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Abstract: This article explores the additional decorative elements incorporated by Chris-
tians onto Corinthian capitals found in various museums in the Syrian Arab Republic, 
dating back to the Byzantine era (4th–7th centuries). It outlines the symbolic significance 
of these elements, tracing their historical and religious contexts. The study highlights 
the diverse forms of crosses present on the capitals, ranging from the equal-armed cross 
encircled by various frames to Latin crosses and crosses formed by the contiguous fo-
lioles of acanthus leaves. Garlands, with various interpretations, emerged in Christian 
art and are depicted as leafy swags on the Corinthian capitals, featuring different de-
signs. Additionally, the rare representation of grapevines, which held significant im-
portance in Christian symbolism, connects them to biblical narratives and theological 
concepts. Overall, these elements could aid in dating unidentified Corinthian capitals in 
the area of study when analyzed alongside other components of the capital.
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Introduction

The origin of the Corinthian capital dates back to the 4th century BC, resulting 
from Athenians’ adaptations during the Hellenistic period to various earlier ver-
sions of the Corinthian capital (Schlumberger 1933, Footnote 1: 285; Abramson 
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1974, 6). The term ‘canonical’ refers to the Corinthian capital that contains all 
the essential elements of this type (Pl. 1: 1).1 The classical morphology of the 
Corinthian capital remained relevant and significant, but there were sub-streams 
in the development of the Corinthian order. In some cases, one or more of these 
elements may be omitted or modified. In such instances, the resulting capital 
cannot be referred to as ‘canonical’; instead, it bears a new designation, and vari-
ous terms have been used to describe these non-canonical capitals.2 There are so 
many forms of the non-canonical Corinthian capitals, so many that Butler states: 
“...the Corinthian displays unnumbered forms...” (Butler 1929, 235).

Moreover, it is also possible to add one or more additional elements to any 
form of Corinthian capitals. The purpose of incorporating these elements var-
ies; they may serve purely decorative purposes or hold symbolic significance. 
This symbolic meaning can change over time and across different cultures and 
religions. For instance, certain decorative motifs originally used in Roman art 
and later adopted by Christians in Byzantine art may undergo differing inter-
pretations (Elsner 2011, 7; Birk 2013, 168).

This article will concentrate on the additional elements introduced by Chris-
tians to Corinthian capitals found in various museums in the Syrian Arab Repub-
lic, dating back to the Byzantine period (4th–7th centuries) (Pl. 1: 2).3 The study 
will explore the reasons behind their choice of these elements and the motiva-
tions for incorporating them into these Corinthian capitals. Ultimately, the work 
will attempt to narrow down the timeframe for some of these capitals based on 
these additional elements, along with the capitals’ characteristics and features.

Cross

The first and most important shape associated with Christians is the cross. 
Scholars have examined the emergence and development of the cross from vari-
ous perspectives, exploring its historical, cultural, and symbolic significance.

Goodenough suggests that the cross symbol is closely linked to the rosette, 
which held symbolic importance for earlier civilizations in the eastern Mediterra-

1 The earliest documented reference to these elements can be found in ‘De architectura,’ a work by 
the Roman architect Vitruvius (IV.I.11-12).
2 Non-canonical (Ginouvès 1992, 95-96); Corinthianzing (Maver et al. 2009, 120, 129); Free (New-
comb 1921, 56; Poljak and Botić 2018, 200).
3 The word Syria in this paper will always refer to the current political borders of the Syrian Arab 
Republic.
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nean region. Despite variations in interpretation across cultures, anything bearing 
the sign of the cross is regarded as sacred and safe (Goodenough 1968, 177-197).

Meanwhile, Johns suggests that during pre-Christian and Christian times, 
terms such as Crux (in Latin) and Stauros (σταυρός, meaning ‘a pointed pole’ 
in Greek) were associated with concepts of suffering and pain. Accordingly, the 
symbol of the cross was closely linked to the practice of crucifixion, which 
the Romans used as a method of punishment. During crucifixion, the victim’s 
arms were extended and fastened to wooden stakes, resulting in a cross that 
likely had a T-shaped appearance (Johns 2019, 46).

Despite the horrifying idea of this practice, it holds a significant position in 
Christianity due to the essential event of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion, as mentioned 
in the Gospels (Matt. 27:22, 35-38). This event has two important aspects. Firstly, 
it plays a central role in the Paschal Triduum, regarded as the fundamental unit 
of Christian theology. Secondly, it has a religio-philosophical dimension related 
to death and redemption. As a result, during the early centuries of the Common 
Era, the cross began to evolve from a sign of punishment and horror into a Chris-
tian symbol with religious and philosophical meanings. By the 2nd century AD, 
it had started to be used as a seal and symbol, typically represented by the letter 
‘T’, which symbolized the instruments of the Passion. Subsequently, in the 3rd and 
4th centuries AD, and later during the Byzantine era, especially as Christianity 
became a legal religion, new cross shapes emerged, including the familiar Greek 
and Latin crosses (Pl. 2: 1) (Johns 2019, 46-47).

The Greek cross, also known as the tau cross (crux commissa), corresponds 
in shape to the Greek letter tau and the Latin letter ‘T’. It consists of four arms of 
equal length intersecting at right angles (Finegan 1993, 352). This equal-armed 
cross initially emerged in the Roman East, potentially serving as a sacred seal 
within early Christian circles, symbolizing both the Lord and his devoted follow-
ers chosen for ultimate salvation (Garipzanov 2018, 82). In contrast, the Latin 
cross is similar to the Greek cross but has a vertical lower arm that is longer than 
the other three. Its use dates back to the 4th century AD (Finegan 1993, 352).4

Styles of cross on Byzantine Corinthian capitals

There are various styles of crosses used by Christians. The first and most com-
mon form in Byzantine art in Syria is the cross-in-circle. The circular frame 

4 For more details about the Latin cross, see Garipzanov 2018, 87-91. 
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surrounding the cross takes different shapes on the Corinthian capitals in Syria. 
It may feature a simple, plain circular frame without any decorations, as seen in 
a capital from the Tartous Museum (T.M.1) (Pl. 2: 2).5 This limestone capital (In-
ventory number: 1693, height: 40 cm) has two rows of four acanthus leaves each, 
with a single caulicole and calyx on each side. Crowning the capital is a concave 
abacus. The cross-in-circle motif is carved onto the body of the acanthus leaves 
in the first row on every side. This capital was found in the Azar necropolis, 
situated just a few kilometers south of Tartous city, and is dated to the end of the 
3rd century AD (Elayi and Haykal 1996, 36; Mustafa 2018, 29).

Alternatively, it can take the form of a circular braided frame, as observed 
in a capital from the Aleppo Museum (A.M.1) (Pl. 2: 3). This capital (Inventory 
number: 3427, height: 78 cm) is crafted from limestone and features two rows, 
each adorned with eight smooth acanthus leaves. Positioned between the leaves of 
the second row is the caulicole, which terminates with the calyx. Above this, heli-
ces and volutes emerge, topped by the concave abacus. The cross-in-circle motif 
is carved onto the body of the central acanthus leaf of the second row, appearing 
on only one face of the capital. It was discovered in the eastern church of Dehes in 
Northern Syria, dating back to the 5th century AD (Peña et al. 1987, 93-95).

In other cases, the circular frame’s outline is adorned with triangles, as ob-
served in two capitals from the Aleppo Museum (A.M.2) and the Hama Muse-
um (H.M.1). The first capital (A.M.2) (Inventory number: 3425, height: 76 cm) 
is crafted from limestone and features two rows of smooth acanthus leaves, with 
each row comprising eight leaves (Pl. 3: 1). Among the leaves of the second row, 
caulicoles ending in calyxes are present, with volutes above them. Due to lim-
ited space, only the stalks of the helices are visible. The capital is topped with 
a concave abacus, and a garland encircles it. The cross-in-circle motif is carved 
onto the body of the axial acanthus leaf of the second row, appearing on only 
one face of the capital. Like the capital A.M.1, this one was also discovered in 
the eastern church of Dehes.

As for the capital housed in Hama Museum (H.M.1) (Inventory number: 
3484, height: 47 cm), it is also crafted from limestone (Pl. 3: 2). Comprising 
two rows of smooth acanthus leaves, each row features eight leaves. Among the 
leaves of the second row, there are caulicoles terminating in calyxes, topped with 
a concave abacus. This capital exhibits a unique feature on just one of its four 
faces: the axial acanthus leaf of the second row is replaced by a cross-in-circle 

5 To facilitate defining the capitals, the initial letter of the city and museum for each will be used.
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motif surrounded by the midrib of a curved acanthus leaf. The original source 
of this capital remains unknown.

The circular frame’s outline can be decorated with small circles, as observed 
in a capital from Aleppo Museum (A.M.3) (Pl. 3: 3). This capital (Inventory 
number: 3426, height: 65 cm) is crafted from limestone and consists of two 
rows of toothed acanthus leaves, each row comprising eight leaves. The leaves 
of the second row are touching each other, causing the caulicoles to appear only 
in their upper part and end in calyxes. Above them, a small part of the stalks 
of the volutes can be seen with the scrolls in the corners of the capital, while 
the helices are omitted due to limited space. The capital is topped with a con-
cave abacus. The cross-in-circle is carved on the body of the axial acanthus leaf 
of the second row, only on one face of the capital. This capital was also found in 
the eastern church in Dehes.

In the last example, the cross is encircled by three frames—the inner one is 
braided, the second one is plain, and the third resembles a wreath, as illustrated 
in a capital from the Hama Museum (H.M.2) (Pl. 4: 1). This capital (Inventory 
number: 3455, height: 57 cm) is crafted from limestone. It features two rows 
of smooth acanthus leaves, with each row containing eight leaves. Between the 
leaves of the second row, caulicoles emerge, terminating in calyxes formed from 
toothed acanthus leaves. Topping the capital is a concave abacus. The cross-in-
circle motif is carved onto the body of one axial acanthus leaf in the second row, 
visible on only one face of the capital. Its original provenance remains unknown.

The second type of crosses on Corinthian capitals in Syria is formed from 
the meeting of the tips of the folioles of the lobes of acanthus leaves, as can 
be observed in a capital from the Tartous Museum (T.M.2) (Pl. 4: 2). This 
capital (Inventory number: 593, height: 76 cm) is crafted from limestone and 
features two rows of toothed acanthus leaves, with each row containing eight 
leaves. Among the leaves of the second row are caulicoles that terminate in ca-
lyxes. Topping the capital is a concave abacus. At its base, there is a decorative 
frame adorned with grapevines and bunches of grapes. Throughout the capital, 
crosses formed from the meeting of folioles are visible between the acanthus 
leaves of the first row. Unfortunately, the original provenance of this capital 
remains unknown.

Whether this formation was intentional or not, it can be said that the overall 
structure of the capital, along with the decorative details, conveys a strong im-
pression of the craftsman’s skill in executing such work.
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Another style of crosses can be observed on a capital from the Latakia Mu-
seum (L.M.1) (Pl. 4: 3). This capital (height: 70 cm) is made of marble and 
consists of two rows of toothed acanthus leaves, with each row comprising eight 
leaves. Among the leaves of the second row are caulicoles that end in ca lyxes. 
Above them are helices and volutes, and it is topped with an abacus composed 
of cavetto and listel. The provenance of this capital is unknown.

On one side of this capital, there is an engraved freestanding cross on a flat 
surface. The shape of this cross is known as the Latin cross with an open end. 
The origin of this cross shape in the East Mediterranean cannot be traced back 
before the 5th century AD (Lübke 1887, 156; Peña 2000, 79).

On either side of the cross, there are the letters ‘Α’ and ‘ω’. These Greek sym-
bols, Alpha (άλφα) and Omega (Ωμέγα), symbolize the eternal nature of God 
and represent Jesus as the beginning and end of all things (von Campenhausen 
1929, 39-68).

In addition to these typical styles, other forms of crosses were used in Byz-
antine art, such as the Chi-Rho monogram. This form predates Christianity and 
was originally used as a decorative and symbolic motif (Bardill 2012, 220). Later, 
Christians adopted this symbol, interpreting it as a combination of the first two 
letters of the Greek word for Christ, ΧΡΙΣΤΟΣ, which translates to Christus or ‘the 
Anointed One’ (chi X and rho P). It became very common in early Christian art 
and iconography as a representation of Christ’s divinity, with its usage by Chris-
tians increasing around the middle of the 4th century AD. This symbol is often 
associated with Constantine the Great, who initiated the Christianization of the 
Roman Empire (Goodenough 1968, 178; Thomas 1981, 86-87; Bardill 2012, 220).

This form can be seen on the capital of what is now called Madrasa al-
Halawiyya in Aleppo (Pl. 5: 1). It is believed that this part of the Madrasa was 
originally constructed in the 6th century AD on the site of St. Helen Church. The 
Corinthian capitals currently found in the Madrasa belong to the original Byz-
antine exedrae associated with that church. Consequently, these capitals most 
likely date back to the 6th century AD (Sauvaget 1929, 129, 133-159; Sauvaget 
1941, 140-141; Guidetti 2009, 21; Neglia 2010, 138).

Garland

In the Roman world, garlands were made from various plant materials, taking 
many shapes and serving multiple purposes. The Latin terms for garlands, serta 
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and corolla, and crowns, corona, often had flexible meanings, much like many 
Latin expressions. Therefore, to specify what the author means, the context must 
be taken into consideration (Dylan 2020, 4).

Garlands can be categorized into three shapes: crowns, loose hanging gar-
lands, and garlands made of supported frames using other vegetal materials 
(Guillaume-Coirier 1999; Guillaume-Coirier 2002). These forms were utilized 
in various Roman religious rites, and they had different meanings (Laing 1963, 
214; Dylan 2020, 6-7).

At the beginning of the 3rd century AD, the crown of leaves was still used by 
pagans, to the point that at least some Christians considered it a profanation to 
use it. This sentiment is reflected in a story by Tertullian about a Roman soldier 
who secretly converted to Christianity and refused to wear a wreath at a certain 
ceremony (Tert. De Corona Militis, 1.1-4). However, during the same period, in 
the eastern regions, Jews were carving and scratching crowns onto tombstones, 
symbolizing the hope of immortality, akin to a form of apotheosis after death. 
It is possible that Christians in the eastern Mediterranean regions adopted the 
crown and its symbolism from the Jews (Goodenough 1968, 161-163).

The use of garlands persisted until the declaration of the Theodosian Code 
in the first half of the 5th century AD (427), when all pre-Christian Roman 
religious activities, including the hanging of garlands, were banned. The inclu-
sion of this practice in the Code serves as a clear indication of its importance. 
Consequently, devout Christians refrained from using chaplets and wreaths of 
all kinds in religious practices, as they were seen as symbols of paganism (Laing 
1963, 214-215).

The concept of wreaths changed later in Christian thought, serving as a sym-
bol of consecration and complete devotion to God, and it came to represent 
martyrdom and the conquest over sin (Laing 1963, 214-215; Mikayelyan 2016, 
371). The new representation of the garland might have been taken from the 
description in the Scriptures: “crown of life” (James 1:12; Rev. 2:10). As a result, 
this feature, with its new meaning, was reintroduced by the Christian commu-
nity, although no specific timeframe can be determined for this change.

Typically, in Corinthian capitals in Syria, garlands consist of leafy swags 
surrounding the capital on all sides. These garlands dangle at the corners of 
the capital, appearing to support the top leaflet of the corner acanthus leaves 
of the second row. From there, they ascend toward the axis of the faces until 
reaching the abacus knob. As the garland arrives at the abacus, it takes two 
distinct shapes. In the first case, the garland positions itself between the inner 
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parts of the calyxes, just above the central leaf of the second row. It then twists 
along the axis of the capital’s face, forming a knot in this space, as seen in a capi-
tal from Aleppo Museum (A.M.4) (Pl. 5: 2). This capital (Inventory number: 
5008, height: 57 cm) is made of limestone and consists of two rows of toothed 
acanthus leaves, each row containing eight leaves. Among the leaves of the sec-
ond row are caulicoles, which end in calyxes. Finally, the capital is topped with 
a concave abacus. The provenance of this capital is unknown.

In the second case, the garland reaches the abacus directly without forming 
any knot, as exemplified by a capital that exists in Hama (Pl. 5: 3). This capital 
(height: 47 cm) is placed in a public park named Umm al-Hassan Park, located 
in the center of the city, though its original provenance is unknown. Crafted 
from limestone, it consists of two rows of toothed acanthus leaves, with each row 
comprising eight touching leaves. At the top of the garland, which surrounds 
the capital on all sides, volutes appear, strongly curved toward the corners of the 
capital. Topping it is a slightly concave abacus. An identical copy of this capital, 
also with an unknown provenance, is housed in Damascus Museum (Inventory 
number: 19827, height: 46 cm).

Grapevines

Grapevine (Vitis vinifera) had great importance in many cultures, and it was 
often linked to a particular deity (McGovern et al. 1996; McGovern 2003). It 
was widely used in ancient depictions, including sculptures, reliefs, frescoes, and 
mosaics within the Mediterranean region. Grapevine was the second most-used 
plant in art after the acanthus (Savo et al. 2016).

The symbolic meanings related to grapevines were nearly identical for both 
Greeks and Romans. Grapes were depicted on funeral reliefs in tombs and sar-
cophagi, serving as offerings for the journey into the afterlife and expressing 
hope for a new life after death. Furthermore, beyond funeral contexts, grape 
and grapevine representations carried diverse symbols, all linked to richness, 
abundance, and prosperity (Savo et al. 2016, 193).

Representations of grapevines were also widely used in Christian art, espe-
cially since it was one of the metaphoric symbols in the gospel (Jensen 2000, 59). 
This symbol is reflected in the words of Christ: “Abide in me, and I in you. As the 
branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, except 
ye abide in me. I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth in me, and I in 
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him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing” (John 
15:4-5). In the statement, “I am the vine, ye are the branches,” the vine symbol-
izes the church and the life-giving force that binds it together. It also became 
associated with the Incarnation of the Word and the Holy Communion. Finally, 
it carried strong soteriological and eschatological meanings (Mantas 2003).

Furthermore, in Christianity, wine serves as a symbol of the blood of Christ 
(Ferguson 1999, 1179). The Bible establishes a clear connection between conse-
crated wine and the blood of Christ: “This is my blood of the[a] covenant, which 
is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins. 29 I tell you, I will not drink from 
this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it new with you in 
my Father’s kingdom” (Matt. 26:28-29).

The representation of grapes and grapevines can be found in art and archi-
tecture from the Hellenistic and Roman periods in Syria (de Vogüé and Wad-
dington 1865, Pl. 3; Pirenne 1957). However, in the Byzantine era, this repre-
sentation began to be employed on capitals, in addition to other forms of art (de 
Vogüé and Waddington 1865, Pl. 62; Norris 2005, 12, Fig. 4; Niewöhner 2021, 
74, 106, 109, 112).

Until now, only one Corinthian capital from the Byzantine period has been 
found with this feature: the capital from Tartous Museum (T.M.2) (Pl. 5: 4), 
which has been discussed previously in this article. While the decorative frame 
around the capital’s base is mostly damaged, some parts of it reveal vine and 
plant motifs, including grape clusters.

Discussion

Some of the studied capitals in this paper belonged to churches, as in the cas-
es of A.M.1, A.M.2, and A.M.3. Although these capitals were found lying on 
the ground, their original placement can be easily predicted. This is because 
the bases of the columns in the church are still visible, indicating their for-
mer positions. These bases once supported columns that divided the main hall 
of the church into three spaces: the nave in the middle and the aisles on the 
sides. In the middle of the nave, there is the bema, which characterizes Syrian 
churches in the 5th and 6th centuries AD (Tchalenko and Baccache 1979, 202-
203, 339-340).

The majority of the studied capitals feature crosses on the body of the acan-
thus leaf, either in the lower row, as observed in the capital T.M.1, or in the up-
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per row, as in capitals A.M.1, A.M.2, H.M.1, A.M.3, H.M.2. In one instance, the 
cross is found on the calyxes, as in the capital of Madrasa al-Halawiyya. Finding 
the cross on only one side raises questions about the direction in which the 
face of the capital bearing the cross was oriented. The face of the capital bear-
ing a cross was possibly directed toward the nave, where the bema is located. It 
is believed that the bema, with its altar, in Syrian Christian thought represents 
Golgotha, which may justify the direction of the crosses toward this holy feature 
(Lassus and Tchalenko 1951, 91; Renhart 1995, 154).

Based on this understanding, capitals of unknown origin, such as H.M.1 and 
H.M.2, can likely be attributed to churches in the northern region north of the 
city of Hama. This assumption is supported by their construction from lime-
stone, which is prevalent in the region, as well as their similarity to capitals 
found in Dehes, which feature a single cross on one side.

As for the capital (T.M.2), the acanthus leaves and calyxes present a lace-like 
design achieved through small triangular incisions. This technique was com-
monly employed in the capitals of Byzantine churches in northern Syria between 
the 5th and 7th centuries (Butler 1929, 237; Naccache and Sodini 1989, 485). Con-
sequently, this capital can also be attributed to this area and dated to this period.

Moving to the capital found in Azar Tomb (H.M.1), crosses in Syria first 
appeared in houses and tombs. By the end of the 4th and the beginning of the 
5th century, they began to appear in churches (Kitzinger 1970, 639-641, Note 10, 
Fig. 1). The appearance of crosses in a funeral context symbolized the salvation 
granted to humanity by the death of Christ (Roussin 1985, 65-66). However, 
there seems to be nothing directly linking the capital (H.M.1) to the tomb. The 
small size of this capital indicates that it was intended for a small structure. 
Unfortunately, there is no information available about the history of the sur-
rounding area during the Byzantine era in Syria. Future excavations at this site 
and its surroundings may uncover more information about this site during the 
Byzantine period.

Comparing the position of crosses on Syrian Corinthian capitals in this pa-
per with those from other regions from the same period reveals distinct pat-
terns. Syrian capitals predominantly feature crosses on acanthus leaves, unlike 
capitals from Egypt and Turkey, where crosses are placed on the abacus knob 
(McKenzie 2007,248, 265, 290, Figs 415, 438, 482; Niewöhner 2021, 20, Fig. 24), 
on the calyx (McKenzie 2007, 281, Fig. 465), or between the stalks of the volutes 
in capitals that do not have helices (Niewöhner 2021, Fig. 35).

The northern regions of the Syrian Arab Republic were part of the provinces 
of Syria Prima and Syria Secunda, both under the control of the Diocese of the 
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East (Pl. 1: 2) (Filipczak 2015, 1, 3, 13-14). Christians in these areas likely adhered 
to laws issued in Constantinople, possibly due to their proximity to Antioch, the 
capital of the Eastern Diocese. This adherence to laws is reflected in their com-
mitment to a decree from AD 427, which prohibited placing crosses in locations 
that could desecrate them, such as on floors (Mango 1986, 36). The rarity of overt 
crosses in mosaic floors in northern Syria, and their absence along traffic routes 
or entry paths into buildings, confirm compliance with this law (Kitzinger 1970, 
641, Notes 12-13; Donceel-Voûte 1988). Considering this law and the shape of 
the elements of the capitals, it can be presumed that the capitals adorned with 
garlands were made before the enforcement of Theodosius’ law, likely dating back 
to between the 4th century and the first half of the 5th century AD.

While these symbols may serve decorative purposes, their symbolic impor-
tance and connection to Christian thought indicate that their addition had spe-
cific goals. For example, in early Christian times, crosses clearly placed on or 
near doorways primarily served an apotropaic function. They blocked access to 
evil powers that were thought to lurk particularly at doorways and other open-
ings (Grabar 1946, 278-283; Kitzinger 1970, 640).

Finally, it must be noted that the presence of a cross on any capital or other 
object does not necessarily indicate that it was made in the Byzantine period. 
Early Christians preferred not to use any architectural elements belonging to 
pagan temples in the construction of their religious buildings. This is exempli-
fied in a story from the book The Life of Theodosius, where Constantine ordered 
the removal of every trace of the ancient pagan temple to rid the area of any 
abomination in order to build a church (Euseb.Vit.Const. III. 26. 7-27.). How-
ever, a number of examples indicate the reuse of various elements from pagan 
structures in Christian buildings, possibly due to the scarcity of materials (Jacobs 
2010, 278; Hall 2017; Niewöhner 2021, 33). These pieces were Christianized by 
adding Christian symbols, removing their pagan characteristics, and making 
them usable in Christian society, where they symbolized purification and con-
version to Christianity (Saradi 1997, 495).

This case can be seen in the capital (L.M.1), where the features of the capital’s 
components suggest a dating to the 1st or 2nd century AD, particularly the pres-
ence of cylindrical fluted caulicoles (Weigand 1914, 58-61; Schlumberger 1933, 
293; Dentzer-Feydy 1990, 640; Kahwagi-Janho 2017, 95). It seems that during 
the Byzantine period in Syria, Christians reused this capital by incorporating 
the cross with the two letters Alpha and Omega. Based on the shape of the cross 
and the presence of Alpha and Omega, it can be inferred that the modification 
to the capital did not occur before the 5th or 6th centuries AD. The modification 
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of the capital appears unprofessional and simple, which perhaps indicates that 
its reuse was by a private individual rather than belonging to an official building.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study reveals the presence of various Christian symbols such 
as crosses, garlands, and grapevines on Corinthian capitals in Syrian museums, 
dating from the 4th to the 7th centuries AD. These elements underwent a trans-
formation from symbols of paganism to Christian representations.

The examination highlights the widespread use of the encircled equal-
armed cross, as well as freestanding Latin crosses and crosses formed by acan-
thus leaves. Notably, the cross-in-circle motif, often carved onto the body of 
acanthus leaves, appears intentionally placed toward the nave of the church, 
where the bema is located, suggesting a symbolic connection between them.

Moreover, the study underscores how Christians in Northern Syria adhered 
to decrees from Constantinople, influencing the use of crosses and garlands on 
Corinthian capitals.

Finally, the reuse of architectural elements from pagan structures in Chris-
tian buildings, symbolically transformed through the addition of Christian sym-
bols, explains the early Christians’ approach to incorporating elements from 
pagan buildings into their architecture.
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PLATE 1

Pl. 1: 1 – Elements of the Corinthian capital (drawn by the author)
Pl. 1: 2 – Location of the capitals within the Syrian Arab Republic in relation to the 

status of the provinces during the fifth century AD (drawn by the author)
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PLATE 2

Pl. 2: 1 – Greek cross to the left and Latin cross to the right (drawn by the author)
Pl. 2: 2 – Cross-in-circle with plain frame (Tartous Museum – photo by the author)

Pl. 2: 3 – Cross-in-circle with braided frame (Aleppo Museum – photo by the author)
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PLATE 3

Pl. 3: 1 – Cross-in-circle with frame adorned with triangles (Aleppo Museum – photo by the author)
Pl. 3: 2 – Cross-in-circle with a frame adorned with triangles enclosed by 
a circular stalk of acanthus leaves (Hama Museum – photo by the author)

Pl. 3: 3 – Cross-in-circle with a frame adorned with small 
circles (Aleppo Museum – photo by the author)
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PLATE 4

Pl. 4: 1 – Cross-in-circle encircled by three frames: braided, plain, and 
a circular wreath (Hama Museum – photo by the author)

Pl. 4: 2 – A cross formed by the meeting of the tips of the folioles 
(Tartous Museum – photo by the author).

Pl. 4: 3 – A free-standing Latin cross with open ends, featuring the two letters 
Alpha and Omega on both sides (Latakia Museum – photo by the author)
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PLATE 5

Pl. 5: 1 – A capital adorned with a Chi-Rho monogram (Madrasa 
al-Halawiyya, Aleppo – photo by the author)

Pl. 5: 2 – Twisted garland between the inner parts of the calices 
(Aleppo Museum – photo by the author)

Pl. 5: 3 – The garland moves over the parts of the calices and reaches 
the abacus (Hama Museum – photo by the author)

Pl. 5: 4 – A decorative frame of grapes and plant motifs surrounding 
the base (Tartous Museum – photo by the author)
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