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Abstract  Metal objects represent a valuable means to explore the process of artistic 
production in Byzantium. From gold to bronze, they offer insight into the relationship 
between crafts and the multiple parameters governing social life. The network of rela-
tions involved in the production, use, and distribution of metal objects also places them 
at the centre of intra- and interdisciplinary exchange among Byzantinists. The literature 
devoted to them originates within the various subdisciplines constituting Byzantine 
studies, ranging from epigraphy and philology to dynastic history and art history to 
archaeology. Their link to numismatics further opens horizons in the study of the Byz-
antine economy. The scholarly standards instituted across academic fields through 
interdisciplinary contacts and the knowledge brought to light by such exchanges have 
the multiplying effect of developing new areas of study and refining the methodologies 
applied to the analysis of metal objects.
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1	 Introduction

Interdisciplinary contacts are fostered when scholars in different 
fields of study – but sharing similar methods, materials, techniques, 
and questionings – conduct research looking in the same direction. 
The merging of approaches, sources, and data from differing disci-
plines can help clarify obscure information, test theories, and dis-
prove or confirm hunches, enhancing knowledge about a topic and 
helping resolve unanswered questions. Sometimes the process brings 
to light new questions.

Numismatics, sigillography, epigraphy, philology, and archaeolo-
gy all use precise methods that contribute to factualising history by 
pinpointing political, societal, and cultural events and shifts. In close 
connection with art history, they form the scaffolding of Byzantine 
studies and what is known today about the Byzantines and the em-
pire they created. The aim here is to explore the development and 
a few specific instances of interdisciplinary contacts in the study 
of Byzantine artistic production fabricated from precious and base 
metal. The objects discussed here are either religious objects used 
in church ritual or private devotional practices or functional objects 
from daily life, including some invested with aesthetic or sentimental 
value. The focus of attention is the context of production and use, but 
in some instances the process of exchange is also taken into account.

During the last two decades, research on the crafted artistic object 
has been enhanced through the publication of exhibition and muse-
um catalogues, corpuses, archaeological excavations. An increased 
interest in urban growth and domestic structures in Byzantium pro-
duced new perspectives on the study of material culture in parallel 
with ongoing study of court culture. Online databases have also fos-
tered greater access to published and unpublished objects and mu-
seum collections, stimulating scholarly interest in the milieus and 
situations that created them.

2	 Epigraphy and the Byzantine Object

Monumental inscriptions are essential testimonies at the service of 
Byzantine scholarship, conveying literal and figurative messages 
from the surfaces of city walls, façades of civic and religious build-
ings, and painted church interiors. By their very nature, but also de-
pending on their location and content, they have fostered interdisci-
plinary exchanges between epigraphists, historians, art historians.1

1  Jolivet-Lévy, Kiourtzian 2013; Métivier 2012; Jolivet-Lévy, Lemaigre Demesnil, 
Kiourztian 2017; Jolivet-Lévy 2019. See also Morrisson 1992.
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Inscriptions on objects have traditionally been of interest not on-
ly for the literal message they convey, but also as clues for deter-
mining their date of production. For a 1986 interdisciplinary sym-
posium at Dumbarton Oaks on the vast ensemble of church silver 
known as the Kumluca, or Sion, treasure, Ihor Ševčenko conducted 
a study of the inscriptions. His contribution highlighted that the use 
of letter forms for dating objects can sometime be elusive (Ševčenko 
1992, 40). In the case of the Kumluca silver, all the pieces date to the 
sixth century, but two variants of the letter alpha – one with a bro-
ken horizontal bar and the other with a slanted bar – were attested. 
Ševčenko proffered that the differences in the appearance of the let-
ters was not indicative of a different date or a chronological evolu-
tion as some might assume. The difference was, however, of value in 
terms of classification. In this instance, and potentially in others, ep-
igraphic assessment of the arrangement of words on the vessels and 
the lettering helped in identifying different groups of serial produc-
tion within the hoard.

Inscriptions are not isolated features. Complementary parameters 
forming a whole in the production of inscribed objects include the lay-
out and arrangement of the inscriptions vis-à-vis the decorative com-
position, applied images and motifs, materials from which the object 
is made, and manufacturing techniques. The occasions on which in-
scribed objects were used, including those with pseudo-inscriptions, 
have shed light on the use of apotropaic messaging as well on the 
aesthetic features of their functionality (Rhoby 2017; Walker 2015).

Let us look, for instance, at a group of sixth-century copper alloy 
buckets that share a distinctive decorative inscription made in the 
same manner with circular punches along the mouth of the vessels. 
An epigraphic examination reveals a lyre-shaped omega created from 
two separate loops and a cross-like chi as distinctive features of the 
lettering. Most of the buckets are domestic vessels bearing wishes of 
good health. One, in the Istanbul Archaeological Museums, appears 
to have been created as a gift to a church (Pitarakis 2015a, 354‑5, 
no. 112) [fig. 1]. The donor, a certain Antipatros, invokes the fulfilment 
of a vow he made as well as salvation for himself and his household. 
Such buckets were part of a set that included a water basin and an 
ewer. Σικλότρουλλον (probably from σιτλότρουλλον), a compound 
noun – in Latin, situla (bucket) plus trulla (basin) – is attested in De 
Cerimoniis (1.50.159 [eds and transl. Dagron, Flusin 2020]) and may 
reference a set that included a situla, and/or a water basin, and an 
ewer. A water basin and ewer set, used for a hand-washing ritual at 
banquets is called a cherniboxestin (Mundell Mango 1986, 106‑7; 
ByzAD, “cherniboxeston”).2

2 http://typika.cfeb.org/index/synthese/445.

http://typika.cfeb.org/index/synthese/445
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Letter forms and formulas tend to be closely linked to the materi-
al, shape, and function of an object. The dedicatory inscription of 
a sixth-century bronze polykandelon at the Louvre has a sequence 
of letters of varying sizes along with oversized vertical bars. The 
inscription reads “Κύριε μνήσθητὶ τοῦ δούλου σου Ἀβρααμίου υἱοῦ 
Κωνσταντοῦτος” (Lord remember your servant Abraamios son of 
Konstantous). This polykandelon in the Louvre is one of the earliest 
known Byzantine lighting devices to became the focus of attention 
of a scholarly publication (Schlumberger 1893; Pitarakis forthcom-
ing). Intrigued by an unusual genitive form of Konstantous in the in-
scription, Gustave Schlumberger consulted Salomon Reinach, who 
informed him that names ending in -οῦς, with the genitive -οῦτος, are 
feminine and that many examples are to be found in Egyptian papy-
ri. A recent study of lapidary inscriptions from Karpathos by George 
Kiourtzian (2021, 83‑4, no. 12) provides new insight into the name 
Κωνσταντοῦς. Kiourtzian identifies it as a feminine hypocorism (di-
minutive form of a name) of Κωνσταντία or Κωνσταντίνα, the geni-
tive form of which should be Κωνσταντοῦδος. A local pronunciation 
may have resulted in -δος being rendered as -τος.

Every Byzantine secular and religious ritual involved the use of 
dedicated objects and related inscriptions. At lavish banquets in the 
sixth century, members of the aristocracy made use of a distinctive 
type of spoon with an elongated handle, a pear-shaped bowl, and a 

Figure 1  Copper alloy bucket. Istanbul Archaeological Museums, inv 852 M.  
© Istanbul Archaeological Museums (photograph by U. Ataç) 
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disk that served as a thumb rest for gripping the utensil at the junc-
ture of the handle and the bowl. The discs often feature a monogram, 
while the bowl and the handle were used for conveying a rich reperto-
ry of texts, illustrating the transmission of literary culture (Fournet, 
Bénazeth 2020). Some of the inscriptions are amusing sayings, and 
other are quotes from classical authors. They also include best wish-
es and evocations of possible conversations related to the dinner, sug-
gesting that sets were at least sometimes created for specific events.

The greater comparative value of silver compared to bronze does 
not necessarily imply that bronze workshops worked essentially for 
a more modest clientele. Bronze was also a prized metal. One inter-
esting epigraphic testimony comes from the name Ardabourios in 
the dedicatory inscriptions of two different types of objects. One is 
a silver chalice at Dumbarton Oaks, the other a bronze suspension 
element for a lamp at the Benaki Museum. The similar lettering on 
these two objects led to the hypothesis both of them being attribut-
ed to the same person, who might be the homonymous consul (447; d. 
471 in Constantinople) and eldest son of Aspar the Alan, an eastern 
Roman patrician of Alanic-Gothic descent and “master of soldiers” 
(Drandaki 2020, 227, no. 107).

The study of prosopographies is particularly relevant in foster-
ing interdisciplinary contacts. For instance, the monograph on Byz-
antine silver stamps by the art historian Erica Cruikshank Dodd 
(1961) contains an excursus by the numismatist John P.C. Kent on 
the comes sacrarum largitionum, the highest-ranking financial offi-
cial in the Byzantine administration. Work by Denis Feissel (1986) 
on control weights generated new consideration of the office of the 
prefect of Constantinople and the stamping of silver in the sixth and 
seventh centuries.

Numismatists, epigraphists, and sigillographers, who are closely 
involved with the field of metrology, have studied series of flat weights 
for balance scales. The inscriptions on control weights and the de-
nominational marks on commercial weights reveal evolutions in the 
administrative and juridic systems that issued them, topics of inter-
est to historians. At the same time, however, the weights also display 
a rich decorative repertory, such as imperial busts, enthroned em-
perors and co-emperors, Victories, angels, crosses (including some 
under arches or a pediment), vegetal and geometrical ornament, and 
protective formulas. All these elements, while purposeful in convey-
ing information in and of themselves, also encourage an art histori-
cal perspective that can help in firming up dates and clarifying the 
messaging and cultural contexts of certain imagery (Pitarakis 2022). 
The prototypes for the inscriptions on weights are to be found pri-
marily among coin iconography, but some stereotyped patterns of 
universal character, such as the cross under an arch or a pediment, 
have also been attested.
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The invocation of God’s grace and favour, a stereotyped formula 
found on late antique weights and weight boxes, is also widespread on 
wedding jewelry from the same period. In addition, puns and word-
play on wedding-related jewelry also link the virtue of grace to the 
three Graces – Euphrosyne, Aglaia, and Thalia – and desired bridal 
attributes. The Museum of Fine Arts in Boston has a third-century 
gold ring bearing a wish of good luck. The octagonal band with flat 
sides lies at the heart of a fruitful interdisciplinary collaboration in-
volving classics and epigraphy around the magic imbued in porta-
ble inscriptions (Van Den Hoek, Feissel, Herrmann 2015). The effort 
produced a catalogue of rings, breast pendants, bracelets, fibulas, 
gems, belt buckles, and dress and toilet accessories along with re-
corded formulas ranging from wishes of good luck and health to pro-
tective inscriptions to expressions of courtship and love. The epi-
graphic study of each of these pieces, ranging in date from the third 
to the seventh century, includes a transcription with restitutions of 
missing letters and words; when a word is obscure, misspelled, or in 
a reversed form, the correct version is proposed.

The syntax of the magical inscriptions found on amuletic jewelry 
has its own logic and balance. Most of the patterns of transmission 
derive from the corpus of magical papyri and the gems themselves. 
Another essential channel of transmission was iatromagic, a catego-
ry of medical writing (Grimm-Stadelmann 2020). In magic, the liter-
al meaning of an expression or a word was superseded by the belief 
in its immediate efficiency, which often depended upon the antiquity 
of the formula from which it is drawn. Quotes from classical epic po-
ems, such as the Iliad, and from psalms are frequently encountered.

During the tenth and eleventh centuries, the standard votive for-
mula found on late antique silver eucharistic vessels was in most 
known instances replaced by the invocation the priest recited during 
the service. In another shift, the establishment of private monastic 
foundations during the eleventh century favoured the manufacture 
of church vessels in copper alloy in conjunction to those in silver. In 
imitation of the thick letters used on enamels and repoussé silver, 
craftsmen introduced a well-defined epigraphic style commonly de-
scribed as double-stroke lettering (Mundell Mango 1994). The script 
on the copper alloy vessels made extensive use of ligatures, and the 
letters feature triangular serifs. The vessels bearing double-stroke 
lettering are often coated with a layer of tinning. There is a consist-
ent group of such vessels and crosses, the number of which coming 
to light in private collections continues to grow (Wamser, Zahlhaas 
1998, 62, nos. 42‑3). The copper liturgical vessels mentioned in mo-
nastic inventories from the twelfth century probably correspond to 
vessels of this type (Pitarakis 2009, 317).

Similar double-stroke lettering is also found around the neck of 
a consistent group of copper alloy jugs bearing a quote from Psalm 
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28 (29):2 recited by the priest during the Blessing of the Waters (Pit-
arakis 2018). The jugs, made of hammering sheets of metal, date to 
the eleventh century, but the tradition to which they belong is much 
older. A small production of jugs stands out among this group in the 
plain lettering of the psalm text and the casting technique used in 
their manufacture [fig. 2]. This technique, an alpha with a slanted bar, 
and an elegant vine scroll along the belly may suggest placing this 
particular group to Late Antiquity, although a date in the early ninth 
century may not be precluded. These inscribed jugs offer a valuable 
complement to the carved inscriptions of the same Psalm text on a 
consistent group of sixth-century marble basins from Constantino-
ple (Feissel 2020, 99‑101).

The issue of unmastered syntax and spelling – a common ‘feature’ 
of Byzantine bronze inscriptions – is also encountered on secular 
goldsmithing vessels found in Central Europe and the Balkans. The 
problem this raises involves the wording itself, which is sometimes 
difficult to decipher. One also finds antiquarian features, a particu-
lar onomastic pattern, and a style and technique quite different from 
Constantinopolitan works. These objects are often from treasures 
found in the late eighteenth to early twentieth century and whose 
date and geographical origins are still being debated.

One such find is the Vrap Treasure, also known as the Avar Treas-
ure, discovered in Vrap, Albania, in the early twentieth century 

Figure 2   
Copper alloy jug. Istanbul Archaeological 
Museums, inv. 6097 M.  
© Istanbul Archaeological Museums 
(photograph by Dilara Şen Turan)
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(Bálint 2000; Garam 2000; Piguet-Panayotova 2002; Holcomb 2008). 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art houses the largest part of the treas-
ure, which is thought to have been deposed in the eighth or perhaps 
the very early ninth century. The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 
has one drinking bowl from the find, and the Istanbul Archaeological 
Museums holds a chalice-shaped goblet. Along with a range of belt 
straps, drinking bowls, and chalices, the group at the Met includes a 
silver pitcher bearing a quote from Psalm 28 (29):2 around the mouth 
and five cruciform monograms engraved on the bottom of the ves-
sel, simulating control stamps [figs 3‑4]. Erika Cruikshank Dodd reads 
them as the name Zenobios, while more recently Werner Seibt has 
suggested the Avar name Τζονοβίου, Τζυβίνου, or Βουτζίνου and a 
date to the late seventh century (Seibt 2004; Garipzanov 2018, 221‑2). 
From the perspective of the geographical location of Vrap – a re-
gion in the vicinity of Durrës, ancient Dyrrachion – and the distinc-
tive character of the large majority of the goldsmithing artifacts in 
the treasure, it has also been suggested that they are interpreted as 
part of a provincial Byzantine border culture, still largely unknown, 
merging Avar elements with other local elements from the Balkans 
and Byzantine influence (Bálint 2000).

The treasure found in 1799 near Nagyszentmiklós, once in Hunga-
ry and today Sânnicolau Mare in Romania, has also sparked debate 

Figure 3  Silver jug from Vrap treasure.  
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Accession  
no. 17.190.1704. Public Domain

Figure 4  Cruciform monograms on the bottom  
of the silver jug on fig. 3. Public Domain
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about its inscriptions, date, and geographical origin (Bálint 2010). 
Thorough study of the Greek inscriptions on two vessels from the 
hoard by Georges Kiourtzian led him to suggest dating these two 
pieces in the second half of the eighth or the first half of the ninth 
century. The inscriptions might have been engraved on the vessels in 
a cultural milieu at the periphery of the Byzantine Empire perhaps in 
the Danube region (Kiourztian 2016, 296‑306, nos. 9‑10).

The name and title of religious figures and stereotyped invoca-
tions, often in a cruciform layout, are among the most standard types 
of inscriptions attested on objects from the ninth to the eleventh cen-
tury. Sigillography offers valuable comparisons for interpreting con-
sistent series of inscriptions found on metal objects and hard stone 
jewelry. Identification of the issuer of an official seal and his or her 
status allows exploring preferences for Virgin types and epithets, 
saintly intercessors, and shrines in relation to his or her social sta-
tus, gender, and age (Pitarakis 2015b, esp. 334‑7; Cotsonis 2020). 
The epigram as a category of inscription on luxury objects developed 
in the tenth century and peaked during the fourteenth century (see 
Lauxtermann 2003, 149‑96). Andreas Rhoby’s systematic inquiry in-
to various types of objects of private and public devotion led to re-
cording the more than seven hundred epigrams preserved on them, 
opening new horizons on a variety of new approaches to these some-
times lengthy texts and interpretations of their message and pur-
pose (Rhoby 2010, 2017).

One famous icon placed at the centre of scholarly debate by Rho-
by’s research features the Virgin and is identified as the Hope of the 
Desperate, now at the Diocesan Museum in Freising. Rhoby’s study 
of the epigram challenged the traditional association of the donor, 
Manuel Dishypatos, with the metropolitan of Thessalonike who held 
the office from 1258 to 1261. The identification of another Manuel 
Dishypatos, a deacon and an official of the metropolis of Serres in 
1365, as the possible donor prompted shifting the date of the enam-
eled frame from the mid-thirteenth century to the late fourteenth 
(Rhoby 2019). The lettering of the epigram includes a nu with an in-
verted oblique bar, as if a mirror inscription, attested on lead seals 
from the late thirteenth to fourteenth century (Oikonomides 1986, 
162) and on Palaiologan coins. The close links between the goldsmith-
ing industry and the mint favours comparisons with monetary ico-
nography. The alphabet of the epigram on the Freising icon also in-
cludes what appears to be the beta with square loops that, according 
to Philipp Grierson, are also attested on the Thessalonican coins of 
Anna of Savoy and on some related issues from the same mint (DOC 
5.1, 97‑8). The chronology suggested by a prosopographic study of 
the inscription and analysis of the letter forms is congruent with the 
information suggested by the enameling technique and colours used 
in the manufacture of the inscription (Bosselmann-Ruickbie 2021).
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3	 Converging Views on the Byzantine Object. 
Textual Evidence Recontextualised

The emergence of an image and its distribution on multiple supports 
is closely dependent upon the expectations of the commissioners, the 
faith of the beholders, their mentality and culture. All are conveyed 
by the requested texts. Jean-Michel Spieser’s exploration of the ico-
nography of Christ offers a valuable study case. Spieser notes that 
the chronological evolution of the iconographic types used to repre-
sent Christ has been approached through their distribution on privi-
leged surfaces and materials ranging from sarcophagi, monumental 
art, and coins to crafted objects like precious reliquaries, crosses, 
and modest amulets. The roots of the images, however, are found in 
Christian literature, and in turn the comparison of texts and imag-
es reveals the anthropological transformation of Christianity during 
late antiquity (Spieser 2015). Growing interest in religious anthro-
pology has opened new horizons on the study of the Byzantine ob-
ject – viewed within the framework of human experience concern-
ing sensoriality and materiality (Caseau Chevallier, Neri 2021; Peers 
2021). Another approach, focusing on secular luxury objects from 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century Byzantium, explores cross-cultur-
al interchange, which has the uncovered a blended visual and con-
ceptual language between Byzantium, Islam, and the West (Pitara-
kis 2019; Walker 2012, 2020).

The study of artisanal objects offers insight into the lives of broad-
er sections of Byzantine society than investigation of monumental art 
allows. The Byzantines, however, did not manifest an exacting tex-
tual tradition for describing their material world. Every object has a 
word or group of words to define it and to use in discussing it. How-
ever, technical terms often lack precision, thus creating problems of 
interpretation. Interest in the material world involving daily life is 
quite variable in the different types of Byzantine texts. A cross-read-
ing of the specialised vocabulary from the perspectives of philology, 
art history, and archaeology reveals clues about the cultural context 
from which it emerged. Such a multi-focal perspective may also un-
cover elements that are not expressly mentioned in the text but are 
implied or suggested.

The tenth-century De Cerimoniis stands as the major source of in-
formation on material luxury at the Great Palace. When Jean Eber-
solt published his pioneering Les Arts Somptuaires de Byzance (1923), 
many facets of the luxury crafts of Byzantium remained unknown. 
Many decades later, scholars took a more focused approach to De Ce-
rimoniis, for instance, George Galavaris’s work on crosses (Galavaris 
1994) and Gilbert Dagron’s study on thrones at the imperial palace 
(Dagron 2003a). Michael Featherstone’s examination of chapter 15 of 
book 2 shed light on the luxury artifacts displayed at the Great Pal-
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ace during the reception of foreign ambassadors and rulers. Among 
vessels, those of enamel and repoussé silver were the two major types 
displayed on these occasions. The vocabulary allows for identifying 
sets of platters (minsouria) and the shallow bowls (skoutella, or plats 
creux in French) of different sizes (De Cerimoniis 2.15.331‑5 [Feath-
erstone 2007, 95]). The word ἀνάγλυφον, generically translated as 
‘repoussé silver’, may also equate to embossing by impression on a 
mold. The decorative repertory of these vessels is not described. One 
may assume, however, that it included the animals, fantastic crea-
tures, hybrids, and mythological scenes that one commonly finds 
on contemporary ivory or bone caskets and was also transferred to 
the wide production of glazed ceramics from Constantinople. Appro-
priation of the decorative techniques used on glazed ceramics – im-
pressed ware, sgraffito, champlevé – forms the crux of the close con-
nections between potters, silversmiths, and a variety of other crafts. 
This relationship among artisans today creates connections among 
scholars specialising in various fields of material culture. Growing 
interest in the scholarly study of techniques and materials has also 
attracted the attention of philologists.

The commentary, index, and glossary for the latest edition of the 
De Cerimoniis (eds Dagron, Flusin 2020) offer a rich tool for new ap-
proaches to investigating material culture at the Great Palace. Be-
sides the numerous chapters devoted to religious rituals, one also 
finds “Coronation and Nuptial Crowning of an Augousta” (De Ceri-
moniis 1.50), which offers glimpses into the equipping of elite house-
holds in late antiquity and Byzantium. We learn, for instance, that 
on the third day of the ceremonies surrounding the augusta’s mar-
riage, she is accompanied to the bath. The objects carried by her es-
cort include linen towels (σάβανα), a perfume container (μυροθήκη), 
little boxes (σκρίνια), and a jug and basin (σικλότρουλλα) (De Cerimo-
niis 1.50.152‑60, 175‑7). The passage ends with a reference to three 
porphyry pomegranates set with precious stones (ῥοδιῶνες διάλιθοι 
πορφυροί), which were probably goldsmithing works set with rubies 
or other red stones. These luxury objects were likely intended for dis-
play and prestige, but the specificity of the chosen fruit and the con-
text also conveys a message of fecundity.

The augusta’s ritual bath described in the De Cerimoniis has an-
cient roots, and the text in this chapter appears to have preserved 
some archaisms and an old-fashioned style. To culturally contextu-
alise it further, one may refer to the decoration of the fourth-centu-
ry Projecta casket, now at the British Museum. Probably a wedding 
gift, the casket was part of a domestic silver treasure found in 1793 
on the Esquiline Hill in Rome. The art historian and classicist Jaś 
Elsner studied the casket’s iconographic programme with the pur-
pose of illustrating the commissioner’s place and role in fourth-cen-
tury elite society in the Roman Empire (Elsner 2003). The aquatic 
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scenes surrounding the figure of Aphrodite on the lid are of a piece 
with the bath of the augousta involving various attendants who over-
see the accoutrements of the toilette. The objects on the casket in-
clude candlesticks, caskets, an ewer, and a troulla as well as a bucket 
with an arch-shaped handle. In the visual discourse of the tenth-cen-
tury, when the De Cerimoniis was compiled, an object with similar 
purpose to the Projecta casket would typically bear a metaphorical 
interpretation of the ritual. This could be achieved through the se-
lection of extracts from mythological narratives for use in a contem-
porary decorative framework. The so-called Veroli casket at the Vic-
toria and Albert Museum may be viewed as a relevant counterpart 
(Chatterjee 2013).

The wide array of documentary archives, among them monastic 
foundation charters (typika), wills, and dowries, contain abundant 
lists of objects and raw materials offering firsthand objective tes-
timony on the crafted object in Byzantium. The structure of such 
lists – grouping objects by categories and recording information on 
the history of the object, the context of its use and the other objects 
with which it is grouped, price, manufacture, components, colour, and 
inscriptions – provides valuable data for the study of multiple aspects 
of Byzantine history. The typika as sources for approaching material 
culture first drew the attention of scholars interested in specific cat-
egories of objects like lighting devices, agricultural implements, and 
jewelry. In the 1990s, Nicolas Oikonomides became the first schol-
ar to attempt a broader use of typika by mining them to restitute the 
contents of the Byzantine house (Oikonomides 1990).

Later, in the early 2000s, Jean-Michel Spieser, Maria Parani, Lu-
dovic Bender, Aude Vuilloud, and I undertook a systematic collabo-
rative study of Byzantine artifact terminology with the goal of pro-
viding a translation and commentary for each term recorded in 
published archival documents dating from the ninth to the fifteenth 
century. That effort resulted in the creation of the online electronic 
database Artefacts and Raw Materials in Byzantine Archival Docu-
ments / Objets et matériaux dans les documents d’archives byzantins 
(ByzAD)3 (Parani, Pitarakis, Spieser 2019). The material researched 
include private documents and public acts (e.g. wills, court decisions), 
typika, and inventories of monastic property. The value of such archi-
val documents is their immediate and objective witnesses to actual 
practices, including concrete descriptions of artifacts, free of artifice 
and rhetoric. Assembling all the available data so it can be put in per-
spective opens interesting avenues for interdisciplinary exchange.

In some instances, a word can gain clarity through comparison with 
the archaeological record, as occurred when the recurrent discovery 

3 http://typika.cfeb.org/index/.
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of a distinctive type of bronze pin in conjunction with rings thought 
to belong to belt buckles (often found in funerary contexts) led to the 
identification of a binding mechanism – a clasp formed by a ring and 
a pin identified by the compound word κομποθήλικον or κομποθήκη 
in the archival documents (ByzAD, “biblion”;4 “kompothèlykon”).5 
In another example of interdisciplinary research, Jean-Pierre Sodi-
ni compiled a comprehensive list of elements containing such clasps 
(i.e. other pins and rings) yielded by archaeological excavations and 
expanded his documentation through the inclusion of depictions of 
Christ Pantocrator holding a book equipped with such clasps in visu-
al sources from the tenth and eleventh centuries (Sodini 2016). Since 
this publication, the archaeological discoveries of rings and pins 
forming binding mechanisms have increased (Demirel Gökalp 2021, 
104‑6; Pülz et al. 2020, 163‑4, pl. 88, colour pl. 101). The extraordi-
nary number and variety of copper alloy finds from the middle Byz-
antine monastic complex in Hattusa-Boğazköy allowed the graphic 
restitution of a book cover, including the gammata (gamma-shaped 
accessories) at the four corners, a medallion-shaped applique at the 
centre with a cross motif in relief, and the bookbinding mechanism 
made by rings and pins used to secure the cover with three straps 
(Böhlendorf-Arslan 2019, 100, fig. 71).

The vocabulary in typika also helped identify a complex device 
that appears to have been conceived in response to a liturgical need 
to illuminate the row of epistyle icons. The discovery of a bronze 
assemblage from a church during the construction of a water con-
duit in Western Thrace in the 1970s helped clarifying the function 
of the candle-holding device, today kept at the Archaeological Mu-
seum of Edirne (Pitarakis 2016). The components include horizontal 
bronze strips that were fixed on a marble epistyle using brackets. 
Each bracket takes the shape of an extended arm. A flat square holder 
with a pricket at its base inserts into the tightly clenched fists. Isolat-
ed or grouped components of such devices made their way from the 
archaeological record into museum collections during the past dec-
ade (Androudis, Motsianos 2019). According to the type and decora-
tion of the strips and the square holders, these devices may be dated 
to the eleventh and twelfth centuries [fig. 5] or to the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries. The composite words found in archival docu-
ments along with the actual objects bearing material representation 
of the words enrich layers of knowledge on the Byzantine templon.

Poetry is another branch of philology that has attracted interest 
as a source in the study of the luxury object. The above-mentioned 
corpus of in situ epigrams by Rhoby (Rhoby 2010) was followed by 

4 http://typika.cfeb.org/index/synthese/690.
5 http://typika.cfeb.org/index/synthese/241.
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parallel art historical and philological approaches of investigation. 
Work by Ivan Drpić (Drpić 2013; 2014; 2016; 2018; 2020) on icon re-
vetments and enkolpia and the comprehensive analysis of Foteini 
Spingou (2021) on the compilation of twelfth-century epigrams relat-
ed to objects of art in the manuscript Graecus Z 524, at the Bibliote-
ca Marciana in Venice, introduced new perspectives into the study 
of cultural history in Byzantium.

In concert with work by Stratis Papaioannou (2013) on Michael 
Psellos, Rhoby’s epigrams also led to an innovative inquiry on sub-
jectivity and self-representation in Byzantium (Rhoby 2016). The puns 
and wordplay of epigrams were intended to evoke magical powers, 
drawing the commissioner or recipient into the narrative represented 
on the object. The transferable power in the object allowed the com-
missioner or recipient to engage in the enhancive action of mentally 
assimilating as mythological heroes or religious figures. The use of 
the active voice in the epigram further involves assimilation by the 
maker of the object. Byzantine epigrams and inscriptions do not dis-
tinguish between “having something made” and “making something” 
(Lauxtermann 2003, 158‑9). In short, the faith of the commissioner 
channels divine inspiration into the hands of the craftsman whose 
work then emerges as a reenacting of the Creation by God.

Figure 5  Bronze hand from a lighting fixture attached to a templon. Istanbul Archaeological Museums,  
inv. 5870 M. © Istanbul Archaeological Museums (photograph by Dilara Şen Turan)
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Representations of donors on goldsmithing artifacts are not fre-
quently encountered. This may be due to donors typically express-
ing themselves through epigrams or in some instances being sym-
bolically one with the imagery on the object or represented by it. The 
stereotyped format of the donor in proskynesis, at the feet of a saint-
ly figure, is however attested. Such an example is found on a small 
eleventh-century bronze icon of St. Nicholas in Thessalonike that 
perhaps also served as a matrix (Kypraiou 1986, 89‑90, no. 11). The 
incorporation of the donor in a composition serves to emphasise his 
or her wealth and the expense involved in the commission. A more 
lavish example is offered by the lid of the twelfth-century reliquary 
box at the Protaton, Mount Athos, showing the donor, a monk named 
Zosimas, at the foot of the Virgin in the Crucifixion scene (Pitarakis, 
Oikonomaki-Papadopoulou 2000, 49‑53; Hostetler 2017, 172‑89). The 
standing figures of Constantine Akropolites and his wife within the 
silver frame of the thirteenth-century icon of the Virgin and Child at 
the Tretiakov Gallery in Moscow attest to a version of this practice 
with precious revetments (Drpić 2016, 375).

4	 Byzantine Economy, Wealth, and Artistic Production. 
Connected Methods and Approaches

One can observe in a succession of major publications the steps tak-
en toward the growing integration of material culture research 
and study of the dynamics of Byzantine economy: Studies in Byzan-
tine Monetary Economy by Michael Hendy (1985); the two-volume 
Hommes et Richesses directed by Jacques Lefort and Cécile Morris-
son in collaboration with Vassiliki Kravari (Morrisson, Lefort 1989; 
Kravari, Lefort, Morrisson 1991); the three-volume Economic His-
tory of Byzantium compiled by Angeliki Laiou (2002); The Byzan-
tine Economy by Laiou and Morrisson (2007); Trade and Markets in 
Byzantium by Morrisson (2012b) and Trade in Byzantium by Magda-
lino, Necipoğlu, and Jevtić (2016). Ceramics production represents 
a major area in this progression, with current research tending to 
highlight the links between ceramics finds, domestic structures, and 
coins. Studies devoted to long-distance trade in light of finds from 
shipwrecks and harbours brought attention to non-ceramic products 
(Mundell-Mango 2001). Steelyards are a recurrent find in late an-
tique shipwrecks, typically in conjunction with copper kitchen ves-
sels and table ware vessels. The excavations at the Theodosian Har-
bour of Yenikapı, in Istanbul, offer an extraordinary snapshot of the 
range of local production and imports that coexisted during a giv-
en period (Kızıltan 2007; Kızıltan, Baran Çelik 2013). Differentiating 
what was manufactured locally from what arrived via long-distance 
trade or other channels is not always obvious. Most of the exquisite 
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goldsmithing items found appear to be the work of Constantinopoli-
tan workshops, while some ivory carvings from the sixth or seventh 
century may have come from Alexandria (Pitarakis 2021).

The close connection between numismatics and the study of lux-
ury metal crafts is aptly exhibited in the sacks of coins depicted on 
ivory diptychs, the circus prizes on gold medals commemorating the 
consulship of emperors, and the wide range of coin jewelry and other 
categories of imperial largesse. The imperial mint and goldsmithing 
workshops at the palace worked in close collaboration, both falling 
under the authority of a single official, the comes sacrarum largitio-
num (Morrisson 2002; 2012a). The comes also oversaw the imperi-
al textile workshops, which in the production of precious silks and 
dyes made wide use of gold thread. The insignia, silver plates, and 
medals that transmitted imperial ideology to all sectors of society 
were struck at palace workshops and served as prototypes for the 
urban workshops.

Numismatics and the study of goldsmithing share similar methods 
of recording and verification. Metrology – the study of all measura-
ble features of an object, such as its dimensions, weight, and metal-
lic composition – and examination of coin dies have long been stand-
ard procedures for numismatists, but the use of these practices has 
increasingly expanded. Today, for example, the precise measurement 
of objects’ dimensions, along with the production of charts detail-
ing metal composition obtained through scientific analysis, is among 
the methodologies developed and presented in a publication devot-
ed to the production of late antique copper alloy vessels between the 
fourth and eighth centuries through examples in the Benaki Muse-
um collection and related materials (Drandaki 2020). With regard 
to die studies, however, the possibility of identifying series of met-
al objects made from a single mold or die happens only infrequent-
ly. Overmoulding is also a common practice that one has to keep in 
mind when studying a bronze object. At the same time, the increas-
ing number of objects of similar type produced from stone moulds 
and metal matrixes is helping re-create chains of production by giv-
en workshops. Provenance as an element of consideration in record-
ing coins and metal objects allows the drafting of distribution maps 
and hypotheses about places of manufacture. The geographical dis-
tribution of mints and arms factories may help in pinpointing major 
metalworking centres.

Iconography is an essential intersection between art history, nu-
mismatics, and sigillography. For instance, the appearance of the im-
age of the Virgin on Byzantine coins, an introduction attested in a ra-
re issue of the solidi of Leo VI (r. 866‑912) (Kalavrezou 2003, 128) and 
Michael Psellos’s account of the miracle of the icon of the Virgin at the 
Blachernae, provoked an intense interdisciplinary debate about the 
author’s description of the miracle and the actual iconographic type 
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it represented (Pentcheva 2006, 145‑63; Fisher 2012). Another en-
gaging debate on the prototypes of the iconographic types stemmed 
from the comparison of vast series of empress bust counterweights 
for the steelyards often yielded in seventh-century archaeological 
contexts with an inspiration from fourth-century coin types (Pitara-
kis 2012, 419‑22). The popularity of pseudo-coins on precious jewel-
ry of the sixth and seventh centuries offers an interesting social and 
artistic background for approaching this production (Pitarakis 2022).

The transmission of numismatic iconography to early Byzantine 
marriage rings bears testimony through the close connection be-
tween the imperial mint and the jewellers of the capital (Walker 
2010). Their relationship might also have impacted the production 
of bronze workshops. The diversification of iconographic types on 
Palaiologan coinage – from the introduction of the Virgin surround-
ed by the city walls of Constantinople on the obverse of the gold 
hyperpyra of Michael VIII Palaiologos (r. 1261‑1282) to that of the 
winged emperor on the Thessalonican coins of John Komnenos Douk-
as (1237‑44) and the Palaiologan monogram – is a further rationale 
for interdisciplinary contacts between numismatics and art history 
(Cutler 1975, 54, 111‑41; Pitarakis 2010b, 607‑8; Morrisson, Papado-
poulou 2013, 85‑9).

On the reverse of Michael VIII’s gold hyperpyron, the represen-
tation of the kneeling emperor with straight back before the seated 
Christ fostered interdisciplinary discussion because of its ideologi-
cal and political implications, particularly of Western influence. This 
type also adds context to local Constantinopolitan artistic creation, 
such as the pose of the deferring Theodore Metochites in the well-
known mosaic at the inner narthex of Chora. As with most other sit-
uations, the selection of an iconographic type fits within a broader 
cultural context. In the case of Metochites, his action is also contex-
tualised by contemporary attitudes toward donation as evinced by 
typika (Ševčenko 2012, 198‑201).

Innovation in coin iconography is often prompted by a major event 
that at the same time may serve as grounds for disseminating an ideo-
logical message. The introduction of the image of St. John the Baptist 
blessing the emperor on a gold issue of Alexander (r. 912‑13), young-
er brother and co-emperor of Leo VI (r. 886‑912), serves as a case 
in point. Cécile Morrisson and Pagona Papadopoulou (2013) observe 
that after Alexander’s example, a saintly figure again appears on 
coins only in the eleventh century. While recognising that religious 
images on coins may convey multiple meanings, Papadopoulou and 
Morrisson suggest that the image of St. John might be a typological 
equivalent of the patriarch Nicholas Mystikos (901‑07, 912‑25), whom 
Leo VI had deposed during the crisis of the tetragamy.

Alongside this view, one could further suggest a generic reading 
for John’s presence in light of the character of kingship and its rela-
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tion to the church (Pitarakis 2020, 174). De Cerimoniis indicates that 
one major stop in the imperial procession in Hagia Sophia is at the 
chapel of the Holy Well, where behind curtains, the patriarch returns 
the crown to the emperor, who removes it upon entering the church 
(De Cerimoniis 1.1.275‑80). In light of the emperor’s ritual exit from 
the Great Church, John the Baptist on Alexander’s coin may convey 
the baptismal connotation of the symbolic unction conferred on the 
porphyrogennetoi and the idea of a God-chosen emperor ruling over 
his chosen people (Dagron 2003b, 94‑6, 102‑3, 122, 273‑4).

Metal objects have liquidity value in being convertible into mon-
ey. The opposite, for instance, would be ivory, which although a pre-
cious material in medieval Byzantium, does not frequently appear 
among the artifacts listed in archival documents because it could 
not be converted into money (ByzAD, Artefact, ## 1176, 1353, 1786, 
3003).6 Amid monetary crisis, as in the late eleventh century, the re-
verse process of melting coins into silver plates is also documented 
(Morrisson, Papadopoulou 2019, 317). The liquidity value of metal is 
further evident in the theft of pieces of silver from icon revetments to 
be traded in exchange for food during the economic hardship of the 
fourteenth century (Oikonomides 1991, 38‑9). The Byzantines accu-
mulated silver objects for thesaurisation (storing money). The numer-
ous coin hoards from the seventh century have often yielded silver 
plates as well as gold jewelry. In later contexts, as with the Palaiolo-
gan hoards from Belgratkapı, in Constantinople, some objects may 
have been of personal value, such as a silver enkolpion, a set of sil-
ver toilette items, a silver whistle, and a small bronze mortar (Pita-
rakis 2015a, 360‑3, nos 116‑19; Baker et al. 2017).

Metal objects, having a place among dowries due to possessing 
monetary value, were also bequeathed. In one case from Thessalon-
ike, Maria Deblitzene, widow of Manuel, went to court to secure her 
right to her dowry and marital gifts from her late husband. A detailed 
inventory dated to 1384 offers valuable testimony for exploring the 
definition of the luxury object in Byzantium. The list of the house-
hold’s precious belongings included a brooch and kataseista, prob-
ably pendant ornaments forming part of a headdress, valued at the 
impressive sum of 154 hyperpyra, while an ewer and a basin, proba-
bly of copper alloy, were together valued at 1 hyperpyron. There are 
also several rings identified as being made of malagma, a very pure 
gold which might connect with the fineness and the theoretical weight 
of the hyperpyron (Spieser 2021). The ownership of precious jewelry 
transmitted through inheritance is frequently illustrated in archival 

6 http://typika.cfeb.org/index/artefact/1176; http://typika.cfeb.org/in‑
dex/artefact/1353; http://typika.cfeb.org/index/artefact/1786; http://typi‑
ka.cfeb.org/index/artefact/3003.
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documents of the same period. In a will dated 1334 in the archives 
of the Prodromos monastery, in Serres, we learn that a ring, a silver 
bowl, and a gold jewelry clasp valued at 5 nomismata were selected 
for inheritance (ByzAD, Artefact, #3027).7

Comparisons of the price of metal objects with other categories 
are useful in assessing relative value in regard to household income. 
The study of prices opens a space ripe for interdisciplinary exchange 
(Morrisson, Cheynet 2002, 851‑6, table 15). For goldsmithing arti-
facts, the monetary input of the artisan’s skill with regard to the 
working of raw materials is difficult to evaluate. Sometimes in ar-
chival documents, instead of the price of a jewel, one finds a men-
tion of its weight (Spieser 2021, 6). From the perspective of wag-
es, it has been demonstrated that in the private sector, craftsmen 
were paid scarcely less than specialists such as doctors and appear 
to have enjoyed incomes fairly similar to those of professional sol-
diers (Morrisson, Cheynet 2002, 869). There are of course biases in-
troduced by the disparity of available evidence given the long chro-
nology of Byzantium.

The containers in which coin hoards were hidden are another ele-
ment enhancing the relationship between numismatics and the study 
of metal artifacts. Pottery jugs as well as copper alloy jugs are attest-
ed as containers for coins. Two late sixth- and seventh-century hoards 
found, respectively, in Spetses and Samos, Greece, in the late 1970s 
and 1983, included distinctive types of copper jugs as containers the 
dating of which was thus strengthened (Morrisson et al. 2006, 278, 
391). The eleventh-century hoard found in 1984 at Kocamustafapaşa, 
in Istanbul, allowed the identification of a rare, dated type of jug from 
the middle Byzantine period (Pitarakis 2010a).

Material culture intersects with the growing interest of archaeolo-
gy in the study of urban development and spatial dynamics in relation 
to societal development (see Böhlendorf-Arslan, Ricci 2012). The evi-
dence provided by the investigation of money supply and money circu-
lation in the archaeological record finds a valuable complement in the 
quantification of ceramics, metal objects, glass, and other small finds. 
A cross-examination of such small finds may offer valuable clues on 
chronology as well as on the economic status of the recipients (Uyt-
terhoeven 2021, 237‑9; Papadopoulou 2015; Sanders 2018; 2020). A 
systematic classification of small finds with regard to their materi-
al and spatial distribution within each site or sector may provide in-
teresting insight into social structures, production, and exchange. 
Such an inquiry could also broaden our knowledge about the equip-
ping of well-off and middle-class households and technical issues on 
which the written sources are silent. Amorium excavations, in Phry-

7 http://typika.cfeb.org/index/artefact/3027.
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gia, provide outstanding examples. In the Lower City Enclosure, for 
instance, there is an assemblage of objects from a destruction layer 
dated to the ninth century that includes a rich variety of objects and 
materials, including an open-shape copper basin, two pairs of iron 
folding legs for stools or tables, an iron stylus, a weight, two knives, a 
padlock, four gaming counters, an ivory or bone handle, and bone in-
struments that seem to have been used in weaving (Ivison 2012, 56‑7; 
Yıldırım 2017, 85). Instruments like styli had multivalent functions. 
The discovery of several styli within the context of a church, for in-
stance, led to the assumption that they might have served alternately 
for detailing painted wall decorations (Demirel Gökalp 2021, 107‑8).

The categorising of information on the composition, types, and 
quantity of gold, silver, and copper alloys from archaeological con-
texts for comparison with objects maintained in museums and private 
collections is an approach not yet pursued on a large scale. As publi-
cation of metal finds grows, attempts to gather such statistics could 
contribute to more comprehensive evaluations of Byzantine produc-
tion. The study of Late Antique and Byzantine small finds from ar-
chaeological excavations in Anatolia have been the focus of several 
recent master’s and doctoral theses subsequently revised for publica-
tion. Among them, for instance, are those on the finds from Amorium 
(Yıldırım 2017), Kibyra (Demirer 2013; Kaya, Demirer 2020), Anaia/
Kadıkalesi (Altun 2015), Divriği Fortress, in Sivas (Acar 2019), and 
Patara (Şahin 2018). One would suspect that among the luxury items 
from aristocratic households preserved in major museums and col-
lections are objects that influenced more modest serial productions 
yielded by the archaeological record.

Ritualised life in the domestic realm (include the palace), the 
church, and the outdoors has produced particular sets of behaviours 
and practices requiring the use of specific categories of objects. In 
some cases, they are shared only by distinct social groups, but in oth-
ers are found across all levels of society. Growing interest in the eco-
nomic, social, and cultural aspects of objects points to the potential 
of a broad, enriching basis for interdisciplinary contacts in the study 
of Byzantine artistic production. Goldsmithing and the manufacture 
of copper alloys produced objects widely dispersed throughout soci-
ety and involving all aspects of daily life, making them a particular-
ly interesting subcategory relevant to such an approach.
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