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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Can an object be defined as votive solely based upon the presence of an inscription? Does 

relying upon such a definition restrict a more multivalent analyses of objects thus identified as 

votive? In this thesis, I examine the most prevalent practice used by scholars to identify votive 

offerings in the Middle Byzantine period – relying upon an object’s accompanying inscription. 

This study focuses on those objects inscribed with a particular invocation – one that uses the 

word boethei. I demonstrate that we cannot rely on this inscription alone to identify an object as 

votive. It is rather the combination of many elements, including medium, iconography, patron 

and function that contribute to this identification and which enable us to more clearly understand 

the multivalent messages conveyed by these objects. 

In Chapter One, I turn to the context with which votive is most often associated – sacred. 

With each object I consider whether it is or is not votive and how the inscription contributes to 

that identification. In Chapter Two I examine objects inscribed with boethei that were intended 

for use or display in a secular context. While the objects discussed in Chapter One can be 

identified as votive, those discussed in this chapter cannot be so labeled. What then does the 

inscription mean in a secular context? In Chapter Three I present one object as a case study. I 

examine aspects of its production including inscriptions, patronage, iconography and function to 

argue that identifying a votive object requires a multivalent analysis of all its components. I show 

that, in this case, the patrons created a unified program of text, iconography and relics to convey 

their hope for salvation through perpetual prayer. I demonstrate that when all of these 

components are considered, we find a more precise message than what is explicitly stated in the 

inscription itself. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The current scholarly use of the word votive for the Middle Byzantine period is 

problematic. Scholars have used votive as a universal, non-specific term grouping objects of 

varied donations under a monolithic definition. The difficulty with identifying a votive object 

lies in determining the differences among the many diverse types of gifts offered by the faithful. 

The level of patronage, the object of donation and its date, the location of production and 

deposition and the purpose for offering such gifts must all be considered when examining these 

objects. Sponsors, owners, commissioners, benefactors and donors provided varying levels of 

gift-giving according to their status and desires. Within this diverse framework of patronage 

gifted objects can also vary in the wealth of materials used, the skills of the craftsmen employed 

and the prominence of the negotiated display. Art historians use the circumstances of the 

donation to reveal the intent of the patron and the function of the object. How then can we use 

the word votive when so many variables, known and unknown, factor into our understanding of 

the word? Without specificity, how can art historians really understand the function of the 

objects that the word is used to describe? 

My thesis examines the most prevalent practice used by scholars to identify votive 

offerings in the Middle Byzantine period – relying upon an object’s accompanying inscription. I 

demonstrate that we cannot depend on the inscription alone to identify an object as votive. It is 

rather the combination of many elements, including medium, iconography, patron and function 

that contribute to this identification and which enable us to more clearly understand the 

multivalent messages conveyed by these objects. 

 

State of the literature 

The ODB defines votives as objects offered at a shrine either as a prayer of thanksgiving 

or supplication.1 These objects range from personal property to artifacts inscribed with the 

donors’ requests or thanks. Votives are not defined by their size, as they range from small 

personal icons to private chapels. This definition makes clear that the term votive is used to 

                                                        
1 The Greek word for votives is #$%&'()%*+,; see ODB, s.v. “Votives” (Gary Vikan, Marlia M. 
Mango, Annemarie Weyl Carr). 
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define objects of varying media and functions. Although there is no study that focuses 

specifically on the votive object, scholars have attempted to describe the term in relationship to 

other Byzantine artifacts and images.2 This lacuna in the scholarship has been acknowledged, but 

has not yet been investigated.3 

Gary Vikan has contributed the most to the discussion of votive, but his work focuses on 

Early Byzantine art.4 In his 1982 publication, Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, Vikan studies objects 

that pilgrims acquired on their journeys.5 Eulogiai were the blessed substances such as oil or 

water taken from holy sites. Pilgrims consumed the “blessings” themselves or brought them to a 

sick family member, who hoped to receive a miracle as if at a holy site.6 Some eulogiai were 

stamped with an image or inscription that communicated the practical healing function of the 

substance or the sanctifying origins of the blessing.7 Pilgrims also left behind ex-voto gifts in 

anticipation of or as thank-offerings for miracles.8 Vikan observes that these gifts ranged from 

valuable silver utensils to graffiti scratched into a wall. Whatever their form, ex-votos remained 

at the site as perpetual prayers for the donors.9 Vikan’s 1984 article, “Art, Medicine, and Magic 

                                                        
2 Interestingly, the scholars that have contributed the most to this discussion are the same three 
that authored the definition of votives for the ODB: Gary Vikan, Marlia Mango and Annemarie 
Weyl Carr. 
3 “While the question of votive images in the Early Christian period has been thoroughly 
researched and is documented by many contemporary texts, such research has so far been 
lacking for medieval Byzantium”; see Susan A. Boyd, “Ex-Voto Therapy: A Note on a Copper 
Plaque with St. Hermolaos,” in AETOS: Studies in Honour of Cyril Mango, ed. Ihor !ev"enko 
and Irmgard Hutter (Stuttgart and Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1998), 27. Alice-Mary Talbot also 
notes the need for research on Middle and Late Byzantine eulogiai in “Pilgrimage to Healing 
Shrines: The Evidence of Miracle Accounts,” DOP 56 (2002): 162 n. 45. 
4 The Early Byzantine period is generally defined as beginning with Constantine’s founding of 
the Roman Empire’s new capital, Constantinople, in 330 and spanning to the rise of Islam in the 
middle of the seventh century; see Cyril Mango, Byzantium: The Empire of the New Rome, 
History of Civilisation (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), 1. 
5 Gary Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrimage Art (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for 
Harvard University, 1982). 
6 Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 11. 
7 Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 13-14. 
8 Ex-voto literally translates “from a vow.” The ODB, as well as many of the scholars cited here, 
use ex-voto and votive interchangeably; see ODB, s.v. “Votives” (Gary Vikan, Marlia M. 
Mango, Annemarie Weyl Carr). 
9 Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 44. This distinction between eulogia and ex-votos in terms of 
pilgrimage and healing is also differentiated in Talbot, “Pilgrimage to Healing Shrines,” 161-2. 
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in Early Byzantium,” expanded this study.10 He examines the medical and magical functions 

attributed to pilgrimage art: eulogiai, amulets and votives. He argues that eulogiai were believed 

to have healing powers because of their contact with a holy site or person.11 Apotropaic amulets, 

or phylakteria, were empowered through the display of specific words and phrases, such as 

“womb black blackening,” and images, such as the Chnoubis, the Holy Rider, or the 

Christological cycle.12 Vikan divides votives into two groups: “acknowledgment” and 

“proactive.”13 The former was a thank-offering for a healing that had occurred, the latter was a 

request for a cure.14 

He further examines the functions of imagery on pilgrimage artifacts in his 1995 essay, 

“Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Devotionalia as Evidence of the Appearance of Pilgrimage 

Shrines.”15 In this article he argues that these devotionalia (votives, eulogiai and phylakteria) 

replicated images seen on the pilgrim’s journey.16 The votive image functioned as a document 

and a repayment of the miracle through its “public placement, intrinsic worth, explicit 

inscriptions and iconography.”17 Images on eulogiai, on the other hand, were typically 

anonymous.18 They were “effectively identical” to the saint’s image at the shrine.19 Images on 

phylakteria were believed to have magical and apotropaic functions through the power of signs 

and shapes; therefore they were not close copies of the images at the saint’s shrine.20 

                                                        
10 Gary Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic in Early Byzantium,” DOP 38 (1984): 65-86. 
11 Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic,” 68. 
12 -./012 304256 3042573056; see Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic,” pp. 78-
79, fig. 18. The Chnoubis, represented by a coiled snake with a lion’s head, was popular on 
medical amulets; see ODB, s.v. “Chnoubis” (Frank R. Trombley). The Holy Rider is a modern 
term that encompasses a variety of images typically depicting a mounted figure atop a rearing 
horse spearing a figure below him; see ODB, s.v. “Holy Rider” (Gary Vikan). The Christological 
cycle is a series of scenes depicting the life of Christ, from his birth to his ascension; see ODB, 
s.v. “Palestinian Christological Cycle” (Gary Vikan). 
13 Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic,” 84. 
14 Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic,” 84. 
15 Gary Vikan, “Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Devotionalia as Evidence of the Appearance of 
Pilgrimage Shrines,” in Acts XII IntCongChrArch (Bonn, 22-28 September 1991). JbAC 20/1 
(Münster: Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1995), 377-88. 
16 Vikan, “Devotionalia,” 379. 
17 Vikan, “Devotionalia,” 381. 
18 Vikan, “Devotionalia,” 382. 
19 Vikan, “Devotionalia,” 382. 
20 Vikan, “Devotionalia,” 383, 387. 



 4 

In his article, “Icons and Icon Piety in Early Byzantium,” also published in 1995, Vikan 

discusses the functions of these same objects as forerunners for the Middle Byzantine icon.21 In 

the vitae of the stylite Saints Symeon the Elder (c.389-459), Daniel (409-93) and Symeon the 

Younger (521-92), Vikan finds evidence describing how images functioned in terms of piety: 

charisterion, eulogia and phylakterion.22 Charisteria were offerings given in thanksgiving; they 

were displayed publicly to “document” the miracles that had occurred.23 Eulogiai were 

“devotional” objects. The words and images inscribed on, and the substances contained within 

them, allowed the pilgrim to mentally revisit the locus sanctus.24 Phylakteria were displayed at 

the entrances of homes and worn as amulets. The images and inscriptions on phylakteria were 

believed to have magical powers.25 

Marlia Mango’s 1986 catalog of Early Byzantine silver examines the Kaper Koraon 

treasure.26 She divides the silver into four categories: liturgical vessels, ex-votos, lighting 

equipment and secular silver donated for its value.27 Liturgical and “paraliturgical” objects are 

those used in the performance of the eucharist.28 Ex-votos comprise liturgical furnishings and 

non-utilitarian objects such as stauria and plaques.29 Additionally, domestic silver and gold were 

donated as ex-votos and for their intrinsic value.30 The purposes for offering such gifts are made 

explicit by accompanying inscriptions: bequests for the dead, salvation or forgiveness for the 

living, thanksgiving and requests in anticipation of miracles or in fulfillment of a vow.31 

                                                        
21 Gary Vikan, “Icons and Icon Piety in Early Byzantium,” in Byzantine East, Latin West: Art-
Historical Studies in Honor of Kurt Weitzmann, ed. Christopher Moss and Katherine Kiefer 
(Princeton: Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University, 1995), 569-78. 
22 Vikan, “Icon Piety,” 569-70. A stylite was an ascetic monk who lived on top of a pillar; see 
ODB, s.v. “Stylite” (Alexander Kazhdan, Nancy Patterson !ev"enko). 
23 Vikan, “Icon Piety,” 571. 
24 Vikan, “Icon Piety,” 572-3. 
25 Vikan, “Icon Piety,” 575. 
26 Marlia Mundell Mango, Carol E. Snow, and Terry Drayman Weisser, Silver from Early 
Byzantium: The Kaper Koraon and Related Treasures (Baltimore: Trustees of the Walters Art 
Gallery, 1986). 
27 Mango, Silver, 4. 
28 These objects include chalices, patens, ewers, strainers, spoons, processional crosses, and fans; 
see Mango, Silver, 4. 
29 Stauria are small crosses with inscriptions; see Mango, Silver, 4. 
30 Mango, Silver, 4. 
31 Mango, Silver, 5.  
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In her 2002 article, “Icons and the Object of Pilgrimage in Middle Byzantine 

Constantinople,” Annemarie Weyl Carr examines an eleventh-century hexaptych from Saint 

Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai that features five icons of the Theotokos above a 

Christological cycle.32 Four of the icons are inscribed with different names: the Blachernitissa, 

the Hodegetria, the Hagiosoritissa and the Chemevti.33 She argues that the names reference not 

specific miracle-working icons, but particular pilgrimage sites in Constantinople. The name, not 

necessarily the image, is what gave these icons their associative power.34 She identifies five 

functions of icons in pilgrimage. First, the icon served as a marker of a site.35 Second, it 

dispersed the image of the saint through eulogiai and souvenirs.36 The icon was also a votive gift 

left at the site of veneration.37 Fourth, it was a stimulus to pilgrimage.38 Fifth, the icon was a 

surrogate for pilgrimage, allowing the viewer to come in contact with the depicted saint.39 

Other scholars have generally utilized Vikan and Mango’s distinction of proactive 

(request for a miracle) and charisteria (thank-offering for a miracle that had occurred) votive 

gifts.40 For example, in her 1986 article, “The Encheirion as an Adjunct to the Icon in the Middle 

Byzantine Period,” Valerie Nunn examines epigrams written for imperial textile donations used 

to embellish icons at holy sites.41 Nunn finds a strong correlation between donations of encheiria 

and healing, and divides them into two groups: ex-voto and thank-offerings.42 Another example is 

                                                        
32 Annemarie Weyl Carr, “Icons and the Object of Pilgrimage in Middle Byzantine 
Constantinople,” DOP 56 (2002): 75-92. Theotokos, which literally means “God-bearing,” was 
the epithet given to the Virgin Mary at the Council of Ephesus in 431. It is also used by the 
Orthodox faithful and Byzantine scholars; see ODB, s.v. “Theotokos” (Gerhard Podskalsky). 
33 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 77. 
34 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 81. 
35 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 81. 
36 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 82. 
37 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 83. 
38 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 83. 
39 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 84. 
40 Alexander Kazhdan and Henry Maguire investigate hagiographical texts to discuss several 
functions of icons, some of which were given as votive offerings in hopes for a cure. This is 
contrasted with votives given in thanksgiving; see Alexander Kazhdan and Henry Maguire, 
“Byzantine Hagiographical Texts as Sources on Art,” DOP 45 (1991): 1-22.  
41 Valerie Nunn, “The Encheirion as an Adjunct to the Icon in the Middle Byzantine Period,” 
BMGS 10 (1986): 73-102. The encheirion was a liturgical vestment worn primarily by bishops; 
see ODB, s.v. “Encheirion” (Nancy Patterson !ev"enko). In Nunn’s article, the term is used to 
refer to a textile that hung on an icon as an embellishment. 
42 Nunn, “Encheirion,” 74-75. 
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Alice-Mary Talbot and her 1994 article, “Epigrams of Manuel Philes on the Theotokos tes Peges 

and Its Art.” She discusses epigrams inscribed on Late Byzantine icons dedicated to the shrine of 

the Theotokos tes Peges.43 She groups the fourteenth-century verses into three categories: those 

dedicated to an image of the Theotokos tes Peges, those inscribed on an ex-voto in thanksgiving 

or prepayment of a cure and one dedicated to an icon depicting the donor’s cure.44 

As the definition of votives in the ODB indicates, the term has been applied broadly. It 

has been used to describe inscriptions placed beside images of saints in Middle Byzantine fresco 

programs.45 Scholars have used the term to describe a range of objects and images in Santa Maria 

Antiqua in Rome, including frescoes, gifts left in front of them and gifts attached to them.46 In 

his 1994 book, Likeness and Presence, Hans Belting applies the term votive to objects spanning 

a broad range of time and geography without offering any specificity to the term.47 

Mass-produced icons have also been described as votive. In his 1974 article “Loca Sancta 

and the Representational Arts of Palestine,” Kurt Weitzmann discusses a group of ten Middle 

Byzantine icons of similar size at Saint Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. Each icon 

depicts the Theotokos of the Burning Bush paired with a saint.48 He argues that these icons were 

votive gifts and the different saints represent the namesake saints of the people who purchased 

                                                        
43 Alice-Mary Talbot, “Epigrams of Manuel Philes on the Theotokos tes Peges and Its Art,” DOP 
48 (1994): 135-65. Manuel Philes (c.1275-1345) was the court poet under Emperors Andronikos 
II and Andronikos III; see ODB, s.v. “Manuel Philes” (Alice-Mary Talbot, Anthony Cutler). The 
monastery of the Theotokos tes Peges (Theotokos of the Source) was located outside the land 
walls of Constantinople. Renowned for its healing spring, it was founded in the fifth or sixth 
century. The iconography of the Theotokos tes Peges depicts her with the Christ Child sitting in 
a fountain. 
44 Talbot, “Epigrams of Manuel Philes,” 141. 
45 Sharon E. J. Gerstel, “Painted Sources for Female Piety in Medieval Byzantium,” DOP 52 
(1998): 89-111. 
46 David Knipp, “The Chapel of Physicians at Santa Maria Antiqua,” DOP 56 (2002): 1-23; Per 
Jonas Nordhagen, “Icons Designed for the Display of Sumptuous Votive Gifts,” DOP 41 (1987): 
453-60; and Hans Belting, “Eine Privatkapelle im frühmittelalterlichen Rom,” DOP 41 (1987): 
55-69. 
47 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image Before the Era of Art, trans. 
Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 82-88, 230-3. 
48 Kurt Weitzmann, “Loca Sancta and the Representational Arts of Palestine,” DOP 28 (1974): 
31-55. The size of the icons are approximately 23.1 x 18.6 cm. The Theotokos of the Burning 
Bush is an epithet applied to a particular image at Saint Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. 
She is depicted standing in a burning bush holding the Christ Child in front of her; see ODB, s.v. 
“Virgin Tes Batou” (Nancy Patterson !ev"enko). 
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them at the monastery.49 Votive has also been used to describe a function of liturgical objects. In 

his 1994 catalog, Byzantine Figural Processional Crosses, John Cotsonis discusses the different 

functions of processional crosses, including votive offerings.50 He concludes that the prayers 

inscribed on the crosses indicate the intentions of the donors.51 Sometimes a cross was treasured 

over a period of time and was embellished or restored with additional decoration as evidenced by 

inscriptions documenting its re-donation.52 

Broader issues of patronage underlying the motivation for the production of these objects 

have also been discussed.53 Anthony Cutler’s 1981 essay, “Art in Byzantine Society: Motive 

Forces of Byzantine Patronage,” questions the traditional assessments art historians make when 

considering the relationship between quality and patron.54 Rather than looking at the 

craftsmanship and materials as determining factors of the status of the patron, Cutler argues for a 

contextual study of Byzantine artifacts. He demonstrates that mimesis was the norm for 

Byzantine society and concludes that economic factors were not the only motivational forces of 

Byzantine patronage.55 

More directly pertinent to my thesis is John Philip Thomas’s book, Private Religious 

Foundations in the Byzantine Empire.56 Thomas examines monastic typika to investigate how 

private benefactors established and supported religious foundations.57 Some founders made 

                                                        
49 Weitzmann, “Loca Sancta,” 52. 
50 John Cotsonis, Byzantine Figural Processional Crosses (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection, 1994). 
51 Cotsonis, Processional Crosses, 32. For another example of an inscription used to identify a 
cross as votive, see Kurt Weitzmann and Ihor !ev"enko, “The Moses Cross at Sinai,” DOP 17 
(1963): 393-4. 
52 Cotsonis, Processional Crosses, 29, 32. 
53 For information on how art was used in diplomacy, see Robin Cormack, “But Is It Art?,” in 
Byzantine Diplomacy. Papers from the Twenty-Fourth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, 
Cambridge, March 1990, ed. Jonathan Shepard and Simon Franklin (Aldershot, England: 
Variorum, 1992), 219-36; and Anthony Cutler, “Gifts and Gift Exchange as Aspects of the 
Byzantine, Arab, and Related Economies,” DOP 55 (2001): 247-78.  
54 Anthony Cutler, “Art in Byzantine Society: Motive Forces of Byzantine Patronage,” JÖB 31.2 
(1981): 759–87. 
55 Cutler, “Art in Byzantine Society,” 787. 
56 John Philip Thomas, Private Religious Foundations in the Byzantine Empire, DOS, 24 
(Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1987). 
57 Monastic typika are foundation charters; see Thomas, Private Religious Foundations, 88. 
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provisions to insure an institution’s continued survival by passing it to their children.58 They also 

made allowances for the continuation of funeral and commemorative services on behalf of the 

family after the founder’s death.59 Thomas shows that there was no one way of donating a 

religious foundation and no one expectation of the benefits the founder should receive.60 

As the preceding survey demonstrates, the current state of the scholarship defines votive 

as a donation offered for the continuance of prayers. The definition does not take into account 

the location of production or deposition. It does not distinguish between objects donated by 

clergy and those donated by state officials. It does not distinguish between monumental 

donations, such as monastic foundations, and mass-produced icons, such as those from Saint 

Catherine’s Monastery on Mount Sinai. 

 

Introducing the methodology 

In my thesis, I examine the most prevalent practice that scholars use to identify offerings 

– relying upon an object’s accompanying inscription.61 An example is Susan Boyd’s 1998 article 

“Ex-voto Therapy: A Note on a Copper Plaque with St. Hermolaos.” Boyd identifies the object 

of her study as votive based upon the partial accompanying inscription: “For the health and 

salvation and the remission of sins….”62 She also identifies a second copper plaque as votive 

based upon its inscription.63 This twelfth-century plaque features an image of the Hodegetria 

(figure 1).64 The accompanying inscription differs from that on the Hermolaos Plaque. It includes 

                                                        
58 Thomas, Private Religious Foundations, 176. 
59 Thomas, Private Religious Foundations, 171-4. 
60 Thomas, Private Religious Foundations, 2-3. 
61 A variety of invocational formulas are inscribed on Byzantine artifacts. Examples of these 
words and phrases include deesis (entreaty), mnesthete (remember), huper apheseos ton 
hamartion (for the remission of sins) and huper euches (for a vow). For examples of each, see 
Helen C. Evans and William D. Wixom, eds., The Glory of Byzantium: Art and Culture of the 
Middle Byzantine Era, A.D. 843-1261 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1997), pp. 62-
64, no. 25; Robert S. Nelson and Kristen M. Collins, Holy Image, Hallowed Ground: Icons from 
Sinai (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2006), p. 193, no. 29; Evans, Glory of Byzantium, pp. 
59-60, no. 23; Council of Europe, Byzantine Art: A European Art (Athens: Department of 
Antiquities and Archaeological Restoration, 1964), p. 454, no. 555. 
62 Boyd, “Ex-voto,” 17. Boyd’s transcription of the inscription reads: [!89]01 6:62. ;0 
.7/6162. ;0 2<0.07. 23[=')%(>] 
63 Boyd, “Ex-voto,” 24. 
64 The plaque measures 21.5 x 14.5 cm and was acquired by Robert Curzon (1810-73) in 
Torcello, Italy; Evans, Glory of Byzantium, pp. 495-6, no. 331; and Maria Vassilaki, ed., Mother 
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the word boethei, an invocational word that frames the focus of my study and is discussed below. 

It reads: “Theotokos help (boethei) your servant Philip the bishop.”65 Cotsonis also uses the 

boethei inscription as the basis for labeling the twelfth-century Malcove Cross Base as votive 

(figure 2).66 An inscription wraps around all four sides of the base: “Lord help (boethei) John the 

priest and Niketas.”67 Relying upon a particular inscription raises the following questions. Is the 

presence of an invocational inscription enough to identify an object as votive? Does it convey the 

same meaning regardless of the function of the object? Does this practice restrict multivalent 

analyses? 

To investigate these questions in the following three chapters, I examine objects inscribed 

with a particular invocational inscription – one that includes the word boethei.68 Boethei is the 

vocative form of boetheo (help).69 Inscriptions with this word typically begin by addressing 

either the Lord (Kyrie) or the Theotokos, forming the most basic form of the phrase: Lord help 

(Kyrie boethei) or Theotokos help (Theotoke boethei). Some boethei invocations are personalized 

with a name and title. Some also include the words to so doulo (your servant). An example of 

this inscription is on the band of a ring that belonged to a Middle Byzantine senator and judge: 

“Theotokos help (boethei) your servant Michael Attaleiates” (figure 3).70 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

of God: Representations of the Virgin in Byzantine Art (Milan: Skira, 2000), p. 304, no. 20. The 
icon type of the Hodegetria refers to an icon that was housed in the Hodegon Monastery in 
Constantinople. The iconography of this type features the Theotokos pointing to the Christ Child 
with her right hand while she holds him in her left arm; see ODB, s.v. “Virgin Hodegetria” 
(Nancy Patterson !ev"enko). 
65 ?;0 @7A?6 /7 .7 B7-47 <64AC7 0CA.;7C7 
66 The Malcove Cross Base measures 29 x 5 cm; see Cotsonis, Processional Crosses, pp. 32, 110, 
no. 16. 
67 ;0 @76?6 C10.@-/A5 672565 ; 5A;A/25 
68 For the purposes of this paper, invocational words and phrases refer to those that make a 
request to Christ, the Theotokos or one of the saints. 
69 Boetheo, the first person singular form, has been translated in different ways including “give 
aid to” and “assist;” see Yuri Piatnitsky, Sinai, Byzantium, Russia: Orthodox Art from the Sixth 
to the Twentieth Century (London: Saint Catherine Foundation, 2000), p. 80, nos. B52, B53. It is 
most often translated as “help.” 
70 The ring of Michael Attaleiates has a diameter of 3 cm and has a Constantinopolitan 
provenance; see Marvin C. Ross, Stephen R. Zwirn and Susan A. Boyd, Catalogue of the 
Byzantine and Early Mediaeval Antiquities in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection. Vol. 2, Jewelry, 
Enamels, and Art of the Migration Period (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library 
and Collection, 2005), p. 107, no. 156. The inscription reads: !? ;0 @? /D .D B7-4D 
3AE264 /D 2//240A2/6! 
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My thesis focuses on objects that date to the Middle Byzantine period. This period dates 

from the end of Iconoclasm in 843 to the sack of Constantinople by the armies of the Fourth 

Crusade in 1204 – two events that profoundly shaped the art of Byzantium.71 Iconoclasm began 

in 726 with the destruction and prohibition of religious images.72 It ended under the rule of 

Empress Theodora in 843, an event known as the Triumph of Orthodoxy.73 The sack of 

Constantinople occurred on April 13, 1204, establishing the Latin Kingdom of Constantinople 

(1204-61).74 The Crusaders looted the city of her sacred treasures and relics and destroyed many 

churches.75 While the Middle Byzantine period was framed by acts of violence and the 

destruction of religious art, it was nonetheless a time of political stability, theological 

development and artistic resurgence.76 

                                                        
71 This thesis excludes imperial donations. These must be considered separately because of the 
different sets of variables that affect imperial gifting and do not affect donations of non-imperial 
origin. 
72 ODB, s.v. “Iconoclasm” (Paul A. Hollingsworth, Anthony Cutler). 
73 ODB, s.v. “Iconoclasm” (Paul A. Hollingsworth, Anthony Cutler). 
74 George Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, trans. Joan Hussey, rev. ed. (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1969), 416-7. 
75 On August 15, 1261, the Emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos (1259-82) reclaimed the city; see 
Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, 449. 
76 Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, 217. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BOETHEI AND THE SACRED 

 

 

Is the presence of a boethei inscription enough to identify an object as votive? To 

examine this question, I turn first to the context with which votive is most often associated – the 

sacred. This chapter examines objects inscribed with boethei that can be identified as sacred; 

they were intended for use in a religious context, or were intended for display in a religious 

setting. With each object I consider whether it is or is not votive and how the inscription 

contributes to that identification. I argue that other components, including iconography, context 

and function, are also necessary for identifying a votive object and in some cases more important 

than what is explicitly stated in the boethei inscription. In this chapter I discuss two processional 

crosses and an artophorion. 

Processional crosses were used in a variety of liturgical contexts in the Middle Byzantine 

period. Though modern scholars label crosses of a particular size as “processional,” this does not 

mean that all crosses so labeled were actually processed.77 De Ceremoniis, a tenth-century text 

that describes the different types of secular and religious ceremonies of Constantinople, was 

written by the Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos (r. 945-59). It provides us with a 

context for these crosses.78 An example is the description of the imperial procession to the church 

of the Hagia Sophia on feast days.79 The emperor, upon entering the narthex of the Great Church, 

venerated the patriarch’s Gospel and a cross that was presented to him by the clergy.80 The 

emperor and the patriarch then entered the naos, led by the cross and Gospel.81 The patriarch 

venerated more crosses affixed to the sanctuary doors and a crucifix that was displayed to the 

                                                        
77 Cotsonis, Processional Crosses, 8-38. 
78 See also George Galavaris, “The Cross in the Book of Ceremonies by Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus,” in !"#$%#% &'( #)*#( '(+ ,%&-%.$)%+ /012.% (Athens: Benaki 
Museum, 1994), 1:95-99. 
79 Karl Ayers Sandin, “Middle Byzantine Bronze Crosses of Intermediate Size: Form, Use and 
Meaning” (Ph.D. diss., Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, 1992), 76-79. 
80 Cotsonis, Processional Crosses, 10-11; Sandin, “Bronze Crosses,” 78; and De Ceremoniis, 14. 
81 Sandin, “Bronze Crosses,” 78; and De Ceremoniis, 14. 
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right of the sanctuary.82 This latter, stationary cross, was then censed by the patriarch and 

venerated by the emperor.83 

 Monastic typika provide evidence for non-imperial uses of crosses. The Kosmosoteira 

typikon of 1152, written by the sebastokrator Isaac Komnenos (b. 1093), prescribes an additional 

service after orthros on the feast day of the Koimesis.84 It records that a cross was removed from 

the sanctuary and processed with an icon of the Theotokos and the Gospel to the cemetery for 

memorial services.85 The 1083 typikon of Gregory Pakourianos (d. 1086) describes an enameled 

cross that was displayed on the altar.86 The 1110-6 typikon of the Empress Eirene Doukaina 

Komnene (ca. 1066-1123) was written for the Kecharitomene convent located in 

Constantinople.87 It lists a variety of crosses of varying decoration that were donated by the 

empress and placed within the sanctuary.88 

The Kecharitomene typikon, like other monastic documents, indicates that crosses were 

frequently donated. The 1077 Diataxis of Michael Attaleiates (b. ca. 1020-30) documents that 

Michael furnished his Constantinopolitan monastery with four silver-gilt crosses, specifying that 

                                                        
82 Sandin, “Bronze Crosses,” 79; and De Ceremoniis, 15. 
83 Cotsonis, Processional Crosses, 11; Sandin, “Bronze Crosses,” 79; and De Ceremoniis, 15-16. 
84 Isaac Komnenos was the son of the Emperor Alexios I Komnenos (r. 1081-1118) and Eirene 
Doukaina Komnene. The monastery is located near modern-day Feres in northern Greece; see 
John Philip Thomas, Angela Constantinides Hero, and Giles Constable, Byzantine Monastic 
Foundation Documents: A Complete Translation of the Surviving Founders' Typika and 
Testaments, DOS, 37 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 
2000), 782, 827. Created during the Komnenian Dynasty (1081-1185), the title of sebastokrator 
was given to family members of whom Isaac was the first to receive this honor; see ODB, s.v. 
“Sebastokrator” (Alexander Kazhdan). Orthros, matins in the Latin rite, is the hour celebrated in 
the morning; see ODB, s.v. “Orthros” (Robert F. Taft). The feast day of the Koimesis celebrates 
the “falling asleep” of the Theotokos; see ODB, s.v. “Dormition” (Robert F. Taft, Annemarie 
Weyl Carr). 
85 Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 827. Crosses were also used in religious services 
for the Byzantine Army; see George Dennis, “Religious Services in the Byzantine Army,” in 
34,567/8: Sudies in Honor of Robert Taft, S.J., ed. Ephrem Carr and others (Rome: 
Pontifico Ateneo S. Anselma, 1993), 107-17. 
86 Gregory Pakourianos was a military leader under the Emperor Alexios I Komnenos. His 
monastery, known as the Petritzonitissa, is located near modern-day Asenovgrad, Bulgaria; see 
Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 507, 552. 
87 The Empress Eirene Doukaina Komnene was the wife of the Emperor Alexios I Komnenos.  
88 Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 716. 
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they were to be used for the liturgy on Palm Sunday.89 In his will of 1059, the protospatharios 

Eustathios Boilas lists the objects that he donated to his church in Cappadocia.90 First on this list 

are three crosses. He allocates one of these crosses for use in the lite, the procession of clergy 

and laity moving toward a designated church in celebration of a feast.91 

In sum, crosses were frequently donated objects in the Middle Byzantine period. They 

were displayed either in or near the sanctuary, and could be stationary or processed. It is 

important to note that in all cases liturgical crosses were handled or processed only by the clergy. 

I now examine two crosses and investigate whether the boethei inscription contributes to their 

identification as votive. 

A silver-gilt processional cross in the collection of the Benaki Museum in Athens dates to 

the late tenth century (figures 4-6).92 It has two inscriptions, one on the front of the tang and the 

other on the lower back of the cross. The obverse inscription reads: “Lord help (boethei) your 

servant Sisinnios amen.”93 The reverse reads: “For the forgiveness of sins for the servants of God 

Sisinnios and John the priest amen.”94 Referred to in scholarship as the Adrianople Cross, its 

images and inscriptions are executed in niello. The obverse features four medallions engraved in 

                                                        
89 Michael Attaleiates, whose ring was discussed in the Introduction, was a senator, judge and 
historian; see Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 326, 356. 
90 Eustathios Boilas was protospatharios of the Chrysotriklinos and hypatos; see Paul Lemerle, 
Cinq études sur le XIe siècle byzantin (Paris: Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1977), 
21. As protospatharios of the Chrysotriklinos, Eustathios was the emperor’s head bodyguard in 
the principal ceremonial hall of the Great Palace in Constantinople; see ODB, s.v. 
“Protospatharios” (Alexander Kazhdan, Anthony Cutler); and ODB, s.v. “Chrysotriklinos” 
(Alexander Kazhdan). Hypatos was a judicial title; see ODB, s.v. “Hypatos” (Alexander 
Kazhdan). 
91 Speros Vryonis, Jr., “The Will of a Provincial Magnate, Eustathius Boilas (1059),” DOP 11 
(1957): 267. For information on the lite service, see John F. Baldovin, The Urban Character of 
Christian Worship: The Origins, Development, and Meaning of Stational Liturgy, OCA, 228 
(Rome: Pontificium Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1987), 206-9. 
92 The cross measures 58.4 x 46.5 cm. It belonged to the Greek community in Adrianople 
(modern-day Edırne, Turkey); see Laskarina Bouras, The Cross of Adrianople: A Silver 
Processional Cross of the Middle Byzantine Period (Athens: Benaki Museum, 1979), 21; and 
Evans, Glory of Byzantium, p. 59, no. 23. 
93 ! ;0 @76?A /75 B7475 .7- .A.A5A75 2365 

94 !-C10 2<0.07. 2321/A75 /7- B7-47- /7- ?- .A.A5A7- ;0 

AD257- C10.@-/017- 23 
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each arm and a now-empty circular receptacle affixed at the center.95 Beginning with the top and 

moving clockwise, the four medallions depict Christ, the Archangel Gabriel, the Theotokos and 

the Archangel Michael. Each arm also has two small finial disks. Beginning with the top and 

again moving clockwise, these disks contain images of the church father John Chrysostom, the 

military saints Sisinnios and Prokopios, the church fathers Basil the Great and Nicholas and the 

anargyroi Kosmas and Damian.96 The finial disks are decorated with floral designs on the 

reverse. The reverse of the cross also features medallions engraved in each arm and one fixed at 

the center. Beginning with the uppermost and moving in a clockwise fashion, the four medallions 

contain images of Saint Constantine, the military saint Theodore Tyron, Saint Helena and the 

military saint George. The central medallion depicts John the Baptist. 

The iconography of the Adrianople Cross is unusual for its modified arrangement of the 

Deesis. Rather than placing the image of Christ at the center with the Theotokos on his right 

hand side and John the Baptist on his left, the patron of the Adrianople Cross chose to place 

Christ in the upper vertical of the obverse, the Theotokos in the lower and the image of John the 

Baptist in the central medallion on the reverse. This choice of iconographic placement suggests 

that it was necessary for the cross to be processed so that both sides were displayed and the 

Deesis was thus visible. 

The inscriptions both reinforce and broaden our analysis of the object. I suggest that the 

placement of the inscription naming John the priest on the same side as the depiction of John the 

Baptist reflects the wishes of the donor. In a standard Deesis composition, the Theotokos and 

John the Baptist flank Christ’s right and left side, respectively, and function as intercessors. By 

placing his name on the same side as the depiction of John the Baptist, John the priest offers his 

continual prayer for salvation to his namesake saint.97 In addition, Sisinnios, who is named in 

                                                        
95 It has been suggested that this held a relic or a jewel; see Bouras, Cross of Adrianople, 22. 
96 The finial disk paired with John Chrysostom contains a floral motif. Anargyroi were doctors 
who healed the sick without receiving payment; see ODB, s.v. “Anargyroi” (Alexander Kazhdan, 
Nancy Patterson !ev"enko). 
97 For more information on name saints, see John Cotsonis, “Onomastics, Gender, Office and 
Images on Byzantine Lead Seals: A Means of Investigating Personal Piety,” BMGS 32 (2008): 1-
37. 
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both inscriptions, has his namesake saint depicted in one of the finial disks on the obverse, again 

suggesting a connection between aspects of the iconography and the donor’s wishes.98  

The prayers on the cross were visible to a limited audience because of the small size of 

the inscriptions. As we have seen, the audience would have been a member of the clergy. This in 

turn implies that the clergy offered the prayers on behalf of the donors. The inscriptions thus can 

be used to suggest the function of the cross as a votive offering, but other factors, such as 

function, iconography, patron and placement of the inscriptions strengthen this analysis. 

Another processional cross in the collection of the Benaki Museum, known as the Benaki 

Cross, dates to the first half of the eleventh century (figures 7, 8).99 The bronze cross features the 

scene of the Crucifixion on the obverse and the orant Theotokos on the reverse. Each arm 

terminates with a large disk flanked by two smaller disks. The disks once on the lower arm are 

no longer extant.100 There are three invocational inscriptions on the Benaki Cross.101 Each names 

a different person: John, Leontes Boreas and George Syros. Aside from the names, the 

inscriptions are identical and begin: “Lord help (boethei) your servant.”102 John’s inscription is 

on the obverse, placed beneath the image of Golgotha. That of Leontes is also on the obverse, 

placed above the scene of the Crucifixion. George’s inscription is on the reverse, placed above 

the Theotokos. 

                                                        
98 Sisinnios is rarely depicted in Byzantine art; see Evans, Glory of Byzantium, pp. 59-60, no. 23. 
Bouras focuses on Sisinnios and his role as patron of the Adrianople Cross. She neglects to 
discuss John the priest and the placement of his name in relationship to the iconography; see 
Bouras, Cross of Adrianople, 27-28.  
99 The cross measures 36 x 30.1 x 0.3 cm and has a Constantinopolitan provenance; see 
Vassilaki, Mother of God, p. 360-1, no. 41; and Jacqueline Lafontaine-Dosogne, Splendeur de 
Byzance: 2 octobre-2 décembre 1982: Musées royaux d'art et d'histoire, Bruxelles (Brusels: Les 
Musées, 1982), p. 173, br. 16. 
100 The left arm is also missing the lower part of its medallion and its lower disk. Two sizes of 
holes are punched along the lower edge of the left and right arms as well as at the centers of the 
small disks at the top of the cross. 
101 Jacqueline Lafontaine-Dosogne argues that John’s inscription is contemporary with the 
execution of the imagery and the inscriptions of Leontes Boreas and George Syros were executed 
later; see Lafontaine-Dosogne, Splendeur de Byzance, p. 173, br. 16. John’s inscription is 
punched but the letters are similar to those used for the saints’ inscriptions. The inscriptions of 
Leontes Boreas and George Syros have “wobbly lettering” and differ from the other inscriptions, 
see Vassilaki, Mother of God, p. 360, no. 41. 
102 ;0 @76?6 / .7 B7-47 AD; !@76?6 / .7 B 40D5/25 /75 @7105; ;0 
@76?6 /D .7 B47 :0D1:675 /75 .-175! 
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The center of the obverse features a scene of the Crucifixion. The sun and the moon are 

depicted above Christ’s head, and the rock of Golgotha with the skull of Adam is depicted below 

his feet. The left and right arms of the cross each feature an inscription: “Behold your son” and 

“Behold your mother.”103 The large terminal disks display portrait busts of saints. Beginning at 

the uppermost and moving clockwise, the disks feature the images of Saints George, John the 

Theologian and the Theotokos.104 The latter two are depicted in three-quarter view, turned 

toward the image of the crucified Christ at the center of the cross. Saint George is depicted 

frontally, and holds a cross, a sign of his martyr’s status, in his right hand. 

The reverse features a full-length image of an orant Theotokos at the center. An 

accompanying inscription identifies her as the Mother of God.105 A second inscription identifies 

her more specifically as the Blachernitissa.106 The reverse of the terminal disks feature portrait 

busts of saints, identified by accompanying inscriptions. Again, beginning at the top and moving 

clockwise, the three extant disks are engraved with images of Saints Hermolaos, Damian and 

Kosmas.107 While the lowermost disk is no longer extant, the inscription indicates that it 

originally depicted Saint Panteleemon.108 

The Benaki Cross could have functioned as a votive offering. This, I suggest, is most 

evident in the choice of iconography displayed on the reverse. The saints depicted in the terminal 

disks and the image of the Theotokos reflects the desires of the donors to offer the cross either as 

a thank-offering (charisterion) or as a pro-active request for healing.109 The saints represented, 

including Saint Panteleemon who is now only identified by inscription, are all anargyroi, doctors 

who healed the sick without receiving payment.110 The Blachernitissa further emphasizes the 

desires of the donors. It associates the image of the Theotokos with the Blachernai monastery in 

                                                        

103 These are the words attributed to Christ in John 20:26-27: AB7- 7 -7 .7-; AB7- 

6 361 .7-  

104 Ⓐ :0D1:A7; Ⓐ AD25 7 ?0747; 3  ?-  

105 361  ?-  
106 6 @42E0156/6.25 
107 Ⓐ 0137427; Ⓐ B236257.; Ⓐ ;7.32. 
108 Ⓐ C25/0406375 
109 For a delineation of these terms, see Boyd, “Ex-voto Therapy,” 15. 
110 ODB, s.v. “Anargyroi” (Alexander Kazhdan, Nancy Patterson !ev"enko). For the relationship 
between the image of Hermolaos and the donor’s request for health, see Boyd, “Ex-voto,” 17. 
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Constantinople.111 This site was an important source of protection in the Middle Byzantine 

Period. It housed a miracle-working spring, which was believed to heal and protect against 

sickness.112 It also housed an icon and relic that were processed around the city walls for 

protection.113  

The Adrianople and Benaki Crosses were votive offerings. The choice of iconography for 

each object conveys more complex multivalent messages than what is explicitly stated in the 

inscriptions. The iconography of the crosses associates the objects with particular sacred sites 

and saints with whom the donors desired intercession. 

The next object I consider has been adapted for a new function. It has been suggested that 

the reliquary of Saint Anastasios the Persian, now in the cathedral treasury of Aachen, Germany, 

was given its current function after its removal from Antioch by the Crusaders (figure 9).114 It is 

generally accepted to have originally functioned as an artophorion, a container for the host in 

celebration of the eucharist.115 Its form, inscriptions and iconography support this interpretation. 

The artophorion dates to the late tenth century.116 It is in the form of a cross-in-square 

domed church executed in silver repoussé with gilded, niello inscriptions. The model church has 

three sets of doors. The placement of these doors is analogous to that found on the north, south 

and west sides of a built cross-in-square church. The doors of the artophorion are enclosed by 

inscriptions, quotations from the book of Psalms that reference the dwelling place of God.117 In 

                                                        
111 Cyril Mango, “The Origins of the Blachernai Shrine at Constantinople,” in Acts XIII 
IntCongChrArch (Split-Pore9, 25 September-1 October 1994), ed. Nenad Cambi and Emilio 
Marin, 3 vols. (Split: Archaeological Museum, 1998), 2:61-76. 
112 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 85. 
113 Robert Ousterhout, “Virgin of the Chora: An Image and its Contexts,” in The Sacred Image 
East and West, Illinois Byzantine Studies, 4, ed. Robert Ousterhout and Leslie Brubaker 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995), 95. 
114 Suggested by W. B. R. Saunders, “The Aachen Reliquary of Eustathius Maleinus, 969-970,” 
DOP 36 (1982): 219. 
115 For the argument that it functioned as an artophorion, see Saunders, “Aachen Reliquary,” 
216; and Robert Ousterhout’s catalog entry in Evans, Glory of Byzantium, pp. 460-1, no. 300. 
André Grabar suggests other possible functions including a lamp or a censer; see “Le reliquaire 
byzantin de la cathédrale d’Aix-la-Chapelle,” in L’art de la fin de l’antiquité et du moyen âge, 3 
vols. (Paris: Collège de France, 1968), pp. 1:427-33, no. 33. 
116 It measures 19.6 x 20 x 39 cm; see Evans, Glory of Byzantium, pp. 460-1, no. 300. 
117 !252./6?A ;-1A0 0A. /65 252C2-.A5 .7- .- ;2A 6 ;A@D/7. /7- 
2C2.32/7. (Psalm 132:8); !0F040F2/7 ;-1A7. /65 .AD5 610/A.2/7 
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so doing they compare the model church to Sion.118 The fourth inscription surrounds the exterior 

of the apse. It is divided into three parts (figure 10).119 It begins to the upper left of the apse and 

reads: “Lord help (boethei).”120 The second reads down the right side of the apse: “your servant 

Eustathios anthypatos patrikios.”121 The third reads down the left side of the apse: “strategos of 

Antioch and Lykandos.”122 

The boethei inscription on the artophorion differs from those on the processional crosses. 

The former identifies a particular person and names his specific rank and title and the prestigious 

cities over which he has control. The “Eustathios” of the Aachen reliquary can be identified as 

Eustathios Maleinos, strategos of Antioch from 969-70.123 The titles placed first in the 

inscription, anthypatos and patrikios, were high-ranking honorifics, the latter reserved for the 

most important governors and generals.124 The title strategos identifies him as the military 

governor; Antioch and Lykandos identify his jurisdiction.125 

The placement of Eustatios’s name, I suggest, reveals the intent of the donor. Apses are 

in the east of built Middle Byzantine cross-in-square churches. The apse is the architectural focus 

of the liturgy and the location of the sanctuary. Reserved for the clergy, the sanctuary consists of 

the prothesis niche on the north side and diakonikon on the south. The prothesis niche is where 

the church preserves its relics and treasures, such as artophoria. It was also where the clergy 

prepares the eucharist.126 Eustathios’s name is placed in the “east” of the model church to the 

“north” of the apse – where the prothesis niche would be located. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   

2G/65 0A. ;2/7A;A25 0-2/D (Psalm 132:13); !B0B7F2.3052 04246?6 
C01A .7- 6 C74A. /7- ?07- 63D5! (Psalm 87:3) 
118 Grabar, “Le reliquaire,” 1:427-33. 
119 This tripartite division of the inscription is also displayed on the Protaton Reliquary, which 
will be discussed in Chapter Three. 

120 This inscription is divided into two parts placed on either side of the top of the apse. ! ;0
@76?0A 
121 /D .D B7-4D 0-./2?0AD 25?-C2/D C2/1A; 
122 ;2A ./12/6:D 25/A7EA2. ;2A 4A;2B7- 
123 Saunders, “Aachen Reliquary,” 212-5. 
124 ODB, s.v. “Patrikios” (Alexander Kazhdan); and ODB, s.v. “Anthypatos” (Alexander 
Kazhdan). 
125 ODB, s.v. “Strategos” (Alexander Kazhdan). 
126 Thomas F. Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople: Architecture and Liturgy 
(College Park: Penn State University Press, 1971), 179. 
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In the church where the artophorion was originally donated, the clergy would have 

prepared the host in the prothesis niche, placed it in Eustathios’s artophorion and said prayers on 

his behalf. In this case the boethei inscription is important in identifying the object as votive, but 

its placement in relationship to the form and function of the artophorion provides us with a 

stronger basis for its symbolic function and its identification as a votive object. 

In conclusion, the sacred objects discussed in this chapter can all be identified as votive. 

They were donations to a religious foundation and were meant to function in a liturgical context 

or to be displayed in a religious setting. However, the boethei inscription is not the sole 

indication of their votive function. The choice of iconography, the placement of the inscriptions, 

the function of the object and the identity of the patron must also be considered in order to 

understand more fully the messages conveyed by the objects. What then was the purpose of the 

boethei inscription?  This question is the focus of Chapter Two, in which I extend the discussion 

to secular objects inscribed with boethei. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BOETHEI AND THE SECULAR 

 

 

This chapter examines objects inscribed with boethei that were intended for use or 

display in a secular context; they were not intended for use in a religious context or display in a 

religious setting. While the objects discussed in Chapter One can be identified as votive, those 

discussed in this chapter cannot be so labeled. What then does the inscription mean in a secular 

context? Does it emphasize or support the message conveyed by the iconography? Is it related to 

the object’s function? Does it reflect the method of production of an object, or the desires of the 

intended owner or viewer of an object? The first part of this chapter focuses on seals and 

sealings. The second considers objects of personal adornment. 

 

Seals and Sealings 

In this section I discuss three different aspects of seals: a cone seal, a lead sealing and a 

signet ring. Sealings are created when seals and signet rings are pressed into a malleable 

substance.127 Signet rings were also worn for personal adornment.128 All three objects were used 

in Byzantine society to secure household items.129 The emperor, as well as civil and ecclesiastical 

officials, used them to authenticate documents.130 They served both as a signature and as proof of 

authenticity.131  Average citizens were also required by law to have signet rings in order to 

validate wills and testaments.132 Those I discuss belonged to civil and ecclesiastical officials. 

A silver cone seal, now in the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, dates from 850-75 

(figure 11).133 The seal’s die features an image of the Theotokos holding a clipea, which depicts a 

                                                        
127 ODB, s.v. “Seals and Sealings” (John W. Nesbitt). 
128 Gary Vikan and John Nesbitt, Security in Byzantium: Locking, Sealing, and Weighing 
(Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies, 1980), 16. 
129 Vikan and Nesbitt, Security, 10. 
130 Vikan and Nesbitt, Security, 16. 
131 Vikan and Nesbitt, Security, 10. 
132 Vikan and Nesbitt, Security, 16. 
133 The height of the seal is 1.9 cm and the diameter is 2.8 cm. Its provenance is unknown; see 
Ioli Kalavrezou, Byzantine Women and Their World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Art 
Museums, 2003), p. 124, no. 53.  
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bust-length image of the Christ Child.134 This particular iconographic type of the Theotokos 

holding a clipea is known as the Nikopoios, “the Victory-Maker.”135 The image of the Nikopoios 

was carried into battle because it was believed to bring victory to the bearer of the image.136 The 

inscription on Gregory’s seal, written in reverse, encircles the image: “Theotokos help (boethei) 

Gregory the monk.”137 This invocation is abbreviated in two monograms that flank the image. 

The left abbreviates the word “Theotokos” and the right, “boethei.”138 

A two-sided lead sealing, now in the Lillian Malcove Collection, Toronto, was formed by 

a now-lost bivalve seal (figure 12).139 It dates to the second half of the eleventh century. It 

features an image of the Theotokos and Child on the front and an inscription on the back: 

“Theotokos help (boethei) your servant Leon Skleros magistros and praetor of Opsikion.”140 The 

bust-length image of the Theotokos is shown in the orant position. She is shown with a clipea 

that depicts a bust-length image of the Christ Child. Only the Theotokos is named by an 

accompanying inscription.141 On the reverse, Leon Skleros is identified as a magistros, indicating 

his prominence in the court.142 As praetor, he was judge and civil administrator of the theme of 

Opsikion, the capital of which was Nicaea.143 

A signet ring now in the collection of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, dates 

to the ninth-tenth centuries (figure 13).144 The niello inscription, written in reverse, covers the 

                                                        
134 A clipea is a circular shield or disk. 
135 Kalavrezou, Byzantine Women, p. 124, no. 53. 
136 Egon Sendler, Les icônes byzantines de la mère de Dieu, Collection Christus, no. 78 (Paris: 
Desclée de Brouwer, 1992), 156. 
137 ! ?;0 @76?0 :16:7167 3752E75 
138 ?/7;0 @76?6 
139 The diameter measures 3.2 cm; see Kalavrezou, Byzantine Women, p. 125, no. 54. 
140 !?;0 @76?0A /D .D B 4075/A 32:A./1D C10/D1A /7- 7GA; /D 
.;461D 
141 361  ?-  
142 ODB, s.v. “Magistros” (Alexander Kazhdan). The Skleroi were a noble family that rose to 
prominence in the Middle Byzantine period; see ODB, s.v. “Skleros” (Alexander Kazhdan). 
143 Themes were territorial divisions of Asia Minor each controlled by a strategos; see 
Ostrogorsky, Byzantine State, 96-97. For the title of praetor, see ODB, s.v. “Praetor” (Alexander 
Kazhdan).  
144 The ring has a diameter of 2.5 cm. It has a Constantinopolitan provenance; see Jannic Durand, 
Byzance: l'art byzantin dans les collections publiques françaises: Musée du Louvre, 3 novembre 
1992-1er février 1993 (Paris: Éditions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, 1992), p. 310, no. 
221.  



 22

face of the ring: “Lord help (boethei) Theodore imperial spatharios of the Heterias.”145 

Theodore’s title, which was originally given to the bodyguard of the Great Palace, was by the 

Middle Byzantine period a purchased title.146 The band of Theodore’s ring has two monograms 

similar to those found on Gregory’s seal. The letters of the first monogram form the word 

“Theotokos” and the second monogram, “boethei.”147 

These objects were not votives; their function was to seal. Therefore, the names inscribed 

on them were important for the identification of the owners. This is evident in the emphasis on 

titles. Theodore’s ring has a four-line inscription on the face of its seal. The first line consists of 

the invocation (Kyrie boethei), and the other three lines identify the owner’s name and title. 

Leon’s sealing has an image on one side and a seven-line inscription on the other. The first line 

is comprised of the invocation (Theotoke boethei); the remaining six lines are devoted to the 

owner’s name and titles. 

What then, was the function of the boethei inscription on these objects? I suggest that it 

had a multivalent purpose. On one level, it was a fashionable formula to inscribe on seals. This is 

suggested by other extant Middle Byzantine seals, sealings and signet rings inscribed with the 

word.148 On another level, I suggest that it was used as a prayer of protection for the owner and 

his documents. The iconography of the Theotokos was a popular image used for protection in the 

Middle Byzantine period.149 She was regarded as the palladium of Constantinople; her icon was 

processed around the city walls and carried into battle.150 

Gregory’s seal, Leon’s sealing and Theodore’s ring are inscribed with prayers invoking 

help from the Theotokos. On Gregory’s seal and Leon’s sealing, the invocation is the inscription. 

On Gregory’s seal and Theodore’s ring the monograms are also the invocation. Gregory placed 

them on either side of the image of the Nikopoios, as if the “victory-making” image and 

monograms were shields of protection for the documents that the seal authorized. Theodore 

placed the monograms not on the face of the ring but on the band. I suggest that here the boethei 

                                                        

145 ! ;0 @76?6 ?07BD1 @ .C2?21AD /6. 0/01 
146 ODB, s.v. “Spatharios” (Alexander Kazhdan); Durand, Byzance, p. 310, no. 221. 
147 ?07/7;0 and @76?6 
148 For examples of other Middle Byzantine lead seals that are inscribed with boethei, see Nicolas 
Oikonomides, “The Usual Lead Seal,” DOP 37 (1983): 147-57. For examples of signet rings, see 
Durand, Byzance, pp. 309-10, nos. 219-20. 
149 Ousterhout, “Virgin of the Chora,” 95. 
150 Ousterhout, “Virgin of the Chora,” 95-96. 
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inscription has two functions. While the inscription on the bezel protects the document that it 

sealed, the monograms on the band that invoke help from the Theotokos protect the wearer of the 

ring. 

 

Objects of Personal Adornment 

A gold and cloisonné enamel ring in the collection of Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, 

dates to the late twelfth-early thirteenth centuries (figure 14).151 It features an image of the 

Theotokos on a circular bezel. She is identified by an accompanying inscription.152 A second 

inscription encircles her image: “Theotokos help (boethei) your servant.”153 A third is found on 

the band of the ring: “Michael Stryphnos the Admiral.”154 This latter inscription is not oriented in 

the same direction as the image and inscription on the bezel. For example, if the ring were worn 

so that the bezel’s inscription was oriented toward Michael, the inscription on the band would be 

legible to a person standing in front of him. Conversely, if the ring were worn so that a person in 

front of Michael could read the inscription on the bezel, then the inscription on the band would 

be legible to Michael. 

Michael Stryphnos was the megadoux, or the commander of the fleet, under the Emperor 

Alexios III Angelos (r. 1195-1203).155 He was also the brother-in-law of the Empress 

Euphrosyne Doukaina Kamatera (r. 1195-1203), wife of Alexios III.156 It has been suggested that 

the ring was produced in an imperial workshop and given to Michael upon his investiture, 

making the ring a symbol of his rank.157 However, Michael was not the most successful of 

commanders. He sold some of the state-owned naval equipment, including anchors and sails, for 

                                                        
151 The diameter of the band measures 2.3 cm and that of the bezel measures 1.5 cm. The ring 
weighs 22.4 g. It has a Constantinopolitan provenance; see Ross, Catalogue, Vol. 2, pp. 108-9, 
no. 158. I would like to thank Dr. Stephen Zwirn, Assistant Curator of the Byzantine Collection 
at the Dumbarton Oaks Museum, for taking the time to show me this ring and discuss it with me. 
152 361  ?-  
153 !?;0 @76?0A /D .D B7-4D 
154 3AE264 52-21ED /D ./1-<5D 
155 ODB, s.v. “Stryphnos, Michael” (Charles M. Brand, Anthony Cutler). ODB, s.v. “Megas 
Doux” (Alexander Kazhdan). 
156 ODB, s.v. “Stryphnos, Michael” (Charles M. Brand, Anthony Cutler). 
157 Klaus Wessel, Die Byzantinische Emailkunst. Vom 5. bis 13. Jahrhundert, Beiträge zur Kunst 
des Christlichen Ostens, Bd. 4 (Recklinghausen: Bongers, 1967), p. 183, no. 57; Ross, 
Catalogue, Vol. 2, pp. 108-9, no. 158. 



 24

personal profit.158 More critically, he left the naval defense of the city weakened and thus 

vulnerable to attack by the armies of the Fourth Crusade in 1204.159 

Anthony Cutler argues that the ring does not exhibit the highest level of craftsmanship in 

the execution of the cloisonné enamel.160 He notes the crooked nose and mouth on the Theotokos 

as well as the poor delineation of the folds in her maphorion.161 Nevertheless, the ring does have 

some notable characteristics. The large ring is made of solid gold.162 The size of the inscription 

on the band is also noteworthy. The letters are approximately one-fourth larger than the boethei 

inscription on the bezel.163 The size of the letters used for Michael’s name and title draws the 

attention of the viewer.  

I suggest that the sheer amount of gold used in forming the ring and the large naming 

inscription took precedence over the quality of craftsmanship and the boethei inscription. The 

ring was displayed; it functioned as an object of personal adornment and as a symbol of 

Michael’s rank. This is supported by the dual orientation of the inscription, allowing it to be read 

by both the wearer and viewer. Whether given by the emperor or purchased by Stryphnos 

himself, the emphasis is on the object’s size, the gold and the inscription prominently displaying 

the name and title of the owner. 

A bloodstone (heliotrope) now in the George Ortiz Collection in Geneva, Switzerland 

dates to the tenth century (figure 15).164 The arch-shaped bloodstone features an image of the 

Pantokrator carved in low relief on the front and an incised double-armed cross on the back.165 

An inscription accompanies the cross: “Lord help (boethei) your servant John.”166 This 

                                                        
158 ODB, s.v. “Stryphnos, Michael” (Charles M. Brand, Anthony Cutler). 
159 ODB, s.v. “Stryphnos, Michael” (Charles M. Brand, Anthony Cutler). 
160 Cutler, “Art in Byzantine Society,” 776. 
161 Cutler, “Art in Byzantine Society,” 776. 
162 Cutler, “Art in Byzantine Society,” 776. 
163 I made these measurements based on the images of the ring in Ross, Catalogue, Vol. 2, pls. E, 
72. 
164 It measures 4.6 x 3.9 cm, and the provenance is not known; see Evans, Glory of Byzantium, p. 
175, no. 127.  
165 The inscription that accompanies the Pantokrator is: A.  E. . The Pantokrator is an epithet 

of Christ that means “all-sovereign.” He is depicted with a book in his left hand while his right 
hand makes a gesture of blessing; see ODB, s.v. “Pantokrator” (Gerhard Podskalsky).  
166 ;0 @76? .D B- AD 
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bloodstone is dark green with red inclusions. On the back the edges have fractured and one of the 

corners has broken off. 

Bloodstones generally functioned as amulets, serving as an aid to one’s health.167 Some 

combined Christian iconography with the hysteria motif, a head with snakes radiating from it.168 

One such piece dates to the tenth-twelfth centuries and is now in the Muzeum Narodowe in 

Przemysl, Poland (figure 16).169 One side of the circular bloodstone features the hysteria 

encircled by an inscription: “Lord help (boethei) the wearer.”170 The other side features an orant 

Theotokos at the center. A two-lined apotropaic inscription encircles the image: “Womb black 

blackening calm as a snake as the sea be calm be gentle as a lamb and as a cat.”171 

Bloodstones were generally fixed in ornamental settings: in jewelry, book covers and 

reliquaries.172 The Hysteria Bloodstone still has a piece of its setting confirming that it was worn 

on a chain, possibly around the neck.173 Like the Hysteria Bloodstone, the Pantokrator 

Bloodstone is carved on the front and the back, suggesting that both sides were displayed. I 

suggest that it too was worn around the neck. This suggested personal function is supported by 

the wear on the nose on the Pantokrator’s face. Sarah Taft suggests that this wear comes from 

rubbing.174 The practice of touching the faces of holy figures to the point of physical wear is also 

evident on Middle Byzantine ivories and icons.175  

                                                        
167 Jeffrey Spier, “Medieval Byzantine Magical Amulets and their Tradition,” JWarb 56 (1993): 
25-62. I would like to thank Dr. Genevra Kornbluth for recommending this article to me and 
sharing her expertise on bloodstones. 
168 Spier, “Magical Amulets,” 25. 
169 The bloodstone has a 5.2 cm diameter and was found in Przemysl; see Spier, “Magical 
Amulets,” p. 59, pl. V, no. 57c. 
170 !;0 @7?6 /75 <7175/2  
171 !6./012 304256 304257305A 7. <76. ;6460.0 7. / ?242.2 
:24656.75 7. C17@2/75 C1265 ;0 7. ;2/57.!; Jeffrey Spier suggests 
that the word ;6460.0 (calm) was a misinterpretation and should read 0A4-0.2A (coil); 
see Spier, “Magical Amulets,” 29. 
172 ODB, s.v. “Cameo” (Sheila D. Campbell, Anthony Cutler). For examples see Evans, Glory of 
Byzantium, pp. 177-8, 180, nos. 131, 135. 
173 This is found with a variety of pendants; see Evans, Glory of Byzantium, pp. 174-5, 178-9, 
180, nos. 126, 133, 135. 
174 Evans, Glory of Byzantium, p. 175, no. 127. 
175 Anthony Cutler, The Hand of the Master: Craftsmanship, Ivory, and Society in Byzantium 
(9th-11th Centuries) (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 22-29. 
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These bloodstones are not votive objects; rather they were worn or carried by the owner. 

The Pantokrator Bloodstone was used for private devotion. John’s prayer inscribed on the back 

supports this suggestion, but it is not the most crucial component; rather the Christian 

iconography and the condition of the bloodstone provide stronger evidence for its private 

devotional function. The Hysteria Bloodstone, on the other hand, functioned as a phylakterion. 

This is supported by the choice of medium, iconography and inscription. Bloodstones were 

believed to cure bleeding.176 The iconography of the hysteria, or womb, suggests that this was 

worn by a woman. The inscription on the hysteria side, invoking help for the wearer, underscores 

its phylaktic function. The inscription on the other side confirms that it was a phylakterion; it 

shares the same formula frequently found on Middle Byzantine amulets: “womb black 

blackening….”177 The orant Theotokos, iconography associated with the Blachernitissa, makes 

an appropriate pairing for the wearer who desires help and protection. This bloodstone, like other 

amulets that combine hysteria and Christian iconography, has its boethei inscription on the same 

side as the hysteria motif, not on the side of the Theotokos.178 The inscription on the Theotokos 

side is that which is most often associated with hysteria iconography. 

The next two objects I discuss, a medallion and a pendant cross, have common 

characteristics. They each have a suspension loop, indicating that they originally hung on a 

chain, perhaps around the neck. They are also inscribed with boethei. However the help 

requested is not for a named individual, but for “the wearer.” 

The medallion, now in the Christian Schmidt Collection, Munich, dates to the twelfth 

century (figure 17).179 It is two-sided and made of cast silver with traces of gilding. One side 

features an image of the Theotokos.180 The inscription on the other side reads: “Lord help 

(boethei) the wearer.”181 This bust-length image of the Theotokos is similar to the iconography of 

the Hagiosoritissa.182 She is shown in three-quarter profile, turning to the viewer’s right, and 

                                                        
176 Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic,” 81. 
177 -./012 304256 3042573056; see Spier, “Magical Amulets,” 25. 
178 For other phylakteria that combine the hysteria motif with the boethei inscription, see Spier, 
“Magical Amulets,” pp. 52-54, 57-58, nos. 9, 13, 15, 20, 21, 46, 54. 
179 The diameter of the medallion is 1.5 cm. Its provenance is not known; see Vassilaki, Mother 
of God, p. 296, no. 14. 
180 She is identified by her accompanying inscription: 361  ?-  
181 ;-1A0 @76?0A /75 <7175/2 /7 
182 Vassilaki, Mother of God, p. 296, no. 14. 
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extending her hands upward.183 The iconography of the Hagiosoritissa, with its emphasis on 

communication between the Theotokos and Christ, was an intercessory image frequently 

depicted on objects worn around the neck.184 

The cast silver-gilt cross is now in the collection of Dumbarton Oaks, Washington (figure 

18).185 It dates to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries. It features an image of the Crucifixion at the 

center and images of four saints on its arms. Accompanying inscriptions, which are now 

illegible, originally identified all of the saints. Only the figure of the Theotokos retains a legible 

identifying inscription.186 She is shown in three-quarter view, gesturing toward the Crucifixion.187 

The reverse of the cross has the same inscription as that on the Hagiosoritissa Medallion: “Lord 

help the wearer.”188 

Their cast form and generic inscriptions suggest that the Hagiosoritissa Medallion and the 

Pendant Cross were mass-produced items. They differ from the objects discussed in Chapter One 

in that the owners of the medallion and the cross did not influence any part of the production. 

There is no way of knowing whether these objects were ever donated as votive gifts or whether 

they were kept and used as objects of personal devotion. In these cases, the inscriptions provide 

us with no positive or negative information in identifying the objects as votive. 

In conclusion, the objects discussed in this chapter cannot be identified as votive even 

though they are inscribed with boethei. What then does the inscription mean in the secular 

context? The meaning varies, depending upon the function of the object and the context in which 

it was used. With the Pantokrator Bloodstone, the inscription underscores the object’s private 
                                                        
183 The Hagiosoritissa translates as the “the holy reliquary casket.” This refers to the relics of the 
Theotokos housed at the Constantinopolitan churches, the Chalkoprateia and the Blachernai. The 
epithet of the Hagiosoritissa also refers to an icon type of the Theotokos that was housed in these 
churches; see ODB, s.v. “Virgin Hagiosoritissa” (Nancy Patterson !ev"enko); and Maria 
Vassilaki, Images of the Mother of God: Perceptions of the Theotokos in Byzantium (Aldershot, 
England: Ashgate, 2005), 264 n. 3. 
184 For examples of the image of the Hagiosoritissa on enkolpia, see Evans, Glory of Byzantium, 
pp. 165-6, 332 nos. 112-3, 226. 
185 The cross measures 5.8 x 4 cm and is said to have been found in Constantinople; see Ross, 
Catalogue, Vol. 2, p. 75, no. 99. 
186 361  ?-  
187 The Theotokos is paired with another figure on the other side of the crucifixion. This figure 
also turns toward the crucifixion in a gesture of supplication. This image most likely depicts John 
the Theologian since he is typically found in crucifixion compositions. 
188 Inscribed vertically: ;0 @76?/. Inscribed horizontally: /75<7175/2. 
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devotional function. With the Ring of Michael Stryphnos, it is seemingly irrelevant compared to 

the gold and the name inscribed on the band. 

As we have seen, the inscription alone does not contribute to our understanding of the 

intended meaning of the object. Rather all of the components of the object must be examined to 

investigate the meaning, or meanings, desired by the patrons. In the following chapter, I present 

an object as a case study and suggest how messages are conveyed through the unification of its 

components, including function, inscription, iconography and contents. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PROTATON RELIQUARY – A CASE STUDY 

 

 

Can an object be defined as votive based solely upon the presence of an inscription? Does 

relying upon such a definition restrict a more multivalent analyses of objects thus identified as 

votive? In this chapter I present one object as a case study. I examine aspects of its production 

including inscriptions, patronage, iconography and function to argue that identifying a votive 

object requires a multivalent analysis of all its components. I show that, in this case, the patrons 

created a unified program of text, iconography and relics to convey their hope for salvation 

through perpetual prayer. 

The case study, a staurotheke now housed at the Protaton monastery on Mount Athos, 

consists of elements that date to different periods (Figure 19).189 The Middle Byzantine reliquary 

dates to the eleventh-twelfth centuries.190 It is rectangular; the lid is covered with a silver-gilt 

revetment featuring a scene of the Crucifixion. The Theotokos and John the Theologian are 

depicted to the left and right sides of the cross, respectively. Inscriptions above each figure read: 

“Behold your son” and “Behold your mother.”191 Above the cross are depictions of two angels. A 

figure dressed in monk’s clothing is depicted in proskynesis facing the Theotokos and his feet 

                                                        
189 The lid of the reliquary measures 17.8 x 14.2 x 1.2 cm; see Athanasios A. Karakatsanis, ed. 
Treasures of Mount Athos (Thessaloniki: Ministry of Culture, Museum of Byzantine Culture, 
1997), pp. 339-41, no. 9.18; Gabriel Millet, Louis David Petit, and Jeanne Fourier-Pargoire, 
Recueil des inscriptions chrétiennes de l'Athos, Bibliothéque des Écoles françaises d'Athènes et 
de Rome, fasc. 91 (Paris: A. Fontemoing, 1904), pp. 9-10, no. 26, pl. III.2; and Anatole Frolow, 
Les reliquaires de la Vraie Croix, AOC, 8 (Paris: Institut français d'études byzantines, 1965), pp. 
652-3, no. 1120. A staurotheke is a reliquary for the True Cross; see Frolow, Les reliquaires. 
The Protaton is the administrative center of Mount Athos, Greece. It also refers to the monastery 
and the church located there; see ODB, s.v. “Protaton” (Alice-Mary Talbot, Anthony Cutler) 
190 It is dated stylistically to the eleventh-twelfth centuries; see Karakatsanis, Treasures of Mount 
Athos, 341. 
191 AB0 7 -A7. .7-; AB7- 6 361 .7- 
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touching Golgotha.192 The inscription above his head reads: “Lord help (boethei) Zosimas the 

Monk.”193 

A second inscription, divided into three segments, wraps around three sides of the scene 

of the Crucifixion, forming an inverted “U”. This tripartite inscription is arranged in the same 

way as that surrounding the apse of the artophorion discussed in Chapter One.194 It begins at the 

top left, above the scene of the Crucifixion, and reads to the right: “these life-giving from the 

venerable place.”195 The second segment begins at the top right and reads down with the letters 

arranged vertically: “with ardent faith Zosimas enriches stones.”196 The third segment begins at 

the top left and also reads down with the letters arranged vertically: “Nicholas arranges the case 

with desire.”197 When the translation of the inscription is rearranged for syntax, it reads: “With 

ardent faith Zosimas enriches these life-giving stones from the venerable place and Nicholas 

arranges the case with desire.”198 As a whole, the inscription functions on one level as a record. It 

documents the provenance (“venerable place”) and spiritual value (“life-giving”) of the artifacts. 

It also records the names of the individuals who “enriched” the stones (Zosimas) and “arranged” 

the case (Nicholas). 

The Middle Byzantine reliquary contains four stones. Labels indicate their provenance: 

the Tomb, Golgotha, Bethlehem and Gethsemane.199 In the eighteenth century, this reliquary was 

integrated into a larger reliquary, and relics of the True Cross were added, making it a 

                                                        
192 Proskynesis is the gesture of prostration; see ODB, s.v. “Proskynesis” (Michael McCormick). 
193 The majuscule letters are the same as those used for the inscriptions above the Theotokos and 

John the Theologian. ! ;0 @76?0A HD.A32 3752ED 
194 The top left corner of the revetment no longer survives. Half of the tau (T), which begins the 
first word of the inscription, is missing. The inscription most likely once had a mark, such as a 
cross, to the left of the tau to indicate where the inscription began, emphasizing the importance 
of placement, which will be discussed below. Crosses are frequently used to mark the beginning 
of Middle Byzantine inscriptions. See, for example, the boethei inscription above the depiction 
of Zosimas. For a different arrangement of text on a similar object, see the inscription on the 
twelfth-century “Philotheos” staurotheke. Its inscription is divided into five segments; see Evans, 
Glory of Byzantium, pp. 80-81, no. 39. 
195 /7-. HD7C7A7-. 0; /7CD5 .0@2.3AD5 
196 CA./0A H07-.6 HD.A32. C47-/0A 4A?7-. 
197 ;7.30A B0 5A;7427. /65 ?6;65 C7?D 
198 I would like to thank Dr. Alice-Mary Talbot, Director of Byzantine Studies at Dumbarton 
Oaks, for her help with this translation. The letters are majuscule with double-line incisions. 
199 Frolow, Les reliquaires, 652. None of the sources that discuss this object suggest a date for 
the labels. 
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staurotheke. An inscription on the edge of the eighteenth-century staurotheke documents this 

addition.200 In this chapter I discuss only the Middle Byzantine reliquary which I shall, for 

clarity, refer to as the Protaton Reliquary. 

Silver-gilt reliquaries were frequently donated to churches in the Middle Byzantine 

period. This is evident in the monastic typika and wills.201 The will of Eustathios Boilas lists the 

objects he donated to his church in Cappadocia, including “silver-gilt vessels…reliquaries full of 

holy relics.”202 The Diataxis of Michael Attaleiates documents that a monk named John donated, 

among other objects, a silver and gold staurotheke decorated with images of the Theotokos, John 

the Theologian, Constantine and Helena and two angels.203 The typikon of Gregory Pakourianos 

describes “a reliquary, that is a silver box of holy relics.”204 The typikon of the Empress Eirene 

Doukaina Komnene lists her donation of several silver-gilt reliquaries, including three silver-gilt 

staurotheke, one of Saint Demetrios and another of Saint Demetrianos.205 Although none of the 

aforementioned reliquaries survive, the primary sources provide ample evidence for their 

donation. 

What can the inscriptions tell us, if anything, about the Protaton Reliquary? Each 

segment of the inscription that wraps the scene of the Crucifixion provides specific information. 

The first describes the contents: “These life-giving [stones] from the venerable place.” The 

second identifies Zosimas who “with ardent faith…enriches [these] stones.” The third segment 

identifies Nicholas, who “arranges the case with desire.” Neither Zosimas nor Nicholas is given a 

title, but each contributed to the production of the reliquary, whether it was the labor, financing, 

or the materials. However the words used to describe their actions – ploutei (enriches) and 

kosmei (arranges) – do not indicate whether Zosimas or Nicholas was a craftsman. It is 

significant that the verbs are present tense, suggesting that Zosimas and Nicholas’s actions are 

                                                        
200 The eighteenth-century inscription reads: “The present enkolpion with the invaluable cross 
and wood became property of the large church of Protaton thanks to the effort and to the 
expenditure of the kellion. And if anyone wanted to remove or take something from it, then, at 
the day of the Judgment, this person has as an adversary – the sovereign Theotokos for opposing 
party. 1758.” 
201 All of the documents that follow were discussed in Chapter One. 
202 Vryonis, “Eustathius Boilas,” 268. 
203 Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 369. 
204 Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 552. 
205 Thomas, Monastic Foundation Documents, 714, 716. 
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perpetual and their contributions eternal. This implies that the Protaton reliquary was intended to 

be a continuous gift offered by the patrons. 

The placement of the names of Zosimas and Nicholas is, I suggest, also noteworthy 

(figure 20). The placement of Nicholas’s name associates him with two figures. The first letter of 

his name, nu (5), is on the same level as Christ’s right hand. The last letter of his name, sigma 

(C), is on the same level as the Theotokos’s right arm, just below her shoulder. In contrast, the 

placement of Zosimas’s name associates him with only one figure – John the Theologian. His 

name begins on the same level as the top of John the Theologian’s head and ends at the same 

level as Apostle’s left elbow. According to this analysis, Nicholas is given preference over 

Zosimas by the placement of his name and thus his association with the Theotokos and Christ. 

When we turn to the iconography we find a different message from that conveyed by the 

placement of names. Zosimas, indentified as a monk both by his clothing and the accompanying 

inscription, is depicted in proskynesis between the Theotokos and the cross. Although Nicholas 

receives preference in the inscription through the placement of his name, he is not depicted. In 

contrast, Zosimas is shown and is therefore associated with all three holy figures through the 

placement of his name and image.  

I argue that the placement of Nicholas’s name and Zosimas’s image reflect the Protaton 

Reliquary’s function as a continual prayer of salvation for the patrons. Nicholas’s inscribed name 

forms a triangle with the intercessory image of the Theotokos and the image of the crucified 

Christ. Zosimas’s image is placed in a similar relationship to the figures of the Theotokos and 

Christ. The Theotokos, shown with her hands raised to her son, intercedes on behalf of the 

patrons. Christ looks to the Theotokos in response. He dispenses salvation to Nicholas and 

Zosimas in visual form. For Nicholas the guarantee of salvation comes via Christ’s right hand, 

stretched out on the cross and aligned with the first letter of his name. For Zosimas, the promise 

of salvation is conveyed by the cross that stands on Golgotha. The faithful believe that through 

Christ’s crucifixion at this site, he destroyed the power of death and offers eternal life. Zosimas 

touches Golgotha with his feet to receive the blessing of salvation. 

What does the function of the reliquary contribute, if anything, to the message conveyed 

by the inscriptions and iconography on the lid? The Protaton Reliquary’s primary function is to 

contain secondary relics from sites associated with the life of Christ. This function has its closest 

parallel not with reliquaries from the Middle Byzantine period but with Early Byzantine 
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eulogiai.206 The faithful received these “blessings” in two ways. They obtained them either 

through direct contact with a holy site or through a substance, such as earth, oil or water that has 

been blessed through such contact. Some eulogiai were collected in containers, such as the 

ampullae now in the collections at the cathedral in Monza and the San Colombano Abbey in 

Bobbio, Italy (figure 21).207 The sixth-century text of the so-called Piacenza Pilgrim describes the 

process of collecting oil in flasks at the site of the relic of the True Cross in the Church of the 

Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem: “They offer oil to be blessed in little flasks. When the mouth of 

one of the little flasks touches the Wood of the Cross, the oil instantly bubbles over.”208 

The sixth-century Sancta Sanctorum Reliquary, now in the Vatican, is also related to the 

Protaton Reliquary’s function as a container of secondary relics from the Holy Land (figure 

22).209 The rectangular box is covered with a lid and contains stones, earth and wood from 

different sites associated with the life of Christ. The accompanying labels identify the source of 

these relics.210 The inside of the lid features five scenes from the life of Christ: the Nativity, 

Baptism, Crucifixion, Resurrection and Ascension. The provenance of the relics inside the 

reliquary corresponds to the sites where the depicted events were believed to have taken place. 

The Protaton Reliquary, like its Early Byzantine predecessors, is a microcosm of the 

Holy Land. The relics hidden within enhance the “spiritual potency” of the container, the image, 

and the foundation that houses the reliquary.211 Through the eulogiai, the faithful benefitted from 

                                                        
206 Vikan, Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 11. 
207 André Grabar, and Denise Fourmont, Ampoules de Terre Sainte (Monza, Bobbio) (Paris: C. 
Klincksieck, 1958). 
208 John Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims Before the Crusades (Warminster, England: Aris & 
Phillips, 1977), 83. Gregory of Tours describes how clay tokens were formed from the earth in 
the Holy Sepulchre and that the faithful received cures from them; see Glory of the Martyrs, 
trans. Raymond Van Dam (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1988), 27. 
209 The reliquary measures 23.7 x 18 x 3.5 cm; see Charles R. Morey, “The Painted Panel from 
Sancta Sanctorum,” in Festschrift zum sechzigsten Geburtstag von Paul Clemen, 31. Oktober 
1926, ed. Wilhelm Worringer, Heribert Reiners, and Leopold Seligmann (Bonn: F. Cohen, 
1926), 160-7. Vikan states that the ampullae and the Sancta Sanctorum reliquary are closely 
related in iconography and function; see Pilgrimage Art, 20 
210 It has been argued that these labels date to the sixth-eighth centuries: 2C HD7C7A7- 
252./2 .0D. (from the life-giving place of the Resurrection); !2C 717-. 042D5 
(from the Mount of Olives); !2C @6?4003 (from Bethlehem); !2C .AD5 (from Zion); 
see Morey, “Sancta Sanctorum,” 151. 
211 Lynn Jones, “Emma’s Greek Scrine,” in Early Medieval Studies in Memory of Patrick 
Wormald, ed. Stephen Baxter and others (Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2009), 501. 
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the miraculous power of the site no matter how distant. Gary Vikan has demonstrated that 

through the words and images inscribed on, and the substances contained within, Early 

Byzantine ampullae allowed the faithful to mentally visit the locus sanctus.212 Annemarie Weyl 

Carr echoes and elaborates this interpretation: “They were enabled in this by their contact – the 

pilgrim’s actual contact, or the tokens’ implicit contact – with the saint’s presence at the 

pilgrimage site from which they were brought.”213 For Zosimas and Nicholas, the stones were 

essential to the function of the reliquary and the message they wished to convey through 

iconography and inscription. Zosimas is not merely depicted at the Crucifixion; the relics inside 

and the iconography on the lid make him ever-present at Golgotha. By the precise placement of 

their names, the particular iconography chosen to depict Zosimas and the choice of relics 

contained within, their requests for salvation are offered in perpetuity. 

When the reliquary was integrated into a staurotheke in the eighteenth-century, the 

continual prayers of Zosimas and Nicholas were recognized and acknowledged by the monks 

who added to the original reliquary. The contributions of Zosimas and Nicholas were enriched 

through the addition of the True Cross, and their prayers for salvation were preserved on the 

reliquary’s lid.  

We return then to the question posed at the beginning of this thesis. Can an object be 

defined as votive solely by the presence of an inscription? As we have seen in Chapters One and 

Two, the boethei inscription alone does not indicate this. Examining the inscription that wraps 

the scene of the Crucifixion, we find that it suggests the Protaton Reliquary was a votive 

offering, but it does not make it explicit. It identifies the contents and patrons of the reliquary but 

not their purpose for offering such a gift. If we considered only the inscription, what would we 

miss? The placement of the names is important to the correct understanding of the message 

intended by Zosimas and Nicholas. If our analysis ended there, we would assume that Nicholas 

was the primary patron; the placement of his name associates him with Christ and the Theotokos. 

When we also consider the iconography we find that Zosimas conveyed an important message of 

prayer, intercession and salvation. Then, the integral unity of the relics’ presence with the 

iconography and inscriptions must also be recognized. Together, these components work in 

unison to place Zosimas and Nicholas in continual prayer at the site of veneration. 

                                                        
212 Vikan, “Icon Piety,” 572-3. 
213 Carr, “Object of Pilgrimage,” 83. 
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As we have seen, the practice of relying on the boethei inscription to identify a votive 

object has its limitations. The boethei inscription also accompanies secular objects that cannot be 

identified as votive. It is used on seals, objects that function to protect and authorize documents, 

as well as phylakteria meant to protect the wearer. The relationship between the placement of the 

inscription, the iconography and the function of the object convey a more nuanced message than 

what is explicitly stated in the inscription itself. Examples of this are the choice of iconography 

and size of the inscriptions on the Adrianople Cross, and, on the artophorion, the placement of 

Eustathios’s name in relationship to the object’s form and function. This study has demonstrated 

that we cannot rely on the boethei inscription alone to identify an object as votive. It is rather the 

combination of many elements, including medium, iconography, patron and function that 

contribute to this identification and which enable us to more clearly understand the multivalent 

messages conveyed by these objects. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

My thesis examined the practice of relying upon an object’s accompanying inscription to 

identify a votive offering in the Middle Byzantine period. I focused on a specific invocational 

inscription – one that includes the word boethei. I demonstrate that we cannot rely on the 

inscription alone to identify an object as votive. It is rather the combination of many elements, 

including medium, iconography, patron and function that contribute to this identification.  

In Chapter One, I examined objects identified as having a sacred function – the context 

with which votive is most often associated. I considered how the inscription contributes to 

defining an object as votive. The sacred objects discussed in this chapter can all be identified as 

such. However, the boethei inscription is not the sole indication of their votive function. The 

choice of iconography, the placement of the inscriptions, the function of the object and the 

identity of the patron provided stronger evidence for this identification.  

In Chapter Two, I examined secular objects to investigate how the inscription functioned 

in this context and what was the purpose of the inscription. The objects discussed in this chapter 

cannot be identified as votive even though they are inscribed with boethei. The meaning of the 

boethei inscription varies, depending upon the function of the object and the context in which it 

was used. With the Pantokrator Bloodstone, the inscription underscores the object’s private 

devotional function. With the Ring of Michael Stryphnos, it is seemingly irrelevant to messages 

of status conveyed by the object. 

In Chapter Three, I presented one object as a case study – a reliquary at the Protaton 

Monastery on Mount Athos. I examined aspects of its production including inscriptions, 

patronage, iconography and function to argue that a votive object requires analysis of all its 

components to more clearly understand the multivalent messages conveyed by the object. By 

examining the inscription that wraps the scene of the Crucifixion, we find that it suggests the 

Protaton Reliquary was a votive offering, but it does not make it explicit. It identifies the 

contents and patrons of the reliquary but not their purpose for offering such a gift. The placement 

of the names is important to the message conveyed by Zosimas and Nicholas. When we also 

consider the relics’ presence with the iconography and inscriptions, we find that these 
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components work in unison to place Zosimas and Nicholas in continual prayer at the site of 

veneration. 

This study has demonstrated that we cannot rely on the boethei inscription alone to 

identify an object as votive. It is rather the combination of many elements, including medium, 

iconography, patron and function that contribute to this identification and which enable us to 

more clearly understand the multivalent messages conveyed by these objects. When all of these 

components are considered, we find a more precise message through the program of 

iconography, placement of text, and form of the object than what is explicitly stated in the 

inscription itself. 
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APPENDIX A 

FIGURES 

 

 
 

Fig. 1 

Hodegetria Plaque 
12th century, copper-gilt repoussé, 21.5 x 14.5 cm 

Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
(Source: Vassilaki, Mother of God, no. 20) 
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Fig. 2 

Malcove Cross Base 
12th century, bronze, 29 x 5 cm 

The Lillian Malcove Collection, Toronto 
(Source: Campbell, Malcove Collection, no. 179) 
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Fig. 3 

Ring of Michael Attaleiates 
Second half of the 11th century, gold and champlevé enamel, 3 cm diameter 

Dumbarton Oaks Collection, Washington, DC 
(Source: Ross, Catalogue, Vol. 2, pls. E, 72, no. 156)
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Fig. 4 

Adrianople Cross (Obverse) 
Late 10th century, silver-gilt and niello, 58.4 x 46.5 cm 

Benaki Museum, Athens, Greece 
(Source: Evans, Glory of Byzantium, no. 23)
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Fig. 5 

Adrianople Cross (Reverse) 
Late 10th century, silver-gilt and niello, 58.4 x 46.5 cm 

Benaki Museum, Athens, Greece 
(Source: Bouras, Cross of Adrianople, fig. 2)
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Fig. 6 

Adrianople Cross (Details of Inscriptions) 
Late 10th century, silver-gilt and niello, 58.4 x 46.5 cm 

Benaki Museum, Athens, Greece 
(Source: Bouras, Cross of Adrianople, figs. 3, 4)
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Fig. 7 

Benaki Cross (Obverse) 
First half of the 11th century, bronze, 36 x 30.1 x 0.3 cm 

Benaki Museum, Athens, Greece 
(Source: Lafontaine-Dosogne, Splendeur de Byzance, no. 16)
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Fig. 8 

Benaki Cross (Reverse) 
First half of the 11th century, bronze, 36 x 30.1 x 0.3 cm 

Benaki Museum, Athens, Greece 
(Source: Vassilaki, Mother of God, no. 41)
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Fig. 9 

Reliquary of Saint Anastasios the Persian 
Late 10th century, silver repoussé with gilding and niello, 19.6 x 20 x 39 cm 

Cathedral Treasury, Aachen, Germany 
(Source: Evans, Glory of Byzantium, no. 300)
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Fig. 10 

Reliquary of Saint Anastasios the Persian (“Apse” View) 
Late 10th century, silver repoussé with gilding and niello, 19.6 x 20 x 39 cm 

Cathedral Treasury, Aachen, Germany 
(Source: Saunders, “Aachen Reliquary,” fig. 2)
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Fig. 11 

Cone Seal with Impression 
c. 850-75, silver, 1.9 cm height and 2.8 cm diameter 

Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto 
(Source: Kalavrezou, Byzantine Women, no. 53)
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Fig. 12 

Sealing of Leon Skleros 
Second half of the 11th century, lead, 3.2 cm diameter 

The Lillian Malcove Collection, Toronto 
(Source: Kalavrezou, Byzantine Women, no. 54)
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Fig. 13 

Signet Ring of Theodore the Spatharios 
9th-10th centuries, gold and niello, 2.5 cm diameter 

Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris 
(Source: Durand, Byzance, no. 221)
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Fig. 14 

Ring of Admiral Michael Stryphnos 
Late 12th-early 13th centuries, gold and cloisonné enamel, 2.3 cm diameter 

Dumbarton Oaks Collection, Washington, DC 
(Source: Ross, Catalogue, Vol. 2, pls. E, 72, no. 158)
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Fig. 15 

Pantokrator Bloodstone 
10th century, bloodstone, 4.6 x 3.9 cm 

The George Ortiz Collection, Geneva, Switzerland 
(Source: Evans, Glory of Byzantium, no. 127)
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Fig. 16 

Hysteria Bloodstone 
10th-12th centuries, bloodstone, 5.2 cm diameter 

Muzeum Narodowe Ziemi Przemyskiej, Przemysl, Poland 
(Source: Spier, “Magical Amulets,” pl. 5d)
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Fig. 17 

Hagiosoritissa Medallion 
12th century, cast silver with gilding, 1.5 cm diameter 

Christian Schmidt Collection, Munich 
(Source: Vassilaki, Mother of God, no. 14)
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Fig. 18 

Cross Pendant 
12th-13th centuries, cast silver with gilding, 5.8 x 4 cm 

Dumbarton Oaks Collection, Washington, DC 
(Source: Ross, Catalogue, Vol. 2, pl. 54, no. 99)
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Fig. 19 

Lid of the Protaton Reliquary 
11th-12th centuries, silver gilt repoussé, 17.8 x 14.2 x 1.2 cm 

Protaton Monastery, Mount Athos, Greece 
(Source: Karakatsanis, Treasures of Mount Athos, no. 9.18)



 57

 
 

Fig. 20 

Lid of the Protaton Reliquary with Names in the Framing Inscription Highlighted 
11th-12th centuries, silver gilt repoussé, 17.8 x 14.2 x 1.2 cm 

Protaton Monastery, Mount Athos, Greece 
(Source: after Karakatsanis, Treasures of Mount Athos, no. 9.18)



 58

 
 

Fig. 21 

Monza Ampulla No. 6 
c. 600, tin-lead, 6.5 cm diameter 

Museo e Tesoro del Duomo di Monza 
(Source: Grabar, Ampoules de Terre Sainte, pl. 12)
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Fig. 22 

Sancta Sanctorum Reliquary 
6th century, wood, stones, earth, encaustic, 23.7 x 18 x 3.5 cm 

Sancta Sanctorum, Vatican City 
(Source: Kessler, Rome 1300, figs. 46, 47) 
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