
Behind the MASC
NEWSLETTER OF THE MEDALLIC ART SOCIETY OF CANADA

Dear MASC members,

The summer has gone by quickly and the August edition of Behind 
the MASC is complete and ready for you to read.

In the past in the pages of Behind the MASC we have published 
articles with stories shared by fellow medalists from around the 
world. These people have made incredible careers in the art of 
medal making and sculpture. In this current newsletter we are for-
tunate to have Michael Meszaros, from Australia, tell his personal 
story and reveal some details of his interesting and successful career.

It is especially interesting to discover what draws people to medallic 
art and first learn the process of bronze casting. Tracy Spurrier’s 
article tells of her fascinating first encounter with the medium 
during her PhD Candidate Archaeology research and her journey 
of discovery that lead her into medallic art.

Lynden Beesley reminds us of FIDEM Congress in 2020, in hopes 
that everyone is working on their medals to meet the end of year 
submission deadline.

Let me finish my message with an invitation. Please tell us your 
medallic art story in the form of an article, be it personal, what you 
have been working on or perhaps a new medal you have added to 
your collection.

Lorraine Wright 
President, MASC

August 2019, Issue 50
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I was born into a household 
where sculpture and medals were 
a normal part of life.

My Hungarian father had trained 
as an architect in Vienna and as a 
sculptor in Paris, and then had 
studied and worked with Ede Telcs, 
Hungary’s leading medal sculptor 
before WWII. When he came to 
Australia in 1939, his architecture 
degree was not recognised, so 
after a year working as a draftsman 
in a few architects’ offices, he had 
a row with his employer, told the 
architect what he could do with 
his job, and announced to my 
mother that he was now going to 
live as a sculptor. This was a 
brave declaration for an enemy 
alien refugee with a wife and son 
during the war. 

When I was born, in 1945, he had 
already established himself, 
particularly on the basis of his 
portrait medals, which were truly 
top class, as well as three major 
carved stone figures in Sydney. 
Up to the age of 12, the living 
room of our upstairs flat was also 
his studio, so I saw what he was 
doing every day. When he had 
large commissions, I was allowed 
and encouraged to chisel off 
pieces of stone and wood from 

carved works and to help with 
plaster casting and building up 
the rough clay for large modelled 
works. I had an interesting input 
into one significant work, the 
commemorative medal for the 
1956 Olympic Games. It incorpo-
rated the Olympic motto, Citius, 
Altius, Fortius. I noticed that on 
the final plaster he had inscribed 
Citius, Fortius, Altius. I pointed 
this out and he dismissed me. I 
insisted that he check it, which he 
eventually did, and he had to 
scrape it off and do new negative 
and positive plasters. 

When I was 13, during the  
summer holidays, he was working 
on one of his many portrait 
medals, when I declared that I 
thought that I could do one. He 
replied ‘I bet you can’t’. I replied, 
‘I bet I can’. He said ‘How much?’ 
I said ‘Ten bob’ (ten shillings, now 
1 dollar, but big money for a 13 
year old then).

We put his work aside and had 
the first sitting on the spot. Nine 
sittings later, he agreed that he 
had lost his money. (Fig.1) To my 
utter surprise, people started 
buying castings of the work, and 
my father and I then argued 
playfully as to whether they were 

buying my work or his portrait. I 
concluded that this was not a bad 
line, if it would continue.

Soon after that a family friend 
approached me to do his portrait 
as a commission, for 10 pounds 
($20), bronze casting included, a 
princely sum for me then. That 
worked out well and I began to 
get commissions from other 
friends to do portraits of them-
selves, their wives or their children. 
My holidays were often occupied 
with portrait sittings, plaster work 
and finishing bronzes. It certainly 
beat delivering prescriptions for 
the local pharmacy, as many other 
kids did.

I spent a lot of time working with 
my father on large and small 
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Fig. 1 Portrait of my father,  
 141mm, 1959
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works, as well as spending my 
weekends and holidays helping to 
build the family home. I learned a 
lot of sculpture and medal tech-
niques and developed a deal of 
confidence in largely building my 
own bedroom by the age of 15, 
concrete, bricklaying, carpentry 
and joinery. A bit rough, but still 
working 60 years later.

By the time I had finished school, 
I considered going to an art 
school, but reached the conclusion 
that I already knew more about 
sculpture and medal techniques 
than people I knew who had done 
sculpture courses. Instead, I 
enrolled in an architecture degree, 
assuming that I would have a 
practice with my 10 years older 
brother, already an architect. At 
that point, living as a sculptor did 
not seem an option.

During my architecture course I 
continued to make portrait medals 
and started making medals as 
expressive pieces, of which two 
are the ‘Trumpeter’ (Fig.2) and 
‘The Kiss’ (Fig.3).

I had been exhibiting at FIDEM 
since 1959. This was helped by my 
father being Australian Delegate, 
but also by the scarcity of 
Australian medallists. I took over 
the Delegate’s position in 1973 
and have been Australian Delegate 
ever since. 

At the end of my architecture 
course, in 1968, I applied for a 
Churchill Fellowship (a travelling 
scholarship) to study at La Scuola 
dell ‘Arte della Medaglia (The 
School of the Art of the Medal) in 
the Mint of Rome. Miraculously, I 
was awarded a year-long Fellow-
ship. The problem was that I was 
balloted into the Australian Army 
for National Service, during the 
Vietnam War. As such, I was not 
allowed to study further beyond 
my primary degree, nor to study 
in another field, nor allowed to 
get a passport or leave the coun-
try. So, I wrote to the Minister for 
Labour and National Service, 
explaining my position. Against 
all the odds, a reply came, permit-
ting to do all these things and 

trusting me to come back to 
Australia in accordance with my 
contract with the Fellowship Trust.

Thus, on Jan. 10, 1969, I flew to 
Rome to study at the Mint School, 
arriving there with 8 lessons in 
Italian under my belt, not much 
preparation for living and studying 
in Italian, at a time when few 
Italians spoke English. This was 
the start of the most important 
year of my life, away from home, 
studying what I liked most, living 
in Italy, learning Italian and 
looking after myself. The Scuola 
was interesting and I learned a 
lot, but the standard of design 
and ideas was fairly basic. At the 
end of the year, I was given the 
grading of ‘ottimo’ (optimum). 
During the summer, I bought a 
car and drove 20,000km all over 
Europe, visiting many countries 
and filling myself with sights, art 
and architecture. I attended my 
first FIDEM congress in Prague 
on that trip, a scary experience 
only one year after the Russians 
had crushed the Prague Spring. 
One of my best early medals, 
‘Escape’, was inspired by it (Fig.4). 

Fig. 3   Kiss, 100mm, 1967

Fig. 2  The Trumpeter,  
  101mm, 1966

Fig. 4 The Escape, 115mm, 1970
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One of the final projects we had 
to do at the Scuola was for the 
‘Birth of Venus’. My solution 
came as a bit of a surprise to the 
Italians, who were too steeped in 
Botticelli. I solved it with an aerial 
view, trying to make the bronze 
transparent, like water. (Fig. 5).  
My final exam project was for a 
double-sided medal ‘World 
Co-operation’, a grand notion at 
the time. (Figs 6 & 7). 

On my return to Melbourne, I 
decided to try to live as a sculptor 
and medallist and to keep archi-
tecture as a fallback position. I 
worked with my father, who had 
had a major heart attack while I 
was away and could no longer do 
heavy work, so I gained firsthand 
experience in managing and 
producing two major projects. I 
had my first one-man exhibition 
of medals in November 1970, 
which was quite successful. I failed 
my Army medical test and did not 
have to do National Service.

My father died in May 1972 and I 
took over his studio. He had four 
works in various stages of negoti-
ation. They were an award medal 
for Australian Rules Football, a 
portrait medal, a larger circular 
relief and a carved wood crucifix. I 
contacted all four clients and 
asked them if I could continue the 
jobs. All agreed to this and so I 
had the beginnings of an indepen-
dent career. The designs had been 
done for the football medal and 
the relief, but I had to renegotiate 
the crucifix because the client had 
not given a budget and my father’s 

proposal was too expensive. I had 
to read them the riot act about 
only being able to do so much 
work for so much money. They 
raised the budget slightly and I 
came up with a design with a 
good theological idea that I could 
reasonably do within the fee. I felt 
that I had to make a stand when 
starting out in my independent 
career. When these works were 
finished, I wondered if there would 
be any more work, but, amazingly, 
work appeared, and I was contin-
uously busy. So much so that in the 
47 years since my father died, there 
have been only two periods of 
about two weeks each with no 
paying work. I am now in my 50th 
year as a full time, self-supporting 
sculptor, bringing up two children, 
buying a house, travelling and doing 
all the normal domestic things. 

I believe that I have survived 
through a combination of observ-
ing how my father conducted his 
practice, my architecture training, 
my year in Italy, support from my 
wife, Elspeth and my mother and 
an understanding of how to take 
clients through the process of 
designing and producing a work. I 
have never believed in the absolute 
sacredness of an idea I have 
proposed for a commission, and I 
always try to work with my clients 
rather than for them. I will argue 
for my proposal, but if a client can 
convince me that I have missed 
the point in some way, I will 
redesign. I have also been  
meticulous about quotations and 
scheduling, having never missed 

Fig. 5 The Birth of Venus,  
 150 x 154mm, 1969

Fig. 6  World Co-operation,  
 obverse, 138mm, 1969

Fig. 7 World Co-operation,  
 reverse, 138mm, 1969
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a deadline or exceeded a budget. 
Certainly, some jobs take longer or 
shorter than expected, and costs 
are sometimes greater than 
calculated, but overall these things 
even themselves out. 

At the same time, I have main-
tained a steady production of 
personal exhibition work both as 
medals and as 3-dimensional 
sculpture. I think that the work of 
a medallist who does 3D work as 
well will be significantly different 
to one who does only medals, 
giving a different slant to their 
medals. Similarly, a sculptor who 
does medals is likely to have a 
different slant on his large sculp-
ture. Maybe it gives a more 
monumental feel to the sculptor’s 
medals or the need to create a 
more three-dimensional feel is 
more pronounced for the sculptor. 
I have done work varying from 6 
metre-high public works to 40mm 
diam medals, often at the same 
time, which forces a change of 
view and focus at short notice. I 
like this variety and am challenged 
by the different limits, techniques, 
scales and dimensions.  

Perhaps the most essential element 
in all this is the acceptance of each 
work’s parameters and the under-
standing that comes from a careful 
briefing and consultation with the 
client. I have often said in the case 
of a commission that first I must 
become interested in the subject. 
Then I must become educated in 
the subject. Then I must reach a 
conclusion about what is import-
ant about it. Then I must make a 

design which expresses that 
conclusion, and finally, I must make 
it. Built into this process are 
approvals at sketch stage and 
often at a point in the production 
process. I always show the model-
ling of a medal to the client for 
approval before I go to the plaster 
stage and again when the final 
plaster is finished. Many clients 
do not understand the conversion 
from drawing to modelling, even 
with a medal. Making clients 
aware of the process of modelling, 
plaster negative and positive, 
bronze casting and finishing, or 
die production and striking is very 
illuminating for them. They are 
usually lost after the third trans-
formation, but quickly come to 
understand the amount of work 
and technique involved in  
producing a medal and where the 
fee goes. Some examples of 
commissioned work from the 
‘70’s are the Clean Air Society 
Award (Fig.8) and the Centenary 
medal for the Presbyterian Ladies 
College in Melbourne. (Fig.9) This 
caused some consternation 
within a conservative school 
board, but the symbolism of a 
centenary being a point of taking 
stock and planning for the future, 
with a young girl planting a tree 
and the other reaping the fruit 
from the mature tree over-
whelmed the inhibitions against 
nudity. They sold to the school 
community like hot cakes, with 
several repeat orders, and I still 
meet elderly ladies wearing them 
44 years later.

My process also gives a defensible 
logic which forms the basis of my 
presentation to my client. I refer 
to our briefing and ideas that came 
out of that, and I have often got 
responses along the lines, ‘I’ve 
been in this business for 35 years, 
and I have never thought of it like 
that, but you are right’. This has 
led me to the idea that in the first 
stages of a commission, I am a 
kind of contract philosopher, in 
that the client pays me to think 
about their subject in ways that 
they have never done or been able 
to. Most clients do not have the 
capacity or time to think in these 

Fig. 9 PLC Centenary,  
 45mm, 1975

Fig. 8 Clean Air Society medal, 
 50mm, silver 1974
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ways. In this way, I have opened 
their eyes to aspects of their 
business they never even realise 
existed, which is a satisfying result. 
The logic behind the design is also 
useful to the person presenting 
the award or unveiling the work 
because they have a story relevant 
to the occasion and the work to 
tell their public.

Underlying everything that I do is 
the belief that a work of art should 
clarify, explain or enlarge the 
viewer’s experience of the subject 
of the work. It is easy to make 
incomprehensible art needing 
long written explanations. The aim 
is for the viewer to feel that they 
have learnt something valuable 
that they had not perceived 
previously. I think that a well- 
chosen title of one, or a few, words 
should be enough to give the 
viewer a lead-in to understand 
what the work is getting at. Some 
commissioned works which go to 
specialised audiences do need 
some longer explanation to viewers 
without the necessary background 
information. Specialised subjects 
include the Rheology Society 
(rheology is the study of fluid flow) 
medal (Fig.10) and the T.G.Tucker 
Award (Fig. 11) for lifetime achieve-
ment as an academic at the 
University Of Melbourne. Here I 
have used the three basic charac-
teristics of relief, texture, drawing 
and modelling height, to symbolise 
the development of a student. The 
texture gets smoother, the drawing 
gets clearer and the modelling 
height increases. 

I learnt very early from my father 
that in medal design, the circle 
should not be considered a 
hindrance or a problem. The circle 
should be used to advantage, to 
augment the expression of the 
idea. I also maintain, against some 
contemporary argument, that a 
medal should retain some refer-
ence to the circle. It can be cut, 
bent, eaten away, extended beyond 
its natural boundaries, penetrated, 
but without a recognisable refer-
ence to the circle, an essential 
part of its origin and wit will be 
lost. While the vast majority of my 

medals have been one-sided, I am 
keen on the idea of a double-sided 
medal where there is either a time 
lapse between the sides, or a 
change in viewpoint to complete 
the idea. The medals which won 
the American Medal of the Year for 
2014 and 2018 are cases in point. 
‘Sic Transit Gloria Mundi’ or ‘Thus 
Passes the Glory of the World’ 
(Fig. 12) and ‘Breakout’ (Fig. 13).

I have always maintained parallel 
streams of exhibition and com-
missioned medals and I feel that 
each stream feeds off the other. 
Something I learn or devise for a 
commissioned medal reappears 
in some way in a personal medal, 
and vice versa, though mostly 
these relationships are not  
discernible.

The thought processes involved 
in both streams of work are 
similar, I think, the difference 

Fig. 10 Rheology medal,   
 150mm, 1991

Fig. 12  Sic Transit  
 Gloria  Mundi,  
 99mm, 2014

Fig. 11 T.G.Tucker Medal, 
 168mm, 2013 

Fig. 13 Breakout,  
 97 x 92mm, 2018
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being that for commissioned 
work, the process is very conscious 
and for personal work it is largely 
subconscious. If I get an idea for 
a personal work which seems to 
appear out of nowhere, when I 
think back to relevant occasions 
in my life, I can often recall events 
or sights, often from many years 
before, which have somehow been 
processed by  my subconscious 
into an idea. For commissioned 
work, I put myself through a 
similar, but very conscious process 
to help me arrive at a relevant 
design, as outlined earlier. 

In setting out to use the circle as a 
positive asset, I use odd view-
points and sometimes perspective, 
to produce a work which I feel 
creates its own microcosm. It 
should be part of the world around 
it but have a separation from the 
surroundings at the same time. A 
piece which reflects this well is a 
commissioned work for the 
Australian Neuroscience Society, 
where the brain controls firstly 
itself, then the body of the organ-
ism, then the interaction between 
the organism and the outside 
world. (Fig.14).

My father always advised against 
using perspective in medals, 
taking a rather purist approach to 
the modern medal’s lineage from 
ancient Greek and Roman coins 
and the early icons of the modern 
medal such as Pisanello. I have 
never agreed with this, and 
cheerfully use whatever device I 
can to achieve a design which 
expresses what I set out to convey. 
I think that the freeing up of 
attitudes to what constitutes a 
medal over the last 50-60 years 
has meant that far from being 
seen as adventurous, my work is 
now probably regarded as relative-
ly conservative in some circles.

I have never worried about being 
in fashion. Many artists follow 
fashion carefully, even slavishly, 
but my attitude to fashion is that 
it passes quite quickly, and in art, 
there is nothing quite as pathetic 
as an artist pushing a stylistic line 
after the fashion has passed. 
Fashion is constraining and 
impedes the imagination. It 
reduces the range of possibilities 
available. Art is one of the few 
human activities with relatively 
few constraints. Why should we 
give up this precious freedom for 
a passing fad? What is more 
important to me is that a work 
should express something rele-
vant and worthwhile in a manner 
that is understandable, timeless 

and attractive. Medals have an 
extraordinarily long life, so their 
message should be as universal 
and divorced from fashion as 
possible.

 Attractiveness is not to be con-
fused with prettiness or fashion. 
Rather it should be a quality 
which draws people to the work 
and encourages them to think 
about it further. While it is proba-
bly impossible to define this 
quality, we can recognise it when 
we see it. It is perhaps the clear 
relevance to the subject, recognis-
able elements that viewers can 
relate to the subject or an unex-
pected composition which catch-
es the eye. Obviously, this will 
vary enormously from work to 
work, from viewer to viewer and 
from subject to subject. I have 
known people, who, by any 
aesthetic standard, should not be 
considered attractive, and yet they 
have qualities which make them 
more attractive than the most 
glamourous model, and whose 
attractiveness lasts long after the 
model’s beauty has faded.

Humour is also a quality which is 
underused and underappreciated 
in art generally. There is so much 
soul-searing and angst in the arts 
driven by the perceived need to 
address and solve the world’s 
problems, or humanity’s inhu-
manity. These are all important 
subjects, but now and then, a bit 
of levity and humour can brighten 
our lives. Making people smile 
can be as useful as reminding 

Fig. 14  Australian  
 Neuroscience Society,  
 150mm cast and 
 60mm struck, 1991
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them of the awfulness of latest 
massacre, tsunami or political 
bastardry. Medals are an ideal 
medium for humour because they 
have some of the qualities of a 
good cartoon. Small, concentrated, 
no room for irrelevance, and, like 
a good cartoon, they can carry a 
serious message while making us 
laugh. My piece, a bit of a medallic 
in-joke, ‘The Gospel According to 
the Medal’ (Fig.15) comments on 
how medal artists view everything 
in terms of the circle, so even the 
book is modified into a circle. 
‘Global Warming’ (Fig.16) shows 
the world, which started as a 
sphere, collapsing, while the 
human hand tries to hold it 
together. At the same time, it is 
the warmth of the hand which is 
causing it to melt. This is a serious 
subject, but it is put in a way to 
which viewers can relate and 
makes them consider the subject 
in a different way. People smile at 
‘Tiger in the Grass’ (Fig. 17) even 
though it shows a tiger hunting 
and intending to kill something. 
The way the grass and the tiger’s 
markings work together seem to 
generate a sympathetic response. 
‘Mouse Munched Medal’ (Fig 18) 

has the mouse eating the medal 
away in contrast to most medal 
artists who try to construct a medal. 

I find that an unexpected slant on 
a subject brings a smile by virtue 
of its unexpectedness. ‘Autobiog-
raphy’ (Fig.19) seems to generate 
an amused response through the 
idea of a book where every page is 
about the same person, expressed 

Fig. 15 The Gospel  
 According to the  
 Medal, 
 110mm, 1999

Fig. 18 Mouse Munched 
 Medal,  
 110mm, 1999

Fig. 19 Autobiography,  
 113mm, 2004

Fig. 20 Bus Stop-Wet Day,  
 100 x 105mm, 2007

Fig. 16 Global Warming,  
 110mm, 1999

Fig. 17 Tiger in the Grass, 
 100mm, 1999
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by the same profile on each page. 
‘Bus Stop – Wet Day’ (Fig.20) pushes 
the notion of the medal but still 
retains a suggestion of the circle.

The Courtship Series, a group of 6 
medals design for the Royal 
Australian Mint in Canberra also 
has a bit of humour while remi-
niscing on how courtship was 
conducted back in the 1960’s and 
70’s. It starts with the ‘First 
Attraction’ where he notices her 
standing out from the crowd and 
she observes his interest. It then 
moves on to Ballroom Dancing 
(Fig 21, 2 medals.), a standard way of 
couples showing themselves off 
to each other and touching in a 
socially acceptable way. Next 
comes ‘The Bouquet’, the gift of 
an expensive bunch of roses for 
which he gets a peck on the cheek. 
Moving on, we have the Tiff, a 
classic lovers’ argument where all 
looks bleak (Fig 22, 2 medals). All is 
forgiven when he gets really 
serious with a Gift of Jewellery. All 
is rewarded in the last medal, The 
Kiss (Fig 23, 2 medals). The reverse of 
all six medals is the same (Fig. 24), 
consisting of an apple bitten by 
both man and woman, suggesting 
that a successful relationship 
needs both parties to participate 
fully and nullifying the Biblical 
blame game.

There are a number of devices 
used in this series. Perspective in 
the first, an aerial view in the 
second and the bunch of roses 
occupying much of the medal in 
the third. The fourth is more 
conventional, but the fifth uses 

Fig. 21 Courtship Series,   
 First Attraction, 
 50mm, 1990

Fig. 21 Courtship Series, 
 Ballroom Dancing, 
 50mm, 1990

Fig. 22 Courtship Series, 
 The Tiff,
 50mm, 1990

Fig. 23  Courtship Series,  
 The Kiss, 
 50mm, 1990

Fig. 22 Courtship Series,  
 The Bouquet,  
 50mm, 1990

Fig. 23  Courtship Series,  
 The Gift of Jewellery , 
 50mm, 1990
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incuse modelling for the reflection, 
as well as perspective. The sixth 
uses a number of levels to give a 
feeling of depth and perspective. 
The reverse turns the whole medal 
into an apple. I like to think that 
this is a nicely integrated series, 
creating interest in each medal 
and combining the differences to 
create a coherent group.

Two related works, ‘Manhattan’ 
(Fig. 25) and ‘Hill Town’ (Fig. 26), 
done at the same time use per-
spective in two different ways. 
Manhattan is seen from above 
and the circle is broken by the 
gaps between the buildings. Hill 
town uses a flat receding series of 
layers with the buildings on the 
skyline outlined so that they 
appear to be at the top of the hill. 
The campanile looks out over the 
whole village. Both use the circle 
as an integral part of the design. 

Two more works using flat planes 
overlaying others are ‘Martin 
Luther King’s Dream’ (Fig. 27) and 
‘Majority’ (Fig. 28). MLK’s Dream 
shows black and white moving 
forward together towards us as 
MLK envisaged. There is a double 
meaning here in that being black 
has always been considered a 
negative and being white a posi-
tive. Here we have black in incuse 
(negative in medallic terms) and 
white being raised (positive in 
medallic terms), to achieve the 
black and bronze patina, but all 
the figures are moving forward 
equally, regardless. ‘Majority’ has 
two basic planes with three profiles 
where they meet, two to the left 

Fig. 24  Courtship Series,  
 Common reverse,   
 50mm, 1990

Fig. 27  Martin Luther King’s  
 Dream,  
 100mm, 2013

Fig. 25  Manhattan,  
 122mm, 1984

Fig. 28   Majority,  
 98mm, 2006

Fig. 26  Hill Town,  
 130 x 122mm, 1984 

Fig. 29  Clouded Moon,  
 100 x 140,
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and one to the right. Two to one 
is the simplest majority and the 
dark and relieved areas define 
their points of view. 

The last medal shown here is 
‘Clouded Moon’ (Fig. 29). It uses 
the circle, but allows the dark 
clouds to spread out beyond the 
circle. It creates the clouds’ 
darkness by modelling them 
incuse where they overlap the 
Moon, which is against all relief 
logic of nearer elements being 
modelled higher. Despite that, I 
believe it works. It has inspired a 
three-dimension sculpture, which 
retains some of the flatness of a 
relief work, but is a freestanding 
piece (Fig. 30).

It seems relevant to show a little 
of my three-dimensional work to 
show the connections to my medal 
work. Out of over 30 public 
commissions I have done, two 
works may be of interest, as they 
have certain elements relating 
them to relief, while being fully 
three dimensional.  The footpath 
sculpture for the Melbourne 
Womens Hospital (Figs.31 & 32), 
suggesting the comings and 
goings of women to and from the 
hospital is one. On the side facing 
the hospital, the figures focus on 
a central point. On the side away 
from the building, the figures 
radiate out into the community.

The other is nearby, commemo-
rating the 150th anniversary of 
the University of Melbourne’s 
Medical School (Fig. 33). It takes the 
state of medical knowledge in 
1862 and symbolises the increase 
in medical knowledge and com-
plexity in 50-year stages to 2012. 
Within each simple outline figure, 
the size, height of relief and num-
ber of raised and incuse boxes 
increases to depict the compart-
mentalisation and specialisation 
we now have in medicine. The 
holes suggest the development in 
imagining and other ways of 
looking into the body. 

I have always considered that I 
have had a blessed life, making a 
living out of what would other-
wise be a hobby. People have 
trusted me to make works which 
reflect their purposes and there 
are always people who understand 
the attraction of the medal as an 
expressive work of art, its economy 
of expression, its simplification of 
a subject down to its essentials, 
its relative cheapness, its wit and 
its intimacy. Medals have been 
the underlying basis my career in 
all its aspects. As with any matter 
of taste, some get it and some 
don’t. My good fortune is that 
enough have ‘got it’ for me to 
make my career out of it.

Fig. 30  Clouded Moon   
 Sculpture,  
 58cmH x 60cmW x   
 22cmD, 2018
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Fig. 31 Royal Women’s Hospital, 
 Melbourne,  
 Footpath Sculpture  
 2.2m high, 2008 hospital side

Fig.  33  Medical School  
 150th anniv.,  
 Univ. of Melbourne,  
 2.3m high, South side, 2013

To see more of my work, see my website at  
www.meszarossculptor.com,  
my page on the Association of Sculptors of Victoria website,  
www.sculptorsvictoria.asn.au and  
my Instagram page at meszaros.sculptor

Fig. 32 Royal Women’s Hospital,  
 Melbourne,  
 Footpath Sculpture, 
 2.2m  high, 2008, outer side
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I am sure that many of you will 
know that next year, 2020, the 
XXXV1 FIDEM Congress will be 
held in Tokyo Japan. Tokyo is the 
capital of Japan, facing the Pacific 
Ocean with about 14 million 
inhabitants. Tokyo is the center of 
Japanese politics and economy. 
Tokyo will also host the 2020 
Summer Olympics. In this page 
header is the Japanese Logo for 
the Congress.

This year 2019 from 22nd to the 
24th October FIDEM Japan is 
hosting the FIDEM Interim 
meeting so that the executive 
members and delegates can see 
the facilities for the next congress. 

 I have been informed that FIDEM 
Canada will be able to send 50 
medals to this congress. I know 
that some of you are members of 
FIDEM and MASC and will there-
fore be getting information from 
me personally. However I would 
like to invite non-members of 
FIDEM to consider sending in in 
a medal.  If you wish to do this 
please contact me to let me know 
before October 15th. The medals 
will need to be received by me by 
the middle of January 2020. 

As the Canadian delegate I have 
been in Contact with vice delegate 
Mr Toshiaki Yamada continuously 

about the upcoming Congress. 
The world congress is a huge 
undertaking for any country and I 
am so pleased that the Canadian 
Congress in Ottawa was such a 
success. I know that many of you 
attended. We were so lucky to have 
vice delegate Susan Taylor and 
MASC president Lorraine Wright 
on our team. Every time I look at 
the catalogue I am reminded of 
the beautiful medal exhibition. 
How about getting your medal in 
the Japanese edition. 

If any of you are thinking of 
visiting Japan why not attend the 
FIDEM Congress which I am sure 
will be excellent as well as take a 

tour of Japan. I know that the 
congress organizers will be only 
to happy to see as many Canadian 
faces as possible. You will be able 
to visit the Japanese Mint as well 
as travel on one of the high speed 
bullet trains. Of course there is 
Mt Fuji, wonderful gardens and 
Japanese food. The Japanese 
Delegate has also promised to 
show us REAL Sushi. 

I do hope that you will consider 
sending a medal or even attending 
the Congress.

Best Wishes Canadian Delegate,  
Lynden Beesley

Greetings
from FIDEM Canada
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Little Hama: 
The Forgotten Mesopotamian Queen

by Tracy L. Spurrier

“No one later may place herein (anyone else),  

be it a palace lady or a queen, nor remove this 

sarcophagus from its place. Anybody who  

removes this sarcophagus from its place, his spirit 

will not receive funerary offerings with (other) 

spirits: it is a taboo of Shamash and Ereshkigal! 

Daughter of Assur-nirka-da’’inni, chief cup-bearer 

of Assurnasirpal, king of Assyria. Anyone  later 

who removes my throne from before the shades 

of the dead, may his spirit receive no bread! May 

someone later clothe (me) with a shroud, anoint 

(me) with oil and sacrifice a lamb.”

Inscription from the tomb of 

Queen Mullissu-mukannishat-Ninua

Final statue after application 
of sulfur and cupric patina
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When Queen Mullissu-mukannishat-Ninua passed 
away and was buried in her tomb, she left a curse to 
those who would dare disturb her final resting place. 
Despite her warning, late 1980s excavations in the 
Northwest palace of King Assurnasirpal II at Nimrud 
conducted by the Iraqi Department of Antiquities 
revealed the existence of her burial, and those of a 
number of other Neo-Assyrian royal queens. This 
was an extraordinary find with gold and elite goods 
rivaling King Tut. Unfortunately, the discovery was 
overshadowed by the first Gulf War and the Queens 
did not get the recognition they deserved. 

The archaeology site of Nimrud, known in ancient 
times as the capital city Kalhu, is located in modern 
day northern Iraq on the Tigris River. This was the 
region known as Assyria, homeland to the Neo- 
Assyrian Empire, which held hegemonic control over 
much of the ancient Near East from approximately 
900 to 600 BC. The queens’ tombs were built in the 
southern area of the Northwest Palace which was the 
domestic quarter where the residential suites and 
storerooms were located. It was quite common in 
the ancient Near East to have burials under floors of 
houses. This was standard practice keeping loved ones 
nearby for ancestor worship as well as showing owner-
ship of an area by having generations buried there. 
The archaeology excavations of the palace uncovered 
four underground tomb chambers containing stone 
sarcophagi as well as clay and bronze coffins. A shaft 
with stairs at the end opened into an antechamber 
which further led into the main tomb chamber.

One of the tombs belonged to Queen Mullissu- 
mukannishat-Ninua, wife of Assurnasirpal II, the 
builder of the Northwest Palace. Unfortunately, the 
tomb was robbed in antiquity and all that remained 

in the main chamber stone sarcophagus was a 
handful of bone fragments. However, in the ante-
chamber, the excavators found a curious cache of 
three bronze ‘bathtub’ shaped coffins containing 
skeletal remains and grave goods. These had been 
placed into the antechamber of the tomb sometime 
after the original occupant’s death, perhaps even a 
century later. Two of the bronze coffins contained 
the fragmentary remains of numerous individuals, 
including the bones of adults and children. Their 
bones had been collected after decomposition and 
were combined into a new burial environment. The 
bronze coffins were hammered into shape from flat 
pieces of cast metal. The pieces were attached to one 
another using bronze nails and tabs. Once the initial 
shape was finished, some of the coffins were deco-
rated with floral and faunal patterns. These decora-
tions were incised onto the bronze with some type 
of sharp pointed tool. The handles were likely cast as 
opposed to hammering. 

One of the coffins, (fig.1), did not have multiple 
people but contained the almost complete skeleton 
of a young woman with a gracile and petite frame. 
She was found wearing a delicately crafted gold 
crown featuring leaves, flowers, grapes, and female 
winged genies – something rare for this time period 
when most genies were male. We now can identify 
this woman as Queen Hama. Along with the crown, 
she had exquisite jewelry made of gold and rare 
stones. For example, there was a gold royal pendant 
that the woman may have been wearing around her 
neck at the time of burial. It depicts a female worship-
per, most likely the queen herself, standing reverently 
before a goddess who is next to a recumbent lion. 
There is a scorpion behind the throne – a symbol 
associated with royal women and queens during this 

“ I decided to start taking bronze casting classes... to  
better understand the post-mortem history of Queen 
Hama and her green-blue bones, as well as the coffin 
she was buried in.”

Tracy L. Spurrier
PhD Candidate in Near Eastern Archaeology at the University of Toronto 
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Fig

Fig. 1-  Hama’s bronze coffin  
 in situ, after excavations  
 removed her body and  
 grave goods. 

Fig. 2-  One of the bronze coffins after being removed  
 from the tombs.

Fig. 3-  Another coffin after removal   
 from the tombs. 

Fig. 4- (left)  Close-up view of the  
  handles and nails. 

Fig. 5-  Queen Hama’s gold crown featuring female winged genies,  
 pomegranates, berries, and flowers. 

Fig. 6- Hama’s stamp seal pendant  
 (likely hung on a necklace  
 chain). Hama’s stamp seal  
 side view showing the  
 inscription written around  
 the edge which is in   
 Akkadian cuneiform signs. 
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time period. The inscription on the rim of this seal 
reads “Belonging to Hama, queen of Shalmaneser 
[IV], king of Assyria, daughter-in-law of Adad-nirari” 
proving that this woman lived in northern Iraq 
around the time of her husband’s reign, 783-773 BC .

Hama was approximately 5 feet 2 inches tall and died 
very young, before her 20th birthday. Unfortunately, 
no cause of death could be determined from the 
skeletal remains alone, however we do know some 
things about her. One very important factor - her 
bones were all stained a dark green color from 
contact with the copper in the bronze coffin. It was 
not simply a superficial copper patina, as was found 
on some of the skeletal remains in other coffins, but 
the copper had been absorbed deep into the bone 
tissue. This happens when the copper component in 
the bronze reacts with hydrogen ions which are a 
natural byproduct of body decomposition. This 
reaction creates copper carbonate which seeps into 
the porous spaces of bones and teeth and the affect-
ed material takes on the green color of the copper 
carbonate. So, we have a queen with bronze in her 
bones buried in bronze coffin in the 8th century BC. 
Also, copper ions are bactericidal thus they kill 
micro-organisms which leads to better preservation 
which is why Hama’s remains were so well preserved. 
Although, Hama’s cranial bones were not impregnat-
ed with copper or as well preserved because she was 
wearing the gold crown and the gold blocked the 
copper from getting to the skull bones.

   

Fig. 8 – Microscopic view of Hama’s bones  – the 
green spots are the copper ions from the coffin that 
had been absorbed deep into the bone tissue. 

What else do we know about Hama? Well, we can 
gather some information about her health from her 
skeleton. There is paleopathological evidence of a 
growth arrest on her leg bones and tooth enamel 
that show Hama suffered a trauma during childhood 
where she was so ill it caused her to stop growing 
for a short period. This could have been due to an 
infectious disease, hormones, nutritional or metabolic 
upsets, or tumors – it is not possible to say. How-
ever, we know that she overcame the condition and 
lived on, at least until her early death. We also know 
that Hama suffered sinus and congestion problems, 
like many of us today.  It could have been caused by 
chronic colds, flu, allergies, general sinusitis, or other 
nasal irritants such as excessive smoke inhalation, 
or even tooth problems. Hama also had inflamed 
gums, gingivitis, and plaque, very common dental 
problems we still suffer from.

As for history, unfortunately no ancient texts name 
Hama specifically. However, the Queen was mentioned 
in a number of ration lists discussing wine around 
773 BC. So, she and her servants liked wine! And had 
it delivered to the Queen’s suite in the palace. 

(Photo credits 1 - 8 on last page)

Fig. 7 – Diagram 
of Hama’s bones. 
The black area is 
what is preserved, 
hatched fragmen-
tary, white missing 
or too broken to 
identify. 
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Along with a bronze boned queen and bronze coffins, 
the Nimrud Queens’ Tombs contained a number of 
bronze grave goods such as mirrors, oil lamps, cups, 
basins, tripods, brackets, and jewelry. The bronze 
cups and bowls were found associated with a number 
of ceramic vessels. They were all likely part of a ritual 
last meal for the deceased before going to the afterlife. 

Fig. 9 – The bronze mirror of Queen Ataliya as it was  
 in storage in Baghdad with gold from the 
 Nimrud Tombs.  
Photo by SSgt Noreen L. Feeney, 318th Public Affairs Operation 
Center (PAOC), US Army, Baghdad, 2003.

Fig. 10 –  a bronze saucer oil lamp as it was found   
 on the floor of a tomb.  
Photo credit: Muayyad Said Damerji, 1999. Gräber assyrischer 
Königinnen aus Nimrud, Mainz, page 51.

  

 

Fig. 11 – close-up of bronze saucer oil lamps.  
Photo credit: Muzahim Mahmoud Hussein, 2016, Nimrud: The 
Queens’ Tombs. Chicago: Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and 
Heritage and the Oriental Institute of  the University of Chicago, 
plate 83 and 98.

Fig. 12 –  bronze basins and cups found on the floor  
 of a tomb along with ceramic vessels.  
Photo credit: Muayyad Said Damerji, 1999. Gräber assyrischer 
Königinnen aus Nimrud, Mainz, page 50.

Fig. 13  – close-up of a bronze bowl.  
Photo credit: Muzahim Mahmoud Hussein, 2016, Nimrud: The 
Queens’ Tombs. Chicago: Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and 
Heritage and the Oriental Institute of  the University of Chicago, 

plate 85.
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In 2017, while I was finishing an archaeology article 
about Queen Hama discussing the above findings, 
I decided to start taking bronze casting classes. 
While I was doing this research, I thought to myself 
that I really do not know much about bronze and if I 
want to better understand the post-mortem history 
of Hama and her green-blue bones, as well as the 
coffin she was buried in, I should do some explora-
tion. Over the years in my archaeology studies, I’m 
currently working on a PhD in Near Eastern Archae-
ology at the University of Toronto, I had read about 
and studied lost wax bronze casting. Most recently, 
in 2013, it was featured in a Mesopotamia exhibit I 
worked on for the Royal Ontario Museum showcasing 
how bronze weapons and jewelry had been made 
for tombs in the city of Ur (Southern Iraq) dating to 
about 2500 BC. I was also looking for a new hobby, so 
I decided to sign up for a TDSB Medallic Art sculpture 
class, or, “Bronze class” as I unofficially refer to it. 
Along with doing the research, I thought that learning 
about bronze working in a hands-on environment 
would give me a special perspective for my article. 
I have now taken the TDSB class five times and to 
pay homage to Queen Hama, I made  a statuette of 
her. It is an adaptation on the modern “bobble-head” 
plastic figurines. To honor Hama’s jewelry, I made 
my little bronze queen in the form of a female winged 
genie like the ones on her crown. I also inscribed her 
name in Akkadian (cuneiform signs) on the bottom 
of her skirt. Last winter, my research was featured in 
a exhibit at Robarts Library on the UofT campus and I 
included little Hama in the case (https://www.thestar.
com/news/gta/2019/02/12/uoft-researcher-honoured-for-
discovering-ancient-queen-through-books-alone.html). 
Along with creating bronzes inspired by ancient art 
and people, I have begun researching ancient lost 
wax casting in Assyria, Northern Iraq, during the 7th 
century BC (same dynasty of rulers as Queen Hama). 
In particular, King Sennacherib of Nineveh claims to 
have cast dozens of colossal animal statues to dec-
orate his palace façade which would have been quite 
the undertaking. 

 

Fig. 14  –  Wax model of little Hama with a close-up  
 of  the female winged genie on the crown

Fig. 15  –  back view, Wax Hama model with cup,   
 vents, sprues  
 (note head and skirt are both hollow)
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Despite the joy I have found in researching Queen 
Hama and learning all about lost wax bronze casting, 
the story of the Nimrud Tombs does not have a 
happy ending and it’s important to talk about it. In 
March 2015, ISIS strapped barrel bombs to the walls 
of Assurnasirpal’s palace at Nimrud and detonated 
much of what remained – possibly including the 
tombs. The destruction video shows ISIS members 
entering one of the tombs. As for the skeletons, last I 
knew they were being stored in a backroom of the 
Iraq Museum in Baghdad – hopefully they are still 
there. 20 years ago, there was talk of a grand reburial 
ceremony, but it never happened. The gold artifacts 
were being kept in a bank vault in Baghdad and likely 
remain locked up. Many of the less elite objects, 
including ceramic vessels and the bronze coffins, 
were taken to the local museum in Mosul, Iraq which 
is near the ancient site of Nimrud. ISIS looted the 
Mosul museum and destroyed many priceless 
artifacts. It is highly likely some of the tomb goods 
were part of the causalities. It is unknown what 
condition the bones or the tombs are in today making 
it more important than ever to commemorate the 
Neo-Assyrian Queens and young Hama. 

Photo credits: 

Fig. 1  – Muayyad Said Damerji, 1999. Gräber assyrischer 
Königinnen aus Nimrud, Mainz, page 37.
 

Fig. 2  – Muzahim Mahmoud Hussein, 2016, Nimrud: The 
Queens’ Tombs. Chicago: Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and 
Heritage and the Oriental Institute of  the University of Chicago, 
plate 100
 

Fig. 3  – Muzahim Mahmoud Hussein, 2016, Nimrud: The 
Queens’ Tombs. Chicago: Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and 
Heritage and the Oriental Institute of  the University of Chicago, 
plate 101
 

Fig. 4  – Muzahim Mahmoud Hussein, 2016, Nimrud: The 
Queens’ Tombs. Chicago: Iraqi State Board of Antiquities and 
Heritage and the Oriental Institute of  the University of Chicago, 
plate 101

Fig. 5  – Photo by SSgt Noreen L. Feeney, 318th Public Affairs 
Operation Center (PAOC), US Army, Baghdad, 2003. The photos 
taken by Noreen Feeney were done after the looting on the 
Baghdad Museum in 2003. It was reopened for one day and 
important government officials were invited in. Unfortunately, 
there are no higher resolution images because the memory card 
was blown up in an attack the following year. 
   

Fig. 6  – Photo by SSgt Noreen L. Feeney, 318th Public Affairs 
Operation Center (PAOC), US Army, Baghdad, 2003.

Fig. 7  – Diagram of Hama’s bones. Schultz, M., and Kunter, 
M. 1998. “Erste ergebnisse der anthropologischen und palaop-
athologischen untersuchungen an den menschlichen skeletfun-
den aus den Neuassyrischen Königinnengrӓbern von Nimrud,” 
Jahrbuch des Römisch-Germanischen Zentralmuseums, Mainz. 
45:85-128.

Fig. 8  – Microscopic view of Hama’s bones Photo credit: 
Schultz, M., and Kunter, M. 1998. “Erste ergebnisse der anthro-
pologischen und palaopathologischen untersuchungen an den 
menschlichen skeletfunden aus den Neuassyrischen Königin-
nengrӓbern von Nimrud,” Jahrbuch des Römisch-Germanische 
Zentralmuseums, Mainz. 45:Plate 2.

Fig. 16  – Finished bronze before patina
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