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Abstract 

Pilgrimage in Byzantium was a ritualistic and life-altering experience. The act of visiting 

holy sites transformed a pilgrim into a symbolic witness to the sacred. It left a permanent 

mark on a pilgrim’s identity. As a memento of the experience, Byzantine pilgrims acquired 

objects such as pilgrim flasks or tokens from the sacred land. These items were meant to be 

carried or displayed by the pilgrim during their lifetime and were buried with the pilgrim 

upon their death. The primary function of these objects was to protect the pilgrim from evils. 

However, they also contributed to a pilgrim’s identity throughout life. The placement of the 

pilgrims within the symbolic scene of the Crucifixion on pilgrim flasks demonstrates how the 

pilgrims were portrayed as witnesses to the sacred event before the eyes of other Christians. 

This paper examines the Christian pilgrimage regarding its effect on the identity of the 

Byzantine individuals by examining lead pilgrim flasks from the sixth and the seventh 

centuries. 

 

Pilgrimage to the sacred sites of Christianity was one of the most coveted religious acts by 

believers during the medieval period.1 People from various regions travelled to the most 

popular sites of Christian pilgrimage such as Jerusalem, Abu Mina, Qal’at Sem’an, and 

Ephesos.2 The majority of the pilgrims were people with wealth and resources in early 

																																																													
* I presented a version of this paper at the 14th Annual Postgraduate Colloquium of the Centre for Byzantine, 
Ottoman and Modern Greek Studies at the University of Birmingham in 2013. The development of this paper 
was carried out during my ongoing PhD thesis research at the Koç University and supported by a grant from the 
American Research Institute in Turkey (ARIT). I am grateful to Dumbarton Oaks Byzantine Collection, Ιstanbul 
Archaeological Museums, and Museum and Treasury of the Cathedral of Monza for letting me present their 
photography in this paper. 	
1 The compelling desire to see Jerusalem can be observed in the verses of Sophronius of Jerusalem in the sixth 
century. John Wilkinson, trans., Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1977), 
157-163. 
2 Clive Foss, “Pilgrimage in Medieval Asia Minor,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 56 (2002): 129-51. Alice-Mary 
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centuries of Christianity since it was a costly journey.3 By the sixth century, pilgrimage 

became available to the poor and sick due to the establishment of rest houses supported by 

the charitable foundations and monasteries.4 The main motivations for a pilgrim were to 

acquire divine blessing, affirm faith, and/or to be healed from an illness.5 All of these goals 

were to be reached through being present where God had been present as stated in the Bible.6 

In this way, the pilgrim became a witness to divinity and this witnessing became a part of 

their identity which was communicated in society in different ways. This paper aims to 

demonstrate this self-identification through examples of lead pilgrim flasks from the sixth to 

the seventh centuries. 

Physical contact with the sacred source had a significant role in Christian pilgrimage. 

The pilgrims believed that sanctity was transferrable.7 The blessing, eulogia, is received 

through contact with a holy person, place, or substance.8 The pilgrim’s desire of the 

materialisation of blessing gave rise to the creation of various objects such as tokens, pilgrim 

flasks, medallions, and votive offerings. These objects, as material blessings which were put 

into contact with a holy source, were designed for the pilgrims’ use. The utility of the 

portable blessings was to carry the sacred power to distant locations for the pilgrims. These 

objects had various functions: healing illnesses, protecting a traveller, and preventing demons 

and bad luck. The pilgrims often carried substances such as earth, water, oil, or a piece of 

relic from the sacred locations. For instance, the Life of Simeon Stylites the Younger records 

that the dust from the shrine of the eponymous saint, which was used to make tokens, healed 

sick people when it was applied to the body.9 Sacred oil in the pilgrim flasks was also used in 

the same fashion.10 According to Vikan, pilgrim objects worked through the inscriptions and 

images on them, as well as through the substances contained inside.11 The invocations, 

particular biblical verses, or saints’ names were believed to be protective as were the amulets. 

																																																																																																																																																																																													
Talbot, “Pilgrimage to Healing Shrines: The Evidence of Miracle Accounts,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 56 
(2002): 153-73.	
3 Cyril Mango, “The Pilgrim’s Motivation,” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum. Ergänzungsband 20, no. 1 
(1995): 1-9. 
4 Gary Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art (Washington: DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, 2010), 7. Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, 138.  Talbot, “Pilgrimage to Healing 
Shrines: The Evidence of Miracle Accounts,” 164. 
5 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 8-9. 
6 Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades , 73. 
7 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 13. Pilgrim of Piacenza, “Travel 18,” in Jerusalem Pilgrims before the 
Crusades, trans. J. Wilkinson (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1977), 138. 
8 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 13-17. 
9 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 45. 
10 Gary Vikan, “Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Devotionalia as Evidence of the Appearance of Pilgrimage 
Shrines,” Jahrbuch für Antike und Christentum, 20, no. 1 (1995-1997): 377-88.	
11 Gary Vikan, “Art, Medicine, and Magic in Early Byzantium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 38, (1984): 65-86.	
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The images of saints, biblical scenes, and sacred spaces provided focus for the prayer of the 

believer through visual stimulation.12 For instance, the scenes related to the sailing such as 

the scene picturing Christ walking on water and saving St. Peter from drowning, were 

depicted on pilgrim flasks. These scenes are not connected to any specific sacred location but 

rather, they were created in response to the concerns of pilgrims and to protect them during 

their journey at sea.13 

The divine blessing was believed to be acquired in an incorporeal way as well as in a 

material way.14 The biblical scenes such as the Adoration of the Magi or Doubting Thomas 

were not related to specific sacred sites but they were regularly depicted on pilgrimage 

objects. According to Vikan, the force behind the repeated appearance of these scenes was 

the pilgrims’ ritualised re-enactment of the biblical events during the pilgrimage.15 For 

instance, in the sixth century the anonymous pilgrim from Piacenza records that he reclined at 

the wedding table where Christ had reclined at Cana and he threw stones at the grave of 

Goliath as David did.16 Through mimicking these holy characters, he became a part of these 

holy incidents. The pilgrims believed that the act of mimicking brought adoption of the holy 

person’s power and protection.17 This particular practice of the early Christian pilgrimage 

influenced the art of pilgrimage objects. For instance, the imagery of the Magi presented a 

perfect model for pilgrims. The Magi were the gift-givers and travellers who were guided and 

protected by an angel. The pilgrims, as Magi’s fellow travellers, sought aid from this 

imagery.18 Likewise, the scene of Doubting Thomas was used for the same purpose. Thomas, 

with his suspicion over Christ’s resurrection until he touched Christ’s wounds, was another 

model for the pilgrims. Like Thomas, pilgrims became witnesses to Christ’s divinity after 

experiencing the sacred sites.19 

Seeing holy places enabled pilgrims to experience events from the Bible. This 

experience had a transformative effect on the lives of pilgrims.20 Like Christ’s disciples who 

met Christ and left their previous pursuits to follow him, the pilgrims’ lives changed as a 
																																																													
12 Gary Vikan, “Byzantine Pilgrim’s Art,” in Heaven on Earth: Art and the Church in Byzantium, ed. L. Safran 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998), 243-248.	
13 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 61-62. 
14 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 13-17. 
15 Gary Vikan, “Pilgrims in Magi’s Clothing: The Impact of Mimesis on Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art,” in 
The Blessings of Pilgrimage, ed. R. Ousterhout (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 97.	
16 Pilgrim of Piacenza, “Travels 4 and 31,” in Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, trans. J. Wilkinson 
(Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1977), 131, 143. 
17 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 27-28. 
18 Gary Vikan, Sacred Images and Sacred Power in Byzantium (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2003), 97-106.	
19 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 59-70. 
20 Victor Witter Turner and Edith Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 1978), 10-11.	
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result of seeing Christ’s divinity.21 The written sources record instances of pilgrims entering 

monastic life or moving to the Holy Land permanently after their pilgrimage.22 Paula, a 

pilgrim referred to by St. Jerome in his letter to Eustochium, was one of these pilgrims who 

went back to Bethlehem to live there after her pilgrimage.23 The pilgrims became more 

invested in the spiritual life. In the fourth century, John Chrysostom promoted a specific idea 

of how a transformed pilgrim should behave. In his Homily on Martyrs, Chrysostom wrote 

that “The person returning from viewing martyrs should be recognizable to all – through their 

gaze, their appearance, their gait, their compunction, and their composed thoughts. They 

should be breathing fire, restrained, contrite, sober, vigilant – announcing the spiritual life 

within through the movements of their body.”24 This change in a pilgrim was visible to his 

fellow pilgrims and his local community in his homeland after the pilgrimage. For instance, 

the anonymous pilgrim of Piacenza shaved his beard on Mount Sinai like other pilgrims.25 

This was how the pilgrims manifested their transformed self in public. 

The reverberation of this self-identification can also be observed on material blessings. 

Among many pilgrim objects, sixth- and seventh-century lead pilgrim flasks are exceptional 

examples since they exhibit the pilgrims’ self-identification in a clear way. The well-known 

examples from the Dumbarton Oaks Collection in the United States, the Treasury of the 

Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Monza, and the Abbey of St. Columbanus in Bobbio, 

northern Italy are parallels in terms of decoration, material, and size. Thus, these parallels 

suggest similar dating and provenance for these examples. The inscriptions describing the 

holy oil as the content blessed by the True Cross suggest the Holy Land as their 

provenance.26 Morey and Lesley, taking the sixth-century pilgrim accounts as references, 

associate the architectural backgrounds in the scenes on the flasks with the various churches 

of the Holy Land in the sixth century. Grabar, who studied the flasks from the Monza and 

Bobbio Collections, dates the flasks to the period between the late sixth to the early seventh 

centuries.27 The pilgrim flasks in the Monza Collection were donated to the Cathedral by 

																																																													
21 Georgia Frank, The Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims to Living Saints in Christian Late Antiquity (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2000), 102-110. 
22 Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, 73, n. 133. 
23 St. Jerome, “Letter 108,” in Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, trans. J. Wilkinson (Warminster: Aris & 
Phillips, 1977), 90-91. 
24 John Chrysostomos, “Homily on Martyrs,” in John Chrysostom, trans. Pauline Allen and Wendy Mayer, 
(London: Routledge, 2000), 97. 
25  Pilgrim of Piacenza, “Travel 37,” in Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, trans. J. Wilkinson 
(Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1977), 146. 
26 Parker Lesley, “An Echo of Early Christianity,” Art Quarterly 2 (1939): 215-32. Charles Rufus Morey, Early 
Christian Art (Princeton, NJ: University Press Princeton, 1942), 269.	
27 Andre Grabar, Ampoules de Terre Sainte (Paris: C. Klincksieck, 1958), 15-16.	
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Theodelinda, the queen of the Lombards, who lived between 570 and 628 AD. Her donation 

was a way to bolster the aristocratic authority of Theodolinda’s newly founded dynasty.28 The 

comparison between the pilgrim flasks and the other objects donated by Theodelinda shows 

parallels in artistic style and confirms dating to the sixth and seventh centuries. The pilgrim 

flasks in the Abbey of St. Columbanus in Bobbio might also have been acquired and donated 

by Theodolinda. King Agilulf, Theodolinda’s husband, was the one who helped St. 

Columbanus build the Abbey. The Abbey accumulated many relics in order to enhance its 

holiness along with the tomb of St. Columbanus located in the crypt of the Abbey. The 

pilgrim flasks were found in a casket in the crypt close to the saint’s tomb along with other 

relics and blessings from the sites in the Holy Land.29 

The most recent example from this type of objects is from the Yenikapı Excavations 

which became a focus of international interest due to the significant finds excavated at the 

site (Fig. 1). The archaeological excavations at Yenikapı were initiated in 2004 under the 

Directorate of Istanbul Archaeological Museums during the construction of the Marmaray 

Rail Project. Thousands of artefacts from the Neolithic to the Ottoman periods were found.30 

More importantly for Byzantinists, the Port of Theodosius built by Theodosius I in the fourth 

century and remains of thirty-five Byzantine ships dated from the fifth to eleventh centuries 

were uncovered.31 Along with various Byzantine artefacts, our example, the lead pilgrim 

flask, was found in 2008. Thanks to two exhibition catalogues, the properties of the flask are 

well-known.32 However, its value for the pilgrim’s identity and its significance in the larger 

frame of pilgrimage has not been studied. 

As many examples of this types of pilgrimage flasks, this flask has a circular form 

with a conical neck. The neck is decorated with a cross inside of an arch. The flask has the 

symbolic representation of the Crucifixion of Christ on its obverse and the scene of the 

Women at the Tomb on the reverse. On the obverse, the inscription surrounding the scene of 

Crucifixion reads: + ΕΛΑΙOΝ ΞΥΛΟΥ ΖωΗΣ ΤΩΝ ΑΓΙΩΝ ΤΟΠΩΝ (‘Oil of the Wood of 

Life from the Holy Places’). The inscription suggests that this item contained oil from the 

																																																													
28 John Elsner, “Replicating Palestine and Reversing the Reformation: Pilgrimage and Collecting at Bobbio, 
Monza and Walsingham,” Journal of the History of Collections 9, no. 1 (1997): 117-30.	
29 Elsner, “Replicating Palestine and Reversing the Reformation,” 117-30. 
30 Bahattin Öztuncay, Zeynep Kızıltan, et al., Istanbul 8000 Years: Brought to Daylight: Marmaray, Metro, 
Sultanahmet Excavations (Istanbul: Vehbi Koç Vakfı, 2007), 164-299.	
31 Zeynep Kızıltan, Cemal Pulak, et. al., Stories from the Hidden Harbor: The Shipwrecks of Yenikapı (Istanbul: 
Istanbul Archeological Museums Press, 2013).	
32 Sakıp Sabancı Müzesi, From Byzantion to Istanbul: 8000 Years of a Capital (Istanbul: Sabanci University, 
Sakip Sabanci Museum, 2010), no. 150. Brigitte Pitarakis, Life is Short, Art Long: The Art of Healing in 
Byzantium (Istanbul: Pera Müzesi, 2015), no. 107.	
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Wood of the Cross which is located in the Holy Land. The scene shows a haloed bust of 

Christ topped by a rectangular shape and flanked by a star on the left and a crescent on the 

right. Below the bust of Christ, a cross stands on a small hill. Two male figures flanking the 

cross kneel in submission. Two other male figures are crucified on crosses on each side of the 

kneeling figures. The elements of the scene such as the presence of two crucified males, the 

small hill where the cross is placed, and the rectangular sign above Christ’s head are attested 

in New Testament Gospels and works of early Christian theologians. The Gospels mention 

two men crucified with Christ, and a notice of charge on which “The King of the Jews” was 

written and which was fastened above Christ’s head.33 Golgotha, the place of Crucifixion, 

which is translated as “the place of the skull” in the Bible, is referred to as a small hill 

resembling a skullcap in early ecclesiastical works.34 These elements must have been derived 

from the written sources. However, the scene also includes two kneeling male figures which 

are not attested in the written sources. These two figures are generic pilgrims. The placement 

of the pilgrims in this historical scene makes it symbolic rather than the representation of an 

historical scene. The iconography of the flask visualises the pilgrim’s experience and the 

pilgrim flask becomes a token of pilgrim’s witness to Christ’s divinity. 

The reverse of the pilgrim flask depicts the scene of the Women at the Tomb. In this 

scene, the tomb of Christ is flanked by two women on the right and an angel on the left. 

Above the scene, the inscription reads: ANECTI + O KΥΡIOC (“The Lord is risen”). The 

scene again conforms to the biblical accounts. According to the Bible, the women came to 

Christ’s burial place to anoint his body with spices and learned from the angel there that he 

was resurrected.35 In the scene, the tomb is depicted as a building with a triangular roof, two 

latticed doors, and a cross at its apex. Above the tomb, a structure rises on four columns. 

Lesley cites pilgrim accounts to display the link between the actual architecture and the 

representation on the flasks. Eusebius of Caesarea in the fourth century described the Holy 

																																																													
33 Matthew 27:37, Mark 15:27-26, Luke 23:33-38, John 19:18-19. All the biblical references are cited from 
Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger, The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha: Revised 
Standard Version, Containing the Second Edition of the New Testament and an Expanded Edition of the 
Apocrypha (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
34 Matthew 27:33, Mark 15:22, Luke 23:33, John 19:17. Anonymous Author, “Five Books in Reply to Marcion, 
Book II,” in  Fathers of the Third Century: Tertullian, Part Fourth; Minucius Felix; Commodian; Origen, Parts 
First and Second, trans. Alexander Roberts and Sir James Donaldson, (Buffalo, NY: The Christian Literature 
Publishing Company, 1885), 145-150. 
35 Matthew 28:1, Mark 16:1, Luke 24:1. The identity of the women varies in different gospels. In Matthew’s 
Gospel, they are identified as Mary Magdalene and “the other” Mary while in Mark’s Gospel, there are three 
women: Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome. 
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Sepulchre as being embellished with columns.36 The anonymous pilgrim from Piacenza in the 

sixth century states that there was a silver-cone roof on the tomb of Christ.37 These 

descriptions correspond to the representation of the tomb on the flask. The tomb of Christ 

with its architectural elements is depicted in order to remind the pilgrims of their experience 

in the actual place and their witnessing to mysteries like the scene of the Crucifixion. 

Additionally, one of the women visiting the tomb on the flask holds a censer, instead of a 

spice jar, contrary to the biblical description. According to Vikan, the choice of censer 

instead of a spice jar might have emanated from a practice in early Christian ceremonies at 

the tomb.38 In the fourth century, Egeria states that the clergy carried censers into the tomb so 

that it would be filled with a pleasant smell.39 The depiction of the censer also might have 

been intentional in order to stimulate the pilgrim’s memories of their visit to the tomb in the 

future, in addition to depicting the image of the tomb. These additions such as the pilgrims 

and the censer to the biblical scene were for the sake of the flask’s function as a reminder. 

An almost identical example to the flask from Yenikapı is in the Dumbarton Oaks 

Collection.40 (Fig. 2) This lead flask depicts the symbolic scene of the Crucifixion of Christ 

on its obverse and the scene of the Women at the Tomb on the reverse. The main difference 

between the two flasks is the inscription surrounding the scene of the Crucifixion on the flask 

from the Dumbarton Oaks Collection. The inscription reads: + ΕΛΑΙOΝ ΞΥΛΟΥ ΖΩΗΣ 

ΤΩΝ ΑΓΙΩΝ X(ΡΙCΤΟ)Υ ΤΟΠΩΝ (“Oil of the Wood of Life from the Holy Sites of 

Christ”). The name of Christ found on the example from the Dumbarton Oaks is not included 

on the example from Yenikapı. However, as that on the Yenikapı flask, the two generic 

pilgrims kneeling and flanking the cross are depicted on the scene of the Crucifixion on the 

flask from the Dumbarton Oaks. There are several examples similar to these two flasks from 

the Dumbarton Oaks Collection and the Yenikapı Excavations, with slight differences in the 

depictions of the images and inscriptions in the Monza and Bobbio Collections. The 

illustrated scenes of the Crucifixion and the Women at the Tomb appear frequently on the 

pilgrim flasks found in these collections. These two scenes are depicted on two sides (Fig. 3) 

while at times they are squeezed onto one side and combined with a third scene on the other 

																																																													
36 Eusebius, “Life of Constantine, 3.28-34,” in Eusebius’ Life of Constantine, trans. Averil Cameron, and Stuart 
Hall (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), 134-135.	
37  Pilgrim of Piacenza, “Travel 18,” in Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, trans. J. Wilkinson 
(Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1977), 139. 
38 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 38. 
39 Egeria, “Travel 24.10,” in Egeria’s Travels, trans. John Wilkinson (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1999), 125.  
40 Marvin C. Ross, Catalogue of the Byzantine and Early Medieval Antiquities in the Dumbarton Oaks 
Collection: Jewelry, Enamels, and Art of the Migration Period. Vol. 2 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection, 1962), 71-72, no. 87.	
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side (Fig. 4). However, the two generic pilgrims depicted in the scene of the Crucifixion 

remain a constant in all of these examples. 

These examples demonstrate how the pilgrims viewed themselves. As we saw, the 

pilgrims were placed in the scene of the Crucifixion deliberately. Vikan states that the 

pilgrims aimed to “place themselves within the realm of the holy” by imitating the actions of 

Christ and the biblical figures.41 The placement of the pilgrims in a biblical scene was 

directly connected with this aim. The pilgrims wished to be blessed as witnesses to Christ’s 

divinity. They became privileged through this act since they saw what others only heard of. 

The importance of this privilege was emphasised by Cyril, Bishop of Jerusalem in the fourth 

century. Cyril reminded the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the pilgrims that only they had the 

privilege to see Christ.42 It is probable that the pilgrims would have had a sense of superiority 

due to the privilege of witnessing. Consequently, this feeling of superiority became a part of 

their self-identification. A rite of passage such as pilgrimage provided the participant with 

some change, especially that to their social status.43 For instance, in the seventh century 

Adomnan, Abbot of Iona in Scotland, recorded the experiences of Arculf, a bishop of Gaul, 

during his pilgrimage to the Holy Land.44 Adomnan praised Arculf with phrases of exuberant 

respect such as “holy friend” and “truthful witness”.45 In the same century, Valerius, a 

Spanish monk, praised the famous pilgrim, Egeria, for her courage and faith with a similarly 

respectful tone.46 The pilgrim returned from pilgrimage must have gained more respect in the 

eyes of the society. This change became a part of the pilgrim’s identity permanently. 

Then, how was their new identity communicated in the society? Unfortunately the 

written sources are silent about this issue. Due to this silence, we turn our attention to the 

material evidence to understand it in the aftermath of pilgrimage. Many of the pilgrimage 

objects were designed to be carried with the person. Their small size, light weight, and 

handles for attaching a string or a chain in order to be carried around the neck were useful, 

especially during travels. In the sixth century AD, Gregory of Tours wrote about how his 

																																																													
41 Vikan, “Pilgrims in Magi’s Clothing,” 97. 
42 Cyril of Jerusalem, “Catechesis, 1.1,” in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers: Cyril of Jerusalem, Gregory 
Nazianzen. Vol. 7, trans. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1999), 144-145. 
Frank, The Memory of the Eyes, 111. 
43 Turner & Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture, 10-11.	
44 Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pilgrims before the Crusades, 167-206. 
45 Ibid. 
46 George E. Gingras, trans., Egeria: diary of a pilgrimage (New York, NY: Newman Press, 1970), 3-4. Marius 
Ferotin, “Le Veritable auteur de la Peregrinatio Silviae, la vierge espagnole Etheria,” Revue des Questions 
Historiques 74 (1903): 367-97.	
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father was wearing a blessed reliquary for protection during his travels.47 The main purpose 

of these blessed objects was to protect the person from evils. However, these objects had 

another function as the signs of the pilgrim’s identity, though this function is more subtle. 

The pilgrim flasks from Yenikapı and the Monza and Bobbio Collections travelled a great 

distance from the Holy Land. In all likelihood, there would have been many other examples, 

which were carried to entirely different locations further afield, but are unfortunately not 

extant. In that respect, the flask from Yenikapı is not just another example of lead pilgrim 

flasks from the Holy Land. It is material evidence of a universal recognition of these objects. 

Despite linguistic and cultural differences, people shared a common visual language of these 

objects. These objects were also recognised by people other than fellow pilgrims. The objects 

were references to the pilgrims’ identity as accomplished travellers and witnesses. 

In addition to these, archaeological evidence indicates that the pilgrim flasks were 

displayed in shops and residential complexes.48 The houses where these flasks were found in 

Sardis and Aphrodisias in Turkey were not ordinary dwellings but high class residences.49 

This shows that these objects were considered prestige items regardless of their material 

composition and the exhibition of such objects reflects a desire to display a pilgrim’s status 

and identity. We also know that the Byzantines preferred to be buried with this type of 

personal effects.50 For instance, the excavations of Byzantine burials in Western Thrace in 

Greece unearthed lead pilgrim flasks from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. These 

illustrated examples with the iconography of St. Demetrios, originated from an important 

pilgrimage centre, the shrine of St. Demetrios in Thessaloniki. The holy oil from the shrine 

was very much sought-after and this lead to the production and wide distribution of these 

pilgrim flasks.51 The location of the burials, Peritherion and Gratini, are in close proximity to 

Thessaloniki.52 Thus it is very likely that the tombs belonged to pilgrims who wanted 

protection against evils in the afterlife.53 At the same time, the buried objects indicate the 

																																																													
47 R. van Dam, trans., Gregory of Tours: Glory of the Martyrs (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1988), 
83. 
48 William Anderson, “Votive Customs in Early Byzantine Asia Minor,” Journal of the Australian Early 
Medieval Association 3 (2007): 17-27. 
49 William Anderson, “An Archaeology of Late Antique Pilgrim Flasks,” Anatolian studies 54 (2004): 79-93.	
50  Charalambos Bakirtzis, “Κουτρούβια µύρου ἀπὸ τὴ Θεσσαλονίκη,” Jahrbuch der Österreichischen 
Byzantinistik 32, no. 3, (1982): 523-528. Charalambos Bakirtzis, “Byzantine Ampullae from Thessaloniki,” in 
The Blessings of Pilgrimage, ed. R. Ousterhout (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 1990). 
51 Bakirtzis, “Byzantine Ampullae from Thessaloniki,” 146-7. 
52 Bakirtzis, “Κουτρούβια µύρου ἀπὸ τὴ Θεσσαλονίκη,” 523-528. Bakirtzis, “Byzantine Ampullae from 
Thessaloniki”, 140-149.	
53 Vikan, Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art, 62-63. 
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identity of the deceased as pious pilgrims; it was a mark that the pilgrims carried during life 

and after death. 

There is a visual world of pilgrimage objects that we cannot appreciate as fully as the 

pilgrims. We can only try to grasp a fraction of significance assigned to these objects. On the 

other hand, the pilgrims of early Byzantium would have recognised this significance 

completely even if they were from different cultures and places. That is why, they carried 

these items with them along with their desire for protection. The pilgrims demonstrated this 

part of their identity to the outside world by acquiring and displaying the flasks. Perceiving 

these objects solely as protection or mementos would be an incomplete approach. We need to 

consider their role as signifiers of the pilgrims’ identity as individuals and as members of a 

group. If we want to have a complete understanding of the Christian pilgrims and pilgrimage, 

the study of these objects from different aspects is highly crucial. 
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Figures 

 

 
Fig. 1: Lead Pilgrim Flask from Yenikapı Excavations, 6th-7th Centuries, Diam. 4.7 cm. 

Reproduced with permission from Ιstanbul Archaeological Museums, Turkey. 

 

 

 
Fig. 2: Lead Pilgrim Flask, 6th-7th Centuries, Diam. 4.6 cm © Dumbarton Oaks, 

Byzantine Collection, Washington, DC. 
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Fig. 3: Lead Pilgrim Flask, 6th-7th Centuries, Diam. 5-7 cm © Museo e Tesoro del 

Duomo di Monza. Ph: Piero Pozzi. 

 

 
Fig. 4: Lead Pilgrim Flasks (obverse), 6th-7th Centuries, Diam. 5-7 cm © Museo e Tesoro 

del Duomo di Monza. Ph: Piero Pozzi. 


