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I. INTRODUCTION 

The current piece is concerned with two rare visual motifs 

that can be found among other images which decorate 

churches established in Cappadocia under Byzantine rule. 

These visual topics are known as the ‘trial by the water of 

reproach’ and ‘Christ’s first bath’.  

With respect to the first, in most places where it is 

rendered, only Mary appears to be tested. But in the cases I 

present here, the Old Tokalı Church (with a fresco from the 

early tenth century), and the New Tokalı (embellished at the 

end of the tenth century), Joseph is also subjected to the trial. 

This is one novelty which my article brings into the field of 

Byzantine Studies. Additionally, to this iconographic motif, 

my piece shows and comments on an image that has not been 

published before and which represents another rare visual 

topic – that of ‘Christ’s first bath’ – which is a part of the 

decoration that beautifies the walls of Karabaş Kilise. These 

two iconographic topics originate in the apocryphal texts of 

the Protoevangelion of James and the Gospel of Pseudo-

Matthew. 

 

II. A SHORT HISTORY OF CAPPADOCIA BEFORE THE 

BYZANTINE RULE 

Between the second and the first millennium BC, the area 

we call now Cappadocia was the seat of the Hittite Empire, 

and then, in the sixth century BC (546-334 BC), it came under 

the Achaemenids, who divided it in two satrapies. The earliest 

documentation of the name “Cappadocia” dates from this 

period; the word meant the country of beautiful horses. The 

territory was recorded by the inscriptions of two early kings 

of that Empire, Darius I (550-486 BC; ruled in 522-486 BC), 

and Xerxes I (d. 465; ruled 486-465 BC). According to 

Herodotus, at the time of the Ionian Revolt (499 BC), the 

Cappadocians occupied a region from Mount Taurus (Fig. 1) 

to the vicinity of the Pontus Euxine (the Black Sea) [1]. 

Therefore, the province was bordered in the south by the 

Taurus Mountains that separate it from Cilicia to the east by 

the upper Euphrates, to the north by Pontus, and to the west 

by Lycaonia and eastern Galatia.  

 

 
Fig. 1. Mount Taurus. Source for the image [2]. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Map of Cappadocia today. Source: Cappadociaturkey.net; the access 

to these images is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 

Generic. 
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The territory (Fig. 2) was conquered by the Greeks and 

then by the Romans and became an important theme of the 

Byzantine Empire, often raided by the Arabs between the 

seventh and eleventh centuries AD. In 314 Cappadocia was 

the largest province of the Roman Empire and was part of the 

Diocese of Pontus. In 371 the western part of the province 

was divided into Cappadocia Prima, with its capital at 

Caesarea (modern-day Kayseri)1, and Cappadocia Secunda, 

with its capital at Tyana. By 386, the area to the east of 

Caesarea had become part of Armenia Secunda, while the 

northeast region belonged to Armenia Prima. Cappadocia 

largely consisted of big estates owned by the Roman 

emperors and wealthy local families. It became more 

important in the second part of the fourth century as the 

Romans had disputes with the Sasanian Empire over the 

control of Mesopotamia and of the Armenian territories 

beyond the Euphrates. Cappadocia of that period is 

documented by the use of Iranian fire worship, which is 

attested in 465 [3].  

 

III. THE BYZANTINE PERIOD OF CAPPADOCIA 

As announced, we concentrate in the article on the period 

when Cappadocia was a part of the Byzantine Empire; a map 

of the province at that time is in Fig. 3. For most of the 

Byzantine time the area was not involved in the conflicts with 

the Sassanid Empire that were taken place in the 

surroundings; nevertheless, as intimated above, it constituted 

an important frontier against the Arab attacks. The province 

was conquered by the Seljuk Turks at the end of the eleventh 

century – Caesarea, still the capital, fell in 1082 – and became 

Ottoman territory. 

 

 
Fig. 3. The Byzantine Empire with the Cappadocia thema; File: 

Map Byzantine Empire 1045.svg - Wikimedia Commons. 

Cappadociaturkey.net. The access to these images is licensed under the 

Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Generic. 

Between the sixth and the eleventh century ecclesiastical 

iconography that was predominant in the area because of the 

multitude of churches that existed – more than seven hundred 

[4] – followed the painting traits peculiar to the rest of the 

Empire. 

 
1 Another Caesarea exited and its ruins are on the Mediterranean in today 

Israel, two kilometres from Haifa. That was known as Caesarea Palestinae 

Maritima, was established in c. 9 BCE, during Herod’s rule, and constituted 
the provincial capital of Roman Judea, Roman Syria Palaestina, and 

Byzantine Palaestina Prima. 
2 In reference 6; the author specifies that the frescoes were accomplished 

by Saint-John de Güllü dere in 913-920. She adds that those in the north-east 

niche are “probably anterior to those in the south-east”. 

The peak of its development was between the tenth and the 

eleventh centuries; the best surviving imagery is from this 

period that was marked by the ruling of the Phocas family. 

Nicephoros (Nikephoros) II Phokas was born in Cappadocia 

in 912 and became the sebastokrator of the Anatolikon thema 

in 945 under Constantine VII Porphyrogenetus (reigned 913-

959). As we know, he was proclaimed emperor by his troops 

in Caesarea, crowned in Constantinople [5], and reigned 

between 963 and 969. Nicephoros’s father, the general 

Bardas Phocas (878 - 968 AD), began the construction of the 

New Tokalı church; Caterine Jolivet-Lévy mentions also his 

son Constantine when referring to the foundation of this 

monument. Other members of Phocas family (perhaps 

Bardas’s two other sons or his brothers – they have the same 

names – Leon and Nicephoros) completed it and had it 

decorated; some of the frescoes there were painted in lapis-

lazuli; also, gold and silver were used in various parts of the 

decoration. The representatives of Phocas family established 

many churches in the area, and inscriptions to prove this fact 

have survived; one such evidence exists within Kılıçlar Kilise 

(the church of swords; tenth century) where Nicephoros’s 

name is mentioned. In the article published in 2019 I 

indicated other places where he is named as the founder: New 

Tokalı and the Pigeon House (Dovecote) at Çavuşın, 964-965 

AD (where he is depicted with his wife Theophano and other 

members of the family).  

Within the above-mentioned text, I have also indicated 

other places where Byzantine funders are mentioned: 

emperors Basil II (976-1025) and Constantine VII 

Porphyrogenetus in St. Barbara/Tahtala Church, Soğanlı 

Valley in an inscription from the eleventh century. The first 

Byzantine emperor himself, Constantine (c. 272-337; ruled 

306-337), is depicted in El Nazar church, which dates to the 

tenth century. 

 

IV. RARE ICONOGRAPHIC MOTIFS IN CAPPADOCIAN 

BYZANTINE CHURCHES 

Among the iconographic motifs which I remarked in my 

article there is one which I encountered in a fresco within 

Kokar Church: Christ on the cross clothed. It was painted 

between the second half of the ninth century and the second 

half of the eleventh century [6]. In the same piece I gave two 

examples that represent a rare visual subject-matter: a 

particular rendering of Mary and Joseph’s Flight to Egypt; it 

is not necessary to present them here again2. What is specific 

in Cappadocia with regard to the depictions of this scene is 

the fact that a young man leads the donkey on which Mary 

travels; he was sometimes considered to be James, Christ’s 

half-brother. Such a scene is depicted in the Old Tokalı 

church, Göreme3 (tenth century4) and in Pürenlı Seki Kilisesi 

(Pürenlı Church), of which decoration had been attributed to 

the period between the second half of the ninth century and 

the second half of the eleventh century5. The same episode is 

3In reference 6; the author specifies that the frescoes were accomplished 

by Saint-John de Güllü dere in 913-920. She adds that those in the north-east 

niche are “probably anterior to those”. 
4 Tokali Church - The local dating is seventh century, with another layer 

from the tenth beginning of the eleventh century. 
5 In reference 6; p. 303 and p. 305; on the latter page the researcher makes 

a note with respect to the controversies surrounding such a dating. 
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present in Sarnic Church, eleventh century, and the church of 

Avalar (the church of the cistern), even though the local 

notices within the building say that the fresco represents Mary 

and Joseph’s journey to Bethlehem. 

 

V.  THE ICONOGRAPHICAL MOTIF CONCERNING THE 

DRINKING OF THE WATER OF REPROACH 

Another uncommon motif to be found in Byzantine 

iconography is that known as the trial of Mary for scandalous 

conduct. In my previous article about Cappadocia, I only 

mentioned it, but did not show images of it. This ordeal is 

described in the Bible at Numbers 5. 11-316 [7] and 

mentioned in the Protevangelium of James as well as in the 

Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew. According to the apocryphal 

story of Mary’s life, she was subjected by the High Priest to 

questions regarding the truth of her virginity after becoming 

pregnant [8], [9]. During this hearing she was tested by being 

asked to drink bitter water – ‘the water of reproach’ – and the 

result of such an act proved that she, hence also Joseph, were 

innocent. The scene is rarely represented in iconography, and 

when it is, it refers to Mary being tested; in the Cappadocian 

context this visual subject-matter is to be found, for instance, 

in the churches of St. Eustathios (the ninth century?), Aynalı 

(eleventh century)7, Bahattin’ in Samanlığı (c. 1000 AD)8, 

and Kılıçlar (mid tenth century)9 [11]. The scene is also 

depicted in the Old and the New Tokalı churches within the 

Göreme Valley, where I have seen it myself [12]. In their case 

Joseph is also represented as undergoing the trial by water; 

Fig. 4. 

 

 
Fig. 4. Mary and Joseph drinking the water of reproach; fresco in Old 

Tokalı, early tenth century [8]. 

 

The narration within the Protevangelium of James in which 

this image originates is as follows: 

 

And the priest said (to Joseph): ‘Give back the virgin 

whom you have received from the temple of the Lord.’ 

And Joseph began to weep. And the priest said: ‘I will 

give you both to drink the water of conviction of the 

Lord, and it will make your sins manifest in your eyes.’ 

And the priest took it and gave it to Joseph to drink and 

sent him into the hill-country, and he returned whole. 

And he made Mary drink also, and sent her into the hill-

 
6Elizabeth Jeffreys mentioned this scene in her paper entitled “The 

Homilies of James of Kokkinobaphos in their twelfth-century context”, 
delivered at the seventeenth International Conference of Patristic Studies, 

Oxford, 2015. 
7Aynalı Church has a plan floor common to c. 500 AD. Its painting, 

without the typical frescoes with human characters, but rendering only 

country, and she returned whole. And all the people 

marvelled, because sin did not appear in them. And the 

priest said: ‘If the Lord God has not revealed your sins, 

neither do I judge you.’ And he released them. And 

Joseph took Mary and departed to his house rejoicing 

and glorifying the God of Israel.” (Protevangelium of 

James 16) [13]-[15]. 

 

In the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, after drinking the “water 

of reproach”, Mary and Joseph are asked to go seven times 

around the altar [13], [14].  

The motif is represented as early as the sixth century on the 

throne of Maximianus made of ivory plaque, and today in the 

Museo Arcivescovile, Ravenna as well as on a cover of a 

Gospel, and also in an ivory (relief) to be found in the 

Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris [8].  

As we can see in the Figure 4 above, the group involved in 

the story comprises, additionally to Mary and Joseph, who are 

represented drinking the water, the High Priest and two more 

elderly men. The priest could be Zachariah, St. John’s father; 

in some versions of the Protoevangelium he is designated as 

performing the task we discuss [13], [14]. From what we can 

see here, and especially from what I saw in terms of colour, 

the participants are dressed in the traditional religious 

Byzantine attire suited for such a festive moment, mainly 

cloaks; Mary wears a red maphorion, Joseph a cloak, and the 

others mantles of various colours. 

In the fresco from the New Tokalı only Mary and Joseph 

are presented; she is enveloped in the usual red maphorion 

and he wears his habitual cloak, which in the Byzantine 

iconography that renders him, usually is white, as in the case 

of our concern. Unfortunately, the painting on their faces has 

not survived, hence we cannot describe their expression. 

Serap Yüzgüller Arsal, Professor of Art History at the 

University of Istanbul, in an article published in 2009, 

differentiates between East and West when speaking about 

the circulation of the iconographic motif of trial “by the water 

of reproach” [8]. She thinks that its transmission is more 

notable in the part of Europe that was under the influence of 

the Byzantine Empire, the Eastern part. But from the research 

I have undertaken on this topic, especially when looking for 

apocryphal material for one of my books [18],[19], it does not 

seem to be a differentiation between the Eastern and Western 

distribution of this visual theme – this is represented rather 

scarcely in both parts of Europe. The only variation is that in 

the East ‘the trial by water’ appears especially in frescoes, 

while in the West, as we have just seen (in the case of the 

imperial throne of Maximianus and the book from Paris), in 

other media. 

VI. THE ICONOGRAPHICAL MOTIF OF CHRIST’S FIRST BATH 

Continuing with an iconographic motif which also 

involves water, as remarked at the outset of this paper, among 

other rare topics in the Cappadocian churches is what is 

crosses, dates from Iconoclastic period (726-843), when such a manner of 

decoration was the norm. 
8For the list of these churches see the reference 10. Bahattin’ in Samanlığı 

Church might have been funded in c. 1000 AD; its frescoes are painted in the 

Byzantine style of the middle tenth century- first half of the eleventh. 
9Kılıçlar Church is in Kılıçlar Valley, which is near Göreme Open Air 

Museum. 
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known as ‘Christ’s first bath’. I have come across it in 

Karabaş Kilise/ “The Big Church”, Soğanlı Valley (southern 

Cappadocia) (Fig. 7 a, b) [20]. The church has four main 

rooms; the one where this scene is painted has three layers of 

frescoes. The local notice placed in the church states that the 

first layer of painting is from the seventh century, and the two 

subsequent ones from the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. 

The inscription above the church door mentions the date of 

foundation as 1060-1061. The donors are named as the 

Protospatharios Michael Skepides10, the nun Katherine, and 

the monk Nyphonos.  

 

 
Fig. 5. Mary and Joseph drinking the water of reproach; fresco in New 

Tokalı, the end of the tenth century. The access to these images is licensed 

under the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Generic. My own colour 

photos still undergo processing [8]. 
 

 
(a) 

 
(b) 

Fig. 6. The scene of Christ’s first bath in Karabaş Kilise / “The Big 

Church”, Soğanlı Valley, southern Cappadocia; my own photo, May 2015. 
 

 
10 Skepides family was a well-known family in the eleventh century. 

 
Fig. 7. Karabaş cave church in the Soğanlı-Valley, Cappadocia. The access 

to these images is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 

Generic [22]. 

 

 
Fig. 8. Karabaş cave church in the Soğanlı Valley, Cappadocia; photos 

taken by EED-V, May 2015 [22]. 
 

 
Fig. 9. Exterior view Karabaş cave church in the Soğanlı Valley [22]. 

 

At Karabaş, where I saw the painting myself in May 2015, 

the scene of the first bath, is introduced, as is to be expected, 

as a part of the cycle regarding Christ’s childhood. Here, like 

in other Cappadocian churches founded earlier, the painting 

does not, as a rule, follows what was to become the usual 

typicon of Byzantine iconography (with particular scene 

situated in particular places), but goes in an order chosen by 

the iconographer. Usually, it starts at a corner of the church 

and continues on the walls, and also on the ceiling. The scene 

of the first bath depicted in Karabaş contains two episodes: in 

the first one we can see Mary and the child; in the second, the 

figure of Salome is noticeable; the midwife is bathing the 

child in a vessel [21]. From what can be observed today on 

the ceiling at Karabaş, the faces and the attire of the persons 

involved in the event are presented in a traditional manner 

from all points of view. 

Hüseyin Metin and Salih Soslu, in the article “The 

Altıkapılı Cave Church at Pisidia” published in 2018, 

describe the same scene he found in Altıkapılı Church in the 

town named in their title [22]. This unusual visual topic 

originates in Genesis (Gen. 1.20), where it is connected with 

the water’s property to create life. Notably Pseudo-Dionysios 
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(sixth century) refers to the baptism as to a ‘ceremony of 

divine generation’ (θεογενεσία)11 [23], [24]; Byzantine 

iconography abundantly represents water as a source of life 

especially until the twelfth century; such a subject-matter 

evokes life. 

 

 
Fig. 10. Photo taken by EED-V; May 2015. 

 

To conclude: the two iconographic topics on which we 

have elaborated enrich the information we have about 

Cappadocian religious iconography and about the Byzantine 

Empire. 
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