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SWINGING THURIBLES IN EARLY BYZANTINE CHURCHES IN THE HOLY LAND

The swinging of thuribles in which incense is burned to produce a sweet smelling smoke is a fa-
miliar scene in Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches. The use of incense in religious wor-
ship predates Christianity by thousands of years, and the Old Testament contains numerous refer-
ences to it. As early as the 4th century AD, literary sources describe the practice of burning incense
during church services in the Holy Land. Several bronze thuribles suspended from three chains have
been discovered in Early Byzantine churches in the Eastern Mediterranean. Mosaics of contempora-
neous churches depict a thurifer holding in his right hand a thurible similar to those found in exca-
vations of churches. There are a few variants in shape but they all consist of a small container, usually
made of bronze, three chains, and no lid. Wall paintings in churches at Novgorod show that swing-
ing thuribles without a lid, very similar to those from Early Byzantine churches, continued to be used
for many centuries in Russian Orthodox churches.
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KapgunpHunpl Ha Hensax B paHHeBU3aHTUIICKUX epKBax CBATOM 3eMmn

Kagnnpaunpl Ha 1ensax, B KOTOPBIX KyPU/ICA NPUATHO IAXHYIIMIA JIaflaH, — XOPOLIO M3BECT-
HBIII 971eMeHT 6orocmy>keHna BocToyHbIX IIpaBocmaBHbIx M Pumckoit Katommdeckoit Llepkseit.
OpnHako KaXKfeHMe B OOroCay)XeH!M HaMHOTO CTaplie XpUCTMAHCTBA, M BeTxmit 3aBeT HeOgHO-
KPaTHO YIIOMMHAeT 3TOT 00brvail. Y>ke B IV B. mucbMeHHbIe MICTOUYHVKY ONMCBHIBAIOT KaKIeHMe
Ha 6orocmyxennax B CaToir 3emne. Heckonbko 6pOH30BBIX KaVIBHAL, C TPeMsA LEIAMU ObUIN
Hali/leHbl B paHHEBM3aHTUIICKMX LIePKBaxX B BocTouHOM CpenuseMHoMopbe. Ha Mo3ankax B xpa-
Max TOTO )K€ BPeMEHM eCTb M300paskeHNns KaJAIVX JIIoflell C TAaKMMM >Ke KaJV/IbHUIIAMIY, KaKie
HaXOJAT B packonkax. Popma MOXXET HEMHOTO BapbMpPOBATbCA, HO BCE 9TU Ka[UIbHUIIBI IIPEJ-
CTaBJIAIOT COOO0J HeOONbIIYI0 KOPOOOUKY 0e3 KPBIIKM, C TpeMs LeNsaMM, OObIYHO U3 OPOH3BL
Hosropopckue Gpecky CBUIeTENbCTBYIOT O TOM, YTO KaJM/IbHUIIBI 6€3 KPBIIIKY Ha IIeTAX, OYeHb
IIOXO0)KME Ha PaHHEBM3AHTUIICKME, MPOJO/DKAIN VCIIONb30BATbCA B TEYEHME MHOTMX CTONIETUI
B Pycckoii IIpaBocmasroit LlepkBu.
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THE ICONOGRAPHY OF THE “GESTURE OF BLESSING” IN THE HELLENISTIC,
ROMAN AND BYZANTINE PERIODS IN THE NEAR EAST

The so-called “gesture of blessing” — the raised right hand with the palm turned outward —is open
to a number of interpretations, depending on the cultural and religious context in which it occurs.
It is very ancient and persists until the present day in the visual arts. When excavating at Dura Euro-
pos Franz Cumont described it as the ‘ritual gesture of the ancient Semites’; most scholars refer to the
gesture of blessing while others define it as gesture of omnipotence, prayer, reverence, plea and wish
for protection. Different interpretations will arise from the archaeological evidence with regard to re-
ligion and cult, ethnicity, social status and target group.

The areas I shall focus on are Syria, the Nabatean realm, the Parthian Empire, the Byzantine Em-
pire, Egypt and South Arabia. At first glance, it is primarily the Roman political koine and later
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