mirror by its association with Dee, placing it in the Department of Britain,
Europe and Prehistory, rather than by its likely origin (Ackermann & Devoy 2012: 543).
It has often been loaned to other museums for exhibitions on medicine, science and
magic. Rather than focusing exclusively on the connection with Dee, it is useful to consider
the mirror as an object with a wider context and a set of associations that changed during its
history. The association with John Dee is important, but there is a wider story.

Figure 1. John Dee (c. 1594, anonymous) (image ©
Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford).
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Obsidian mirrors in the British Museum
We examined the John Dee mirror, together with a group of related objects in the British
Museum, including two other circular mirrors of similar type, and one rectangular mirror
(Table 1). The latter three mirrors are held in the Department of Africa, Oceania and the
Americas. Like Dee’s mirror, the exact paths by which these objects moved from their original
contexts to the British Museum are unclear, but all have notable biographies nonetheless.

John Dee’s mirror is almost circular, measuring 195 × 185mm, with a short, square, perfo-
rated taborhandle (artefact1; Figure2).Both the front andback surfaces havebeenfinelyground
andhighly polished,withnopitting visibleunder lowmagnification.Themirror’swell-preserved
state may be because it was kept in a case—at least, by the time it was in Walpole’s possession.
Chipping around the perforation may have been caused by the mirror’s suspension.

The second mirror (artefact 2; Figure 3.1) is larger, measuring approximately 260mm in
diameter, and has a teardrop-shaped tab. It was collected by William Bullock in Mexico in
1823, and formed part of his exhibition of Mexican material in the Egyptian Hall in Picca-
dilly, a display that greatly influenced the reintroduction of Mexican heritage to British atten-
tion (Costeloe 2006; Achim 2017: 36–46). The original catalogue describes it as “An Azteck
Mirror, composed of a large plate of Obsidian, polished on both sides” (Bullock 1824: 30). It
was purchased by the British Museum in 1825, following the closure of Bullock’s exhibition,
and is currently exhibited with John Dee’s mirror in the Enlightenment Gallery, creating a
new context by association. It was previously also exhibited in 2009/2010 in the British
Museum’s Moctezuma exhibition.

The third circular mirror (artefact 3; Figure 3.2) has a square tab, like John Dee’s mirror,
and measures approximately 240mm in diameter. It was collected in the nineteenth century
by Sir Edgar Thornton while he was an attaché in Mexico, before being acquired by the
museum in 1907 (Tait 1967: 204). It is not currently on display, but has been loaned for
exhibitions on Magical Consciousness (in Bristol) and Treasures of the World’s Cultures
(in Abu Dhabi, Bonn and Singapore).

We also examined a rectangular slab (artefact 19; Figure 3.3) held in the British Museum
collections. The object measures 225 × 190mm and is 30mm thick. It has one polished,
mirror-like surface that appears identical to those of the circular mirrors, its underside is
flat but rough, and the edges of the slab have been intentionally shaped by flaking. The object
was acquired from an unknown source by Sir Cuthbert Edgar Peek, who presumably
included it in his museum at Rousden in Dorset; it was purchased by the British Museum
in 1926.

Although circular mirrors are a well-known type of Aztec object, no examples have previ-
ously been confirmed by analytical provenancing. One circular mirror previously included in
this category (Smith 2014: tab 1.1: 9) has recently been shown to have come from the Mul-
lumica obsidian deposit in Ecuador (Calligaro et al. 2019), and is therefore excluded here.
Seven rectangular obsidian slabs with polished surfaces have been provenanced using
proton-induced X-ray emission, with the conclusion that six come from the Ucareo-
Zinapecuaro source area (following the nomenclature of Healan (1997)) and one from
Pachuca (Calligaro et al. 2007), both in central Mexico. X-ray fluorescence (XRF) traces a
further example to the Ucareo-Zinapecuaro source area (Pixley 2013).
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Geological provenance of the British Museum mirrors
To determine the source of the obsidian exploited for the artefacts in the British Museum, we
used a portable XRF (pXRF) instrument (Niton XL3T 980 GOLDD+). The use of pXRF
analysis has been successful in determining the geological sources of artefacts in many parts of
the world (Craig et al. 2007; Millhauser et al. 2011, 2018; Frahm et al. 2014). Our analytical
procedure followed a well-established methodology (Campbell & Healey 2016). Three
90-second readings were taken in two locations on each mirror. Although the consistent read-
ings from different spots—with a mean used for subsequent interpretation—are reassuring,
we were unable to clean the surfaces of these museum objects. Thus, there was some potential
for contamination resulting from several centuries of handling. While this seems unlikely to
be a source of major error, such contamination could lead to some scattering of the readings.

The instrument readings were subject to an internal fundamental parameters calibration
and a further linear calibration against a set of 16 international standards, to produce final
elemental concentrations (Table S2). The elements reported here have a good relationship
to the published values for our set of international standards, with R2 values of >0.95 for ele-
ments included in Table 2. Repeatability is also good, with the percentage relative standard
deviation below 10 per cent.

To determine the exact source of obsidian, we analysed a series of geological samples from
potential Mexican sources, selected from the collection of the University of Missouri after an
initial review of the readings (Table 2). They included obsidian from Otumba (three sam-
ples), Pachuca (four samples), Ucareo (two samples) and Zaragoza (four samples)—all

Figure 2. The John Dee mirror (artefact 1) (figure by S. Campbell).
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Figure 3. Other mirrors and rectangular slab in the British Museum (artefacts 2–3 and 19) (figure by S. Campbell).
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Table 2. Results of artefacts and source analysis (selected elements); all values in ppm.

Artefact Source No. of readings Titanium (Ti) Iron (Fe) Rubidium (Rb) Strontium (Sr) Zirconium (Zr) Niobium (Nb)

Artefact 1 Pachuca 6 1121 15983 197 5 978 74
Artefact 2 Ucareo 6 460 7113 144 13 127 12
Artefact 3 Pachuca 6 1142 16061 198 5 986 74
Artefact 19 Ucareo 6 443 6990 150 13 117 12

Sample Source No. of readings Titanium (Ti) Iron (Fe) Rubidium (Rb) Strontium (Sr) Zirconium (Zr) Niobium (Nb)

zp-0122 Zaragoza 5 783 8865 135 27 195 16
zp-0113 Zaragoza 5 771 7960 127 27 190 15
zp-0117 Zaragoza 5 811 8851 136 28 195 15
zp-0120 Zaragoza 5 826 8919 136 28 201 16
um-0101 Ucareo 5 434 6041 139 10 107 11
um-0108 Ucareo 5 417 7022 151 11 118 13
om-0101 Otumba 5 982 8533 123 129 145 12
om-0104 Otumba 5 899 8060 124 120 138 12
om-0303 Otumba 5 936 8338 123 125 140 12
sh-0101 Pachuca 5 1142 15972 198 5 989 76
sh-0701 Pachuca 5 1191 16315 202 5 995 75
sh-0703 Pachuca 5 1169 15995 200 4 1004 76
sh-0802 Pachuca 5 1155 16207 201 5 996 75

Standard Source No. of readings Titanium (Ti) Iron (Fe) Rubidium (Rb) Strontium (Sr) Zirconium (Zr) Niobium (Nb)

srm-278 - 5 1362 13783 127 63 303 17
rgm-2 - 5 1623 12428 152 109 231 10
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originally collected during the fieldwork of Robert H. Cobean. Each source sample was ana-
lysed five times, with the mean of each sample subsequently used. A comparison of the read-
ings from these sources was made with results obtained in Missouri using a Bruker III-V
pXRF instrument. This shows a high correspondence for manganese (R2 = 0.91), iron (R2

= 0.98), zinc (R2 = 0.97), rubidium (R2 = 0.95), strontium (R2 = 1.0) and yttrium (R2 =
0.99).

Analysis of the data from the four mirrors indicates that they fall into two geochemical
groups that remain consistent over multiple elements (Figure 4). Bivariate plots suggest
that these two groups correspond closely to the geological source material from Pachuca
and Ucareo. While the association with the Pachuca source samples is a little looser, the
source itself is more varied (Lighthart Ponomarenko 2004).

Artefact 1 (the John Dee mirror) closely matches the geological obsidian from Pachuca, as
does Artefact 3, the one most similar in shape to the John Dee mirror. Artefacts 2 and 19
belong in the second compositional group, closely matching the geological obsidian from
Ucareo. That the mirrors are made of obsidian from different sources is not particularly sur-
prising, as several sources of obsidian were exploited by the Aztecs (Figure 5). The Pachuca
source was the most heavily exploited and was located within Aztec territory. This obsidian is
described as being particularly pure in quality and was the preferred material for prismatic
blade cores (Lighthart Ponomarenko 2004). The Ucareo-Zinapecuaro source area was in
Tarascan territory and includes several sub-sources, of which Ucareo is the most commonly
attested archaeologically (Healan 1997). This source sometimes outcrops in slabs, which
make it ideal for mirror manufacture (Calligaro et al. 2007: fig. 5). It is notable that eight
of the nine rectangular slabs that have now been sourced come from Ucareo, suggesting
that this may have been the location of specialist manufacture using a form of obsidian par-
ticularly suited to this application. Both sources were exploited in the Late Postclassical
(1200–1521) and early colonial periods (1521 onwards).

Discussion
The mirrors in the British Museum are not unique. Smith (2014: tab. 1.1) identified 16 cir-
cular mirrors of Aztec origin in collections around the world. We can now exclude two of
those examples and add an additional four, to give a total of 18 (Table S1). Most have
tabs, presumably used to attach the mirror to the body of an individual or to a sculpture
(Smith 2014: 17). In some cases, the tab is broken, and others have no tab. Smith (2014:
19) suggested that these mirrors fall into two size groups, but this no longer seems clear:
although diameters of 185–220mm are most common, examples occur up to 300mm in
diameter. John Dee’s mirror is at the smaller end of the range, but the other two circular mir-
rors that we examined are larger. Somemay have had wooden frames, and the example now in
the American Museum of Natural History has a decorated gilt frame that may be original
(Saville 1925: 87–88; Taube 1992: 184), or was perhaps a later addition (Smith 2014:
17). Circular mirrors are depicted in codex illustrations created by Indigenous artists at the
time of the Spanish conquest, seemingly with frames (Figures 6–7). Secure archaeological
contexts for these objects are lacking; while most examples probably come from the Late
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Figure 4. Scattergrams showing source differentiation using different element pairs (figure by S. Campbell).
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Postclassical period (Smith 2014), production of circular mirrors may have continued into
the early colonial era.

Polished rectangular slabs are also well known. At least 31 objects of this type can be iden-
tified in museum collections (Table S1). They are often included alongside the circular mir-
rors, and the production of their polished upper surfaces seems to draw on the same
technologies. They may, however, have had a different purpose, as none have tabs or suspen-
sion holes to enable attachment to a body or sculpture. Many were certainly used in the early
colonial period as portable altars, or aras, by Christian missionaries (Saunders 2010),
although we have no evidence that the latter were aware of the earlier symbolic significance
of obsidian mirrors. The rectangular slabs were probably manufactured during the sixteenth
century. In the second quarter of the sixteenth century, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y
Valdés “had four aras of black Mexican stone in Santo Domingo […] Viceroy Mendoza
[…] had sent the Emperor two black aras with ‘a vein in the middle, of bright red like a
ruby’” (McAndrew 1965: 357). In the late sixteenth century, Zinapecuaro (doubtless includ-
ing the Ucareo source) was noted for the presence of a “quarry of black stone from which they
have taken many good pieces for aras”, and in the market were “stones which serve for mir-
rors, and are very good for making altares” (McAndrew 1965: 357). One small, rectangular
slab bears an inscribed date interpreted as 9 December 1483 (Hamy 1883; Saunders 2010),
suggesting that it may belong to an older tradition. That it is also the only known example
made of Pachuca obsidian, however, also marks it as different (Calligaro et al. 2007). The

Figure 5. Map of obsidian sources (figure by S. Campbell).
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Figure 6. Aztec depictions of mirrors. Codex Tepetlaoztoc (Codex Kingsborough) (image © The Trustees of the British
Museum).
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concentration of mirror production in the Ucareo-Zinapecuaro source area suggests that there
was continuity in the knowledge of these sources, as well as in aspects of manufacturing tech-
nique. Four examples of rectangular slabs apparently come from funerary contexts (Table S1:
Artefacts 25, 26, 36 and 44), suggesting that the role of these artefacts may be more varied—
perhaps carrying connotations of protection, as noted below. In Aztec mythologies, there are
many associations of obsidian with the underworld and with death (Saunders 2001: 224; Pas-
trana & Athie 2014: 96–97).

Obsidian was an important resource in the Aztec Empire and was used for military and
domestic equipment, as well as in religious activities (Pastrana & Athie 2014). During the
final stage of the Aztec Empire, production of obsidian items was increasingly carried out
by specialist craftsmen controlled by the elite (Melgar Tísoc & Solís Ciriaco 2009). Mirrors,
made of obsidian or pyrite, had complex symbolism and were time-consuming to manufac-
ture (Gallaga Murrieta & Blainey 2016). Much of the information about obsidian mirrors in
the Aztec world comes from Fray Bernadino de Sahagún (c. 1499–1590), the Fransiscan mis-
sionary and ethnographer who compiled the General history of the things of New Spain in the
early colonial period. Mirrors were made by specialists (tezcachiuhqui):

The mirror stone-seller […] (is the one who makes them), a lapidary, a polisher. He
abrades [… with] abrasive sand; he cuts; he carves; he uses glue […] polishes with a
fine cane, makes it shiny. He sells mirror-stones—round, circular; pierced on both sides

Figure 7. Tezcatlipoca, lord of the smoking mirror, with circular obsidian mirrors on his temple, his chest and his foot
highlighted (Codex Borgia) (figure by S. Campbell, after Díaz & Rodgers 1993: pl. 17).
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[translucent]; two-faced, single-faced, concave […] Mirrors are seldom used nowadays.
(Pastrana Cruz et al. 2019: 22)

These types of mirrors and their origins were also described: “one is round; one is long:
they call it acaltezcul. [These mirror stones] can be excavated in mines” (Dibble & Anderson
1963: 228).

Obtaining, working and using obsidian involved myth and ritual, while also having prac-
tical applications. Obsidian was used in many ways, including for medicinal and protective
purposes; the reflective appearance acted as a shield against bad spirits, and captured the
image and soul of a person (Pastrana & Athie 2014: 84–88). Perhaps unsurprisingly, several
deities were associated with obsidian—most notably Tezcatlipoca, whose name means
“smoking mirror” (Saunders 1990; Olivier 2003; Smith 2014). He is commonly depicted
with circular obsidian mirrors on his head, chest or back, and characteristically replacing
his missing foot (Figure 7). Although a complex and ambivalent figure, his most relevant
attributes in this context include prediction in a chaotic world, with his obsidian mirror act-
ing as a medium and symbol of revelation, premonition and power (Olivier 2003).

In varying ways, these mirrors were situated on the boundary between the pre-conquest
and early colonial worlds of Mexico. In post-conquest Mexico, earlier beliefs and artefacts
retained symbolic power and inherited meanings. Saunders (2001: 227–28) has drawn atten-
tion to both the literal and syncretic incorporation of circular obsidian mirrors in atrial crosses
of the early colonial period; some circular mirrors now in museum collections may have come
from those crosses. Even the earliest artefacts sent fromMexico to Europe included many that
were commissioned and designed by Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés, potentially blur-
ring the transition between pre- and post-conquest artefacts (Russo 2011).While earlier tech-
nologies were almost certainly used in their manufacture, it is inevitable that the complex
associations of obsidian mirrors retained relevance in Mexico during the sixteenth century,
and perhaps more distantly in Europe as these objects were imported from Mesoamerica.

When it made its appearance in a European context, the John Dee mirror fitted into a
wider pattern, within which many of these artefacts have complex biographies, moving
between owners and accruing different meanings as they transferred between cultural settings
and continents. Given that they were often first documented within collections over the last
200 years, the biography of John Dee’s mirror is unusually complete. Some of these biog-
raphies may interweave. Feest (1990: 32), for example, suggested that the acquisition of a
rectangular mirror by Rudolf II (artefact 30, now in Vienna and probably acquired between
1607 and 1635) was perhaps inspired by John Dee’s use of his own mirror while in Prague.
Along with other elite artefacts that passed into European collections during and after the
conquest of Mexico, it is difficult to know the extent to which meanings associated with
these objects in their original Aztec context were retained by their new owners.

Some rectangular slabs and one circular mirror were used to provide an innovative
medium as ‘canvasses’ on which to paint, by, for example, Murrillo and Stella (Meslay
2001; Calligaro et al. 2007; Pixley 2013). The Stella painted slab is the earliest, dating to
c. 1630 (Pixley 2013: 17–18). The artists may have had little knowledge of the original pur-
poses of these mirrors, although Murillo worked in Seville, which had long-established con-
nections with New Spain. The visual appearance of the obsidian may therefore have
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influenced the subject matter (Meslay 2001). While these painted examples are slightly later
than John Dee’s use of his mirror, they similarly show the creative engagement afforded by a
novel material and artefact type.

When John Dee acquired his mirror, he obtained an unfamiliar and stimulating object,
redolent of new and exotic knowledge, which would have been even more unique in an Eng-
lish than in a continental context (Yaya 2008). Given Dee’s interest in the New World, he
may have been aware of the significance of obsidian, and the omniscience of Tezcatlipoca’s
mirrors would have had an obvious attraction. Indeed, this may have been a primary reason
for its acquisition. He also, however, lived in an era in which the use of mirrors for magical
purposes in Europe—particularly black mirrors (Maillet 2004)—meant that the context was
receptive to the use of a mirror of exotic origin (Forshaw 2015).

Conclusions
Our geochemical analysis allows us to demonstrate that all the obsidian mirrors in the British
Museum are of Mexican origin. John Dee’s mirror (Artefact 1) and a second mirror (Artefact
3) are similar in form and are both made of obsidian from the Pachuca source, which may
prove to be typical of this type of artefact. The other mirror, with the tear-drop shaped
tab (Artefact 2), and the rectangular slab (Artefact 19) are made of obsidian from Ucareo.

We have strengthened the association of the mirror with John Dee and argued that its
study benefits from being placed into a wider context that considers both the history of
the individual object and of the corpus of artefacts to which it originally belonged. This
approach allows us to document how the meaning and understanding of an object can change
with context and how new meanings are accrued. In this case, it illuminates several different
episodes, helping us to understand the obsidian sources used to make elite artefacts in Aztec
Mexico, the dispersal of such artefacts into colonial Europe and finally, John Dee’s appropri-
ation of what was then a novel artefact for occult practices in sixteenth century England.
These artefacts continued to acquire new meanings as they moved through different collec-
tions and museum displays. Contexts of display always create meanings, and the contexts in
which these objects have been displayed are exceptionally varied. The John Dee connection
has been particularly charismatic, making his mirror, and others like it, representative in the
modern world of the Aztecs, of the Elizabethan renaissance and of European occult beliefs, in
a constant cycle of appropriation and repurposing.
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