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A delicately carved ivory pyxis in The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art depicts five women participating in an 

early Christian liturgy, or religious ritual. The sculptor 

carved two of the women swinging censers of incense on 

opposite sides of a small altar, and the other three with 

their arms raised in a procession around the side of the 

circular vessel (figs. 1–3). The pyxis (hereafter MMA 

pyxis) dates to the sixth century, as early as about 500. 

This article demonstrates that its scene represents the 

liturgy at the altar of Jesus’s tomb. 

Built by Constantine about 326, the shrine of Jesus’s 

tomb was the most famous in Christendom. It was 

 situated inside the rotunda church called the Anastasis, 

also known as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre or  

the Church of the Resurrection, which still stands in 

A L LY  K AT E U S Z

Women at the Altar of Jesus’s Tomb  
in the Anastasis

�g. 1 Pyxis with women 

carrying censers at an altar, 

6th century. Early Byzantine. 

Eastern Mediterranean/

Syro- Palestinian. Elephant 

ivory with metalwork and 

paint, overall with lid 4 ¼ × 

5 × 4 ¾ in. (10.8 × 12.7 × 

12.1 cm). The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, Gift of 

J. Pierpont Morgan, 1917 

(17.190.57a, b)

Metropolitan Museum Journal, volume 59, 2024. Published by The Metropolitan Museum of Art in association with the University of Chicago Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/734017. © 2024 The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Jerusalem. According to Christian tradition, the tomb 

was cut from solid rock around the cave where Jesus’s 

body was laid after it was taken down from the cross, 

and where, early Easter morning, he rose and encoun-

tered the fearless women coming to anoint his body.1

Ivory pyxides may have been manufactured as con-

tainers for Eucharistic bread to be taken to those who 

were sick and could not attend the service.2 Sometimes 

they were used as reliquary boxes for the precious 

bones of saints.3 The provenance of the MMA pyxis is 

uncertain; a 1906 Parisian auction catalogue vaguely 

notes, “The piece seems to have been found in Spain 

and to have been part, during a very remote era, of the 

religious furnishings of a Spanish church.”4 It was sold 

as part of the collection of Dimitri Schevitch, who had 

been the Russian ambassador to Spain, and the opacity 

of this description of its provenance may allude to its 

having been quietly excavated from the ruins of an 

ancient church in Spain. There is general agreement, 

however, that the pyxis was not made in Spain; its origin 

is usually assessed as Palestine or ancient Syria, or 

somewhere else in the eastern Mediterranean.5 

This article �rst demonstrates that the two women 

swinging censers on the MMA pyxis represent clergy  

in an Easter liturgy that reprised the roles of Mary 

Magdalene and the other Gospel women who encoun-

tered Jesus at the empty tomb.6 The second section 

proves that in shape, color, and detail, the MMA pyxis  

is the most accurate surviving representation of the 

Constantinian shrine. The last section establishes  

that the sculptor also depicted the three arms- raised 

women in the Easter liturgy.

T W O  W O M E N  S W I N G I N G  C E N S E R S 

The sculptor of the MMA pyxis carved two women 

swinging censers on either side of the altar. Mark 16:1 

and Luke 23:56 specify that the women who went to 

Jesus’s tomb brought spices so they could anoint him, 

but none of the Gospels mention the women censing. 

Four pieces of evidence support the conclusion that the 

two women portrayed with censers on the MMA pyxis 

represented women who censed with incense during 

the Easter liturgy at the tomb shrine. First is an early 

twelfth- century liturgical manual called a Typikon that 

describes the Easter liturgy in the Anastasis with two 

women censing at the tomb. Second are sixth-  and 

seventh- century pilgrim souvenirs that depict two 

women approaching the tomb, with one of the women 

swinging a censer. The third is a �fth- century manu-

script of the Six Books Dormition narrative about the 

later life and death of Jesus’s mother, which describes 

Mary burning incense in a censer at her son’s tomb.  

The �nal piece of evidence is the pilgrim Egeria’s late 

fourth- century travel diary, in which she wrote that 

during the Easter morning liturgy, “They take censers 

into the cave of the Anastasis, so that the whole 

Anastasis basilica is �lled with the smell.”7 

Typikon

A detailed description of women with censers, called 

myrrhophores or myrrhbearers, censing at the tomb 

during the Easter liturgies in the Anastasis is in Codex 

Stavrou 43, a Greek liturgical manuscript dated 1122.8 

Its editor, Athanasios Papadopoulos- Kerameus, argued 

that it was copied from a late ninth-  or early tenth- 

century manuscript.9 This Typikon describes the litur-

gies for the churches of Jerusalem, including those for 

the late- night Saturday and early Sunday Easter services 

�g. 2 Back of pyxis (fig. 1) 

showing three women with 

arms raised

�g. 3 Lock plate of pyxis 

(fig. 1)
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in the Anastasis at the shrine of Jesus’s tomb, which the 

Typikon calls the Holy Sepulchre. 

According to the Typikon, after the late Saturday 

service before Easter, two myrrhophores remained to 

cense and anoint the stone shelf in the cave where 

Jesus’s body was believed to have been laid.10 Easter 

morning, the myrrhophores and other clergy changed 

into white vestments.11 Valerie A. Karras writes, “The 

rubrics for the paschal matins service make it impossi-

ble not to understand the term ‘clergy’ to include the 

myrrh bearers,”12 which can be gleaned in this quote: 

The doors of the church are immediately opened and the 

patriarch together with the clergy enters the church, 

chanting the “Christ is risen.” The patriarch and the arch-

deacon immediately enter the Holy Sepulchre, these two 

alone, with the myrrhophores standing before the Holy 

Sepulchre. Then the patriarch shall come out to them  

and say to the women: “Rejoice: Christ is risen!” Then the 

myrrhophores fall at his feet and, rising, they cense the 

patriarch, sing the polychronion [hymn of acclamation for 

the patriarch] to him and return to the place where they 

customarily stand.13 

The scene of the two myrrhophores standing before  

the entrance of the Holy Sepulchre and then falling  

at the feet of the patriarch appears to be a liturgical  

re- creation of Matthew 28:1–10, which describes Mary 

Magdalene and the other Mary at the empty tomb early 

Easter morning, where �rst an angel greeted them  

and then Jesus met them and they embraced his feet. 

Afterward he sent them to tell the frightened men that 

he had risen. The myrrhophores walked with the other 

clergy in the procession to the altar area, then stood at 

the entrance to the Holy Sepulchre and censed during 

the service, after which they reentered the cave and 

censed and anointed the stone shelf:

Immediately the two deacons go with the censers, and 

two subdeacons with two candlesticks before them, until 

they enter the Bema [altar area] and stand in the middle 

of the solea [a raised platform at the front of the altar 

area]. In the same way also the two myrrhophores enter 

before the two deacons, having the triskellia [portable 

lectern] and before them two deaconesses, they also hav-

ing two candlesticks and lit candles before them and thus 

they stand, one on the right of the life- giving Sepulchre 

and the other on the left. They cense until the holy 

Gospel has been read and then they enter the Holy 

(Sepulchre), cense it and anoint it.14

This passage speci�es two deaconesses and two 

myrrhophores in the procession. Allie Ernst proposes 

that the myrrhophores may have been deaconesses who 

had the additional role of myrrhophore Easter services.15 

Karras provides considerable evidence of women dea-

cons in the Eastern church, and Christian women 

censing during this era.16 Women deacons were well 

known in the East from an early date.17 

Pilgrim Souvenirs

Sixth-  and seventh- century pilgrim souvenirs depict  

two women with a censer approaching the tomb with  

an angel opposite. Pewter ampoules for holy oil appear 

to have been a popular medium for this scene.18 Ra�aele 

Garrucci’s careful drawings of these small gray ampoules 

(ca. 1880; �gs. 4, 5) provide more detail than is easily 

�g. 4 Raffaele Garrucci 

(Italian, 1812–1885). Drawing 

of Monza ampoule no. 5, 

reverse, ca. 1880. 

Photograph in Grabar 1958, 

pl. 11. Ampoule dated to  

late 6th–early 7th century. 

Palestine. Pewter, Diam. 

approx. 1 ⅞ in. (4.7 cm). 

Museo e Tesoro del Duomo 

di Monza. Garrucci 1880, 

pl. 434, fig. 5

�g. 5 Raffaele Garrucci. 

Drawing of Monza ampoule 

no. 9, front, ca. 1880. 

Photograph in Grabar 1958, 

pl. 14. Ampoule dated to  

late 6th–early 7th century. 

Palestine. Pewter, Diam. 

approx. 1 ⅞ in. (4.7 cm). 

Museo e Tesoro del Duomo 

di Monza. Garrucci 1880, 

pl. 434, fig. 6
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visible in photographs. Albeit abbreviated due to their 

small size, the ampoules provide architectural details 

consistent with the latticework barrier that encircled the 

tomb.19 Egeria mentioned the lattice barrier ten times 

when describing the liturgies at the tomb.20 She called it 

cancellus, Latin for “a latticed barrier or grating, grille.”21 

She distinguished between the latticed barrier and the 

tomb, which she called the “cave.”

On the ampoules, the two women approach lattice 

gates. On some, the architecture is severely abbreviated 

as two double doors with a triangle above.22 Others pro-

vide more detail, yet lack uniformity.23 Nonetheless, 

almost all the ampoules portray the �rst woman swing-

ing a censer.24 Many also depict the second woman carry-

ing a container with a lid, as is clearly shown in �gure 5.25 

Perhaps this container represented the alabaster jar that 

three of the Gospels described in the context of a woman 

anointing Jesus in preparation for his death.26 Regardless, 

two women carrying a censer and a jar to Jesus’s tomb 

evokes the Typikon’s description of the two myrrho-

phores who censed and anointed there. Thus it seems 

reasonable to conclude that in the sixth century when  

the ampoules began to be produced, myrrhophores were 

already a feature of the Easter liturgy at Jesus’s tomb.

A small painting on the inside cover of the sixth- 

century Sancta Sanctorum box (�g. 6) helps explain why 

the scenes on the ampoules are identi�ed as two women 

at the shrine inside the Anastasis. This painter similarly 

portrayed two women approaching the open doors of a 

metalwork enclosure. However, the artist painted the 

rotunda’s large round roof above the scene.27 The 

rotunda church of the Anastasis was not built until sev-

eral years after the marble- clad shrine.28 Before that,  

the decorative metal barrier would have served to pro-

tect the shrine and to manage access to it. After the 

Anastasis was built, the lattice barrier would have 

remained the �rst thing a pilgrim saw upon entering the 

rotunda. It would have been memorable, which explains 

why it was so frequently featured on pilgrim souvenirs.

Six Books Dormition Narrative

The third piece of evidence to evince a long tradition of 

women censing at Jesus’s tomb is a passage in the Old 

Syriac (Aramaic) Six Books Dormition narrative about 

the later life and death of Jesus’s mother, Mary. The text 

of the oldest nearly complete Six Books manuscript is 

the lower script of a palimpsest dated to the second  

half of the �fth century or possibly the start of the sixth 

century.29 It describes Mary visiting her son’s tomb 

daily and burning incense in a censer.30 This �ctive 

scene may re�ect the author’s knowledge of actual 

women censing at the tomb. Stephen Shoemaker dates 

the composition of the Six Books to the fourth century, 

so it seems possible that women were censing at the 

shrine from the time it was consecrated.31

Egeria’s Travel Diary

Lastly, the pilgrim Egeria wrote in her late fourth- 

century travel diary about the censing at the tomb 

during the Easter morning service in the Anastasis. Her 

account, though much shorter, is consistent with what 

the Typikon described regarding the two myrrhophores. 

She wrote, “They take censers into the cave of the 

Anastasis, so that the whole Anastasis basilica is �lled 

with the smell.”32 Yet the text of the sole surviving man-

uscript with Egeria’s diary, the eleventh- century Codex 

Aretinus 405, does not specify the gender of the clergy 

who did the censing. Perhaps Egeria did not specify 

their gender because everyone knew the myrrhophores 

were women. But the codex has signi�cant gaps and 

omissions, and another possibility is that during the 

seven centuries that passed between when Egeria wrote 

her diary and when Codex Aretinus 405 was penned,  

a copyist redacted the scene.33 Indeed, later copyists 

redacted Six Books scenes of Mary and other women 

using a censer.34 For example, as mentioned above, the 

text of the oldest Six Books manuscript, the palimpsest, 

describes Mary burning incense in a censer at her son’s 

tomb. A later copyist preserved Mary bringing incense, 

but omitted the censer.35 Yet another redacted both 

censer and incense, but kept the fragrant smell. A third 

cut everything to do with incense at Jesus’s tomb, even 

its scent.36 It is thus plausible that during the seven- 

hundred- year manuscript tradition of Egeria’s diary, 

one or more scribes, uncomfortable with the idea of 

women using censers, simply omitted them. 

�g. 6 Upper left section of 

inside lid of a wooden box, 

6th century. Paint on wood, 

approx. 2 ¾ × 3 ⅛ in. (7 × 

8 cm). Sancta Sanctorum 

treasure from the Lateran. 

Biblioteca Apostolica 

Vaticana, Museo Sacro 

(inv. 1883 A- B)
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Given the evidence, it is reasonable to conclude 

that the two �gures at the altar on the MMA pyxis repre-

sented women clergy censing at Jesus’s tomb during  

the Easter liturgy, the holiest day of the early Christian 

year. The next section will show that the sculptor of the 

MMA pyxis accurately depicted the shrine behind the 

lattice barrier.

C O N S TA N T I N I A N  S H R I N E

The Constantinian shrine was destroyed in the year 

1009, and its original appearance remains a mystery. 

Despite its fame, or perhaps because of it, many artists 

and writers did not describe its every detail, knowing 

that due to its prominence their audience would recog-

nize the shrine. In addition, most art that depicts the 

Constantinian shrine, such as the ampoules, are small 

with highly compressed scenes, inviting abbreviation 

and creative license. Given the variety of representa-

tions, some artists must have only heard about the 

shrine, but never seen it. It has been left to modern his-

torians to sort out the puzzle.37 

The �ne detail in the MMA pyxis is consistent with 

what we know about the tomb shrine. For example, 

archaeologists Shimon Gibson and Joan E. Taylor’s 

report of the last excavations at the Anastasis states that 

three steps led up to the entrance of the shrine, which 

corresponds to the three steps on the MMA pyxis.38 

Egeria said that the veils and curtains in the Anastasis 

were made of striped silk.39 Although she did not spec-

ify their location, we know from the Syriac Testamentum 

Domini that curtains were required for church altars, so 

the striped curtains �anking the altar on the MMA pyxis 

could correspond to those that Egeria mentioned.40  

The columns carved around the pyxis are also consis-

tent with the written record. Eusebius of Caesarea 

(d. 339) reported that Constantine had embellished the 

tomb with special columns, and the pilgrim Bernard the 

Monk (�. ca. 870) counted nine columns around the 

tomb, adding, “Of these nine columns, four are in front 

of the tomb itself.”41 The MMA pyxis also has nine col-

umns, four of them in front.

The four spiral columns on the front of the MMA 

pyxis are part of what is called the ciborium, the struc-

ture holding up the striped canopy above the altar. The 

columns are set in the shape of a half- hexagon, with the 

two back columns set farther apart than the front two, 

which frame the altar. Interestingly, square ciboria  

were common, but half- hexagon ciboria were rare over 

altars.42 Beneath the ciborium, the sculptor carved a 

tripod altar table. The similarity between the spiral col-

umns of the ciborium and the spiral legs of the altar 

table suggests that the table, like the columns, was 

made of stone. A book with an “X” on its cover, proba-

bly representing a Gospel book, rests on the table.43  

A large lamp hangs above it. 

Egeria did not discuss the altar in the Anastasis  

nor that of any other church in Jerusalem except the 

altar in the martyrium.44 The �rst author to expressly 

describe the altar at the tomb was the so-called 

Anonymous Jerusalem Pilgrim, about 530.45 The 

Piacenza Pilgrim, about 570 CE, also detailed the tomb, 

and likewise said that an altar was placed in front of it.46 

The pilgrim Arculf, about 680, reported that the stone, 

which according to the Gospels had closed the entrance 

to the cave, had been split into two altars, with the 

smaller of the two, a four- sided [quadrangulum] altar, 

placed before the mouth of the tomb.47 Bede (ca. 673–

735), who knew Arculf was a bishop, wrote the same 

description, and the pilgrim Bernard the Monk, while 

discussing the four columns at the front of the tomb, 

said Bede’s delineation was accurate.48 

The oldest known �oor plan of the Anastasis is a 

drawing made by Arculf, subsequently reproduced by 

copyists, unfortunately each with slightly di�erent 

detail. Paul Geyer argued that a ninth- century copy of 

the drawing (�g. 7) was the most accurate, and rejected 

as “embellished” the one Martin Biddle later chose for 

his 1999 book, The Tomb of Christ.49 There are similari-

ties across all copies, however. Each preserves a series 

of concentric circles representing the �oor plan of the 

Anastasis. The number of circles is always at least four. 

Arculf said that the tomb was “a round domed struc-

ture,” and the innermost circle had an opening marked 

�g. 7 Arculf ’s drawing of the 

floor plan of the Anastasis 

and nearby monuments,  

9th century. Bibliothèque 

Nationale de France, 9th 

century MS lat. 13048, 

fol. 4v.
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by two small extrusions and faced east, the direction  

he said the cave- tomb faced, which is still the case.50  

A rectangle inside this circle (usually labeled “sepul-

chrum”) indicates the stone shelf upon which Jesus’s 

body was thought to have been laid, and it is on the 

north wall, the same wall where the shelf is today. The 

two outermost circles seem to represent the thick walls 

of the rotunda, drawn with three small apses inset. This 

leaves a circle between the thick walls and the cave- 

tomb, perhaps representing the metal lattice barrier 

that encircled the tomb. The corridor between the lat-

tice barrier and the tomb could have been used for litur-

gical processions, like the procession of women 

sculpted around the MMA pyxis. 

As noted above, various pilgrims reported that  

an altar stood in front of the cave- tomb, and Arculf  

and Bede further speci�ed that it was the smaller of  

the two altars made from the famous stone. All copies  

of Arculf ’s �oor plan illustrate two squares or two 

 rectangles, one at the entrance to the cave, and the 

other closer to the east wall of the rotunda, where 

Arculf and Bede said the larger of the two altars stood.51 

Although Arculf apparently did not describe a ciborium, 

the two extrusions drawn at the entrance of the tomb 

could signify the structure of one above the altar, 

extended slightly past the wall of the round tomb.  

In that case, the small square at the mouth of the  

tomb and the altar carved beneath the ciborium on  

the MMA pyxis could represent the same altar. If so, 

then the entrance into the tomb would have been  

situated behind the striped curtains on either side  

of the altar, which would have been pulled open or 

closed depending upon the dramatic moment in  

the liturgy.52

The shape of the tomb is usually deemed polygonal 

or round, as seen in Arculf ’s diagram. On a round  

edi�ce a half- hexagon ciborium would have been  

more proportional and aesthetically pleasing than a 

square one, which would have jutted out. The sculptor 

of the MMA pyxis depicted a beautiful half- hexagon 

ciborium that abuts its round white wall. 

Remarkably, another ivory pyxis, now in the 

Cleveland Museum of Art, also depicts a half- hexagon 

ciborium above an altar (�g. 8). This pyxis is thought to 

have been part of the treasure of the church of Saint 

André- le- Bas in Vienna, where in 1612 it was a reliquary 

for the jawbone of a saint.53 The architecture of the altar 

areas on these two pyxides is so similar that Archer 

�g. 8 Front of a pyxis 

depicting an altar area,  

6th century. Eastern 

Mediterranean. Elephant 

ivory, overall 3 ⅜ × 5 in. 

(8.5 × 12.7 cm). Cleveland 

Museum of Art, Purchase 

from the J. H. Wade Fund 

(1951.114)
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St. Clair says, “The most signi�cant di�erence between 

the Metropolitan and Cleveland pyxides is the intro-

duction of a cross behind or upon the altar in the lat-

ter.”54 On both, the four columns of the ciborium are 

spiral and form a half- hexagon; the altar is a tripod 

table with spiral legs and a lamp above; and the curtains 

have horizontal stripes. Both have three long curved 

steps with similar segmentation that lead up to the altar 

area. The Cleveland pyxis, however, does not depict  

the liturgy; the two men seen on either side of its altar 

area are facing away, part of the Gospel scenes that 

encircle the rest of the vessel. Both sculptors, however, 

preserved the incense burning on either side of the 

altar: the MMA pyxis depicts two women swinging  

censers, while the Cleveland pyxis shows what appear 

to be two thymiateria, a type of censer on a stand with 

an open top for a large lump or cone of incense.55 

Despite minor di�erences, the architecture and furnish-

ings of the altar area seen on both pyxides is so similar 

and so unusual (especially the half- hexagon ciboria) 

that it seems highly likely both ivory sculptors rendered 

the same altar area. Multiple representations, espe- 

cially on items as expensive as ivory pyxides, suggest  

a famous and sacred site like the tomb shrine inside  

the Anastasis. 

A seven- foot- long fragment of a �oor mosaic that 

uncontroversially represents the shrine may help eluci-

date its architecture (�g. 9).56 The mosaic is dated about 

the sixth century and is believed to have originated in 

the Near East, perhaps ancient Syria.57 Its large size per-

mitted a detailed illustration of the latticework barrier 

that encircled the tomb—a double- winged design with 

small red hearts. Here we see the ornate double gates,  

a small censer hanging between them. The mosaic 

depicts four columns. The outer two are set farther 

back, indicating a half- hexagon ciborium structure, a 

shape emphasized by the angles of the gold band 

around the three sections of its red canopy. This cibo-

rium appears to abut a white wall decorated with two 

rosettes, much as the ciboria on the two pyxides abut 

white walls. A large lamp, like the lamp hanging above 

the altar on the MMA pyxis, hangs from the midpoint of 

the mosaic ciborium. Two thymiateria stand on either 

side, and their tops, which are almost all that can be 

seen before the lattice begins, look similar to the tops  

of the two thymiateria that �ank the altar on the 

Cleveland pyxis. On the mosaic, however, what appears 

to be a tall cone of tan- colored incense is a�xed above 

each stand, smoke or �ames emanating from its tip.58 

Other markers on the mosaic such as the striped cur-

tains or tripod altar may have been omitted due to the 

di�culty in this medium of illustrating details behind 

the ornate lattice barrier, which also could account for 

why the mosaic artist did not include the rest of the 

bases of the two thymiateria. 

Finally, the MMA pyxis has signi�cant points of 

contact with the fragmentary Narbonne model that is 

considered an important representation of the shrine 

behind the lattice barrier (�g. 10). However, as Biddle 

says: “there is reason to believe that this may be a rela-

tively crude and architecturally uncanonical version.”59 

Both the MMA pyxis and the Narbonne model display  

a round tomb with nine columns, four of which are in 

the front and compose a ciborium- type structure.60  

On the Narbonne model, the four front columns and 

almost all the rest of the ciborium structure are missing, 

but the four column bases form a rectangle, suggesting 

that its sculptor visualized a common square ciborium. 

The half- hexagon ciborium sculpted on the MMA and 

Cleveland pyxides is much more architecturally bal-

anced. The only known architectural element that is on 

the Narbonne model but not on the pyxides is the cor-

nice above the tomb, the omission of which may be due 

to the way the pyxides were manufactured, from slices 

�g. 9 Fragment of floor 

mosaic, ca. 6th century. 

Origin unknown, most likely 

from an early Byzantine 

church in the Near East, 

possibly ancient Syria.  

H. approx. 7 ft. (2.15 m). 

National Museum of 

Denmark, Copenhagen  

(inv. 15.137)
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of elephant tusk.61 The MMA pyxis itself appears to 

 preserve the most detailed and accurate surviving rep-

resentation of the shrine and its altar area, as well as of 

the Easter liturgy that took place there.

In 1923, Adolph Goldschmidt cited Arculf ’s 

description of the altar at Jesus’s tomb and concluded 

that the altar on the MMA pyxis depicted the altar at  

the tomb.62 More than �fty years later, however, in two 

publications related to The Met’s 1977–78 exhibition 

Age of Spirituality: Late Antique and Early Christian  

Art, Third to Seventh Century, Archer St. Clair and 

Margaret E. Frazer rejected Goldschmidt’s conclusion. 

In an issue of Gesta dedicated to the exhibition, St. Clair 

argued that the sculptor of the MMA pyxis did not 

depict a scene at Jesus’s tomb in the Anastasis, but a 

scene in some other Palestinian or Syrian church, and 

Frazer, in her article on the pyxis for the exhibition cata-

logue, brie�y said the same.63 Both cited as their main 

reason the fact that the MMA pyxis did not have the 

grille seen on depictions of the shrine on pilgrim ampul-

lae and the Sancta Sanctorum box.64 The absence of the 

grille on the MMA pyxis, however, is entirely explain-

able if the pyxis, like the Narbonne model, rendered the 

marble- clad shrine behind the latticed barrier. St. Clair 

added another reason, that the pyxis had prominent 

steps “and none of the representations or pilgrims’ 

descriptions depicts the shrine itself as approached by 

steps.”65 St. Clair was incorrect. Seven years earlier John 

Wilkinson had proposed that holes bored into the front 

of the Narbonne model indicated that originally it had a 

short �ight of steps, and that is how he illustrated the 

shrine in his in�uential reconstruction of the Narbonne 

model.66 In addition, an illustration of the shrine with-

out a grille and with prominent steps is in one of a series 

of mosaic panels that depict Gospel scenes in the 

Basilica of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna where, 

when portraying the two Marys at the tomb, the artist 

illustrated the tomb as a domed structure with four col-

umns, long curved steps, and no grille.67 It is known, 

however, that the Cleveland pyxis, which St. Clair also 

discussed in detail, like the MMA pyxis, has prominent 

steps and no grille, and it is unlikely that both ivory 

sculptors would have carved the altar of an obscure 

church instead of the one at the famous tomb inside the 

Anastasis, just as Goldschmidt concluded.

Perhaps most surprising, St. Clair and Frazer fur-

ther argued that the altar carved on the MMA pyxis was 

not meant to show an actual altar, and that the artist 

had substituted it for the tomb of Christ. They pointed 

to the fact that in the East the altar was sometimes 

called the tomb of Christ because his metaphorical 

�esh and blood (bread and wine) were laid upon it.68 

With this rationale St. Clair referred to “the substitution 

of altar for tomb,” while Frazer wrote, “substituting an 

altar for the actual tomb.”69 Yet if the sculptor had 

intended to render a tomb instead of an altar, he or she 

could have portrayed two women approaching a sar-

cophagus beneath a ciborium structure, as seen in the 

mosaic in Sant’Apollinare Nuovo and on the Sitten 

pyxis, which St. Clair also described.70 To my knowl-

edge, art historians have never suggested that any other 

altar was substituted for Jesus’s tomb—only this altar, 

�anked by two women swinging censers and three 

arms- raised women processing toward it. The interpre-

tive problem in 1979 seems to have been that the sculp-

tor carved women instead of men. In any case, St. Clair 

determined that the nearly identical altar on the 

Cleveland pyxis was indeed an altar.71 

T H R E E  W O M E N  W I T H  A R M S  R A I S E D 

Around the side and back of the MMA pyxis the sculptor 

carved three women with arms raised (�g. 2). Women in 

this orant pose are often interpreted in early Christian 

art as simply praying, but Alexei Lidov notes that in 

iconographic studies the pose is considered liturgical. 

He cites John Chrysostom paraphrasing Psalm 140: “My 

prayer is rising up as incense before You; I am raising 

my hands as the Evening Sacri�ce.”72 In another exam-

ple, Eusebius of Caesarea described a dreamlike liturgy 

for a church dedication in Tyre that included censing 

with incense and raising hands at the altar.73 

�g. 10 The Narbonne 

model. Marble fragment of a 

three- dimensional sculpture 

used to illustrate Jesus’s 

tomb. Dated before the 10th 

century, possibly as early as 

the 5th century. Pyrenean 

marble, H. 48 ⅞ in. (124 cm). 

Musée Narbo Via, Narbonne, 

France
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Further con�rming the liturgical quality of women’s 

raised hands, the two oldest surviving artifacts that 

depict people at a church altar include men and women 

with raised hands. The �rst is an ivory reliquary box 

showing the liturgy inside Old Saint Peter’s Basilica in 

Rome (�g. 11).74 The second is a limestone chancel 

screen that portrays the liturgy inside the Great Church 

in Constantinople, also known as the second Hagia 

Sophia, which burned during Justinian’s reign and was 

replaced with the third and last Hagia Sophia, still 

standing today.75 Both artists portrayed gender parallel-

ism at the altar, with arms- raised men on the left and 

arms- raised women on the right.

The ivory reliquary box is likely the older of the two, 

usually dated from the late 300s to mid- 400s. It was 

unearthed beneath the altar area of a Roman- era church 

near Pola, Croatia, in 1906, and immediately recognized 

as having extraordinary value for our understanding of 

the early Christian liturgy.76 Its altar stands beneath a 

half- hexagon ciborium with spiral columns, possibly 

designed to mirror the one at Jesus’s tomb, thereby link-

ing the sacrality of Jerusalem to Rome, and the sacrality 

of Jesus to Peter.77 Three men are depicted to the left of 

the altar and three women on the right; the two outermost 

men and women on each side have their arms raised,  

and in the center, beneath the half- hexagon ciborium,  

a man and a woman each appear to be raising something 

on opposite sides of the altar. There has never been any 

debate that the three people on the right are women, in 

part because they are veiled and in part because scenes of 

men on the left and women on the right in a church envi-

ronment are on two other sides of the box.78 

In addition, for several decades there was no 

debate that the man and the woman in the center were 

at a church altar.79 The six spiral columns of the cibo-

rium, however, look like the six spiral columns that 

Constantine donated for the ciborium in Old Saint 

Peter’s Basilica, spiral columns preserved today in the 

wings of the huge modern basilica. When World War II 

broke out, the ivory reliquary box was taken to Italy for 

safekeeping. Soon afterward, Vatican excavators began 

to dig under the modern basilica’s high altar, and sev-

eral layers below they came upon the second- century 

shrine of Saint Peter.80 The size and shape of the eight- 

foot-square wall of the shrine, its stone table, and the 

semi circular arch behind it matched the details on the 

ivory and were determined to be one and the same.81 

Below the stone table the excavators discovered a tomb 

they thought was Peter’s, aligning with a long- held tra-

dition that the altar in Old Saint Peter’s had been above  

Peter’s tomb, a tradition originating with two ancient 

witnesses, Jerome (d. 420) and Gregory of Tours 

(ca. 538–594).82 Gregory of Tours even described pilgrims 

lowering a cloth below the altar to touch Peter’s bones, 

a practice explaining the two doors carved beneath the 

altar on the ivory reliquary box.83 The sculptor, however, 

had depicted a woman at the altar. And the Vatican 

embarked upon an extraordinary e�ort to claim that  

the original altar in Old Saint Peter’s must have been a 

portable table. Recently, however, new research has 

exposed this decades- old e�ort to obscure the history 

of women in the liturgy at Old Saint Peter’s Basilica.84 

The second artifact that portrays arms- raised peo-

ple �anking an altar is a carved slab of limestone found 

�g. 11 Reliquary box (back) 

with liturgical scene, late 

4th–mid-5th century. 

Discovered below the  

altar area of a Roman- era 

church in Samagher, near 

Pola, Croatia. Probably 

Constantinople or Italy.  

Ivory over wood core, 7 ½ × 

7 ⅞ × 6 ¼ in. (19 × 20 × 

16 cm). Archaeological 

Museum, Venice
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inside a large underground tomb structure excavated  

in Istanbul in 1988 (�g. 12). Most likely this limestone 

carving was originally part of the chancel screen in the 

Great Church in Constantinople, but it was reused as 

the oversized front of a sarcophagus.85 On the left side 

of the altar the sculptor portrayed a man with his arms 

raised and on the right side a woman with her arms 

raised, a boy next to her. Johannes G. Deckers and Umit 

Serdaroğlu noted that the column capitals identi�ed  

the scene as inside the Great Church, which was known 

to have the same type of capitals, and based on several 

other factors, such as the style of the bulb clasp on the 

man’s shoulder and the early Christian cross on the 

altar, they dated it closely, between the years 415 and 

434.86 Their dating corresponds to the consecration of 

the Great Church in 415. Sozomen (ca. 400–450) tells 

that the Augusta, Pulcheria, who was regent for her 

younger brother, consecrated an altar made of gold  

and gemstones in the Great Church in front of all the 

priests and people.87 His history cuts o�, but the Letter  

to Cosmas continues it, saying that Pulcheria was  

accustomed to standing in the Holy of Holies with her 

brother during the Eucharist, a practice consistent with 

the scene on the limestone chancel screen. In early 

April of 428, however, the new patriarch, Nestorius, 

came to Constantinople, and on Easter morning he met 

Pulcheria at the door to the Holy of Holies and pre-

vented her from entering.88 Pulcheria set about having 

him overthrown, and in 431 the Council of Ephesus 

exiled him.

Signi�cant evidence indicates that the gender par-

allelism of the liturgy seen on the ivory reliquary box 

and the limestone chancel screen most likely originated 

in similar religious practices of some Second Temple 

Jews. Tentative evidence of such rituals is in some Dead 

Sea Scrolls.89 The most detailed evidence is from the 

early �rst- century writer Philo of Alexandria, who 

described the gender- parallel ritual of a Jewish commu-

nity he called the Therapeutae.90 According to Philo, 

Jews in many regions around the Mediterranean were 

experts in the philosophy of the Therapeutae and would 

travel to its double monastery of men and women near 

Alexandria.91 He described one of their all- night sacred 

rituals, which took place in a gender- divided room  

with male and female choirs, and two leaders, a man 

and a woman, who represented the prophets Moses  

and Miriam.92 At di�erent times during the night the 

Therapeutae raised their arms.93 Their ritual re-created 

the Jerusalem Temple, complete with special bread, 

libation, and an altar table.94 Enrico Mazza says, “The 

Therapeutae had a speci�cally priestly conception of 

their community, and this in turn had a direct impact  

on their conception of worship: the meal and prayer 

were assimilated to the sacri�ces in the Temple.”95  

To this Taylor adds, “Both men and women saw  

themselves not only as attendants or suppliants, but  

as priests in this Temple.”96 

Further suggesting that the gender- parallel ritual  

of the Therapeutae in�uenced that of the early 

churches, Eusebius of Caesarea insisted that Christian 

ritual traditions came from the Therapeutae.97 He said 

the churches of his day still practiced the rituals of the 

Therapeutae, including their separate places for men 

and women.98 Consistent with Eusebius’s claim, only 

�fteen miles from Caesarea, where he was bishop,  

the oldest church ruins in Israel, those of the third- 

century “Megiddo Church,” preserve the stone stump 

of its table between two mosaics, one of which names 

only women, while the mosaic on the opposite side of 

the table names a man.99 This arrangement suggests a 

gender- parallel ritual at the table, which would seem to 

corroborate Eusebius’s claim. 

On the ivory reliquary box the men and women 

with their arms raised have mouths open, as if sing-

ing.100 Thus, the liturgy for the annual all- night com-

memoration of Peter in Old Saint Peter’s Basilica may 

have resembled the Therapeutae’s overnight ritual, not 

only their gender- divided sanctuary and male and 

female leaders, but also their choirs, whom Philo said 

raised their arms when the sun rose.101 

It seems likely that some synagogues continued to 

practice Second Temple rituals. Bernadette J. Brooten 

documented �rst- through �fth- century Jewish epi-

graphs of women remembered with titles corresponding 

to those of male synagogue leaders, like “mother of the 

synagogue,” “head of the synagogue,” “priestess,” and 

“presbutera.”102 “Presbutera” could signify an “elder” in 

Greek, but during this time its masculine form, “pres-

buteros,” was used interchangeably with “bishop” and 

“priest.”103 Presbutera, thus, may have been closer in 

meaning to “head of the synagogue” or “priestess.” 

These synagogue titles for Jewish women were geo-

graphically widespread, found in Palestine, Egypt, 

ancient Greece, and Rome, as well as other areas.104 

This material evidence is crucial for reconstructing 

the roles of women in the early Jewish and Christian 

liturgy, especially since there is an almost complete loss 

of corresponding manuscripts until the eighth cen-

tury.105 When they appear, these eighth- century liturgi-

cal manuscripts “have a specious similarity . . . written 

in similar scripts and on similar writing materials.”106 

The iconographic artifacts, preserved underground for 
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centuries, evince nearly lost liturgical traditions and the 

roles of women, which, when combined, suggest a long 

“parting of the ways” between some streams of early 

Christianity and Judaism.107

The MMA pyxis, the ivory reliquary box, and the 

limestone chancel screen are the three oldest icono-

graphic artifacts to portray people at a church altar. For 

example, Melchizedek at an altar, such as in the wall 

mosaic in San Vitale in Ravenna (ca. 550), is excluded 

not only because of its late date, but also because while 

the mosaic was installed inside a church, it represents 

an altar from Hebrew scripture, not a church altar.108 

Another exclusion is a fragmentary fourth- century 

mosaic in Agios Georgios in Thessaloniki that depicts a 

celestial scene of a square object with legs beneath a 

ciborium with two arms- raised male saints �anking it. 

In 1963, Hjalmar Torp identi�ed it as an altar109—which 

St. Clair mentioned in her 1979 article about the MMA 

pyxis110—but Torp, writing with Bente Kiilerich in 2017, 

subsequently identi�ed it as a “�nely adorned chair,” 

aligning with other art historians.111 Also excluded is  

the lost �fth- century mosaic in the apse of the Ravenna 

church of San Giovanni Evangelista. Its description, 

which includes a pair of unnamed individuals at the 

altar, plus two imperial couples �anking them, has been 

variously interpreted112—and it probably deserves yet 

one more interpretation given the similar composition 

on the ivory reliquary box. The �nal exclusions are two 

large, nearly identical silver platters, or patens, for serv-

ing Eucharistic bread, both �rmly dated with tax stamps 

between 574 and 578.113 They were manufactured much 

later than the ivory reliquary box and the limestone 

chancel screen, and most likely later than the MMA 

pyxis dated to the sixth century, as early as about 500.114 

However, the platters are further excluded because of 

their innovative iconography, called the Communion of 

the Apostles. Both depict two Jesuses standing almost 

joined at the hip behind a cloth- covered table beneath a 

ciborium—one serving bread and the other serving 

wine. The scene is a �ctive re-creation of the Last Supper 

as if it had taken place �ve hundred years later in a 

Byzantine church. The strange double- Jesus was per-

haps intended as visual propaganda to undermine the 

older tradition of both a man and a woman at the altar. 

Thus, the MMA pyxis, the ivory reliquary box, and 

the limestone chancel screen preserve the very oldest 

artistic representations of people at a church altar. The 

MMA pyxis itself is the oldest to portray only one gen-

der at a church altar, and also the oldest to depict any-

one with a censer at a church altar.115 Finally, the three 

artifacts portray arms- raised women at or near the altar, 

demonstrating that for both women and men it was a 

liturgical pose.

A �nal detail on the MMA pyxis indicates that its 

sculptor carved all �ve of the women as clergy in the 

Eucharistic liturgy, and that is the doubled strip of cloth 

hanging below their girdles. The doubled white cloth 

was called the enchiron (later the epigonation) in the 

East and the mappula (later the maniple) in the West.116 

Lidov refers to the “Eucharistic handkerchief.”117 Clergy 

used this cloth to wipe the rim of the chalice and collect 

crumbs, and its inclusion in the Eucharistic liturgy 

appears to have become common by the sixth century, 

at least as witnessed in art.118 For example, three women 

�g. 12 Silivrikapi tomb. 

Chancel screen, second 

Hagia Sophia, ca. 430. 

Limestone relief, 43 × 78 in. 

(110 × 200 cm). Istanbul 

Archaeological Museums
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are illustrated with the cloth in one of the two gender-  

parallel wall mosaics �anking the altar in San Vitale in 

Ravenna, installed about 550.119 The mosaic on the right 

of the altar depicts Augusta Theodora lifting a large 

gold chalice to her right and three women with the dou-

bled cloth, two with it hanging below their girdles and 

the third holding it in her hand (�g. 13). Lidov points out 

an eleventh- century wall painting in Old Saint Clement 

Basilica in Rome that depicts Clement performing the 

Eucharist while raising the doubled cloth in one hand 

the same way that the woman holds it in the San Vitale 

mosaic.120 Lidov says, “let me remind those who are 

convinced of the lay provenance of the handkerchief 

that Theodora with her retinue, as well as Justinian, are 

presented in San Vitale in a liturgical procession in the 

sanctuary, both holding liturgical vessels—the Chalice 

and the Paten.”121 Most likely there was an early tradi-

tion of both men and women using the cloth.122 

The three arms- raised women sculpted on the 

MMA pyxis may have represented women deacons, 

whom the Typikon mentions. Considering, however, 

that the Typikon’s manuscript was penned six centuries 

after the pyxis was sculpted and that scribes during  

this period redacted descriptions of women using cen-

sers, it seems possible that originally women performed 

more of the ecclesial roles in the Easter liturgy at the 

Anastasis than is preserved in the Typikon. In any case, 

the carving on the MMA ivory pyxis indicates that  

�ve centuries earlier, women were more dominant  

in the liturgy. 

The MMA pyxis, the ivory reliquary box, and the 

limestone chancel screen depict women at the altars of 

some of the most important churches in the Roman 

Empire. The churches, in Jerusalem, Rome, and 

Constantinople, modeled the liturgy for lesser churches 

around the Mediterranean, so we may reasonably con-

clude that their liturgies were recorded in now lost 

manuscripts. The MMA ivory pyxis is a treasure from 

that early time. It is the very oldest iconographic artifact 

to depict just one sex at an altar, and in addition, more 

than any other surviving artifact or piece of art, it pre-

serves the shape, color, and details of the Constantinian 

monument known as Jesus’s tomb. Given the historical 

context, iconographic evidence, archaeological evi-

dence, and artistic choices, we can conclude that the 

sculptor of the MMA pyxis carved women clergy in the 

liturgy at Jesus’s tomb. Instead of “The Women at 

Jesus’s Tomb,” which suggests solely the Gospel stories, 

this ivory pyxis more informatively can  be titled “The 

Women at the Altar of Jesus’s Tomb in the Anastasis.”

A L LY  K AT E U S Z

Senior Research Associate, Wijngaards Institute for 

Catholic Research, London

�g. 13 Section of mosaic on 

right side of the altar in San 

Vitale, Ravenna, ca. 550 
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