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Lime-stone fragment of frieze of
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a church ornamented with decorations representing a peacock standing among

vine-branches and the little brids, symbolising the “elites” in Paradise, are perching upon the trees. Vih.
cent.
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Part of a stone-frieze carved in relief with a unique picture showing a peacook strutting its tail-
feathers shaped like the rainbow between two birds. Vih. cent.
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Funerary stela shaped like a church - fronton with decorations showing two peacocks facing one

placed upon a well-decorated column. Peacocks are freanently

another drinking from a vase
ecall the idea of the resurrection of the body. Vih. centmy,

pictured upon tomb-stelas to r
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Central wooden panel of an iconostasis decorated with a picture in open-work of
two affronted peacocks upon a vase, and between them, a bunch of grapes
exists. 10¢h. century.
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Stone-capital shaped like a basket, surmounted by
decorations in relief, representing lambs and a peacock with
a cross aver its back.
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Part of a ‘stone-frieze
decorated with two affron-
ted peacocks. Avase,
from which they drink or
eat, is placed
between. Eachhead of the
bird is surmounted by a
crest. VIth. century.
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in the Coptic

Museum. Among its céntral designs are the

oA
red lotus flowers, crosses, fish and the peacock
the most striking symbols of Christianity
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Wooden roof of the Coptic Museum decorated
with coloured beautiful designs which are

roof-thonasteries preserved
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Uhique icon showing Lord Christ in glory encircled by the four creatures

mentioned in the Apocalypse with the faces of an eagle, aman, a bull and
a lion.



the eagle, unlike other birds, periodically renewed its plumage and its
youth annually by flying near the sun and then plunging into
water. This interpretation is further borne out by Psalm 103:5 “
............ thy youth is renewed like the eagle’s.”

The eagle is said to have the ability to soar until it is los: to sight, and
still retain its ability to gaze into the blazing mid day sun. For this
reason it has come to symbolise Christ. In a general sense, it
symbolises those who are just ; or stands for the virtues of courage,
faith, and contemplation. Mere rarely, when it is figured as a bird of
prey, the eagle suggests, the demon who ravishes souls, or the sins of
pride and worldly power.

The eagle also symbolises generosity. It was believed that the eagle
no matter how great its hunger, always left half its prey to the brids that
followed. The eagle is also used to represent the new life begun at the
baptismal font and the Christian soul strengthened by grace. ‘“‘But
they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength ; they shall
mount-up with wings as eagles .......... .. (Isaiah 40,31).

The eagle is particular attribute of St; John the Evangelist. The
vision of Ezekiel 1 : 5, 10, ** ..... out of the midst thereof came the
likeness of four living creatures ........ as for the likeness of their faces,
they four had the face of a man, and the face ofalion ...... the face of an
OX ceceuene the face of an eagle, ” was interpreted as refering to the four
evangelists. Besause St. John, in his gospel, soared upward in his
contemplation of the divine nature of the Saviour, the eagle became his
symbol. In a more general sense, the eagle came to represent the
inspiration of the gospels. It is from this symbolic interpretation that
the lectern, from which the gospels are read, is often given the form of a
winged eagle.

Raouf.
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THE PEACOCK & THE EAGLE

Dr. RAOUF HABIB



its plumage, lost and regained, which. made people seek a profound
significance in the peacock. It became a striking symbol of the
resurrection of the body.  For this reason, it has played a great partin
Christian art, and the Copts frequently represented it on their
antiquities. At the same time, the Copts figured it on the architraves
and lintels of their churches as a symbol of Paradise. It isalso noticed
frequently depicted on tomb-stelas in order to recall the idea of the

resurrection of the body.

Paradise or the Elysian Fields, was represented as a vineyard laden
with clusters of grapes amidst which stood the peacock surrounded by
the Blessed pictured as little birds perched joyfully among the branches
of the trees.

The peacock, which regains its plumage with the passing of winter,
sometimes became a symbol of spring. The pagans represented the
four seasons of the year as four naked infants. The Christians did the
same on the sarcophagi, with the exception of spring which appearsasa
peacock.

Afurther quality was attributed to the peacock. There was a story
prevalent in the time of St. Augustine that the flesh of this bird
remains incorruptible after death. It is this legend which made the
peacock an impressive symbol of immortality on the one hand, and an
image of the Saviour who escaped the corruption of the grave on the
other hand.

The peacock’s habit of strutting and displaying the beauty of its
feathers caused it also to become a symbol of worldly pride and
vanity. Although the peacock is the most sumptuous and proud of all
domestic birds, it curiously held a great reputation for purity and
chastity. Nowadays the peacock is sometimes figured on the Coptic
churches of Egypt to represent the beauty of the house of worship and
of prayer.

—2-

It is also noteworthy to mention thatin the Christian art, a peacock’s
feather is often on attribute of St. Barbara, the Egyptian, in reference
to Heliopolis, the city of her birth. It is remarked on one of the
superior lentils of bazalt, probably belonging to some churches, the
figure of a cross in the centre with two peacocks, and on the two parts of
the cross, the two Coptic letters W« 5 4 w” are inscribed. On the
higher space the figure of both the sun and the moon is designed. On
one of the pottery-lamps, brought from the city of Beirut, the figure of
the peacock has been depicted.

II : The Eagle :

]

The eagle is the largest and strongest of all birds of prey, thercfore it
was called the king of birds. It lives on the summits of the high
mountains, where it builds its nest and takes care of its youngs until
they grow and depend upon themselves.

The eagle is distinguished by its powerful feet and sharp claws which
are generally used in assaulting and tearing its victims, It is reputed
for its keen sight, durable wings and its unmatched ability in flight. It
is also noted for gluttony and greediness. Owing to some of its rare
qualities, the Roman Empire has adopted it as a sym bol of its
splendour and grandeur. The picture of the eagle has frequently been
sculptured through all the Graeco. Roman periods on the different
coins. Many of the Ancient and nodern nations still adopt this unique

bird as a symbo! to be depicted upon their flags, or sometimes engraved
on weapons as shields, arrows and lances. Symbols and signs shaped
like eagles are fabricated, in order to be conferred upon the officers of
the military-troops or police, as a distinction of their different ranks.

The eagle may generally be interpreted as a symbol of the
resurrection®® of the body. This is based upon the early belief that

(1) The two Coptic letters symbolising the beginning and the end. ;
Raou

(1) Eagles with stretched wings are frequently engraved upon tombstelas to recall the
idea of the resurrection of the body.



The Peacock & The Eagle In The
Coptic Art
1 - The Peacock : )

Among all birds, the peacock is the most attractive and fascinating of
all winged creatures because of its remarkable beauty. It has in
consequence been employed as a dazzling decorative motive through
all ancient and modern times. In spite of its incomparable charm, the
peacock is considered by a majority in the Middle East as a source of
evil to those who possess it, and for this reason, none dares to keep it in
his house as a decorative bird. No representation of it occurs on
ancient Egyptian antiquities before the Graeco-Roman period. But
this does not mean that the ancient inhabitants of Egypt had no
acquaintance with it, for they figured several birds foreign and local on
their objects of art, and perhaps future discoveries will reveal this
secret. Otherwise, the Egyptians must have omitted representing it
for unknown reasons. Perhaps it is the above mentioned superstition,
which still persists among us, that explains why the Ancient Egyptians
refused to show the peacock on their monuments.

The bird appeared on Graeco- Roman antiquities as a mythological
symbol. The circle made by the peacock when strutting its feathers is
intimatcly bound up with the rainbow ard its goddess is ,,Iris”. The
peacock was also the companion of “Hera”, goddess of heaven. The
peacock was her favourite and sacred bird. Peacocks facing one
another appeared on objects of art from the time of Augustus. It is
mentioned that the peacock was a favourite dish of the Roman
emperors.

Pliny,the famous Roman writer in the /s century, noted that this
splendid bird annually loses its array of feathers at the approach of
winter and regains it in spring. It is this phenomenon of the glory of

—1—





