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Özet 

Takı takmak, çağlar boyunca bireylerin kimliklerini görünür kılmanın en pratik 
yolu olmuştur. Takılar, cinsiyetler, sosyal sınıflar ve inançlar arasındaki ayrımları 
belirlemenin ve süslenmenin yanı sıra, insanlık tarihinde kişilerin korunmak için 
başvurduğu birer nesne de olmuştur. İnsanların doğada anlamlandıramadıkları 
olaylardan korunmak, hastalıklardan şifa bulmak vb. nedenlerle kullandığı çeşitli 
takılar bilinmektedir. Ancak takının kullanımındaki bir diğer sosyal neden ise soy-
luluğun simgesi olarak tercih edilmeleridir. Yani değerli metaller ve taşlardan yapıl-
mış takıların kullanılmasıdır. Bu durum, halk arasında bireylerin sosyal ve 
ekonomik durumunun göstergesi olarak yer bulmuştur. Halkın ulaşamayacağı de-
ğerli maden ve taşlarla donatılmış takıları kullanan soylular kullandıkları bu takıları 
sosyal durumlarının birer sembolü olarak kullanmışlardır.  
Bizans dönemi için de benzer durumların varlığından söz edilebilir. Takı kullanımı 
bugün dünya müzelerine dağılmış halde bulunan çeşitli eserler göz önünde bulun-
durulduğunda Bizans toplumu için çok yaygın bir alışkanlıktır. Erken dönem kilise 
babalarının takı takmama yönündeki telkinleri ve hatta zaman zaman takı takanları 
kınamaları, Bizans toplumunun kadın ve erkeğini takı takmaktan alıkoymamıştır. 
Hatta, takı kullanımı, çeşitli sembolik sebeplerle dini kimliklerin tasvirlerinde de 
yer bulmuştur. Dolayısıyla, takı takmaması öğütlenen ya da takmadığı bilinen dini 
kimliklerin, takılarla gösterilmesi, incelediğimiz dönemde kendine has bir ikonog-
rafinin varlığına işaret etmektedir. Bu çalışmada, Bizans toplumunun takılarla res-
mettiği dini figürlerden Tevrat peygamberleri, azizler ve azizeler üzerine 
odaklanılarak, takılarla betimlenmelerinin ardındaki ikonografik nedenler sorgu-
lanmaktadır.  
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Throughout history, jewellery has been used not merely as 
an aesthetic adornment, but also as a symbolic medium reflect-
ing individuals’ social status, identity, beliefs, and power rela-
tions. Archaeological and anthropological evidence reveals that 
such adornments have carried multilayered meanings within 
both secular and religious contexts1. From the early periods on-
ward, items of jewellery placed as grave goods in burial prac-
tices are believed to have embodied not only the desire for 
visibility or admiration but also amuletic meanings2. In this 
context, jewellery should also be regarded as a material reflec-
tion of belief systems. 

However, particularly in the early centuries of Christianity, 
the wearing of jewellery became a subject of serious debate and 
was often addressed in a negative tone by the Church Fathers. 
Jewellery was regarded as a symbol of worldly desires, pride, 
and secularisation—particularly as these were perceived to be 
expressed through the female body. In the writings of early 
Church Fathers such as Clement of Alexandria3, Tertullian4, 
Cyprian of Carthage5, and John Chrysostom6, jewellery and 
adornment were explicitly associated with sin, vanity, and 
moral corruption. The phrase in the Epistles of Peter, “Let your 
beauty not be that of outward adornment, such as elaborate hair-
styles and the wearing of gold, but that of your inner self, the unfad-
ing beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit,” provided the theological 
basis for this view7. Similarly, in the Book of Isaiah8 and the 
Book of Revelation attributed to John9, the warnings conveyed 

 
1 Hodder 1977, 239-269; Cole 1979, 97; Belk 1988, 152; Mattson 2016, 127. 
2 Henderson-McGuire 2019, 51-75; Akyay Meriçboyu 2001, 12-13; Köroğlu 2004, 1-62. 
3 Saint of Alexandria Clement 2023, 266. 
4 Bray 1979, 5. 
5 Bercot 2012, 380. 
6 Chrysostom 1986, 18, 60, 73. 
7 I. Peter 3: 3. 
8 Isaiah 3: 16-24 
9 Revelation 17:1–5. 
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through the imagery of adorned female figures contributed to 
the association of women's external splendour—symbolised by 
jewellery—with spiritual corruption. 

At this point, it is frequently emphasised that individuals 
holding religious office should abstain from wearing jewellery. 
According to Tertullian, one of the prominent Church Fathers 
of the early period, jewellery and adornment were inventions 
of fallen angels—disgraced spirits—who also taught women 
practices such as sorcery, healing, and astrology10. In this con-
text, he asserts that clergy and faithful believers have no need 
for jewellery, and that an iron cross would suffice for them 
throughout their lives. 

Despite these strict theological positions, it is evident that 
jewellery found its place in Byzantine pictorial art, particularly 
in depictions of certain religious figures. This phenomenon re-
veals the tension between the teachings of the Church Fathers 
and artistic practices. A wide range of figures—including Bibli-
cal prophets, military saints, and noble female saints—are por-
trayed wearing crowns, maniakia, pendant crosses, and 
necklaces adorned with precious stones. In fact, examples of 
Byzantine painting also depict Christ and the Virgin Mary 
adorned with various items of jewellery11. Within this icono-
graphic context, jewellery was interpreted not merely as a sym-
bol of worldly status, but also as a reward for faith, a symbol of 
spiritual victory, or a representation of divine splendour on 
earth. This study explores how the dogmatic stance of the 
Church Fathers against jewellery was overturned through a dis-
tinct perspective in Byzantine iconography, and how the por-
trayal of these religious identities with jewellery gained artistic 
and symbolic significance within Byzantine art. 

 
10 Bercot 2012, 20. 
11 As this topic constitutes an independent area of research and academic debate, it has been 
excluded from the scope of the present study. A separate publication on the subject is currently 
being prepared by the author. 
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In our study of Byzantine pictorial art, the first two promi-
nent figures depicted with jewellery are the Biblical prophets 
David and Solomon. Both prophets served as kings of the Isra-
elites and are portrayed in the Biblical narratives as distin-
guished leaders with unique qualities. According to the Book of 
Samuel, David was anointed with oil and appointed King of Is-
rael due to the attributes that attracted divine attention, making 
him a significant figure within the Jewish faith12. Solomon, who 
succeeded David on the throne, is another prophetic king 
prominently represented in the Biblical tradition, known for 
his wisdom, sense of justice, and power to rule. In Christian be-
lief, the kingdoms of David and Solomon are regarded as pre-
figurations of the kingship of Christ13. In this context, the reigns 
of both prophets have been linked to one another, as they rep-
resent periods during which the unity of greater Israel was be-
lieved to have been established. This association acquires 
further theological significance through the Christian convic-
tion that Christ, in a similar manner, would bring about a re-
newed and unified kingdom. 

These two prophets, whose depictions are frequently en-
countered in Byzantine pictorial art, have been present in Ana-
stasis scenes particularly since the 9th century14. They are often 
portrayed wearing crowns and royal garments. A wide reper-
tory of such depictions exists15. To provide a few examples: the 
10th-century Hosios Loukas Monastery, the katholikon of the 
Daphni Monastery from the 11th century, the Church of Saint 
Barbara in Soğanlı from the same period, Church No. II in 
Tatlarin dating to the 12th–13th centuries, and the Paraklesion 
of the Chora Monastery Church from the 14th century may be 

 
12 Samuel 16: 1-4. 
13 Luke 1:32-33. 
14 Şenel 2024, 229. 
15 For depictions of David and Solomon in Byzantine pictorial art, see Koyun 2014. In addition, for 
a catalogue of Anastasis scenes—and consequently of the representations of David and Solomon 
within these scenes—see Erdoğan 2009; Yaşar 2019; Yaprak 2023. 
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cited as representative structures featuring these prophets in 
Anastasis scenes across different centuries (Fig.1). 

These two religious figures were depicted not only in Ana-
stasis scenes, but also elsewhere within the church decoration 
programs of the Byzantine period, either individually or side 
by side, as the Ancestors of Christ. In these depictions, with a 
few exceptional cases, they are typically shown wearing crowns. 
These crowns are significant in the context of jewellery studies 
due to their typological variations. Their presence undoubtedly 
serves to emphasize the kingship of David and Solomon. More-
over, crown representations are also noteworthy in terms of re-
flecting shifts in the contemporary understanding of jewellery 
and the artist’s perception of adornment across different peri-
ods. 

For instance, when examining depictions of David and Sol-
omon as individual figures in the Cappadocia region, it is pos-
sible to clearly observe changes in crown representations 
between the 10th and 13th centuries16. In examples such as the 
10th-century churches of Göreme Theotokos / St. John the 
Baptist and St. George, Göreme Kılıçlar Church, Ürgüp Susum-
bayrı St. Theodore Church (Pancarlık Church), Kızılçukur Haçlı 
Church, Ihlara Yılanlı Church, Göreme Kılıçlar Kuşluk Church, 
and Ortahisar Tavşanlı Church (St. George Church), the crowns 
depicted on David and Solomon are seen to take on a “U”-
shaped form (Fig. 2). This crown type, often adorned with 
pearls, features a raised, angular central section that rests on the 
forehead. This suggests that the 10th-century artists may have 
sought to evoke a visual resemblance to the tefillin (phylacter-
ies) worn during Jewish prayer, thereby creating a symbolic 
connection in their portrayals of the two major Biblical proph-
ets, David and Solomon. 

 
16 For all depictions of David and Solomon from the Byzantine period in the Cappadocia region, 
see Koyun 2014. 
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As is well known, the tefillin consist of two separate leather 
boxes containing parchment scrolls inscribed with four distinct 
passages from the Torah. One of these, the tefillin shel rosh, is 
worn on the head, while the other, the tefillin shel yad, is bound 
to the arm17. The tefillin worn on the head is placed just above 
the forehead, between the eyebrows, and is secured with a 
leather strap. The practice derives from the scriptural com-
mandment stating, “You shall bind these words as a sign upon your 
hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes,”18 which is 
understood to be the foundation of this ritual. 

Therefore, it may be argued that the crown-like head-
dresses resembling tefillin, as observed in 10th-century Cappa-
docian examples of Byzantine pictorial art, reflect influences 
from Jewish tradition. This is particularly evident in the depic-
tions of David and Solomon in the Ağaçaltı Church in Ihlara, 
where the form of the headdresses clearly reveals this visual ref-
erence (Fig. 3). However, as in other examples, the addition of 
pearl strands hanging from both sides of the head to enhance 
the crown-like appearance indicates that these headdresses 
were conceived not only as objects resembling tefillin, but also 
as models of crowns. In fact, it is evident that the crowns en-
countered in early Byzantine painting styles influenced by the 
capital differ significantly from those found in Cappadocian 
examples, which are predominantly dated to the Middle Byz-
antine period. This suggests that such headdresses were a re-
gional innovation, devised by Cappadocian artists as a 
distinctive visual element in the portrayals of these Biblical 
prophets. Furthermore, similar types of headdresses can also 
be found in illuminated Byzantine manuscripts featuring nar-
ratives from the Torah. This raises the possibility that there may 

 
17 For detailed information on this subject, see Cohn 2008, 1-198. 
18 Deuteronomy 6:8; Exodus 13:9 
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have been a degree of standardisation in the depiction of 
crowns worn by Biblical figures in Middle Byzantine art. 

By the 11th century, the crowns depicted on David and Sol-
omon in the Cappadocian examples appear to have lost the 
stylised features characteristic of the 10th century and instead 
adopted a more typical form—one that is also observed in im-
perial representations—characterised by greater height, adorn-
ment with precious stones and pearls, and a single strand of 
pearls hanging from either side. Such crown types are seen in 
the depictions located in the Elmalı Church and the Dark 
Church in Göreme, the Cambazlı Church in Ortahisar, the Tri-
conch-plan Church in Tağar, the Arkhangelos Church in Cemil 
(Ürgüp), the Church of Saint Barbara in Soğanlı (Tahtalı 
Church), and the Kılıçlar Kuşluk Church in Göreme. Similarly, 
the 13th-century depictions of David and Solomon in the Karşı 
Church at Arabsun–Gülşehir, although of a later date, also re-
flect these same formal characteristics (Fig. 4). 

In the inner narthex dome of the Chora Monastery 
Church—a prominent capital structure of the 14th century—
mosaics surrounding the mandorla of the Virgin and Child de-
pict the theme of the "Ancestors of the Virgin," in which a similar 
mode of representation reappears. In these depictions, the 
royal garments and crowns that had long been associated with 
the figures of David and Solomon in Byzantine pictorial art are 
consistently applied to sixteen figures regarded as ancestors of 
the Virgin (Fig. 5). Since the majority of these figures are Jewish 
kings, such as Abijah and Asa, the presence of crowns in icono-
graphic terms is not surprising. The crowns depicted in the 
Chora Monastery Church appear to have been adapted from 
imperial imagery and transferred to depictions of sacred fig-
ures. At this point, the transformation of crowns—from stylised 
forms to taller and more elaborate types—seen particularly in 
religious figures rooted in Old Testament narratives, reflects a 
broader development. In this context, the evolution of crown 
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typology in Byzantine visual art may be traced not only 
through imperial portrayals, but also through depictions of re-
ligious figures19. 

Another group of religious figures depicted with jewellery 
in Byzantine pictorial art and addressed in this study is that of 
saints and female saints. These figures, who hold a significant 
place as religious icons within Christianity, are predominantly 
composed of believers who were martyred during the Pagan 
period20. Due to their profound devotion and faith in God, 
saints and female saints were regarded as intermediaries be-
tween believers and the divine, and were held in high esteem 
during the Byzantine period21. These figures occupy a signifi-
cant place in icons and church decoration programs. They are 
typically depicted alongside various attributes associated with 
their lives. However, in some examples, these religious figures 
are portrayed adorned with different types of jewellery. Despite 
the teachings of early Church Fathers against the wearing of 
jewellery, the depiction of saints and female saints with such 
adornments is noteworthy. Upon examining the reasons for 
this, it becomes evident that the life stories of these saints and 
the hagiographic narratives developed around them played a 
decisive role in shaping such representations22.  

One of the earliest known depictions of a saint or female 
saint adorned with jewellery addressed in this study is an icon 
of Saint George, in which the saint is shown wearing a crown 

 
19 For detailed information on crowns in Byzantine pictorial art, see Hetto 2020, 206-217.  
20 Horbury 1998, 444-445; Head 1999, 1-2; Hetto 2025, 275-304. 
21 Baldovin 1985, 50-55. 
22 In various periods of Byzantine pictorial art, when observing depictions of saints and female 
saints adorning sacred spaces, one encounters not only figures portrayed in lavish garments and 
jewellery, but also images that highlight their frail and ascetic appearances, reflecting periods of 
seclusion or imprisonment. At this point, it can be suggested that the themes represented in 
Byzantine painting are shaped by two distinct aesthetic approaches—one emphasizing splendour, 
the other suffering—selected in accordance with the iconographic and functional significance of 
the space in which the image appears. For detailed information, see Hatzaki 2009, 2. 
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embellished with gemstones and pearls (Fig. 6). This icon, be-
lieved to have been produced in the 5th century at the Monas-
tery of Saint Catherine in Sinai, is among the earliest Byzantine 
representations of a saint depicted with jewellery. In this image, 
the protruding central section of the diadem positioned above 
the forehead forms the main element of the crown structure. 
This example reflects parallels with the imperial crowns of the 
period and aligns with the contemporary fashion and icono-
graphic conventions. In Byzantine art, Saint George appears 
not only as a saint but also as a military protector of the Byzan-
tine Empire; he was frequently depicted within various compo-
sitional schemes and was one of the most venerated saints 
throughout the empire23. In this respect, it should not be sur-
prising that the saint is depicted wearing a crown in this early 
icon. From an iconographic perspective, the crown was likely 
included in the depiction as a symbol of his military leadership 
and his eternal role as a protector. 

Another early example is the depiction of female saints in 
the procession of women martyrs on the nave walls of the Ba-
silica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna (Fig. 7). As in early 
representations of Maria Regina, the female saints here are por-
trayed wearing noble attire. The crowns securing their hair 
buns and the jeweled necklaces around their necks suggest that 
they were envisioned as noblewomen of the time. These 6th-
century Ravenna examples clearly reflect the transitional phase 
in Byzantine painting. Similar female types can also be ob-
served in the apse of the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore, 
where representations of the Virgin—considered precursors to 
the Maria Regina iconography—are depicted in the same sty-
listic manner (Fig. 8). Thus, the examples from Sant’Apollinare 

 
23 The saint held a significant position not only within the Byzantine world, but also later in the 
Islamic-period Anatolian culture, where he was venerated under the name Khidr-Ilyas. For 
detailed information on his life and the reflections of his cult across Anatolian cultures through the 
ages, see Çorağan Karakaya 2001, 498–501. 
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Nuovo in Ravenna offer a visual reflection of the cultural 
memory of the Roman Empire during its transformation from 
Paganism to Christianity24. In this sense, the depictions suggest 
that these female saints were not imagined primarily as reli-
gious figures, but rather as idealised noblewomen within the 
context of early Christian and Byzantine art. 

Other religious figures who are frequently depicted 
adorned with various items of jewellery are Saints Sergius and 
Bacchus, a pair commonly portrayed together. As is well 
known, these two figures were military officers serving on the 
eastern frontier of the Roman Empire, holding the ranks of 
primicerius and secundocerius. During the reign of Emperor 
Maximian (286–305), they were executed for openly professing 
their Christian faith25. Within the hagiographic narrative of 
their lives, there is a particular detail of significance for this 
study. According to the account, when their Christian faith was 
reported to the emperor, he summoned Sergius and Bacchus 
and demanded that they enter the temple and offer a sacrifice. 
However, when they refused to enter the temple and partake of 
the sacrificial meat, their military uniforms were stripped off 
and their golden necklaces (maniakia) were removed. Subse-
quently, as a means of humiliation, they were dressed in 
women’s clothing26. In the Byzantine world, particularly from 
the 5th century onward, the cult of these two saints became in-
creasingly widespread. Within this cult, shaped by the belief 
that they served as celestial guardians of Christ’s heavenly king-
dom, they were typically depicted in military attire. 

The earliest known depiction of these two religious figures 
adorned with jewellery is a Sinai-produced icon dated to the 
6th century (Fig. 9). In this icon, the figures are portrayed not as 
warriors, but rather as members of the imperial court. With 

 
24 Harris 2024, 19-61.  
25 Walter 2003, 146. There are various disputes concerning the period in which they lived. 
26 Walter 2003, 146.  
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their golden tunics, light-colored cloaks (chlamydes), and gem-
encrusted maniakia (torcs) adorning their necks, they reflect the 
majestic appearance of imperial bodyguards27. A similar depic-
tion of Saint Sergius, wearing ceremonial attire and with a 
maniakion around his neck, appears in a 7th-century mosaic in 
the Church of Saint Demetrios in Thessaloniki (Fig. 10a). Rep-
resentations of Saint Sergius are encountered not only in works 
of pictorial art such as icons and mosaics, but also on various 
liturgical vessels—for instance, on a 7th-century silver plate 
known to be of Cypriot origin, now housed in the British Mu-
seum (Fig. 10b). In this example as well, the saint is depicted 
with a maniakion, a piece of military jewellery, around his neck.  

As is well known, maniakia or torcs—military ornaments 
introduced into the Roman Empire under the influence of sur-
rounding cultures such as the Persians, Sasanians, and Gauls—
were especially used during the Roman period as insignia 
awarded for acts of heroism28. This ornament, which was 
awarded among soldiers, was also worn by imperial guards and 
held a distinctive place within their regalia. One of the two 
known 6th-century examples in which the maniakion appears 
on figures other than the two saints is found in the mosaic of 
Emperor Justinian in the Church of San Vitale in Ravenna, 
where it is worn by members of the imperial guard (Fig. 11a). 
The second example appears in the Rossano Gospels, in the 
miniature depicting Christ before Pilate, where the ornament 
can be seen around the necks of the guards (Fig. 11b). Similar 
depictions of soldiers wearing maniakia around their necks are 
widely attested in Byzantine art. Moreover, a substantial num-
ber of maniakia attributed to this category of jewellery can also 
be found in the collections of major museums around the 

 
27 For detailed information on this icon, see Nelson and Collins 2006, 126–127. 
28 The use of maniakia as victory insignia is explicitly confirmed by textual evidence in 
Prudentius’s work Peristephanon. For detailed information on this subject, see Mráv 2015, 287. 
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world29. In a similar manner, another 13th-century icon of 
Saints Sergius and Bacchus depicts the saints on horseback, 
dressed in military attire, each wearing a crown on his head and 
a maniakion around his neck (Fig. 12). 

In another icon from the Monastery of Saint Catherine at 
Sinai depicting Saint Prokopios, the saint is also shown wearing 
a maniakion, as in the depictions of Saints Sergius and Bacchus 
(Fig. 13a). Prokopios, a figure held in high esteem throughout 
the Byzantine world and whose later hagiographic tradition re-
casts him as a military saint, is here represented explicitly in his 
martial identity30. In another example, Saint Menas is depicted 
on horseback, wearing a maniakion around his neck. In this 
miniature, which belongs to Coptic art, Menas is prominently 
portrayed in his military identity (Fig. 13b). Although not pre-
sent in every instance, maniakia are commonly depicted in rep-
resentations of various military saints such as Sergius, Bacchus, 
Prokopios, and Menas. 

In the representations of the military saints examined in 
this study, the maniakion depicted around their necks serves an 
iconographic purpose that goes beyond merely emphasizing a 
martial identity. Being portrayed with this ornament—one that 
was forcibly removed from their necks as a means of humilia-
tion or punishment for professing the Christian faith—was un-
derstood as a symbol of their spiritual victory. Consequently, 
such depictions became a frequent motif in Byzantine art, 
where the maniakion appears as a visible sign of triumph in the 
iconography of saints31. 

 
29 For detailed information on maniakion depictions and the maniakion itself, see Walter 2001; 
Mráv 2015. 
30 For the life of the saint and the variations in his narrative across different periods, see Walter 
2003, pp. 94, 100. 
31 Walter 2003, 154. 
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Following the maniakion, another type of ornament occa-
sionally depicted around the necks of saints in Byzantine picto-
rial art is the pendant cross. Although not commonly 
encountered, pendant crosses are observed adorning the necks 
of two saints in examples of Byzantine painting from the Cap-
padocia region. The first of these is the depiction of Saint Ores-
tes in the Dark Church, dated to the 11th century (Fig. 14a). In 
this image, Saint Orestes—a military saint—is shown in mili-
tary attire, holding a shield, and wearing a cross suspended 
from a chain around his neck. A second example that includes 
the depiction of a cross appears in the representation of Saint 
Mamas in the Church of Old Andaval, dated to the 13th century 
(Fig. 14b). In this image, the saint—known as a shepherd—is 
shown with attributes referencing his hagiographic narrative. 
As in the depiction of Saint Orestes, a cross attached to a chain 
around his neck is prominently featured. In both representa-
tions, the chains from which the crosses are suspended are ren-
dered with remarkable attention to detail and refined 
craftsmanship. Notably, in the depiction of Saint Mamas, the 
visual detail showing the cross affixed to the chain by means of 
an additional ring further emphasizes its materiality. The 
crosses worn around the necks of these two saints appear to 
serve a purpose beyond mere ornamentation. As suggested by 
Warland, these crosses may be interpreted as having an amu-
letic function, indicating a protective or talismanic use32. In this 
context, the visual representations appear to align with the em-
phasis found in the words of the early Christian Church Father 
Tertullian, who stated that “an iron cross is sufficient for a be-
liever throughout his life.”  

In contrast to this teaching, Byzantine pictorial art presents 
numerous depictions of female saints adorned with various or-

 
32 Warland 2012, 369-384. 



460 | Ozan Hetto 

 

nate items of jewellery, including Saints Agnes, Catherine, Hel-
ena, Barbara, Eudocia, Kyriake, and Irene. These female saints 
are at times represented as empresses, and at other times as no-
blewomen. One such example is Saint Agnes, who also appears 
in the procession of female martyrs on the nave walls of the 
Church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, and whose most well-known 
depiction is located in the apse of the church of Sant'Agnese 
fuori le Mura in Rome (Fig. 15). In this 7th-century mosaic, the 
saint is portrayed in the guise of a noblewoman, wearing a 
crown—just as she is in the earlier representation at Sant’Apol-
linare Nuovo33. Particularly striking are the two strands of 
pearls extending from her crown toward her chignon, as well as 
her elaborate earrings composed of floral elements from which 
additional strings of pearls are suspended. The saint, known to 
have lived in the 4th century, was martyred at a very young age 
due to her desire to preserve her faith and virginity34. This no-
tion of virginity later led to the attribution of the title “Bride of 
Christ” to Saint Agnes as well, following its earlier association 
with Saint Catherine, particularly within the tradition of Euro-
pean painting35. Within this interpretive framework, it is not 
surprising that the saint is portrayed as a noblewoman—in-
deed, almost as an empress. 

Another female saint most frequently depicted with jewel-
lery in Byzantine pictorial art is Saint Catherine. In works pro-
duced using various techniques—from frescoes to icons—
dating from the 10th to the 13th centuries, she is typically por-
trayed as an empress. According to her hagiographic narrative, 
Catherine belonged to a noble ruling family and was martyred 

 
33 Since Rome did not fall out of Byzantine control until the 8th century, it is appropriate to 
consider this 7th-century example within the framework of Byzantine pictorial art. 
34 Thompson 2001, 355–397. 
35 Muir 2004, 135-155. 
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for her faith36. Saint Catherine is depicted adorned with elabo-
rate crowns, earrings, and necklaces in several representations: 
in the 10th-century frescoes of the New Tokalı Church and the 
Monastery of Hosios Loukas; in the 12th-century Church of 
Saint John Chrysostomos in Geraki; and in a 13th-century icon 
known to have been produced at the Monastery of Saint Cath-
erine on Mount Sinai (Fig. 16a, b, c, d). 

Although Saint Catherine was a highly venerated figure 
during the Byzantine period, the title “Bride of Christ” was not 
a commonly held view in Byzantine thought. However, in the 
13th century, the Golden Legend—a European manuscript tra-
dition—presents a narrative episode from her life in which 
Christ places a ring on her finger, signifying a mystical mar-
riage37. This narrative became a popular theme particularly in 
later periods of Christian European painting. However, the 
origin of her depiction with jewellery in Byzantine art is inde-
pendent of this tradition. The fact that the saint belonged to a 
noble family, renounced all worldly wealth, and chose Christi-
anity at the cost of abandoning everything should be under-
stood as the primary factor shaping these representations. Such 
portrayals are analogous to the images of military saints wear-
ing maniakia—military insignia forcibly removed from them 
for declaring their Christian faith—who are later depicted with 
these ornaments as symbols of their spiritual triumph. In the 
same way, the portrayal of Saint Catherine in luxurious gar-
ments and adorned with jewellery should be interpreted as a 
reflection of her spiritual wealth, gained through the renuncia-
tion of earthly riches. 

As with Saint Catherine, several other female saints of noble 
origin who were martyred for their faith and consequently de-
picted adorned with jewellery are also known. Among them are 

 
36 Fawtier-Jones 1930, 80-104. 
37 For the development of this narrative and its textual tradition, see Jacobus de Voragine 1993, 
720–727; Periti 2007, 702–703. 
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figures such as Saint Kyriake and Saint Irene (Fig. 17a, b). Saint 
Helena should likewise be included among those saints por-
trayed with jewellery in the Byzantine period (Fig. 17c). Alt-
hough she was not a martyr, Helena—the mother of Emperor 
Constantine—was canonised after her death, and her noble 
identity secured her a place among these richly adorned saints 
in visual representations. While she is most often depicted in 
imperial attire, in those images where she appears alone, inde-
pendent of her son, she is portrayed in a more modest manner, 
yet still as a noblewoman. 

As a shared iconographic feature, all of the aforementioned 
female saints are depicted adorned with jewellery. However, 
these adornments should not be interpreted as indicators of 
worldly wealth, but rather as expressions of spiritual triumph 
and the exaltation of their faith, directly connected to their hag-
iographic narratives. As in the depictions of Saint Catherine, the 
portrayal of these saints with jewels can be understood as a 
symbol of their renunciation of earthly possessions and their 
attainment of divine richness. 

In conclusion, each religious figure depicted with jewellery 
in Byzantine pictorial art must be evaluated within its own 
iconographic and contextual framework. These representa-
tions reflect the figures’ social status, religious roles, and their 
connection to traditional systems of belief. As this study has 
demonstrated, traces of the transitional phase from pagan be-
liefs and societal structures to Christian faith can be clearly ob-
served in early Byzantine portrayals—particularly in the 
depictions of female saints imagined as noblewomen. These 
visual traditions laid the groundwork for later representations 
of the Virgin Mary as Maria Regina, allowing us to trace the 
transformation of Mary’s image in monumental art from that 
of a modest and unadorned woman to that of a noble figure 
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and, eventually, an empress. In such portrayals, the role of jew-
ellery is directly related to the spiritual exaltation of the de-
picted figure’s religious identity. 

Among the figures depicted with jewellery in Byzantine art, 
Biblical prophets—especially David and Solomon—frequently 
appear crowned and dressed in royal attire, reflecting their so-
cial rank. However, this is not the case for military saints. While 
military saints are often shown wearing maniakia or even 
crowns, these ornaments are not symbols of social rank per se. 
Rather, when examined iconographically and in conjunction 
with their hagiographies, these adornments can be interpreted 
as markers of spiritual victory. These saints, condemned to ex-
ecution for refusing to renounce their faith, had their military 
ranks forcibly revoked—making the reappearance of such or-
naments in their depictions symbolic of their triumph through 
martyrdom. 

This interpretation may also apply to certain female saints. 
The female saints depicted with jewellery are generally from 
noble families, and most were martyred for their Christian 
faith. As with the military saints, their adornment in visual art 
can be seen as an expression of their sanctity and spiritual 
wealth attained through the rejection of worldly pleasures. 
However, this interpretation does not apply universally. For in-
stance, although Saint Helena—the mother of Emperor Con-
stantine—is often depicted with jewellery, her imagery does not 
symbolise a renunciation of worldly wealth or self-sacrifice. Ra-
ther, in her case, the jewellery reflects her imperial social status. 

Ultimately, jewellery has served throughout history as a 
powerful marker of social status, identity, and affiliation. De-
spite the criticisms and prohibitions voiced by early Church Fa-
thers regarding the use of jewellery, the Byzantines maintained 
a pronounced interest in adornment. This is clearly evidenced 
by the abundance and diversity of archaeological finds. Fur-
thermore, beyond its everyday use, the inclusion of jewellery in 
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the depictions of Biblical prophets, saints, and female saints re-
veals that in Byzantine iconography, jewellery functioned not 
merely as decorative ornamentation, but also as a signifier of 
religious and symbolic meaning. 
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Fig.1. Depictions of the Prophets David and Solomon in Byzantine Pictorial Art: a. 

Hosios Loukas (Chatzidakis 1997, 33), b. Katholikon of the Daphni Monastery 
(Yaşar 2019, fig. 6), c.Church of Saint Barbara in Soğanlı (Koyun 2014, 200), d. 

Church No. II in Tatlarin (Çorağan Karakaya 2014, 94), e. Paraklesion of the Chora 
Monastery (Hetto Archive 2018) 
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Fig.2. Selected 10th-Century Depictions of the Prophets David and Solomon 

from the Cappadocia Region: a. Depiction of David, Church of Saint Theodoros 
in Ürgüp Susumbayrı (Pancarlık Church); b. Depiction of David, Cross-in-Square 

Church in Kızılçukur; c. Depiction of Solomon, Yılanlı Church; d. Depiction of 
Solomon, Tavşanlı Church in Ortahisar (Church of Saint Georgios) (Koyun 2014, 

70, 72, 212, 119) 

 
Fig.3. 11th Century, Ağaçaltı Church in Ihlara: a. Depiction of David, b. Depiction 

of Solomon (Koyun 2014, 77,123) 
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Fig.4. a. 11th century, Dark Church in Göreme, Depiction of David b. 11th century, 

Church of Saint Barbara in Soğanlı (Tahtalı Church), Depiction of David c. 11th 
century, Elmalı Church in Göreme, Depiction of Solomon d. 13th century, Karşı 

Church in Arabsun-Gülşehir, Depiction of Solomon (Koyun 2014, 77,123) 

 
Fig.5. The Church of Chora Monastery, Dome of the Inner Narthex, Mandorla of 
the Virgin and Child, and the Composition of the Ancestors of the Virgin (Hetto 

Archive 2019) 
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Fig.6. Icon of Saint Georgios, Monastery of Saint Catherine at Sinai, 5th century 

(Hatzaki 2009, fig.5) 

 
Fig.7. Detail from the Procession of Female Martyrs on the Nave Walls of the 

Church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna (Stierlin et.all 2014, 104) 
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Fig.8. Adorned Female Figures (Possible Marys?) on the Triumphal Arch of the 

Church of Santa Maria Maggiore (Wilpert 1916, 53-68) 

 
Fig.9. Icon of Saints Sergius and Bacchus, Monastery of Saint Catherine at Sinai, 

6th century (Nelson and Collins 2006, 126,127) 

 
Fig.10. a. Detail of the Mosaic of Saint Sergius, Church of Saint Demetrios, 

Thessaloniki, 7th century (https://www.pinterest.com/pin/223843043964518519/) 
b. Silver Plate Depicting Saint Sergius, British Museum Collection, 7th Century 

(https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1899-0425-2) 

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/223843043964518519/
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1899-0425-2


The Iconography of Biblical Prophets | 473 

 

 
Fig.11. a. Emperor Justinian Mosaic, Detail of the Imperial Guards, Church of San 
Vitale, Ravenna (https://smarthistory.org/san-vitale/) b. Detail from the Scene of 

Christ Before Pilate, Rossano Gospels (Muñoz 1907, xiii) 

 
Fig.12. Icon of Saints Sergius and Bacchus, Monastery of Saint Catherine at Sinai, 

13th century (Nelson and Collins 2006, 250,251) 

https://smarthistory.org/san-vitale/
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Fig.13. a. Detail of the Icon of Saint Prokopios, Monastery of Saint Catherine at 

Sinai, 13th century 
(https://i.pinimg.com/736x/95/aa/44/95aa44357707dece367cdd20a418bcec.jpg) b. 
Miniature of Saint Menas, John Rylands Library, Manchester (Walter 2003, fig.56) 

 
Fig.14. a. Depiction of Saint Orestes, Dark Church, 11th Century (Warland 2012, 

fig.11) b. Depiction of Saint Mamas, Church of Old Andaval, 13th Century 
(Warland 2012, fig.10) 

 

https://i.pinimg.com/736x/95/aa/44/95aa44357707dece367cdd20a418bcec.jpg
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Fig.15. Apse Mosaic of the Basilica of Sant’Agnese fuori le Mura, Depiction of Saint 
Agnes, Detail (https://it.pinterest.com/pin/428264245813580834/) 

https://it.pinterest.com/pin/428264245813580834/
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Fig.16. a. Depictions of Saint Catherine: a. New Tokalı Church, 10th Century 

(Jolivet-Lévy 2001) b. Hosios Loukas, 10th Century 
(https://www.flickr.com/photos/byzants/albums/72177720308108363/with/528789

99529) c. Church of Saint John Chrysostomos in Geraki, 12th Century (Gerstel 
1998, fig.6) d. Icon Produced at the Monastery of Saint Catherine at Sinai, 13th 

Century (Manafıs 2006, 173) 

 
Fig.17. a. Saint Kyriake, Church of Agios Georgios Agkonas, Ormideia, Cyprus, 

13th Century (https://tr.pinterest.com/pin/318489004883329810/) b. Saint Irene, 
Church of St. John and Baptist, Anogia, 14th Century (Spatharakis 1997, fig.76) c. 

Saint Helena, Church of Hagios Georgios, Ortaköy (Jolivet-Lévy 2015) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/byzants/albums/72177720308108363/with/52878999529
https://www.flickr.com/photos/byzants/albums/72177720308108363/with/52878999529
https://tr.pinterest.com/pin/318489004883329810/



