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Abstract

This paper proposes a new framework for understanding Byzantine heritage in Anatolia by examining cultural continuity rather
than rupture. Instead of viewing Byzantine monuments through narratives of loss, often epitomized by the framing of the 1923
Population Exchange as a cultural break, this study argues for recognizing Cappadocia’s Byzantine monuments as integral parts
of a living Anatolian cultural tradition shaped by multiple civilizations over millennia. The study introduces the concept of
“cultural trust,” a continuous chain of cultural transmission that transcends religious and ethnic boundaries. Through
comparative iconographic analysis of Byzantine Cappadocia’s wall paintings, it demonstrates how Byzantine Christian art
incorporated both ancient Anatolian traditions and Turkic visual elements, creating a distinctly regional synthesis. Key evidence
includes the recurrence of maternal and protective imagery across millennia, the appearance of Turkic equestrian motifs such
as knotted tails, and the broader coexistence of Christian and Islamic visual vocabularies in Anatolia. This approach highlights
how local communities actively participated in shaping what we now call “Byzantine heritage” through enduring acts of cultural
continuity and shared responsibility. By examining this historical synthesis alongside contemporary approaches to heritage
management, the paper questions whether current frameworks adequately acknowledge this heritage’s true nature as a
product of ongoing Anatolian creativity. The study concludes by asking: if we understand Byzantine heritage as the outcome
of continuous cultural trust among Anatolian communities, how might this transform our present approaches to its
preservation and interpretation?
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1. INTRODUCTION

The Middle Ages were decisive in shaping Cappadocia’s image and identity, when Christianity became
the primary force driving local architecture and art. As a region within the Byzantine Empire, Cappadocia
stands as a living museum of Byzantine artistic activity, especially through its rock-cut churches and
murals. The scarcity of surviving paintings from Constantinople and the durability of the volcanic tuff
have made the region an invaluable record of medieval visual culture. Although rock-carving traditions
predate Christianity, this technique reached its height under Byzantine rule, reflecting both inherited
Anatolian practices and new religious aesthetics (Bixio et al., 2002; Ramseyer, 2014; Yamac, 2022).

Figure 1:

The grape motifs on the ceiling of Stefanos Kilisesi in Keslik Monastery, Cemil, 9th Century, (Photo by
Unser, 2016)

The wall paintings in these Byzantine churches, mostly from the 9th—13th centuries, offer crucial
insight into regional religious art. While rooted in Biblical narratives, they also display certain
iconographic nuances and stylistic details that distinguish them from works produced in the Byzantine
capital or other major centers. For instance, grape and vine motifs painted on the ceiling of the Stefanos
Church in the Keslik Monastery (9th century), among many others in the region, may evoke the
Eucharistic symbolism of wine while also perhaps reflecting Cappadocia’s long familiarity with vine
imagery and agricultural themes. Such vegetal motifs, grape clusters and vine leaves are common
throughout Byzantine art, yet they appear with particular frequency in Cappadocian wall paintings and
even recur in later Ottoman-period architecture, such as the Constantine and Helena Church in
Mustafapasa.

Modern scholarship often frames Byzantine Cappadocia through narratives of rupture and loss,
particularly following the 1923 Population Exchange, which is frequently cited as marking the end of the
region’s Christian presence. Art historian Uyar (2015) poses a crucial question to contemporary Turkish
society: “What are our responsibilities toward this unique Byzantine heritage on which we live?” Indeed,
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the present study builds on Uyar’s call for responsibility while proposing a different conceptual
framework. Rather than asking “how do we recover lost memory?”, we might ask: “how do we recognize
the continuity today?” The visual evidence presented here suggests that what appears as “lost Byzantine
heritage” is in fact part of ongoing Anatolian cultural creativity, not something to be recovered from the
past, but something to be recognized in the present and transmitted to the future.

Recognizing Byzantine Cappadocia as ongoing cultural transmission raises a fundamental question:
what conceptual framework best captures this continuity and responsibility? International legal
discourse has evolved from cultural property to cultural heritage to stress stewardship over ownership
(Prott and O’Keefe, 1992; Harding, 1999), yet in Turkish usage “heritage” (Tr. miras) still implies passive
inheritance and ethnic possession. It asks “whose heritage is this?”, a question that freezes Byzantine
monuments as the lost property of a departed community rather than recognizing them as living
elements of continuous Anatolian tradition.

This study therefore proposes an alternative framework: cultural trust (Tr. emanet). Unlike miras,
which implies ownership of the past, emanet emphasizes responsibility to the future. It asks not "who
left this to us?" but "to whom must we pass it on?" and "how do we fulfill our role as temporary
custodians?"

Prof. Dr. Rusen Keles frames this view within what the United Nations calls the "public trust"
principle. As he reminds us, cultural and natural assets “belong to those who come after us, while we
are merely temporary trustees” (Keles, 2022). He warns against the miras yedi mentality, consuming
what is inherited instead of preserving it, and traces Turkey’s preservation awareness to the 19th-
century Ottoman reforms and contemporary civic initiatives like the Association of Historic Towns of
Turkey. This understanding also underlies the 2013 ICOMOS Tiirkiye Declaration , which defines heritage
as a “symbol of identity and continuity” and explicitly links its protection to the moral notion of emanet.
Such convergence between professional conservation ethics and civic morality shows that the concept
of trust is already embedded in national heritage discourse.

In introducing the notion of “trust”, this study does not aim to replace “heritage” but to evoke a
complementary ethical perspective on cultural responsibility. The purpose is not to redefine the
terminology, but to reintroduce an awareness of stewardship that is often lost when heritage is framed
solely as property or inheritance. In this sense, emanet serves as a reminder of care within continuity,
an attitude of responsibility rather than possession.

2. A Two-Layered Cultural Synthesis

When focusing on the visual culture of Byzantine Cappadocia, two interrelated layers of continuity
become apparent: ancient Anatolian foundations and Turkic influences.

The association between women and healing in Cappadocian murals may have deep roots in
Anatolia’s cultural memory. From Neolithic figurines at Catalhéyiik to the Hattian Sun Goddess of Arinna
and the Hittite goddess Hepat Anatolian visual culture has long expressed sacred power through
maternal imagery (Aktilire, 2023; Beckman, 2016). Hittite ritual texts further attest to women’s roles as
healers and ritual specialists, creating a symbolic nexus between femininity, protection, and divine
intercession that would persist for millennia.

Byzantine Christianity reinterpreted these associations within a new theological framework. Female
saints such as Thekla and Anna embodied protective and intercessory roles, transforming ancient
patterns of feminine spiritual authority into Christian hagiography. What makes the Cappadocian
corpus particularly revealing, however, is not merely the presence of such figures but their prominence
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and frequency. The region’s iconographic programs display an unusual concentration of female saints
and mother-child pairs, a pattern that suggests more than simple adherence to Byzantine convention.

Among these, the pair of Julitta and Kerykos provides a telling case of how maternal imagery was
theologically reshaped within Byzantine Cappadocia. Their cult and imagery were known across the
Christian world, and the region preserves both the naturalistic mother-and-child type and versions in
which Kerykos appears as a self-aware, older child. The latter, seen, for instance at Mamasun K&y Ensesi
Kilisesi derives from hagiographic narrative, emphasizing spiritual maturity instead of physical age
(Figure 1b-c). By contrast, the Archangels Church at Keslik monastery (13th c.) depicts the pairin a more
conventional maternal mode (Figure 1a).

Figures 2 a-c: lconographic variations of Saints Julitta and Kerykos. These include (2a) the
foundational mother-son type and (2b—c) alternative representations of the saints, Julitta and Kerykos
in separete locations, Kerykos as an adult martyr (2c) (Unser 2022).

What this variation reveals is not a local deviation from Byzantine norms but the coexistence of
multiple theological readings of childhood and sanctity within the same visual tradition. The
Cappadocian corpus, rich in such examples, shows how familiar maternal arche types continued to
resonate with regional devotional memory while being reformulated within Christian theology. This
transformation reflects not a survival of pagan cults but a reconfiguration of enduring visual associations
between womanhood, protection, and divine intercession within the symbolic framework of the new
religion.

Beyond these theological reinterpretations within Christian iconography, cross-cultural artistic
exchanges also became increasingly visible in Anatolia after the eleventh century. Visual evidence of
cultural dialogue between Byzantine and Seljuk Anatolia becomes increasingly apparent during the 13th
century, most clearly in equestrian and animal motifs. Horses with knotted tails, seen in Goktirk rock
carvings, Seljuk ceramics, and the famous Pazyryk carpet (Azarpay, 1959; Hiebert, 1992; Gorglinay
Kirzioglu, 2001) also appear in Cappadocian frescoes from the 13th century, notably in the Sahinefendi
Kirk Sehitler Church (Figures 3a-b) and the Kirk Damalti (St. George) Church at Ihlara. As Esin (1965)
observed, the horse and its tail carried profound ritual meaning in Turkic societies, from funerary
sacrifices to royal symbolism. Through Seljuk mediation, these visual forms must have entered Anatolian
Christian contexts, adapted into new iconographic registers without losing their symbolic potency.
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Figures 3 a-b: Horses with knotted tails: The Kurgan of Mayhan Uul, 7th century BC (After Karcaubay
and Karcaubay 2013); Kirk Sehitler Kilisesi, Sahmefendl 13th Century (Photo by$ Unser 2016)

Comparable hybrid imagery appears in the Karsi Kilise at Gllsehir, where a bird figure above the
Virgin and a white falcon above Gabriel enrich the apse composition (Suzek, p. 41). Gokcan (2017, p.
458-9) has also noted a dragon motif in the same church that reflects Turk—Mongol artistic influence.
These animal figures, integrated into Christian narrative frameworks, suggest that thirteenth-century
Cappadocian painters were open to Turkic and steppe-derived visual repertoires circulating in Anatolia.
As Suzek (2020, p. 13) argues, the conventional Rum—Turkish or Christian—Islamic divide has often been
overstated in scholarship, whereas the art of this hybrid milieu reveals cultural negotiation rather than
opposition.

Taken together, these examples show that cultural identity in medieval Anatolia was not imposed
but continuously renegotiated, producing hybrid artistic forms that combined inherited regional
imagery with new political and religious realities. While this study focuses on visual culture, comparable
continuities can also be observed in Cappadocia’s rock-cut architectural tradition, where inherited
carving practices continued to shape domestic and utilitarian spaces, such as wine or grape presses and
dovecotes, well into later centuries. This material dimension of continuity remains a promising avenue
for future research.

2. CONCLUSION

This short paper discusses the visual culture of Byzantine Cappadocia through two layers of cultural
synthesis: ancient Anatolian foundations and Turkic influences. The evidence shows that what is often
labeled “abandoned Rum Orthodox heritage” is, in fact, an Anatolian synthesis shaped by long-term
cultural dialogue. Although the meaning of Neolithic figurines remains uncertain, their recurring
presence in Anatolian visual culture points to enduring familiarity with maternal and protective imagery.
In Byzantine Cappadocia, some female saints were reinterpreted within new theological frameworks,
preserving their protective and intercessory associations.

A second layer of synthesis emerged through interaction with the Turkic—Seljuk world. Motifs such
as birds, dragons, and horses with knotted tails, rooted in Central Asian artistic traditions, found new
resonance in Byzantine contexts. Their presence in thirteenth-century murals reflects selective
adaptation rather than direct borrowing.

40


https://doi.org/10.18844/gjae.v16i1.10042

Unser, S. (2026). Byzantine cappadocia as anatolian cultural trust: Visual culture and cultural transmission. Global
Journal of Design Art and Education, 16(1), 36-42. https://doi.org/10.18844/gjae.v16i1.10042

These two intertwined layers illustrate how Cappadocia became a creative crossroads. Its art
integrated inherited and foreign elements into a regional synthesis that transcended political and
religious divisions. The layered nature of this synthesis also informs us how we think about cultural
responsibility. Just as artistic forms evolved through dialogue and adaptation, preservation demands
shared stewardship. Miras (heritage) often implies passive inheritance and ownership, whereas emanet
(trust) emphasizes care and responsibility for the future. Although a full theoretical discussion lies
beyond this paper’s scope, interpreting Byzantine Cappadocia through emanet offers a more inclusive
and ethical framework. It shifts the question from “whose heritage is this?” to “how do we pass it on?”
and “how do we act as responsible custodians?”

Preservation, then, becomes an ethical act rather than an administrative duty. These monuments
should not be treated as museum relics of a vanished world but as living parts of Anatolia’s cultural
tradition. They testify to the region’s lasting ability to blend diverse artistic and spiritual forms.
Ultimately, Cappadocia’s visual culture reminds us that cultural boundaries are more fluid than political
narratives suggest. Heritage endures most authentically when treated as a shared trust, borrowed from
the past and owed to the future.
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