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ARTICLE INFO           Abstract 

 In Christianity, praying beads and praying ropes are used by 

pious people to keep counting their prayers. By the third 

century AD, these beads were mentioned in Egypt through the 

writings of the first Deserts Fathers. Thus, they were used in 

Egypt even before using the Dominican Rosary in Europe in 

the thirteenth century AD. The invention of praying ropes was 

attributed to St. Anthony who tied a leather rope every time he 

started praying “Kyrie Elesion”. In Coptic art, praying beads 

and praying ropes are represented either in the right hand or 

the left hand of prominent monastic characters. They were 

accompanied with the cross, the staff, and with the adoration 

gesture made by one or both hands. Icons from the churches of 

Old Cairo, monasteries of Wadi El-Natrun, and the 

monasteries of the Red Sea and Upper Egypt reveal the shape 

of praying beads and praying ropes. These hand objects are 

still used in modern monastic life forming a tangible element 

of the Coptic heritage of Egypt. 

1. Introduction 

The word “bead” is inspired from the Anglo-Saxon word “Bede”, which means 

“prayer”1. It is generally defined by Blackman to be “a string of knots or beads”.2 

Praying beads were known in the ancient civilizations.  They apparently appeared as 

early as the Assyrian empire. This object helped pious people since ancient times to 

count their prayers by counting the small pebbles dropped into their labs. By this way, 

praying became easier and was recited with more concentration.  Five hundred years 

before Christianity, tying knots in strings or cords for religious purposes was a familiar 

tradition.3  

In Christianity, “praying beads” or “praying ropes” are used by religious people and are 

accompanied with certain bodily, vocal and mental actions during their prayers. In other 

words, the lips, fingers, and definitely the minds of the Christian worshippers are 

involved during using their praying beads. 4 Thus, many religionists enhance using such 

beads which enable its bearer to keep track of a repetitive prayer leading to a clear mind 

and a relaxing phycological state.5   
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Recent studies threw the light on the European Catholic Rosary which is attributed to 

St. Dominic (1172-1221AD) in the thirteenth century and considered it the origin of 

such hand object in the Christian world. However, these studies did not mention the 

Coptic praying beads and praying ropes in Egypt which were invented centuries earlier. 

Hence, this paper aims to pursue the origin of Coptic praying beads and ropes and their 

artistic connotation in Coptic art. The study analyzes the monastic figures which were 

depicted carrying praying beads and ropes. Coptic icons represent certain hand gestures 

being performed by the carrier of such hand objects. Thus, the association between the 

praying beads and ropes and these bodily postures and gestures is investigated in this 

research. Being a contemporary part of the monastic life in Egypt nowadays, this paper 

throws the light on the Coptic praying beads and ropes as a remarkable part of Egyptian 

tangible Coptic heritage.   

2. Coptic Praying Beads and Ropes, Origin and Development 

Catholic praying beads are known as “rosary”6; a word that is driven from the Latin 

word “rosarius” which means “garden”, “bouquets” or “garden of roses”. They consist 

of a string, which is known as paternosters, 7 of one hundred and fifty beads; divided 

into groups of ten.8 The rosary can include fifty-nine beads, six large and fifty-three 

small; and divided into five groups of ten small beads and one large bead each, plus a 

pendant of one large bead and three small ones that terminates with a cross.9 Certain 

praying was repetitively recited while using these beads such as; “Hail Mary” and the 

“Our Father”.10 The repetitive recitation of 150 “Our Father” might have been a 

substitute for reciting the Psalms of David where “Our Father” was divided into groups 

of three fifties. These recitations were mainly used by illiterate people, mainly monks, 

who were not capable of reciting the Psalms. 11 

Marian Devotion suggests another recitation by repeating “Hail Mary” fifty, hundred or 

150 times recited on a Rosary. 12 The prayers used are fifteen “decades” tens of “Hail 

Mary”, each decade preceded by an “our father” and concluded by a “glory be” the 

fifteen recited mysteries or topics of meditation are grouped in series of five which are 

usually prayed separately: The Joyful Mysteries, The sorrowful Mysteries and the 

Glorious Mysteries.13  

According to some references, the Rosary was developed by St. Dominic (1172-

1221AD) in the thirteenth century. It was given to him by Virgin Mary who appeared to 

him when he was praying for a weapon to use against those who opposed Christianity.14 

Prayer activity was attested in medieval European monasteries and enabled illiterate 

Christians in counting their recitations. Thus, the Rosary is used by the liturgical 

churches, the Eastern Orthodox, the Anglicans and the Catholics. Concerning the non-

liturgical Christian churches, they do not use Rosary in the praying.15  

Group of scholars believes that the Rosary was introduced to Europe during the time of 

Crusaders being inspired from the praying beads used by the Muslims. However, this 

opinion is a topic of debate.16 Unlike the Rosary which was attributed to St. Dominic in 

the thirteenth century, the Coptic praying beads and praying ropes appeared centuries 

earlier. This is because of being important hand objects that appeared by the beginning 

of monasticism in Egypt. Thus, Egypt seems to be the cradle of inventing praying beads 

and praying ropes and spread after that in the Christian world.  
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By the third century, these beads were firstly mentioned in the writings of the first 

deserts fathers and mothers who isolated themselves in the Egyptian deserts. They 

began to use pebbles placed in their pockets and drop them one by one during recitation 

in order to count their prayers. Later on, these pebbles were strung on a cord and           

carried. 17 It is known that the Egyptian Abbot Paul (died in 341 AD) recited three-

hundred prayers every day. This saint preserved kind of pebbles in his cloak dropping 

them one by one to count on counting his recitations. 18 It was said that St. Paul 

collected three hundred pebbles and sat on a side as each prayer finished.19 

Concerning the praying ropes, they were also firstly invented of the early Egyptian 

monks. Scholars believe the earliest monks in Egypt must have had a way for counting 

their prayers.20 The invention of such ropes was attributed to St. Anthony, the father of 

the orthodox monasticism. The great saint tied a leather rope every time he started 

praying “Kyrie Elesion” 21meaning (Lord have mercy), but the Satan dismantled the 

knots. Then, St. Anthony devised a way to untie the knots with seven warps and crossing 

the rope and each knot held within it the sign of the cross. By this way, the devil could 

not tie the rope as he was incapable of bearing the sign of the cross. 22  

According to Eastern Orthodox Christianity, the praying rope was named   

κομβοσχοϊνιον 23“komboskini” in Greek. 24 The beads of knots were a remarkable type 

of praying ropes which was used during crucial ceremonial rituals. 25 The number of the 

knots varied from one monastery to another. 26The knots were usually thirty-three, 

referring to the thirty-three years of the Christ's life.27 The knots were divided by four 

double knots in the corners. By this way, praying ropes housed the same number of a 

short rosary with thirty-two beads. 28 Other examples of praying ropes house fifty or one 

hundred knots. 29 

The praying ropes are usually made of wool; to stand for the flock of the Christ and it is 

also black reflecting the bearer's sins. Instead of a crucifix, they added a knotted cross30. 

The komboskini is part of the monastic costume of the great skeme, namely the 

Megaloskema 31 and officially given at the profession, together with the mandyas 

(pallium). Both praying beads and praying ropes are used till now in the modern 

Orthodox churches in Egypt. Such beads are considered highly ceremonial. 32 Gaster 

stated that these knots formed the primitive shape of praying beads. In other words, the 

shape of praying beads developed mainly from the strings of mnemonic knots.33  

Following the tradition of St. Anthony, the invention of praying beads was necessary to 

enable the Copts, particularly the monks, to keep counting the phrase “Kyrie Elesion”.34 

This phrase is the Greek translation for “Lord have mercy”. Both St. Jerome (C. 342-

240 AD) and St. Gregory of Nazianus (329-389 AD) stated that this phrase was 

introduced by the apostles to the church. This petition was used in the Psalms as well as 

the Pharisee and the Publican (Luke 18:13) and in various parts of the Gospels. The aim 

of this petition is asking for the mercy of the Christ. 35  

In addition to “Kyrie Elision”, Orthodox most frequently recited “the Prayer of the 

Heart” or “the Jesus Prayer” which says; “Lord, Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, a     

sinner”. 36 This phrase is repeated in penitent mediation forming part of Pauline 

“praying without ceasing” which is mentioned in the New Testament (1 Thess. 5:17). 

Primitive recitation of this prayer is mentioned in (John 16: 23) forming one or two 
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words recited unceasingly. Furthermore, Jesus Prayer is derived from lamentations 

mentioned in Psalms, namely “the Prayer of the Publican” (Luke 18:13) and “the 

Prayer of the Blind Man” (Luke 18: 38).37  

Jesus Prayer became part of the Egyptian monasticism as early as the fourth century 

since it was firstly recited by St.Macarius the Great (Macarius the Egyptian). This saint 

mentioned the recitation of small phrases as an unceasing supplication of penance.38 For 

instance, the phrase “Our Lord Jesus, have mercy on me” was mentioned in the Virtues 

of St.Macarius (Virtues 41).39 In Apophthegmata Partum of Macarius the Great, a 

shorter phrase was mentioned “Lord, help!”40  

Copts repeat the prayers whether in Arabic or Coptic, with a short Coptic prayer at the 

end. Sometimes, the Copts resort to what is presumably a more primitive way of 

counting as they count the prayers on their fingers. Coptic prayer beads hosed either 

forty-one or sixty-one beads. 41 The prayer holds the robe of beads in his left hand, 

leaving his right hand free to make the sign of the cross. 42 

3. The Iconography of Praying Beads and Praying Ropes in Coptic Art 

The iconography of praying beads was not attested before Christianity. However, 

praying beads might have inspired their shape from similar pendants of beads in Greek 

art. Among the frescos of the Greek Thira island (modern Santorini), the most ancient 

iconography of a chain of beads is found on a fresco painting which is recently 

excavated in Akrotiri of Thira. This fresco dates back to 1600 B.C. and covers the north 

wall of the adyton of the Minoan goddess. It shows the seated wounded goddess,43 in 

the middle flanked by two woman presenting gifts to her.44 The goddess is wounded in 

her feet from which a crocus sprout revealing her divine nature.45 The female figure on 

the left holds in her left hand a red colored bead which is terminated at the top with a 

pendant of beads (fig.1). Marinatos  defined this bead to be a necklace apparently 

presented to the goddess. 46  

According to Gaster, these beads placed in strings were similar in shape with the 

Christian praying beads. Such pendants of beads were offered to deities in their shrines 

in pagan cultures. 47  However, this hypothesis is a topic of debate as the depicted 

pendant of beads was not used for reciting prayers. Furthermore, Coptic praying beads 

are historically attested in the Christian world even before the Rosary of the Western 

Churches. Thus, the iconography of this hand object would be firstly attested in Egypt.   

 
Fig.1. Fresco painting showing three female figures, the woman on the left is carrying a 

red colored bed in her hand, 1600 B.C., discovered in Akrotiri of Thira, modern 
Santorini, preserved in the National Archaeological Museum, Greece 

After: Marinatos, Akrotiri, 122, 123. 
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St. Paul the Hermit48 is one of the remarkable characters who was repetitively depicted 

with praying beads in Coptic Icons. Concerning this well-preserved icon, it dates back 

to the seventeenth- eighteenth centuries AD and is preserved in the Coptic Museum (nr. 

3431). The icon shows St. Paul49 raising his both hands in adoration. The saint is 

depicted wearing a humble dress made of plaited palm leaves and tied from his waist 

with a brown belt; a liturgical girdle known as zonarion. Black prayer beads adorned 

with Greek cross are portrayed being suspended from his belt beneath his left hand, a 

crow with a bread loaf in his bead is seen beside the head of the saint (fig.2).  

 
Fig.2. Icon of St. Paul with chain of praying beads suspending from the zonarion, 

seventeenth -eighteenth century AD, Coptic Museum (no. 3431), Cairo 

After: Selections from the Egyptian heritage: Icons of the Coptic Museum, 11 

Almost an identical iconography for St. Paul is found on the left wing of a fragmentary 

triptych preserved now in the Coptic Museum of Egypt (nr. 3431). The piece was 

discovered in the church of the martyr Plitha (or Colluthos?) and depicts the full-length 

portraiture of St. Paul. Black praying beads are depicted being attached to the zonarion 

around his brown sack-garment. The saint is raising his both hands in the gesture of 

praying. Based on its artistic style, this piece is attributed to Ibrahim el-Nasikh from the 

eighteenth-century AD (fig. 3).  50 
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Fig.3. Icon depicting the visit of St. Anthony (left) to St. Paul (right), discovered in the 

Monastery of Macarius (Abu Sayfayn) in Old Cairo, 1777 AD, Coptic Museum of Cairo 

(no. 34180) 

  2006القاهرة : وزارة الثقافة، المجلس الاعلى للاثار،   العراقة عبق  ، التاريخ مرايا القبطي: المتحف 
77ص   

In the Church of St. Shenouti51 in Old Cairo, there is a remarkable Coptic triptych that 

depicts Crowned Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ flanked by both St. Anthony (right)52 and 

St. Paul (left). 53 St. Anthony holds a tau-staff in his right hand and small black praying 

beads in his left one. He wears a black kalansuwa adorned with shapes of white crosses, 

a red mandyas, a blue tunic and a red epitrachelion with shapes of golden crosses. 

Concerning St. Paul, he holds a chain of black praying beads in his right hand which is 

raised with his left one making the adoration gesture. The praying beads of St. Paul 

seems to have more pebbles than that of St. Anthony. A small Latin cross adorns the 

praying beads of St. Paul, which is placed between his thumb and his index finger. The 

saint is depicted wearing a humble dress made of plaited palm leaves and tied from his 

waist with a zonarion. The figure of both saints is identified with their names written in 

Arabic. As for Virgin Mary and Jesus the Child, their Coptic names are written beside 

their heads (fig.4).   
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Fig.4. Coptic triptych that depicts Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ flanked by St. Anthony 

and St. Paul Church of St. Shenouti in Old Cairo 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons,Les Icônes Coptes, 123 

Another remarkable icon is found in the church of St. Cyrus and St. John in Old         

Cairo 54. Van Morsel identified this icon to be brought from the church of Shebin El-

Kom near Tanta. Now, it is persevered in the Coptic Museum of Cairo (nr. 3363) and 

dates back to 1844 AD, mainly related to Anastasia's style. The painter's works are 

remarked with using luminous colors. The upper part of the Icon represents the crowned 

Virgin Mary and Jesus the Child (crowned Hodegetria); the favorite theme of 

Anastasia.55 The lower part depicts two soldier saints, apparently St. George and St. 

Macarius (Abu Seifien), flanked by both St. Paul (left) and St.  Anthony (right). St. Paul 

is depicted wearing a red sack- cloth. As for St. Anthony, he wears a black kalansuwa 

adorned with shapes of white crosses, a creamy colored tunic and a pink mandyas. The 

two saints are depicted and holding black praying beads with their outstretched left 

hands and holding the Latin cross with their right ones. The two chains end with the 

shape of the cross topped by a tassel.  (fig.5).  
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Fig.5. Coptic icon that represents Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ (upper part), St. 

Anthony (lower part to the right) and St. Paul (lower part to the left) holding praying 

beads, Coptic Museum of Cairo (nr. 3363), 1844 AD  

After; Attalah, Coptic Icons,Les Icônes Coptes, 25 

There is almost an identical icon now preserved in the Coptic Museum of Cairo (nr. 

3365). Like the previous piece, this icon follows the Anastasia's artistic style and dates 

back to 1844 AD.  The upper part of the icon represents the holy Virgin Mary being 

crowned and Jesus the Child (crowned Hodegetria). The lower part of the icon 

represents four characters, namely two soldier saints and two standing saints arranged 

from left to right as follows; St. George, another soldier saint, St.  Paul the Hermit, and 

St.  Anthony. St.  Paul is depicted wearing a red sack- cloth. As for St. Anthony, he 

wears a black kalansuwa adorned with shapes of white crosses, green tunic, a red 

epitrachelion and a pink mandyas. 56 Black praying beads ending with the shape of the 

cross and topped by a tassel are found in their left hands and the Latin cross in their 

right ones (fig.6). 
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Fig.6. Icon depicting St. Paul and St. Anthony (lower part) holding black praying beads, 

Coptic Museum of Cairo (nr. 3365), 1844 AD 

 After: Van Moorsel, the Icons, 64, pl. G2. 

 

Another example represents both St.  Abraham (left) and St. George of Scetis (right)57 

carrying praying beads. St. Abraham is depicted holding the tau-staff terminated with 

knobs in his right hand. In his left hand, he holds a chain of black praying beads which 

end with a cross and a tassel. The saint is dressed in a black kalansuwa, a pink tunic, a 

green mandyas. As for St.  George, a Latin cross is in his right hand and black praying 

beads in his left one. He wears a red tunic and a pink mandyas. This piece is now 

preserved in the Coptic Museum in Cairo (nr. 3445) and follows the Anastasia's artistic 

style of the nineteenth century AD (fig.7). 58 
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Fig. 7. Icon depicting St.  Abraham (left) and St.  George of Scetis (right) carrying 

praying beads, Coptic Museum in Cairo (nr. 3445), eighteenth-century AD  

After: Hondelink, Hans, Coptic Art and Culture, Cairo Shouhdy, The Netherlands 

Institute for Archaeology and Arabic Studies in Cairo,1990, pl.4.5 

A remarkable icon of Markus al- Antuni 59depicts the saint holding a chain of prayer 

beads in his hand. This icon was executed by Ibrahim el- Nasikh and dates back to the 

eighteenth century AD, mainly to 1768-1769 AD. This icon is found in the Monastery 

of St. Antony. 60   Markus al-Antuni is depicted holding a long tau-stuff in his right hand 

and white praying beads in his left hand. The icon represents a striking iconography of 

this object which is depicted being hung on the thumb of the saint and ends with the 

shape of the Greek cross. The saint wears the black kalansuwa bearing the shape of 

crosses, red tunic, and a blue mandyas (fig.8).    
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Fig.8. Markus al-Antuni carrying praying beads, signed by Ibrahim al-Nasikh, 

Monastery of St. Paul, Egypt, eighteenth century AD, 1768-1769 AD 

After: Swanson, “The Monastery of St. Paul in Historical Context,” fig.2.4 

The icon of St. Pachomius61 (Pakhom), father of Coenobitic Life is found in Haret El-

Rum in Cairo. 62 The saint holds a Latin cross in the right hand and black praying beads 

in the left hand. The praying beads are placed between his thumb and index finger and 

ends with a Greek cross sign. The saint wears the black kalansuwa adorned with shapes 

of crosses, red mandyas, black tunic with a cross-decorated epitrachelion. (fig. 9)63.  

 
Fig. 9. Icon of St. Pachomius (Pakhom), father of Coenobitic Life, discovered in Haret 

El-Rum, Cairo  

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, Les Icônes Coptes, 79 

Praying beads were also accompanied with St. Bishoy (Coptic Pshoi) in the Monastery 

of St. Bishoy in Wadi El-Natrun.64 This saint established his own community during the 

last year of St. Macarius the Great's life. 65 His icon represents a unique iconography as 

the praying beads and the staff are carried in one hand, namely the left hand. The other 
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hand of the saint is performing the gesture of adoration. The chain of praying beads is 

placed between the thumb and index of the saint's hand and ends with the cross. The 

saint wears a blue kalansuwa, red mandyas, a yellow tunic and a plain blue 

epitrachelion as well (fig.10).  

 

 

 
Fig.10. Icon of St. Bishoy (Coptic Pshoi) holding praying beads, Monastery of St. 

Bishoy in Wadi El-Natrun 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, Les Icônes Coptes, 95 

St. Domitius, the son of the Roman emperor Valentinian I (364-373 AD), is represented 

holding chain of praying beads. This is portrayed on an icon from the monastery of the 

Holy Virgin in Dair el-Baramus in Wadi El-Natrun.66 St.  Domitius is depicted standing 

side by side with his brother St. Maximus. A chain of praying beads is represented in the 

left hand of St.  Domitius who holds a long tau-staff in the other hand. The artist could 

skillfully reflect the action of counting the pebbles by the thumb and index finger of the 

saint while the rest of the bead hangs around his wrist. The small oval-shaped pebbles of 

the praying beads are white in color. The two saints are depicted wearing a black 

klobuk, a blue mandyas, as well as a red tunic. (fig.11).  
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Fig.11. Icon representing St. Maximus and St. Domitius, the sons of the Roman emperor 

Valentinian I (364-373 AD) embracing the ascetic life. This icon is located in Dair El-

Baramus in Wadi El-Natrun 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons,Les Icônes Coptes, 101. 

St. Apip67, one of the founders of the ascetic community of Wadi El-Natrun is 

represented holding praying beads. This is shown through an icon in the monastery of 

the Holy Virgin in Dair El Baramus. The two Desert Fathers, namely St. Apollo (right) 

and St. Apip (left), are depicted as full-length standing men. 68 A chain of white praying 

beads is depicted in the left hand of St. Apip who holds a Latin cross in his right hand. 

The two saints are wearing the black kalansuwa, blue mandyas, and a red tunic (fig.12).  
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Fig.12. Icon found now in the Monastery of Dair El Baramus in Wadi El-Natrun. It 

depicts two Desert Fathers; St. Apollo and St. Apip 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons,Les Icônes Coptes, 99 

There is an icon discovered in Upper Egypt which shows St. Hadara and his disciple; a 

saint who lived in the fourth- fifth century AD.  69 The disciple is depicted carrying 

black praying beads with his right hand and a book (Holy Book?) with his left one. The 

pebbles are here black in color and ends with the shape of the cross. He is simply 

dressed in a yellow mandyas and a long blue tunic (fig.13)70.  
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Fig.13. Icon of St. Hadara and his disciple holding chain of praying beads, Upper Egypt 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, Les Icônes Coptes, 113 

 

In the monastery of St.  Thomas the Hermit in Akhmim, there is a marvelous icon that 

depicts St.  Thomas the Hermit and another female saint holding praying beads.71 Both 

of them are depicted holding white praying beads which is terminated from the middle 

by a Greek cross. The saint is holding his white praying beads in the right hand and a 

Latin cross in the other one. Concerning the female saint, she holds the same hand 

objects but in the opposite hands. St.  Thomas wears a small cap, stripped red mandyas, 

and a black tunic which is barred with white lines in its lower part. Concerning the 

female saint, she wears a dotted black maphorion over hear head, and a simple red tunic 

(fig.14).  
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Fig.14. Icon depicting St. Thomas the Hermit carrying praying beads, Akhmim 

After: Zibawi, Images de l'Egypte chrétienne: iconologie copte, 215, fig. 290. 

In Old Cairo, the Church of St. Cyrus (Aba Kyr) and St. John represents another 

example of praying beads being carried by both St. Pachomius and his sister 

Dalusham.72 The two siblings were known as “Martyrs of Akhmim”73. Both figures are 

represented holding a Latin cross in their right hands and praying beads in thee left 

ones. The pebbles of these beads are colored white and black alternatively and are 

terminated from the middle by a small pendant of beads. St.  Dalusham covers her head 

with a yellow maphorion, and wears a red mandyas and a blue tunic tied with a belt. 

Concerning her brother, her wears the same dress beside the yellow epitrachelion 

adorned with shapes of crosses. This icon dates back to the eighteenth-century AD 

(fig.15). 

 
Fig.15. Icon of St. Pachomius and his sister Dalusham with their praying beads, 

eighteenth century AD, Church of St. Cyrus (Aba Kyr) and St. John, Old Cairo 
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After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, Les Icônes Coptes, 28, 29. 

Praying beads are also depicted in the hands of the three macarii. 74 This iconography is 

found in a remarkable icon in the Church of St. Cyrus (Aba Kyr) and St. John. The piece 

is kno1wn as “Icon of the three Saints Macarii”, and dates back to the eighteenth-

century AD. The three saints are depicted holding black praying beads in their left 

hands and the Latin cross in their right hands. Every chain ends with the sign of the 

cross ending with a tassel. The three characters are shown making the adoration gesture 

with their left hands. The three saints are depicted simply wearing a mandyas and a long 

tunic. (fig.16).  

 

Fig. 16. The Icon of the three Macarii carrying chains of praying beads, eighteenth 

century AD, Church of St. Cyrus (Aba Kyr) and St. John 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, Les Icônes Coptes, 29. 

A triptych icon represents the Holy Virgin Mary in the central panel carrying the child 

Christ while two angels surrounding them. On the left shutter, St. Anthony is represented 

holding his long staff and a papyrus scroll. On the right part, while St. Paul is 

represented in adoration attitude with praying beads that end with a decorative cross 

element. The standing saint raises his two arms in praying attitude while holding 

praying beads with his right hand. The chain is black colored to stand for the sins of 

humans and ends with the sign of the cross ending with a tassel. St. Paul is shown with 

the sacred halo, bold and with while long beard. He is also dressed in relatively short 

tunic with a belt around his waist and sandals and with a humble look scene of the 

virgin and the infant Christ (fig. 17)75.  
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Fig. 17. A triptych icon, In the middle panel Holy Virgin Mary “Hodegteria” is 

represented carrying the infant Christ. To the left St. Anthony is represented while St. 

Paul is represented to the right in adoration attitude. 

After: Attalah, Nabil Selim, Coptic Icons, Cairo, Egypt: Lehnert & Landrock, 1998, 48 

 

Another icon represents Holy Virgin Mary carrying the child Christ and flanked by the 

two standing saints, St. Paul to the left and St. Anthony to the right. The saints are 

holding praying black ropes with the same previous style of decoration; the praying 

ropes end with the sign of the cross topped by a tassel. St. Paul is holding a Latin cross 

with his right hand and St. Anthony is holding a staff. Both of the cross and the staff 

were associated with the depiction of praying beads and praying ropes (fig. 18)76.  
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Fig. 18. Icon represents the Holy virgin Mary carrying the child Christ and flanked by 

the two saints; St. Paul and St. Peter, preserved in St. Anthony monastery, Eastern 

desert, Red Sea   

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, 22 

Another triptych portrays St. George in the central panel as a knight saint smiting the 

evil represented in the beneath dragon. To the right a desert father probably Apa Nofer 

the Hermit is represented in adoration position, half naked and with long white hair and 

beard. To the left, there is another representation of an unidentified saint who is 

depicted holding praying beads along with a T-shaped staff (fig. 19)77.   

 
Fig. 19. A Coptic triptych icon representing St. George in the middle and two desert 

fathers on the two sides, Dair El Naghamish, Balyanaa district (East side of the Nile). 

After: Attalah, Coptic Icons, 60  
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According to the previous table, certain points could be noticed: 

4.1.  Praying beads and ropes are depicted on a large scale in Coptic art. However, it is 

sometimes difficult to identify if the represented hand object is a praying rope or 

praying beads. This is because of painting them in small size with indistinct details. 

In one icon, the depicted hand object could be rather identified to be a prayer rope 

(fig.7). In this piece, the knots of both ropes carried by St. Abraham and St. George 

are visible.  

4.2. Praying beads and ropes became one of the remarkable hand objects depicted in 

Coptic icons. Being connected with the concept of monasticism in Egypt. These 

objects were represented being carried in the hands of the saint and monks. Several 

examples of St.  Paul show the saint solemnly carrying praying beads.  Together 

with St. Paul, St. Anthony is depicted holding praying beads and ropes in other 

examples (figs. 4, 5, 6, 18). Moreover, St.  Pachomius was depicted holding 

praying beads twice. The first example represented him alone (fig. 9). In the second 

icon (fig. 15), both the saint and his sister Dalusham are using their praying beads.  

In addition, other saints were depicted carrying praying beads. Coptic Icons show St. 

Abraham with St. George (fig.7), St. Markus el-Antunini (fig. 8), St. Bishoi (fig. 

10), St.  Domitius (fig. 11), St. Apip (fig.12) and St.  Thomas the Hermit (fig. 14) 

are holding their praying beads. Less prominent figures are represented with 

praying beads. For instance, the disciple of St.  Hadara is holding the praying beads 

in one example (fig. 13). Another icon shows and the female saint accompanying 

Thomas the Hermit with praying beads (fig. 14).  

4.3.  Other prominent characters are illustrated beside the holder of praying beads and 

ropes. The crowned Virgin Mary and her child are depicted mainly with St. 

Anthony and St. Paul the Hermit while carrying their chain of beads (figs. 4,5,6, 

18). This iconography, known in art as crowned Hodegetria, reveals the importance 

of the praying beads which enable the user to reach the highest levels of piety. 

Furthermore, the beads' carrier was sometimes accompanied with another character 

who was known to be deeply connected to him. St. George appeared with both St. 

Paul and St. Anthony (figs. 5, 6, 19). St. Maximius was depicted side by side with 

his brother St. Domitius (fig.11), St. Apip was illustrated with St. Apollo (fig.12), 

and the disciple of St. Hadara was represented with him in one example (fig.13). 

4.4.  The carrier of the praying beads could be one, two, or even three. Certain 

examples represent two saints holding praying beads such as; St. Paul and St. 

Anthony (figs. 4, 5, 6, 18), St. Abraham and St. George (fig.7), St. Thomas and the 

female saint (fig.14), St. Pachomius and his sister Dalusham (fig. 15). The three 

macarri are illustrated in one example holding praying beads (fig. 16). 

4.5.  The majority of the represented beads' carriers are dressed in the traditional 

monastic costumes including the kalansuwa, the mandyas, the long tunic as well as 

the epitrachelion. The kalansuwa is replaced with the shape of a black klobuk worn 

by St. Domitius (fig. 11), and by small cap worn by St. Thomas (fig.14). The female 

saints covered their heads with the maphorion (figs.14, 15). 
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4.6.  In the case of being accompanied with hand gestures, the adoration sign was the 

solemn hand gesture being represented with praying beads and ropes. This gesture 

was either made by raising the two hands or only one hand. St. Paul is the only 

saint who was depicted making the adoration sign with his both hands and carrying 

his chain of praying beads (figs. 2, 3, 4, 17). In other examples, this hand object 

was carried in one hand while raising the other hand in adoration; a gesture pose 

that is illustrated on the icon of St. Bishoi (fig.10). In the icon of the three Macarii, 

the three figures are making the adoration gesture with the same hand that holds 

praying beads (fig. 16). 

4.7.  In some cases, praying beads were depicted side by side with other hand objects. 

For instance, examples show praying beads and ropes being accompanied Latin 

Cross (figs. 5, 6, 7, 9,12,14,15,16, 18, 19). The cross might refer to the cross 

gesture done with the right hand while using the left hand in carrying the praying 

beads and ropes. Other icons show the tau- staff carried with praying beads (figs. 

4,7,8,10,11, 19); a crucial staff which was particularly used by the monks. Among 

these icons, only one icon, namely that of St. Bishoy represents him holding the two 

objects with the same hand (fig. 10). One icon depicts a book, most probably the 

Bible, being carried by the disciple of St. Hadara (fig. 13).   

4.8. In Coptic Culture, praying beads were held in the left hand while making the sign 

of the cross with the right hand. Thus, the majority of Coptic icons represent 

praying beads and ropes being carried in the left hand (figs. 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 

10,11,12, 14,15,16, 18). However, the artist did not restrict himself in this 

iconography as other icons represent praying beads in the right hand of the 

worshippers (figs. 4,13,14, 17, 18, 19). Icons of St. Paul present a unique 

iconography of praying beads being tied with his liturgical belt (zonarion) around 

the waist beneath his left arm (figs. 2,3,4). Being confined to St. Paul, the artist 

apparently intended to reveal that praying beads and ropes were an indispensable 

hand object of this saint.   

4.9. The pebbles and knots were mainly black, white, or rarely white and black strung 

on a cord alternatively. Black praying beads represent the majority of the examples 

(figs. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 13, 16, 17, 18, 19). White colored beads found in certain 

examples (figs. 8, 11, 12, 14). The icon of St. Thomas the hermit in Akhmin 

represents a remarkable shape of praying beads which consists of black and white 

pebbles (fig. 14).  

4.10. The figure of the cross is depicted terminating the praying beads from the middle 

(figs. 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11,14,15). In some examples, the depicted cross could be 

identified as Greek cross (figs. 2, 8, 9,14). Other icons depict the chain of beads 

being terminated with a tassel (fig. 5,6,7,16,17, 18). There is a distinguished shape 

of praying beads which end with the shape of a cross topped by a tassel. This is 

depicted being carried by St. Paul and St. Anthony (fig. 5,6), St. Abraham and St. 

George (fig.7) and by the three Macarii (fig. 16). Another example (fig. 15) shows 

the chain of beads being terminated from the middle with a small cord of beads. 

4.11. Many Coptic icons bearing the shapes of praying beads are found in the Churches 

of Old Cairo (figs. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 15, 16) as well as the monasteries of Wadi El-
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Natrun (figs. 10,11,12). Furthermore, certain icons from the churches of Upper 

Egypt (figs. 13,14) the monastery of St. Paul (fig. 9) and the monastery of St. 

Anthony (fig. 18) reveal the shape of praying beads.    

4.12. Almost all examples date back to the late Coptic art, as early as the seventeenth till 

the nineteenth centuries AD.   

5. Praying Beads and Praying Ropes in the Context of Modern and Coptic 

Heritage 

Praying beads maintained to be a crucial element in the monastic life in Egypt as far 

as the Ottoman period. There is a remarkable painting, apparently executed by an 

Armenian painter, for an Egyptian monk on his way to the monastery of St. 

Anthony. The monk wears the traditional Ottoman costume, a blue turban, and red 

shoes. 78 He is depicted walking and holding a staff in his right hand and a black 

praying bead in his left hand. Three beads topped by the Greek cross terminated 

suspend from the middle of the praying beads (fig. 20).  

 
Fig.20. Ottoman drawing of an Egyptian Monk holding a praying bead and going to the 

Monastery of St. Anthony 

After: Zuzana Skalova, Gawdat Gabra, Icons of the Nile Valley, Cairo: Egyptian 

international publishing-Longman, 2006, 120. 

 Nowadays, praying beads were still used by the monks in monasteries. It became a 

tangible element79 of the Coptic heritage in Egypt. Moreover, praying beads and ropes 

help in preserving a crucial intangible element80 in the Coptic heritage, namely the 

recited prayers.  81 However, using such beads are not restricted to monks but they could 

also be used by common Christians. Praying beads help in clearing the mind of their 

user to concentrate during his devotion away from any distraction leaving behind his 

back the earthly worries. Thus, praying beads are used as a training tool for the monks 

to recite their prayers even in their subconscious. They are particularly used by new 

monks to recite “Jesus Prayers” and trying to involve all their senses in this action. 

They count their prayers on the beads while reciting them vocally. Elder monks 

recommend to place an iconography of the crucified Jesus in front of the monk during 
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recitation. By this way, sight, hearing, as well as touch senses are involved during using 

praying beads aiming to reach the highest level of concentration.  

Recited prayers are named in Arabic “El-Salah Sahmeya” meaning “prayers of arrows” 

referring to their role in warding off the demon. In ancient times, as soon as the person 

was accepted as a monk, praying beads were presented to him. Nevertheless, this 

tradition is not attested nowadays.  Forty-one beads and one hundred beads of praying 

are now manufactured in certain monasteries. The first one is used to recite “Kyrie 

Elesion” individually by the monks. Concerning the one hundred beads of praying, it is 

used to recite the same phrase during Good Friday in churches. During that day, the 

leader preach holds the praying beads to aid him in keep counting the prayers and the 

attended audience recite after him. By the end of Good Friday, “Kyrie Elesion” is 

recited as a liturgical prayer four hundred times in the church. Every one hundred is 

recited in the a direct of the four main directions of the church starting from east, west, 

north, and ending in the southern part of the church.  

Aside from the previous-mentioned prayers, praying beads could be used in any time or 

place without being restricted to a certain number of prayers. Since ancient times, there 

were no restriction in the materials used in making Coptic praying beads. Wood, 

particularly wood of olive trees was used to make the beads which were strung in ropes. 

This tradition maintained in modern times. Modern Coptic praying beads and praying 

ropes are now preserved in the museum of Deir El-Surian in Wadi El-Natrun.  

According to the displayed examples, different shapes of crosses were used in 

manufacturing modern praying beads. In the first example (fig.21), the thirty-three 

beads are made of olive wood while the Greek cross is made by four black spiral strings 

of a material, apparently leather.  

 
Fig.21. Examples of modern Coptic praying beads, Museum of Deir E-Surian 

Monastery, Wadi El-Natrun, Egypt 

Photographed by: Zeinab Hanafy 
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The second example (figs. 22 a,22b) represents a praying rope of forty-one knots in 

black color. The rope ends with the knot takes the shape of the Greek cross.  

 
Figs. 22a, 22b. Example of modern Coptic praying rope, Museum of Deir E-Surian 

Monastery, Wadi El-Natrun, Egypt 

Photographed by: Zeinab Hanafy 

The third piece (fig.23) is the personal bead of Fr. Gregorios the Syrian. It consists of 

one hundred beads. Colored figures of Jesus the Christ adorn the three main terminal 

beads. Concerning the Latin cross, it bears the shape of the crucified Jesus in white 

color. 

 
Fig. 23. the personal bead of Fr. Gregorios the Syrian, Deir El Surian Monastery, Wadi 

El-Natrun 

Photographed by: Zeinab Hanafy 
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Among the relics of St. Bishoy in Deir El-Surian Monastery in Wadi El Natrun, thirty-

three beads of praying are preserved. The beads are creamy-colored and every three 

beads are terminated with a light pink bead. The chain of beads is topped with three 

beads and placed on the left side of the embroidery covering the relics of the saint (figs. 

24a, 24b).  

 
Fig.24a 

 
Fig.24b. colored thirty-three beads of praying placed on the left side of the embroidery 

covering the relics of the St. Bishoy, Deir El-Surian Monastery, Wadi El Natrun  

Photographed by: Zeinab Hanafy 

This is another modern example of praying beads that belongs to a prominent monastic 

character in Egypt. 82  It contains one hundred pebbles of amber topped by a terminate 

that ends with a cross. This cross is made of pure gold and bears the shape of the 

crucified Christ (fig.25).  

 

 
Fig. 25. Praying beads of a prominent monastic character in Egypt, beads are made of 

amber and the terminate is topped by a gold cross 

Photographed by: Zeinab Hanafy 
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Using praying beads by the Copts might have inspired the Muslims in Egypt to use it to 

keep up counting their own holy phrases and become known by the Muslims as 

“subha”.83 Group of scholars mention that the Rosary was introduced from Islam by the 

Middle Ages, as a helpful tool for those who cannot read or write to remember 

teachings of the Bible.84  
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