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PEACOCK AS A SIGN IN THE LATE ANTIQUE 
AND EARLY CHRISTIAN ART

ABSTRACT

In the art of late antiquity and early Christianity, during the Christian Middle Ages to the present, 

peacock holds a prominent place, not only as a decorative motif, but also as a distinctive emblematic 

and symbolic sign. Veneration and breeding of this bird is dating back to distant past. Owing to the 

beauty of his plumage and splendid tail, peacock has early got a lot of symbolic functions, causing 

he to become a very frequent artistic motif. Because of his protective functions, he is a characteristic 

sign in funerary art. On this example, the transposition of the same motif from pagan to Christian 

iconography is most noticeable. He is usually combined with a kantharos or a tree of life. These scenes 

are common in the late antique and early Christian fresco painted tombs from the territory of modern 

Serbia. Individually or in pair, he is usually represented on places which are the ones closest to the 

holiest part of churches (altar’s parapet wall panels). His ornamentation is visible on floor mosaics, 

which are often a sole testimony of the decoration of public buildings from the early Christian period, 

and whose remains can be found on the territory of the Roman provinces on the Central Balkans.

KEY WORDS: PEACOCK, SIGN, ART, PAINTING, LATE ANTIQUITY, EARLY CHRISTIANITY, TOMBS, 
FRESCOES, MOSAIC.

THE ORIGIN AND 
MEANING OF PEACOCK 

Peacock (Greek παγώちす, ńαώな, Latin pa-

vus or pavo) belongs to the gender of hens. Due 

to his exceptional natural characteristics, he very 

early received an honorable place among birds.1 

1 Peacocks differ from other hens with upper tail’s plum-

The so-called ordinary peacock (pavo cristatus) is 

the most depicted one. (Fig. 1.) Iconographically 

age, which is especially big and oversized. Therefore, this 
plumage can be considered as the most important feature 
of peacocks. They have solid structure and long necks, 
small heads, short wings, high legs and long tails. Pea-
cock’s body is covered with luxury plumage, and his head 
is decorated with an upright and a long, narrow feather 
with a brush-hook at the top. Peacocks reach the peak of 
his beauty at the age of three. (Brem 1982: 309-310)

* The article results from the project: Viminacium, Roman city and military legion camp – research of material and non 

material of inhabitants by using the modern technologies of remote detection, geophysics, GIS, digitalisation and 3D 

visualisation (no 47018), funded by Ministry of Education and Science of the Republic of Serbia.
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and stylistically, his natural look was mimed in 

art. If we compare his description with the most 

of preserved representations, it is noticeable that 

the specifi c forms and colors of plumage are re-

produced with precise sensibility. Head, neck and 

front chest of the peacock, are of scarlet blue col-

or, with gold and green refl exes, while the back 

is green. Every single feather is decorated with 

copper colored edges. Green tail plumage is deco-

rated with eye-shaped fl ecks. (Brem 1982: 309-

310). (Fig. 2.) It is this distinctive feature of the 

tail gives basis for symbolical meaning which was 

referred to the peacock in ancient time and during 

Middle Ages.

 Peacock originates from Ceylon and India, 

where he was regarded as a symbol of the sun, 

because of the luxuriant plumy “train” on the tail. 

Via Babylon, Persia and Asia Minor, he reached 

the island of Samos, and there he became a sacred 

bird in Hera’s temple. (Biederman 2004: 291-

292). It is supposed that he was brought to Italy by 

Carthaginians. In Rome he was bred from the sec-

ond century BC and there he incorporated Juno’s 

sacred animal. His depictions in Roman art are 

usually associated with this goddess. Juno was an 

enthroned ruler of the sky, her refl ection on earth 

was incorporated in the image of an empress, so 

it is logical that her attribute - peacock is frequent 

on the reverse sides of coins of some Roman em-

presses between 1st and 3rd century AD. (Fig. 3.)

Herein, he is usually rendered in frontal po-

sition with an open tail or in profi le with downcast  

tail.2 Because of his characteristic points, “eyes” 

on the tail, with time peacock has obtained mul-

tiple symbolic functions, so he becomes an almost 

inevitable motif in the visual and symbolic com-

plex scenic repertoire of fresco painted tombs. 

In ancient times, he reached our region from the 

Mediterranean area. Artists who painted tombs, 

besides existent templates which they used as pat-

tern, it is certain that they could have observed 

living birds of this gender. Visual arrangements 

of peacocks, in fresco painted tombs at the ter-

ritory of present-day Serbia and in the neighbor-

ing countries are clearly rendered to imitate a real 

bird, with more or less success. 

2 On the obverses are Domitia, wife of Domitian (the end 
of the 1st century), Faustina the Elder, wife of Antoninus 
Pius (middle of the 2nd century), Faustina the Younger, 
wife of Marcus Aurelius (second half of the 2nd century) 
and Diva Mariniana, wife of Valerian I (middle of the 3rd 
century). (RIC II, 179-180, Pl. XII, 212; RIC III, 66-77, 
157-170, 190-194, Pl. III, 64; RIC V/1, 64-65, Pl. I, 11, 
12, 13).

Fig. 1. Peacock (Pavo cristatus). Fig. 2. “Eyes” on peacock’s tail.

Fig. 3. Faustina the Elder on the obverse and 
peacock on the reverse side of coin.
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PEACOCK AS A PICTORIAL SIGN

As a motive in funerary painting, he is usu-

ally placed within scenes which evoke Elysium or 

Garden of Eden, paradise. These representations 

of gardens really can be located behind some par-

adisiacal enclosure, but sometimes arrangement 

of motifs and adequate scenes, by itself allude 

to the Garden of Eden, although it is not always 

formally depicted as such. Besides plenitude of 

vegetable motifs, different species of birds inhabit 

these places of bliss; among them, the most com-

mon are the representations of pigeons and pea-

cocks.3 Because of the similarity in decoration 

and the same symbolic function often combined 

within a single composition, pigeons in vineyards 

and peacocks with grapes can be found.

Both representations were conventional in 

the Greco-Roman funerary iconography because 

of their allusions to paradise. In the Balkan’s 

tombs from the third to the sixth century a whole 

range of different forms of these motives could be 

seen. Unlike birds which may and need not to be 

recognized by natural features,4 peacocks are so 

typical, that in the Garden of Eden, they are not in 

the function of decorative completion of the idyl-

lic scene, they already independently act symboli-

cally, in accordance with the surrounding scenery. 

They are one of the most beautiful and most popu-

lar themes in sepulchral art in Antiquity, because 

of the fact that through vines and grapes they are 

associated with the god Dionysus, and also they 

3 From all vegetable motifs low shrubs (which are not 
often defi ned botanically) and vines with birds (generally 
recognized as pigeons) are usually shown. In such combi-
nation, they are an allusion to the paradise gardens and are 
usual iconographic repertoire of the late antique and early 
Christian funerary painting on the territory of Serbia. (Ra-
kocija 2009: 87-105; ぜóë¡Üçó゜ 1954-1955: 53-71)
4 About the fact that for painters of a certain epoch, it was 
important to show the bird as such (probably schemati-
cally long enough exploited to recognizable) in the char-
acteristic expressive manner, testifi ed two pairs of birds 
from the ``Tomb with Cupids’’ marked as G160. (KoraΕ 
2007: 125-140, fi g. on the page 135). About expressionist 
artistic expression in late antiquity, cf. (Čremošnik 1984: 
198-199).

are attributes of a supreme female deity of the 

Romans – Juno. (CermanoviΕ and SrejoviΕ 1996: 

107-110, 212-213, 263-265) A special meaning 

is assigned to the peacock tail, with its ‘’eyes’’ 

which symbolize stars in the sky, and often signify 

the idea of eternity. Wine, together with peacocks 

can be understood as the potion of immortality, 

the symbol of Dionysus’ liturgy. Confronted pea-

cocks, alone or with a kantharos, were directly 

transferred from the Dionysian into the Christian 

symbolism, bearing here their implications entire-

ly. (ĐuriΕ 1985a: 5-18) Frequency of this scene in 

the Balkan’s late antique and early Christian fres-

co painted tombs, on the early Byzantine mosaics, 

and its appearance throughout the whole Christian 

Middle Ages, made this theme popular today.

In funerary painting on the territory of Ser-

bia we find peacocks in six tombs of Viminacium5 

(KoraΕ 2007: 18-25, 43-48, 69-72) and in one in 

Beška. (ĐorđeviΕ 2007: 70-71; ぜíëó？íÖï¡ó – 

ぜíÖÜ？¿Üçó゜ 1987: 17 – 32; ĐuriΕ 1985: 5-18)

PAGAN CONTEXT

Viminacium – in the tomb marked as 

G-5464, (KoraΕ 2007: 18-22) in the western part, 

two confronted peacocks are painted, among 

them there is a spherical amphora. The amphora 

is painted in linear manner, with dark brown col-

or. Peacocks are rendered with contours of dark 

brown, which are filled with cobalt and light blue 

color. The other walls of the tomb are decorated 

with a combination of geometric and floral mo-

tifs. (Fig. 4.)

On each of the lateral walls of the tomb 

marked as G-4734, (KoraΕ 2007: 22-23) in the 

surrounding of floral motifs, peacocks were paint-

ed. The peacock depicted on the western side still 

has most of the tail, wings and body with feet pre-

5 Because of the impossibility of precise dating (and thus 
defi ning the religious framework), tombs which have been 
fragmentary preserved are classifi ed as pagan.
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served.

On the west side of the tomb G-3130 

(KoraΕ 2007: 23) beside geometrical motifs which 

imitate marble surface, on the south side, only a 

detail of feet of the former figure of a peacock has 

been preserved. (Fig. 5.)

Tomb G-5313 (KoraΕ 2007: 23-25) is 

largely destroyed with looting. Two birds and 

vegetative motifs are preserved on the west and 

south, while on the eastern frontal side, inside a 

trapezoidal frame, a painted bird is probably the 

peacock. (Fig. 6, 6a.) 

In the “Pagan tomb” marked as G-26246 

on the northern and southern lateral walls, pea-

cocks are depicted in the profi le facing west, 

where there is the portrait of a deceased woman, 

to whom the whole tomb and paintings inside are 

consecrated. (Fig. 7, 7a.) With his multi-layered 

symbolism indicating the cults of Dionysus and 

6 Based on stylistic and iconographic analysis, as well as 
by the coins found in the tomb, the tomb has been dated to 
the time of Constantius II, between 346 and 350. (KoraΕ 
1993: 107-122; idem. 2007: 69-100).

Juno, (でëñ？Üçó゜ and ぴñë½íÖÜçó゜-とÜ£½íÖÜçó゜ 
1979: 182-183) they are also the emblem of an 

empress or a princess, and with the meaning of 

the starry sky, they are related to the apotheosis 

and immortality. (Lother 1929: 283). They can be 

represented independently as here (in G2624) but 

more often in pair, when there is a kantharos be-

tween them. Although viewed individually, they 

independently occupy the whole panel in which 

they are represented, however, in a three-dimen-

sional context, i.e. in the “scenery” of the whole 

architectural complex they are in pair, painted on 

the walls which are opposed. In this tomb, kan-

tharos is located in front of both of the two pea-

cocks, and it is fi lled with wine, which is repre-

sented with a dark, brown color. The symbolism 

of the kantharos fi lled with wine refers to the idea 

of immortality. Each motif of these painted panels 

should have possessed the function of deceased’s 

victory over death. Thus, above the peacocks 

there are garlands, which in logical compositional 

and symbolic system should associate this idea 

with the deceased herself, and with garlands on 

Fig. 4. Viminacium, two peacocks and amphora in the tomb G-5464.
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her panel. Above the peacock on the north side 

one garland is painted, and on the southern two.7 

In terms of style in the compositional con-

cept of the tomb elements of symmetry prevail, 

to which individual scenes are also subordinated. 

Peacocks on the lateral walls stand in balance 

with each other, as well as depictions of the de-

ceased and the servant on the frontal walls. Both 

fi gures of peacocks are disproportionate with the 

fi gures of the deceased and the servant. Although 

it is known that an older male peacock actually 

can grow up to more than 2 m, (Brem 1982: 309-

310) the question is whether the artist really want-

7 Garlands are frequent motives on the sarcophagi, the 
so-called sarcophagi with garlands. There are relieves and 
tombstones with them, and sometimes they were used as a 
decorative element in architecture. As decorative elements 
on paintings, tradition of their representation dates back to 
the Hellenistic period. Christians also accepted them be-
cause of their meaning of triumph over death. Garlands in-
corporate dedication, honor, and they often play the role of 
assignment. In Roman funerary custom, they indicate life 
after death. The motif of garlands is also very common, 
there are to be found in almost every tomb of Illyricum. 
(ぜíëó？íÖï¡ó – ぜíÖÜ？¿Üçó゜ 1987: 3)

ed to keep the natural dimensions of the animal 

on the image (as this is not the case with human 

fi gures), or this oversized image automatically 

should actually represent an oversized symbolism 

of peacock. It is unusual in funerary painting that 

a single motive takes over the entire wall, unless 

it is not a representation of the deceased. By ob-

serving this representation in a special religious 

context, Goran JaniΕijeviΕ (JaniΕijeviΕ 2009: 

135-143) noticed in his paper that here depiction 

in pair is important, which aims to increase the 

basic meaning of the central representation.8 So 

peacocks with a kantharos between them, facing 

a young woman, indicate that the deceased does 

not appear as a consumer of the image (icon of 

paradise) but that she herself is the icon of eternal 

life.9 Therefore, the basic iconographic and stylis-

8 It is known that multiplication of deities increase powers 
and activities of a certain deity, so as to respect the trinity, 
so therefore the visual depiction would have had three per-
sons. This is an example of the three Graces, three Fates 
and three Matres. (ぜíëó゜ 2003: 42-45).
9 Although the tombs are known as Pagan in literature, 
by observing the peacocks in it, JaniΕijeviΕ considered the 

Fig. 5. Viminacium, detail of feet of the former figure of peacock in the tomb G-3130.
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tic idea of this tomb is the symbolic orientation 

of all composition’s elements towards the portrait 

of the deceased. Hence oversized peacocks facing 

her reinforce the idea of her immortality.

Unlike precisely rendered fi gures and por-

traits of the deceased and the servant, the pea-

cocks’ bodies are rendered in a much more liberal 

manner, almost in impressionistic way of paint-

ing, with long and easy brush strokes. The draw-

ing dominates, because it primarily builds the 

form, and it is fi lled with element of color. In all 

representation fi ne contour is visible, which de-

scribes the shape.

possibility of both religious frameworks. In both cases he 
perceives peacocks in the function of lasting, eternity and 
Elisium as eternal existence, i.e. as an antithesis to ephem-
eral (and as Resurrection reached through Christianity). 
(KoraΕ 2007: 69-100; ЈíÖó゜ó？ñçó゜ 2009: 135-143).

Fig. 6. Viminacium, detail of peacock 
in the tomb G-5313.

Fig. 6a. Viminacium, detal of peacock in the tomb G-5313, drawing by Srđan ĐuriΕ.
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In the so-called ‘’Tomb with Cupids’’ 

marked as G-160 (KoraΕ 2007: 125-140),10 the 

western wall is damaged. Apart from the Cupid 

and fi gures of servants, all other motifs are zoo-

morphic and fl oral. Panels fi lled with grape vines, 

plants, birds (doves) and peacocks, should suggest 

10 On the basis of an eclectic manner of art prior to Con-
stantine and of Constantine’s time, paintings from the 
``Tomb with Cupids`` could be dated to the beginning of 
the fourth century.

the afterlife. In such context peacocks are again an 

allusion to paradise and bliss of the second life. In 

particularly framed panels on longitudinal north 

and south sides, in spaces next to the eastern, fron-

tal wall, there are peacocks depicted, symmetri-

cally, but as in a mirror, one on each side. They are 

facing the main scene, i.e. the image on the west.11 

11 Western wall in the fresco painted tombs in the most 
cases is intended for the portraits of the deceased (an 

Fig. 7. Viminacium, peacock on the southern side of the “Pagan tomb” G-2624.

Fig. 7a. Viminacium, peacock on the northern side of the ``Pagan tomb`` G-2624.
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In front of them is a cone-shaped bowl or basket, 

fi lled with vivid colors which suggest fl owers and 

fruits. Behind peacock’s tail, in the distance, there 

is another similar basket.12

The remaining space of white background 

is filled with vegetable motifs, freely arranged 

plants, with large flowers on top. (Fig. 8, 8a) Be-

cause of the painted Cupids and vines, content 

of the tomb could be determined with Dionysian 

character. Certainly the usual interpretation of 

immortality and apotheosis can not be excluded, 

(Gerbran and Ševalije 2004: 679) and as always 

recognizable paradise and world of bliss, and typ-

ical in sepulchral art. Basket or bowl filled with 

fruit or herbs in front of the peacock also symbol-

izes fertility-yield, i.e., cornucopia, one that con-

tains a drink of immortality. (Gerbran and Ševalije 

2004: 345-347, 398, 689).

 On the northern, lateral side of the tomb 

in Beška, (ĐorđeviΕ 2007: 70-71; ぜíëó？íÖï¡ó – 

ぜíÖÜ？¿Üçó゜ 1987: 17-32; ĐuriΕ 1985a: 5-18)13 

in the upper zone on a white background, three 

peacocks are depicted, two placed one opposite 

to another and the third one without pair. (Fig. 

9) Peacocks’ bodies are blue colored, wings are 

yellow with a black contour. Long tail is red with 

yellow and black accents and dotted blue orna-

ment. Clusters and leaves fill the space between 

the peacocks. Common interpretations of vines, 

birds-peacocks who peck it, running spirals are 

peace and welfare of the deceased awaiting him 

individual or a married couple), so to this wall i.e. em-
bodiment of physical presence of the deceased in the 
tomb, all other depicted motives and scenes are subor-
dinated. (ゑí¿öëÜçó゜ 1906: 128-138; でöëóôñçó゜ 1956 – 
1957: 411-413; だçôíëÜç and ゑí¡¿óÖÜçí 1978: 26 - 27; 
がó½óöëÜç and ぶóôó¡Üçí 1986: 33-35; Danov and Iva-
nov 1980: 105-121; Marijanski-ManojloviΕ 1987: 17-32; 
KoraΕ 2007: 101, 129).
12 Since these utensils are placed in the context of the 
paradisiacal space, which is here granted with the pres-
ence of peacocks, we compare with a similar utensil with 
conical shape among scattered motives of paradise on the 
arch of ambulatory of the Church Sta. Costanza. (Oake-
shott 1977: 57).

13 According to grave goods and coins, the tomb 
has been dated in early fourth century.

after death. Imprecise division of the metope con-

ditioned by architectural concept gives an impres-

sion that the artist started painting on the left. This 

created a bad conception of an image, including 

figures of peacocks, which are given in the form 

of frieze, so that the third, facing the opposite di-

rection, lost his pair. Either as part of the heavenly 

landscape, or with kantharos in the Dionysian 

meaning, in the pagan character of the tomb, the 

peacock is a sign of victory over death, apotheosis 

and immortality.14

CHRISTIAN CONTEXT

There was no ultimate break with the pagan 

past in early Christian art, but many themes and 

motifs have been transposed from its initial pagan 

into a Christian context. Philosophy of death and 

14 About the peacock in the fresco painted tombs 
of Illyricum in: (ĐuriΕ 1985b: 221-224).

Fig. 8. Viminacium, peacock on the southern 
wall of the ‘’Tomb with Cupids’’ G-160.

Fig. 8a. Viminacium, peacock on the northern 
wall of the ‘’Tomb with Cupids’’ G-160.
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pagan past. (Volbach 1961: 12).

In the “Tomb with Christ’s monogram” 

G-5517 (KoraΕ 2007: 33-62)15 as a match with the 

western scene with the monogram, on the east wall 

the Christian paradise is represented. There are 

painted peacocks over the kantharos, as a spring 

of life. Kantharos is here represented as a fountain 

from which holy water emerges, and behind each 

of the peacocks there is a tree of life. (Fig. 10) The 

peacock is, as we have seen, in many examples a 

specifi c symbol of immortality for pagans as well 

as for Christians. (でäíïó゜-ЂÜëó゜ 2002: 187-190) 

Kantharos between them is fi lled with blue color, 

therefore water. This is an already standardized 

image of peacocks who drink from “the spring of 

life”, where they became symbols of human soul. 

(ЈÜçíÖÜçó゜ 2009: 526). In combination with the 

tree of life, they are symbols of man’s psychic 

dualism. (Gerbran and Ševalije 2004: 679-680). 

Tree of Life symbolizes the connection between 

15 Coins of Constantine I from the year 307 were found 
in the tomb, but based on analogies, and above all stylistic 
elements, the tomb has been dated to the end of the second 
and the beginning of the third decade of the fourth century.

Fig. 9. Beška, three peacocks in upper zone of the northern side of the Beška tomb.

belief in the afterlife remained dominant ideas of 

Christian art, so artistic themes have been adjust-

ed to this aspect of death. Besides Pastor Bonus 

and Oranta as the most frequent central motifs, 

scenes of grape harvest, vines and peacocks were 

more than an eagerly accepted heritage from the 

Fig. 10. Viminacium, Christian paradise with 
peacocks and kantharos on eastern wall of the 

‘’Tomb with Christ’s monogram’’ G-5517.
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heaven and earth, death and resurrection, and 

sometimes suggests crucifi xion. Together, water 

and the tree of life, according to the Biblical inter-

pretation, are ensuring eternal life and bliss to the 

deceased (Revelation 22, 14).16

Thus, besides that he decorates and belongs 

to established arrangement of paradisiacal garden, 

in ecclesiastical books it is considered that in the 

Peacock immortality is embodied, resurrection 

and regeneration, because his body does not de-

cay. (ぜóë¡Üçó゜ 1982: 166).

The scene with peacocks is framed with red 

borders. It is an integral part of the circular course 

of narration, of the new narrative style of the 

Constantine’s era. From the northern (the earthly 

16 With well-known motifs of the water of life-aqua vi-

tae and the tree of life-arbor vitae, the artist illustrates the 
old Christian doctrine about eternal peace in paradise-pax 

aeterna in paradiso, i.e. Christian peace in paradise-pax 

christiana in paradiso. (KoraΕ 2007: 43-48).

rider), over the eastern (where the peacocks are), 

then south wall (the heavenly rider), the story ends 

with the depiction of Christ’s monogram, on the 

western wall. Positions of the fi gures which dy-

namically aspire toward right, confi rm the artist’s 

idea of some kind of ‘’kinetic’’ composition. In the 

representation of peacocks over the kantharos, the 

most common element of the composition is the 

symmetry, however here this was stressed with the 

turned head of the right peacock, toward the south 

wall, i.e. toward the depiction of the Heavenly 

rider, who is looking toward the focus of the com-

position, apropos Christ’s monogram. The artist 

correctly accomplishes human and animal forms, 

and those forms he shapes with contours and lines, 

which describe the details of the faces, the drap-

ery, and animals’ bodies. Unlike precise lines of 

the monogram, peacocks are rendered with much 

more freedom in brush stroke and the manner of 

painting. Impressionistic poetics, which infl u-

Fig. 11 – Church of San Vitale in Ravenna, peacocks on the ceiling of the presbytery.
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enced the artist, is best seen on the fi gures of pea-

cocks and vines. Colors which dominate are red 

and blue, on the northern and southern walls with 

representations of earthly and heavenly horsemen. 

The eastern wall with a scene of paradise makes 

colorful and then symbolic balance between red, 

color of earth and material, and apothropaic blue, 

color of the sky and higher spheres.

Peacocks with the same symbolic meaning 

are found in the analogous funerary art from nearby 

provinces, in Moesia Inferior,17 then in Pannonia 

Superior,18 Dacia Mediterranea,19 in Asia Minor,20 

17 In Silistra peacocks over the kantharos are located in 
the lunette of the western wall, above the representation of 
a married couple. (がó½óöëÜç and ぶóôó¡Üçí 1986: 33-35, 
53, fi gs. 41, 53, 57; Danov and Ivanov 1980: 105-121).
18 In Pécs on the vault of the tomb on the eastern and 
western side kantharoi are located, fl anked by peacocks. 
(Fulep, Bachman and Pinter 1988: 22-27).
19 In the tomb marked with number 1 from the Sofi a 
necropolis in the lunette of the south wall, peacocks are 
found with the cross. (ぜóяöñç 1925: 5-14).
20 In Iznik on the east wall of the peacocks are displayed 
around the kantharos in the west were placed frontally. 
(Firatly 1974: 919-929).

as well as in Macedonia.21 Peacocks are the most 

common decoration of Roman catacombs, where 

their own symbolism is subordinated to universal 

cosmic drama. Here, besides central moving fi gu-

rative motif, there are planets, elements, personi-

fi cations of the seasons, combined with traditional 

allusions to the earth (vine, animals) and heaven, 

whose symbolic meaning is expressed with a bird, 

usually peacock.22 This cosmological meaning of 

21 In tombs of Thessalonica. On the longitudinal side of 
the tomb 2 (Tomb of Eustorgios), among fruits and fl ow-
ers, on the pedestal, there is a glass vase from which wa-
ter emerges, with two peacocks on the sides. (Pelekanidis 
1963: 8-12). In the lunette of the eastern wall of the tomb 3 
(Tomb of the Good Shepherd), there are poorly preserved 
representations of two confronted peacocks, it is not cer-
tain what was exactly located between them. (Pelekanidis 
1963: 12-18). In the tomb marked with number 5 on the 
narrower wall opposite of the entrance, in the upper part, 
two peacocks are represented, among them there is the 
vase full of fruits. (ĐuriΕ 1985b: 85). In the middle of the 
western lunette of the tomb marked with number 7, there 
are peacocks, which fl anked a large handled kantharos. 
(ĐuriΕ 1985b: 88-89).
22 With the pagan meaning, we fi nd peacock in a small 
niche under the stairs among tombs of the necropolis on 
the Via Ostiense. (Della Portella 2000: 82-92). On the 

Fig. 12 – Bishop Theodore’s sarcophagus in the right nave of the church of San Apollinare in Classe, 
Ravenna, peacocks with Christ’s monogram.



242

Archaeology and Science 6 (2010) AnđelkoviΕ  et  al ,  Peacock as a Sign.. .  (231-248)

the Christian catacombs was transferred to the late 

antique and early Christian mosaic fl oors (usually 

of baptisteries, basilicas or churches in general). 

On the territory of today’s Serbia, peacocks de-

picted on mosaics are found only in two places.

In the western part of the nave of the tri-

conh building outside the walls of Caričin Grad 

(Iustiniana Prima), remains of a mosaic composi-

tion of the central framed panel are located, which 

contains a symmetrical image of two peacocks and 

a kantharos with vine between them. (ぴçñö¡Üçó゜-
どÜ½íüñçó゜ 1978: 17, fi g. 9; ぜíÖÜ-げóïó 1955: 

127-168, fi g. 52; とÜÖÑó゜ and ぢÜäÜçó゜ 1977: 

ceiling of Priscilla’s catacomb cubiculum, a pair of quails 
(birds of the earth) alternates with a pair of peacocks (birds 
of the heaven) in basic parts, which rotate around the trig-
ger force of the Good Shepherd. In private hypogeum at 
Via Dino Compagni, peacocks are painted over the kan-
tharos with garlands, stylistically belonging to the manner 
of the Hellenistic painting. (Fiocchi Nicolai, Bisconti and 
Mazzoleni 2002: 95-98, fi g. 107, 108, 115).

135-139, fi g. 99). Birds, fruits and curative herbs 

are situated on other panels. From the mosaic of 

peacocks only their legs and tails have been pre-

served. This mosaic is dated in the mid of the sixth 

century. “The mosaic with peacock”, is mentioned 

in reports as one of the four fl oor mosaics found 

in Ulpiana (Iustiniana Secunda). It is from a later 

period than the previous three, early Byzantine 

and it was found in the southern part of the town. 

According to the published photograph of a pea-

cock in a square section, Gordana CvetkoviΕ-
TomaševiΕ assumed that this is just one from a 

square mesh, which could have covered the rect-

angular area of the composition. (ぴçñö¡Üçó゜-
どÜ½íüñçó゜ 1978: 17-18, fi g. 12; Čerškov 1969: 

fi g. 8). In the neighboring countries, we fi nd simi-

lar examples of church decorations, baptisteries 

or palaces fl oors from early Byzantine period (5th 

to 6th century), where in the cosmic symbolism 

Fig. 13 – Transom in the Church of Holy Savior in Chora, Constantinople.
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birds of earth and birds of the haven are the main 

zoomorphic motifs, so peacocks are frequently 

appearing independently as heraldic symbols ar-

ranged around kantharos or in combination with 

other animals, whose symbolism continues to al-

lude to baptism, the resurrection and paradise.23

Peacocks frequently appear here in the 

23 One of the best preserved mosaics with peacocks is 
located in the baptistery of Episcopal basilica in Butrint. 
On the external side of the building, remains of a Roman 
mausoleum are preserved. This reference to the Roman 
funerary architecture was purposeful, because the symbol-
ism of baptism was closely linked with death and resur-
rection. (Ceka 1999: 46-48, pl. 2). Likewise peacocks over 
kantharos alone or with other birds and animals we fi nd in 
Roman provinces Macedonia Prima-Greece and FYROM- 
Republic of Macedonia (Philippi, Amphipolis and Hera-
clea Lyncestis), Macedonia Secunda-FYROM- Republic 
of Macedonia (Stobi) and New Epirus-FYROM- Republis 
of Macedonia (Ohrid ). (ぴçñö¡Üçó゜-どÜ½íüñçó゜ 1978: 
19-21, 30-32, 33-34, 35, 35-37, 42, 48, 50, fi gs. 16, 18, 42, 
46, 51, 52, 60, 74, 78).

themes of Christian cosmos,24 baptism and resur-

rection with the sacramental blood of Christ and 

the wine of the Eucharist, symbolized with kan-

tharoi with wine or grape vines and two peacocks, 

birds which in Christianity remain associated with 

paradise and immortality. (Ceka 1999: 46-48). 

Thus, in such a strictly symbolically defi ned con-

text, peacock becomes a sign, the character of a 

sort of pictorial language.

Early Byzantine art develops the motive and 

the meaning of peacock, not only in fl oor mosa-

ics, but also elsewhere in the temple, as well as on 

stone sculptures. On the wooden door of the Basil-

ica of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan, among peacocks, 

birds of immortality stands corona victoriae, so 

these animals from here, and throughout whole 

24 More about symbolic representations, interpretations 
and meanings of cosmos in: (ぴçñö¡Üçó゜-どÜ½íüñçó゜ 
1978: 87-101).

Fig. 14 – Church of Holy Savior in Chora (narthex), Constantinople, peacocks in the scene 
“Caressing of Mary”.
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Ravenna art in stucco decoration, decoration of 

the sarcophagus, or presbyterium of the imperial 

church of San Vitale, become part of the complex 

angelic composition of Victory.25 (Fig. 11, 12)

In Byzantine art, peacock still appears in the 

usual iconographic repertoire, but also in 

many new places in his developed decora-

tive and symbolic form.26 (Fig. 13, 14, 15)

Unlike the ancient compositions where zoo-

morphic, vegetable and geometric motifs, along 

with personifi cations and allegories, partici-

25 On the sarcophagi usually between two palm trees, pea-
cocks fl ank Christ’s wreath, monogram, cross or kantharos 
as a symbol of living water, as birds of immortality among 
the trees of life they are located in Eucharistic vine or on 
the top of the paradisiacal hill with four rivers. With the 
tree of life peacocks acquire the needed symbolic of resur-
rection in a complex program of presbytery in the Church 
of San Vitale in Ravenna. (Gerke, 1973: 138, 180, 217). 
On the barrel vault of the vestibule of the Archbishop cha-
pel, on a golden background of the paradisiacal heaven, 
among multitude of birds there are peacocks too. (Bovini 
1957: Tav. 13; G. Bovini 1969, fi g. on page 47). Near the 
stairs which are leading from the central nave of the church 
in San Apollinare in Classe to the raised choir, three large 
carved marble slabs (transenna) are placed, decorated 
with a cross on the bowl from which vine emerges and 
on which there are two peacocks standing. Marble Pluteus 
(VI century) decorated with a bowl and Christ monogram, 
towards which two peacocks approach, on the vine. (ibid. 
: fi gs. on pages 127,131). Sarcophagi from 5th century, of 
Bishop Theodore (peacocks with the monogram of Christ) 
and a sarcophagus with six niches (peacocks with kan-
tharos) in the right nave of the church of San Apollinare in 
Classe. (Bustacchini 1988: 88-89, fi gs. 3, 4, 153).
26 The fi rst columns decorated with ``peacock’s eyes`` 
are at Theodosius’ forum in Mese street in Constanti-
nople, Holy Cities Bethlehem (peacock appeared for the 
fi rst time in front of the Bethlehem grotto) and Jerusalem 
their paradisiacal spaces and marks of places of birth and 
Calvary of Christ illustrate settled with peacocks (Rotunda 
of St. George in Thessalonica (IV century), the Church of 
Holy Savior in Chora (narthex) in the scene of Caressing 
of Mary (XIV century)), and there are peacocks also in 
the stone decoration (transom in the Church of Holy Sav-
ior in Chora and pillars of the Church of Constantine Lips 
(X-XIII century)). (ずí£íëñç 2004: 21-35, 156-188, fi gs. 2, 
465; Mathews 1976: 322-345). Spatially framed in a niche 
of the Church of St. Polyeuctus, spread tail of a peacock as 
architectural decoration today ornaments the lapidarium 
of the Archaeological Museum in Istanbul. Secular sym-
bolism of peacock was recorded in the bedroom decora-
tion of the new imperial palace of Basil I, in which, in the 
central medallion of mosaic on the fl oor, a peacock with 
shining red plumage was depicted. (がó¿ 2007: 21-22).

pate in a large mythological or pastoral narra-

tive, in Christianity, each animal itself car-

ries a certain quality of its symbolic character, 

with which it is being included in the narra-

tion, sometimes with more or less associations.

Animals, plants, certain celestial spheres, the 

earthly elements, due to their specifi c characteris-

tics, played an important role in man’s life. Thus, 

their sign language was created, with which they 

acted in art, religion, rites, and magic.

From Hera’s and Juno’s attributes, through 

the Garden of Eden in the world of the blessed, 

providing apotheosis to the deceased, peacock 

as an ancient symbol, in Christianity obtained 

his well-known features which will mark him 

up to the present day. An ancient sacred bird 

became a Christian bird which means holiness.

Because of the belief that his fl esh is eternal, 

falling plumes and its re-growth in the spring, 

in Christianity peacock became the dominant 

symbol of renewal and resurrection. (Biederman 

2004: 291-292).

The eyes of his tail are interpreted as the “All-

seeing Church”. (ЈÜçíÖÜçó゜ 2009: 526). Negative 

interpretations he acquired in the early Christian 

Physiologist,27 after which, in books about animals, 

27 Collection of the symbolic and allegorical stories (let-
ters) about animals, plants and minerals. It originated 
somewhere from the East, perhaps from Alexandria, be-
tween second and fourth century. It has been translated 

Fig. 15 – Archaeological Museum in Istanbul, 
niche from the Church of St. Polyeuctus, spread 

tail of a peacock.
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through the Middle Ages, peacock is mentioned 

as an animal which symbolizes loft, vainglorious, 

vanity, luxury and proud. (Ferguson 2002: 23).

 The long tradition of veneration of these birds 

in art and religion, led to a general acceptance of 

peacock in folk beliefs and rites. According to folk 

belief, it was assumed that peacock’s plumage is 

an amulet for protection against evil eyes, because 

of numerous buds on the tail plumage, and eye as 

an amulet has long been known to some nations. 

(でëñ？Üçó゜ and ぴñë½íÖÜçó゜-とÜ£½íÖÜçó゜ 1979: 

97-98; ゑ¿íêÜçó゜ and んîó゜ 1953: 228-239).

As an animal which protects from spells as well as 

an animal with beautiful colorful plumage, with 

which he could symbolize splendor, he incorpo-

rated the ornament of nature. People extolled him 

in songs, named dances by his name, compare 

him with the gods, so to this day the frequency 

and importance of this bird is refl ected in Serbian 

personal name Paun or surname PaunoviΕ. (loc. 

cit.).

Translated by

Jelena Anđelković

into many languages, and had a long tradition in the Byz-
antine Empire. Letter about peacock the bird: Peacock is 
very beautiful, walks with great beauty, shimmers in his 
silken and extols very much. And when he sees his foot, 
he calls sadly and says: Oh Lord, why don’t you create my 
foot as my body! So you too, man, take care of all the won-
ders which God gave you. So with mind you envy and you 
do not know from where it came to you. You are looking 
at gold and silver on you, and don’t remember the poor. 
Take a lot of the God’s talents and give them to poverty 
to make for your soul eternal life. If you get a wound, you 
ask for a doctor to cure you. Cure your mental wounds, be-
cause the medicine is church and charity for the soul. Six 
days the Lord gave you to work and the Holy Sunday to 
stand before God with fear that your sins may be forgiven. 
(TrifunoviΕ 1973: 17).
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REZIME
PAUN KAO ZNAK U KASNOANTIČ-
KOJ I RANOHRIŠĆANSKOJ UMET-
NOSTI

KLJUČNE REČI: PAUN, ZNAK, UMETNOST, SLIKARST-

VO, KASNA ANTIKA, RANO HRIŠĆANSTVO, GROBOVI, 

FRESKE, MOZAIK.

Zbog osobitih prirodnih karakteristika, 

naročito okaca na repnom perju, paun je vrlo rano 

dobio izuzetno mesto u verovanjima, običajima, 

religiji i umetnosti mnogih naroda. Poreklom 

sa Cejlona i Indije, preko Male Azije dospeo 

je u Evropu, u kojoj je postao sveta ptica grčke 

boginje Here i rimske Junone. Preko ove boginje 

povezan je sa rimskim caricama, pa je čest mo-

tiv na reversima njihovog novca. Zbog svojih 

simboličkih funkcija, paun je nezaobilazni deo 

scenskog repertoara raja u funerarnom slikarstvu. 

U kasnoantičkim i ranohrišΕanskim fresko os-

likanim grobnicama, sa prostora današnje Srbije 

i okolnih zemalja, u paganskom kontekstu paun 

se preko vinove loze, grožđa i vina najčešΕe pov-

ezuje sa Dionisom, ali je takođe atribut najveΕeg 

ženskog božanstva Rimljana – Junone. U pagan-

skom kontekstu paunove nalazimo predstavljene 

u šest grobnica Viminacijuma (G5464, G4734, 

G3130, G5313, G2624 i G160 ) i u grobnici u 

Beškoj. Prikazani samostalno ili u paru, kao drev-

ni simboli pobede nad smrΕu i besmrtnosti, od 

paganske apoteoze paunovi u hrišΕanstvu postaju 

deo hrišΕanskog raja. U hrišΕanskom funerarnom 

slikarstvu, paunove nalazimo nad kantarosom is-

punjenim vodom i sa drvetom života u viminaci-

jumskoj “Grobnici sa Hristovim monogramom” 

G5517. Čest je motiv na ranohrišΕanskim pod-

nim mozaicima krstionica ili crkava. Na ovakvim 

mestima simbolički aludira na krštenje, vaskr-

senje i raj, najčešΕe u temama hrišΕanskog kos-

mosa. Sa ovim značenjem paunove nalazimo na 

dva podna mozaika sa teritorije današnje Srbije: u 

trikonhosu u Caričinom Gradu (Iustiniana Prima) 

i u Ulpijani (Iustiniana Secunda). Kao kontinu-

irani motiv u paganskoj i hrišΕanskoj umetnosti, 

u simbolički strogo definisanom kontekstu, ova 

ptica vremenom je dobila osobinu znaka, karak-

tera svojevrsnog slikovnog pisma. Preko ravenske 

i carigradske srednjovekovne umetnosti, paun je 

svoje značenje i istaknuto mesto u vizuelnoj kul-

turi istoka i zapada zadržao sve do danas. Duga 

tradicija poštovanja ove ptice u umetnosti i re-

ligiji, dovela je do opšteg narodnog prihvatanja 

pauna u verovanjima i običajima, pa se smatralo 

da je njegovo perje amajlija za zaštitu od zlih po-

gleda. Narod je pauna poredio sa bogovima. Deci, 

pesmama i igrama davana su imena po ovoj ptici. 
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