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1. Preface

The idea for this thesis came to me after a 

teaching excavation in Jordan. During my 

stay, many visits to various archaeological 

sites throughout the country triggered my 

interest in the aspects related to church 

donations and the personal agency of 

various members of local communities in 

Late Antiquity. The importance of the 

churches discovered in Southern Levant1 is 

indicated by several inscriptions written in 

Greek attesting the building date and 

providing valuable information on the 

social fabric of local society. 

The specific focus on women and 

benefactresses mentioned in these spaces 

was motivated not only by my interest in the 

role played by females in building and 

endowment, but also because the theme has 

been relatively neglected in scientific 

research until recently. 

Limited studies, such as Baumann, who 

acknowledge that there are some 

benefactresses and women mentioned in the 

inscriptions, some even with an important 

role. Nevertheless, Baumann considers the 

aspect of donorship mainly linked to male 

 
1 The area of the Late Roman provinces of the three 

Palestines, Phoenicia and Arabia now lying in the 

territory of Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine and 

Jordan.  

2 Baumann 1999: 299-300. ĂDie große Mehrheit der 

Stifter war männlichen Geschlechts. Dieser Befund 

figures: ñThe vast majority of founders 

were male. This finding highlights their 

superior position as head of families in a 

strictly patriarchal society éò.2 

In this statement, Baumann reflects much of 

what has set female donorship in a 

secondary position, subordinated to 

complex gender balances, the attitude of the 

church, and a general attempt to 

marginalize female efforts. 

In her article ñThe contribution of Women 

to the Construction and Decoration of 

Churches in the Holy Landò, Habas3 sheds 

more light on the few preserved sources on 

female activity within the community of the 

Early Church. A broader attempt to give 

visibility to those inscribed benefactresses 

has yet to be undertaken. 

Not only female aspects of donations and 

founding in early Christianity but also the 

confrontation with facets of ancient female 

history brings hindrances that must be 

confronted. Women and their role and life 

in ancient societies have, if only marginally, 

been part of modern ancient studies since 

the 19th century. One of the most discussed 

macht ihre übergeordnete Stellung als 

Familienoberhäupter in einer streng 

patriarchalischen Gesellschaft deutlichéñ 

3 Habas 2016: 881-293. 
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and controversial publications on ancient 

studies about women is ñMother Rightò by 

Johann Jakob Bachofen. Even if Bachofenôs 

perception of ancient ñgynocraticò systems 

could never withstand,4 it still managed to 

shed a spotlight, a new focus, and many 

unasked questions on the topic of women in 

antiquity ï concerning life, rights, duties, 

and privileges in previous societies. Social 

changes during the 20th century again 

influenced the questions and perceptions of 

ancient societies and thus the role and 

history of women: women and gender 

history gained a foothold in the field of 

ancient studies and opened new research 

areas5. Since then, ongoing research on 

these topics has provided new insights into 

social, cultural, religious, and family 

structures and the role that women fulfil led 

in all these aspects of their life. 

The long-lasting tendency to marginalize 

women, the fact that almost all literary 

evidence on ancient women comes from the 

hands and minds of men,6 as well as the 

many contributions of the 19th century that 

shaped and influenced understanding of 

ancient female worlds, are only some of the 

obstacles encountered when engaged with 

this topic. 

Most ancient texts on marriage and divorce 

rights, financial matters and allowances, 

 
4 Wagner-Hasel 1992: 1-12. 

5 Hartmann 2007: 207-207. 

6 Hartmann 2007: 7. Constantinou 2014: 43-44. 

and roles within the household, together 

with public functions and activities, are 

found within law texts and additional 

imperial legislation, as well as 

philosophical and theological writings.7 

Throughout Late Antiquity, written sources 

specifically target a privileged group of 

socially high ranking women, such as 

empresses who had their own biographers 

or members of ñhigh societyò (e.g., Egeria, 

Paola and Eustochium) who had the 

necessary education and means to write of 

their own experiences whilst on 

pilgrimage.8 Although there are references 

to the lives of women from other social 

backgrounds in different literary sources, 

these secular or religious texts can only 

provide general information on how women 

should have lived or behaved according to 

these guidelines ï they do not give insight 

into female realities of the time.9 

Conversely, because of their broad agenda 

and audience, as well as inscriptions and 

their place in public spaces, hagiographic 

texts open a small window for a glimpse of 

the lives of women of lower social 

backgrounds, their duties, economic 

possibilities, and motivations. The 

information provided through dedication 

inscriptions gives some insight into the 

women of the Early Christian communities 

7 Clark 1993: 3; Hartmann 2007: 7-8.  

8 Hartmann 2007. Egeria - Itinerarium Egeriae. 

9 Clark 1993: 13.  
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in the sample area, their relation to the 

community and the church, their relation to 

other donors and members of their parish, 

and to their financial capacities. Combined, 

all these perspectives render the research on 

female realities through archaeological 

evidence and literal sources highly 

fascinating. 

 

1.1. General questions and objective of 

this thesis 

This thesis analytically addresses the 

subject of female donorship in mosaic 

floors to increase understanding of the role 

of women in church building and 

endowment from a quantitative, qualitative, 

and social point of view. To approach this, 

the initial step towards organization of the 

rich epigraphic material involved collecting 

all donation mosaic inscriptions as these 

represent the main source for the 

investigation. The selected texts are those 

that include female names. 

The chronological frame was limited to the 

wider period of Late Antiquity. The earliest 

collected inscriptions date to the 3rd/4th 

century when the imperial shift towards the 

East and towards Christianity began. The 

latest mosaics considered in this thesis date 

to the 8th century when the region was under 

Arab rule. All mosaics within these 

geographical and chronological perimeters 

 
10 Avi -Yonah 1958: 39-51. 

were fitted into a catalogue. These include 

site name, church name, dating, place of the 

inscribed text, pictures or drawings, as well 

as transcriptions, translations, and 

bibliography. 

Due to a longstanding history of research 

into the mosaics of the Southern Levant, 

and especially the Holy Land, as well as 

into inscriptions and donation inscriptions 

from this region specifically, the amount of 

information on this topic is imposing. 

Within this surplus of information, two 

studies marked the direction of the first 

analytical part of this paper. The first is Avi-

Yonahôs (1958) ñThe Economics of 

Byzantine Palestineò10 and the second is a 

more recent study from Di Segni (2017),11 

ñLate Antique Inscriptions in the Provinces 

of Palaestina and Arabia: Realities and 

Changesò. 

On the basis of these two studies, as well as 

other studies on development and change, 

this thesis presents a chronological analysis 

of the gathered inscriptions to discover 

whether general stated developments and 

changes in epigraphical culture linked to 

economy, geographical distribution, and 

society can also be demonstrated 

concerning the marginalized group of 

inscriptions within ecclesiastical spaces 

specifically mentioning women. 

11 Di Segni 2017: 287-322. 
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The period under consideration is not only 

one of great changes and developments in 

different aspects of society, but also a 

timeline in which imperial and aristocratic 

familiesô donations to the church, especially 

in the Holy Land, under Constantin and his 

successors, along with the visibility and 

influence of the women of the Theodosian 

dynasty, such as Eudoxia, are at their 

peak.12 

It is possible that most women of late 

antique Southern Levant neither 

experienced such liberty nor had the same 

social and economic advantages as those 

inherited by imperial women. Nevertheless, 

these women who left their visible impact 

in donation inscriptions throughout the 

Holy Land offer adequate evidence to 

understand development and changes in 

epigraphical culture concerning the 

marginalized party of female donors. 

From examples of foundresses/abbesses in 

the Holy Land and Constantinople in Late 

Antiquity, it is known that even highly 

ranking, wealthy women did not gain social, 

personal, and economic independence 

easily.13 In fear of economic damage for 

members of wealthy families, legislation in 

390 AD prohibited high scale donations for 

religious purposes that potentially harmed 

familiesô fortunes.14 

 
12 Baumann 1999: 19-27. Grünbart 2012: 23-25. 

13 Constantinou 2014: 43-62. 

To gain insight into the social structure and 

relations of female donors and 

benefactresses, a second focus is on the 

content of the inscriptions, especially on 

parts mentioning titles and positions within 

ecclesiastical or secular structures, along 

with inscriptions stating family and social 

relationships. This will clarify whether 

there was a tendency for individual 

donations or whether women were more 

likely to donate together with their family or 

as part of a greater community. Another line 

of investigation is whether it is possible to 

find any signs that quantity of donors or 

quality of donation had influence on the 

visibility of the inscription. 

Based on Wattaôs15 analysis of ñSacred 

zones in the early church building of the 

Middle Eastò, the collected floorplans and 

positions of mosaic inscriptions were 

analysed to ascertain if there is a connection 

between the type of dedicatory inscription 

and the position and thereafter, the visibility 

of the inscription. 

Gaining more visibility in a male dominated 

space through their donations and beneficial 

activities was, even if not actively politicly 

intended, a major side effect of few female 

economic liberties in Late Antiquity. This is 

more so in light of the religious worth for 

the donors since this visibility through 

14 Whiting 2014: 76-77. Britt 2008: 120-121. 

15 see Watta 2018. 
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perpetually inscribed names could be 

remembered thought time by their Christian 

community and thus promote salvation for 

the remembered person.16 

Epigraphical sources, such as donation 

inscriptions throughout the provinces of 

Arabia and Palestine, demonstrate that 

some women achieved a certain level of 

social and economic autonomy, even in 

small rural areas, that allowed them to 

manifest their piety through donations and 

euergetism. 

Viewing donation inscriptions in 

combination with literary sources not only 

allows for recognition of development and 

change throughout the time but also offers 

an outlook on the society and community 

beyond those ecclesiastical spaces and 

eventually provides some insight into the 

social, economic, and religious realities of 

the female donors and benefactresses. 

 

  

 
16 Grünbart 2014: 22-24. 
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2. Research history 

To collect the necessary data and 

information for this thesis, several studies, 

publications, and articles considering 

donation mosaics and donation inscriptions, 

in addition to sources concerning female 

realities in Late Antiquity were consulted. 

However, the dedication mosaic 

inscriptions consulted for this work are far 

from complete. According to Patrich,17 

there are over 400 churches at 335 different 

sites throughout the research area. 

Selection of mosaics for this thesis was 

based on the material discovered and 

published to date. Clearly, for time reasons, 

further unpublished or new discoveries 

were not included in this study.18 The 68 

mosaics that were brought together are the 

result of this research and are part of this 

specific type of inscription. 

 

2.1. The archaeological and epigraphical 

research 

The subject of donors in mosaic pavements 

has attracted considerable scholarly 

attention in the past decades. However, 

 
17 Patrich 2006: 351, note 2. Horn/Hunter 2012: 

1098-1099. 

18 Due to ongoing research activity in the region of 

the south Levant there are numerous new discoveries 

each season. For example, the ñChurch of the 

Deaconessesò in Ashdod, excavated from 2017 to 

2021, so far published in an articled of Haaretz 

focus on female donors is only marginal in 

these studies. Therefore, the attempt to 

gather information on female donors was 

set on a wide range of primary basic 

research concerning history and 

archaeology of early church development 

and settlement, research on mosaic 

pavements, donations and donors, 

epigraphical culture, and social factors. 

Ovadiahôs ñCorpus of Byzantine Churches 

in the Holy Landò (1970) provides valuable 

insights into the rich ecclesiastical 

landscape east and west of the Jordan river. 

The corpus includes information on the 

location of Byzantine churches, the 

character of the structure, size and 

measurements, information on connected 

structures, inscriptions on dedication or 

memorial purpose, builders and donors, 

references, and dates. It further provides 

general information and a bibliography that 

leads to the full inscriptions, which must be 

researched since there is no specification as 

to whether the donors were men or women. 

Furthermore, the corpus also provides 

numerous floorplans for the discussed 

churches. 

Magazine, 

www.haaretz.com/archaeology/MAGAZINE-

byzantine-basilica-with-female-ministers-and-

baffling-burials-found-in-israel-1.10387014. To 

mention just one discovery that would have had 

impact on this thesis, and that will eventually in the 

future shed more light on female Minsters. 
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Another important corpus is Michelôs 

(2001) ñByzantine and Umayyad churches 

in Jordan (5thï8th century), architectural 

typology and liturgical arrangementsò 

offers detailed insight and discussion on 

early Christian churches in Jordan, their 

architectural features and developments, 

their liturgical function and inventory, an 

analysis of several different architectural 

types of churches, and also the geographical 

differences between urban and rural sites. 

Further insights into ancient churches 

within the territories of the Holy Land are 

provided by the collective volume in honour 

of the Franciscan Corbo, ñChristian 

Archaeology in the Holy Land. New 

Discoveriesò, edited by Bottini, Di Segni 

and Alliata in 1990; as well as the collected 

essays, ñAncient Churches Revealedò, 

edited by Tsafrir, published in 1993, which 

provides an independent evaluation of the 

rich ecclesiastical culture of the region. The 

book ñChristian Archaeology in the Holy 

Land. New Discoveriesò describes the 

excavation activity throughout the Holy 

Land at the beginning of the 1990s. It 

includes two chapters by Di Segni about the 

church complexes in Herodion and Horvath 

Hesheq that provide information on 

inscriptions with female names.19 Tsafrirôs 

 
19 Di Segni 1990A: 177-190 and 1990B: 379-390. 

20 see: Di Segni 1993: 66-70. Patrich/Tsafrir 1993:  

265-272. Gazit/Lender 1993: 273-276. Cohen 1993: 

277-282.  

ñAncient Churches Revealedò gives a 

compact review of the ecclesiastical 

landscape of the Holy Land in Late 

Antiquity. Different chapters provide 

inscription analysis from several 

ecclesiastical spaces, depictions, or 

drawings of several mosaics with female 

names and church plans with locations of 

these mosaics.20 An article from Patrich 

2006,21 provides more recent insight into 

the development, distribution and social 

factors concerning Early Christian 

Churches in the Holy Land. These 

publications on general church settlement 

throughout the area lead to various articles 

and excavation reports on specific 

ecclesiastical buildings in Megiddo, Rihab, 

Hippos, Horvath Hani, Horvath Hesheq, 

Ozem, and many more sites. 

The overview of the ecclesiastical 

landscape built the underlying foundation 

for further research into mosaics found 

within these complexes. On the side of the 

three Palestines, Rina Talgamôs corpora 

ñMosaics of Faith: Floors of Pagans, Jews, 

Samaritans, Christians and Muslims in the 

Holy Landò22 delivers an in depth analysis 

of the development and use, and differences 

and similarities of mosaic floors over 

several centuries. 

21 Patrich 2006: 351-395. 

22 Talgam 2014: 77-256, 379-404. 
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A corpora of mosaics from the provinces 

lying to the east of the Jordan Valley, 

ñMosaics of Jordanò, was completed by 

Piccirillo (1993).23 This provides a broad 

overview of the historic development of 

mosaics in Jordan, as well as plans and brief 

historic introductions and research history 

about the mentioned sites and structures. 

Further research on Early Christian 

churches, mosaic pavements and 

epigraphical culture in Jordan was led by 

Piccirillo, Gatier and Di Segni.24 This 

proved to be the most profitable source for 

inscriptions and mosaics for this thesis. 

C.B. Welles analysed the ecclesiastical 

buildings and inscriptions found throughout 

the city of Jerash in 1938.25 These are 

classified according to secular or religious 

connotation and include insights into 

donation inscriptions. Together with 

excavation reports such as the ñJerash 

Archaeological Project in two Volumesò,26 

the secondary sources mentioned above 

provide information on the inscriptions, 

including graphic and photographic 

documentation, transcriptions, and 

translations, as well as further epigraphic 

 
23 Picirillo 1993A. 

24 Piccirillo 1981, 1989, 1993a+b, 1994. Piccirillo 

and Alliata 1998. Gatier 1986. Di Segni 1990a+b, 

1993, 1998, 2006, 2018. Di Segni and Ashkenazi 

2020. 

25 Welles 1938: 355-497, in: Kraeling 1938, Gerasa, 

City of the Decapolis. 

and analytic information, position within 

the complexes, size and measurements, 

date, and further references. Led by these 

comprehensive literary sources on the 

eastern Jordan Valley and Jordan, further 

literature was used to locate mosaic 

inscriptions in the context of donations.27 

Complementing the research on dedication 

activities, inscriptions, and donors, 

Baumannôs (1999) book on late antique 

donors in the Holy Land provides a general 

view of the subject of donations. 

ñSpªtantike Stifter im Heilgen Landò 

discusses selected examples or case studies 

represented by church complexes and their 

inscriptions, and offers an index of female 

names mentioned in several mosaics 

throughout the Holy Land in the appendix.28 

Baumann focuses on churches in Umm er-

Rases and provides detailed analyses of the 

architecture and mosaic decoration of these 

buildings in connection to donation activity. 

His emphasis is mostly on the architectural 

aspects of the buildings and the 

iconographic analysis of depictions of 

donors, and less on the epigraphic aspects. 

Although some of the inscriptions analysed 

26 See Gawlikowski/Musa 1986. 

27 See Avi-Yonah 1947. Mittmann 1967. 

Clark/Bowsher 1986. Baumann 1999. Burdajewicz 

2005. Hamarneh 1998; 2014. 

28 Baumann 1999: 344-345, Anhang 1. 

Frauennamen. 
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by Baumann include female names, he 

suggests that the role of female donors was 

marginal and subordinated to that of the 

male, who played the main social role in 

society.29 Baumannôs thesis appears 

relatively restrictive considering that the 

appendix lists 56 women compared to 538 

men mentioned in inscriptions; however, he 

neglects the far greater achievement of 10% 

of the donors who possibly had to overcome 

several restrictions to be mentioned on a 

short note.30 

Additional research outlined in more recent 

articles such as Britt (2008) ï ñFama et 

Memoria: Portraits of Female Patrons in 

Mosaic Pavements of Churches in 

Byzantine Palestine and Arabiaò,31 Habas 

(2008) ï ñDonations and Donors as 

Reflected in the Mosaic Pavements of 

Transjordanôs Churches in the Byzantine 

and Umayyad Periodsò,32 Hachlili (2009) ï 

ñAncient Mosaic Pavements ï Themes, 

Issues and Trendsò,33 and others 34 confirms 

the marginalized position of women in the 

context of donations. 

 
29 Baumann 199: 299-300.  

30 Baumann 1999: 344-355, Anhang 1.+2. Frauen-

Männernamen. Baumannôs collection of names 

includes donation inscriptions from churches, 

private houses and synagogues. The quoted count 

above includes all these categories. Miscounts 

possible. 

31 Britt 2008: 119-143.  

32 Habas 2008: 73-90. 

Britt and Habas mostly refer to the same 

inscriptions on women but have far greater 

emphasis on the few depictions of 

benefactresses and benefactors and their 

iconographical importance. Hachliliôs 

chapter on ñInscriptionsò35 mainly observes 

the forms of donation inscriptions in general 

and compares inscriptions found in 

churches and synagogues based on 

similarities and differences. While the 

chapter helps with aspects of the definition 

of donation inscriptions, it does not enter 

the field of gender in donation inscriptions. 

Since no specific collection of ñwomen 

mentioned in donation mosaics in 

ecclesiastical spacesò has been compiled to 

date, considerable work was required in the 

research field of epigraphical culture and 

mosaics. This led several publications on 

mosaics as well as inscription corpora 

concerning the designated research area. 

Initial information on inscriptions, their 

location, transcription and translation, 

pictures or drawings, commentary on 

epigraphic analysis and references was 

found in Ovadiah and Ovadiahôs (1986) 

33 See Hachlili 2009. 

34See Hamarneh 1998 ñRitratti ed immagini dei 

benefattori nei mosaici della Giordania V-VIII 

secoloò. Lauxtermann 2020 ĂInscribing texts in 

Byzantiumò, Leatherbury 2020 ñInscribing faith in 

Late Antiquityò, Jacobs 2020 ñVillage Churches and 

Donors at the End of Antiquityò. 

35 Hachlili 2009: 232-238. 
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ñMosaic Pavements in Israelò. Meimarisô 

(1986) corpus, ñSacred Names, Saints, 

Martyrs and Church Officialsò, did not offer 

any specific insights into donation activities 

and covered them only if a reference to the 

titles was given. Since women were limited 

in their official ecclesiastical functions, 

information for this thesis was not found in 

Meimarisô work. 

More recent corpora on mosaics in the Holy 

Land allowed for an in-depth analysis on 

the subject in the most accessible manner.  

ñChristians and Christianity. Vol. IïIVò 

(2012) offers a detailed and current 

overview of the church landscape of the 

Holy Land, including the latest 

archaeological research and excavation 

reports. 

Maddenôs (2014) ñCorpus of Byzantine 

Church mosaic pavements from Israel and 

the Palestinian Territoriesò provides 

information about the location, size and 

measurements of the complexes, and the 

mosaics if available, as well as 

transcriptions, translations, further 

commentary, and sources on the 

inscriptions. 

The ñCorpus Inscriptionum 

Iudaeae/Palaestinaeò (CIIP, 2012ï) by Di 

Segni et al. is not yet complete but provided 

 
36 for example: Dahari/Zelinger 2014. 

Delougaz/Haines 1960. Tepper/Di Segni 2006. Sari 

1995. 

the most detailed accounts on inscriptions 

from this region. Every account includes an 

elaborate introduction to the history of the 

site, location of the inscription within the 

complex, size and measurements, 

transcription and translation, an extended 

commentary on the epigraphical research, 

and further sources. It proved to be an 

excellent tool for epigraphic research. In a 

few cases, smaller inscriptions in less 

known sites, or recently demolished sites 

where the corpora and books did not 

provide information on the position of the 

inscription within the complex, excavation 

reports and articles provided the necessary 

data36. 

On the digital side, cross-referencing and 

searching for further sources and 

information via SEG37 proved to be less 

efficient than expected, since only a portion 

of the names and inscriptions collected 

could be found. 

 

2.2. Gender research in history 

As previously mentioned, general historic 

research, and specific research into the roles 

and lives of women throughout ancient 

times and past centuries, has been an 

important part of historic studies since the 

19th century. In the 19th century, 

37 https://inscriptions.packhum.org accessed in Dec. 

2020. 
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controversial ancient science publications 

(e.g., Bachofenôs ñDas Mutterrechtò)38 

focused the spotlight on a rich complex of 

themes that had been neglected by scientific 

researchers: the life, rights, duties and 

privileges of ordinary women in previous 

societies. Social and economic changes 

during the 20th century influenced new 

questions and brought new points of view 

and perspectives in handling information 

and data on female realities in ancient 

societies and thus shaped current 

understanding of womenôs roles and 

influence on these previous societies.39 The 

ongoing work on these topics has allowed 

new insight into social, cultural, religious, 

and familial structures and the role that 

women had to fulfil in all aspects of their 

life and within these societies. 

Ongoing progress within the research area 

of gender and female studies continues to 

change our perception of female realities 

and womenôs lives in ancient times. 

Regarding the main problems in research on 

female history, Kalavrezou40 states: 

ñregardless of any attempt to highlight and 

understand the social role of female 

individuals, the fact will remain, that their 

status as citizens was inferiorò and thus 

their opportunities and realities have been a 

creation of a male dominated system. 

 
38 Wagner-Hasel 1992: 1-12. 

39 Hartmann 2007:. 207-207. 

40 Kalavrezou 2003: 13.  

Nevertheless, today the idealized picture of 

women who are bound to their households, 

taking care of the family, mainly cooking 

and weaving, living a subordinate life inside 

their homes, is being replaced by diverse 

realities that allow or condemn women to 

li ve outside this idealized grid.41 Even the 

daily chores and household activities of 

ñhousewivesò demanded a certain range of 

motion within public space, and any actual 

labour had to be done by women of lower 

social classes. 

 

Figure 1, Depiction of a woman at work, carrying a fruit 

basket (Chapel of the Priest John). Piccirillo 1993 A: 

175, fig. 229. 

Shopping for all sorts of food, including 

fruit, vegetables, and bread, carrying water 

home from public fountains and wells, and 

visits to family members and female friends 

demanded that women left their homes on a 

daily basis,42 as Kalavrezou points out in 

41 Fulghum-Heintz 2003: 139-151. 

42 Kalavrezou 2003: 13-15. 
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her publication, ñByzantine Women and 

Their Worldò. 

Law texts and historic accounts reveal 

possibilities of relatively free lives for 

women in several social hierarchical ranks 

or under certain circumstances, such as 

widowhood43. In his essay, ñThe Merry 

Widows of Late Roman Antiquity: The 

Evidence of the Theodosian Codeò, Kuefler 

points out several changes in Roman law 

that promoted women, especially widows, 

and their rights dealing with financial 

matters and their own inherited fortune.44 

He also connects these newly gained 

advantages with benefactions made to 

churches, charitable causes, and to promote 

certain priests, monks, and Christian 

scholars. Using the example of Jerome, 

Kuefler demonstrates how the view of these 

scholars was split, especially on 

widowhood. Although Jerome and others 

needed the (financial) support of these 

women, their criticism on the lifestyle of 

widows and their ñfreedomsò without 

husbands did not fall too short. 45 

 
43 See Foxhall 1989; Wagner-Hasel 1992; Arjava 

1996; Garland 1999; Clark 1993; Hartmann 2007; 

Herrin 2013.  

44 Kuefler 2015: 28-50. 

45 Kuefler 2015: 43-44.  

46 Although there have been special positions in 

pagan cults for virgins, for example the Vestals at 

Rome, those were extremely rare and could only be 

occupied by a small number of women. Whereas in 

Analysis of Christian texts and early 

Christian communities highlights that the 

rise of Christianity initially came with 

certain new freedoms and opportunities for 

women. The new Christian worship of 

virgins,46 such as the mother Mary and 

several early female martyrs, opened the 

possibility of an unmarried life, while the 

enforcement of monogamy meant fewer 

widows remarried, and the office of 

deaconesses enabled rising to an official 

clerical position47. In her 1993 book, 

ñWomen in Late Antiquity. Pagan and 

Christian Life-Stylesò, Clark reveals how 

the new Christianity interfered with older 

ways of pagan living. She demonstrates 

what the religious change meant for women 

in different speres of public and private 

lives. Clark gives insight into aspects such 

as legal matters, public perception, views on 

health and private life, in a chapter titled 

ñBeing Femaleò.48 

Another publication that provides deeper 

insight into the legal changes throughout 

Late Antiquity is Arjavaôs work, ñWomen 

and Law in Late Antiquityò (1996).49 

theory Christianity opened that possibility of 

chastity and ñbeing a virgin of Godò for every 

woman. 

47 See Clark 1993; Laiou 2003, Alexandre 2006; 

Constantinou 2014; Grünbart 2014; Whiting 2014; 

Leatherbury 2020. 

48 See Clark 1993. 

49 See Arjava 1996.  
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Arjava suggests that several changes in 

legislation throughout Late Antiquity, some 

connected to the religious change towards 

Christianity within the Roman empire, seem 

to create a more equal legal environment for 

men and women. This opens new 

opportunities for women in their private and 

public lives, as well as financial and social 

matters.50 

One of the major questions of concern 

regarding the historic review and research 

on female realities is the ñfemale 

perceptionò of the historic time in question. 

Although there is sometimes enough 

material to determine how the legal 

framework worked, the general religious or 

cultic perception and standpoint about 

women, or even how educated men wanted 

readers and listeners to think about women, 

one rarely gets on the other side of these 

standpoints to catch a glimpse of what 

women themselves thought about their lives 

ï about being female.51 Furthermore, due to 

diverse settings of female realities, there is 

no certainty as to how far official legislation 

and laws concerned women of different 

social backgrounds. Therefore, even if late 

ancient legislation gave women certain 

economic freedoms, whether women from 

 
50 Arjava 1996: for example on the rights of mothers 

and children 77-108,  on rights of husbands and 

wives and economic freedoms 123-153, on Christian 

asceticism, widowhood and remarriage 157-176 and 

on divorce 177-187. 

the lower social levels knew about their 

rights is unclear. For example, it is not 

known if middle class women knew about 

divorce rights or their economic 

possibilities. This uncertainty can be 

connected to information about social 

backgrounds given in donation inscriptions. 

2.3. The research area 

The geographical area of this thesis, Arabia, 

southern Phoenicia and the three 

Palaestinae, was one of constant unrest and 

transformation during the Roman 

occupation of the Near East. Due to its 

geographical position on the eastern border 

of the Roman Empire, the region was 

constantly threatened with outside 

invasions by the neighbouring Arab tribes, 

and therefore required permanent military 

attention and restructuring52 to allow 

immediate intervention to secure the border. 

Conversely, due to its religious role and its 

importance for Judaism, Christianity, and 

later for Islam, control over this specific 

region and access to many important sites 

located in this area was of great political and 

religious interest. Meimaris also writes 

about internal struggles concerning the 

inner structure of Christian dioceses, and 

the minor position of Jerusalem/Nea 

51 Clark 1993: 120.  

52 Di Segni 2018: 247-267. Outlines the 

displacements and shifts of military legions 

throughout the region. 
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Capitolina under the jurisdiction of 

Caesarea Maritima.53 

The borders and limits chosen here reflect 

the political and administrative situation of 

the 5th century. 

After the reformations of Diocletian in the 

4th century,54 as well as some administrative 

 
53 Meimaris 1986: 5-13. 

54 Abel 1938: 170-191; Sipilä 2009: 149-150. In the 

course of which dioceses formed the administrative 

and military bodies. One of which ï the diocese of 

Oriens ï included the provinces of Arabia and 

Palaestina. 

55 Sipilä 2009: 166-171. Di Segni 2018: 247-267. 

Meimaris 1986: 5-13. There is a lot of discussion and 

controversy about the exact procedure and timeline 

when it comes to the creation and split up of this 

provinces, as well as with the displacement of 

boarders along and within this provinces. What can 

be stated is, that the province of Palaestinae was 

during the course of the 4th century split into three 

reformations under his successors,55 this 

final border of Arabia and the three 

Palaestinae were in place from the 5th 

century56 until the Persian invasion and the 

Arab conquests of the 7th century. 

 

different regions ï Palaestina Prima, Secunda and 

Salutaris, now Tertia. As stated before, the exact 

date of the emergence of each region has still to be 

reconstructed and is under discussion. It is clear, that 

at the end of the 4th century three Palaestinae must 

have existed as they are referred to in the Notitia 

Dignitatum and the later Codex of Theodosianus.  

56 There is a slight change of boarders during the end 

of the 4th and the beginning of the 5th century 

between Arabia and Palaestina Tertia. Although 

scholars still reason about the exact procedure and 

timeline of these shift/shifts. Sipilä 2009: 191-193; 

Di Segni 2018: 247-267.  

Figure 2, Reorganization of the 4th century, Arabia and 

three Palaestinae, Sipilä 2009:315, Map 7. 

Figure 3, Boarder adjustment between Arabia and 

Palaestina Tertia (5th century), Sipilä 2009:316, Map 8. 
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3. Women of Late Antiquity  
 

Like many societies throughout history, the 

assumption in roman society was that 

marriage and motherhood was the sole 

purpose of women, and this was the way in 

which they would find fulfilment in life.57. 

Roman law texts regarding women and their 

rights and duties mainly focused on these 

elements of life. Matters such as marriage, 

divorce, or widowhood were connected to 

some sort of transfer of either monetary or 

stationary goods, such as land, buildings, or 

other riches like jewellery. This monetary 

exchange also came with a certain social 

and possibly political status, which had to 

be carefully considered in acts of marriage 

or remarriage. Thus, these seemingly 

private matters had a significant impact on 

social and economic factors and were 

especially important for the higher ranks of 

ancient society58. 

A new set of rules regulating womenôs 

social life came with religious Christian 

texts, including the writings of the Church 

Fathers,59 and were highlighted in several 

church councils at the time. These 

theological religious requirements broadly 

dealt with the same topics as secular law, 

 
57 Clark 1993: 13. Justinian, CJ 6.40.2, AD 531. 

58 Arjava 1996: 2-5. He describes that most legal 

rules focused on the movement of property and by 

thus where in fact more important for upper society 

and often irrelevant for the poor.  

but also added new facets and possible ways 

of life for women by promoting asceticism 

and virginity60. 

 

3.1 Women in Roman law 

Under Roman law, marriage, the birth of 

rightful heirs, and thus a legitimate transfer 

of inheritance, social status (and power),61 

were important aspects in a functioning 

society. The regulations and rules on 

financial matters and personal financial 

liberties pertaining to women are of 

particular interest. Most information about 

financial matters can be found in connection 

to marriage law. Several social and 

economic restraints made it necessary for 

marriages to be well planned and mostly 

arranged by the father. Betrothals could be 

arranged for girls as young as seven years 

old, and the age expected for marriage was 

between 12 and 16.62 These aspects did not 

see significant changes under the rule of 

Christian emperors, but laws regarding 

divorce underwent several changes from 

Constantine onward.63 Most notably, it 

became harder for women to find any 

reason to divorce from Constantineôs reign 

59 Clark 1993: xi-xiii.  

60 Miller 2005: 8-14. 

61 Clark 1993: 6-8; Arjava 1996: 2-5 

62 Clark 1993: 13-15. 

63 Clark 1993: 18-27. 
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onward.64 However, Justinian changed 

some rules in favour of women; for 

example, he reintroduced some reasons for 

divorce and set the same penalties for men 

and women if they did not follow the laws.65  

The main reason for the interest in the 

matter of marriage lies in the brideôs dowry. 

Depending on the economic and social 

status of the bride, the dowry could be 

substantial. It was given to the shared 

household after the wedding. Legally, the 

dowry was the property of the woman, and 

if divorced or misappropriated it had to be 

repaid/given back, but the husband could 

dispose of it as he pleased for the duration 

of the marriage.66 In addition, women were 

also allowed to inherit from their parents 

under Roman law. 

The liberties of women to dispose of their 

own and shared properties and deal with 

financial matters inside and outside of 

marital structures have long been neglected. 

Although there are laws addressing 

financial regulations for women, some 

studies reveal that many women were well-

informed as to the financial matters of their 

 
64 CT 3.16.1, AD 331. Clark 1993: 21. 

65 Nov. J. 134.II, AD 556. Clark 1993: 23-26. Also 

divorce by consent, which was previously forbitten, 

was reintroduced. Repudiation without grounds or a 

divorce without grounds were/was punished by an 

equal sentence for both parties in a Monastery or a 

Covent. 

66 Hartmann 2007:136-139. The dowry (dos) was an 

important part of a marriage agreement, most wealth 

household (and their husband), and many 

took part in daily financial business 

transactions as well as in administrating 

their own wealth and property.67 

 

3.2. Women in Christian literature 

Early Christian literature dealt with the 

same issues as secular law texts ï they tried 

to define the moral religious code for 

Christian women. In addition, Christian 

literature also dealt with hagiographic texts 

and narratives that described heavenly 

interventions to prove the values of the 

Christian lifestyle. Some of these stories 

even provide information concerning early 

Christian benefactresses. 

For example, three miracle stories, 

including that of the shrine of Abu Mina (St 

Menas) in Egypt, deal with female 

benefactresses on their way to donate 

money to the church.68 Two of these women 

heard of the wonders that could be achieved 

by St Menas and took some of their 

belongings and travelled to his church and 

sanctuary. While one came to seek help for 

of the roman upper society, was bound in land 

ownership, slaves, and other material investments. 

The dowry, consisting of a large amount of cash 

money, that mainly was paid in three instalments, 

allowed many grooms to pay off some of their depts.  

67 Hartmann 2007: 74-75; Foxhall 1989: 22-44.  

68 Jaritz 1993:  164-165; 168-169; 188-189; 298-308. 
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a pregnancy, the second story does not 

provide any specific motivation for the 

donation. The important information 

outlined in the texts is that both were 

ñchaste and virtuousò women69 who were 

treacherously attacked on their way to the 

church and were saved by St Menas, who 

appeared in the moment of their need and 

punished the assailants. 

The third story concerns the wife of a lying 

but rich husband who commits perjury in 

the church of St Menas and is petrified for 

his lies. After the death of her husband, the 

woman collects most of his and her 

belongings and riches and donates to them 

to the church.70 

Not only do the narratives depict these 

women as more faithful than the men, but 

they also partly mention the donated 

belongings as their own. Furthermore, 

Christian literature provides information 

not only on women who gave up their 

fortune but also women who dedicated their 

lives at the same time by becoming 

foundresses/abbesses of monastic 

complexes. This task not only came with 

renunciation but also with great 

responsibility for the convent and the nuns 

living there, as well as for personal actions 

in being an example for others.71 

  

 
69 Jaritz 1993: 307-308. 

70 Jaritz 1993: 198-202. 

71 Constantinou 2014: 46-48.  
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4. Donation inscriptions 
mentioning women ς the 
catalogue 

The analysis in this study is based on the 

attached catalogue, see Appendix A, which 

includes 68 mosaics mentioning 101 female 

names as donors and benefactresses.  

The women within the inscriptions appear 

in different settings, along other members 

of their community, within ecclesiastical 

ranks or in the circle of their families. They 

are represented as donors and benefactress, 

in matronymic form alongside their 

children, rarely with depictions, and in 

some cases only as an individual name. 

There are inscriptions that state that the 

offering or donation has been made by a 

male together with his wife and/or children 

but the name of the woman is not 

mentioned. Such inscriptions might 

acknowledge the existence of a female 

within the household, but they do not give 

these women the necessary degree of 

visibility within ecclesiastical, and thus 

male dominated, spaces, as the selected 

inscriptions do.  

According to Grünbart, in Byzantine times 

ĂThe church was a place where seeing and 

 
72 Grünbart 2014: 27-28. ñDer Kirchenraum war ein 

Ort, an dem das Sehen und gesehen werden eine 

nicht zu unterschªtzende Rolle spielte.ñ 

73 Di Segni 2016 A: 66. 

being seen played a role that should not be 

underestimated.ò72 Taking this statement as 

a leading principle, the aspect of 

visualization, even if only through a written 

word or name, must be seen as an important 

part of donation activities within early 

Christian communities. Both the devotional 

intent and ñthe advertising and enhancing of 

statusò were principal aims of such 

donations and inscriptions. 73 

The structure of the catalogue entries 

follows a simple scheme. Each inscription 

mentioning a female name has its own 

entry74 and the entries are chronological, 

beginning in the 3rd century and continuing 

to the 8th century. The catalogue concludes 

with mosaics that have not been, or could 

not be, dated. Within the chronological 

frame, the entries are sorted geographically 

from north to south, starting in Phoenicia, 

then moving to Palaestina Secunda, 

Palaestina Prima, Arabia and Palaestina 

Tertia. 

  

74 different mosaic inscriptions from the same place, 

mentioning the same women are sorted with the 

same entry number and an additional letter, for 

example 8A-C. 
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As illustrated in Figure 4, all entries provide 

the same information. A graphic drawing or 

photograph of the mosaic inscription is at 

the top of the table. The first line of text 

provides the entry number in the catalogue 

ï in this case No. 1; the female name or 

names mentioned in the mosaic ï Akeptous; 

the date (if the mosaic is dated); and the size 

of the mosaic (if stated). The second line 

offers information on the site where the 

mosaic was found and in which 

ecclesiastical context (e.g., a domus 

ecclesia, a prayer hall, a church, or a 

chapel). The table also provides a 

description of the mosaic and of its exact 

position within the location. 

Another visual aspect apart from the written 

name of the women is the framing of the 

inscription. Most inscriptions discussed 

throughout this thesis are written in black 

letters on a white or light ground and framed 

by a tabula ansata. Some inscriptions are 

positioned within a round medallion or 

along the border of a round medallion, and 

Figure 4, Entry No. 1 ï Akeptous 
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some do not have any framing.75 In some 

cases, there are leaves such as ivy, palm or 

other stylized forms; crosses are also 

popular, possibly for their apotropaic value, 

and usually placed at the beginning, end or 

even within the inscribed texts. There are 

black lines dividing the rows within 11 

inscriptions. These are followed by a Greek 

transcription and an English translation. 

The last row of the entry provides further 

information on different sources for each 

mosaic. 

4.1 Dedication form 

As numerous dedication inscriptions from 

several periods were discovered in various 

parts of the Roman Empire, epigraphical 

research provides evidence that a few 

typical forms were continuously used for 

dedication purposes.76 As can be seen in the 

collection in the catalogue, although there 

are some standard requirements concerning 

donation inscriptions, their execution varies 

widely. At a minimum, the standard form of 

donation inscription demands inclusion of 

 
75 Leatherbury 2020: 82-91. 

76 Baumann 1999: 289-301. Di Segni 2016A: 56-88. 

77 Di Segni 2016A: 63-64, 66, mentioning the easiest 

forms of inscribed invocation as ñLord helpò, ñLord 

rememberò or ñLord have mercyò. Due to its 

connection with a donation, she simply calls this 

inscriptions prayer-cum-contract, and points to their 

longstanding pagan tradition. Leatherbury 2020: 

256-261. 

78 The longest inscription featured in the catalogue is 

no. 13. B of Kyria Maria/ Lady Mary. The 

references of a donation or offering, the 

purpose of the donation ï often in form of a 

short, easy invocation77 ï and the 

name/names of the donor/donors. The 

length of donation inscriptions can vary 

from a few words in one line to elaborate 

inscriptions stretching over multiple lines.78 

Not only the length but also the content and 

testimony of the inscriptions are diverse. 

They can be as simple as the sole name of a 

person through to long prayers reciting 

phrases from the holy scripture.79 For this 

reason, the main parts of donation 

inscriptions are deconstructed and analysed 

in the following sections.80 

  

inscription found in Beisan ï Beth Sheôan, dated to 

the second half of the 6th century runs over 15 lines. 

79 Di Segni 2016A: 63-64.  

80 This first part of analysis, will be dealing with 

chronological and geographical questions of 

distributions, followed by the discussion on matters 

of formula. All matters of socially important content, 

relations of donors and placement will be discussed 

in later chapters. 
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5. Development and change in 
distribution of mosaic 
inscriptions 

The terms ñdonation, alms, benefaction, and 

contributionò are synonyms for the act of 

gifting something (e.g., money, goods, 

time) to a charitable or good cause.81 This 

principle has its roots in the Roman period 

and was practiced by the rich elites of 

society.82 The recognition of Christianity 

and its affirmation, together with the 

establishment of imperial capital in the East 

and the rise of worship centres in the Holy 

Land provided a new and important focus 

for piety83 and personal agendas. 

Many churches and sacred places were built 

due to the attention of ecclesiastical or civil 

authorities and private donors. These 

foundations are reflected in many written 

inscriptions that are of high value in terms 

of analysis of economic, political, social, 

and religious development throughout the 

region. For example, in 2017 Di Segni 

postulated84 that, according to her thorough 

analysis of inscriptions in the region of the 

 
81Merriam Webster Dictionary; 

https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/donation#synonyms, 

accessed in Nov. 2020. 

82 Baumann 1999: 13-16. In ancient Roman cities for 

example donations were used to fund public building 

activities, such as temples, theatres, baths, 

marketplaces triumphal arches. Leatherbury 2020: 

8-13. 

Holy Land, the chronological distribution of 

ecclesiastical building activity is far from 

homogenous throughout Late Antiquity. 

This is also the case for the distribution of 

building activity between cities and 

villages. 

Regarding inscriptions found within this 

region ï Arabia, south Phoenicia and the 

three Palaestinae ï Di Segni also noticed 

that the epigraphic habit steadily expanded 

in Late Antiquity, from the mid-4th century 

onward, and outranked the earlier 

inscriptions of the Roman period from 50 

B.C. to 350 A.D.85 This fact is the reason for 

the large number of intact mosaic 

inscriptions from this time and region. 

Specifically focusing on donation 

inscriptions, Jacobs observed that the 

epigraphical material on inscriptions, 

especially those recording donors and 

donations, mostly appears in rural areas of 

the provinces of Arabia, south Phoenicia 

and the three Palaestinae.86 This leads to 

another development, observed by Di 

83 By definition: the quality or state of being pious, 

such as dutifulness in religion and/or fidelity to 

natural obligations (as to parents). Merriam Webster 

Dictionary; https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/piety#note-1, accessed in 

Dec. 2020. 

84 Di Segni 2017: 287-319. 

85 Di Segni 2017: 290-292. 

86 Jacobs 2020: 35-36. 
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Segni,87 that there was a general shift of 

epigraphic culture from urban 

environments to villages that took place 

around the middle of the 6th century, 

midway through the reign of Justinian and 

after the Justinian plague of 541/542. Di 

Segni concludes that the displacement from 

city to village can be seen in less public 

building activity on the one hand, and an 

increase in building activity for religious 

and cultic buildings on the other hand, 

which indicates ña shift of mentality, 

possibly partly as a result of the great 

epidemic of 541/542 and of other natural 

disasters éò.88 This suggests a mental shift 

that was used by religious communities to 

offer answers and a foothold for their 

members. In return they gave their members 

the opportunity to show their piety and 

devotion through donations. 

Other reasons for this significant rural 

expansion in ecclesiastical buildings, with 

its high peak in the 6th century, can be seen 

in a slower than assumed Christianization of 

the rural areas of the southern Levante, as 

 
87 Di Segni 2017: 292-299.  

88 Di Segni 2017: 298-299. 

89 See Bar 2003 ñThe Christianization of rural 

Palestine during Late Antiquityò.  

assumed by Bar,89 and in the high 

settlement activity of nomadic tribes, as 

described by Hamarneh.90 

According to Bar, the need for churches in 

rural areas gradually rose and reached its 

highpoint in the 6th century when the 

transformation towards Christianity in 

countrified areas was settled.91 A further 

factor that points towards a greater need for 

ecclesiastical structures in rural areas is 

noted by Hamarneh in her article 

ñContinuity or Change?ò concerning the 

provinces of Arabia and Palaestina Tertia. 

Hamarneh argues that the reasons for the 

expansions into the countryside of the 

provinces are manyfold and even supported 

by imperial legislation. These factors 

encouraged nomadic tribes to settle down, 

revive older, abandoned structures, or build 

new villages in rural areas.92 This trend led 

to enormous growth in rural population and 

a rising need for ecclesiastical buildings. 

The objects and gifts donated in favour of 

such religious efforts were not only meant 

to build, restore, and decorate ecclesiastical 

90 See Hamarneh 2015 ñContinuity or Change? Rural 

Settlement in Provincia Arabia and Palaestina Tertia 

in the Seventh to Ninth Centuriesò. 

91 Bar 2003: 401-421. 

92 Hamarneh 2015: 61-62. 

Period West East 

 Cities Villages Cities Villages 

Roman 962 = 59% 668 = 41% 847 = 82,8% 174 = 17% 

Byzantine 847 = 37,5% 1411= 62,5 % 829 = 56,8% 631 = 43,2% 

Figure 5, Di Segni 2017: 292, Table 3. 
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spaces but also included liturgical objects, 

icons and even tablecloths for the altar.93 

Paradoxically, although theological 

Christian teaching contradicts the 

possession of great richness, the early 

Church did not obstruct elite circles from 

entering the Christian community. In this 

sense, at the end of the 2nd century Clemens 

of Alexandria acknowledged that the 

faithful could possess money and riches as 

long as they put it into service of what was 

righteous94. This statement opened the 

opportunity for wealthy members of the 

Christian communities to show their piety 

and devotion and also take precautions for 

their salvation and remembrance through 

different sorts of donations made to 

churches, many of them combined with 

inscriptions. 

The two major trends that are apparent in 

development of the region of the three 

Palestines and Arabia in Late Antiquity are 

a significant peak in building and 

inscription activity in the 6th century, and a 

distributional shift of epigraphic material 

from urban centres to rural villages.95 These 

visible general trends can partially be 

explained by an significant influx of 

monetary means into the region until the 6th 

century, combined with an economic boost 

 
93 Grünbart 2014: 26-28. 

94 Baumann 1999: 16-28.  

that democratically favoured rural areas as 

well as urban centres96. 

Focusing on only one marginalized group of 

donors, the following analysis examines 

whether the same economic and social 

factors that shaped general trends of 

epigraphic culture and distribution in the 

region also impacted the group of female 

donors in the same way. 

  

95 DiSegni 2017:  287-299; Hamarneh 2014: 123-

125; 

96 Avi -Yonah 1958: 39-51. 
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5.1. Development of inscriptions 

mentioning women 

The chronological analysis of epigraphical 

sources mentioning offerings made by 

women in mosaic inscriptions offers several 

interesting results. 

Figure 6, Chronological development of mosaic 

inscriptions mentioning female agency. 

Figure 6 illustrates, in a small scale, how the 

general evolution (Fig. 7) of epigraphical 

material observed by Di Segni97 also affects 

the chronological development of material 

focusing on the marginalized group of 

inscriptions including female names. For 

the 3rd and 4th centuries, the impact of 

women on the early Christian communities, 

their services, and possibly their offerings 

do not manifest in visualized form on 

mosaic pavements, perhaps due to the 

limited number of churches built at this 

time. However, there are several mentions 

of womenôs patronage in texts and written 

 
97 Di Segni 2017: 287-319. 

sources. Although generally following Di 

Segniôs table (Figure 7) on all types of 

inscriptions from these centuries, there are 

approximately 200 dated inscriptions from 

this time. 

Di Segniôs analysis depicts an initial high 

peak in epigraphic culture in the 4th century, 

a time when not a single mosaic donation 

inscription meeting the requirements of this 

research was found. 

A closer examination of dated inscriptions 

from churches and synagogues (Figure 8) 

highlights the lack of inscriptions for the 3rd 

and 4th centuries, since ecclesiastical 

building activity has not fully been initiated 

in the region. At the end of the 5th century, 

this began to turn as more building activity 

occurred for ecclesiastical spaces than 

public buildings98. 

 

 

98 Di Segni 2017: 613, fig. 6. 
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Figure 7, Di Segni 2017: 609, fig. 1. 
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The number of mosaic inscriptions 

displaying the donation activity of women 

began to rise from the 5th century. However, 

in a broader perspective the number of 

inscriptions for this time falls below the 

count of the preceding century. Higher 

building activity still indicates there was 

more money in the hands of the churches 

and eventually more benefactors and 

benefactresses who gave it, hence more 

opportunities for women to make visible 

contributions to their communities. 

The highpoint of inscriptions in the three 

Palestines and Arabia, particularly in terms 

of female donation and benefaction activity, 

can be seen in the 6th century (Figure 9). 

 
99 Avi -Yonah 1958: 46-48. 

 

Figure 9, Chronological distribution of inscriptions with 

female names in the 6th century 

Figure 9 clearly indicates a continuous rise 

of dated mosaic inscriptions mentioning 

women, which began in the 5th century 

reached its height at the end of the 6th 

century. There is a minor discrepancy 

compared to the overall development in 

building activity and development of 

epigraphic material in the mid-6th century 

when numbers of mosaic inscriptions in 

combination with women gradually rose 

while the overall numbers showcase a small 

collapse. 

There is a slight fluctuation in the overall 

numbers of dated inscriptions from 

churches and synagogues throughout the 6th 

century (Figure 10), which could indicate 

some effects of the Justinian plague or the 

economic downturns and effects of the 

pressure of taxation.99 Although building 

activity continued until the late 7th century, 

a steady decline announced the end of the 

economic boom in the region of the Holy 

Figure 8, Di Segni 2017: 612, fig. 5. 
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Land.100 In this situation of declining 

prosperity, the visibility of women in 

mosaic inscriptions also diminished. 

Considering geographical aspects (Figure 

11), the analysis of mosaic inscriptions 

regarding offerings by female members of 

the community supports Di Segniôs findings 

on a wider level of epigraphical sources. 

The majority of late antique sites including 

inscriptions mentioning female donors and 

benefactresses occur in the rural areas of the 

research region. While the highest number 

of women mentioned in their role of 

exercising piety through donation to the 

church appears in urban contexts in 

Jerusalem and Jerash, there is a clear 

difference between rural female 

 
100 Avi -Yonah 1958: 50-51, Di Segni 2017: 612-614,  

fig. 5, 6, 7. 

benefactresses who were widespread and 

urban female donors who found themselves 

as members of donation parties with several 

other females. 

This shift to rural spaces throughout the 

region of the tree Palestines and Arabia, as 

noted by Di Segni, can be broadly pinned to 

the middle of the 6th century101 and most 

likely can be correlated with the high 

building activity in the ecclesiastical sector. 

Public buildings, shown as blue columns in 

Figure 10, are mainly needed in urban 

centres, but these begin to be outnumbered 

by churches, represented by the green 

columns, from the mid-6th century. 

The enormous and outstanding building 

activity in villages throughout the region 

also attests to the favourable economic 

situation that allowed community members 

to invest in building activity.102 

 

 

101 Di Segni 2017: 293-296. 

102 Avi -Yonah 1958: 50-51.  

Figure 10, Di Segni 2017: 613, fig. 6. 
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Figure 11, Geographical distribution of mosaic inscriptions mentioning women 


















































































































