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 Abstract:  
The Bible boxes, which are called Bishara boxes, are considered one of the distinctive pieces 

that fall within the Coptic metal artifacts because of their artistic and religious reflection, as a 

copy of the Bible is kept inside them. Where the priest carries it during that, and it has always 

been characterized by repeated decorative themes throughout the era, it was concerned with 

scenes from the life of Christ such as the crucifixion or resurrection, and the appearance of 

Christ as a child with his mother, in addition to some writings from the Bible that were ment-

ioned repeatedly. This piece, which is being studied and published for the first time, is unique in 

its decorative composition and the themes. It has an importance in Coptic metalwork particularly 

and during the f Muhammad Ali's dynasty (1220-1366 AH/1805-1952 AD.) in general. This 

paper provides a descriptive and analytical study of a model of those important artifacts. It is 

one of the few studies on artifacts with important Christian significance dated back to the modern 

age (14th century AH/20th century AD). 

1. Introduction 
Bishara box is an important tool for the ecclesiastical ritual 

[1]. The word “bisharah” is an Arabic translation of the Bible 

and is derived from the Latin word "gospel", which is assigned 

to the Bible [2]. It is used for the cover of the Bible made of 

gold, silver, or other materials. It has inscriptions from the 

Bible and scenes of Christ, the Virgin (peace be upon them), 

and saints [3]. The bisharah is a manuscript in a wooden box 

covered from all sides with a completely closed metal cover 

made of silver or brass [1]. The artifact understudy is a small 

wooden box covered on all sides with a layer of metal with 

various high engrave and contains the bisharah. It was always 

placed above the altar and intended to store the sacred man-

uscript at a time when Bibles were rare; thus, they were placed 

in sealed boxes as sacred relics [1,2,4]. It was decorated with 

high relieved Coptic inscription, flowers, and crosses [1]. it 

is worth noting that the bisharah boxes have received attention 

in some researchers studies, for its decora-tions and texts 

contained on them, and their various styles [2, 5,6]. Although 

the masterpiece -the subject of the study- is published for the 

first time, and is distinguished by the appea-rance of some 

unique decorations on it, especially it is a metal masterpiece, 

it is possible to consider it as a continuation of a series of 

those studies. 

2. Methodology  
This study will depend on a descriptive and analytical met-

hods to study and publish, for the first time, this Bisharah box. 

This artifact characteristics is highlighted comments in the 

margins. The study sheds light on the different decorative 

motives like floral, geometric, humans and inscriptions. 

 

3. Description 
- Name: Bible box (Bishara) 

- Materials: Wood and silver 

- Manufacturing pattern: Lamination and riveting. 

- Decoration pattern: High relief and bas relief 

- Measurements: 27 × 19.8×3.8 cm. 

- Period: 1627 C/1911 AD/1329 AH. (The era of Pope 

Cyril V (1874-1927 AD.) 

- Bibliography: Unpublished. 

This artifact shows great skill and precision in harmonious 

and diverse decoration, as well as the ability to emphasize 

artistic details. It contains human, floral, geometric, archite-

ctural, and inscriptions motifs. The first side, fig. (1) has 

human, floral, and architectural decorations, as follows: The 

main scene shows the Virgin Mary cradling Christ (peace 

be upon them) as a child in a three-quarter position close to 

being obverse. Virgin Mary (peace be upon her) has a round 
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face, almond eyes, as the artist was interested in protruding 

the pupils of the eyes, glazed eyebrows, a relatively small 

straight nose, an ideal mouth, and a small hair strand. She is 

encircled by a double halo defined by two recessed lines. 

Virgin Mary appears dressed in traditional clothes with a long 

cloak and a hair veil. The artist mastered illustrating the clo-

thing folds with recessed lines, resembling the circular water 

ripples. The Virgin Mary cradles her bare-chested child, Christ 

(peace be upon him), with a round face, almond eyes, glazed 

eyebrows, a straight pointed nose, a relatively small mouth, 

and a circular halo over the head. The Virgin Mary's head 

is topped on both sides by two winged angels, each with two 

wings cut short, a round head, almond eyes with protruding 

pupils looking to the left, and feathers in high relief. On 

both sides of the Virgin Mary, there are six-petalled flowers 

from branches with spear leaves. In the lower-left corner, 

there is a pot-like vase with decorations of parallel lines in 

high relief from which a seven-petal rosette emerges from a 

stem with branches, one of which ends with an almond leaf 

and the other ends with a three-petal rosette. This decorative 

scene is surrounded by two columns, one in each side. They 

are consisting of a base, a shaft, and a capital. The two bases 

are different. The base of the right column is decorated with an 

arcade, while the base of the left column has parabolic arches. 
In its capital there is a floral whorl consisting of a stem, from 

which deformed triangular leaves appear, surrounded by two 

high borders that separate them from the stem. The shaft 

consists of a prominent vertical line divided into two parts, 

separated by overlapping dashed lines forming a diamond 

shape, and ending with a prominent dotted line. The capital 

has geometric and floral motifs with two raised frames en-

compassing plant scrolls consisting of a stem from which 

acanthus leaves emerge, followed by an area decorated with 

rhombuses. Moreover, the capital ends with two raised frames 

encompassing plant scrolls similar to the previous. The 

columns are topped by brick (or baked brick) courses. The 

artist might intend that the scene was in the church(a) [7]. On 

each side of the columns are two identical vases, shaped like 

pots. It has a tall oval body decorated with vertical lines, above 

which it has an undecorated area surrounded by two concave 

lines, followed by an area decorated in groups. Next to the 

triangle is the relief line. The vase ends in a conical neck that 

flares outward as it rises. From each vase emerges a stem con- 
taining various floral elements. From the vase on the right, 
a stem appears with two almond leaves, then a rose with five 
petals, and then a cup-shaped plant with three almond leaves 
on top., then his two leaves appear. The stem ends in a lotus 
shape. There is one trifoliate leaf at the bottom of the stem. 
In the vase on the left, a flower resembling a sunflower with 
a lance-shaped rosette emerges from the stem, above which 
is a group of other lance-shaped leaves ending in a triangular 
cup-shaped leaf, from which two lance-shaped. The leaves 
grow and end in three lanceolate leaves. The lobed leaf is atta- 
ched to another lance-shaped leaf. That scene is framed above 

by a floral cartouche with inscriptions in the Coptic language 
could be read:                                   and completed on another 
meter from below could be read:                             , i.e. (In 

the beginning was the word فى البدء كان الكلمة). Below, there are 

two cartouche. The upper cartouche has inscriptions in the 
Arabic Thuluth read (سنة الف وستماية سبعة وعشرين للشهدا) ; which 
means “one thousand six hundred and twenty-seven year of 
the Calendar of Saints” encompassed by some simple leaves. 
All the previous decorations are framed by a raised frame 
consisting of a zigzag stem, from which short branches emerge 
and end in trifold leaves. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Figure (1) the 1st side of the box depicting Virgin Mary cradling Jesus 

Christ as a child 
 

The second side of the box, fig. (2) is showing Christ's resur-
rection is similar to the previous scene, surrounded by his two-
winged angels in short form with similar details to his two 
angels in the first photo. However, the core human element 
is different. Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) appears three-
quarters from the front in the resurrection scene, with an oval 
face, almond-shaped eyes crowned with arched, frowning eye-
brows, and long, pointed eyes. It has a nose, a relatively small 
mouth, and a well. - A formed mustache and beard, shoulder-
length hair, a halo around the head and chest, a naked body 
suggesting strength, and the body is covered only with a short 
apron. It is surprising that the artist depicts Jesus, despite his 
relative age, with a young, strong body and standing from the 
tomb. The artist made the tomb by stacking bricks that the 
artist had baked and putting a lid on the back. On each side 
of the column there is an identical vase in the form of a pot 
with a tall oval body decorated with vertical lines, one on 
each side, and above it two hollows There is an undecorated 
space surrounded by dashed lines, followed by a decorated 
space. Add a relief line to the group of triangles. The vase 
ends in a conical neck that flares outward as it rises. From 
each vase emerges a stem containing various floral elements. 
From the vase on the right appears a stem with two almond 
leaves, then a rose with his five petals, and then a cup-shaped 
plant with three almond leaves on top of it. and then his two 
leaves appear. The stem ends in a lotus shape. There is one 
trifoliate leaf at the bottom of the stem. In the vase on the left, 
a flower resembling a sunflower with a lance-shaped rosette 
emerges from the stem, above which is a group of other lance-
shaped leaves ending in a triangular cup-shaped leaf, from 
which two lance-shaped. The leaves grow and end in three 
lanceolate leaves. The lobed leaf is attached to another lance-
shaped leaf. Christ holds a cross in his left hand and a sign 
of the crux immissa in his left, characterized by a longer lower 
arm and topped by another crux immissa, confirming the 
Christianity of the theme. Perhaps it took a rare shape. The 
circumference is decorated with clusters of stems bearing lan-
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ceolate trifoliate leaves, connected by a rosette of six petals and 

a rosette of almond-shaped leaves, which may represent sun-
flowers.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure (2) the 2nd side of the box depicting Virgin Mary cradling Jesus 

Christ as a child 
 

To the right of the right column, a vase takes the shape of a pot 

(similar to that of the first side), with an emerging stem, from 

which two lanceolate leaves, a sepal-shaped rosette, another 
lanceolate leave and almond-shaped leave emerge, as well 

as other almond-shaped leaves. On the other side, a stem 
emerges from which an open lotus and another curved lotus 

emerge. That scene is framed above by floral cartouche from 
above and below. One meter above the layout of the church 
has Coptic inscriptions could be read:         
                       . The meaning is completed in a cartouche below 
in Coptic could be read:                                     . The sentence 
means "and the Word was with God والكلمة كان عند الله". This 
cartouche ends with four half-palmettes facing each other. 
Each two halves form a trifold leaf perforated in the middle. 
Below, there are two meters. The upper one has Arabic insc-

riptions in the Thuluth script and reads  فى عهد قداسة البابا العظيم(
 ,which means “In the era of His highness ;الانبا كيرلس الخامس(
the great Pope, Cyril V”. The former details are surrounded 
by a frame of a zigzag branch, from which trifold leaves 
emerge. Rivets appear on the edges of the box. The sides of 
the box (pl.3) are completely undecorated, except for some 
inscriptions in the Thuluth script in bas-relief could be read 
as follows: 

➢ The right side: A life-long endowment and eternal confi-
nement for the cause of the Virgin Mary, in Haret Zuwella 

Awad, fig. (3-a) 

➢ The left side: O Lord, who has fatigue in the realms of the 

heavens, O Lord, bestow mercy, fig. (3-b). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure (3) the two sides of the box 

4. Results 
According to the previous data, the following results were 
excluded: 1) The study investigated a box that is being studied 

and published for the first time. 2) It showed that the artist 
has mastered the embodiment of real religious painting, despite 
the complexity of working with metal materials. 3) He utilized 
space, distributed decorative elements, considered anatomical 
proportions and emphasized details. He also demonstrated 
the artist's success in combining Arabic and Coptic scripts. 
4) This study showed great expressiveness of movement using 
the folds of clothing, flying angels, and images of the Resur-
rection of Christ. 5) it emphasizes the rules of perspective 
with which the artist realizes the images of the Virgin Mary 
and the Child (peace be upon them) and the image of Christ, 
with the feet of Christ disappearing, as if in the tomb. 6) It 
showed that the artist did not consider the relationship and 
proportion between the size of Christ and the size of the Res-
urrection scene, perhaps to emphasize the importance and 
holiness of the depicted figure. 7) It also reflected a general 
realistic study of the anatomical details of Christ (peace be 
upon him). 8) The artist was able to draw attention to the 
significance of the Resurrection scene through the angel 
looking at Christ (peace be upon him), 9) The artist empha-
sizes observing the laws of symmetry.  10) That is, the sacred 
figure is placed in the center, balanced on either side by 
angels, columns, and floral patterns. 11) The artist's precision 
and efficiency in working with raw materials is emphasized, 
as seen in the marble columns and bricks of the tomb's 
depiction. 12) The study also revealed the tripartite style, 
the most prominent style of Coptic art related to human 
decoration, and the almond-shaped eye design throughout 
the scenes of the relic paintings. 13). The study confirmed 
that all decorations executed on the masterpiece are consistent 
with its nature. 

 

5. Discussion 
5.1. Materials 
The artifact contains two raw materials, they are wood and 

silver. 

5.1.1. Wood 
It is one of the materials that decompose and perish due to 

several factors, such as weather and fire. Moreover, some 

types are not good, especially in Egypt, with some types of 

wood used only for simple works [8]. Therefore, the artist 

adopted some methods to preserve the wooden piece, such 

as lamination.  

5.1.2. Silver(b)  

It is ranked second after gold in terms of importance and 

use. In nature, it is often found with lead, copper, and other 

metals. It takes the symbol (Ag) [9]. Silver is characterized 

by ductility and malleability, and copper (Cu) is added to it 

to improve hardness and reduce its melting point [10]. Silver 

has a beautiful bright white color, and its compounds are 

easily obtained from nature. In some civilizations, it was 

more important than gold. Noticeably, pure silver is not 

suitable for use and formation without mixing with copper. 

The ancients called it white gold because they might find 

some mines of gold close to silver [9]. 
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5.2. Manufacturing and decoration methods 
5.2.1. Lamination 
it is the cladding of doors, cupboards, boxes, and other woo-

dworks with sheets of metal. It spread in the early Mamluk 

era [11]. The manufacturer adopted this method to keep 

those woods. The sheets were probably silver or copper and 

were fixed by riveting or welding. In Coptic art, they were 

widely used in the Bible (bisharah) boxes [1]. 

5.2.2. Riveting  
This is done by connecting the masterpiece parts with nails. 

The artist drills a hole of the same size and inserts a nail into 

the hole to join the two pieces together. Next, tap the pro-

truding nail head and try to insert it into the artifact [1]. This 

method is commonly used for Bible boxes and is durable 

and inexpensive [10]. It is must be noted that The Gospels 

preserved in the bisharah boxes are not used for reading, as 

they are held tightly closed with nails or welded and are 

difficult to open, and their role is limited to the ceremonial 

aspect in relation to the Gospels [5].  

5.2.3. High relief and bas relief  
One of the most common ways to decorate metal products 

was to use pointed tools to create a specific decorative theme 

[12]. This is done by engraving the metal surface according 

to a pre-prepared form. The high relief is different from the 

main relief. Using relief carving, artists highlight decorative 

elements and carve around them so that they are elevated 

above the ground [13]. The groove is different from the depth 

of the panel relief. In the case of a bas-relief, the manufacturer 

cuts a groove around the peri-meter so that the details of the 

decoration can be seen [10]. 

5.3. Decorations 
5.3.1. Human decorations  
All human motifs are in three-quarters of the way in the 

front. They have round heads, prominent almond-shaped 

eyes, arched eyebrows, long pointed noses, and relatively 

small mouths, whereas Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) has 

a well-groomed beard and straight hair. Regarding clothing, 

the Virgin Mary's attire indicates a modest Arab environment, 

while Jesus Christ wears only an apron, indicating the Res-

urrection scene(c) [13,14]. 

5.3.1.1. Virgin Mary and the Child, fig. (4) 
The scene of the Virgin Mary cradling Christ as a child is 

frequent in Coptic art [15,16]. It represents the mother-son 

relationship, which triggers reassurance, kindness, and ten-

derness through motherhood [16,17]. It was inherited from 

the depiction of the goddess Isis with her son Horus. Virgin 

Mary takes care of her son Jesus Christ, who will grow up 

and brings salvation for humanity, like Horus, who was a 

symbol of the victory of good in ancient Egyptian art [14]. 

This scene is repeated on many Coptic artifacts, especially 

icons and niches [18-20], and is a common theme in most 

bisharah boxes with human decorations [5,6], but here she 

completes the traditional costume of the Virgin Mary, inclu-

ding a long-hooded abaya and a veil. 

-- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure (4) scene of the Virgin Mary & Child 

 

5.3.1.2. Resurrection of Jesus(d), fig. (5-a) 
The artist always focuses on highlighting the greatness of 

Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) through a huge stature and 

head [21] and adds details of strength, such as the bare chest.  
Although the scene of the Resurrection is a common scene 

on icons and manuscripts, it is rare on these types of artifacts, 

some technical details are different. However, we always 

notice the similarity of the character of Christ from the point 

of physical strength, appearance as s a young man, and raises 

the banner of the cross, standing on a high position, reflects 

the grave. We find this on one of the boxes, fig. (5-b) kept in 

St. George’s Church in Hessa Barma (Tanta Metropole)  [5], 

and on another box, fig. (5-c) preserved in the same collection 

preserved in the Church of the Virgin in Harat Zuwella, dated 

to 13-14 century AH/19-20 century AD.  
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Figure (5) a. Resurrection of Jesus, b. the resurrection scene on Bishara 

box, St. Georges's Church in Barma, c. Bishara box, preserved 

in The Virgin Churce in Haret Zewella (published for the first 
time & taken by researcher) 
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5.3.1.3. Flying angels, fig. (6)  
The artist carried them out on the artifact understudy in a 

simplified idiomatic manner. They consist of a round human 

head with two wings attached(e) [22]. They are common dec-

orative elements in Coptic art and applied artifacts in general. 

Angels are luminous beings that inhabit the sky and take care 

of human beings from creation and monitor human works, etc. 

[11]. They transmit to man the will of Allah [23], so humans 

consider them the messengers of Allah [24] 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Figure (6) flying angel from, the 1st side 
 

5.3.2. Floral motifs 
5.3.2.1. Branches, fig. (7)  
They took a simple form as a frame of pictorial views. A 

simple zigzag branch appears from which three-lobed leaves 

emerge. 

 

 
 

 

Figure (7) simple zigzag branch  
 

5.3.2.2. Trifold leaves 
They appear emerging from the branches that frame the main 

scenes in the two covers of the box. Some argue that the 

trifold leaves represent the trinity [24,25]. which is a symbol 

of all the trinities known to all civilizations. Christianity has 

used them to express the trinity [25,26]. 

5.3.2.3. Roses 
Romans took roses as a symbol of victory and love, while 

Christianity considered them a symbol of martyrdom and 

purity [22]. 

5.3.2.4. Lotus flower, fig. (8)  
The lotus flower is sacred in many civilizations. It was one 

of the most important flowers for ancient Egyptians and was 

frequently discovered in Thebes tombs. It was one of the 

most frequent floral motifs in ancient Egypt and symbolized 

resurrection and renewal [27,28]. It probably started in the 

3rd century BC [29]. It also was a symbol of eternity [30] and 

the common denominator between spirit and matter [24]. In 

Coptic art, it is symbolized purity and beauty as it emerged 

from the mud clean and undefiled. Some considered it a 

symbol of the Virgin Mary (peace be upon her) [31]. The 

painting of the lotus was not limited to the Egyptians, but it 

was one of the most important motifs in the Achaemenid, 

Sassanid, and Byzantine arts and spread to the Mediterranean 

basin [32]. Moreover, it was one of the most important dec-

orative elements in Coptic and Islamic arts, from the early 

Islamic era to the Muhammed Ali dynasty. It was preferred 

by Muslim artists throughout the ages. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure (8) lotus 
 

5.3.2.5. Four-petal rosettes 
They are a floral representation of the cross. There was a 

similar decorative element in ancient Egyptian art known as 

the Rosetta flower [28]. They continued in Islamic art and were 

one of the most common elements in the Umayyad arts in 

the Levant and Andalusia [33]. 

5.3.2.6. Five-petal rosettes, fig. (9) 
They emerged from the vase to the right of the Virgin Mary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure (9) five-petals rosette 
 

5.3.2.7. Six-petal rosettes, fig. (10)  
Six-petal rosettes spread in early Islamic art in the Umayyad 

era [29]. They were also found repeated in the decorations 

that reappeared on Iranian metals, ceramic coatings attributed 

to the Ilkhanate and Timurid eras [31], and the common ele-

ments in Ottoman arts [34]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure (10) six-petal rosettes 
 

5.3.2.8. Calyx decorations(f) 
Some considered them a reduced form of the lotus flower, 

executed in the form of a trifold calyx leaf(g) [33,35].  

5.3.2.9. Elements related to floral motifs (vases) 
The artifact included vases without handles in two forms. 

The first resembled a long bottle, fig. (9). The second resem-

bled a short and bulky pot, fig. (10). Some reported that 

using vases in decoration had Byzantine origins, then moved 
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as important Islamic decorative elements, like the decorations 

of the Dome of the Rock (72 AH/691 AD) [36]. Others men-

tioned that these decorations had Hellenistic artistic origins 

[37]. It is worth noting that the vase from which the rose eme-

rges symbolizes the Virgin Mary (peace be upon her) from 

which Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) sprouted or a symbol 

of the baptized [25,38]. In ancient times, the vase was a symbol 

of motherhood and fertility. It sometimes represe-nted the 

Tree of Life. The Greeks and Romans thought that the vase 

symbolized the wine bowl. In ancient Egypt, it had several 

symbols, such as the womb, water, and heart [24] . 

5.3.3. Geometric decorations 
5.3.3.1. Crux immissa(h) 
This cross contains three equal arms, fig. (11) [22,24,39-41] 

while the lower fourth arm is slightly longer. It appears on 

the flag held by Jesus Christ (peace be upon him). The cross 

is a symbol of Christ and his sufferings,  the Christian religion 

and salvation, and redemption and sacrifice [42,43]. It is a 

common form in Coptic metalwork, either as a decorative 

value or intended for hanging. 

 -- 
-- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure (11) crux immissa 
 

5.3.3.2. Zigzag decorations 
They appeared on jar-like vases decorations on the scene of 

the Virgin Mary cradling Jesus Christ as a child. They also 

appeared on the echinus of the Corinthian column. Intersec-

ting zigzag lines appeared on the body of the column, creating 

a rhombus. This decoration probably was one of the oldest 

artistic features in Greek art [44]. 

5.3.3.3. Circular halo 
A halo is simply a circle, light, or halo surrounding the head 

of Jesus Christ, an angel, or a saint. It symbolizes holiness. 

Its purpose is to identify holy people [30,45,46]. A halo is 

simply a circle, light, or halo surrounding the head of Jesus 

Christ, an angel, or a saint. It symbolizes holiness. Its purpose 

is to identify holy people. Circular halos were widespread 

in classical and Roman art [47]. The Byzantine artist used 

to paint haloes or circles around the heads of Caesars, but it 

was rarely depicted in Christian art. Later, artists began to 
paint it around the heads of people, especially churchmen, 

in Christian depictions in the Middle Ages. It became a 

symbol of sanctity [43]. The artist might paint this décorat-

ive form to highlight the importance of the painted character 

[47]. It probably appeared in the early 4th century AD after 

the recognition of Christianity in the Edict of Milan in (313 

AD). Some considered it an artistic inheritance from Sasanian 

art [48]. The sacred halo in Coptic art might be an artistic 

ideological heritage with some external influences with res-

trictions from the new faith. In Coptic art, this halo is a circle 

or disk of light encompassing the head or the entire body in 

rare cases. It appeared for the sake of Jesus Christ. Then, it 

spread to include Virgin Mary, saints, and angels, especially 

with the spread of innovations and heresies, to stress some 

doctrinal concepts [47] or to define their importance in the 

painted subjects to distinguish them as extraordinary perso-

nalities [21]. 

5.3.4. Architectural decorations 
The artist could express raw materials and represent some 

buildings in the scenes executed on the artifact, such as the 

church represented by the columns surrounding the scene of 

the Virgin Mary and her child and the tomb in the resurect-

ion, despite its difficulty by notching and engraving the metal. 

Such representation reflected the skill and distinction of the 

artist who could reflect marble(i) [34] as a raw material for 

the columns(j) [25,44,49], as follows: 

5.3.4.1. Columns(k) with Corinthian capitals 
The Corinthian capital(l) [25,50], fig. (12) appeared in Greek 

architecture. It consists of a base, an agile body, and a capital 

decorated with acanthus leaves(m) [51]. Then, it spread to and 

characterized Roman and Byzantine architecture [44,51], 

where it spread to Islamic art. It is worth noting that the Coptic 

artist initially copied the Roman and Byzantine models. He 

had a unique style starting from the 6th-7th century AD. Later, 

many symbols related to the Christian faith emerged [40]. 
 

 
the details of the column with a Corinthian capital on the first side of the 

box 
 

5.3.4.2. Mudbrick course   
It appears as a building material for the tomb in the scene of 

Christ's resurrection, figs. (2 & 4). 

5.3.4.3. Inscriptions 
➢ Arabic inscription 

They were recorded in the Thuluth inscription(n) [52-54], 

they included: 

▪ Documental inscriptions: A historical inscription, figs. 

(12) appeared on this artifact could be read “one thousand 

six hundred and twenty-seven year of the Calendar of 

Saints” in the reign of Pope Cyril V, corresponding to 

1911 AD during the reign of the Muhammed Ali dynasty 
in Egypt, specifically Khedive Abbas Helmy II (1892-1914 

AD)(p). On the other side of the box, there was a registry 

(During the reign of His Holiness, the great Pope, Anba 

Cyril V). Some phrases were also recorded on both sides 

of the box as if they were a founding text, as follows: 
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"life-long endowment and eternal confinement for the 

cause of Virgin Mary, in Haret Zuwella". 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure (12) Arabic inscription of the 2nd side 
 

▪ Prayer inscriptions, fig. (3) 

“O Lord, who has fatigue in the realms of the heavens, 

O Lord, bestow mercy,” starting with invoking Allah, 
seeking relief, and concluding with seeking mercy. 

▪ Names of persons 

The name of Pope Cyril V (no. 112) (1827-1927) app-

eared, fig. (12). He was one of the most important Coptic 
patriarchs in the modern age and was patriotic, as he suppo-

rted the Urabi revolt and the 1919 revolution. Additionally, 

he made great contributions to culture and education and 

opened many Coptic schools and charities [55].  

➢ Coptic inscriptions 

These inscriptions are quoted from the Bible. They are a 

Coptic text of the first verse of the Gospel of John (In the 

beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God   (  

 

 

 

 

6. Conclusion 
To conclude, Coptic artifacts and metalworks drew considerable att-
ention during the Muhammed Ali dynasty, as shown by this and other 
artifacts preserved in the church . The artist's demonstrated great 
accuracy in the decorative details, technical elements, and harmonious 
lines on the sides. This masterpiece, which has a great deal of accuracy 
in detail, revealed the artistic capabilities that the Coptic artist reached 
during this period. What made him focus the details of the architectural 
elements, despite the difficulty of implementing this on metals. It is 
also one of the few Coptic metal artifacts dated to the modern era, 
which fills a gap in the history of Coptic art, and allows us to reveal 
that this art was a single unit throughout the ages with the repetition 
of decorative themes and many artistic styles. It also focuses that 
the Church was not isolated from life in Egypt, which is what made 
the artist combine the Arabic and Coptic languages. 

 

(*)  This paper is extracted from my doctoral dissertation 

entitled “Metal tools of the altar kept in the church of 

the Virgin Mary in Haret Zuweila: An artistic archaeo-

logical study” (In Arabic) 

 
Endnotes 
a) This scene was frequently presented in some icons. Some 

reported that is depicts the Egyptian Orthodox doctrine 

of the Christ since birth with angels in the background 

waiting for instructions of devotion. This scene appeared 

in the 5th century regarding the establishment and 

devotion of the church.   

b) Silver is mentioned in many verses of the Holy Qur’an, 

such as “Upon the inhabitants will be green garments of 

fine silk and brocade. And they will be adorned with 

bracelets of silver, and their Lord will give them a 

purifying drink.” (Surah Al-Insan: 21). 

c) Some report that the oval face, protruding eyes, small 

mouth, and the wide clothing of Virgin Mary are often 

repeated in the paintings of Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ. 

Additionally, the small mouth is only dedicated to glorif-

ying Allah.  

d) Resurrection of Jesus is the Christian belief that God raised 

Jesus from the dead. This story is frequently reported in 

the Bible. See the New Testament:  Mathew (28: 1-15), 

Mark (16: 1-8), Luka (23: 55-65, 24: 1-12), John (20: 1-

10; 20: 11-18). 

e) Wings denote divine messages; thus, angels are depicted 

with wings. 

f) It is worth noting that calyx elements resemble the lotus 

flower in the outer structure, but differ in formation. 

While the lotus flower has many rows of petals, the calyx 

may be originally a lotus with some reduced details. 

g) This decoration also appeared on some ceramic Mamluk 

pieces, probably derived from the Seljuk art. It appeared 

in some details of Sultan Hasan Madrasa and the Sultan 

Al-Ghuri Complex. 

h) The cross was used in execution by crucifixion by tying 

the feet and hands with a central point, so it was one of 

original signs of the four directions. It is the symbol of 

Christianity in general. Moreover, it expresses the redee-

mption and sacrifice of Jesus Christ (peace be upon him) 

for humanity. 

i) Marble was one of the most important raw materials ded-

icated for designing columns thanks to its durability and 

glamor throughout ages.  

j) It is a body that bears the roof and consists of three parts: 

The base, the body, and the capital. It is one of the most 

important elements used as carriers throughout ages. Its 

aesthetics reflect the splendor and grandeur of the building. 

Ancient Egyptians excelled in the diversity of the shapes 

of the columns and capitals. Some argue that the Greeks 

were the first to introduce the complete column, which 

consists of the base, the body, and the capital and created 

several styles of capitals, such as the Corinthian capital, in 
which the acanthus leaf played an important role. Muslims 
imitated some of them at the beginning when they built 

civilization. Later, they made some innovations.  

k) The term column appeared several times in the Bible. 

Some of them highlight its function in raising the bishop, 

and among them in describing Lot’s wife who turned into 

a pillar of salt (Genesis 19:26), as well as its function in 

buildings, as was the case in the altar that Moses (peace 

be upon him) built.  

l) Columns in the Church indicate the believer supporting 

Christianity “He who overcomes, I will make him a pillar 

in the temple of My God” (3:12). 

m) This style of capitals belongs to Corinth in the 5th B.C. 

It is believed that its origin is a girl who died. Her loving 

nursing mother collected all belongings in a basket near 

her tomb and covered them with baked brick tiles. A thistle 

grew and encompassed the basket. Thus, the Corinthian 
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capital emerged and became one of the most important 

in the Roman and Byzantian arts.  
n) Acanthus belongs to the family Acanthaceae. It is a Greek 

word meaning thistle and is also known as the Jews 
thistle. It is an always green plant in the Mediterranean 
countries. 

o) Thuluth script, in calligraphy, medieval Islamic style of 
handwritten alphabet. Thuluth (Arabic: “one-third”) is 
written on the principle that one-third of each letter 
slopes. It is a large and elegant, cursive script, used in 
medieval times on mosque decorations. It took on some 
of the functions of the early Kufic script; it was used to 
write sura (Qur’anic chapter) headings, religious inscrip-
tions, and princely titles and epigraphs. It was also used 
for many of the large copies of the Qur’ān produced from 
the 13th century.  

p) Khedive Abbas Helmy II (1874-1944 AD): He was Abbas 
Helmy bin Khedive Tawfiq bin Khedive Ismail bin Ibrahim 
Pasha bin Muhammad Ali Pasha. His mother was Amina 
Hanim Elhamy, the granddaughter of the Ottoman Sultan 
Abd Al-Majid I. He came to the throne of Egypt, succeeding 
his father, Khedive Tawfiq 1892 AD and continued until 
dismissal in 1914 AD and was succeeded by Sultan Hussein 
Malik after the British declaration of a Protectorate over 
Egypt at the beginning of World War I. 
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