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BAC KG ROUND INFORMAT I O N

According to legend, Rome was founded in 
753 B.C. As a non-Christian state, it lasted
almost 1,100 years. During that span of time 
it changed from a government of limited
democracy (a republic) to one ruled by a 
despot, called an emperor (from the Latin
imperator, or “general”). Roman territory 
grew to such an extent that the enormous
Greek world, based on the conquests of
Alexander the Great and stretching from
Greece to India and from Turkey to Egypt,
was only a fraction of its empire.

In 324 A.D. Constantine I, the first Christian
Roman emperor, began to build a new capital,
Constantinople (now Istanbul), on the site of
the Greek port town of Byzantion. Not only
was this city centered strategically between 
the western and eastern halves of the Roman
Empire, but it also commanded the overland
trade routes between Europe and the East, 
as well as the shipping lanes connecting the
Mediterranean and the Black Seas (see Map 1).
The state ruled from there would be called
Byzantium. Constantinople remained the
capital city of the empire for another 1,100
years until it fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453.

Constantine I lavished art and architecture 
upon his new capital city, with a great church 
at its heart. In the fifth century, the western
part of the Roman Empire fell to invaders.
While later emperors usually controlled only
the eastern part of the Roman Empire (today
called the Byzantine Empire), they still
continued ambitious construction projects,
such as the domed church of Hagia Sophia
(Holy Wisdom). (Built by Justinian I between
532 and 537 A.D., Hagia Sophia is still the
third largest cathedral in the world.)

The Byzantine Empire combined Roman
political and legal institutions, traditional 
Greek culture, and Christianity. It continued
the classical system of education that included
teaching ancient Greek literature, philosophy,
science, medicine, art, and rhetoric. The
textbooks of this system preserved the
literature of ancient Greece, including Homer.
Even the church, which developed its own
literature and philosophy, accepted this pagan
Greek schooling.

In the later sixth and seventh centuries, the
broad historical context for the David Plates,
Byzantium lost vast tracts of its territories 
to nomadic peoples from the north and to
Persians and Muslims from the east.
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Byzantine Empire under Justinian I (525-565 A.D.)



This beautiful and exceptionally important set 
of nine silver plates, dated 629 to 630, was
discovered with two other silver plates in 1902
in Karavas in northern Cyprus (see Map 2). The
plates were found hidden near a small horde of
gold jewelry. Most of this treasure came to the
Metropolitan Museum from the collection of 
J. Pierpont Morgan. Six of the David Plates are
in the Metropolitan’s collection and are on view
in the Mary and Michael Jaharis Galleries for
Byzantine Art on the first floor (in the long
corridor gallery on the right of the Grand
Staircase, as approached from the Great Hall).
The other three plates are in the collection of
the Cyprus Museum in Nicosia, Cyprus.

Elaborate dishes such as the David Plates had
long been used for display by the aristocracy
and imperial court of the Byzantine Empire.
The dishes’ costly material and artistry were
indications of the wealth of their owners, while
the usual classical themes of the decoration
indicated their learning. The low-relief scenes
on the David Plates—with the figures’ realistic
musculature, body movements, and drapery
patterns, as well as the clarity and balance of
the compositions—offer proof of the continuity
of Greco-Roman traditions in Byzantine art. 
Yet the decoration of the David Plates is 
unique in that it presents incidents from the
early life of the Jewish hero David as told in 
1 Samuel 16–18 in the Old Testament of 
the Bible. 

In eleven scenes, David is summoned from 
his flock of sheep to meet the prophet Samuel;
he is anointed the new king of Israel by Samuel
(since King Saul of Israel is no longer in God’s
favor); David argues with his brother Eliab 
after he comes into Saul’s camp and hears
about the reward for killing the giant Goliath,
the champion of the enemy Philistines; David
offers to fight Goliath, countering Saul’s worry
that he is just a boy by telling the king that he
has killed the lions and bears that have
threatened his sheep; Saul provides David with
armor for his oncoming fight, but David
decides not to wear it; David and Goliath
confront each other and the young hero
successfully slays the giant (presented in three
scenes); and finally, David is married to Saul’s
daughter Michal, as part of his reward for
killing Goliath.

The medium and small plates undoubtedly 
were intended to surround the largest, which
dramatically shows the Battle of David and
Goliath. The arrangement of the nine plates
may have closely followed the biblical order 
of the events, and their display may have
conformed to a type of a Christogram, or
monogram for the name of Christ, which
combines a cross and the Greek letter    
(chi, pronounced ki, as in “pie”). The
arrangement of the plates according to 
this pattern (see diagram shown above) is
introduced in Activity 5 of this resource. 
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