
ITALIAN IVORY PATERNOSTER ROSARY BEAD
A FINE AND UNUSUAL ITALIAN IVORY PATERNOSTER ROSARY BEAD CARVED ON THREE SIDES WITH THE HEAD OF CHRIST,

THE VIRGIN MARY AND A SKULL ‘MEMENTO MORI’
OLD SMOOTH CREAMY PATINA

MID 17TH CENTURY
SIZE: 3.5CM HIGH, 3.5CM DIA. (MAX) - 1½ INS HIGH, 1½ INS DIA. (MAX)

 
LITERATURE

THIS FINE CARVING WAS MADE TO ACT AS A TERMINAL BEAD TO A ONE DECADE PATERNOSTER AND MAY HAVE BEEN
WORN ON A PROCESSIONAL ROSARY BY A BISHOP OR CARDINAL. THERE ARE DIFFERENT THEORIES ABOUT THE ORIGIN
OF THE CHRISTIAN ROSARY. IN 7TH CENTURY GRAVES STRINGS OF BEADS HAVE BEEN DISCOVERED TWISTED AROUND
THE HANDS OF THE DECEASED, A CUSTOM WHICH IS STILL FOLLOWED IN PARTS OF ITALY AND JAPAN. SAINT ROSALIA

(742-814AD) A RELATIVE OF THE EMPEROR CHARLEMAGNE WAS REPORTED TO HAVE BEEN FOUND BURIED WITH A
STRING OF LITTLE BEADS THAT ENDED IN A CROSS. HOWEVER, THESE BEADS WERE PROBABLY TALISMANIC RATHER

THAN FOR COUNTING A GIVEN SET OF PRAYERS.
THE USE OF BEADS AS AN AID TO DEVOTION BEGAN IN THE MEDIEVAL MONASTERIES AROUND 1000AD. APART FROM THE

LEARNED MONKS, PRIESTS AND ABBOTS, THE LAITY WERE ILLITERATE AND UNABLE TO UNDERSTAND LATIN AND SO
COULD NOT SING OR RECITE THE PSALMS. WHEN GIVEN A SET OF 150 PRAYERS TO RECITE, THEY WOULD USE ROSARY
BEADS TO COUNT THEM. THE 150 BEADS WERE KNOWN AS ‘AVE’ BEADS, A DECADE OF ‘AVES’ COUNTED ON THE SMALL

BEADS IS FOLLOWED BY A PATERNOSTER, THE LORDS PRAYER, FOR WHICH A LARGER BEAD IS USED.
THE NUMBER THREE IS ALSO IMPORTANT AND IS A BASIC COMPONENT OF THE ROSARY'S ICONOGRAPHY. IT HAS A

COMPLEX HISTORY DATING BACK TO EARLY CHRISTIAN IRELAND AND IS SAID TO BE RELATED TO THE NATIONAL SYMBOL
OF IRELAND, THE TREFOIL OF THE SHAMROCK.

 


