
IN the auction held by Leu Numismatikin Zurich on 13th May this year there
was a unique and unpublished lead seal.
(Figure 1) It was the seal of the bishop
of Nazareth in Galilee and it was struck
in about 1120 AD when Nazareth was
in the Crusader kingdom of Jerusalem.
The king of Jerusalem at the time was
Baldwin II (1118-1131) but he issued no
coins, so it is wonderful that something

has survived from his reign. It is not
surprising that although the pre-sale
estimate was 1000 Swiss francs, the seal
sold for 11,000 plus commission (about
AUD 19,000). 
On one side of the seal Bishop Bernard

stands holding a crozier, and we see how
a bishop dressed in the 12th century. The
surrounding Latin inscription BERN-
ARDVS NAZARENVS [EPISCOPVS]

means ‘Bernard Nazareth Bishop’. On the
other side the angel Gabriel holds a long
staff in his left hand and gestures with his
right hand signifying that he is speak-
ing to Mary who sits behind what looks
like a table but is probably a spinning
wheel because it was thought she was
spinning thread at the time.(Figure 2)
Gabriel’s hand seems to be touching
Mary’s hand.  This episode is known as

Road signs in Israel. (Wikimedia Commons) 

Figure 1 – Seal of Bernard, bishop of Nazareth. Diameter 39 mms. (Leu Numismatik Auction 11, Lot 318)



the Annunciation (announcement).
Gabriel is informing Mary that she will
give birth to a son and will call him
Jesus. In Luke’s gospel Gabriel begins
by saying, “Greetings, favoured one! The
Lord is with you.” (Luke 1:28, NRSV)
On the seal only the beginning of the
Latin inscription is readable, and the
words are AVE MARIA (Hail Mary).

The complete Latin inscription appears
on the seals of later bishops of Nazareth
and means “Hail Mary, full of grace! The
Lord is with you.” 
Because the Annunciation occurred in

Nazareth it was appropriate that this
scene should be on the seal of Bernard
who was the first known Latin bishop
of the town. We know that he was at
Nazareth in 1120 because William of
Tyre mentions a Bernardus, bishop of
Nazareth, being present at the Council of
Nablus. The council produced the first
written laws for the kingdom of Jeru-
salem. In Nazareth today the Basilica
of the Annunciation is a large building
(Figure 3) built over the site where
the Annunciation was believed to have
occurred. 

Incredibly a seal showing the Annun-
ciation has survived from the 6th cen-
tury. (Figure 4) Mary is seated and in
her left hand she holds a distaff, which
is a tool used in spinning. There is a star
above. On the other side there is a block
monogram, which presents the name of
the seal’s owner as a puzzle. Scholars
have seen in the monogram all the let-
ters in the Greek name CAMOVHΛ
ΠATPIKIOC (Samuel Patrikios). Who and
where he was is unknown.
In an article entitled ‘Narrative Scenes

on Byzantine Lead Seals (Sixth-Twelfth
Centuries)’ in the journal Gesta, Vol. 48,
No. 1 (2009) pages 55-86, John Cotsonis
recorded 54 seals showing the Annunci-
ation. On the early ones Mary is spinning
at the time of her encounter with Gabriel

Figure 3 – Basilica of the Annunciation. It is a Catholic Church at Nazareth in northern Israel. (Wikimedia Commons. Photo by Larry Koester) 

Figure 2 – Painting ‘St Elizabeth of Hungary
Spinning for the Poor’ by Marianne Stokes
(1895). Elizabeth was the queen of Hungary
from 1221 to 1227 before becoming ascetic and
working for the poor. (Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 4 – 6th-century lead seal of Samuel Patrikios. Diameter 18 mms. 
(Leu Numismatik Web Auction 19, 26th Feb. 2022, Lot 3440)



as recorded in the apocryphal Protoe-
vangelium of James. On the later ones
Mary is standing on the right, which
some scholars thought reflected her grow-
ing prestige in the church.
The Annunciation also appears on the

gold and silver coins of Charles I who
was the king of Naples and Sicily from
1266 to 1285 (Figures 5 and 6) and on
the coins of his son Charles II who was
the king from 1285 to 1309. (Figures 7
and 8). There are some differences from
the Annunciation on Bernard’s seal: Mary
is standing on the right, there is no
spinning wheel, Gabriel holds a lily not
a staff, and between them there is a vase
containing three lilies. It is a beautiful

scene and if colour is added it becomes
even more spiritually charged. (Figure 9)
The difference between the Annunciation
on the coins of Charles I and Charles II
is that on the latter Gabriel hovers in the
air. His feet are not on the ground as
Mary’s are.
It is interesting to see how artists

painted the Annunciation during the
Renaissance which blossomed in the
15th century. In a painting by Benedetto
Bonfigli made in about 1455 (Figure 10)
Mary stands behind a small table on
which there is a little book, probably a
‘Book of Hours’ which was a prayer
book for lay people popular in the 15th

century. Only a wealthy aristocratic

person could afford one of these books,
which would be more appropriate for
Mary than a working woman’s spinning
wheel. Behind her there is a throne-like
chair. Gabriel looks more like a woman
than a man. He kneels before Mary, which
reflects the increasing reverence for the
mother of Jesus. With his left hand he
holds a long thin branch with lilies at
the top instead of a staff, but he still
gestures with his right hand. Between
them there is a vase with flowers (not
lilies).
In a painting by Fra Carnevale made

in about 1450 (Figure 11) Mary is stan-

Figure 5 – Gold coin (saluto d’oro) of Charles I minted at Naples.
Diameter 22 mms. (Roma Numismatics, Auction 8, Lot 1198)

Figure 6 – Silver coin (saluto d’argento) of Charles I minted at Naples.
Diameter 24 mms. (Roma Numismatics, E-Live Auction 2, Lot 983)

Figure 7 – Gold Coin (saluto d’oro) of Charles II minted at Naples. 
(Classical Numismatic Group, Auction 72, Lot 2372)

Figure 8 – Silver coin (saluto d’argento) of
Charles II minted at Naples. Diameter 24 mms.
On the reverse the Latin words, AVE GRACIA
PLENA DNS TECUM, mean ‘Hail, [you who
are] full of grace. The Lord is with you.’  (Centre
for Coins, Culture and Religious History. Web-
site cccrh.org)

Figure 9 – Reverse of coin in Figure 8 
with colour added.



ding but there is no table, Gabriel holds
the same thin branch with his left hand
and raises his right hand. Between them
there is a large vase, similar to the vase
on the coins of Charles I and II as in

Figure 9. It contains flowers (not lilies).
There is no reason for a vase being be-
tween Gabriel and Mary. So where did
the vase come from?
To answer this question we have to

realize what the Renaissance was all
about. The word means ‘rebirth’. It meant
a renewed interest in the learning and
arts of ancient Greece and Rome. Euro-
pean artists in the late Middle Ages
looked at the ancient statues and coins
and were inspired by them. As people in
Europe at that time were very religious,
artists naturally took a particular inter-
est in art that related to Christianity.
Perhaps when looking for inspiration to
help in painting an Annunciation scene
someone saw a sestertius of the 2nd-cen-
tury Roman emperor Hadrian (Figure 12)
and thought that the Annunciation was
depicted on the reverse. On the coin
Hadrian stands on the right and holds
the hand of a kneeling woman who is
the personification of Achaia (Greece),
but notice the ‘wing’ on the kneeling fig-
ure, how the robes hang on the standing
figure, and how the branch in the vase
looks like the branch that Gabriel holds
in the Renaissance paintings. His ab-
normally long branch is inexplicable until
it is realized that it was taken out of the
vase and replaced with a bunch of differ-
ent flowers that look like chrysanthe-
mums. On another example of the coin
the ‘wing’ is not so obvious but the palm
looks more like a lily. (Figure 13) It is
easy to misinterpret the scene on
Hadrian’s coin, and once this was done

Figure 10 – Painting ‘The Annunciation’ by Benedetto Bonfigli, circa 1455. 
It is in the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum in Madrid.  (Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 11 – Painting ‘The Annunciation’ by Fra Carnevale, circa 1450. It is in the National Gallery
of Art in Washington D.C. The upper part of the painting has not been shown. (Wikimedia Commons)

Figure 12 – Sestertius of Hadrian (117-138) minted
at Rome in 136 AD. Diameter 32 mms. On the
reverse RESTITVTORI ACHAIAE means ‘to the
restoration of Achaia’. Sear 3627. (Stack’s Bowers
Galleries, Jan. 2013, N.Y.I.N.C. Lot 5277), 



the vase on the coin appeared in many
paintings of the Annunciation. Lilies
symbolized purity. It was the flower assoc-
iated with Mary.  
Why does a vase appear on Hadrian’s

coin? In David Sear’s book Roman
Coins and their Values II it is described
as a prize-urn containing a palm. It was

a symbol of Achaia where games such
as the Olympic Games were regularly
held. The winners in the games were given
these urns and the palm branch was a
symbol of victory. Hadrian travelledwidely
in his empire, and in 136, two years before
he died, coins referring to twelve regions
in the empire were minted at Rome. On

the coins there were symbols of each re-
gion. On the sestertius for Arabia there
is a camel between Hadrian and the kneel-
ing figure. (Figure 14) On the sestertius
for Spain there is a rabbit. (Figure 15)
The Annunciation appears on the Anglo-

Gallic coins of Henry VI (1422-1461).
(Figure 16) Mary stands on the left while

Figure 13 – Sestertius of Hadrian (117-138) minted at Rome in 136 AD. 
Diameter 29 mms. Sear 3627. (Heidelberger Münzhandlung Herbert Grün E.K., Auction 75, Lot 482)



Gabriel gives her a tablet (speech bub-
ble) with AVE on it. Heavenly light
shines from above as on the seal in Figure
4. Occasionally the Annunciation appears
on later coins and medallions, as on the
silver coins of the dukes of Tuscany.
(Figure 17) On their coins a less tradit-

ional scene is shown. It is more realistic.
Mary had been kneeling at a prayer table
facing right when she turns towards
Gabriel. He is a masculine figure who
towers over her, but he still holds the
abnormally long thin stalk of lilies. There
is no need for the vase or the Book of

Hours. Those books became cheap and
unfashionable when printing was in-
vented. No doubt modern artists will
continue to reimagine the scene that be-
came part of Christian thinking when
Luke included the story in his gospel. 
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Figure 14 – Sestertius of Hadrian (117-138) minted at Rome in 136 AD. There is a camel on the reverse
and the legend means ‘to the restoration of Arabia’. Sear 3629. (Paul-Francis Jacquier, Auction 48, Lot 147)

Figure 15 – Sestertius of Hadrian (117-138) minted at Rome in 136 AD. There is a rabbit on the re-
verse and the legend means ‘to the restoration of Spain’. Sear 3633. (Roma Numismatics Ltd,
Auction 12, Lot 765.)

Figure 16 – Gold coin (salut d’or) of Henry VI (1422-1461) minted at Rouen in France. Diameter
27 mms. (Classical Numismatic Group, Triton XX, Lot 1613)

Figure 17 – Silver coin (giulio) of Cosimo III de’
Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany (1670-1723),
minted in 1677. Diameter 26 mms. The Latin
words on the reverse mean ‘Behold, lowly
lady’.  (Roma Numismatics, E-sale 83, Lot 1386)


