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Monomachos Crown, mid-11th Century 



Introduction: 

The Byzantines used some of the most advanced techniques in enameling developed. Their 

cloisonné techniques, in which wire is laid to form a pattern and then filled with glass, may have 

been developed before those in Ancient Egypt. The Byzantine 

are noteworthy for advanced the techniques of using thinner 

wire which allow for amazing detail. The use of thin wire 

allowed for detail in their art not seen elsewhere in period, 

most notably seen in their religious figure portraits. Using wire 

pounded to 1/100th of an inch thick they recreated the faces of 

saints and past emperors. 

Methods and Tools: 

The Firing:  

Most of what we know of the processes comes from 
Theophilus and his book the De Diversis Artibus. His writings 
come from ca. 1125, a parallel time frame to many Byzantine 
works. Reading through the excerpt below, one may surmise 
that these techniques were likely how enameled pieces were 
created though out history.  
 

...place this piece upon a thin iron, which may have a short handle, and cover it with 
another iron which is hollow like a cup, and let it be perforated finely all over… 
…arrange the coal round and above it everywhere, and taking the bellows,., will blow on 
every side until the coals glow equally.   
You have also a wing of goose, or other large bird, with is extended and tied to wood, 
with which you will wave and fan strongly all over it, until you perceive between the coals 
that the holes of the iron quite glow inside and thus you will cease to fan. 
Waiting then about half an hour you uncover by degrees until you remove all the coals, 
and you will again wait until the holes of the iron grow black inside, and so raising the 
iron by the handle, you place it, covered as it is in the furnace, behind, in a corner until it 
has become quite cold. 

 

In short, place item into a pan and cover with lid that has holes in it, bake till done. The purpose 

of the holes is unclear, as melting glass does not release any gases that would build up and 

cause an issue. 

 

The Wire:  

In period, there are a number of methods for making wire. Theophilus wrote much on the 

technique called Block-Twisting. This involves the strips of metal being twisted and then 

hammered into a rounded groove that was carved between two flat plates. Many early period 

pieces show use of an Organaruim—a tool of hardened, textured metal which made a bead-like 

pattern on the wire when hammered (much like the plates used in Block-twisting). 

Virgin and Christ Pantokrator, 11th Century 



The downside to the Block-plate method is it that the wire tends 

to unravel if hammered. This obstacle prevented other cultures 

who used enameling, such as the Saxons, from being able to 

make the flattened wire used in the cloisonné methods of the 

Byzantine Empire.  

Though Theophilus describes the draw-plate as a rarely used 

technique during his time. The draw-plate consisted of a metal 

plate with a series of decreasing gauged holes in which a softer 

metal was drawn through the series until the desired gauge wire 

was produced. It is the only method that makes wire that can be 

flattened. Because of this, it had a substantial effect on the styles 

of art the Byzantines produced. The refinements to the draw 

plates which would allow for thinner wire, were thought by 

historians to come from Korea, making the Draw-plate 

method 

something that 

would have reached the Byzantines before it 

reached Theophilus in Western Europe. These 

advanced techniques allowed for the incredible 

detail seen in their religious figure portraits, which 

was lacking in the Saxon enameled pieces, such as 

the Alfred Jewel.   

The greatest examples of their art came later in the 

Byzantine time period. The refinements that were 

made, allowed for an even smaller diameter wire 

from the drawplates.  

 

 
The Glass:  
     
The Byzantines used both opaque and transparent enamels 

in their art. From existing examples, we can see the use of opaque colors including: red, an 
array of blues - from dark to turquoise, white, yellow, and a few shades of green. They also 
made use of transparent blue and green. Interestingly, a color they made extensive use of, 
which was not seen elsewhere in period, was the use of a skin tone color.  
 

The glass was placed into water, ground, then sifted through linen. This ground glass was then 

allowed to dry. When the artist was ready to use the glass, it was once again mixed with a small 

amount of water into a paste-like consistency. This method, called the Wet-Pack method, 

allowed the artist to precisely place of the glass into the small closions. Once dry, the piece 

would be fired and cooled. This process would then be repeated, adding as many layers of 

glass as necessary to bring the glass up to the desired thickness. 

The Alfred Jewel, late 9th Century – an example 
of the Saxon enameling technique 

Medallion with Christ, ca. 1100 



 

The Motifs: 

Where the art of enameling allows for a lot of creativity, the pursuits 

of the Byzantines were mostly limited to religious themes. Even the 

use of geometric shapes was still combined with religious images, 

such as the inside design of a larger cross or background adornment 

on royal crowns. These crowns where often the only place images of 

saints where replaced with those of past emperors. Few other pieces 

strayed from the religious focus, the ones that did would often 

recreate images of flowers.  

 

 

 

For more information on various pieces of Byzantine 

enameling, please follow the folder:  

Byzantine Enamel on Pinterest 

(http://www.pinterest.com/karenchilds/byzantine-enamel/) 
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10th Century Gold and Enamel Byzantine Ring 

Crown of Saint Stephen, Hungary; ca. 1070 

Byzantine Cross, 10th Century 
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