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Introduction Introduction 

“Man scheint die in Spangenfassungen montierten Schädelreliquien also in ir-
gendwelchen Kästen aufbewahrt zu haben, was nicht im geringsten ver-
wundert.” 

 
“[…] in irgendeinem Behälter liegt die Reliquie nackt und bloß und leicht zu-
gänglich.” 1 

Exposed bones and skulls kept visually and tactilely accessible in randomly chosen and 
easy-to-open caskets: this is how the typical Byzantine arrangement of the bodily re-
mains of saints was characterized a half century ago: a characterization reminiscent of 
outdated ethnographic writing about so-called ‘primitive cultures.’ Since then, it has 
become a widely accepted and well established concept in the collective body of art 
historical knowledge of the piety practices of the Orthodox Byzantines—the Other 
Christians, as it were, when viewed from a Roman Catholic perspective.2 To demon-
strate such supposedly Byzantine practices, reference is often made to a certain Middle 
Byzantine silver casket, regarded as the quintessential Byzantine head reliquary due 
solely to its secondary use as a container for the head of the virgin St. Praxedes in the 
late 13th century, whilst the original Byzantine function and context of the casket remain 
unknown (fig. 1).3  
 By the same token, precious objects of Byzantine origin that do not fit standard 
conceptions of Byzantine reliquaries are almost exclusively imagined to have had a 
Eucharistic function4 in their original, Byzantine context. One such object is the so-
called Reliquary of St. Anastasios the Persian in the Treasury of Aachen Cathe-
dral—a refined micro-architecture in the shape of a domed church (fig. 2). It is 

 
1 Both citations are from R. Rückert, “Zur Form der byzantinischen Reliquiare,” in MünchJB 8 

(1957), 7–36, here 19 and 25. 
2 On biased judgements of Byzantium in scholarship see the recent observations by A. Cameron, 

Byzantine Matters (Princeton–Oxford, 2014). 
3 Rückert, Form, 17. St. Praxedes is not traceable in Byzantine menologia and synaxaria; the Ro-

man virgin did not receive any relevant veneration in the Orthodox world. As discussed in more 
detail in Appendix C, a suggestive description by the Jesuit scholar Hartmann Grisar has largely 
contributed to this specific notion of the casket, cf. H. Grisar SJ, Die römische Kapelle Sancta 
Sanctorum und ihr Schatz. Meine Entdeckungen und Studien in der Palastkapelle der mittel-
alterlichen Päpste (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1908), 107.  

4 See more recently, R. Ousterhout and V. Marinis, “‘Grant Us to Share a Place and Low with 
Them’ – Relics and the Byzantine Church Building (9th–15th Centuries),” in Saints and Sacred 
Matter, 153–172, here 172: “[…] it is perhaps noteworthy how few Byzantine reliquaries take 
the form of churches. The original function of the late tenth-century church-shaped reliquary of 
Anastasios the Persian is disputed; the inscriptions suggest it was originally an artophorion.” 
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commonly believed that this 10th-century silver-gilt object was used first as an ar-
tophorion (a receptacle for the Eucharist) and only in Aachen, thus in a secondary, 
Western context, became a reliquary for a head relic of St. Anastasios the Persian. 
But is it not just as conceivable that the micro-architecture served from the very 
beginning, already in Byzantium, as a reliquary?  

The present study is directed to Middle Byzantine head reliquaries from the 9th to 
the 12th century. It aims to reconstruct several types of Byzantine receptacles for the 
head relics of holy men and women, and to demonstrate that Byzantine head reli-
quaries made of precious metal were far from uniform: they could take the shape of 
caskets, of elaborate micro-architectural receptacles, and even of mask-like head 
busts with facial features. All of these categories are conceivable, even though some 
of them have not necessarily been accepted or even identified within the Byzantine 
realm hitherto.5 Such lines of inquiry will entail the examination of surviving objects 
as well as the re-examination of traditionally accepted systems of typology and func-
tion, which are well established for a whole spectrum of sacred art objects. It will 
also involve rereading references to head relics and their receptacles in various 
sources with a new openness to conclusions that might differ from those which have 
far too often been blindly accepted, reiterated or simply presupposed about Byzan-
tine sacred objects. Most importantly, this approach, while shedding new light on 
Byzantine relic veneration, will also reveal tendentious views on Byzantium and its 
sacred goldwork more generally. These are perhaps most noticeable in German art 
historical scholarship of the 20th century, which relies on scholarly viewpoints prop-
agated in fundamental 19th-century handbooks.6  
 Despite recent studies on medieval reliquaries, many of which present exciting 
and comprehensive approaches far beyond the traditional typological and stylistic 
classifications,7 the notion that Eastern modes of keeping relics were radically dif-
ferent from Western ones has remained substantially unchallenged. This aspect of 
difference was expressed most concisely by the art historian Rainer Rückert in his 
article entitled “Zur Form der byzantinischen Reliquiare,” (1958) quoted at the be-
ginning of this introduction. It can still be detected in various studies of relic venera-
tion, and especially of reliquaries.8  

 
5 The diversity of Byzantine reliquaries is fully acknowledged by G. P. Majeska, “Reliquien,” in 

LexMA, VII, 702–704, esp. 704.  
6  Conceptions of Byzantine art as developed and established in influential art historical hand-

books of the 19th century have been analyzed by R. Nelson, “Living on the Borders of Western 
Art,” in Gesta 35/1 (1996), 3–11. 

7 See for instance C. Hahn and H. A. Klein (eds.), Saints and Sacred Matter: The Cult of Relics 
in Byzantium and Beyond (Washington, D.C., 2015). Due to the very recent publication date it 
was impossible to consider fully the papers of the volume. I thank Holger Klein for providing 
the introduction, and Anthony Cutler, Julia M. Smith, and Hiltrud Westermann-Angerhausen 
for sharing their papers prior to publication. 

8 To my knowledge, the only critical remarks on Rückert’s methods and conclusions—though 
banished to the footnotes—were expressed by H. Arndt and R. Kroos, “Zur Ikonographie der 
Johannesschüssel,” in AK 38 (1969), 243–328, fns. 34–36, and C. L. Diedrichs, Vom Glauben 
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Dichotomous in structure, Rückert’s study contrasted simple Byzantine reliquary 
types that allowed direct access to the bodily remains of saints to a series of Western 
reliquary types featuring securely enshrined relics wrapped in precious protective 
textiles, which could be neither seen nor touched.9 This created an oversimplified, 
yet powerful, dichotomous conception of the Byzantine East versus the Latin West 
with regard to reliquaries, and relied on the rudimentary physical evidence of Byzan-
tine reliquaries. The same aesthetics that pushed for the superiority of Renaissance 
art over Medieval, and even for Medieval over Byzantine, contributed to the charac-
terization of reliquaries as originating distinctly from the West (‘superior’) or the 
Byzantine East (‘inferior’), without regards to those objects which seem to straddle 
or even negate this boundary. The present study seeks to throw all of this into relief, 
to demonstrate the consequences for the study of Byzantine reliquaries, and to pre-
sent a fresh perspective on the codified corpus of Byzantine sacred goldsmith art. 

Relic Veneration and Its Study 
Relic veneration—an intrinsic aspect of medieval piety—can still be observed as a 
vivid expression of faith throughout the Christian world, as for example during the 
last Septennial Heiligtumsfahrt in Aachen in June 2014 (fig. 3). Fruitful examination 
of the cult of saints (both during their lifetime and after their death); the role of bodi-
ly and other remains of saints as tokens of spiritual, ecclesiastical, and political pow-
er, as well as pilgrimage as a social phenomenon has been made from various angles 
over the past few decades. Increasingly, comparative approaches, which 
acknowledge the importance of relic veneration in other religions such as Buddhism 
and Islam, are favoured.10 Furthermore, some important exhibitions, starting with 

 
zum Sehen. Die Sichtbarkeit der Reliquie im Reliquiar. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Sehens 
(Berlin, 2001), 35, fn. 42. See now also B. V. Pentcheva, “The Performance of Relics: Con-
cealment and Desire in the Byzantine Staging of LEIPSANA,” in Symmeikta. Collection of Pa-
pers Dedicated to the 40th Anniversary of the Institute for Art History, Faculty of Philosophy, 
University of Belgrade, ed. I. Stevović (Belgrade, 2012), 55–72, esp. 57.  

 9 Rückert, Form. The contrast between East and West came out of the genealogy of Western reli-
quary types. That is, as an evolution from simple reliquary forms (caskets and crosses) in the early 
medieval period to increasingly complex forms such as the medieval head bust in the high and late 
medieval periods. The medieval head bust seems to have been especially appreciated, as it was 
conceived as an antecedent to Renaissance art. This development—from simple to complex—was 
outlined in a short, yet quite influential article by E. Meyer, “Reliquie und Reliquiar,” in Eine 
Gabe der Freunde für Carl Georg Heise zum 28. VI. 1950, ed. E. Meyer (Berlin, 1950), 55–66, 
which owes much to the evolutionary projection established a decade earlier by Joseph Braun (see 
fn. 32), cf. E. G. Grimme, Goldschmiedekunst im Mittelalter. Form und Bedeutung des Reliquiars 
von 800 bis 1500 (Cologne, 1972), 12. Even groundbreaking approaches such as Hans Belting’s 
Bild und Kult. Eine Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst (Munich, 20117), 331–347, 
esp. 333, operate under the notion of distinct differences between East and West with regard to the 
preponderance of “Bild” versus “Reliquie” or “Kastenform” versus “figürliche Form,” respective-
ly. 

10  M. Mayr (ed.), Von Goldenen Gebeinen. Wirtschaft und Reliquie im Mittelalter (Innsbruck, 2001), 
135–147; A. Walsham (ed.), Relics and Remains (Oxford–New York, 2010). See also the intro-
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Ornamenta Ecclesiae in 1985 in Cologne, have broadened our knowledge of the 
objects and images that are associated with the medieval cult of relics.11 More recent 
exhibitions (such as Treasures of Heaven in 2010 in Cleveland, Baltimore, and Lon-
don) brought together numerous reliquaries, many of them displayed outside their 
usual institutional contexts for the first time. Such configurations allow new compar-
isons and combinations of sacred objects and can lead to new perspectives.12  

While the cult of relics has begun to attract scholarly attention, it is important to 
note that historically, relic veneration practices were not taken seriously. Dismissed 
as mere “Volksglaube,” the idea of relic veneration was especially prone to mockery 
and polemics by Protestant elites.13 In the case of Byzantium, however, one might 
speak of a double-layered reservation regarding relic veneration. Thinkers of the En-
lightenment took a critical attitude to religious sentiment and the Church as an insti-
tution and censured ‘Caesaropapist’ Byzantium and its society,14 which came to be 
perceived as excessively religious. Byzantium was conceived as an unfit and 
doomed religio-political system. Edward Gibbon’s withering remarks seem to form, 
once more, an indelible backdrop to the study of Byzantium15 and, more especially, 
Byzantine piety as expressed in the veneration of sacred matter. Furthermore, a 
superficial, yet codified knowledge of the divergent linguistic, political, theological, 
ecclesiastical, and aesthetic developments in Byzantium has infused the art historical 
debate on Byzantine reliquaries with bias.  

The reason for such misconceptions is both simple and complex. Although it was a 
Christian empire, Byzantium is primarily perceived as an Oriental, Greek culture and 
therefore described as different from, as other than, the Occident. Particularly from a 
Roman Catholic perspective, Byzantium represents an apostate, schismatic element 
within the Christian community. For the study of liturgical objects such as church 
silver and reliquaries, it is important to recognize various dichotomies inherent to 
studies of Byzantium and its art.16 The putative dichotomies include ‘simple versus 

 
ductory remarks by Hahn and Klein, in Saints and Sacred Matter, 1–12, with references to inter-
national exhibitions and predominantly English-language publications on the cult of saints and their 
relics.  

11  Ornamenta Ecclesiae, exh. cat. 
12  Treasures of Heaven, exh. cat. For an interesting reassessment of object-based disciplines and 

the value of material studies approaches in the context of displaying art objects see P. J. Bräun-
lein, “Material Turn,” in Dinge des Wissens. Die Sammlungen, Museen und Gärten der Univer-
sität Göttingen, ed. Georg-August-Universität Göttingen (Göttingen, 2012), 30–44.   

13  See, for inst., the critical remarks by A. Hartmann, Zwischen Relikt und Reliquie: Objektbezo-
gene Erinnerungspraktiken in antiken Gesellschaften (Berlin, 2010), 40–41. 

14  See G. Dagron, Empereur et prêtre. Étude sur le «césaropapisme» byzantin (Paris, 1996). 
15  D. Angelov, “Byzantinism: The Real and the Imaginary Influence of a Medieval Civilization on 

the Modern Balkans,” in New Approaches to Balkan Studies, ed. D. Keridis, E. Bursac, and N. 
Yatromanolakis (Dulles, 2003), 3–21; see also H. A. Klein, Byzanz, der Westen und das ‚wah-
re’ Kreuz. Die Geschichte einer Reliquie und ihrer künstlerischen Fassung in Byzanz und im 
Abendland (Wiesbaden, 2004). 

16  A. Cutler, “The Pathos of Distance. Byzantium in the Gaze of Renaissance Europe and Modern 
Scholarship,” in Reframing the Renaissance. Visual Culture in Europe and Latin America 
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complex form,’ ‘non-figurative versus figurative,’ ‘naked or bare relics versus relics 
wrapped in textiles,’ ‘easy-to-open versus sealed caskets,’ and ‘the Eucharist versus 
relics.’ 
Another common assumption is that relics played an important role in Western de-
votional practices, whereas, in Byzantium, “devotion centered on the icon.”17 For-
tunately, in the meantime, less schematic pictures of Eastern piety practices have 
been drawn. Relics have been acknowledged as an integral part of both Eastern 
Orthodox and Catholic piety. And despite the fact that the dispute about the venera-
tion of icons, known as “Iconoclasm” (726–843), was a Byzantine phenomenon in 
the first place, the icon was, of course, not a distinctive feature of Byzantium alone; 
it also played a major role in the West from the early Middle Ages onwards.18 Final-
ly, icons (in the sense of images) and relics accompanied and complemented one 
other. 

The multisensory display of relics alongside candles, incense, and chants, as well 
as the pilgrims’s desire to see, touch, and kiss relics have also begun to attract schol-
arly attention. Again, these aspects of devotion were by no means limited to Byzan-
tium.19 The alleged tactility of the Byzantine worshippers with regard to relics—as 
opposed to Catholic practice—is apparently a scholarly construct based on cursory 
examination of the limited material evidence: many of the sacred objects in ques-
tions have often indeterminate origins, functions, and contexts; they often lack their 
original contents, as well as features such as clasps, seals, bottoms, and lids. Indeed, 
it is difficult to imagine that the receptacles were so elaborate given the rudimentary 
state of what remains: osseous fragments, which still retain some silver mountings, 
at most. But more crucially, the scarce physical evidence is distorted by wilful mis-
conceptions of a supposedly Byzantine (in the schismatic sense) handling of relics in 
Western medieval sources, and less blatantly, in scholarship.  

However, my intended unveiling of essentialized representations of Byzantine pi-
ety and its sacred minor arts in Western historiography, especially in art historical 
discourse, is neither meant to align divergencies in religious practices nor to indis-
criminately state similarities between Orthodox and Catholic modes of relic venera-
tion. Nonetheless, it seems worthwhile to highlight these distortions because they still 

 
1450-1650, ed. C. Farago (New Haven–London, 1995), 22–45.  

17  As critically observed by A. Weyl-Carr, “The Face Relics of John the Baptist in Byzantium and 
the West,” in Gesta 46/2 (2008), 159–177.  

18  G. Wolf, Salus Populi Romani. Die Geschichte der römischen Kultbilder im Mittelalter (Wein-
heim, 1990); E. Thunø, Image and Relic. Mediating the Sacred in Early Medieval Rome (Rome, 
2002). 

19  See Pentcheva, The Sensual Icon; see also B. V. Pentcheva, “Hagia Sophia and Multisensory Aes-
thetics,” in Gesta 50/2 (2011), 93–111. For the various sensual dimensions of sacred experience 
see now also B. Caseau, “The Senses in Religion: Liturgy, Devotion, and Deprivation,” in A Cul-
tural History of the Senses in the Middle Ages, 500–1450 (2 vols.), ed. R. Newhauser (London, 
2014), II, 89–110. On kissing relics see Hermann-Mascard, Reliques, 213–214.  



Introduction 6 

form an underlying basis for scholarly debates on relics as products of the East and 
West.  

Head Relics  
The generally meagre physical evidence is not particularly conducive to a reassess-
ment of Byzantine reliquary types, which is one of the present study’s aims. Howev-
er, by focusing on head relics as a numerically significant subspecies in Orthodox 
Byzantium as well as in the Catholic West, it is possible to gather enough data for a 
reconsideration of the diverse textual, physical, and visual sources for the veneration 
of these objects, revealing them to be an intrinsic part of the cult of saints in Byzan-
tium. Head relics required not only prominent reliquaries, but also distinct modes of 
display and access within liturgical spaces due to the prominent role ascribed to the 
human head as the most suitable proxy of the individual.20  

As noted earlier, the distorted image of Byzantine modes of relic display mainly 
developed by Rückert in the mid-20th century has influenced studies of Medieval sa-
cred objects and devotional practises in the Latin West (which only occasionally 
refer to Orthodox Byzantium).21 Rückert’s influence on contemporary scholarship is 
still palpable, despite the overall proliferation of a less judgemental, confessional, 
doctrinal, and nationalistical research culture. His assumptions seem to have been 
further buttressed22 and even Byzantinists have adopted his ideas: 

The Byzantines preferred to leave the bones exposed (what better proof for 
their existence) and apply a silver or gold band on their ends or joints, often 
with an inscription identifying the relic. The relic then would have been kept 
in a rectangular box of varying materials and decorations.23 

 
20  A law, initially formulated by the jurist Julius Paulus and later incorporated into the Corpus 

iuris civilis, specified that when several burial places were associated with a dead person, the 
spot where the head lay (ubi quod est principale conditum est, id est caput) was in fact consid-
ered as the ultimate grave because the head made an individual recognizable (...caput, cuius 
imago fit, inde cognoscitur), cf. E. Kirschbaum SJ, Die Gräber der Apostelfürsten. St. Peter und 
St. Paul in Rom (Leipzig, 1974), 209 with fn. 20. See also C. Walker Bynum, The Resurrection 
of the Body in Western Christianity, 200–1336 (New York, 1995), 201, 213. 

21  A brief selection includes: B. Falk, “Bildnisreliquiare. Zur Entstehung und Entwicklung der me-
tallenen Kopf-, Büsten und Halbfigurenreliquiare im Mittelalter,” in AK 59 (1991/93), 99–238, 
esp. 125–129; Diedrichs, Sichtbarkeit der Reliquie, 35; P. Janke, Ein heilbringender Schatz. Re-
liquienverehrung am Halberstadter Dom im Mittelalter. Geschichte, Kult und Kunst (Munich–
Berlin, 2006), 222. See also M. Bagnoli, “The Stuff of Heaven. Materials and Craftmanship in 
Medieval Reliquaries,” in Treasures of Heaven, exh. cat., 137–147, esp. 29–30; Hahn, Strange 
Beauty, 23, 224–225. 

22  G. Toussaint, Kreuz und Knochen. Reliquien zur Zeit der Kreuzzüge (Berlin, 2011); see also 
ead., “Schöne Schädel: Die Häupter der Heiligen in Ost und West,” in Knotenpunkt Byzanz, 
655–678; ead., “Die Sichtbarkeit des Gebeins im Reliquiar – eine Folge der Plünderung Kon-
stantinopels?” in Reliquiare im Mittelalter, 89–106. 

23  I. Kalavrezou, “Helping Hands for the Empire: Imperial Ceremonies and the Cult of Relics at the 
Byzantine Court,” in Byzantine Court Culture from 829 to 1204, ed. H. Maguire (Washington, 
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These plausible explanations seem perfectly applicable to the corpus of surviving 
relics removed from their receptacles, such as the cranium of St. James the Minor in 
Halberstadt (fig. 4), and ostentatiously displayed in a museum setting (fig. 5). But 
scepticism is required: Why would the Byzantines—noted for their fervent devotion 
to saints and their images—treat their bodily remains so carelessly? Why would the 
Byzantines put head relics, of all things, in arbitrarily chosen caskets when in By-
zantium, as in other Christian cultures, the head was understood to be the ultimate, 
most representative body part of a holy person?24 Throughout medieval times, Con-
stantinople was an important pilgrimage center. There, sacred objects such as cross-
es, staffs (fig. 33), icons, stools, tables, letters, stones, sandals (fig. 25b), cloaks, and 
other items associated with holy persons or holy places were venerated.25 In addi-
tion, dozens of bodies and distinctive body-parts such as arms, hands, fingers, legs—
and especially heads—of various saints were kept in shrines all over the city, evok-
ing deep devotion among local believers as well as pilgrims from afar.26 And finally, 
how is it explicable that bodily relics were treated inattentively, when, on the other 
hand, tiny fragments of the True Cross were placed in precious receptacles known as 
staurothekai (fig. 6)?  
 Significantly, the staurotheke is the only reliquary type widely acknowledged to 
be uniquely Byzantine. It is a flat, often enameled casket, which corresponds per-
fectly with the chromaticity, linearity, iconicity, and intrinsic flatness ascribed to 
Byzantium and its arts in the influential and formative art historical discourse of the 
19th and 20th centuries, which was preoccupied with painting and mosaic as the main 
artistic genres of Byzantium.27  

 
D.C., 2004), 53–79, here 68–69. Despite several contributions by Byzantinists (including Kala-
vrezou’s important article) on various aspects of the cult of relics such as acquisitions, distinctive 
shrines in Constantinople, relic collections, and specific reliquary types, which have appeared in 
the last decades, a comprehensive study on Byzantine relics and their various receptacles still re-
mains to be written. A more recent conference dedicated to the cult of saints and their remains held 
at Dumbarton Oaks in Washington, D.C. in April 2011 fruitfully explored instances of relic vener-
ation across medieval cultures and contexts. See the various contributions in Saints and Sacred 
Matter.  

24  Cf. “κεφαλή,” in Lampe, Lexicon, 749, B. On the human head according to Christian theology, 
see W. Speyer, “Kopf,” in RAC, 21, 510–535, esp. 525ff. For a terminological approach, see al-
so A. Kazhdan, “Der Körper im Geschichtswerk des Niketas Choniates,” in Fest und Alltag in 
Byzanz, ed. G. Prinzing and D. Simon (Munich, 1990), 91–102, here 94. 

25  The aesthetics of Byzantine ‘object relics’ and their decorative enhancement with precious 
metal, gems, pearls, and so forth deserves a study of its own. 

26  On Constantinople as one of the most important Christian pilgrimage centers in the High Mid-
dle Ages see G. Majeska, “Russian Pilgrims in Constantinople,” in DOP (56) 2002, 93–108; M. 
Bacci, “Relics of the Pharos Chapel: A View from the Latin West,” in Eastern Christian Relics, 
ed. A. Lidov (Moscow, 2003), 234–248. 

27 See e.g. F. T. Kugler, Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte (Stuttgart, 1841–1842), 291ff.; see also 
G. Mathew, Byzantine Aesthetics (London, 1963), 1–11. See also popular reflections of scholar-
ly essentializations, e.g. E. Stillman, The Balkans. Life World Library (New York, 1964), 126: 
“Byzantine art in its essence is expressionist, antirealist, symbolic: it is, for one thing, primarily 
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Rückert’s contribution was admittedly biased, but at the same time it provided a 
broad material basis28 that is characteristic of the mid-20th-century German art his-
torical research. On the one hand, Rückert was influenced by the typological ap-
proach of the eminent Jesuit scholar Joseph Braun, whose handbooks on sacred 
objects decisively influenced subsequent scholarship.29 “Die Reliquiare des christ-
lichen Kultes und ihre Entwicklung” laid a comprehensive foundation for further in-
depth research, with its discussion of terminological, material, formal, ornamental, 
functional, and liturgical issues. The hundreds of illustrations helped to systematize 
the study of medieval minor art objects, which was a rather neglected category.30 An 
expert in Western medieval art and liturgy, Braun drew attention to selected Byzan-
tine reliquaries, as well as other sacred objects, which had scarcely been studied at 
that time, but were nevertheless acknowledged to be part of the corpus of Byzantine 
goldsmith art preserved in church treasuries and museums.31 However, due to his 
outstanding scholarly authority, Braun’s interpretations of the supposedly original 
functions of Byzantine objects, many of which he imagined had been re-used and 
converted in Western contexts, have been broadly accepted by scholars, leaving 
most of the objects in wait of comprehensive analysis. By the same token, his allega-
tion that Byzantine reliquaries were generally less innovative than they were in the 
medieval West has impacted subsequent scholarship. In fact, Braun’s interpretations 
largely determined Rückert’s thinking about the nature of Byzantine reliquary 
forms.32 Rückert’s academic supervisor at the University of Frankfurt am Main, 

 
two-dimensional.” On the assessment of the meaning of Byzantine art and culture for the medi-
eval arts in the West according to 19th-century art historical scholarship, see Klein, Das wahre 
Kreuz, 1–14 (“Die byzantinische Frage”). 

28  Rückert, Form. 
29 The various handbooks have been and still are invaluable compilations for art historians and 

other medievalists: J. Braun SJ, Handbuch der Paramentik (Freiburg im Breisgau, 1912); id., 
Der christliche Altar in seiner geschichtlichen Entwicklung (Band 1): Arten, Bestandteile, Al-
targrab, Weihe, Symbolik (Munich, 1924); id., Der christliche Altar in seiner geschichtlichen 
Entwicklung (Band 2): Die Ausstattung des Altars, Antependien, Velen, Leuchterbank, Stufen, 
Ciborium und Baldachin, Retabel, Reliquien- und Sakramentsaltar, Altarschranken (Munich, 
1924); id., Die Reliquiare des christlichen Kultes und ihre Entwicklung (Freiburg im Breisgau, 
1940). 

30  On the relevance of Braun’s efforts and systematization for the study of reliquaries see N. Bock, 
“Reliques et reliquaires, entre matérialité et culture visuelle,” in Perspective. La revue de 
l’INHA 2 (2010), 361–368. See also Reliquiare im Mittelalter, VII.  

31  Braun also discussed objects in the treasuries of the Athonite monasteries, but stated clearly that 
his study was a “[…] Geschichte des Reliquiars des abendländischen Reliquienkultes […],” since so 
much of the physical and textual evidence in the East has been lost, see Braun, Reliquiare, 6, 12–13. 

32  Of far-reaching impact are essentialized statements by Braun, Reliquiare, 4–5, such as: “Die 
Entwicklung der Reliquiare erreichte im Osten entsprechend der geringeren Entfaltung, die der 
Reliquienkult dort erfuhr, zu keiner Zeit auch nur annähernd einen Formenreichtum wie im 
Westen […]. Zahlreiche Formen, die uns immer wieder im späteren Mittelalter im Westen be-
gegnen, sind den Reliquiaren des Ostens fremd. Insbesondere gibt es unter diesen keine bursa- 
scheiben- und ziborienförmige Reliquiare, keine Büsten- und Statuettenreliquiare, keine Reliq-
uiare von Becher- und Pokalform, keine Reliquienhörner, keine Straußeneier- und Kokosnußre-
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Harald Keller, set the other guidelines Rückert followed.33 Rückert’s mentioned 
article was an adaptation of a chapter of his unpublished dissertation, entitled “Die 
Typen der metallenen Reliquienhäupter des Mittelalters. Beiträge zu den italien-
ischen Beispielen.”34 While Rückert was thus dealing primarily with medieval gold-
smith art in Italy, he considered Byzantine reliquary types comparatively. Reserva-
tions against the religious culture as well as the aesthetics of the Byzantines were a 
widely accepted scholarly attitude in his time.35 Ultimately, Rückert failed to pro-
vide an objective examination of the gathered material. He also failed to seriously 
consider the divergent opinions of Byzantinists such as the French archaeologist 
Jean Ebersolt, who assumed, admittedly likewise en passant, the existence of Byzan-
tine anthropomorphic reliquaries prior to any such developments in the West.36 

 
liquiare und erst recht keine Ostensorien. Vorbildlich wurde der Osten für den Westen nur 
bezüglich der Tafel- und Triptychonreliquiare.” Rückert, Form, 7, quoted the passage as an ac-
cepted doctrine to be re-examined. For the predominance of crosses whenever Byzantium and 
its relic-cult is concerned, see for example the popular contribution by M.-M. Gauthier, Les 
routes de la foi. Reliques et reliquaires de Jérusalem à Compostelle (Paris–Fribourg, 1983), 
66–82, which almost exclusively focuses on staurothekai when discussing relics in Constanti-
nople. Due to the relatively large number of surviving cross-reliquaries of Byzantine prove-
nance and textual sources, the cult of the True Cross in Constantinople, the various reliquary 
types (staurothekai, encolpia, etc.), and their influence on the West has been studied extensive-
ly. See A. Frolow, La relique de la Vraie Croix. Recherches sur le développement d'un culte 
(Paris, 1961); A. Frolow, Les reliquiares de la Vraie Croix (Paris, 1965); Klein, Das wahre 
Kreuz; On pectorial crosses see B. Pitarakis, Les croix-reliquaires pectorals en bronze byzan-
tines (Paris, 2006). Processional crosses are treated by J. Cotsonis, Byzantine Figural Proces-
sional Crosses (Washington, D.C., 1995).  

33  Harald Keller was mainly interested in the Italian Renaissance, but he also wrote two important 
studies on early medieval sculpture, which for a long time dominated the debate: H. Keller, 
“Zur Entstehung der sakralen Vollskulptur in der ottonischen Zeit,” in Festschrift für Hans 
Jantzen, ed. K. Bauch (Berlin, 1951), 71–90; H. Keller, “Zur Entstehung der Reliquienbüste aus 
Holz,” in Kunstgeschichtliche Studien für Hans Kauffmann, ed. W. Braunfels (Berlin, 1956), 
71–80. While Braun’s narrative was dictated by an assumed evolution from simple to increas-
ingly elaborate forms over time (whilst no such development is ascribed to Byzantium), Kel-
ler’s perspective was preoccupied by portraiture as the characteristic of the emerging individual 
during the Italian Renaissance, anticipated in Italian Gothic sculpture. See now A. Pawlik, Das 
Bildwerk als Reliquiar? Funktionen früher Großplastik im 9. bis 11. Jahrhundert (Petersberg, 
2013). 

34  R. Rückert, Die Typen der metallenen Reliquienhäupter des Mittelalters. Beiträge zu den italie-
nischen Beispielen (unpubl. Diss., Frankfurt am Main, 1956). I am indebted to Annette Hoff-
mann at the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florence for kindly providing a copy of Rückert’s dis-
sertation. 

35  This phenomenon is by no means limited to art historical research, but can also be detected in 
other disciplines such as theology, see e.g. E. Benz, Die Ostkirche im Lichte der protes-
tantischen Geschichtsschreibung von der Reformation bis zur Gegenwart (Freiburg im Breis-
gau–Munich, 1952), 230–256.  

36  Rückert, Form, 7, opened his discussion by quoting Ebersolt: “Les reliquaires byzantins avaient 
souvent la forme des parties du corps du saint qu’ils renfermaient: tête, main, bras,” cf. J. Eber-
solt, Constantinople: Recueil d’études, d’archéologie et d’histoire (Paris, 1951), 131–151, esp. 
148–149, as well as Braun’s estimations (see fn. 32) as contrasting poles to be re-examined. 




