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Abstract
the wreaths were consistently used throughout the ancient greek and roman world,
as well as later in Byzantium, in the major events of religious, political and social life.
crowning rewarded someone who successfully completed a difficult task, undertook
an office or achieved a major victory. it indicated that the one crowned was purified
and ready to transcend the mundane and ascend mentally into a morally and spiritually
superior world.
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Part I: Wreaths in the ancient world*.
                                                                                               
Introduction.

wreaths were used on many occasions in everyday life of the ancient world,
in both private and public spheres. literary and archaeological evidence show
that greeks often used wreaths in the exceptional and important moments of
their lives, such as celebrations, sacrifices, weddings and funerals. they hon-
ored the eminent with a wreath, crowned athletes with a kovtino", wore wreaths
at dinners and adorned their deceased beloveds with a wreath, the value and
elaborateness of which reflected their social and financial position. art provides
us with many exemplary instances of men and women, gods and goddesses,
priests, seers, those who sought an oracle or indulged in magic and practices
concerning various cults where those involved appear crowned. 

some scholars have argued that plants are incarnations of the spirit of veg-
etation, so the wreaths serve to distinguish those representing the “tree spirit”
or “the spirit of vegetation”1.  People believed that the wreath and flowers from

* i am grateful to my collegue nikos charalabopoulos for his comments on this paper.
1 Ε. kePhalidou, Nikhthv", Eikonografikhv melevth tou arcaivou Ellhnikouv aqlhti-

smouv, thessaloniki 1996, p. 72 and n. 104.
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which it was woven brought luck and divine protection. the chain of flowers
was beneficial, for the power latent inside it was transferred to the person who
held it or came in contact with the divine2. it was also believed that the purity
and the “sanctity” of the wreath, for which the ancients kept a holy silence, im-
bued the wearer3. the wreath stood as a symbol “dressed” in transcendent value
and imparted sanctity, prestige and dignity to the wearer. through the medium
of the crown, the guests of honor morally rewarded various people for virtuous
actions: winners of athletic contests, victors on the battlefield, judges who suc-
cessfully resolved the differences between cities. the wreath endowed its wear-
ers with sacred or revered virtues, as with sovereigns, ambassadors or
messengers. anyone convicted of a crime had to be deprived of the crown4. 

in most cases, recipients of wreaths had reached the end of a process, a
strenuous effort or struggle, and the wreath represented the culmination, the
enhanced social status signifying their triumph. the athlete attained the zenith
of his efforts and was declared victor. a wreath similarly signified the success
of an individual in the political or military arena, while the deceased has trav-
eled the long road of life that leads to death5.

there are numerous examples of usage, function and meaning of the wreath
throughout history, represented in simulations of its natural appearance, or re-
produced in precious materials. such examples cover a long period of time and
can be traced back to prehistoric times and through the famous fayum portraits,
to ancient funerary art6. 

within the imperial cult, the wreath adorning the head always signified a
member of the imperial family, but in official art, when it appears next to an-
other sign or motif, it often has the function of emphasizing meaning.

for the ancient greeks, the wreath was replete with meanings and symbol-
ism. it marks and distinguishes the one who wore it, and symbolically protects
the head, the most important part of the human body. it thus indicates that the
one crowned was clean, purified and ready to initiate a ceremony or ritual.
since the wreath is the bearer of life, a wreath of an evergreen plant was placed
on the head of the deceased. Because of its shape, it was likened to the victory
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2 J. klein, Der Kranz bei denalten Griechen. Eine religions-gesch. Studie auf Grund der
Denkmäler, günzburg 1912, p. 6.

3 M. Blech, Studien zum Kranz bei den Griechen, Berlin 1982, pp. 365-367.
4 lycurgus, Against Leocrates, 122  o}n hJ boulhv, o{ti lovgw/ movnon ejneceivrei: prodidovnai

th;n povlin, perielomevnh tou;" stefavnou" aujtoceiri; ajpevkteinen.
5 kefalidou, Nikhthv" cit., p. 77.
6 d. rogić, Wreath-its use and meaning in ancient visual culture, «religion and tolerance»

18 (2012), p. 353 and nn. 46, 47, 48.
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and the destiny bestowed on humans by the gods and it embodied that victory.
it was also sacred and endowed the wearer with holiness7. 

its circular shape not only symbolized eternity, completeness, perfection,
wholeness, but also the cyclical nature of time and the heavens above. in clas-
sical greece wreaths were made of aromatic plants. the association of wreaths
with religion and cult results from the significance and powers attributed to
the plants they represent8. we find wreaths made even from uncommon plants
like coriander9, of chufa, of spearmint10 and wreaths of celery11. the best-
known examples of wreaths recorded in history and the visual arts have been
made of laurel, palm, myrtle, oak, olive, ivy and vine leaves12.

crowning a man, animal, plant or object was originally the simplest way
of marking it out from its surroundings as singular and remarkable. then the
bonding with the person bestowing the wreath safeguards the crowned object,
while at the same time establishing a connection with the bestower. the
wreaths often function as a mediator; helping the bearer to draw closer to a
specific deity13.  

Plants wove in wreaths would have been dedicated to different deities: oak
to Zeus, laurel to apollo, herbs to ceres, vine leaves to dionysus, and myrtle to
venus. athletes, poets, soldiers, and winners were rewarded with wreaths, which
were also symbols of art, literature and education in roman society. Priests bore
them on the head or around the neck in order to signify important days and cel-
ebrate religious festivals14. during these events wreaths had a dual role: decora-
tive and practical, they exuded spiritual fragrances, depending on the plants they
were made of. they could also cool or relief from pain; for example, wreaths of
roses could relieve a headache while acacia acted as a sedative15. 

in athens whoever assumed a public office was required to be crowned,
while being deprived of the crown meant being expelled from office16. accord-
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7 r. onians, The origins of European Thought, cambridge 1951, pp. 133, 366-377, 443,
456 n. 1.

8 e. tsigarida, A New Gold Myrtle Wreath from Central Macedonia in the Collection of the
Archaeological Museum of Thessaloniki, «aBsa» 104 (2010), p. 313. 

9 Pollux, Onomasticon vi 107.
10 athenaeus, Deipnosophistae 15 27.
11 Pindarus, Olympioniokos Xiii 33.
12 rogić, Wreath-its use and meaning in ancient visual culture cit., p. 343.
13 kefalidou, Nikhthv" cit., p. 70 n. 93. 
14 n. hunter, The Art of Floral Design, new york 2000, p. 4.
15 rogić, Wreath-its use and meaning in ancient visual culture cit., p. 342.
16 r. Parker, Polytheism and society at Athens, oxford 2005, p. 97.
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ing to aeschines17 candidates for the nine archonships had to be sexually pure
because «these are the crown-wearing offices». apollodoros18 adds that the six
thesmothetai were crowned with a wreath of myrtle because of its association
with the goddess. the archon basileus, when performing his judicial duty wore
a crown; then he took it off19. the only permanent wearers of crowns were
priests, while private persons wore them in various circumstances20.

«Put on your crown»: the beginning.

the tradition of wreath making was known to ancient Persians, who used to
make circular diadems in order to express the idea of the kingdom, status and
honor21. the Persians seem to have used them widely in similar cases th/' d∆
uJsteraiva/ prw/; Ku'ro" me;n ejstefanwmevno" e[que, parhvggeile de; kai; toi'"
a[lloi" oJmotivmoi" ejstefanomevnoi" pro;" ta; iJera; pari'nai22; indians also used
them ejstefanwmevnon te tw/'∆Indw'n novmw/ kai; a/[donta th/'∆Indw'n glwvssh/23

and romans. when a wreath was worn on heads of the roman emperors, it signi-
fied the triumph of the imperial rank; as such it eventually metamorphosed in to
the forms of crowns worn on the heads of medieval kings and queens24. 

the evidence concerning the origins of crowning are based on the indirect
tradition and they express the viewpoint of athenaeus. sappho gives a simpler
reason for wearing garlands, saying that offerings of flowers please the gods,
who hate all those who come before them with uncrowned heads (ath. 674 e);
sappho with her verses enjoins all who offer sacrifice to wear garlands on their
heads, as they are beautiful things, and acceptable to the gods (ath. 674 f). an-
other special case is quoted by aeschylus, in his Prometheus Unbound, who
specifically says that people wore garlands in honor of Prometheus, a poor rec-
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17 aeschines, Against Timarchus19.
18 apollodorus fr. 21 schol. aristoph.ran. 330: Mursivnw/ stefavnw/ ejstefanou'nto oiJ

memuhmevnoi, oujc, w{" tine" nomivzousi, kissivnw/. ÔO de; ∆Apollovdwro" kai; tou;" Qemo-
qevta" fhsi; dia; tou'to mursivnh/ stevfesqai, o{ti oijkeivw" e[cei pro;" to; futo;n hJ qeov",
kai; o{ti toi'" cqonivoi" ajfievrwto.

19 aristoteles, Athenian Constitution 57, 4.
20 Parker, Polytheism and society at Athens cit., p. 97.
21 rogić, Wreath-its use and meaning in ancient visual culture cit., p. 342. 
22 Xenophon, Cyropaedia ΙΙΙ 3, 34.
23 arrianus, Anabasis vii 3, 3.
24 rogić, Wreath-its use and meaning in ancient visual culture cit., p. 352. 
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ompense for the sad chains with which his limbs were bound (ath. 674 c). ar-
istotle, in his Symposium says that people never offer any mutilated gift to the
gods, but only such as are perfect and entire; and what is full is entire, and
crowning anything indicates the completeness of the object (ath. 674 f). 

aristotle mentions a practical reason, saying that the ancients, on account
of the headaches induced by their wine-drinking, adopted the practice of wear-
ing garlands made of anything which came to hand, as binding the head tight
appeared to relieve them. But men in later times added some ornaments to their
temples, which had a kind of reference to their employment in drinking, and
so they invented garlands in the present fashion (ath. 674 c). andreas also, the
doctor of Ptolemies, says that a certain man, having a headache, pressed his
head, and thus finding relief, invented a ligature as a remedy for headache. ac-
cordingly, men using these ligatures as an aid to drinking used to bind their
heads with whatever came to hand. so, first of all, they took garlands of ivy,
which grew everywhere, was pleasant to look upon, shaded the forehead with
its green leaves and bunches of berries, and could bear a good deal of tension,
without having a strong smell (ath. 675 d). so the garland of ivy is considered
sacred to Bacchus, because he was the inventor of wine and the defender of its
inconveniences. 

thence, men overlooked the utility and the comfort of the relief from the
effects of drunkenness, and were more influenced by what pleased their eyes
and their noses; therefore they adopted crowns of myrtle, which represses any
rising of the fumes of wine; and garlands of roses, which to a certain extent
relieve headaches, and also impart some degree of coolness; not to mention
garlands of bay leaves, which are proper for drinking parties. But they avoided
garlands of white lilies, wreaths of amaracus, or of any other flower or herb
which has any tendency to produce heaviness or torpid feelings in the head
(ath. 675 e). 

in times of mourning, people did exactly the opposite. in their wish to attest
their sympathy for the dead, they mutilated themselves by cutting their hair,
and by putting aside their garlands (ath. 675 a). sophocles appeared without
wreath in the proagona of 407/6 B.c. in mourning for the death of his fellow-
craftsman euripides; he also presented the chorus and actors without wreaths25. 
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25 r. scodel, Sophocles’ Biography, in k. orMand (ed.), A Companion to Sophocles, oxford
2012, pp. 25-37. 



a. syrkou

Floral wreaths.

People used a variety of plants and flowers to weave crowns, which they
wear on their heads but sometimes over their foreheads26. alcman mentions
garlands made with the helichryse and the holy cypirus27; ibycus  with myrtle-
berries mixed with violets, helichryse, apple blossoms, roses and tender
daphne28 and cratinus with ground thyme, crocuses, hyacinths and helichryse29;
with leivria, krivna, cosmosandala, violets, and fragrant thyme, spring
anemones, ground thyme, crocus, hyacinths, shoots of the vine, anthryscum,
cytisus, and lovely hemerocalles30. the author, too, of the cyprian Poems gives
lists of the flowers which are suitable to be made into garlands: they are men-
tioned crocus, hyacinth, the blooming violet, the rose with the sweet petals
(ath. 682 c).

theophrastus gives, in addition, a longer list of flowers as suitable for
garlands. he starts with the violet, the flower of Jupiter, the iphyum, the wall-
flower, the hemerocalles, or yellow lily. he says the earliest blooming flowers
are the white violet and the wild wallflower; the narcissus and the lily; of the
wild flowers, he mentions the mountain anemone and the head of the bulb-
plant. next in order here arein order here are oenanthe and the purple violet,
and of the wild flowers the helichryse, the meadow anemone, the gladiolus
and the hyacinth. the rose is the latest blooming flower of all; the chief sum-
mer flowers are the lychnis, the flower of Jupiter, the lily, the iphyum, the
Phrygian amaracus, and the pothus31. the white violet, λευκόϊον, has a most
delicious fragrance and is very delightful, but only for a short time; and the
purple violet is of the same appearance, but it is far more fragrant (athenaeus
681 d). 

Metal wreaths.

Metal wreaths were made of gold, bronze and silver and became richer and
more elaborate in the second half of the 4th century but were later simplified to
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26 anacreon, PMG 410, 1 ejpi; d∆ojfruvsin selivnwn stefanivskou" qevmenoi (= d. Page,
Poetae Melici Graeci, oxford 1962).

27 alcman, PMG 60, 2-3.
28 ibycus, PMG 34, 1-2.
29 cratinus, PCG 98, 4 eJrpuvllw/, krovkoi", uJakivnqoi", eJlicruvsou klavdoi".
30 cratinus, PCG 98, 1-6.
31 theophrastus, Historia plantarum vi 6, 11-vi 8, 3.
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become formulaic. gold wreaths were jewelry used especially by women to
enhance their beauty but were also worn by men. Macedonia was the region
producing the richest legacy, in terms of number, of metal wreaths, dating from
the middle of the 4th to the middle of the 2nd century Bc. in the central Mace-
donian tombs of the late classical and early hellenistic period gold and gilded
wreaths abounded. gold wreaths imitated oak, myrtle, olive and ivy were found
in burials of men and women; wreaths were worn during life in special occa-
sions at social and religious events and accompanied their owners in death.
their role in burial customs is not clear. they may function as symbols of the
social rank and economic influence of the deceased, as symbols of initiations
or some other religious role. 

in life, metal wreaths were mainly used in religious ceremonies and on so-
cial occasions and were worn by members of wealthy families or aristocracy.
they were wedding presents, they were worn by the kings at dinners, they part
of the cults of the hellenistic kings and were used to reward benefactors, to
adorn statues and sanctuaries in certain religious dedications and as prizes for
victors in musical contests32. 

Types of wreaths.

athenaeus, describing the dinner of filoxenos, mentions the variety of flow-
ers used for weaving wreaths and the type of wreath made from each kind of
flower in several cases and places. 
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32 e. tsigarida, Late Classical and Early Hellenistic Gold Jewelry from Central Macedonia,
in M. tiverios/P. nigdelis/P. adaM-veleni (eds), Threpteria. Studies on Ancient Macedonia
12, thessaloniki 2012, pp. 313-4, 331, 337.
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35 aristophanes, Thesmophoriazusae 458.



A crowning achievement

it may be suggested that the names of wreaths are related to the type of
flowers of used to make them (povqo", eJlivcruson), the games or the places
where they were awarded (ijsqmiakov"), the emotions (ejpiqumivde"), the way of
their construction (cuvdaioi), the events in which they used (corinovn) or the
way they were worn (uJpoglwttiv", uJpoqumivde").

Wreaths in context.

a. Athletic games.

in ancient greece athletic contests fell into two broad categories: the sacred
- crown games called stephanetic, which only awarded wreaths as prizes, and
the local festivals held in cities and sanctuaries, called chrematic games, where
they awarded prizes in cash or of material worth36. on the basis of inscriptions
there are evidences, that some sacred crown games added valuable prices to
their perishable wreaths, in the form of objects or precious metal37. although
the early Panathenaic games were not classified as stephanic, it has been sug-
gested that six-century vase painting depicts officials at Panathenaic games
crowning the victors with wreaths38. 

the four Panhellenic games, olympia, Pythia, nemea, and isthmia were
crown games and gave prizes in the form of wreaths39; the olympic games
were associated with the kotinos, wild olive, the isthmia games with pine and
perhaps later with celery (rather dry), the nemea with celery (chloro) and the
Pythia games with laurel and apples. the branches from which victors wreaths
were made came from a tree in the valley of the delphic temple40. victors at
major Panhellenic games received wreaths made from sacred plants and ded-
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36 d. kyle, Greek Athletic Competitions: The Ancient Olympics and More, in r. christe-
sen-d. kyle (eds.), A companion to Sport and Spectacle in Greek and Roman Antiquity, oxford
2014, pp. 22-25.

37 h. Pleket, Inscriptions as Evidence for Greek Sport, in christesen-kyle (eds.), A com-
panion cit., p. 103.

38 d. kyle, Sport, Society, and Politics in Athens, in christesen- kyle (eds.), A companion
cit., p. 172. 

39 they have all been associated with the traditional wreaths awarded to the winners, hence
the question of anacharsis regarding the wreaths awarded to the winners w{ste mhvlwn e{neka
kai; selivnwn tou'ta proponei'n kai; kinduneuvein. see lucianus, Anacharsis 9, 12-13.

40 d. gilMan roMano, Athletic Festivals in the Northern Peloponnese and Central Greece,
in christesen-kyle (eds.), A companion cit., p. 180.
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icated them to the gods after their victory41. wreaths meant for athletes or wor-
thy men were platted with sprigs of those plants that were sacred to their re-
spective locations, for example laurel at delphi, olive in athens42. 

at the end of the games, the winner performed the victory lap and the spec-
tators gave or threw gifts; when he came to pick them up, the spectators
crowned him or tie strips (or band) round his head43. attic iconography cor-
roborates the literary sources in the case of the winners’ honorary wreaths. the
painters usually did not indicate the particular plant from which the winning
wreath was knitted. they often depicted wreaths with a red color and small
leaves. an exception is oltos who depicts floral wreaths on the heads of ath-
letes. in several cases wreaths decorate the heads of the victorious horses44. 

the wreath was a token of victory and a symbolic but inexpensive prize; it
has been suggested that giving cash prizes would otherwise have been uneco-
nomic due to the high number of participants and the numbers of games45.
however, we might say that crowning in the Panhellenic games was a sym-
bolic act of the highest moral value with which all winners were honored with
an outstanding prize, a symbolic, rather than cash prize for the athletes. the
crowns were invested with a transcendental value in relation to their objective
value, so the crowned nationwide athletes belonged to an outstanding, “holy”
category of citizens in which all honored athletes are equal, having been hon-
ored with the same symbolic prize of paramount value, and not classified ac-
cording to cash prizes. the supreme value belonged not just to the athletes but
also reflected on their community, their city. 

on the other hand, in local races wreaths were usually combined with a
valuable prize; so the wreath in the Panathenaic games was an olive branch46,
although we meet references mentioning other prizes, for example, thucydides
mentions that Brasidas was crowned with a golden crown47 and Pausanias says
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41 Pausanias 5 15, 3.
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43 kefalidou, Nikhthv" cit., p. 54.
44 kefalidou, Nikhthv" cit., pp. 56, 65.  
45 M. Blech, Studien zum Kranz bei den Griechen, Berlin 1982, pp. 127-138.
46 kefalidou, Nikhthv" cit., p. 63. 
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that victors in the Pythian games of 586 B.c. received material prizes, proba-
bly tripods, while in 582 B.c. the only prizes offered were wreaths of laurel48,
a plant sacred to apollo.

b. Honorary items.

the athenian boule and ecclesia (Assembly) in the 5th century B.c. awarded
prizes to athenian citizens or foreigners, normally issuing honorary degrees.
among the prizes enjoyed by the guests of honor was being crowned with a
wreath and the reason for awarding the honor was stated49. if the honoree was
an archon, the crowning took place after the giving of the account of the exer-
cise of his duty. the wreath, made from fresh sprigs, was usually of olive and
only rarely ivy or laurel. some cities used other plants relevant to specific lo-
cations or circumstances, which had a special meaning: in delos and delphi
the wreaths were from laurel, in elefsina from myrtle, in acts concerning
dionysus from ivy50. in a few cases it was made of gold. the gold wreath was
usually worth 500 or 1,000 drachmas. the maximum value of wreaths was set
in many places with a special law, which was mentioned in several degrees
with the phrase kata; to;n novmon51. 

a great number of the politicians and military leaders were honored with
wreaths52. the athenian demos after the reinstatement of alcibiades53 to athens
in 411 B.c., bestowed on him a golden crown54 and elected him strategos with
sole authority by both land and sea, while the spartans honored themistocles,
the athenian strategos, for his wisdom and the general euribiades for valor,
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crowning them with an olive wreath55. in 409 B.c. the athenians awarded high
honors and crowned thrasyboulos, one of the assassins of Prynichus, with a
gold wreath of value 1000 drachmas for his loyalty to the demos56. in 282/1
B.c. the athenians awarded honors and crowned with a golden wreath the
athenian epheboi, because they had executed the orders of the city in an ex-
emplary manner57. 

arbitrators were another group of official58. Τhe demos of tanagra59, of
Mytilene60 and of orchomenos61 crowned with gold crown the Megarian judges
who settled the dispute between their cities. in 280 B.c. the deme of samians
awarded honors to the judges who came from Miletus, Myndos and halicar-
nassos in order to settle the differences concerning disputed loans between cit-
izens. among the honors was a crowning with a gold wreath62. the deme of
Miletus also crowned with a gold wreath the judges from eretria for their fair
judgment63.

the athenian deme in 333/2 B.c. honored and crowned with a golden wreath
Pytheas, son of sosidimos, because he showed great diligence as supervisor of
fountains in the sanctuary of amphiaraos in oropos64. athenians in 302/1 B.c.
honored two metics for excellent deeds benefitting the city of athens; among
the honors is the public crowning with folding crown65. in 299/8 B.c., athens
also honored the athenian citizen Poseidippos for the services offered to the
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55 Plutarchus, Themistocles 17, 1 Lakedaimovnioi d∆eij" th;n Spavrthn aujto;n katagagovn -
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56 r. Meiggs-d. lewis, A selection of Greek Historical Inscriptions, oxford 1969, pp. 260-263.
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ticular category of civic space and it was a moral reward attributed to judges and to the city.
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92-93. 
63 d. MccaBe, Miletos Inscriptions. Texts and List, the Princeton Project on the inscriptions

of anatolia, Princeton 1984, ionia, Miletus 24. SEG 4, 433. 
64 IG ii/iii2 338, IG vii 3499, Sylloge3 281.
65 IG ii/iii2  505.
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public and crowned him with a wreath of olive66. Below the inscription a wreath
is engraved. in another honorary degree of 255-250 B.c. athens crowned her-
aclitus, son of asklepiades, for his activities in the service of the city67. 

in 165/4 B.c. athens honored Protagoras68, the priest of asclepius, for the
proper performance of his duties and, among the other honors; he was crowned
with a wreath of olive sprigs. Below the degree a wreath is an engraving within
which the honor and the guest of honor are indicated. the text of the degree
awarding civil rights to telestias69 from the athenian demos in 140-139 B.c. is
framed by honorary wreaths of olive leaves and ivy; wreaths awarded to telestias
for offices that he had undertaken. another inscription dated to 186/5 B.c. in-
cludes two honorary degrees; the first records honors awarded to Zopyros, father
of kanephoros timothea, and the second the praises to the twenty four curators
of the dionysian procession. this marble column bears three embossed wreaths,
two of ivy and one olive, within which a part of the degree is written70. 

alexander the great honored with gold wreaths three of his colleagues;
Peukestas and leonnatos, because they distinguished themselves in gallantry
and the admiral nearchus because he circumnavigated india71. when the
corinthian fleet was ready to sail with timoleon to sicily, timoleon himself
journeyed to delphi and sacrificed to the god; he received the divine sign, when
from the votive offerings suspended there, a fillet which had crowns and figures
of victory embroidered upon it slipped away and fell directly upon the head
of timoleon; as though he were being crowned by the god72. in the case of the
admiral telestias, apart from crowning, people threw wreaths in the sea to wish
him victory73. as sulla drew near to chaeroneia, the tribune who had been sta-
tioned in the city, with his men in full armor, came to meet him, carrying a
wreath of laurel74. during his victorious tour of italy Pompey was received by
numerous citizens many of whom were wearing wreaths75.
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a. syrkou

c. Decorative motifs on pieces of art and inscriptions.

a wreath is one of the most frequently used motifs, both in funerary and dec-
orative arts. it appears as a motif in painting, mosaic, sculpture and relief.
wreaths created by braiding flowers, leaves, branches or any other material sym-
bolizes the victory, loyalty, dedication, memory and the transition to eternal life76. 

the wreath is also a symbol of protection and good fortune for the bearer. in
the second day of anthesteria, called choes, children in their third year under-
went a rite of presentation and blessing and were offered a chous, a miniature
version of a distinctive type of wine jug which was used by the adults during a
drinking contest held that day. in these miniatures, babies and small children
often depicted to wear wreaths or amulets, for protection and good luck77. 

wreaths occur generally in two classes of monuments78. the first comprises
those erected by some civil body or religious association which is inscribed
with an honorary degree and accompanies the inscription with the representa-
tion of the crown awarded. the second class comprises the monuments to per-
sons who had their crowns carved on the monument to record the honors they
had received. although the information could be given in words, the crowns
display the honor in material form for the eye. Public crowns bear the giver’s
name, the office or the title of the honored person and the receiver, while the
crowns of the private monuments contain the name of the receiver and the
cause of the honor.

in the case of public crowns the material used is more often than not stated
in the accompanied degree; in the private ones it must be inferred from the
shape of the leaves or the character of the giver. the most popular material is
usually gold; often its value is added. olive or thallos stands second in point
of frequency. the size of the wreaths varied; the earliest are generally 18-19
cm in diameter, but we meet some as small as 11-14 cm. during the second
and first centuries B.c. the wreaths were smaller, not exceeding 11 cm diam-
eter, but in the roman era they tended to increase in size again. 

crown inscriptions were more uniform, offering no such variations as the
crowns to which they refer. the ordinary crowns generally contain three terms:
giver, cause, receiver. sometimes the crown includes one, or two or even the
three terms placed in sequence. in the arrangement of crowns on the monu-
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ments, two positions have been found to give special emphasis to the crowns
placed on them, either the left-hand extremity or the middle. the wreaths which
occupied these positions are usually the most important by reason of the rank
of the giver and the value of the service for which they were awarded79.

for instance, the argonauts, on the crater of talos, dated 400 B.c., who are
preparing to embark on crete after killing the bronze giant guardian talos from
Medea, are depicted crowned. also the female figures depicted in the epinetron
of the painter of eretria, dated in 430-420 B.c., are crowned80. an interesting
case involving the appearance of a wreath is the attic stele on which a law
against tyranny dated 337/6 B.c. is inscribed. on the relief on the top of the
stele the symbolic figure of democracy appear to crown the athenians81.

Many honorary dedications in the hellenistic era are enriched and decorated
with wreaths. sometimes the representation of a wreath accompanies the text
of a degree. the award of a new wreath often is an opportunity for summing
up a rich series of wreaths. sometimes, however, the recording of wreaths be-
comes an end in itself. the initiative for the exhibition of such tabulae hono-
rariae may belong to friends of the honored or even to the honored himself82.
alternately, the guest of honor himself took the initiative for self praise; a 2nd

century B.c. inscription, tabulae honorariae, in a column from alexandria of
troad bears depiction of 18 wreaths awarded to the dedicatee by cities and
confederations83. 

from the sanctuary of apollo in delos, there comes an honorary dedication,
dated between 135 and 130 B.c.; an admirer of the famous athenian athlete
Menodoros is accompanied by 36 wreaths arranged in four rows and annotated
with the cases in which each one of them was given. each wreath has different
foliage depending on the places where the athlete had won it84.

the attic votive plaque dedicated to apollo hypakraios, dated at the end
of the 1st century a.d., is decorated with a relief myrtle wreath, encircling the
dedicatory inscription85. in another attic votive plaque also dedicated to apollo
hypakraios, dated to 41-53 a.d., the dedication of ioulios Metrodoros is in-
scribed inside a wreath86. 
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d. Death.

the wreaths were part of the burial customs. even now in greece during
the funeral procession relatives and friends offer flower wreaths to the de-
ceased. it was a widespread custom in antiquity to place a crown on the head
of the deceased. Τhe body of the deceased was prepared for the prosthesis or
wake. the body was washed and dressed by the women of the house, then laid
on a bier with a mattress, pillow and cover. sometimes it was strewn with wild
marjoram, celery and other herbs in order to keep away the bad spirits. the
uncovered head was decorated with garlands of laurel and celery87. 

the scholiast of aristophanes’ Lysistrata says that the crowns were given
to the dead «for having fought their contest with life», while rohde’s sugges-
tion says that the custom was «a sign of respect for the higher sanctity of the
departed». Pottier perhaps provides the most plausible explanation saying that
«it allowed a last chance to contemplate the deceased ‘under a guise of tranquil
and serene beauty’». however, crowns and branches were used at most sacred
occasions, as well as at symposia, their purpose being no more that to add dig-
nity and luster to the proceedings. in some fourth-century and hellenistic
athenian burials wreaths of gold have been found, which were doubtless
placed on the head of the dead during the prothesis88. 

a case in point is to be found in euripides’ Alcestis89. when the heroine re-
alized that her appointed day had come, she prepared herself (bathed, adorned
and prayed with her children), then she went up to all the altars in admetos’
house and adorned them wreaths and prayed90. at perideipnon, the banquet
which was taking place after the burial of the dead, the bereaved wore garlands
and delivered eulogies on behalf of the dead91. also in the case of the young
roman virginia, who in 449 B.c. was killed by her father himself, because he
wanted to protect her honor from the oligarch appius claudius, women and
virgins offered wreaths to the corpse of virginia during the funeral procession
ejxephvdwn ga;r ejk tw'n oijkiw'n gunai'kev" te kai; parqevnoi to; pavqo" ajpo-
durovmenai, aiJ me;n a[nqh kai; stefavnou" bavllousai kata; th'" klivnh"92. 

People awarding prizes to the deceased, crowned not only the body of the
deceased but also their tombs. when alexander arrived in ilion, he crowned
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the tomb of Achilles, while Hephaisteion honored the tomb of Patroclus93.
Messenians also crowned their eminent deceased oiJ Messhvioni tw'n ejpi-
fanw'n ta;" ejkfora;" ejpoiou'nto ejstefanwmevnwn94, but even those who sim-
ply participated in the funeral of Philopoemen of Megalopolis were crowned95.
In the case of cremation, they crowned the hydria containing the ashes of the
dead, as happened in the funeral of Philopoemen96. In Modern Greece, on the
morning of Good Friday, women and girls gather in the church to decorate the
Epitaphios, a wooden construction, in which a gold-embroidered likeness of
the dead Christ is laid. they weave garlands of spring flowers, violets, lilies,
roses to decorate the Epitaphios singing the Virgin’s lament97. In ancient pieces
of art women are depicted visiting the tomb and among the grave offerings
carried in a basket were wreaths98. 

Kouroi and korai were statues of young people used as grave statues.  korai
statues were functioned as semata over graves or were votives. the objects
held by korai are usually wreaths and pomegranates, for example the kore from
Acropolis Museum (no. 593) holds a wreath and a pomegranate and the youth
represented on the stele Boston Museum of fine Arts (08.288) wears a wreath
and holds a stem with two pomegranates and an aryballos in its other hand99.
women who died unmarried were depicted crowned wearing the bridal crown
which they never attained in life100.

on the marble pedimental grave stele dated to the 2nd-3rd century A.d. the
gladiator trypheros is depicted with his son Alexander; behind trypheros
eleven wreaths are engraved which represent respective victories101. on east
Greek stelae dating from the 2nd century B.C. to the 1st century A.d., human
representations are often accompanied by symbols briefly conveying the spe-
cific qualities of the deceased. the Menoplila relief, dated to the late second
or early first century B.C., commemorates an outstanding woman, who had
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held public office and was recognized for her intellectual achievements102. on
the relief the draped figure of Menophila stands facing forward, wearing a
crown on her head.

e. Love and marriage.

wreaths played an important role in the erotic discourse. crowning is a chain
which binds people in love103. a wreath becomes a messenger disclosing the
lover’s unexpressed feelings. the lover often weaves a wreath with his own
hands as an offering to his sweetheart expressing his love plevxw leukoivon,
plevxw d∆aJpalh;n a{ma muvrtoi" É navrkisson, plevxw kai; ta; gelw'nta krivna,
plevxw kai; krovkon hJduvn104; οr as a reminder of the fleeting nature of physical
beauty and changing her attitude tau'ta steyamevnh, lh'xon megavlauco"
ejou'sa É ajnqei'" kai; lhvgei" kai; su; kai; oJ stevfano"105. wreaths convey the
lover’s desire and passion106. the wreath hung above the door of the beloved
will shed the tears the suitor has shed for love onto the head of his object of de-
sire107. they also discuss why, if the garlands of men who had been crowned are
pulled to pieces, they are said to be in love. the same perception about the lover
who denies being in love, but is betrayed when the wreath falls from his head is
expressed in the hellenistic epigrams108. their possible explanation is that love
himself, taking the crowns from these men, does not permit anyone to be
crowned or to be proclaimed as victor over himself without his consent109.
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102 k. gutZwiller, Poetic Garlands, Hellenistic Epigrams in Context, california 1998, pp.
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103 athenaeus 670 b-d.
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105 AP v 74 5-6.
106 in the private dinner of filoxenos described by athenaeus (669e-670e) the dinner guests

try to explain why lovers crown the doors of their mistrsses.
107AP v, 145  Aujtou'moi, stevfanoi, para; diklivsi tai'sde kremastoi;
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109 athenaeus 670 b.
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wreaths were worn on a variety of ritual occasions and so they used to des-
ignate a place as ready for ritual activity. we find them in vase paintings to in-
dicate ritual activity, including a wedding110. the bride wears a wreath as an
ornament and she keeps it during the ceremony. Most stages of the wedding
were accompanied by dance, in which the wreaths played a role. the wreath,
held by the leader of the dance, links the dance even more closely to the wed-
ding. the bride keeps the wreath on her head until the moment she prepares
herself for the bath111.

the wreaths were used in greece in wedding ceremonies, throughout the
centuries, by everybody, regardless of social class or financial status. even at
the beginning of the twenty first century, greeks are still motivated by tradi-
tional perceptions about the role of wreaths in a wedding; Modern greek wed-
ding crowns remain objects with symbolic content which influence beliefs and
behavior in conjunction with principles of christian ethics, as well as percep-
tions of symbolic domination and secular power112. 

floral wreaths were used on a Pan-hellenic scale. greeks preferred plants
whose symbolism, they believed, positively affected the union of the intended
spouses. the preferred plants included vine leaves symbolizing fruitfulness,
fertility, happiness, abundance, lushness; the olive that symbolizes peace, the
bay leaf symbolizing victory, glory, honor, triumph and simultaneously pre-
venting treacherous forces, and myrtle which symbolizes love, purity. since
marriage is a liminal experience involving risk, a ‘crossing’ when the person
passes from one state to another; from celibacy to married life; wreaths, in pop-
ular perception, were regarded as vectors of beneficial forces protecting the
body from evil forces. so people endow them with magical properties and be-
lieve a magical relationship is formed, sealed by the circular shape of wreaths,
since the cycle protects what encompasses, keeping away malicious forces.
the garland placed on the human head protects as isolates it from the treach-
erous actions of environment (heinz) and simultaneously transmits the seminal
force that closes within113. 
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f. Symposia and celebrations.

wreaths were often used in private events marking the beginning of a cel-
ebration; athenaeus has preserved large quotes from the dinner of filoxenos,
which was a luxurious private dinner. numerous dinner guests, who are not
mentioned by name, as they washed their hands before dinner, received from
a boy a wreath braided by shoots myrtle114. formerly, the appearance of gar-
lands and perfumes in a banqueting room used to herald the arrival of the sec-
ond course115. also at the luxurious dinner of karanos116, wreaths and perfume
were offered to dinner guests as gifts. generally, at men’s dinners, where ser-
vants used to give each guest a garland and perfumes117 the fun was designed
to satisfy all the senses: taste with the variety of dishes, hearing with song and
music, small with perfumes and wreaths, vision with the sight of beautiful
women and dancers118. 

Plutarchus presents in details the use of wreaths in the symposia119. the use
of flower wreaths at drinking parties is the subject of a conversation in a party
organized at athens. the musician erato, after sacrificing to the Muses, offered
the guests wreaths of roses instead of laurel after dinner; something leading
some guests to complain that wreaths of flowers were girlish and more suitable
for maids and women, not for companies of educated men. these comments
may indicate that wreaths of flowers were regularly used by girls and women.
in the same party the wreaths of flowers are said to be dedicated to the Muses
and dionysus who was considered a good physician: not only for his discovery
of wine but also for teaching his celebrants to wear crowns of ivy so that they
might suffer less distress, since ivy, by virtue of its coldness, checks intoxica-
tion. the beneficial effect of flowers on the body and mind is also mentioned.
the exhalations of flowers protect the head against drunkenness as walls pro-
tect a citadel against attack; the warm flowers by their gentle relaxing action
open the body’s ducts and give the wine a vent, on the other hand, the cool
ones check the fumes; as is the case with the wreaths made of violets and roses,
the scent of which discourages and alleviates headaches, while the flower of
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henna and the saffron lead drinkers into an untroubled sleep. it is also men-
tioned that the scent of some flowers clean out the conduits of the organs and
by their warmth the brain is warmed, which is cold by nature. this is the reason
that men hung wreathes around their necks. 

the erotic and sympotic epigrams also feature wreaths quite often. in a epi-
gram of asclepiades nikagoras, under the influence of wine, bursts into tears
and reveals to his friends that he is in love. in the last line of the epigram the
wreath slipping from the bow of the drunken lover provides the mind’s eye
with a graphic image, finally proving, and finalizing the opening gnome120. in
another epigram the lover’s tears are transformed into raindrops and wet the
petals of the wreath121. 

g. Sacrifices.

the lacedaemonians at the festival of the Promachia, wore garlands of
reeds, of them sosibius writes thus: «on this festival the natives of the country
all wear garlands of reeds, or tiaras, but the boys who have been brought up in
the public school follow without any garland at all»122. But in the annual fes-
tival of laconia in honor of  hyakinthos and apollo, which lasted three days,
the first part was a period of mourning devoted to hyakinthos, no garlands,
bread or wine were brought to the banquets123.

aristotle distinguishes two types of public sacrifice: those assigned by the
convention to priests and those performed by the officials.  in athens, the prin-
cipal nine magistracies were described as «crown-wearing». the crown was a
symbol of sacredness, which assimilated magistrates to priests.  in many hel-
lenic cities the eponymous magistrate came to be known as stephaniphoros,
the crown-wearer, and the crown that he wore was apparently sacred to a spe-
cific god124. 

according to Xenophanes people wore wreaths on their heads while sacri-
ficing to the gods plektou;" d∆ajmfitiqei'stefavnou"125, which is confirmed
by Plutarch saying that archias, who along with leontidis had installed a tyran-
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120 AP ΧΙΙ 135 4.
121 AP v 145 3.
122 athenaeus 674 b. 
123 aleXiou, The Ritual Lament in Greek Tradition cit., p. 58. 
124 r. Parker, On Greek Religion, london 2011, p. 54.
125 Xenophanes 21 B1, 2dk (= e. diels-w. kranz, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker i,

Berlin 1960). 
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nical regime in thebes in 381 B.c., appeared at the door to greet the unex-
pected guests wearing a wreath on his head to show that he had supposedly
made sacrifices126. Xenophon also mentions that during the campaigns, those
who carried out sacrifices were crowned th/'d∆ uJsteraiva/ ta; me;n iJerei'a ei  J -
sthvkei para; to;n bwmo;n kai; Koiratavda" ejstefanwmevno" wJ" quvswn127.
alexander also sacrificed near the wall of gaza crowned128, as well as all Mace-
donians soldiers who praised the god dionysus being crowned129. 

Christian Iconography.

in the pagan world, art gives us many excellent examples of gods and god-
desses that appear crowned. in the bell-shaped crater of the painter of Pan,
dated to 470 B.c., the goddess artemis, who shoots aktaion with her bow, is
depicted crowned. while in the crater of niobids, dated to 455-450 B.c., where
the children of leto are depicted shooting arrows at the children of niobe,
apollo is depicted crowned130. 

in 313/2 B.c. in an honorary decree of the demos of aixone131 concerning
two choregoi (sponsors) of theatrical performances, the god dionysus is depicted
crowned and enthroned, holding out his drinking cup to the young satyr for wine.
Below the inscription two large wreaths are inscribed. apollo is also depicted
crowned in a red-figure crater of 380 B.c. on feasts in honor of the goddess
artemis, dogs were crowned since it was a celebration dedicated to them132.

in the christian world, capitalizing on the heritage from antiquity, the
crown signifies the glory of the elect and the incorruptible life that someone
has won133. the apostle Paul explains the meaning of the crown for christians,
saying that the athletes exercise self-control in all things in order to receive a
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126 Plutarchus, Moralia 594f aujto;" d∆ajpanthvsa" e[cwn stevfanon wJ" tequkw;" kai;
pivnwn, ejpunqavneto tw'n uJphretw'n o{ ti bouvlointo. 

127 Xenophon, Anabasis vii 1, 40.
128 arrianus, Anabasis 2 26, 4.
129 arrianus, Anabasis 5 2, 7.
130 kokkorou-aleura, H Tevcnh th" Arcaiva" Ellavda" cit., pp. 178-179 and photos

184 and 185. 
131 «athenische Mitteilungen» 66 (1941), pp. 218-219.
132 arrianus, Cynegeticus 34 3, 4.
133 f. lanZi-g. lanZi, Saints and their Symbols: Recognizing Saints in Art and in Popular

Images,  Minnesota 2004, p. 25.
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perishable wreath, but christians to win an imperishable one134. wreath repre-
sents the resurrection of christ and thus eternal life, apropos the victory of life
over death. with this meaning, it has been a popular motif in art, especially in
funerary context135.

the wreath is the visual reward of the sanctity of the person depicted and
regularly appears in Byzantine art as a motif. Martyrs who wear the crown on
their heads have received it from angels or divine personages themselves. at
times, christ himself bestows the crown and with this meaningful gesture con-
firms it as a sign and acknowledgement of participation in divine life and the
fulfilment of the duty assigned to the martyr; for example, christ crowns st
catherine136, who is illustrated by many artists in the eastern and western
iconography wearing the imperial crown and gown of a Byzantine empress137.
on a sarcophagus located in the cathedral-duomo of ravenna, christ is de-
picted enthroned, with the two apostles, Peter and Paul, offering him wreaths.
the wreath constitutes an acknowledgement of spiritual victory by a human
being, and rewards the immensity of their efforts to achieve this as expressed
by the apostle Paul138. 

Ιn ancient greek literature crown is the symbol of martyrdom which is con-
nected with the concepts of passio and corona, concepts that are interdependent
and coexist. the martyr offers to god a martyric end, as a nice wreath, and
gets from god the crown of immortality139. the metal crown, depending on
the value of its metal and decoration, recalls the fullness of power and the sov-
ereignty; finally the crown became the symbol of sovereigns. in addition to
the crown, the nimbus, the «little cloud» surrounding the head of the divine
persons and saints is of eastern origin and represents the sun; the royal crown
appeared previously in images of the olympian gods. the images of kings
showed the nimbus as an early symbol of sovereignty while the circular form
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134 Paul, 1 Cor 9, 24-27  pa'" de; oJ ajgwnizovmeno" pavnta ejgkrateuvetai, ejkei'noi me;n
ou\n i{na fqarto;n stevfanon lavbwsin, hJmei'" de; a[fqarton. 

135 rogić, Wreath-its use and meaning in ancient visual culture cit., p. 352.
136 a. orPhanos, Autokefalofovroi VAgioi-Mavrture" kai kefalofovroi Agivwn-Martuv -

rwn sthn Orqovdoxh Tevcnh, Aqhvna 2013, p. 280-photo 145. 
137 Ibid., p. 263-photo 112 and p. 280-photo 145.
138 Paul,  2 Timothy 4,7-8 to;n ajgw'na to;n kalo;n hjgwvnismai, to;n drovmon tetevleka,

th;n pivstin tethvrhka loipo;n ajpovkeitaiv moi oJ th'" dikaiosuvnh" stevfano", o}n ajpodwvsei
moi oJ Kuvrio" ejn ejkeivnh/ th/'hJmevra/, oJ divkaio" krithv", ouj movnon de; ejmoiv, ajlla; kai;
pa'si toi'" hjgaphkovsi th;n ejpifavneian aujtou'.

139 Κ. charalaBides, O apokefalismov" twn martuvrwn ei" ta istorikofilologikav"
phgav" kai thn Buzantinhvn Tevcnhn, Qessalonivkh 1983, p. 239.
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was a reference to the completeness of their dominion, and also appears in im-
ages of roman emperors140.

Part II: Wreaths in Egypt - Evidence from the papyri.

The term στέφανος in papyri.

the terms stevfano", stevfano" crusov", stefanikovn, stefanikovn crhvma,
pravktwr stefanikw'n are frequently found in papyri, as a rule associated with
the crown tax141. in egypt the crown tax, aurum coronarium, was, during the first
three centuries, a tax connected with the royal crowns. the stefanikov" had its
origin in the Ptolemaic period, although it was not confined to egypt. it was a
pre-roman custom to offer golden crowns to the Ptolemies on accession. like
other monarchs, the Ptolemies received on their accession gold crowns, which
were ostensibly the voluntary offering of their royal subjects142. after the roman
occupation the offerings lost their voluntary character and became a source of
regular revenue143. the occasions for levying the crown tax and the methods of
assessment varied. as time went by, cash offerings became more acceptable to
the rulers than crowns. roman emperors accepted such gifts and the aurum coro-
narium, levied as a tax, became an important source of imperial revenue. in the
1st century and early 2nd, wreaths were offered to the emperor on different occa-
sions, triumphs, anniversaries and similar festivals, which may have been a good
excuse for assessing the aurum coronarium in egypt. in a few cases true gold
was given to the emperor. towards the end of the 2nd century the principle behind
the crown tax was forgotten and the stefanikov" became just another tax im-
posed on an annual basis. therefore some emperors, such as caracalla and elaga-
balus, apart from the crown tax, demanded additionally the aurum coronarium.
the crown tax was very often collected in monthly installments, but often in ir-
regular installments; in some cases the levy was calculated in accordance with
the land, and even to a specific tariff per aroura. special collectors were appointed
to assess and collect the crown tax. the large amounts collected indicate that the
stefanikov" was a heavy burden for egyptians144. 
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141a. BowMan, The crown tax in Roman Egypt, «BasP» 4 (1967), p. 60. 
142 sh. wallace, Taxation in Egypt from Augustus to Diocletian, Princeton 1938, p. 281.
143 BowMan, The crown tax in Roman Egypt cit., p. 59.
144 wallace, Taxation in Egypt from Augustus to Diocletian cit., pp. 281-3.
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apart from the references to stevfano" connected with the crown tax, there
are others concerning the use of wreaths in political and social life. these lim-
ited and fragmentary references regarding those professionals, garland sellers
and garland weavers show that crowns were used on a regular basis in people’s
social life. the references to wreaths in the accounts maybe refer to a class
that could pay the cost of weaving to professionals; poor people possible made
them by themselves, as most greeks nowadays on the 1st of May, weave a
wreath of flowers to hang on the front door of their house. in extraordinary
cases some people order elaborate wreaths from professionals. 

wreaths were commercial products and were sold as all daily commodities.
in the market place, which was a central feature of each town, citizens could
buy, among other products, wreaths. at the serapeum market in oxyrhynchos
one could find fine bread, coarse bread, butchers’ meat, fruit, olives, pottery,
shoes and garlands. oxyrhynchos maintained a good a population of specialist
tradesmen. among a wide variety of tradesmen were the garland-weavers.
those who sold at the market were subject to dues; among them the garland
weavers paid a charge each month «per workplace»145. 

due to the fragmentary and limited references it is not possible to know the
cost of a wreath, including the material and the labor, apart from the case
recorded in Poxy Xii 1413 26-37.

Wreaths in Egypt.  

in Pharaonic egypt, wreaths used at funerals were associated with the crown
which the deceased received after passing the test of the weighing of the heart
in the hall of Judgment; it represented the victory over death in the afterlife in
emulation of osiris, the god of resurrection. it was made of various materials
including laurel, palm, feathers, papyrus, roses, or precious metals146. concerning
evergreen garlands in egypt, helanicus, in his history of egypt, writes that in
the city called tindium, where many gods are assembled, there is a sacred temple
of great size made of marble, and the doors are marble. within the temple grow
white and black thorns, on which garlands were placed made of the flower of
the acanthus, and also of the blossoms of the pomegranate, and of vine leaves147. 
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in egypt, as in greece, wreaths were quite popular despite the limited ref-
erences in the papyri. they were used by ordinary people in celebrations; no
party was complete without garlands, bought from the garland–makers, and
scented with oil148. they were offered as presents to guests or visitors or to
people who celebrate an important moment of their life. theopompus quotes
that, when agesilaus the lacedaemonian arrived in egypt, the egyptians sent
him many presents, and among them the papyrus, which is used for making
garlands149. hellanicus also mentions that amasis, who was originally a private
individual and a common man, became king of egypt thanks to a beautiful
crown sent to king of egypt, Patarmis, when he was celebrating the festival of
his birthday150. 

Material of wreaths in papyri.

we find in papyri wreaths made from metals, of gold151, silver152, copper153

or wreaths made of flowers154 and wild pomegranate tree blossoms155. roses
and narcissi were favored for weddings as it is proved form Poxy Xlvi 3313
(a.d. ΙΙ) where the senders of the letter had supplied the recipient for his son’s
wedding with 1,000 roses and 4,000 narcissi. 

Political and religious life.

the Poxy Xliii 3121 (316-18 a.d.), an account of expenditure, gives us
important testimony regarding the offering of crowns to the rulers; the expenses
recorded in this document were made in connection with a gold crown deliv-
ered to licinius on the occasion of the birthday of his son, licinius junior. in
spite of the continuing levies of aurum coronation, it is clear from the language
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of the document that a real gold crown was made for his special celebration.
the Poxy Xii 1413 26-37, records the proceedings in the town council con-
cerning a gold crown and a statue of victor being made for aurelian. it gives
us important and possibly unique evidence regarding the cost of a gold crown.
the price for the gold crown is 288 talents per pound. the whole crown was
to weight 426 grams, and the fee for working οn the crown is 592 denarii, out
of the total cost of 1,776 denarii. 

wreaths also played a role in sacrifices and celebrations; eight flower
wreaths, stevfanoi a[nqinoi, are mentioned in a list of articles for sacrifice156.
sixteen wreaths are recorded in a short list of objects, which had been supplied
to a strategus for the celebration of a sacrifice to the nile157. undertaking an
office was a significant moment in the life of a man. such a special moment
must be accompanied by the crowning as a price indication; even if the crown
is used with the sense of ‘office’158, it is indicative that taking a political posi-
tion was usually accompanied by a crown. Τhe winner of the games held during
the triumphal entry was honored with the crown159. 

Honors in persons and Gods. 

the honorary crown is known as an insignia of persons holding honorary
posts in the municipality and priests. an honorary crown had been awarded to
the petitioner, who wished to be released from liturgies for reasons of age and
physical condition160. the crowning also attributes prizes to an athlete or an
artist, in Poxy ΧΧΧΙ 2611 (192/3 a.d.) a document that recounts episodes in
the career of a successful athlete or dionysian artist. wreaths value two oboloi
are also recorded together with food, stuff and other items which were to be a
shrine to the goddess isis and aphrodites161. unfortunately in many cases the
role and purpose of the use of crowns are not specified162. 
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there are some sporadic references to the professionals garland makers and
garland sellers, some of them are known by their name163. a garland seller, ste-
fanopwvlh"164, is reported in a private account of the 1st a.d.; a garland maker,
stefanoplovko", was paid 100 drachmas, but we do not know for how many
garlands165; anther garland maker, didymus, gives orders to an employee166. 

Magic papyri. 

wreaths, as essential part of ancient festivities, ceremonies and sacrifices,
were used in the magical rituals. the magical papyri present some quite inter-
esting references of wreaths used during these rituals.  the participants wore
wreaths either on their heads or their hands which were made of chains of trees,
plants and flowers, such as laurel167, marjoram168, black ivy169, artemisia170,
olive branch171. sometimes they tied a white ribbon around their head, often
decorated with red wool172; in another case two names are engraved on a wreath
made of an olive branch173; but the most impressive crown is the one made of
a cattail174. also, gods are crowned with wreaths and chapels are decorated
with them; even nowadays in greece churches and icons of saints are decorated
with ribbons and wreaths during festivities. gods appear were crowned with
flaming wreaths175 or gold176 and chapels with olive wreaths or garlands177.  

116

ii.) an account of payments for various purposes among the recorded items wreaths are men-
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Conclusion.

crowns were widely and consistently used throughout the ancient greek
and roman world, as well as later in Byzantium, in the major events of reli-
gious, political and social life. their use is classless: rulers and ordinary people,
famous and obscure dead, winners in games, worshipers and soldiers, lovers
and symposiasts, generals and dancers, priestesses and gods, ambassadors and
messengers, all appeared crowned, either with metal or floral wreaths.

Metal wreaths of gold, bronze and silver, in the course of time, were sim-
plified to become formulaic, while the gold wreaths became jewelry used es-
pecially by women to enhance their beauty. floral wreaths, which were
composed of a variety of flowers and riots of colors, pleasured the senses and
created joyous mood, while in other cases medicinal properties were attributed
to them; the scent of flowers relieved the bearer from a headache.

crowning rewarded someone who successfully completed a difficult task,
overcame an obstacle or achieved a major victory in sports, politics or per-
formed a military feat. the assumption of an office, participation in sacred cer-
emonies, the union of a couple with bonds of marriage were all sealed with a
crowning, no mere formality, but an act endowed with particular symbolism.
for the ancient greeks, the wreath was replete with meanings and symbolism.
the wreath imbued its wearers with sacred or revered virtues, it marked and
distinguished the bearer, and symbolically protected his head, the most impor-
tant part of the human body. it indicated that the one crowned was clean, pu-
rified and ready to initiate a ceremony or ritual, to transcend the mundane and
ascend mentally into a morally and spiritually superior world.
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