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Series Editor’s Preface

The Blackwell Anthologies in Art History series is intended to bring together
writing on a given subject drawn from a broad historical and historiographic
perspective. The aim of each volume is to present key writings, while at the same
time challenging their canonical status through the inclusion of texts that provide
different approaches, interpretation, and ideas. Late Antique and Medieval Art
of the Mediterranean World brings together a new and important synthesis of
fundamental texts for the study of art history from the third to the thirteenth
centuries CE. The combination of texts in this volume responds to the purpose
of the series by working to promote an integrated study of the art and culture
in the lands surrounding the Mediterranean. The anthology presents material
that has usually been separated, both spatially and temporally, through adherence
to the traditional subcategories including “Early Christian,” “Byzantine,”
“Romanesque,” and “Islamic.” This division of the artifacts, texts, and histories
of art from these periods has isolated Late Antique from Medieval, East from
West, Byzantine from Islamic, Jewish from Christian, and Christian from Muslim,
and this volume seeks to break down these discrete categories to enable fresh
interpretations and perspectives. The novel configuration of the material in this
volume provides a stimulating resource for students and teachers alike. Moreover,
through its originality and questioning of established approaches, Late Antique
and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World makes a very welcome addition to
the series.

Dana Arnold
London 2006
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Introduction: Remapping the Art
of the Mediterranean

The primary objective of this volume is to promote an integrated study of the
art and culture in the lands surrounding the Mediterranean from late antiquity
through medieval times (3rd—13th centuries CE). I have sought to bring together
material that routinely had been separated, both spatially and temporally, by
traditional subcategories within Medieval art such as “Early Christian,” “Byzan-
tine,” “Romanesque,” “Islamic,” resulting in the study of these periods in isola-
tion, dividing late antique from medieval, East from West, Byzantine from
Islamic, Jewish from Christian, and Christian from Muslim, and so on. There
are many reasons for these classifications, ranging from the practical organization
of a complex body of knowledge into manageable units, emphasizing depth and
specialization, to the self-interested structure of Western scholarship, which was
founded on and invested in the creation of hierarchies of knowledge and disci-
plines. In all instances, however, it must be acknowledged that these categories
are anything but transparently obvious. Rather they result from an active process
of “mapping,” whereby cultural boundaries are defined through inclusion and
omission. The collection of essays in this volume presents a strategy for remap-
ping the art of the Mediterranean, employing a model that opens up political,
religious, and stylistic boundaries in European, Islamic, and Byzantine realms.
The premise here is that there is more to be gained by studying the art and
culture of the Mediterranean holistically than by carving it up into historical and
geographical categories and studying each grouping separately.

Since the 1970s, late antique (spdtantike, coined by the Austrian art historian
Alois Riegl in the late nineteenth century) has become the common appellation
for the period between the third and seventh centuries CE.! While it is not
completely unproblematic, through its link to antiquity, the term “late antique,”
to some extent, serves to avoid associations with the disparaging reference to the
decay and fall of the Roman Empire. The term also subsumes labels such as
“Early Christian,” “Coptic,” and “Late Roman,” each of which represents only
selective components and interests within the diversity and multicultural breadth

1



Eva R. Hoffman

that characterize the art and culture of the period as a whole. Finally, the broader
designation late antique has allowed for the expansive geographical consideration
of the late Roman Empire alongside the Sasanian Empire, as well as chronologi-
cal continuities from the third to the seventh centuries CE and beyond. More
and more evidence suggests that the Islamic conquests during the seventh
century did not represent a dramatic break from the preexisting late antique
culture.? As observed by the editors of Late Antiquity. A Guide to the Postclassical
World, “From the world of Constantine to the seemingly different world of
Damascus of ‘Abd al-Malik [the reader] may be surprised to see that not every-
thing had changed.”® These scholars have further proposed an extension of late
antiquity, pushing the end date to the year 800, including not only the first
Islamic Empire, the Umayyads, but also the establishment of Baghdad under the
succeeding Abbasid Empire. The particulars of the debate over the precise dates
for the beginning and end of the period of late antiquity matter less than what
this debate suggests about the blurred transitions and overlaps between periods
and the enduring continuities between antiquity at one end of the continuum
and the medieval world at the other.

There has also been growing acceptance among scholars of greater fluidity
between late antique and medieval art.* Herbert Kessler, in his evaluation of the
state of the field, observed: “history offers no clear break.”® Concerning the
problem of the marginalization of Byzantine art within the sphere of medieval
art, Robert Nelson has advocated more inclusive strategies within medieval art
that would incorporate the artistic cultures of the many regions of Western,
Central, and Eastern Europe, and the Christian and Muslim lands of the Levant.
Nelson asks: “What if issues in medieval art were pursued beyond our traditional
disciplinary subcategories of artistic medium, chronology or geography?”® This
challenge provides the guiding spirit for this volume. What follows here is a
practical and theoretical contribution toward addressing this issue.

This volume does not provide a comprehensive survey of the material, nor
attempt to integrate all of medieval art or even all of medieval Mediterranean art.
It is, instead, an anthology comprising selected texts on late antiquity, and the
Byzantine, Islamic, Venetian, and Norman Mediterranean realms, as well as
minority cultures within these governing political states. The collaborative format
of the anthology lends itself perfectly to the challenge of the cross-disciplinary
approach, while providing the necessary scholarly expertise and resources. Taken
together, the collection of essays allows us to reimagine and remap the Mediter-
ranean along an interactive network of connections. Instead of fixed categories,
I would propose a model of dynamic geographical and chronological continuities.
Along with these continuities comes an understanding of context; of what came
before and of pathways of exchange and intersection within the broader sphere
of medieval art in other centers. This rethinking is informed by the current
postmodern mentality of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,
characterized by flexible global reconceptualization, much as the taxonomy of
categorization spoke to the earlier twentieth-century modern models.

2



Remapping the Art of the Mediterranean

I can think of no more appropriate focus for this model of dynamic continuity
and cultural exchange than the Mediterranean world. The name “Mediterra-
nean” (the Middle Sea) first appeared sometime during late antiquity, to empha-
size the sea’s centrality to the coastlines and surrounding landmasses.” The
longevity of this label speaks to a continued perception of the Mediterranean as
the “sea in the middle.” Major studies have shown the Mediterranean region as
a site of remarkable continuities. Klavs Ransborg has presented archeological
evidence for relatively unchanging patterns of settlement and material culture
around the Mediterranean from late antiquity until roughly the eleventh century.®
The emphasis on the longue durée, the fact that changes in Mediterranean society
occurred only gradually over long periods of time rather than by political upheav-
als, is an idea long ago advanced by Fernand Braudel.” And, in their more recent
study, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean History, Peregrine Horden
and Nicholas Purcell have advanced the notion of systems of local exchange, and
of shared environmental, biological, and anthropological factors, in shaping and
connecting the Mediterranean world.'

Along with continuity, the Mediterranean is also defined through interaction.
From its location in the middle, the Mediterranean has always maintained a
delicate balance, and a paradoxical position. On the one hand, this great body
of water served as a natural boundary, separating lands across the sea and allow-
ing for the development of independent polities; on the other hand, the sea
served as the crossroads of Europe, North Africa, and Asia, as the obvious con-
nector of its coasts as well as the intermediary islands in between. David Abulafia
and S. D. Goitein have emphasized the history of the Mediterranean, not in
terms of the individual societies that developed around the sea, but rather in
terms of “interactions across space,” and the exchange of ideas and culture
through movement across the sea.!' As we shall see, during medieval times
between the tenth and twelfth centuries, the major players included the Republic
of Venice, Norman Sicily, Fatimid Egypt and North Africa, al-Andalus (Islamic
Spain), and Byzantium. There was constant travel between these polities across
the Mediterranean. Each of these centers was inhabited by a mix of populations
of Jews, Muslims, and Christians who maintained networks of trading partners
among coreligionists throughout the region, exchanging not only goods, but
also ideas and texts. The constant traffic of peoples and goods proved an effective
recipe for sustaining a fragile coexistence and a delicate balance of power. Fur-
thermore, the Mediterranean provided expanded possibilities for exchange well
beyond its shores, through connecting bodies of water that formed their own
networks of exchange as well as passageways for the Mediterranean itself. Some,
such as the Adriatic or Aegean Seas, were nearby, while others, such as the Black
Sea, which connected the Mediterranean to Eastern Europe and the Steppes,
were more distant; David Abulafia has posited other “mediterraneans,” that
expand the Mediterranean exchange network even further.'?

The Mediterranean, at the nexus of three continents, Europe, Asia, and
Africa, was the perfect medium to stimulate these complex intersections and
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continuities. Like the Mediterranean, where communities of Jews, Christians,
and Muslims exchanged ideas and goods in such centers as Cairo, Palermo, and
Cordoba, this volume serves as a meeting point for writings on art and culture
across the disciplinary boundaries of late antique, Byzantine, Islamic, Norman,
and Venetian arts, to name a few.

The essays here have been chosen not only because they represent material
related to each of these fields, but also because they bring to life the complex
visual intersections and formations that took place across the religious and politi-
cal boundaries of the Mediterranean in European, Islamic, and Byzantine realms.
To be sure, individual visual and cultural distinctions existed among these
spheres and these, as well as cultural transformations and changes, will be
addressed here also. Yet despite the emergence of clear and distinct individual
identity, the remapping here speaks to the permeability of boundaries in the
Mediterranean. It is my contention, furthermore, that the parameters chosen
here not only allow for a contextualization of a shared Mediterranean culture,
but also allow us to sharpen our focus on each of the individual cultures.

An important aspect of this anthology is the inclusion of earlier “classic” writ-
ings. These texts remain important touchstones as pioneering contributions,
both in their approaches and interpretation, even if a few points of information
in these works might warrant modification. They help to create a dialog with
more recent works, offering opportunities for comparison, but also serving as
foundations for the discourse of continuities and cultural interaction. Most of
these articles dispel widely held misconceptions, such as the prohibition of figural
images in Jewish and Islamic art (Parts I and III). All of the texts chosen dem-
onstrate an awareness of and sensitivity to wider social and cultural contexts.
They deal with major issues and pose questions about the complexities of func-
tions and meanings of art, and how identity is expressed visually. In particular,
I have selected articles that employ global and interdisciplinary approaches, as I
believe these approaches deepen our understanding as well as make the material
more accessible and relevant to the way we study art and history today.

The material is organized both thematically and in a general chronology, in
order to accommodate the needs of university courses and a range of approaches.
At the same time, the headings suggest pedagogical direction and inquiry. I have
used these texts in my own classes, with positive reception from my students,
whom I would like to acknowledge. Of course, there are many other possibilities
and the texts presented here do not represent any definitive selections. What this
volume will provide is access to a body of material that will inspire thinking
across periods, cultures, and disciplines. My hope is that it will serve as a launch-
ing pad for a holistic study of medieval art in the Mediterranean and will encour-
age readers to seek out relationships and connections beyond disciplinary
boundaries.

Part I focuses on the art of late antiquity, from the third to the seventh cen-
turies, and includes articles on pagan, Jewish, and Sasanian art. Individually,
as well as collectively, these articles demonstrate a shared late antique visual
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language and exchange in the context of a multiplicity and diversity of cultures
and religious cults. In his essay, Jds Elsner puts to rest, once and for all, the idea
of decline and the conventional boundaries between Roman art and late antique
art. He defines the scope of late antique art, not only through its continuities
with the Roman art of the past but also through its links to the Christian art
of the future. Annabel Jane Wharton focuses our attention on the wall paintings
of the synagogue at Dura Europos, arguably the largest surviving above-ground
program of late antique wall painting from the third century CE. In so doing,
she situates this Jewish monument into the central discussion of the art of late
antiquity, dispels notions of the absence of figural imagery in Jewish art, and
explains the politics of the obscurity of this work. She also explores its complex
relationships to both Persian art (Parthian and Sasanian art) and early Christian
art, and analyzes its visual discourse in terms of its particular Jewish identity.
The essays by Anna Gonosova and Richard Ettinghausen bring Sasanian art into
the discussion of late antique art. Both articles demonstrate a shared visual
vocabulary between the Roman and Sasanian world, and the need to consider
art beyond the Mediterranean borders. Anna Gonosovd provides a concise
summary of Sasanian art and the issues of exchange with the Mediterranean
world. Ettinghausen’s essay is a case study. When he wrote his essay in the 1970s,
the terminology of “influences” and “borrowings” was commonly used. Today
we would judiciously avoid these terms because of the imbalanced power relations
implied between the Greco-Roman “lender” and Sasanian “recipient.” We speak,
instead, in terms of coeval reciprocal “interactions.” Nevertheless, Ettinghausen’s
engagement with the process of cultural translation, a mainstay of this volume,
may be brought into dialog with the texts in Part II.

Part I continues to engage with processes of continuities and cultural transla-
tions. In “The Good Life,” Henry Maguire explores the interchangeability of
propitious visual themes among pagans, Christians, Jews, and Muslims. Simi-
larly, G. W. Bowersock explores continuities of Hellenism on the Arabian
Peninsula, Syria, and Jordan, drawing on visual evidence of paintings and mosaics
discovered in excavations since the 1980s. Both Maguire and Bowersock empha-
size that not all adaptations of Greco-Roman vocabulary are the same. What is
important is how this vocabulary is used in their new contexts and in the forma-
tion of new cultural identities. Another theme in Part II is the status of textiles,
discussed by Maguire in the context of its function in late antiquity, and then
by Lisa Golombek, in her fascinating analysis of the “textile mentality” and its
central role in Islamic art and its permeation throughout Islamic society. The
possibilities of intermedia exchange are creatively explored here.

Part III examines the visual representation of the holy in the European Chris-
tian, Byzantine, and Islamic spheres. The intention is that the explanations of
religious imagery in these essays be considered in dialog. These writings explore
the devotion of visual images known as icons, the relationship of visual images
to scripture, and the use of figural and non-figural images. These articles will
also dispel a number of misconceptions relating to the prohibition of images in
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Islam (parallel to the misconception relating to Jewish art as discussed in Part
I) and the role of Islam in Iconoclasm (the destruction of images). Most of all,
the articles here contextualize Mediterranean Muslim and Christian attitudes,
so that they are not reduced to simple binaries.

To begin this part of the book, John Lowden brings a fresh perspective to
the old question of the origin and role of visual images in early Christian bibles.
In “Sacred Image, Sacred Power,” Gary Vikan explains the critical role of an
icon as “a window or door through which the worshipper gains access to sanc-
tity,” an understanding that has largely been lost by contemporary viewers.
“What defined an icon in Byzantium was neither medium nor style, but rather
how the image was used, and especially, what people believed it to be.” Percep-
tion is what created its aura and, at the same time, made icons so threatening
that eventually they would be banned and destroyed during the period of
Byzantine Iconoclasm (725-80 CE and 814-43 CE).

Focusing on the dialog between early Islam and Byzantium, the essays by
Oleg Grabar, Erica Dodd, and G. R. D. King demonstrate the role of visual
imagery in formulating religious and cultural identity in the early medieval
Mediterranean world. The articles by Oleg Grabar and G. R. D. King point to
visual imagery as a weapon in the battle for the holy sphere, used by both
Muslims and Christians to assert their doctrine and to refute the offensive doc-
trine of the other. The anti-Trinitarian message in the inscriptions of the Dome
of the Rock responded to the Christian claim of the divinity of Jesus, while the
Christians, as King notes, counterclaimed, with their crucifix which was “more
objectionable to the Muslims than any picture.” And finally, the coinage reform
by ‘Abd al-Malik asserts the message of the unity of God, once again, refuting
the legitimacy of the Christian Trinity. In all of this, it is the shared Mediterra-
nean background that made it possible for these visual polemics to be compre-
hensible to both sides of the Christian/Muslim debate. In her classic article,
Erica Dodd explains the shared Mediterranean philosophical and theological
foundations for the development and expression of attitudes toward figural and
non-figural images in Jewish, Islamic, and Byzantine spheres. Ultimately, the
choices of imagery that would be made by the Christians and the Muslims related
to the needs of each faith and culture.

Part IV explores the art of minority cultures, the indigenous Jewish and
Christian cultures in Islamic lands, between the tenth and thirteenth centuries.
Robert Nelson and Rachel Milstein demonstrate the virtues of closely focused
study on individual works, in providing insights into context and identity and in
opening up a range of visual connections. The authors have both pointed to the
strong relationships between the works serving the sacred realms of these minor-
ity communities and the works from the broader Islamic culture at large. What
can this tell us about the status of these minority cultures? To what extent can
works like these be labeled as “minority art,” and how can we define the balance
between ethnic/religious identity and broader cultural identity? Robert Nelson
questions the usefulness of the labels “Muslim” and “Christian” altogether.
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Part V considers the luxury arts and the paradigm of the Byzantine court
between the tenth and twelfth centuries. On the surface this may seem like a
straightforward unproblematic category, but these essays raise questions about
authority, tradition, and the category and function of “art” at the highest level
of production and patronage. Henry Maguire and Robin Cormack demonstrate
how the Byzantine court projected its own flattering image and how it commu-
nicated with its ruling counterparts in other polities, through a system of shared
but controlled imagery. In the “Image of the Court,” Maguire illustrates the
image of taxis (harmonious order) at the court through the rigid and minute
construction of the person of the emperor and the orchestration of an elaborately
encoded system of hierarchies, whereby the emperor is positioned as the earthly
counterpart to Christ. Robin Cormack explores the extension of court hierarchy
beyond the Byzantine sphere and the potential of art to affect diplomacy and
politics. Ioli Kalavrezou focuses on a single celebrated luxury object, the so-called
“San Marco Cup,” to dismantle the long-standing theory of the revival of art
from classical antiquity to explain the appearance of mythological subjects on
luxury secular art. In so doing, Kalavrezou opens up the possibility for more
flexible “divergent styles” of fashionable luxury objects, that included ancient
mythological representations as well as others, such as pseudo-kufic script, making
visual connections with the Islamic realm as well. The contact between Mediter-
ranean courts is further explored in Part VI.

Part VI focuses on visual and cultural exchange in the Mediterranean between
the tenth through thirteenth centuries. The essays chosen focus on three critical
sites of cultural intersection: Islamic Spain, Norman Sicily, and the Republic of
Venice. While each individual site was home to a mix of populations representing
the ethnic and religious peoples of all the other Mediterranean centers, by group-
ing these sites together, I wish to raise the possibilities for broader interchange
among these spheres in defining a shared culture. When traveling anywhere
within the Mediterranean, S. D. Goitein noted that “one was, so to speak, within
one’s own precincts.” If indeed, we can speak of a “Mediterranean Society,” as
Goitein suggested, how did this network of cultures work, and what can their
art tell us about the relationship between these centers? And how was it possible
to negotiate the complexities of local and regional identities and meanings? In
“Pathways of Portability,” I argue that, visually, it was the portable works in cir-
culation that defined their familiar surroundings and imparted the “Mediterra-
nean” feeling and look. The key to understanding portable works in all of these
centers is not necessarily through the identification of specific localization where
objects were made, but through the study of the arenas in which these works
were circulated and viewed. Jerrilynn Dodds points out that, in Spain, the appro-
priation of Islamic art by the Christian conquerors could carry meanings of both
triumph and admiration. In the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, William Tronzo
argues that the choice of “Islamic” or “Byzantine” modes of decoration depended
on how these visual motifs were used within the Norman context. Deborah
Howard suggests that the use of “Islamic” motifs in Venetian architecture speaks
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to a number of possible associations: The ever-present mindfulness of the Holy
Land in the context of the Crusades; the admiration of Islamic art and architec-
ture; and last but not least, the assertion of Venice as the greatest trading capital
of the world.
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Late Antiquity: Converging
Cultures, Competing
Traditions. Pagan, Jewish,
Christian, and Sasanian Art






1

The Changing Nature of
Roman Art and the
Art-Historical Problem of Style

Jas Elsner

This article explores the way art both reflected and helped precipitate the cultural
changes of the Roman world. Moving from a period of political stability to one
of greater uncertainty, from the supreme self-confidence of the imperial establish-
ment during the Second Sophistic to the religious conversion of late antiquity,
we will observe the functions, forms and transformations in visual images — in
their uses, their appearance, and their scope. One, perhaps surprising, element
in the story — given the tremendous changes in the period — is how much,
especially in the imagery and social functions of art, proclaimed continuity. The
stylistic and thematic eclecticism, the veneration for the classical arts of the past,
and even many pervasive visual motifs (from the arena to pagan mythology,
from hunting to the illustration of literary themes) — all these characteristics of
second-century art are equally true of the arts of the Christian fourth and fifth
centuries, despite the changes of meaning and emphasis which some of these
motifs underwent.

Usually the story of Roman art in late antiquity is told as the narrative of a
radical transformation in the forms and style of visual images. The period with
which this study opens produced some of the greatest and most influential
masterpieces of naturalistic sculpture which have survived from antiquity. It was
by such magnificent marble statues as the Apollo Belvedere (probably made in
the first third of the second century AD, or the Capitoline Venus (dating also

Jas Elsner, “The Changing Nature of Roman Art and the Art-Historical Problem of Style,”
pp. 15-23 from Imperial Rome and Christian Triumph: The Art of the Roman Empire Ap 100~
450 (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). Copyright © 1998 by Jis Elsner.
Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press.
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from the mid-second century) that the Renaissance’s love affair with naturalism
was inspired. The Apollo Belvedere, probably a copy of a bronze original by
Leochares of the fourth century BC, was one of the most celebrated and influ-
ential of all Classical sculptures during the Renaissance. After its discovery
(sometime in the later fifteenth century), it found its way by 1509 into the papal
collections, where it remained one of the prize exhibits in the Belvedere court-
yard of the Vatican. It was through such images that the history of the rise of
classical naturalism has been written. There were other supremely skilful varia-
tions on and creative copies of great sculptures made by Greek artists, like
Leochares or Praxiteles, in the fifth and fourth centuries BC. Likewise our period
saw the creation of some of the most magnificent ‘baroque’ sculptures of the
Roman period — for instance, the Farnese Hercules, itself a version of a famous
statue by the fourth-century Greek artist Lysippus, or the Farnese Bull (both
from the early third century AD, and found in the Baths of Caracalla in Rome)
— spectacular carvings which played with the full scope of naturalistic imagery,
extending its limits to flamboyant and ‘mannerist’ effect.

Yet, by the fourth century AD, the outstanding classical heritage of the arts
which imitated nature and created an impression of lifelike realism began to be
replaced by non-naturalistic modes of representation. For example, compare the
roundel of the emperor Hadrian sacrificing to the goddess Diana (Figure 1.1),
originally carved for a public monument in the AD 130s (about the same time
as the Apollo Belvedere) and later incorporated in the Arch of Constantine, with
the bas-relief frieze of the emperor Constantine addressing the Roman people
from the rostra in the Roman forum, sculpted for the Arch of Constantine nearly
200 years later (Figure 1.2). Both scenes are symmetrical compositions, but note
the spatial illusionism of the Hadrianic tondo with its clear marking of fore-
ground and background figures (Hadrian — whose face was later recut — on the
viewer’s right-hand side, stands in front of the statue of Diana with a cloaked
attendant behind him to the right). The draperies of the figures on the tondo
fall naturalistically about their bodies giving an illusion of volume and mass, of
limbs and space. The plinth of the cult statue, which is placed in the open in
front of a tree, is itself offset at an angle, giving an impression of perspective
which is reinforced by the disposition of the figures.

By contrast, the Constantinian adlocutio (or address to the populace) has
eschewed all the visual conventions of illusionistic space and perspectival natural-
ism so elegantly embodied by the roundel. Background is indicated simply by
placing a row of equal-sized heads above the foreground figures, who stand in
a line with little hint of naturalistic poise or posture. Draperies, far from expos-
ing the forms of the bodies beneath them, are rendered as drill lines incised into
the flat surface: they stand as a sign for clothing but they neither imitate real
dress, nor emphasize the physical volumes of the bodies they clothe. There is no
sense of perspective, just a flat surface with the most important figures clustered
on the raised podium around the emperor, who stands beneath two banners
at the centre. In the Hadrianic tondo, the statue is obviously a statue —
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Figure 1.1 One of eight marble roundels depicting Hadrian hunting, executed in the
130s and subsequently incorporated into the Arch of Constantine. The series of eight
combines a celebration of hunting (an activity for which Hadrian was famous) with a
focus on piety and the careful rendering of a rustic setting. Four of the eight scenes
depict the act of sacrifice at an altar before the statue of a deity. In this relief (from the
south side of the Arch of Constantine), Hadrian, the first figure on the right-hand side,
pours a libation to the goddess Diana. Alinari Archives, Florence

differentiated in scale from the other figures and placed on a plinth. By contrast,
the two seated figures to either side of the rostra in the adlocutio relief are not
obviously different from the other figures, yet they represent not human figures
but statues of Constantine’s deified predecessors, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius.
The fact that the three highest figures in the relief are Constantine (had his head
survived) and the two deceased emperors, works to make the political point that
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Figure 1.2 Adlocutio relief, ¢.315, from the Arch of Constantine, showing the emperor
addressing the people. This image is famous for its intimations of late-antique style,
including centralizing symmetry, the frontality of the emperor, the stacking of figures,
and the elimination of illusionism in depicting space. The setting is the Roman forum.
Constantine speaks from the rostra. Behind are the five columns of Diocletian’s decen-
ninl monument, of AD 303, crowned with statues of the four tetrarchs and Jupiter in
the center (beneath whom Constantine stands). To the right is the Arch of Septimius
Severus (erected in 203); to the left, the arcades of the Basilica Julia and the single bay
of the Arch of Tiberius, both now lost. Alinari Archives, Florence

Constantine is their successor, even their embodiment. Both reliefs were dis-
played together as part of the same monument during the Constantinian period
(and thereafter), as the Hadrianic tondo was incorporated into the decoration of
the Arch of Constantine in Rome. The tondo (one of eight), with Hadrian’s
head recut to resemble Constantine or his father Constantius Chlorus, as well
as other sculptures from monuments of Marcus Aurelius and Trajan, became
part of a complex visual politics designed to legitimate Constantine in relation
to the great emperors of the second century.

The arts of the late third and the fourth centuries — not only political images
like those on the Arch of Constantine, but also (perhaps especially) the sacred
arts — were the crucible in which the more ‘abstract’” forms of medieval
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image-making were created. The great variety in the visual forms of the arts in
late antiquity makes our period simultaneously the ancestor of medieval and
Byzantine art on the one hand, and of the Renaissance (which replaced and
rejected medieval styles of image-making) on the other. Indeed, the juxtaposition
of styles in the reliefs of the Arch of Constantine proved a principal basis for the
Renaissance’s formulation of artistic ‘decline’ in late antiquity in the writings of
Raphael and Vasari. One of our difficulties as students of the period is that we
approach it, inevitably, with preconceptions formulated by the kinds of more
recent art we ourselves may enjoy: medieval ‘symbolism’, Renaissance and post-
Renaissance ‘naturalism’, modernist ‘abstraction’ and ‘expressionism’, post-mod-
ernist ‘eclecticism’. One of the riches of the Roman imperial art explored here
is that not only did it have elements of all these qualities, but it is in many ways
their direct ancestor.

The stylistic challenge of the juxtapositions of the reliefs on the Arch of Con-
stantine has led scholars in a search through the history of Roman art to explain
how and when the Classical conventions governing representations like the
Hadrianic tondo gave way to the proto-medievalism of the Constantinian frieze.
In many ways the history of late-Roman art has become a quest for the first
moment of decline. Among the candidates have been the arts of the Severan
period (193-235), those of the Antonine dynasty (in particular, reliefs and sar-
cophagi from the reigns of Marcus Aurelius, 161-80, and Commodus, 180-92),
and even earlier art from the lower classes, like the remarkable Trajanic circus
relief from Ostia. The overwhelming burden of this stylistic story has been a
narrative of incremental decline, leading to radical change. It has married per-
fectly with the traditional and oversimplified historical picture of crisis in the
third century followed by the end of Classical antiquity and the onset of the
Christian middle ages. Both history and art history have insisted on change, and
both have seen formal structure (whether the stylistic forms of images or
the administrative ordering of the empire) as responses to a social and
stylistic crisis.

However, to examine the visual material with such a strong emphasis on sty-
listic change has led to a number of errors, or at least overexaggerations. First,
the transformation from the illusionistic arts of the second century (and before)
to the symbolic arts of late antiquity has invariably been represented as ‘decline”:
decline from the hard-won naturalism of Greek classicism into hierarchic images
that no longer imitate what they represent but rather gesture toward their
meaning as signs or symbols; decline from the elegant illusionistic evocation of
space and perspective in the Hadrianic tondi to the flat surfaces, the stacked,
ill-proportioned, and schematically realized figures of the Constantinian friezes.
Yet ‘decline’ is a modern value judgement (specifically a post-Renaissance posture)
revealing a particular strand of modern prejudice (or ‘taste’) — it certainly does
not reflect how the Roman world saw its image-making at the time. On the
contrary, the designers of the Arch of Constantine appear to have been quite
happy to juxtapose images which are stylistically contrasting, even jarring, to
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modern eyes. Second, while it is true that the Constantinian adlocutio reliet was
an affirmation of an hierarchic and ritualized vision of empire (looking back in
visual terms beyond the relatively abstract arts of the tetrarchs as far as the frontal
portrayals of the emperor on the column of Marcus Aurelius and in Severan
times), it is impossible to demonstrate that any apparent break in visual forms
was dependent on any simple or wholesale change in social structures. True, the
whole period from the later second century to the fifth was one in which very
profound changes took place; but it was a slow and incremental process lasting
several centuries.

Third, the selection of objects for stylistic comparison is always dangerously
arbitrary. Had the designers of the Arch of Constantine chosen a different series
of second- and fourth-century objects for their juxtapositions, the Arch would
have occasioned far less scandal in later centuries. Take, for instance, one of the
two decursio scenes from the base of the column dedicated by the co-emperors
Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus in AD 161 to the memory of their deified
predecessor Antoninus Pius. Although its small figures are rendered realistically
enough, this sculpture — which represents one of the rituals at Antoninus’ funeral
and deification — ignores the classicizing illusions of perspective and space
characteristic of most contemporary sculpture in order to give a rather more
schematic rendering of a sacred ceremony. The galloping figures and the stan-
dard-bearers around whom the horsemen ride are seen, as a composition, from
above (a bird’s-eye view, as it were), but each figure is carved as if we were looking
at it from ground level. The sense of encirclement is achieved, not by illusionism,
but by the stacking of rows of figures. There is a fundamental discrepancy (from
the naturalistic point of view) between the compositional arrangement — which
demands that we be shown only the tops of the riders” heads, since we are looking
down from a height — and the depiction of the figures, which would suggest that
all three rows should be shown in a single plane. Compare this scene with the
fourth-century porphyry sarcophagus of St Helena, mother of Constantine, dis-
covered in the remains of her mausoleum in Rome and depicting the triumph
of Roman soldiers over barbarians. Despite the fact that it was much restored in
the eighteenth century, the sculpture of this object — with its realistic figures but
non-illusionistic spatial and perspectival field — is close to the spirit of the Anto-
nine column base. Even the military subject matter and the penchant for stacking
rows of figures against an undetermined background is similar in both sculp-
tures. Had carvings like these been juxtaposed on the Arch of Constantine, we
might never have imagined them to be over 150 years apart. Beside other, much
more coherently naturalistic, Antonine works — including the famous relief of
imperial apotheosis carved for the very same column base from the very same
block of stone possibly by the very same artists — the decursio panel looks decid-
edly out of place, if one uses purely stylistic criteria for judgement. Beside the
adlocutio relief of the Arch of Constantine, the sarcophagus of Helena looks
intensely classicizing. Clearly there was a great deal more stylistic variation within
the arts of any particular moment in our period — even in objects produced spe-
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cifically for the imperial centre at Rome — than any straightforward stylistic
comparisons of single objects will allow.

Another approach to the arts of late antiquity — that espoused traditionally by
historians of early Christian and Byzantine art — has been to see them teleologi-
cally, with the visual changes as part of a wider cultural process which led natu-
rally to the triumph of Christianity and Christian art. To some extent, of course,
this is valid as a retrospective way of looking at the material: by (say) the eighth
century AD pretty well all pagan themes and naturalistic forms had been extir-
pated from the canon of visual production. However, the triumph of Christianity
(indeed, even its very theological definition) was too haphazard and uncertain,
at least in the fourth century, for any attempt to eradicate classicism. Indeed,
well beyond our period — into the sixth and seventh centuries — there was a
flourishing production of pagan imagery and naturalistic styles on the textiles
and silverware used not only by isolated pagan groups in the peripheries of the
empire, but even by the imperial Christian court at Constantinople. Also, it was
not just Christian art, but also the arts of other mystical or initiate sects in the
period before Constantine’s legalization of Christianity which encouraged
increasing (non-naturalistic) symbolism; and it was pre-Christian imperial art —
the art of the tetrarchic emperors of the late third century AD — which imposed
the first systematically simplified and schematized forms on the visual propa-
ganda of the Roman world.

My own approach in this article, signalled by choosing the dates with which
it starts and ends, is twofold. First, I reject the notion of decline. There are
obvious changes between AD 100 and 450 in the styles and techniques used for
art, as well as in the kinds of objects produced (for example, late antiquity saw
a rise and rapid development in the art of high-quality ivory carving). But there
are also profound continuities between the visual productions of the pagan and
Christian empires. Take, for example, the beautiful gold-glass medallion from
Brescia, which could have been made at any point in our period — its transfixing
naturalism gestures towards the second century, while its technique is more
typical of objects from the fourth (Figure 1.3). Perhaps from Alexandria, since
its inscription is in the Alexandrian dialect of Greek, it probably found its
way early to Italy — at any rate, it was incorporated there in the seventh century
in a ceremonial, jewelled, cross. Whenever it was made, and for the duration
of its use in antiquity, the imagery of this gem speaks of the continuity and
values of family life, of the wealth and patronage of aristocratic élites, of the
high value placed on exquisite workmanship from the second century to the
fifth.

Second, I have ignored the historiographic divide (virtually a wall of non-
communication) between those who write about ‘late-antique art’ from the point
of view of the Classical heritage and those who write about ‘early Christian art’
from the stance of its medieval and Byzantine inheritance. While the dichotomy
is understandable — given the different trainings and expectations with which its
upholders were educated — it is, quite simply, false. There was a multiplicity of

17



Jas Elsner

Figure 1.3 Cross of Galla Placidia (called “Desiderio”); detail showing gold-glass
medallion of a family group, perhaps from Alexandria, dated anywhere between the early
third and the mid-fifth centuries AD. This family group of a mother, in a richly embroi-
dered robe and jewels, with her son and daughter, bears the inscription BOUNNERI
KERAMI. This may be an artist’s signature or the name of the family represented.
Brescia, Museo Civico delP’Eta Cristiana. © 1990. Photo Scala, Florence

cultures in the world of the later Roman empire which — far from being exclusive
— saw themselves (especially after the legalization of Christianity) as part of a
single political entity. The arts of that world were inextricably interrelated. If I
have one overriding aim, it is to show how early Christian art was fully part of
late antiquity, how — for all its special features — it developed out of, and reacted
to, the public and private, religious and secular, visual culture of the later Roman
empire.
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Good and Bad Images from the
Synagogue of Dura Europos:
Contexts, Subtexts, Intertexts

Annabel Jane Wharton

Historiography of Absence'

In the case of certain icons, mechanical reproduction does not diminish effectiv-
ity.” The miraculous weeping image of Our Lady of Chicago in the St Nikolaos
Albanian Orthodox Church has a number of equally lachrymose copies. Photo-
graphs and postcards of the miraculous image are empowered to weep by being
touched by swabs taken from the tears of the original Virgin in Chicago.? Repro-
ductions of the Mona Lisa, in so far as they refer to The Great Artwork, are
apparently effective whatever the quality of the copy. . . . Certainly, most images
lose their aura in reproduction. However, beautiful reproductions help ease the
absence of the artefact; at least a nostalgia for originality clings to a wonderful
copy. Equally, a terrible facsimile is likely to corrode the quality of the original
and consequently to inhibit attendance to it. These are the familiar reasons why
art historians take the reproduction of their objects of study very seriously.* Good
plates are absent from this piece. The first part of my paper considers the politics
and ideology of this lack.’ The second section attempts to fill the gap between
bad reproductions and interesting originals with some words.

The site of my subject is Dura Europos, an ancient city located in north-east
Syria.® No single site provides more material evidence about the diversity of

Annabel Jane Wharton, “Good and Bad Images from the Synagogue of Dura Europos: contexts,
subtexts, intertexts,” pp. 1-25 from Azt History 17:1 (Oxford and Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing Ltd, March 1994). Copyright © 1994 by Association of Art Historians. Reprinted by
permission of Blackwell Publishing.
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religious expression in late Antiquity than does Dura Europos. Among the large
number of monuments unearthed there are several temples, a mithracum, a
large synagogue and the earliest known, securely dated Christian building, all
retaining remarkable fresco decoration. Europos, a Hellenistic foundation of
around 300 BCE, and known as Dura by the third century CE, occupied a stra-
tegic position on a bluff overlooking the alluvial plain of the middle Euphrates.
From the late second century BCE to the early second century CE, the city was
an important political centre of the Parthian Empire. The province of Parapota-
mia was probably governed by the strategos of Dura. With the expansion of the
Roman Empire in the West, the city came within a zone of hostile contention.
In 116-17, and again from 165 to 256 CE, the Romans occupied the city; during
the Roman occupation a dux, described as the commander of the Euphrates
limes and probably also the civil governor of the Middle Euphrates, resided in
the city.” In 256, after a siege that is remarkably well documented in the archaeo-
logical residue of Dura, the Sasanians conquered the city and apparently dis-
persed its populace.

Dura remained unmolested until March 1920, when British troops reported
the discovery of well-preserved frescoes.® Shortly thereafter, on 3 May 1920, a
one-day excavation was undertaken by James Henry Breasted, director of the
newly founded Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. During the
course of that day the frescoes of the Temple of Bel were completely unearthed
and photographed. The 1,500-year-old paintings, left without adequate cover,
were subsequently largely obliterated.” This act of historical sabotage was then
published under the title The Oriental Forerunners of Byzantine Art."° This book
and the history of Dura’s subsequent excavation, written by their overseer Clark
Hopkins, indicate how the frescoes of Dura were effaced by what has been named
‘Orientalism’."

The pretace of The Oriental Forerunners offers as clear a demonstration of
Orientalism as any found in Edward Said’s various presentations of the
subject.'?

The region to which the Oriental Institute proposes to devote its chief attention
is commonly called the Near East, by which we mean the eastern Mediterranean
world and the adjacent regions eastward, at least through Persia. It is now quite
evident that civilization arose in this region and passed thence to Europe. In the
broadest general terms, therefore, the task of the Oriental Institute is the study of
the origins of civilization, the history of the earliest civilized societies, the transi-
tion of civilization to Europe, and the relations of the Orient to the great civiliza-
tions of Europe after the cultural leadership of the world had passed from the
Orient to European peoples.'?

The East is presented as important in so far as it was the originating source of
the superior Western culture which superseded it. The Roman imperial past is
re-read in terms of the Western colonial present. Hopkins writes:
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In ancient times also the foreigners came to rule, first Greeks, then Parthians,
Romans, and Sasanians. The local people of Dura, then as now, came out of the
desert with their primal desert ways and accepted the technical culture of the
foreigners and wondered at it, much as the contemporary Arab views the extra-
ordinary achievements of European cultures. ... The modern Arab renaissance
doubtless will derive tremendous advantages from the European impact, but the
old conservative language, religion and tradition still will dominate.'

The political message encoded in such a construction of culture is repeated and
amplified in the text’s plates, which purvey a sense of hostility and remoteness.
The exotic East, which is static, immutable and primitive, is finally subject to the
West, which introduces progress.

Breasted and Hopkins represented Dura as a remote desert frontier post.'®
‘Buried in the heart of the Syrian desert’, writes Breasted on page one of his
book. The agonistic isolation with which Dura was represented in these literary
and visual images has framed subsequent scholarly and popular characterizations
of Dura. The site is almost inevitably rendered as ‘a small Roman garrison in
Mesopotamia’ or ‘a Roman frontier station’.'® Joseph Gutmann quite rightly
states that it is ‘shared opinion’ that ‘Dura was not an intellectual centre, but an
undistinguished frontier town whose Roman garrison was posted there to stave
off a Sasanian attack.’’” But the image of Dura as a desert Roman outpost in
antiquity is deceptive. Dura is not 7z the desert; it is sited directly above the
luxuriant alluvial plain of the River Euphrates, a central trading position in the
heart of one of the richest agricultural areas in the ancient world.'® Nor, for most
of its existence, was Dura either Roman or a frontier town. At least by some
accounts it was a middle-sized city, similar in scale to Priene."” It was Roman for
less than a century, during which time it was the residence of the dux of the
limes; before that the Parthian governor of Mesopotamia was situated there.
Dura’s characterization as a frontier station continues the early twentieth cen-
tury’s reading of the present into the past. Although Dura was not marginal in
antiquity, it was in the 1920s. After World War I this part of Mesopotamia lay
between the French and English protectorates in an area still contested by the
Arabs. In other words, the representation of the city as marginal is historio-
graphically conditioned.

Dura’s artworks are seriously compromised by the Orientalist understanding
of the site’s location as liminal. Art historians of the later twentieth century who
are not obviously implicated in colonialism have continued to treat Dura’s paint-
ings, as a matter of habit, as the unimaginative production of the periphery: tra-
ditionless, derivative, homogenized by their lack of quality. Or, as one scholar put
it: ‘As is to be expected in a garrison town located on a frontier, the paintings show
both an eclecticism of subject and style, and a provincialism manifested in the
generally mediocre level of execution.”®” This point is important: the absence of
good-quality reproductions of the frescoes of Dura is excused by the aesthetic
unimportance of the original. Simultaneously, this lack of good reproductions
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makes negative assessments of the monuments of Dura apparently true. Each of
the monuments of Dura has its own particular set of explanations — involving
Orientalism and other academic practices — for an unavailability of adequate repro-
duction. In this piece I want to address in greater detail how politics erased one
particular set of photographs: those of the Dura Synagogue.

The most immediate reason why good reproductions of the Dura Synagogue
are not present in this article is that I was not allowed to photograph them. The
frescoes are presently installed in a full-scale reconstruction of the synagogue in
the National Museum in Damascus. Last Spring I was given permission to pho-
tograph anything in the Museum, except the Synagogue frescoes. Such a denial
could, of course, be ascribed to the micropolitics of institutions with which all
art historians are familiar. However, I think that this instance of veiled images
is more likely attributable to the macropolitics of the state. Though accessible
upon request, the presence of the Synagogue frescoes in the museum is nowhere
announced. Even in foreign guide books, the Synagogue itself'is censored in the
plans of the museum’s galleries. There are good reasons for this. The Israelis and
Syrians have been in a state of war since Israel was introduced in the East by the
West in 1948. Consequently, Jewish production is not celebrated in Syria. The
frescoes’ lack of presence might even be said to protect them from assault. After
all, they can be seen, if not photographed. It should be pointed out that these
images have been maintained in Damascus in a way that the frescoes of the
Christian building, shipped by the excavators to Yale, have not. Those works, in
contrast to the paintings of the Synagogue, can be photographed but not seen;
like the frescoes of the Temple of Bel, they are virtually destroyed.*?

There are more subtle (though no less political) reasons for the unavailability
of good reproductions of the Synagogue paintings. The elaborate narrative pro-
gramme of decoration of the synagogue was painted probably in 244-5 CE,
buried in 256, excavated in 1932 and published in 1933 (an inauspicious moment
for things Jewish). The Synagogue programme — one of the most extensive paint-
ing cycles salvaged from antiquity — disturbed received Western wisdom in a way
few other archaeological discoveries have: the paintings protest the construction
of Jews as aniconic and non-visual. These images threaten the neat, nineteenth-
century formulation, still very much with us, of the Jews (the East) as verbal and
abstract and the Greeks (the West) as visual and figural.?® The Synagogue paint-
ings unsettle traditional notions central to the ordering of the ‘Judeo-Christian
tradition’. This familiar construction is ideologically loaded, as Daniel Boyarin’s
criticism of the term suggests:

The liberal term ‘Judaco-Christian’ (sic) masks a suppression of that which is dis-
tinctly Jewish. It means ‘Christian’; and by not even acknowledging that much,
renders the suppression of Jewish discourse even more complete. It is as if the clas-
sical Christian ideology — according to which Judaism went out of existence with
the coming of Christ, and the Jews are doomed to anachronism by their refusal to
accept the truth — were recast in secular, anthropological terminology.**
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Another cultural supersession may be identified in a deconstruction of ‘Judeo-
Christian’: not only does one religion absorb another, but also the West purges
the East. ‘Judeo-Christian tradition’ is an alternative identification of ‘Western
tradition’, not only spiritualizing the notion, but also construing its Eastern
component as alien or at least residual. The threat posed by the frescoes of the
Dura Synagogue to the conventional understanding of the Western or Judeo-
Christian tradition has been countered in at least two ways. Particularly in the
earlier literature dealing with the frescoes, the community which produced them
was often treated as aberrant and/or unorthodox. The most powerful of such
interpretations was that of Erwin Goodenough, who posited a non-normative
(non-rabbinic), mystic Judaism at Dura.?® More insidiously, the frescoes of the
Dura Synagogue have been discreetly (unconsciously) dislocated, on an Oriental-
ist model, either by Western images or by texts.

It is this second move which interests me. Here I limit my analysis to the most
recent monograph on the Synagogue The Frescoes of the Dura Synagogue and
Christian Art by Kurt Weitzmann and Herb Kessler.?® This keeps criticism, in
a sense, within the family: Kessler studied with Weitzmann at Princeton; my first
graduate course in Art History was a seminar on Dura Europos with Herb
Kessler at Chicago. The volume is composed of two discrete parts. In the shorter,
final section, Kessler deals with the programme of the Synagogue paintings. He
describes the selection and arrangement of images. The pictorial complex centres
on a messianic theme of deliverance, represented symbolically with the temple
and elements closely associated with the temple (prophets, ritual implements, an
abstracted rendering of the sacrifice of Isaac). This focal theme, in Kessler’s
construction, is complemented by the biblical narratives of the lateral walls of
the assembly hall. Having fashioned the Synagogue’s decoration in a form famil-
iar from medieval church programming, the author points to the structural
resemblance between this arrangement and the decorations of San Paolo Fuori
le Mura and Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome. He concludes that there are ‘ties
binding the Dura Synagogue to later Christian buildings’, despite the fact that
the Dura frescoes were buried in the rubble of the city many generations before
the Christian buildings in far away Rome were conceived.”” Kessler’s text, like
Breasted’s, situates the interest and importance of the Synagogue frescoes in their
function as forerunners of Christian art, though here Dura is presented as a
programmatic rather than stylistic herald. Further, Kessler postulates that the
Synagogue programme was developed in response to the Christian threat to
Judaism in the third century. Here, it would seem, the generally privileged place
of the ‘cause’ in an assessment of an Eastern, Jewish work is accorded to Western
Christianity. Thus, in Kessler’s construction, Christianity not only provides the
Synagogue with its ultimate legitimacy, but also with its originating impulse.

Weitzmann’s first and longer section of the volume is devoted to what pre-
ceded rather than succeeded the Synagogue. He claims that the narrative images
found in the Dura Synagogue were copied from densely illustrated texts purport-
edly produced in the Greek/Hellenistic (Western) ambiance of Antioch. As no
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such early illustrated text survives, even in a fragmentary form, Weitzmann pre-
sents the Dura frescoes as evidence for their missing archetypes. He suggests
that, ‘the agreements of the Dura Synagogue iconography with that of minia-
tures in various Byzantine manuscripts’ proves ‘the dependence of both Jews and
Christians on a common Greek/Hellenistic tradition . . .*® Cogent arguments
against this thesis have been offered elsewhere.” Here it is enough to point out
that the Dura frescoes seem to be important to the author only in so far as they
allow him to reconstruct an otherwise non-existent Western, Greek /Hellenistic
model. This exercise is founded on the unstated assumption that Western,
Greek/Hellenistic artists were enormously original and creative while Eastern,
Durene and later Byzantine artists were unoriginal and slavishly dependent on
their earlier Western models.*° Deviations from the Greek/Hellenistic narrative
mode were due to incompetence or to the ‘intrusion’ of Orientalizing figures,
characterized as standardized, static and hieratic. The volume’s plates offer the
visualization of Weitzmann’s interpretive strategies and reveal their historio-
graphic origins. These reproductions of the photographs taken during the Yale
Expedition in the 1930s are arranged according to the biblical texts that their
hypothetical archetypes reportedly illustrated.

The volume is symmetrical. For Kessler the paintings are a premonition of the
rational programmes of later Christian buildings. For Weitzmann, they are a
corrupt reflection of lost Hellenistic models. Kessler displaces the Dura frescoes
by later Western works with which they are fictively linked; Weitzmann displaces
them by fictive Western archetypes. The Weitzmann—Kessler book illustrates the
displacement of the Synagogue frescoes by alternative Western artworks through
fictive genealogies.® In the end, what seem to be missing in the latest monograph
on the Synagogue frescoes of Dura Europos are the Synagogue frescoes of Dura
Europos.

Weitzmann’s systematic reconstruction of densely illuminated books of the
Bible is an extreme formulation of a widely held assumption of the priority of
text to image. Like the reproductions in his own volume, Weitzmann treats the
paintings of the Synagogue as illustrations of a text. The assumption of a hege-
monic text which forms the basis of Weitzmann’s construction is symptomatic
of most interpretive work done on the Synagogue frescoes. The hegemonic text
takes a variety of forms in the literature on Dura. In most cases, it is scripture.
For example, Kraeling concludes his volume on Dura with the observation that
‘the bulk of the pictures was first conceived for and rendered in illustrated manu-
scripts of parts of the Bible. . .. From the manuscripts they passed into mural
decoration.”®* Others have argued for illustrated versions of rabbinic midrash
(homiletic interpretations of scripture often involving narrative elements such as
parables and folklore).** The paintings have even been suggested as a means of
dating (reifying) texts upon which they, as illustrations, are assumed to
depend.?*

The inevitable result of promoting the text is the effacement of the image. In
other words, by identifying the text — not the image — as the locus of meaning,
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signification is literally moved owutside the visual representation. Indeed, the
privileging of the text in most assessments of the Synagogue frescoes might be
interpreted as another form of resistance to the pressure exerted by the paintings
of the Synagogue to revise stereotypes of Semitic non-visuality. I want to offer
here a brief critique of the primacy of the text in the interpretation of the
Synagogue’s images, and begin to suggest how meaning might be relocated in
the image.

An Excess of Image

The Jews of Dura are regularly presented as ghettoized, on the model of early
modern Europe.®® On the contrary, the Synagogue was located near the main
gate of Dura in a neighbourhood that seems to have been a largely domestic,
‘middle-class’ section of the city; there is no evidence for its common identity as
‘a quarter of the poor’.*® Several conventional houses were remodelled to form
a community centre. A number of other cult centres in the city had been realized
in the same way: both those recently introduced like the Christian building and
the Mithracum, but also well-established local cults like the Temple of the
Gaddé, one of the larger sacred precincts in the city.”” Dipinti, graffiti and
inscriptions in the Synagogue in Aramaic, Greek and Middle Iranian suggest a
cosmopolitan, polyglot Jewish community.*® The single most important space in
the complex was the Assembly Hall, a very large room, approximately 7.5 x 14
x 5 metres, lavishly decorated with frescoes. On the west wall, off-centre but on
axis with the great door to the east, was an aedicula for the display of the Torah
(Figure 2.1). The face of the arch of the aedicula was ornamented with repre-
sentations of cult objects, a temple fagade and an emblematic rendering of the
sacrifice of Isaac.®” Over the niche were heraldic images, perhaps relating to the
genealogy of kingship, flanked by individual prophets.** The remainder of the
interior was filled with figurated fresco panels of different lengths arranged in
three registers above a painted dado.

Scholars have sought the meaning for the various images in this complex
programme as well as for the programme as a whole in texts. Joseph Gutmann
provides a useful survey of this activity, compiling a list of the panels, each with
the various texts assigned to it and their scholarly attributers. This inventory
makes it clear that even where there is agreement on a general text, inconsisten-
cies between the image and the master text require either the suppression of
alternative texts or the increment of texts in an attempt to circumscribe the
meaning of the image. For example, the panel in the lowest register to the right
of the torah aedicula is identified as Samuel anointing David (I Samuel 16).
However, the appearance of six rather than the canonical seven brothers in the
image requires a second explanatory text, I Chronicles 2:13-15, supported by a
third, Josephus Antiguitates V1, 8, 1, 158-63.*' To resolve the contradiction
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Figure 2.1 Dura Europos, diagrams of the programme (by Annabel Jane Wharton
after Kraeling). (a) west wall; (b) east wall; (c) north; (d) south. New Haven, CT, Yale
University Museum of Art. © Annabel Jane Wharton

between Samuel and Chronicles, Gutmann introduces a fourth, Christian text,
the ninth-century Pseudo-Jerome, on which he bases his postulation of a fifth
and ultimate source, a missing midrash.*?

Another panel demonstrates both these interpretive strategies. The image in
the lowest register of the west wall to the immediate left of the torah shrine is
commonly acknowledged to be a representation of events chronicled in the Book
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Figure 2.1 Continuned

of Esther and associated with the Jewish holiday of Purim (Figure 2.2). Indeed,
the principal figures of this image are labelled. Within the single frame, Morde-
cai, dressed in Persian attire, rides a white stallion led by the bare-legged Haman.
A group of four figures dressed in chitons and himations raise their hands in
acclamation. To the right, overlapping the last of these men, a small figure
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Figure 2.2 Dura Europos, Mordecai and Esther panel, right section. New Haven, CT,
Yale University Art Gallery, Dura-Europos Collection

exchanges a text with King Ahasuerus who, clothed similarly to Mordecai, sits
on a monumental throne. Queen Esther sits to the right, her maidservant stand-
ing behind her. Scholars have agreed to confine the meaning of the left-hand
side of the panel to “The Triumph of Mordecai’. Haman, the vicious enemy of
Mordecai and the Jews, is asked by King Ahasuerus, ‘What shall be done to the
man whom the king delights to honour?’ (Esther 6.6). Thinking these honours
were meant for himself, Haman proposes that such a man be publicly acclaimed
by having a prince lead him through the city astride the king’s horse and dressed
in royal robes. But the honour is meant for Mordecai, and, adding insult to
injury, Haman himself is obliged to implement his own suggestions.

In contrast, there is no scholarly consensus concerning a proof-text for the
right-hand side of the panel. A text is exchanged, but the direction (does the
king receive or dispatch?) and object of the exchange (is the text a letter, a
chronicle, a report, or a petition?) remains open to multiple interpretations.
Detailed arguments have been made that the image depends on one of several
specific passages in Esther. Schneid identified the scene with Esther 3.8-15
(Haman requests and receives a decree against the Jews).** Du Mesnil du Buisson
argues for 6.1-3 (Ahasuerus orders the book of memorable deeds to be read).**
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Grabar suggests 8.4-8 (Ahasuerus recalls the extermination order at Esther’s
request).*® These texts are all rejected by Kraeling, who insists that only one
passage, Esther 9.11-14 (at Esther’s behest, an edict is issued by which the sons
of Haman are hanged and their followers slaughtered), adequately explains the
image.*® In this image, as in the Anointment fresco, scholars have been preoc-
cupied with identifying #he text which explains the image. The priority of the
text is again reasserted; meaning is restricted to the written word. This preoc-
cupation with identifying #he explanatory text seems to be a peculiarly scholarly
form of controlling meaning. Sometimes the discrepancy between the text and
the image is represented, as in Weitzmann, as a translation problem; the artist
fails adequately to render the meaning of the text in a visual language. Alterna-
tively, the artist himself is represented as a text scholar equivalent to the modern
interpreter: the brilliance of the producer in encoding texts in the image is
matched only by the brilliance of the scholar in decoding those same texts.

I will come back to this panel to suggest that the readings of the left-hand
part of the panel have not attended to texts closely enough and that readings of
the right-hand side have been over-assiduously textualized. But for the moment
I want to turn to the programme as a whole. Just as scholars have circumscribed
the meaning of individual panels, so one meaning has been sought for the pro-
gramme as a whole. Indeed, a considerable academic effort has been made to
compensate for the perceived loss of the originating metanarrative by producing
modern alternatives. Among the most masterful is Kraeling’s. Kraeling finishes
his enumeration of scenes with the remark: ‘The tabulation . . . shows that the
material is of a single cast, and bears upon a single theme. . . . It begins with the
patriarchs . . . and extends to the re-establishment of the exiled and dispossessed
nation in the Land of Promise in the Messianic era.”*’ Joseph Gutmann more
subtly articulates the scholarly assumption that, though it might not now be
recoverable, the Synagogue programme originally held one (‘full’) meaning:

As some forty per cent of the cycle of paintings has been destroyed, and no similar
cycle of synagogue paintings has yet been discovered, we may, at this time, not be
able to unravel the fu/l meaning of the entire cycle. However, recent research on
the second, and largest, of the three bands of the Dura synagogue reveals a series
of paintings that may have been analogous to contemporary Palestinian liturgical

practice . . .*8

Messianic, liturgical, mystical and historical metanarratives have been produced
to order the Synagogue’s copious chaos.*” The complex work of locating meaning
in an image legitimately involves the scholarly exercise of text-tracking.*® But
treating images as illustrations whose completion requires the restoration of a
lost text leads to serious epistemological problems.® The search for the encom-
passing text is inevitably frustrated by the excess of the image. Nothing in scrip-
ture or commentary explains the particulars of the painting: not just the choice
of the subject, but the relative scale of the figures and compositions, the
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asymmetries, the colours and markings, etc. Indeed, the assumption underlying
such a collection of texts — that meaning resides exclusively and exhaustively in
the written word — is peculiarly philological and academic. In other words, there
is a scholarly desire to explain away the apparent incoherence of the paintings
rather than attend to it. Nevertheless, the experience of the monument tends to
disrupt the fragile order imposed on it by scholarly glosses. A glance at a diagram
of the Synagogue suggests that the surfeit of meaning in the individual panels
is complemented by a lack of ostensible order in their arrangement. The pro-
gramme as a whole is patently a narrative bricolage. While identifiable stories are
‘told’ within single or multiple frames, these isolated narratives do not appear
to participate in a monologic whole. The programme is a pastiche.

I am arguing that the ‘disorder’ of the images and the programme should no
longer be read as incompetence or incompletion, but rather as itself an organiz-
ing principle of the Synagogue’s visual discourse. Although this mode of dis-
course was not determined by texts, certain Jewish texts exhibit a suggestive
equivalence. Like the frescoes of the Synagogue, the Bible itself has been and
continues to be similarly presented as univocal by those for whom it constitutes
the truth, though its ‘disorder’ and multiple voices are inevitably revealed both
indirectly in the very varied positions taken by pious commentators and directly
in scholarly ones. Roland Barthes, for example, read the Genesis account of Jacob
wrestling with the angel as “a metonymic montage’, characterized by ‘the abrasive
frictions, the breaks, the discontinuities of readability, the juxtaposition of
narrative entities which to some extent run free from an explicit logical
articulation’.>

The bricolage of scripture was not suppressed by the Jews in Antiquity. The
rabbis’ exposition of the torah, preserved in scriptural commentaries, like the
Synagogue frescoes, exploited and promoted the disjunctions and incoherencies
of the biblical text. Midrash provides a vehicle by which to explore the congru-
ence of visual and textual discourses. This example from Midrash Rabbah Esther,
chosen for its brevity, should give you some sense of how a new narrative might
be constructed from fragments of old ones:

VII.22. THEN WERE THE KING’S SCRIBES CALLED . .. AND AN EDICT, ACCORDING
TO ALL THAT HAMAN COMMANDED, WAS WRITTEN TO THE KING’S SATRAPS . . .
(Esther 3.12). It is written, And Pharaoh charged all his people, saying: Every son
that is born ye shall cast into the river (Ex. 1.22). Pharaoh commanded, but God
did not command. What can you quote [to this eftect]? Who is he that saith, and
it cometh to pass, when the Lovd commandeth it not? (Lam. 3.37). What then did
He command? For by a strong hand shall he let them go (Ex. 6.1); and so it came
to pass, and moreover, He overthrew Pharaoh and his host in the Red Sea (DPs.
136.15). Similarly, ACCORDING TO ALL THAT HAMAN COMMANDED: he com-
manded, but God did not command. Haman commanded 7o destroy, to kill and
to cause to perish, but God commanded not so. And what did He command? Lez
lis wicked device, which he had devised against the Jews, veturn upon his own head
(Est. 9.25). And so it came to pass, And they hanged him and his sons on the gallows.
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It is written, He that exalteth his gate seeketh destruction (Prov. 17.19). If one exalts
the gates of his mouth and brings out from them words that are not right, God
breaks him, and he is boiled in his own pot, and so Jethro said, For [He punished
them] with the thing with which they dealt proudly against them (Ex. 18.11).5

Midrashic didactic commentaries on scriptural readings given during services,
like the Synagogue frescoes, celebrate disjunction and incoherence. The wit (and
power) of rabbinic exposition lay in the development of a meaningtul linkage
between proof-texts combined by the chance of liturgical cycles.** According to
the Cambridge Encyclopedin the midrash is:

teaching linked to a running exposition of scriptural texts, especially found in
rabbinic literature. The scriptural interpretation is often a relatively free explanation
of the text’s meaning, based on attaching significance to single words [indeed, even
single letters], grammatical forms, or similarities with passages elsewhere so as to
make the text relevant to a wide range of questions of rabbinic interest.*®

James Kugel summarizes the play of the interpreter and the text:

There is often something a bit joking about midrash too. The ultimate subject of
that joke is the dissonance between the religion of the Rabbis and the Book from
which it is supposed to be derived —and . . . more precisely the dissonance between
that book’s supposedly unitary and harmonious message and its actually fragmen-
tary and inconsistent components.*®

Included in the midrashic exposition of scripture are not only other scriptural
passages, but also fragments of history, fables and personal experience. A few
other examples from Midrash Rabbab Esther offer some sense of the richness and
variety of this non-scriptural material: Trajan’s destruction of the Jews is attrib-
uted to his wife’s anger — the Jews mourned when she bore Trajan a son on the
night of the ninth of Ab (when the Jews annually commemorated the destruction
of the temple with lamentation and fasting) and lit lights when the infant died
(an event which coincided with the celebration of Hanukkah) (Midrash Rabbab
Esther, 1.3). An explanation of Haman’s temporary elevation is provided by a
parable: a filly complains to an ass that while they work hard but are fed spar-
ingly, a lazy sow is given all she can eat. At Calends the sow is slaughtered and
the filly worries about eating at all. The ass points out to the filly, ‘My daughter,
it is not the eating which leads to slaughter, but the idleness’ (Midrash Rabbah
Esther, 7.1). In describing how Ahasuerus was thwarted in his attempt to use
Solomon’s throne, R. Eleazer b. R. Jose is quoted as having seen its fragments
in Rome (Midrash Rabbah Esther, 1.12). The heterogeneous juxtaposition of
scriptural and non-scriptural fragments provided new space — an intertextual
space — for the production of responses relevant in some way to the contemporary
community.
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I am not here repeating an argument for the priority of midrash to fresco.
Like most of the targum and midrashic texts which have been cited as explana-
tions of the Synagogue frescoes, Midrash Rabbah Esther was compiled in the
fifth or sixth century CE, long after the Synagogue was decorated and destroyed.
Rather, there appears to be a coincidence in the intertextual practice of the
midrash and the Synagogue frescoes. The midrashic text cited above begins with
a verse (Esther 3.12) which has been identified by one scholar and rejected by
another as the subject of the right-hand side of the Mordecai—Esther fresco. The
presupposition that an image can legitimately have only one ‘true’ subject is
opposed by the midrash, which provides a model for an alternative relationship
between text and meaning. This other reading allows the images to have a par-
ticular verse from Esther as its subject at one moment and a different narrative
at another moment, depending on how it operates for its reader/viewer.

Both midrash and fresco exemplify how the juxtaposition of narrative frag-
ments produces a new text. In the midrash, quotations from Esther, Exodus and
Psalms present an analogy between Haman’s frustrated plan to destroy Mordecai
and the Jews and Pharaoh’s thwarted attempt to destroy the Jews with his army.
Similarly, the non-sequential arrangement of the Synagogue frescoes promotes
an itinerant gaze which readily links the Pharaoh’s destruction by Moses in the
upper right-hand panel of the west wall with Haman’s fall at Ahasuerus’s
command. In both verbal and visual narratives, the pastiche re-enacts for its
audience a Jewish past under Persian and Egyptian domination and thus con-
structs an historical morality tale. But like all morality tales, this one reframes
the present. It promises a variety of possible restorations — from national restitu-
tion after the tyrannies of Roman domination to personal recompense for the
oppressions of daily life.

Other aspects of the midrash offer useful analogies for an understanding of
the relationship between the image and the sacred text.”” Just as the midrash
comments on fragments of scripture — letters of the alphabet, words, phrases,
episodes — so in the fresco, details invite associations outside the narrative. The
elaboration of the throne of Ahasuerus as a parallel to that of Solomon (who
also appeared on the west wall) offers no less a commentary than does Midrash
Rabbakb Esther, 1.12, cited above. Similarly, just as the midrash depends on a
variety of sources beyond scripture — earlier commentary, history, fable, practice
— so the paintings invoke for their viewers a variety of shared experience, from
familiar ritual to habits of costume. Finally, the objectives of the midrash and
painting are equally multiple and disparate. Lessons drawn by the rabbis and
collated in both midrash and image address all parts of experience, ranging from
ethical admonition and ritual precedence to messianic promise and celebrations
of revenge on the enemies of Israel. One theme rarely articulated but inevitably
present in both verbal and visual commentaries is the power of the author, the
rabbi, over his sources and coincidentally over the community. The manipulation
of images may have been as important then in the constitution of authority in
the Synagogue as it is now in a public lecture on the history of art.
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Arguing for the correspondence of midrash and fresco has implications for
the production as well as for the reception of the Dura Synagogue programme.
Instead of treating the frescoes as illustrations of scripture or midrash, it is pos-
sible to read the frescoes as prior to the written text. Although it is historically
improbable that the Jewish community at Dura contrived the first or only painted
synagogue, it does not follow that the images are slavishly dependent on a hypo-
thetical earlier model. Details, even sequences, might participate in an ora/ tradi-
tion intimate with both the sacred texts and the narrative embellishments which
so effectively integrated scripture with the daily life of the community. Indeed,
evidence of local engagement is found in the only texts which can be claimed
with certainty to be associated with the Synagogue — those contemporaneously
written znto the building. A first set of such texts consist of Aramaic and Greek
inscriptions, painted on ceiling tiles, which name the elder of the Synagogue and
the members of the community appointed to oversee the project.*® These men,
working in conjunction with a local painting workshop, may have been the
authors of the fresco.”® Multiple authors inevitably involve multiple voices and
multiple meanings.

Other texts provide a different sort of evidence against univocal interpretations
of the Synagogue’s paintings. These texts, mentioned earlier as being largely
ignored in art-historical interpretations of the Purim fresco, were written oz and
in the paintings themselves. Ten Middle Persian inscriptions, added to the fres-
coes before the building’s destruction in 256, within the first decade after the
execution of the decoration, record the day and month in which a named visiting
(?) scribe viewed the paintings.®® Although the exact translation of these dipinti
is contested, they augment the meaning of the work in a way familiar from the
signatures in certain modern painting, such as Barnett Newman’s Fourth Station
of the Cross. Like the signature of the Barnett Newman, the dipinti affect the
work on several levels of signification. They act on a formal, visual plane, chang-
ing the look of the image. These authors wrote themselves into the foreground,
not the background of the painting. As in the modern work, the name and its
ground contrast. In Dura, the inscriptions are written in black for the most part
on the light flesh of the body.®! At the same time the ‘signature’ is not disrup-
tive; it participates in the structure it occupies, reasserting rather than contradict-
ing the integrity of the form. Again like the Barnett Newman, the writing on
the image also introduces a distinct socio-economic frame which affects the
work’s evaluation.®” These texts, obviously countenanced by the community,
involve a complementarity of status: the act of inscribing the paintings perma-
nently affirms the authority of the authors at the same time that it confers the
distinction of their acknowledgement on the images. The dipinti thus presume
strata of meaning independent of religious texts within the Synagogue frescoes,
contradicting the notion that these images were closed or canonical in their
signification.

One final text may further attest to the indeterminacy of the meaning of these
images. In the ground above the billowing cloak of the triumphant figure of
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Mordecai is a graffito in Parthian which reads: ‘This is I(?), Aparsam, the
scribe.®® Perhaps this inscription represents an ancient version of ‘Kilroy was
here.” Alternatively, it might be read as the author’s identification of himself with
the powerful horseman. Such projection is a familiar enough experience, though
now it is more readily associated with movies, television and advertising than
with ‘art’.%* The breakdown of distance between the viewer and viewed is,
indeed, thematized in such works as Woody Allen’s film The Purple Rose of Cairo
(1985), and Cindy Sherman’s self-portraits. Idiosyncratic acts of identification
do not erase the meanings of the image provided by historical narratives, but
rather supplement signification.

Recognizing the local, open quality of representation in the Dura Synagogue
frescoes undermines basic art-historical conventions relating to this and many
other pre-modern monuments. The scholarly prejudice in favour of #he canonical
text is disputed, and in this case a vast hypothetical library of illustrated manu-
scripts and elaborate model-books is eliminated. More fundamentally, it calls into
question scholarly assumptions of non-originality. In the instance of the Dura
Synagogue, such assumptions in modern interpretation were initially ideologi-
cally framed; they have been maintained at least in part because the poor quality
of the available reproductions offered no resistance.

Just as a visit to the site provoked a re-evaluation of Dura’s topographic status,
so, for me, seeing the Synagogue frescoes and registering the professional quality
of their execution (the agility of the brushwork, the varied palette, the direct
address of the figures) stimulated a rethinking of their art-historical status. I am
sorry that I cannot simulate something of that experience for the reader with
high-quality colour reproductions of the original. But I have tried to mark the
modernist (totalizing, essentialist, global, Orientalist) historical practices by
which good originals were superseded by bad copies. By so doing, I hope I have
allowed some room for reinventing the images of the Dura Synagogue as post-
modernist (deconstructive, circumstantial, local and multicultural).

Notes

1 An article by the deceased Professor Warren Moon, ‘Nudity and Narrative: Obser-
vations on the Frescoes from the Dura Synagogue’, Journal of the American Academy
of Religion, 60, no. 4 (Winter 1992) appeared in Spring 1993, after the submission
of this article for publication. Also J. R. Branham, ‘Sacred Space under Erasure in
Ancient Synagogues and Early Churches’, Art Bulletin, 74, 3, 1992, pp. 375-94.
Some of the issues I have discussed — particularly orality and a critique of conven-
tional ideas of the relationship between text and image — are intriguingly treated
from a distinct perspective.

2 For the classic statement on this subject, W. Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction’; in H. Arendt (ed.), I/luminations, New York, 1969,
pp. 217-51; for its postmodern application, S. Buck-Morss, The Dialects of Seeing.
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Exotic Taste: The Lure of
Sasanian Persia

Anna Gonosova

The Antioch floor mosaics have long served as a useful gauge of iconographic
and stylistic tastes and trends (visual and thematic ins and outs, expected as well
as unexpected) of the Roman and early Byzantine periods because of their nearly
five hundred years of uninterrupted production. A powerful lion on one of the
many floors would have counted among the expected representations of the king
of beasts had it not been for a long ribbon, identified as a pativ, a Sasanian royal
symbol, fluttering around its neck. This Antioch lion is not the familiar animal
of the lion hunts and Roman amphitheater games but a captive of the royal
hunting preserves of one of the empire’s powerful neighbors and adversaries to
the east, the Sasanian Persians (Figure 3.1)."! The mosaic, assigned to the early
fiftth century, was made during a rare pause in the centuries-long conflict between
the two empires marked by the Sasanian sacking and destruction of Antioch by
Shapur I in 256 CE and by Chosroes I in 540 CE.? It is also an instance of the
direct influence of Sasanian art on Roman art. Sasanian Persia was the most
important intermediary for luxury goods such as silk and spices reaching Rome
from as far as China, and from the early fifth century on it was also a source of
both artistic motifs and luxury goods, among which textiles, especially silks,
would have been much sought after.

The appearance of the Sasanian motifs in the Roman and Byzantine repertory
coincided with the maturing of Sasanian art in the course of the fourth and fifth
centuries. The Sasanian state came into existence with the overthrow of the
Parthian Arsacids by the founder of the dynasty, Ardashir of Fars, in 224 CE and

Anna Gonosovd, “Exotic Taste: The Lure of Sasanian Persia,” pp. 130—-3 from Christine Kondoleon,
Antioch: The Lost Ancient City (Princeton: Princeton University Press and with the Worcester Art
Museum, 2000). Copyright © 2000 by Princeton University Press and Worcester Art Museum.
Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press.
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Figure 3.1 Striding lion mosaic, Antioch (building in Sector 10-Q), fifth century. The
Baltimore Museum of Art: Antioch Subscription Fund, BMA 1937.139

lasted until its collapse by the advance of Islam in 651. The Sasanian kings ruled
over a vast territory between Mesopotamia in the West and the Indus River to
the east, which at times included Syria, the Holy Land, and Byzantine Egypt
(Figure 3.2). The Sasanian dynasty, ideologically allied with the ancient Persian
line of the Achaemenians, ruled over a highly centralized state in which all the
power was in the hands of the divinely chosen kings and the princes of the
royal family. The purity of the ideological line was maintained by a powerful
Zoroastrian priesthood.?

Sasanian art grew out of the successful merging of several Near Eastern tradi-
tions with roots extending back to the Achaemenian period. The Hellenistic-
Roman presence is further explained by the direct participation of Roman
craftsmen in the creation of Sasanian art. The Hellenized Roman style was
brought into Sasanian Persia by the Syrians captured in periodic territorial raids.
These raids not only brought plunder and other gains but also led to the founding
of the new cities Vek-Andiyok-Shapur of Gundeshapur (Better than Antioch
Shapur Built This) and Vek-Andiyok-Khusrau (Better than Antioch Chosroes
Built This). The Roman-style floor mosaics and other classically inspired
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architectural decoration of Bishapur, another city founded by Shapur I, clearly
demonstrate the appeal of Roman art to Sasanian kings. A similarly strong Roman
overtone has been recognized in the decorative system of Sasanian coinage. The
resulting Sasanian art can be best understood as reflecting both the complex
history of the vast Sasanian-controlled territory and receptivity to new and differ-
ent artistic forms and ideas suitable for assimilation into the dominant culture.*

The extant Sasanian art primarily chronicles royal patronage and communica-
tion of the royal ethos and glory, xvarnah, as represented through royal investi-
tures and triumphs. The most important in this respect are the rock reliefs
commemorating the investitures and victories of Sasanian rulers. Shapur I’s vic-
tories over the Romans, including the capture of Antioch, were celebrated in no
less than five reliefs; a trilingual inscription in a sanctuary at Nags-i Rustam
mentions the capture of Antioch. The royal themes are communicated by hier-
archical compositions in which the centrally placed king and the god are the
largest figures. As the most important expression of the king’s xvarnah, each
king wore a distinctive crown, as seen on numerous coin issues. The royal crowns
combine the attributes of several protective deities, such as the eagle and wings
of Anahita or the ram’s head of the war god Verethragna worn by Shapur IT at
the siege of Amida in 359.° The kings and deities also wore multiple pleated
ribbons whose fluttering surrounded them with a visual and physical aura.

Concern with royal themes also dominates the imagery of the best-known
category of Sasanian art, silver plates: the kings, on foot or mounted and iden-
tifiable by their unique crowns, triumph over their prey, be it lions, boars, or
tamer rams and wild goats. On several plates a royal banquet is represented (cat.
no. 24 [all references are to Antioch). Such plates were produced in royal work-
shops and functioned as official gifts and display pieces.®

Stucco, the main medium of architectural decoration, is another important
source of information for the appearance of Sasanian art. Although Sasanian
kings founded many cities, Sasanian architecture is known only through several
excavated royal palaces, whose splendor is alluded to in the Byzantine accounts
of Emperor Herakleios’s victorious advance against Chosroes 11 in 626 CE. The
palaces, built of brick and rubble masonry, contained multiple courtyards and
vaulted areas; throne rooms or audience halls were particularly prominent. In
the Parthian tradition, brick walls were profusely decorated with figural and
ornamental stucco designs in the form of molded and carved panels. These panels
were painted and formed large framed fields of repeat patterns enclosed in mul-
tiple borders. Extant animal and figural fragments hint at thematic compositions
similar to the early-seventh-century royal hunts of the Tag-i-Bustan rock-cut
reliefs of Chosroes II. Most panels, however, consist of alternating geometric and
vegetal patterns with figural and animal motifs unique to Sasanian art. Many
motifs are associated with Zoroastrian divinities and auspicious powers, amplify-
ing the royal and ceremonial function as well as the sacredness of architectural
spaces. The Worcester beribboned ram panel (Antioch, cat. no. 20) and the ram’s
protome-and-wings pattern block from Kish (Antioch, cat. no. 20) were used in
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this way. The ram and wild boar, another common motif in stucco, were sacred
animals of the war god Verethragna, while the wings, arranged in pairs, were
shared with the goddess Anahita. The fluttering ribbons in both reliefs signal
sacred and royal associations.”

Floor mosaics from the palace of Shapur I in Bishapur doubtless belong to
the Hellenistic-Roman tradition and might even be the work of craftsmen exiled
from Antioch. The heads of maenads and satyrs and other motifs from the Dio-
nysiac thiasos and geometric ornament are especially Roman. The half-nude
female musicians and dancers and the richly dressed court ladies, on the other
hand, reflect stylistic adjustments to the Sasanian formal mode that correspond
to the court and royal representations in other media of Sasanian art.®

Two categories of Sasanian art, the jewelry and rich vestments of Sasanian
kings and courtiers, are most frequently commented on by Roman and Byzantine
sources. It is in these categories that the art of display and luxury arts can be
seen as signs of sociopolitical status within the Sasanian hierarchies. Only a few
examples of jewelry survive — rings, necklace pieces, and belts. Representations
on Sasanian coins, seals, sculpture, and silver plate are our main sources of what
was worn by the Sasanian royalty, nobles, and courtiers.

The art of Sasanian weavers is often mentioned in Roman and Byzantine
sources, with the clothing of Persian men in one source described as “gleaming
with many shimmering colors.”® Until recently knowledge of Sasanian textiles
was based mainly on literary sources and on the representation of elaborately
patterned textiles of the king and the courtiers of the royal hunt reliefs at Taq-i-
Bustan; and many textiles, some woolen but mainly silks, found in the Byzantine
graves of Antinoé in Egypt were also assumed to be Sasanian primarily on the
basis of their exotic patterns and their similarity to the Tag-i-Bustan reliefs.

Comparisons of the late antique weaving techniques has confirmed that many
of the Antinoé silks belonged to the costume worn by the Sasanians.'” The silk
filament is particularly suitable for dyeing, and this property was fully exploited
in these weavings. Because weaving was mechanized, designs with repeated pat-
terns could be produced. The repertory of motits includes many elements known
from Sasanian stucco and silver: rams and rams’ heads, winged horses, birds,
especially cocks and peacocks, and semmurws (fantastic creatures). Beaded borders
resembling pearls are known from jewelry and the written sources. Specifically
Sasanian are composite forms arranged in self-contained units, such as an elabo-
rate flowerlike palmette or an animal arrangement with only the heads and
foreparts, finished with a crest motif such as pairs of wings or floral or foliate
finials (cat. no. 20). These composite forms may be repeated in rows, alone or
combined with framing. The presence of potentially meaningful elements, such
as wings, sacred animals, and plants, suggests that even this patterned decoration
may have had a significance beyond simple ornamentation. Many of these motifs
were imitated in a variety of media outside the Sasanian culture, from floor and
wall mosaics to architectural sculpture and silver vessels, in the late Roman and
Byzantine periods.
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The Sasanian motifs found in late Roman and early Byzantine monuments
fall into two categories. One comprises motifs imitating the official royal art
using sacred motifs such as wings and animal protomes. This is not surprising
because portable luxury objects with royal symbols were exchanged through
court gifts and embassies. The Antioch mosaics are among the earliest extant
examples in Roman art to carry these “exotic” motifs. The evidence of Sasanian
art in Antioch is demonstrated by the mosaic of the beribboned lion, the borders
with ram’s heads and wings from two neighboring houses in Daphne (cat. no.
20), and the mosaic of beribboned parrots (cat. no. 25), all three dating from
the late fitth or early sixth century. In all of these examples Sasanian elements,
such as the fluttering ribbons and ram’s-head protomes with wings, can be
identified.

The second category of motifs is more likely found in the patterns of textiles
(silks and wools). Many examples of such borrowings exist, especially in Byzan-
tine textiles, which are best found at Byzantine burial sites in Egypt. Many less
direct cases of borrowings from Sasanian art are evident in the popular “diaper”
patterns, which are rich with floral filling motifs. Such all-over designs may well
have been inspired by patterned woven textiles, specifically silks produced by the
Sasanian state. The closest example to a putative silk model would be the Louvre
mosaic of the beribboned parrots (cat. no. 25). In the case of the parrot mosaic,
the parrots’ regular arrangement in the main field undermines their naturalistic
appearance. The arrangement of the birds recalls a silk from Antinoé that
employs peacocks rather than parrots to similar effect.'!

Although Sasanian motifs did not appear in the ornamental repertory of
Roman and early Byzantine art until the fifth century, their impact was long-
lived. The attraction to Persian art can be found in many examples of medieval
Byzantine textiles, jewelry, and architectural sculpture.'? The fifth-century vault
mosaics in the Saint George Rotunda in Thessaloniki and the architectural
ornamentation in the church of Saint Polyeuktos in Constantinople of 528 dem-
onstrate the influence of the Sasanian decorative repertoire on early Byzantine
artists. But by far the richest selection of these is found among the fifth- and
sixth-century floor mosaics of Antioch.

Notes

1 Levi 1947, pp. 313-15, pl. 70. On the presence of Sasanian motifs at Antioch, see
ibid., and Morey 1938, pp. 41-5.

2 Yarshater 1983, esp. pp. 124-62, 568-92.

3 1Ibid., pp. 359-83.

4 For an overview of Sasanian art, see Ghirshman 1962, pp. 119-254; Harper 1978;
Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire.

5 Yarshater 1983, pp. 324-6, 345-7. For Shapur II at Amida, sce Ammianus
Marecellinus 9.1.3.

6 Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire 1993, pp. 95-108; sce also Harper 1981.
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7 For a useful survey of Sasanian stucco decoration, see Harper 1978, pp. 101-4; see
also Kroger 1982.
8 Ghirshman 1962, pp. 140-7, figs. 180-6; see also Musées Royaux d’Art et
d’Histoire 1993, pp. 67-9.
9 Ammianus Marcellinus 23.6.84.
10 The best recent survey is Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire 1993, pp. 113-22.
11 Martiniani-Reber 1986, pp. 52-3, no. 19.
12 Mango 1977, pp. 316-21; Grabar 1971, pp. 679-707.
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4
Dionysiac Motifs

Riuchard Ettinghausen

Introduction

This study of the impact of Classical art — specifically that preserved by
Byzantium — on Sasanian Iran and eventually on the Islamic world deals with
one aspect of a two-sided issue of major historical proportions. That is to say,
the reverse phenomenon (the Byzantine encounter with Iranian art and later
with Islamic art) is not considered here. This is due not so much to space
limitations; rather, it is because that aspect of the issue has already been inves-
tigated by a most competent scholar.'

The time period considered here also requires some comment since the
problem is chronologically open-ended. Strictly speaking, Byzantine and Sasa-
nian art coexisted for only a little more than three hundred years, from the
founding of the new East Roman capital at Constantinople in AD 323 until the
collapse of the Sasanian kingdom and the death of Yazdigird III in 651.
However, Iran had received influences from Hellenistic and Roman art prior to
this period — both under the Sasanian kings and preceding them during the
Parthian and Seleucid eras, not to mention the impact of the Greeks on the
Achaemenids; then, for centuries following this period Byzantine artistic con-
cepts mingled with those of Sasanian inspiration, expecially once the Umayyad
caliphs had usurped not only the power of the Iranian rulers but their ceremo-
nial trappings as well. Nevertheless, the artistic products of this exceedingly
long period of cultural interchange — and therefore the particular questions
asked here concerning their interpretation — come primarily from the relatively
short period of actual political and therefore artistic confrontation between
Sasanian Iran and Byzantium or from the century immediately following.

Richard Ettinghausen, “Introduction” and “Chapter One: Dionysiac Motifs,” pp. 1-10 in From
Byzantinm to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic World: Three Modes of Artistic Influence (Leiden: E.J.
Brill, 1972). Copyright © 1972 by Richard Ettinghausen. Reprinted by permission of Brill
Academic Publishers.
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It is not our intention in this inquiry to survey a// the Iranian monuments that
betray Byzantine influence, nor is it to deal specifically with chronology, style,
iconography in general, or artistic trends. Rather, we shall present, in three specific
cases, three archetypes of artistic influence, or modes of acceptance, that appeared
even while the two civilizations were hostile to each other for political, military
and religious reasons, and that continued to be operative even after one of the two
partners, Iran, had lost its independence, though not its cultural identity.

One form of reception — and the most limited one — was transfer, the taking
over of shapes or concepts as they stand, without change or further development,
possibly because reinterpretation proved impossible; such motifs are rather rare,
are found only in isolated cases, and did not have an extended life. A more fun-
damental transformation was achieved by adoption. Just as a child may be
adopted and brought up in a milieu entirely at variance with that of his original
home so that his whole personality may thus be modified, though biologically
he remains the same human being, so may artistic forms transferred from one
region to another and remodeled according to novel principles differ so much
from their original configurations that their true identities become obscured.
The third and most far-reaching form of cultural reception involves the ready
acceptance, owing to special conditions, of major artistic forms from another
civilization and their creative combination with indigenous elements, in what
might best be called a process of integration; being a form of artistic inter-
change, it is difficult to say which is the giver and which the receiver. Peculiar to
this mode is the fact that such a felicitous co-equal intermingling could occur
in an off-beat, marginal region. Still another of the concomitant results of this
interaction was that it could lead to the selection of secondary or unusual fea-
tures that suddenly took on a new significance in their new historical setting.

In our three chosen case histories, it seemed inadvisable simply to refer to
the pertinent material, since this body of evidence is still too little known,
and to a large extent even misunderstood at present. Therefore the reasons
for our proposed identifications or reinterpretations had first to be given and
only then could further deductions be made. An additional task was to estab-
lish the effectiveness of the impact of the Classical heritage on its neighbor.
This formed the clue to our understanding of the productive afterlife of the
visual imagery well beyond the heyday of its initial acceptance. This examina-
tion, in turn, will help us to gauge the dynamic quality of the original meeting
of the two artistic traditions and the intercultural usefulness of certain motifs,
be it in Iran or later in the Islamic world.?

Case Study: Dionysiac Motifs

The first subject of inquiry, exemplifying the limited mode of transfer, is the
reception of Dionysiac motifs in Sasanian art.® These motifs occur particularly,
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though not exclusively, on partially gilt silver bottles whose shape when found
in Iran is typically and perhaps even exclusively Sasanian, although it is itself
of Roman origin.* There is therefore no doubt that we are dealing with
objects of Iranian origin dating from the period between the third and seventh
centuries AD.

The most informative piece of this group is a bottle of the typical shape in
the Freer Gallery of Art in Washington. One of its three relief figures shows the
god himself, nude except for a cloak thrown over his shoulders and holding two
identitying symbols, the zhyrsos (or a staft derived from it) in his right hand and
a panther on a leash seized by his left hand (Figure 4.1). Any hesitation over this
identification is dispelled by comparison with a Byzantine knife handle in
the Dumbarton Oaks Collection, attributed to the fourth century, on which
Dionysos takes the same stance, has one of the attributes and is clothed in the
same manner. There is still an earlier parallel in a third-century Roman figure
of Bacchus in the Walters Art Gallery pointing to the persistence of the icono-
graphic tradition in time and space.

The same religious context can be claimed for the second figure on this bottle,
a maiden holding in her left hand two stalks with buds or fruits. Her Dionysiac

Figure 4.1 Dionysos, a thyrsos, and a panther on a partially gilded Sasanian
silver bottle, Iran, fourth century AD. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC. Purchase, F1965.20
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association is again made clear by the presence of a panther, whose leash is held
by her right hand; this relationship is brought out even more specifically because
the animal is seen drinking from a large jar, which is a motif symbolizing a
Dionysiac revelry.® The young woman is obviously a maenad, one of the female
followers of the god. Again Western parallels can be established. From Byzan-
tium there is the pseudo-Oppian manuscript, now in Venice, which has the same
elements, though the maenad and the animal are here separated.® This example
is from the tenth or eleventh century and therefore much later than the Sasanian
bottle, but it is obviously based on an earlier prototype.

The third figure is that of a youth leaning forward to receive a child, which
as a subject is perhaps not quite so obviously Dionysiac in character. The theme
is nevertheless part of the same iconographic cycle as Roman art offers similar
scenes of the initiation of children into the Bacchic mystery cult.’”

On other Sasanian bottles or plates we find scantily dressed women engaged
in rapturous dancing, at times to the accompaniment of their own music (Figure
4.2) which indicate other aspects of this imagery. But it is well to remember that

Figure 4.2 Sasanian bottle with dancing female figures. Freer Gallery of Art, Smith-
sonian Institution, Washington, DC. Purchase, F1966.1
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this popularity of certain figural types does not extend to the god himself as the
scenes with one to five figures are usually limited to his female companions.

The case is different with regard to two closely related Sasanian plates, one in
the Historical Museum in Moscow, the other in the Freer Gallery of Art,® as
they present a more complex iconographic theme: the triumph of Dionysos in
the company of his followers (Figure 4.3). In the shade of a richly laden grape-
vine, the god is seen seated on his chariot where he is joined by his consort
Ariadne; his escort consists of two maenads, a satyr, and four putti. The exergue
underlines the main theme by means of secondary figures. We find here two
small musicians and a feline (leopard or panther) which is again greedily drinking
from a large wine jar.

The triumphal scene is, of course, common in Roman and Byzantine art,’
although as elsewhere in Sasanian art a basically narrative episode or an event in
motion has been turned into a static, monumentalized spectacle. It suffices here
to mention as a parallel a Byzantine silver bowl tentatively attributed to Con-
stantinople of the fifth or early sixth century, which is in the Dumbarton Oaks
Collection.” It shows the same cortege in a more elaborate, freely moving
version, with the two maenads dancing ahead of Dionysos, the smaller female
figure seated with her back to him, a male follower behind the chariot, and the
star-shaped wheel spokes all point to a common prototype. The general character
of this model is suggested by a Roman cameo of the second century AD in the
Naples Museum. That Sasanian artists did not rely for such imagery on nearly
contemporary Western pieces (or at least not exclusively) is demonstrated by a
much earlier Iranian version of this scene in the British Museum, which is prob-
ably Parthian and has been dated to about AD 200." This Iranian object, which

Figure 4.3 The triumph of Dionysos, in the company of his followers, Sasanian period,
silver and gilt, Iran, fifth—seventh century. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC. Purchase, F1964.10
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is both pre-Sasanian and pre-Byzantine, is our first indication of the open-
endedness of the problem to which we drew attention at the beginning of this
investigation.

If further proof of early Iranian familiarity with Dionysiac imagery is still
necessary, we need only mention the floor mosaics in a triple eyvan of the third-
century palace of Bishapur, discovered by Roman Ghirshman.'? The masks and
female figures were originally explained as “portraits of members of the royal
family and the aristocracy” or as representations of “court ladies”, but the horns
and long donkey ears on one mask and the Pan’s pipe, as well as the pedum (the
curved staff favored by satyrs and other followers of Dionysos)"? placed near two
other masks leave little doubt that we are confronted with renderings in Iran of
various aspects of the Dionysiac cult. Of special additional interest in this con-
nection is the parallel between one of the maenads in this mosaic who is fully
clothed and holds sprays of flowers, and the second figure on the Freer bottle
and the miniature in the pseudo-Oppian manuscript.

All the bottles and plates so far discussed have in common that they are deco-
rated with figural subjects whose Dionysiac origins and original meanings are
clear. In addition there are other silver plates and vessels that are only partly
decorated with figures such as dancers, musicians or drinkers, or with a primarily
non-figural iconography. In both types the grapevine often plays an essential
part; besides this suggestive element and other similarities between these figured
scenes and the Dionysiac milieu, it is, however, difficult to prove a specific con-
nection. By the way, while these motifs are more frequently found on silver
vessels, they also occur elsewhere. Thus the dancer and the musician are to be
found among the sixth-century stucco reliefs of various sizes discovered in
Ctesiphon.'*

To this more problematic group belongs a clearly recognizable series of vessels,
most of them bottles or ewers and thus connected with drinking events, whose
decoration consists of scantily clothed female figures always shown in motion.
The stress is on the sexual aspects of their bodies, their coiffures crowned with
hair knots, their rich jewelry, and the wide range of vegetal or other offerings
that they hold in both hands (Figure 4.4)."® Certain aspects connect them with
Dionysiac concepts. Thus their offerings include branches with vine leaves and
grapes; the figures sometimes hold small children and what is particularly sig-
nificant, in some cases they pour liquid from vessels into the mouths of diminu-
tive felines, thus echoing a motif which occurs in representations of the god
himself. Particularly enlightening with regard to the last mentioned feature are
the relief figures on an ivory medicine box of the second half of the fourth to
fitth century AD in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection which for iconographic
reasons should be attributed to Egypt. Standing between a maenad (or, possibly,
Ariadne) and a satyr we find the figure of Dionysos who holds in his left hand
a thyrsos and in his right a small mixing bowl towards which a small panther is
raising his head to catch the drops of wine. The manner in which the vessel is
held in an outstretched arm and the eager attitude of the diminutive animal are
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Figure 4.4 Sasanian silver rhyton with female figures making offerings, Iran, fourth
century. © The Cleveland Museum of Art, 2003. Gift of Katharine Holden Thayer,
1962.294

the same in the ivory box and in the Sasanian vessels where this motif occurs.
On the other hand, the strong stress on the agricultural character of their prot-
fered offerings and possibly also the frequent presence of pigeon-like birds and
other animals may indicate a specific connection with more general Iranian fer-
tility beliefs. In any case, the inclusion of small children and the pouring of wine
to felines seem to exclude an interpretation of a purely secular meaning. What
we should expect and what has apparently happened is that one limited group
of Dionysiac figures — the maenads — has been reinterpreted in Iran and elabo-
rated visually beyond its initial significance. It is quite likely that the maenads
have been transformed into figures of a fertility cult, possibly priestesses or devo-
tees connected with the main Iranian goddess, Anahita. Thus while the icono-
graphic and conceptual connections with an iconographic Dionysiac type are
clear, the ultimate meaning of the images remains hypothetical and problematic.
On the other hand, the iconography of the basic Dionysiac group is remarkably
pure and unadulterated, as is demonstrated particularly by the Parthian and
Sasanian renderings of the god himself, expecially in the triumphal scenes. It is
this unchanging acceptance by the Iranian artists of a very specific Western
vocabulary that has induced us to label this process a mere transfer.
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Three questions must, however, still be answered if we are to understand the
historical significance of this artistic encounter. What elevates it above the mere
accidental? How was it that Iran accepted this foreign imagery associated with
the god of wine in the first place? How can we explain the introduction of these
Western motifs into Iran? And finally, was there some recognizable aftereffect
of this particular meeting of two civilizations?

The Parthian plate showing the triumph of Dionysos indicates that the origi-
nal impact occurred in that period of Iranian history when the entire country,
but especially the court, was under the strong influence of Greek ideas. On Par-
thian coins not only are there Greek inscriptions, but at least ten kings have also
labeled themselves Philbellene. They are Mithridates I, Artabanus I, Mithridates
II, Artabanus 11, Phraates 111, Mithridates 111, Orodes 11, Phraates IV, Phraata-
ces and Gotarzes.'® We also have to recall Plutarch’s remark that “when Alexan-
der was civilizing Asia, Homer was commonly read and the children of the
Persians, of the Susianians, and of the Gedrosians became acquainted with the
tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides.”” The same author gives us further evi-
dence of this Hellenizing process in his Life of Crassus (XXXIII), in which he
describes a performance of Euripides’ Bacchae at the court of the Parthian King
Orodes 111 (57-38 BC) in which the actor playing the role of Agave appeared on
the stage with the actual head of Crassus."® Furthermore, there was in Iran a
definite predilection for wine, so that the Western concepts connected with
Dionysos must have seemed quite acceptable. For instance, Herodotus says of
the Iranians during the Achaemenian period:

It is their custom to deliberate about the gravest matters when they are drunk; and
what they approve in their counsels is proposed to them the next day ... when
they are now sober; and if being sober they still approve it, they act thereon, but
if not, they cast it aside. And when they have taken counsel about the matter when
sober, they decide upon it when they are drunk.*

This custom continued in the Sasanian period when, according to al-Jahiz,
King Bahram Gur ordered his chamberlain to receive from the people petitions
and to present them to him when he was drunk.?® Finally, the national epic of
the Iranians, the Shab-nameh, the stories of which end with the Sasanian period,
also describes widely held drinking customs.?

We can only speculate on how Dionysiac motifs may have been introduced,
though we have both literary evidence and monuments to support our conjec-
tures. It is known that Shapur I, after his victory over Valerian, installed 10,000
Roman prisoners in Bishapur, Shushtar, and Gundeshapur, and that among them
were engineers, architects, masons, and other craftsmen.?? It is not too difficult
to imagine that having twice conquered Antioch, with its splendid floor mosaics,
Shapur desired such decorations in his own palace. Happily these mosaics have
been partially preserved and their theme is precisely of Dionysiac character, as
would have been appropriate for a banquet hall.
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Other sources of evidence are actual Roman objects with Dionysiac decoration
that are said to have been found in Iran. The most important example is a silver
handle from a dish of the second century AD in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. This handle, which shows the Indian triumph of Dionysos, is also remark-
able for having been executed in a relief technique akin to that used by Parthian
and Sasanian silversmiths.*® The probability of such an import into Iran is cor-
roborated by one other Roman piece with a Dionysiac theme, a small silver statu-
ette reminiscent of the bronze Bacchus in the Walters Art Gallery, although its
raised hand has lost the thyrsos that it originally held. It appeared in New York
among the holdings found in Iran of a Persian importer of curios and antiquities
and is now in a private American collection.”*

Other Western motifs have been discovered in recent years either on imported
pieces or in native paraphrases. The most important of these two groups shows
the figure of Heracles, who appears in every conceivable shape and medium, from
monumental rock reliefs to small statuettes discovered in the vast region stretch-
ing between Iraq and Afghanistan.?® Although a further investigation of this
motif would lead us too far afield here, we can at least surmise that the popular-
ity of this image may be explainable by the probable identification of Heracles
with a national god or heroic figure;*° it should also be recalled that in Iran
Heracles at times took on a Dionysiac aspect.?’

A more isolated manifestation of foreign influence is represented by an imported
bronze, now in the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh, of Poseidon reclining on a
chariot on which he is accompanied by other nautical figures.”® What makes this
singular find, which is said to be from the Island of Kharg in the Persian Gulf,
significant in this context is the similarity of its iconographic setting to the tri-
umphal ride of Dionysos (Figure 4.3). Finally, it is important to note that the
largest group of adopted Classical motifs, those found on some forty ivory rhyta
from the first Parthian capital of Nyssa, included Dionysiac themes.?’ The appear-
ance of the classical god of wine on Sasanian silver bottles and plates is, therefore,
just one phenomenon in a broader artistic context.

As the figure of the youthful male god Dionysos apparently had no equivalent
in Iranian myths, he did not experience a transfiguration that would have pro-
vided him with a new lease on life in Iranian guise. Only secondary figures
around the god could be evolved further as we noted in the case of the maenads.
Yet despite the usual Muslim eagerness to employ Iranian motifs the image of a
scantily dressed female figure could not have lasted long in the Islamic period.
Still, the theme of the fully clothed female dancers as depicted in the Jawsaq
Palace of Samarra and in subsequent periods must be thought to derive from the
Sasanian transformations of Dionysiac models. On the other hand, although
drinking scenes abound in Islamic art, especially in Iranian courtly art, just as
they do in Persian literature, our present knowledge of the material indicates that
this motif does not seem to have had a specific prototype in the Sasanian period
or was at least not a major artistic theme.
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Curiously enough, there was, however, a minor element of the Dionysiac ico-
nography which was readily adopted and used long after its significance was for-
gotten. It was, though, to be deployed in a disjointed fashion: the motif of
the panther (or other feline) drinking from a jar (Figure 4.3). In Roman and
Byzantine art the various attitudes of the drinking animal were rendered realisti-
cally.*® Animal handles were used in the Achaemenian period; but in the art of
this period the animal head does not usually touch the vessel itself and at times
it even looks away from it.* In the Parthian period, too, the feline animal serves
merely as handle without it being concerned with the content of the vessel.
However, in the new Sasanian iconographic associations, the feline is closely
attached to jars and ewers and is placed close to the lip of the vessel as if he were
eager to reach its precious liquid — a pose which is prefigured by Roman handles
of the first to second centuries.*® This arrangement was soon formalized in Iran
especially in the post-Sasanian period and the body of the panther became styl-
ized and elongated. Even after its meaning had been long forgotten this pose
continued in Seljuq times, although it may be that some of these feline handles
have become detached from their original ewers through burial and have now
been joined to other vessels. We also find metal or pottery jugs on which the
felines appear only as small figures on the tops of the handles as unlikely thumb
rests; sometimes they are placed even more incongruously at the bottom of the
handles; or only a tiny vestigial head may be stuck atop a handle. Still other
examples, especially big-mouthed pottery jugs of the later twelfth and early
thirteenth century, use two feline handles, probably for reasons of symmetry. In
another stage of development the animal leaves its usual connection with the
handle and is joined to the neck of a vessel. Or, the feline becomes attached to
the handle of other types of vessels, which had nothing to do with the drinking
or mixing of beverages, for instance on a kettle used for pouring water in the
bathhouse. Apparently the basic association between vessel and feline was so
strong that it persisted in rudimentary or variant forms even though the original
iconographic idea and its appropriate rendering had long ago passed into
oblivion.

In reviewing the material discussed so far, we are at first struck by the abun-
dance of Dionysiac scenes in Iran. The basic images of the god himself, with
thyrsos and panther or in triumphal procession are, however, few and at best
only copies of Classical motifs. We have here an example of a mere transfer of
scenes without further translation into Iranian idiom. The underlying concepts
were too complex and alien to be adopted. Only the secondary, more universally
understandable themes of female musicians and dancers lent themselves to various
degrees of transformations in Iran. It also seems significant that the image that
could most readily be abstracted and divested of its Dionysiac connotations —
the panther at the wine jar — is still to be found in the twelfth and thirteenth
century art of that country, and even then in connection with vessels which had
a more ordinary, middleclass function without pretensions to a noble Sasanian
pedigree.
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The Good Life

Henry Maguare

In his tenth homily on Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians, John Chrysostom, at
that time patriarch of Constantinople, gave a vivid description of the good life
as it was flaunted by the wealthy and powerful of his day. The preacher criticized
the extravagance of the rich man’s house, with its display of porticoes, columns,
and precious marbles, its gilded ceilings, and its pagan statues. He spoke of the
elaborate confections served in the dining room, made to satisty the pleasure
and vanity of the host. He complained of the clothes of the well-to-do, costing
a hundred pieces of gold and worn in many layers, so that the wealthy appeared
sweating beneath their finery. Finally, he ridiculed the rich men’s wives, weighed
down with jewelry and decked out like their mules and horses with gold.! This
characterization of the prosperous lifestyle during late antiquity was not mere
rhetorical exaggeration, for archaeology has shown that the picture painted by
John Chrysostom was true. This essay reviews a selection from the abundant
material evidence of domestic prosperity in late antiquity, including the interior
furnishings of houses, the silver vessels used for eating, drinking, and bathing,
silk clothing, and jewelry. I also look at imitations of these objects made in
cheaper materials, through which the less fortunate emulated the success of the
rich. The second part of the essay turns from the objects themselves to the images
used to decorate them, which evoked the idea of prosperity in various ways, pri-
marily through personifications, motifs drawn from nature, and mythology.
Finally, I consider the attitudes toward those images that were adopted by
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, and the degree to which each religion opposed,
assimilated, or rejected the visual expressions of domestic prosperity in late
antiquity.

Henry Maguire, “The Good Life,” pp. 238-57 from G. W. Bowersock, Peter Brown, and Oleg
Grabar (ed.), Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 1999). Copyright © 1999 by the President and Fellows of Harvard
College. Reprinted by permission of Harvard University Press.
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In the Roman and Byzantine worlds, marble was always an important emblem
of wealth and consumption. The eftect of this material upon the clientele of the
wealthy aristocrats of Rome was described in scathing terms by the 4th-century
historian Ammianus Marcellinus: “Idle gossips frequent their houses, people
who applaud with various flattering fictions every word uttered by those whose
fortune is greater than their own . .. In the same way they admire the setting
of columns in a high facade and the walls brilliant with carefully selected colors
of marble, and extol their noble owners as more than mortal” (Amm.Marc.
23.4.12). Such late antique houses, featuring arcades with marble columns and
walls expensively clad with marble revetments, have survived in nearby Ostia;
a well-preserved example is the House of Cupid and Psyche, which featured a
marble-lined dining room and a columnar arcade, as well as statuary of the type
criticized by John Chrysostom, including the group of Cupid and Psyche that
gave the house its modern name.> Many wealthy homes had floors covered with
colorful tessellated mosaics. Among the best preserved are the 6th-century pave-
ments discovered in the Villa of the Falconer at Argos in Greece, which had a
dining room looking out onto a courtyard that was surrounded on two sides by
columnar porticoes. The floor of the triclinium (dining room) was decorated
with a mosaic of Dionysus with satyrs and maenads, which was placed so that it
could be admired by diners reclining on the couch set at the back of the room.
The position of the semicircular couch is marked on the mosaic floor, together
with that of the sigma-shaped table in front of it. Even the meal of two fish on
a platter was indicated in the center of the table. The porticoes of the courtyard
also were paved with mosaics. In front of the dining room were scenes of hunting
with dogs and falcons, activities which provided food (ducks and hares) for the
table. The other portico was decorated with personifications of the months
holding their seasonal attributes.’

Textiles were very important in the decoration of late antique houses, although
their effect is more difficult to visualize today than that of the splendid mosaic
floors that have survived in their original locations. A luxurious copy of the poems
of Virgil, possibly produced in Ravenna during the 6th century, contains a paint-
ing of Dido entertaining Aeneas in her palace which gives some idea of the con-
tribution made by textiles to the late antique dining room: blue, green, and red
hangings and swags cover the walls, white and purple cloths decorate the couch.*
A number of domestic wall-hangings executed in tapestry weave, some of consid-
erable size, have been excavated from graves in Egypt, where they had been used
to wrap corpses for burial when they were no longer needed in the house. The
rich imagery of these tapestries includes beneficent personifications; bearers of
gifts; servants; trees, fruits, and flowers; animals and hunting scenes; and figures
from mythology. Houses were also decorated with curtains, which were hung in
doorways and between the columns of arcades. Curtains were made of a lighter
weight material than the wall-hangings, being typically woven of linen with inter-
mittent repeat patterns executed with dyed woolen threads.® Such a curtain, deco-
rated with a repeating pattern of flowers on a neutral ground, may be seen hung
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across a doorway in the 6th-century mosaic of Empress Theodora and her retinue
from the church of S. Vitale in Ravenna.®

Diners in late antiquity well appreciated the aura of luxury that finely woven
textiles brought to a dining room. In one of his poems, the 5th-century Gallic
aristocrat Sidonius Apollinaris wrote how his experience of a feast was enriched
by the red- and purple-dyed cloths of wool and linen that adorned the couch.
He describes a textile woven with hunting scenes, showing hills and “beasts
rushing over the roomy cloth, their rage whetted by a wound well counterfeited
in scarlet,” so that “at the seeming thrust of a javelin, blood that is no blood
issues.” On the same textile he admired the motif of the Parthian shot, in which
“the Parthian, wild eyed and cunningly leaning over with face turned backwards,
makes his horse go [forward] and his arrow return, flying from or putting to
flight the pictured beasts” (Epistulae 9.13.5; trans. W. B. Anderson). Such couch-
covers, woven with scenes of horseback riders hunting in landscapes, are depicted
on the lids of some 3rd-century Attic sarcophagi.” As for the Parthian shot, it is
depicted in surviving textiles, such as a fragment of draw-loom silk now preserved
in the treasury of St Servatius at Maastricht, which dates to the 8th century.®
Besides hunting scenes, textiles used to cover household furnishings were woven
with many other figural subjects, as may be seen in a fragment of wool and linen
tapestry weave, which may have come from the border of a couch cover showing
a series of beneficent personifications.” A rich 4th-century silk, depicting the
Nile in his chariot accompanied by puzti, aquatic creatures, and waterfowl, could
also have been part of a spread or a cover, although its original function is
uncertain.'

One further element of the furnishing of the late antique houses should be
mentioned here, even if it is preserved only in the imagery of poets and weavers:
in the aristocratic dining room a profusion of greenery and flowers provided
color and fragrance, as is described in the poem by Sidonius: “Let the round
table show linen fairer than snow, and be covered with laurel and ivy and vine-
shoots, fresh and verdant. Let cytisus, crocus, starwort, cassia, privet, and mari-
golds be brought in ample baskets and color the sideboard and couches with
fragrant garlands” (Epistulae 9.13.5).

Another feature of entertaining in late antiquity was the display and employ-
ment of a large variety of silver vessels for serving drink and food. The discovery
of several hordes of late antique silver has shown the astonishing richness and
variety of this ware; the 4th-century treasure discovered at Kaiseraugst, on the
river Rhine in Switzerland, for example, included a big rectangular salver, large
circular and polygonal platters, dishes specially shaped for serving fish, bowls of
various sizes, long- and short-handled spoons, wine strainers, beakers, an elabo-
rate candlestick, a handbasin, and even toiletry implements such as toothpicks
and ear cleaners.! Other treasures have contained silver jugs of various shapes
and sizes, as well as sauce bowls equipped with lids and handles. A painting of
Queen Dido’s banquet shows some of this ware in use. The servant on the left
offers a silver beaker of wine to the guests, which he has filled from the silver
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jug in his right hand (the artist has indicated the purple liquid at its brim). The
servant on the right, who holds another silver jug and a long-handled silver bowl,
is probably preparing to pour water over the hands of the guests to clean them.
A good host was expected to keep his silver well polished, as we learn again from
Sidonius Apollinaris, in a letter praising the Gothic king Theoderic II: “When
one joins him at dinner . . . there is no unpolished conglomeration of discolored
old silver set by panting attendants on sagging tables . . . The viands attract by
their skillful cookery, not by their costliness, the platters by their brightness, not
by their weight” (Epistulae 1.2.6). Much of this silver tableware was decorated,
either with chasing or with motifs executed in relief; often the designs were
enriched with niello or gilding. Fine examples of such pieces are the great platters
from the Kaiseraugst and the Mildenhall treasures, which portray, respectively,
scenes from the early life of Achilles and a Bacchic revel surrounding a central
mask of Ocean.'? This kind of decoration, also, was described by Sidonius: “Let
the attendants bend their heads under the metal carved in low relief, let them
bring in lordly dishes on their laden shoulders” (Epistulae 9.13.5). Nor should
one forget the repeated pleasures of the food that was served with such splendor:
“I have overextended myself by eating everything,” wrote the poet and bon
vivant Venantius Fortunatus in the 6th century, “and my belly is swollen with
various delicacies: milk, vegetables, eggs, butter. Now I am given dishes arranged
with new feasts, and the mixture of foods pleases me more sweetly than before”
(Carmina 11.22).

Silver vessels also played a prominent role in bathing, another luxury enjoyed
in the houses of the rich. Late antique villas were frequently equipped with their
own private bathhouses, some of which contained floor mosaics illustrating the
rituals of cleanliness and beautification. One such mosaic has been preserved in
the baths of a large villa discovered at Sidi Ghrib, in Tunisia. The mosaic, which
dates to the late 4th or early 5th century, shows the lady of the house at her toi-
lette. On the left, a maid proffers jewelry in a silver tray, while her mistress tries
on an earring. Another maid holds up a mirror, so that the resulting effect can
be admired. On ecither side of the mosaic appears the silver that has been used
in bathing: to the left is a scalloped washbasin, similar to one that survives in
the Kaiseraugst treasure, and a silver-gilt chest containing a towel or a garment."?
A similarly shaped gilded chest was preserved in the mid-4th-century treasure
found on a slope of the Esquiline hill in Rome." Such silver vessels, made
expressly for bathing, were described about one hundred and fifty years earlier
by the early Christian writer Clement of Alexandria, who wrote scornfully that
women went to the public baths with “a great paraphernalia of vessels made of
gold or silver, some for drinking the health of others, some for eating, and some
for the bath itself. .. Parading with this silverware, they make a vulgar display
of it in the baths” (Pacdagogus 3.31).

Another way of publicly displaying one’s wealth was through clothing, and
especially through the wearing of patterned silks. Both pagan and Christian
writers criticized the extravagance of such garments. Ammianus Marcellinus
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described the extreme fineness of the mantles worn by the Roman senators,
which “were figured with the shapes of many different animals” and which shone
when their wearers moved (14.6.9). A contemporary of Ammianus, Asterius,
bishop of Amaseia, condemned the luxury of silks and the vanity of those who
wore garments decorated with “lions and leopards, bears, bulls and dogs, forests
and rocks, hunters and [in short] the whole repertory of painting that imitates
nature.” He also castigated those who wore garments decorated with scenes from
the gospels. Such people, he declared, “devise for themselves, their wives and
children gay-colored dresses decorated with thousands of figures . . . When they
come out in public dressed in this fashion, they appear like painted walls to those
they meet.”!s

The fashions evoked by these texts are borne out by images and by survivals
of the textiles themselves. The mosaic of Theodora with her retinue in S. Vitale
shows the ladies of her court wearing draw-loom silks with repeating patterns,
including flowers and ducks. The empress herself has a gospel scene, the Adora-
tion of the Magi, embroidered into the hem of her cloak. As for the male gar-
ments, a late 4th-century silk tunic has been preserved in relatively good condition
in the church of S. Ambrogio in Milan. Even if it may not have been the garment
of the saint himself, as tradition would have it, the textile is almost certainly of
his date. The tunic had a linen lining, over which was an outer layer of white
silk damask woven all over with repeating designs of lions being hunted by men
and dogs in a landscape evoked by trees and bushes.'® Less expensive tunics had
applied bands and roundels of silk rather than a continuous surface of the costly
material, but the effect of these garments could still be rich.

As in the villa at Sidi Ghrib, late antique floor mosaics demonstrate the impor-
tance of jewelry in the self-image of the rich. A similar scene appears in the
famous late 4th-century mosaic of Dominus Iulius, which was found in a house
at Carthage. Here scenes of the life of an estate revolve around the main house,
depicted with its columned porticoes and its domed baths (Figure 5.1). At the
lower left appears the mistress of the domain, leaning on a column and gazing
at herself in a mirror, while she stretches out her hand languidly to receive a
necklace proffered by a maid who holds the box containing her jewelry.'” Mag-
nificent examples of jewelry from late antiquity still survive, such as two necklaces
from the 7th century, one composed of eleven openwork plaques of gold set and
hung with pearls and precious stones, and another adorned with a pendant por-
traying a golden Aphrodite in a lapis lazuli shell.'

The accouterments of the good life — the marbles, the silver, the silks, the
gold, and the gems — were well enough appreciated to inspire imitation in cheaper
materials. In North Africa, for example, panels of floor mosaic frequently imi-
tated the veining of marble, which was a more expensive material. A mosaic of
the second half of the 4th century found at Thuburbo Majus reproduces green
“cipollino,” a marble imported from Greece." Such false marble panels were
frequently installed at important places in the floor, such as at thresholds. On
occasion, mosaic itself might be imitated in the medium of fresco. This occurred
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EGECGETY

Figure 5.1 Estate of Dominus Iulius, floor mosaic from Carthage. Tunis, Bardo
Museum. akg-images/Gilles Mermet

in the early Islamic period at the Umayyad palace of Qasr al-Hayr West, where
there are floors paved with frescoes whose designs, characterized by hard-edged
contrasts of color, imitate the effect of tessellated pavements (Figure 5.2).%° Even
the great tapestry wall-hangings, luxurious in themselves, imitated the greater
luxury of spacious marble arcades and porticoes. This emulation explains the
popularity of textile compositions that framed their subjects beneath arches or
between columns.

The imitation of silverware in ceramic is a phenomenon well attested for many
periods and cultures, but it was especially pronounced in North Africa during
late antiquity. Here potters decorated their earthenware vessels with raised motifs
in imitation of the repoussé decoration of silver, and even went so far as to
reproduce the shapes of rectangular silver vessels in clay, a form that could not
be manufactured on the potter’s wheel. They also copied the iconography associ-
ated with silverware, which reconstructs part of a rectangular earthenware tray
decorated in relief with scenes from the life of Achilles, similar to those appear-
ing on the 4th century polygonal dish from Kaiseraugst. Even though these
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Figure 5.2 DPersonification of Earth, floor fresco, Qasr al-Hayr West. Damascus,
National Museum. akg-images/Jean-Louis Nou

pottery dishes were cheaper imitations of more precious models in silver, they
were prized by the poorer folk who owned them; in several cases there is evidence
that the ceramics were repaired in antiquity.!

Silk-weaving was often imitated in less precious materials, as is shown by a
medallion of the 7th century showing two mounted lion hunters which originally
adorned a domestic textile such as a tunic. This piece, a tapestry weave of dyed
woolen threads on linen, carefully reproduces the bilateral symmetry character-
istic of silks produced on the draw loom.** The red ground and the border con-
taining floral motifs are also copied from silks; compare the fragmentary silk
medallion at Maastricht. The manufacturers of tapestry weaves even went so far
as to imitate gold and jewelry in their humble materials. A particularly striking
example is a fragment of a tunic woven in linen and wool with gold threads.
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This garment was decorated with two imitation necklaces at the neckline, one
of which has pendants like the real piece of jewelry.”?

The houses and objects possessed by the rich and the would-be rich were adorned
with images that expressed the prosperity projected and desired by their owners.
It would be inaccurate to call these motifs decoration, which implies they had
no function other than to provide visual delight to the beholder. Often these
designs were invested with a stronger significance, which approached a numinous
power; that is, the images were both an expression and an assurance of
abundance.

In many cases the prosperity of the late antique house was illustrated literally,
in compositions such as the Dominus Iulius mosaic from Carthage (Figure 5.1).
In this mosaic the activities of the estate are focused on the ease and comfort
of the owners, in a cyclical composition that evokes the gifts of the seasons.
Immediately above the representation of the villa sits the lady, fanning herself as
she receives offerings from her servants: ducks and a basket of olives on the left,
and a lamb on the right. At the lower left she is presented with jewelry, as we
have seen, and also with a fish and a basket full of roses, while on the right sits
the master of the estate, who receives birds, a basket of grapes, and a hare. Similar
imagery of servants or personifications bringing gifts can be found on tapestry
hangings. In one example we find two attendants under jeweled arches, one
carrying a fish and three pomegranates, and the other holding a bowl and a small
elongated flask of a kind that could have contained scent for sprinkling over the
hands of guests. (This recalls the line “iuvat ire per corollas/alabastra ventilantes”
[“It is pleasant to pass through garlands while swinging perfume boxes”] in
Sidonius’s description of a feast, Epistuine 9.13.5.) A fragment of another hanging
shows a servant pulling back a curtain hanging between two columns; it evokes
a privileged setting, where, at the appointed time, curtains are drawn aside by
the hands of half-hidden minions.**

Beneficent female personifications were a popular presence in the household.
While many of these personifications alluded to moral qualities, and may have
had Christian overtones, they also evoked material wealth, prosperity, and secu-
rity. They include Ktisis (Foundation or Creation), Kosmésis (Ordering or
Adornment), Ananeoésis (Renewal), and Sotéria (Security or Salvation). To these
may be added personifications more directly associated with physical prosperity,
such as Tyché Kalé (Good Fortune), Apolausis (Enjoyment), and Hestia Polyol-
bos (the Blessed Hearth). The last-named is depicted in a splendid 6th-century
wool tapestry that was woven to be fitted into an arched niche. As often with
these personifications, Hestia Polyolbos is richly dressed. She wears a heavy
jeweled necklace and pendant earrings, and is enthroned like the mistress of an
estate flanked by her attendants. The six boys who approach her on either side
hold disks inscribed with her blessings, namely “wealth,” “joy,” “praise,”
“abundance,” “virtue,” and “progress.”?® Hestia Polyolbos is clearly identified
by an inscription above her head, but frequently the richly attired tfemale

<
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personifications were left unnamed, as unspecific beneficent presences. Such a
figure, wearing a pearl headband, a pearl necklace, and pearl pendants on her
earrings, can be seen in a fragment of tapestry band.

Another group of propitious personifications evoked nature and its cycles: the
earth, the ocean, the seasons, and the months. The secasons and months were
often depicted in floor mosaics, as in the 6th-century villa at Argos, where each
of the personified months holds the attributes appropriate to it. Since many of
these attributes are in the form of seasonal produce enjoyed by the owner of the
villa — such as ducks from February, a lamb from April, a basket of flowers from
May, and grain from June — the months in effect take the place of the servants
who catered to the owners’ pleasure on the Dominus Iulius mosaic from
Carthage (Figure 5.1). A similar promise was embodied in the personifications
of the earth and the ocean, which occurred not only in floor mosaics but also
on a smaller scale in textiles worn as clothing. A fragment of silk originally
formed half of one of the two sleeve bands of a tunic. The complete band
depicted the earth surrounded by the ocean; Earth was personified by four
repeated busts of a crowned woman wearing a heavily jeweled collar and holding
up a fruit-laden cloth in front of her chest, and the ocean was signified by means
of fishes and water plants in the border. A similar personification of Earth was
portrayed elsewhere on the garment, in medallions at the ends of the four bands
that descended from the shoulders, and in four small circles that were affixed to
the lower part of the tunic at the level of the knees.?® These motifs, which min-
iaturized the abundance of the whole earth into a small charm repeated sixteen
times on the same garment, illustrate the magical potential of these personifica-
tions of the power of nature. A silk tunic band shows at the bottom a similar
female personification, wearing a crown and a jeweled collar; here she accompa-
nies birds, plants, and hunting scenes, which signify the terrestrial domain.””
Ocean, also, appeared on household objects, such as the magnificent platter from
the 4th century Mildenhall treasure, where he appears as a mask with dolphins
leaping from his hair and beard at the center of a marine thiasos of nereids riding
upon sea beasts. Like the personification of Earth, Ocean had both a metaphori-
cal and a magical value. According to John Chrysostom, in 4th-century Antioch
a public benefactor could be compared by grateful citizens to the ocean on
account of his generosity: “he in his lavish gifts is what the Ocean is among
waters.”*® But it was also possible for the personification to have protective value,
as is demonstrated by a mosaic discovered at Ain-Témouchent, near Sétif, in
Algeria. Here a head of Ocean with enlarged eyes is accompanied by an inscrip-
tion invoking the gaze of the mask as protection from the misfortunes caused
by envy.”

Another subject that conveyed good fortune was the river Nile with its
flora and fauna, for the flooding of the Nile was seen as emblematic of
prosperity not only in Egypt itself but in much of the Mediterranean world.
The imagery of Nilotic abundance was evoked in a pagan hymn, written around
the year 300:
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Fishes and not oxen dwell in the plain,

for the Nile inundated the land formerly accessible by foot . . .
Dark earth, you flourish in your water which produces corn.
Be gracious king of the rivers, Nile nourisher of children . . .
You are present bringing to mortals full baskets.*

The motifs of this hymn — the fishes, the children, the baskets, the abundance
of produce — were reproduced on textiles, on tableware, and on floors. In a 4th-
century silk, the personified river is accompanied by puzti holding wreaths and
garlands and by a variety of aquatic creatures. Sometimes the Nilotic subject
matter is accompanied by an inscription specifying its propitious value. This can
be seen in the case of a large 5th- or 6th-century mosaic, recently excavated in
a secular building at Sepphoris, in Galilee. It displays a variety of conventional
motifs, including the personified Nile accompanied by the usual aquatic plants
and birds; a personification of Egypt reclining on a basket full of fruit and
holding a cornucopia; and boys engaged in engraving the high-water mark on a
nilometer. All of this is accompanied by an inscription in the border enjoining
the viewer to “Have good fortune.”*

The wealth of earth and sea was invoked not only by personifications, but also
by the numerous portrayals of animals and plants throughout the home. The
rich acanthus borders of the floor mosaics in the Villa of the Falconer at Argos
are inhabited by a variety of creatures, including birds such as ducks and waders,
reptiles such as snakes and lizards, and mammals such as rabbits and deer,
together with fruits and vegetables. While these motifs undoubtedly provided
visual pleasure to the beholder, they also gave an assurance of continuing life
and prosperity. Birds were especially favored as a decoration on textiles, whether
curtains or the silks worn by the ladies at court. Plants and their products
appeared in numerous guises. Large tapestry hangings portrayed lines of trees —
in one case at least eight in a row.*> The significance of such representations
is indicated by a fragment of a curtain which depicts a tree in full leat with
the invocation Euphori (“Flourish!”) written upon its trunk.*® Sometimes the
imagery of plants was enhanced by the richness of gems, as can be seen in the
case of a 6th- or 7th-century tunic band, where the central motif; a stylized plant
crowned by a pomegranate, rises from a jeweled vase.

In this evocation of plenty and abundance through images drawn from nature,
there was a supporting role for the old pagan deities, even if the patrons were
Christian. The domestication of pagan gods in Christian households can be
seen both in art and in literature. The epithalamia of Dioscorus of Aphrodito,
a 6th-century Egyptian lawyer whose father had founded a monastery, strikingly
combine references to Zeus, Ares, Apollo, Heracles, Dionysus, Ariadne, Demeter,
and other deities with invocations to the Christian God. In the poem for the
wedding of Count Callinicus and Theophile, for example, which he wrote some-
time before 570, he declared: “You [the bridegroom] raise up the honey-sweet
grape-cluster, in its bloom of youth; Dionysos attends the summer of your
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wedding, bearing wine, love’s adornment, with plenty for all, and blond Demeter
brings the flower of the field . . . They have woven holy wreaths round your rose-
filled bedroom.” In another epithalamium, for the wedding of Isakios, Dioscorus
invokes “garlanded Dionysos” and “the Nile with his many children,” before
exclaiming “Go away, evil eye; this marriage is graced by God.”** This easy
combination of nature imagery with the evocation of pagan deities in the context
of'a Christian wedding finds a parallel two centuries earlier in the reliefs on the
casket of Projecta, where the toilette of the bride is mirrored by a marine Venus
portrayed on the lid. Here, in spite of the explicit evocation of the pagan goddess,
the Christian orientation of bride and groom is not in doubt, for on the rim of
the casket’s lid appears the inscription Secunde et Projecta vivatis in Chrifsto]
(“Secundus and Projecta, may you live in Christ”).

The appearance of pagan deities on domestic furnishings from late antiquity
should not, therefore, necessarily be taken as evidence of outright paganism on
the part of their owners; rather, the pagan motifs should be read as embodying
ideas of plenty and good fortune. The 4th-century treasure from Mildenhall in
Suftfolk contained both spoons engraved with the Christian Chi-Rho monogram
and dishes decorated with figures from pagan mythology. The latter included
the great platter with its central mask of Ocean surrounded by a Bacchic revel
portraying the drinking contest of Dionysus and Hercules in the company of
dancing satyrs and maenads. These subjects, in the eyes of many Christians as
well as pagans, evidently signified the respective gifts of the waters and the earth,
the seafood and the wine that should accompany a feast.*® Likewise, the woman
of the 7th century who wore the gold and lapis lazuli pendant portraying
Aphrodite was probably a Christian; but she may, nevertheless, have hoped that
her charm might bring her some good things. Such a wish is expressed by a
5th-century mosaic discovered in a bath building at Alassa on the island of
Cyprus, which depicts the goddess beautifying herself under the inscription EP
AGATHOIS (“for a good cause”).*

The late antique repertoire of images drawn from nature was not confined to
the homes of pagans and Christians; some of it survived into the decoration of
carly Islamic palaces. It formed a common cultural frame of reference, evocative
of well-being and prosperity, which was not the exclusive preserve of one faith.
For example, the offering of the products of the land, a theme depicted in floor
mosaics and textiles (see Figure 5.1), also appears in the 8th-century stucco reliefs
set into the courtyard fagades of Qasr al-Hayr West, where there are attendants
holding, among other things, pomegranates, birds, lambs, and vases filled with
flowers.” One of the frescoed floors in the palace at Qasr al-Hayr West even
portrays a personification of the Earth (Figure 5.2). As in the silk tunic orna-
ments discussed above, she is portrayed in a medallion as a bust-length figure
holding a scarf'in front of her, while the surrounding ocean is evoked by aquatic
creatures, in this case marine centaurs. The fresco is bordered by vine scrolls
containing bunches of grapes, a motit also frequently encountered in pre-Islamic
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art (compare the borders of the casket of Projecta). Although it would certainly
be possible to read into this fresco a political meaning of conquest and hegemony,
given its presence in a palace of the Umayyad rulers, its motifs also belonged to
a common vocabulary of abundance inherited from late antiquity.*®

Even though the evidence of material culture demonstrates that many Chris-
tians were perfectly happy to accept pagan imagery into their houses, there was
also an undercurrent of opposition and unease. Sidonius Apollinaris, in a descrip-
tion of a villa at Avitacum, praised its bath building because its walls were
unadorned concrete: “Here no disgraceful tale is exposed by the nude beauty of
painted figures, for though such a tale may be a glory to art it dishonors the
artist . . . there will not be found traced on those spaces anything which it would
be more proper not to look at; only a few lines of verse will cause the new-comer
to stop and read” (Epistulae 2.2.5-7). This somewhat puritanical viewpoint,
with its disapproval of nudity and pagan myth, finds some confirmation in the
archacological record, for there are a few instances in which figural images were
removed from the floor mosaics of houses. A case in point is the so-called House
of the Sea Goddess at Seleucia, near Antioch. In one of the rooms of this villa,
the late 5th- or early 6th-century floor mosaic exhibited the heads of four female
personifications set in medallions, which were excised at a later period and
replaced with slabs of marble.*” A similar intervention occurred in a pavement of
the baths of a Roman house at El Haouria, in Tunisia, where there was a frontal
mask of Ocean accompanied by an apotropaic inscription against envy, similar
to the mosaic of the same subject at Ain-Témouchent. Some time after the setting
of the mosaic at El Haouria, the face of the mask was carefully picked out, leaving
behind only Ocean’s curved beard and the claws that had projected from his
hair. The images that had framed the mask in the four corners of the composi-
tion, erotes and hippocamps, were allowed to remain, presumably because they
were deemed to be more innocuous.*’

Such archaeologically attested instances of the destruction of mosaics with
pagan connotations in private houses give credence to certain stories in the saints’
lives that might otherwise be dismissed as pure fantasy. One is found in the
biography of St. Eutychius, a 6th-century patriarch of Constantinople, which
was written by his pupil Eustratius. It relates the story of a young artist residing
at Amaseia in the Pontos, who was made to remove an old mosaic representing
the story of Aphrodite from the walls of a private house. The mosaic was inhab-
ited by a demon, who got his revenge upon the young man by causing his hand
to become so severely infected that it had to be amputated. Eventually, the hand
was restored through the agency of St. Eutychius, after which the grateful artist
set up the saint’s image in the house, in the place of the pagan goddess.* The
story demonstrates that some Christians of the 6th century opposed and feared
the pagan imagery that was still current in domestic contexts, even while other
Christians were prepared to accept it.

In addition to these instances of domestic iconoclasm, there are other cases
in which it may be possible to speak of private patrons manipulating traditional
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iconographic schemes so as to avoid the representation of pagan deities. For
example, a curious mosaic survives on the floor of one of the three apses of a
luxurious dining room attached to a large house north of the Antonine baths in
Carthage. According to the latest investigations, the mosaic probably dates to
some time after the beginning of the 5th century. The central subject of the
floor was an open domed tholos, beneath which four boys danced with a garland
held in their outspread hands against a background scattered with flowers. On
cither side of the tholos were projecting wings, above which grew fruiting vines.*?
This scene, which appears to make the domed building the central focus of the
design, has no direct parallels in North African art. It is, however, reminiscent
of later mosaics from Christian Monophysite and Islamic contexts, which
eschewed portrayals of sacred figures in favor of buildings and plants.** The
mosaic at Carthage can be related to a composition that was relatively frequent
in North African mosaics of the 4th century, namely a central shrine containing
the image of a pagan deity, flanked by motifs such as creatures, plants, and
dancers that were suggestive of abundance. Such a mosaic was excavated in
another house at Carthage. Dating to the first half of the 4th century, it shows
Venus sitting on an island beneath an open domed structure supported on
columns, with flowers and garlands spread at her feet, and with a chorus of dwarfs
and musicians dancing in boats on either side.** We know that pagan art was an
especially sensitive subject in Carthage at the turn of the 4th and the 5th cen-
turies; archaeology shows that at this time it was even necessary for some house-
holders to hide their pagan statuary in the basement.* It is possible, therefore,
that the mosaic of the tholos represents one patron’s solution to the problem. He
has preserved the ebullient motifs of the frame — the elaborate domed building,
the flowers, and the dancers — but the offending deity has been removed.

If Christians were occasionally unsure about the suitability of personifications
and pagan deities as decoration for their houses, it might be assumed that they
would be even more reluctant to admit such images to their places of worship.
However, after a brief phase at the end of the 4th century during which aniconic
floors were in favor, the repertoire of images from nature that had expressed
domestic well-being began to make itself increasingly at home in churches.*® By
the 6th century, in spite of earlier condemnations of domestic luxury, ecclesiasti-
cal buildings were displaying much of the visual splendor that was characteristic
of a magnate’s villa or palace.*” They avoided explicit portrayals of pagan myths,
but minor pagan deities such as Pan might occasionally slip into the decoration
of church pavements.*® The naves and aisles of church buildings, which Christian
cosmographic interpretations identified with the earth, exhibited nature personi-
fications as well as a rich repertoire of creatures and plants, motifs that could be
subject to Christian allegorization on the part of the patron or the viewer.* A
good example of such decor is provided by the newly excavated church at Petra,
in Jordan. Here the nave, the sanctuary, and the central apse were covered with
an expensive opus sectile pavement of purple sandstone and imported marble, but
the two side aisles were carpeted in the 6th century with the cheaper medium
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of tessellated mosaic. The mosaic in the north aisle displayed a vine scroll filled
with a rich assortment of motifs evocative of the earth and its produce, including
birds and beasts of various kinds, trees, baskets and fruits, and vases, goblets,
and bowls. The south aisle portrayed more creatures of land, air, and sea,
together with personifications of the earth, the ocean, the four seasons, and
wisdom. The season of summer appeared as a bare-breasted woman wearing
earrings and brandishing a sickle, while Ocean was portrayed as a halt-nude man
distinguished, as in the domestic mosaics, by claws growing from his hair.*
These bold personifications have parallels in other 6th-century churches, for
example in the nave mosaic of the East Church at Qasr-el-Lebia in Libya, dated
to 539-40, where the four rivers of Paradise (Gihon, Pishon, Tigris, and Euphra-
tes) are portrayed as reclining nude figures, in the same manner as pagan river
gods; they are joined in this composition by the pagan oracular spring Castalia,
now converted by the power of Christ.®" Several churches preserve Nilotic scenes,
among the finest examples being the 5th-century floor mosaics in the transepts
of the Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and the Fishes at Tabgha in
Galilee,” and the carvings on the westernmost of the wooden beams over the
nave of the church at Mount Sinai, which date from between 548 and 565.°3

Such evocations of the powers of nature in the context of Christian churches
became possible because of a new way of thinking which saw them as subjects,
rather than as rivals, of Christ. In one of his epithalamia, the 6th-century poet
Dioscorus of Aphrodito bound the power of the Nile to Christ in order to convey
a blessing on the bride and groom: “Easily protecting . . . the Nile with his many
children, may God grant a superlative marriage free from the accursed envy of
others.”®* A 6th-century papyrus from Antinoe in Egypt contains a hymn
addressed to the Nile which begins in a manner reminiscent of pagan invocations,
but closes with an appeal to the Christian deity:

O most fortunate Nile, smilingly have you watered the land;

rightly do we present to you a hymn . . .

you are full of wonders in all Egypt, a remedy for men and for beasts;

[you have brought]| the awaited season . . .

the fruit of your virtue is very great . . .

you have displayed to us a strange miracle;

you have brought the benefits of the heavens . . .

True illumination, Christ, benefactor, [save] the souls of men, now and
[forever].%®

There is nothing explicitly Christian about most of this poem. Only at its end
is there a prayer to Christ, the true source of the river’s power. It is as if the
supplicant is appealing to the river as Christ’s agent, almost in the same way one
might appeal to a saint.

By the 5th century a nave pavement decorated with creatures and plants was
considered to be a typical part of a church, as is demonstrated by a tomb mosaic
from a church at Tabarka, in Tunisia. The mosaic depicts a basilica labeled
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Ecclesia Mater, symbolizing the reception of the deceased into the eternal repose
of the church. In an “exploded” view, we are shown the apse, the altar, the
interior colonnades, the clerestory windows, and the tiles of the roof. Only the
further line of columns, on the south side of the building, is depicted at full
height, from the bases to the capitals. The nearer line of columns, on the north
side of the church, is cut off at half height, so as not to obscure the south side
of the church from the spectator’s view. Between the truncated columns appear
glimpses of the floor mosaic, which is composed of difterent types of birds and
plants.*® While one might assume that the creator of this panel, being himself a
mosaicist, would have a particular interest in floors, it is striking that the pave-
ment, with its motifs drawn from nature, is the only part of the building’s deco-
ration to have been shown. But such motifs, as we have seen, were not confined
to floors. They flourished also on the fittings of the church, whether they were
carved in wood, such as doors and ceiling beams, or in stone, such as chancel
screens, pulpits, and capitals. Walls and vaults also received decoration evoking
the profusion of terrestrial creation, as is shown by the mid-6th-century mosaic
that arches over the chancel of S. Vitale in Ravenna.” This composition in green
and gold, with its scrolling plant rinceaux bearing fruit and flowers and framing
several species of beasts, birds, and reptiles, is a richer version of the borders of
the mosaics in the provincial villa at Argos.

A similar imagery of abundance was incorporated into the decoration of Jewish
synagogues during the late antique period, although with a somewhat more
restricted repertoire than in Christian churches. A popular composition for the
floors of synagogues, which has been found at several locations, is represented
by a 4th-century pavement discovered at Hammath Tiberias. Here the widest of
the four aisles of the hall, leading to the raised alcove that contained the Torah
chest, displays a handsome mosaic divided into three sections (Figure 5.3). The
southern section, closest to the Torah niche, contains signs of the Jewish faith,
such as the Ark of the Law, menorahs, and other ritual objects. The northern
section contains inscriptions naming founders or donors, flanked and watched
over by two lions which also serve as guardians of the entrance. The largest of
the sections represents at its center Helios, shown as a young man with a halo,
riding in his chariot within a circular frame containing the signs of the zodiac.
The circular border is itself framed by a square, in the four corners of which
appear personifications of the seasons holding their attributes.*® Thus the biggest
section of the floor evokes the cycle of the year and the good things brought by
the seasons. Even though it is set beside a panel containing cultic images and
another invoking blessings upon members of the congregation, it has few specifi-
cally Jewish elements; most of its subjects can be found depicted in the houses
of the pagans.® A similar composition — Helios surrounded by the signs of the
zodiac and the four seasons, the Ark of the Law, and the menorahs — is found
in the 6th-century floor mosaic of a synagogue at Na’aran, but here with the
addition of a geometric carpet of octagons and circles filled with fruits, baskets,
and creatures of earth, sea, and air. In addition, this pavement contains a biblical
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Figure 5.3 Floor mosaic in principal aisle, synagogue, Hammath Tiberias, from Moshe
Dothan, Hammath Tiberias (Jerusalem, 1983). Courtesy of Israel Exploration Society,
Jerusalem
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subject: the Prophet Daniel is depicted standing in prayer in front of the Ark,
flanked by two large lions.*

Another composition that is found on several synagogue floors is the inhabited
vine scroll, which occurs at Gaza, Ma’on, and Beth Shean. The medallions
framed by these vines contain a wide variety of creatures, both the more common
species such as snakes and hares, and relatively exotic ones such as zebra and
giraffe. In addition, the vines at Ma’on and Beth Shean contain specifically
Jewish symbols, such as the menorah. Other motifs displayed on these floors
include bowls, vases, baskets, and fruit. Inscriptions set into the medallions of
the mosaics or adjacent to them commemorate the donors of the pavements and,
at Beth Shean, the artist (“Remembered be for good the artisan who made this
work”).%! These floors, which all date to the 6th century, closely resemble depic-
tions of inhabited vines appearing in Christian churches, such as the basilica
discovered at Shellal, which is dated by an inscription to the year 561-2.%

Such figured floors were not confined to synagogues in Palestine. A pavement
presenting a large repertoire of creatures was found in a synagogue at Hamman
Lif (Naro), eleven miles from Tunis. Here the main hall was carpeted with
mosaics depicting, among other motifs, fishes hooked on lines; ducks, quails,
and peacocks; a lion, a hare, and a bull; as well as palm trees and baskets of fruit
and possibly bread. All of these images surrounded the inscription of the donor,
Juliana, which stated that she had at her own expense provided the mosaic for
her salvation.®

As in the case of the Christian churches, these motifs from nature were capable
of specific symbolic interpretation on the part of the faithful. Lions, for example,
could represent Judah, or, as at Na’aran, they could refer to the salvation of
Daniel. The continuing underlying message, however, was always of well-being
and prosperity. And among the Jews, as among the Christians, there was a
current of opposition to these motifs. In a recently discovered synagogue at
Sepphoris there is a pavement depicting the chariot of the sun surrounded, as at
Hammath Tiberias, by the signs of the zodiac and the seasons. In this case,
however, the chariot is not driven by the personified Helios, but instead carries
the sun itself, represented by a circle surrounded by rays.®* It may be surmised
that those who commissioned the mosaic were uncomfortable with the portrayal
of the sun as a human figure. In this case an image redolent of paganism was
avoided at the initial creation of the mosaic, but there were also several cases of
floors whose images were removed after they had been laid, as can be seen in
the mosaics at Na’aran, where not only the human figures but even the beasts
and the birds were carefully picked out of their frames. The date at which these
interventions took place has not yet been determined, but since the iconoclasts
were often at pains to preserve the Hebrew letters, it seems to have been the
Jews themselves who undertook the destruction.®®

Islamic attitudes to figural representations excluded much of the late antique
imagery of abundance from their religious architecture, where the portrayal of
living creatures was scrupulously avoided. This absence of figural motifs left only
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plants and vegetation to evoke the fecundity of organic nature within the con-
fines of cult buildings. Such a decoration may be seen in the late 7th-century
wall mosaics of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, where plant forms of various
kinds spring from jeweled vases and cornucopias.®® In their design, some of these
plants and gems recall the ornaments of tunics. The most extensive employment
of plant forms in the decoration of an early Islamic religious building is to be
found in the courtyard mosaics of the Great Mosque at Damascus, which date
to the early 8th century. These mosaics, which present lines of trees, some with
fruit and some without, interspersed with buildings, are devoid of any portrayal
of living creatures, but show a striking variety of arboreal species.®” Their overall
effect recalls not only the earlier floor mosaics of villas set in bucolic surround-
ings (Figure 5.1), but also the tapestry hangings, displaying different varieties of
trees together with architectural features such as columns, that were displayed
on the walls of wealthy houses.®® Whatever the symbolic meanings that could be
projected upon the Jerusalem and Damascus mosaics by Muslim viewers, their
ancestry lay in the imagery of well-being that had characterized the domestic
environment of late antiquity.

At Damascus portrayals of living creatures were avoided, but in mosques there
were also instances in which figural elements were deliberately destroyed. This
happened at the Great Mosque of Kairouan, constructed in the 9th century,
which contained sculptures appropriated from earlier Byzantine buildings, most
of which must have been churches.”” Many of the reused Byzantine capitals were
of the two-zone type with projecting animal protomes at the corners. The Islamic
builders of the mosque carefully cut off the features of the birds and beasts of
the protomes, ingeniously converting them into nonfigural elements of the
capital, such as volutes. The other decorative elements of the capital, however,
such as leaves and cornucopia filled with fruits, they allowed to remain; in some
cases the wings of the birds were recut and redrilled to become leaves. As in the
mosaics of the Great Mosque of Damascus, some elements of the late antique
imagery were preserved — the foliage and the horns of plenty — while the objec-
tionable figural motifs were excised.

The material trappings of the good life in late antiquity, especially as it was
enjoyed in the domestic sphere, displayed a rich imagery of personifications and
motifs drawn from nature that evoked prosperity in the homes of the well-to-do.
This imagery was a common frame of reference for pagans, Christians, Jews, and
Muslims alike, but it was not completely neutral; it was sufficiently powerful to
provoke opposition, demonstrated both by texts and by iconoclastic interventions
in the monuments themselves. Nevertheless, many of the motifs that expressed
abundance and well-being were eventually incorporated into the decoration of
cult buildings after the removal of elements that were deemed unacceptable —
such as the major pagan deities in the case of the Christians, or living creatures
in the case of the Muslims. The Christians went the furthest in introducing the
imagery of abundance into their places of worship; their permissiveness in this
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respect may even have contributed, by way of reaction, to the later adoption of
stricter stances on the part of Jews and Muslims.”’ Borrowing much of the ico-
nography of secular abundance and pleasure, the Christian authorities converted
the good life dominated by the late Roman aristocrats into a good life that was
controlled by the church. Thus, while the deities changed, the rich frames within
which they had been presented survived.

Even among the Christians, however, there was an undercurrent of unease at
this assimilation, and in the end the frames themselves came under increasing
suspicion. The iconoclastic controversy of the 8th and 9th centuries, although
primarily concerned with sacred portraiture, sensitized Christians anew to the
issue of the suitability of motifs drawn from nature as a decoration for churches.
John of Damascus wrote in the 8th century: “Is it not far more worthy to adorn
all the walls of the Lord’s house with the forms and images of saints rather than
with beasts and trees?””! A famous passage in the iconodule Life of St. Stephen
the Younger accuses the iconoclast Emperor Constantine V of scraping the pic-
tures of Christ’s miracles off the walls of the church at the Blachernae, and
replacing them with mosaics representing “trees and all kinds of birds and beasts,
and certain swirls of ivy leaves [enclosing] cranes, crows, and peacocks,” thus
turning the building into a “store-house of fruit and an aviary.””* After icono-
clasm, there was little place in medieval Byzantine churches for elaborate tessel-
lated floors with animals and personifications from nature; these motifs were,
in many churches, replaced by aniconic compositions in intarsia, which did
not compete with the sacred company depicted upon the walls.”® Hereafter, the
good life was to be lived with the saints, not with the wealth imaged by the
material world.”
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Hellenism and Islam

G. W. Bowersock

The rise of the Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century AD and the extensive
Muslim conquests that followed the proclamation of Islam as a pan-Arab faith
must be reckoned, on any accounting, among the most significant events in the
history of the world. The religious affinity provided to tribal peoples of great
diversity transformed the hegemony and society not only of the Near East but
of North Africa, Spain, and Southeast Asia. The consequences of the Islamic
revolution are clearly with us today, in some ways more than ever. The reasons
for the success of Muhammad and his faith are neither simple nor obvious. His-
torians have long tried to juggle in their assessments the charismatic leadership
of the Prophet, the spiritual receptivity of his people, and the inherent weak-
nesses in the Byzantine and Persian empires.

There seems, however, to be general agreement that the Muslim armies were
able to achieve such rapid success after the Prophet’s death in part because the
Hellenization of the Near East had been essentially superficial. It could therefore
provide no substantial resistance. The spectacular defeat of Heraclius in 636 at
the Battle of the Yarmiik seemed to represent a collision of cultures. The Byz-
antine troops were engaged in an unfamiliar terrain: the Yarmtik wadi symbol-
ized the Syrian countryside and indigenous Semitic traditions, among which the
Byzantine forces were helpless. In his pioneering and still fundamental History
of Arabs, Philip Hitti wrote, “The Hellenistic culture imposed on the land since
its conquest by Alexander was only skin-deep and limited to the urban popula-
tion. The rural people remained ever conscious of cultural and racial differences
between themselves and their masters.” The same sort of thing can be found as
recently as 1981 in Fred Donner’s important study of the early Islamic conquests.

G. W. Bowersock, “Hellenism and Islam,” pp. 71-82 from Hellenism in Late Antiquity (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990). Copyright © 1990 by The University of Michigan.
Reprinted by permission of The University of Michigan Press.
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According to Donner, “The Hellenistic impact on Syria was, however, always a
bit artificial, and Hellenistic culture always something imposed on Syria from
above. Even after nearly ten centuries of exposure to Greek language and Graeco-
Roman culture, the great mass of the Syrian populace remained thoroughly
Semitic.” He goes on to say, “Among the great masses in Syria who could neither
read nor write, Hellenism had sent down only very shallow roots before striking
the solid Semitic bedrock.”?

There is both factual and conceptual error in opinions such as these. It is
simply wrong, as we have seen, to maintain that Hellenism in Syria, or in the
Near East more broadly understood, was confined to the cities. Obviously the
high culture of Greek rhetoric, philosophy, and law was centered in the major
cities, just as high culture normally shows up as an urban phenomenon in any
state or society. But the use of Greek as a language, however corrupted into local
dialects, and the adaptation of Greek myths, gods, and images for local purposes
were an integral part of rural paganism throughout the Near East. The miscon-
ception of Hellenism as an urban phenomenon rests very largely on the failure
to explore the multivalence of the word Hellenism (Hellénismos), its designation
of “paganism” in general as well as Greek culture both Christian and pagan. It
was with reference to paganism that it was particularly applicable to the coun-
tryside, as local cults and local burial places attest. The Greek pantheon gave
strength to rural pagans by serving as a paradigm of polytheism and by repre-
senting obscure and unfamiliar deities in the universally recognizable forms of
Greek mythology.

But the real problem in the simplistic view of the superficiality of Hellenism
in the Near East is conceptual. There is an unspoken presupposition that Helle-
nism and what Donner calls “Semitic bedrock” are fundamentally incompatible.
And vyet it is clear that what gave late antique paganism its strength and coher-
ence was the extraordinary flexibility of Greek traditions themselves in respond-
ing to local needs. At the local level Greek culture provided a means of expression
to indigenous peoples as well as a pagan model. Without the common denomina-
tor of assimilation into Greek deities, the Egyptian poet Nonnos would have
been unable to broadcast the exploits of the “god of the Arabs” or of Melqart,
the ancestral god of Tyre.

The rural Christians, no less than the pagans, made use of Greek mythological
iconography to adorn both their churches and their homes with mosaics that
evoked, in a reassuring and still meaningful way, the old local cults of the region.
So in the Church of the Virgin at Madaba in Jordan we find an elegant repre-
sentation of Aphrodite, the Greek form of the ancient Arab goddess al-‘Uzza,
or in the Church of the Apostles a portrait of the goddess Tethys symbolizing
the sea, with her right hand raised in that characteristic gesture associated with
a Semitic pagan divinity.? Such scenes provided a local habitation for the univer-
salizing Christian religion without compromising it. In short, for both pagans
and Christians alike in the Near East, Hellenism was not something different
from the Semitic bedrock: it was, in a certain sense, the Semitic bedrock.
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It is perfectly true that, when the Arabs heeded the call of Muhammad in the
seventh century, the high culture of Hellenism had few strong roots in the
castern Mediterranean outside the major cities, especially those on the coast.
Many of the great colonnades and agoras had disappeared. The Neoplatonists of
Qennishrin and Apamea had died out. But the legacy of Hellenism in other
respects was stronger than ever and contributed to creating the foundations of
Arab nationalism upon which Muhammad was to build.

In many ways Hellenism prepared the way for Islam by bringing the Arabs
together and equipping them with a sense of common identity. At the beginning
the pagan pantheon of the Arabs had been very small. Herodotus was aware of
two divinities, who were essentially a god and his consort.* By the time the
Prophet arrived in Mecca in 630, he was able to destroy 360 different idols of
Arab paganism.® The proliferation of Arab gods and goddesses was a direct
response to the polytheism of the Greeks. The worship of these deities at inter-
national festivals, held on a regular basis, was borrowed directly from the tradi-
tion of fairs and festivals celebrated by the Greeks. In the best Hellenic tradition,
these pagan festivals of the Arabs included a statutory truce among all partici-
pating tribes. Nonnosos, an Arabic-speaking diplomat at the court of Justinian,
reported in detail and in Greek to the Byzantine court on the festivals and cultic
observances of the Arabs.® These were, as he knew, indigenous ceremonies that
would be understood in Constantinople because the very traditions of Constan-
tinople had been their model.

As Toufic Fahd, the best modern chronicler of the pre-Islamic Arabian pan-
theon, has observed, Hellenism, with its myths, rites, and mysteries, introduced
into the theodicy of Semitic paganism numerous elements that could potentially
corrupt its purity and falsify its perspectives.” It was perhaps to protect the Arabs
from an excessive transformation of local paganism on the Hellenic model that
the organization of the pantheon was reformed and its observances codified in
the third century AD by a certain ‘Amr ibn Luhayy. It would seem that the care-
tully elaborated language for distinguishing iconic from aniconic representation
of the gods was then first worked out, to be perpetuated in Muslim historiogra-
phy later.® But at the same time the normalization of cults represented a pan-
Arabism that was quite new to the Near East. It mirrored, in fact, the
pan-Hellenism that had for so long kept all peoples of Greek culture in touch
with one another. Without the cohesion fostered by the religious observances of
the pagan Arabs in late antiquity, it is arguable that the Prophet would have had
no audience for his great message.

In recent years the most arresting illustration of Hellenism in the service of
indigenous Arab culture has been the excavation of the city of Faw in the interior
of the Arabian peninsula. The work has been carried out by the King Saud
University of Riyadh under the able direction of ‘Abd al-Rahman Al-Ansary.’
The site of Faw lies on the route north from Marib in the south through Najran
to al-Yamima. It would have been traversed by traders going to and from the
Persian Gulf as well as to and from Transjordan along the route that joined H#’il
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with al-Yamama. The city lay at the center of the famous kingdom of Kinda,
known from literature to have been situated in just this area. As a result, this
single excavation has transformed the name of Kinda from a name in literary
texts into brilliant reality. Its buildings, paintings, sculpture, coins, and pottery
illustrate a prosperous urban environment, and its graffiti and inscriptions show
that this was a literate society. Inscriptions at Faw were written in the Musnad
script that served equally for the south Arabian kingdoms and for the caravan
traders and bedouin who traversed the northern desert all the way into southern
Syria. Although the language has hitherto been best known from texts in the
south, the variety found at Faw shows distinctive features of northern grammar
and traces of the emergent Arabic language, which the local citizens may well
have spoken among themselves.'

The inscriptions show that we are dealing with a thoroughly Arab society.
The gods that they commemorate show equally an exclusively Arabian pantheon.
Allat, al-“Uzza, Manat, and Shams take their place alongside attestations of these
divinities throughout other parts of the Arab would in the centuries before the
Prophet. There is a special deity of the city, Kahl, who is new to history. The
Arab character of the population is unambiguously documented in theophoric
names such as ‘Abd al-‘Uzza and ‘Abd al-Shams, “The Slave of al-“Uzza” and
“The Slave of Shams.”"!

Much of what survives in this indisputably Arab city of the Hellenistic and
Roman periods may actually be contemporaneous with the alleged reforms of
‘Amr ibn Luhayy in the third century AD (Figure 6.1).

The wall paintings of Faw have produced one of the most haunting images
of the Roman/Byzantine East to have come to light in modern times. An
eminent local citizen is being crowned by two young persons, one on cither side.
His head is being draped in grapes, of which a large bunch is suspended over
him. His face is round with large bulging eyes and a drooping moustache. His
name, written in the Musnad script to the side, is the good Arab name of Zaki.
These representations, in a society to which anthropomorphism was fundamen-
tally alien, dramatically demonstrate the extent of Hellenic influence. Here, as
earlier in Nabataea to the north, anthropomorphism had been taken over from
the Greek tradition, but the faces and figures are distinctively local. The bunches
of grapes are undoubtedly another Hellenic touch, a reflection of the ubiquitous
and widely assimilated god, Dionysus. The whole idea of honoring a local notable
in this way, with attributes that are evidently divine and with figures who may
well be in priestly robes, is nothing less than an Arab transformation of the Hel-
lenic institution of energesia — “public benefaction” with all the attendant honors
lavished upon the benefactor by his city. Yet the face, the figures, the Musnad
script, and the name are all unmistakably Arab. Here in the center of the Arabian
peninsula Hellenism inspired a hitherto unsuspected commemoration of local
prosperity and culture.

Equally startling is the appearance of the Graeco-Egyptian god Harpocrates
with a double crown on his head. His presence at Faw may perhaps reflect the
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Figure 6.1 Qaryat al-Faw: painting of local benefactor (left), from G. W. Bowersock,
Hellenism in Late Antiquity. Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1990, fig. 12

trading activity of the city, but equally it could evoke a syncretistic subculture
of Greek late antiquity, as best known to us in the Hermetic treatises. Whatever
the correct interpretation of this figure, it draws the city of Faw into the orbit
of Hellenic paganism. Yet nonetheless the city preserved everywhere its funda-
mentally Semitic character; its graffiti are as eloquent as its inscriptions.

The Hellenism of Faw prefigures the growth of Arab paganism in the three
centuries between ‘Amr ibn Luhayy and the Prophet. It consisted in the anthro-
pomorphic polytheism of Faw’s pagans, but it was not a Hellenism in the sense
of using the Greek language or of assimilating all deities to Greek ones. The
Greeks would undoubtedly have been hard put to match the 360 gods that were
worshipped when Muhammad went to Mecca in seventh century. But Hellenism
had played its irrevocable part in assisting the Arabs to discover a sense of their
own national identity.
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In the more northerly parts of the Near East, the Greek language itself had
served as a bridge when Palmyrene and Nabatacan declined. Although Syriac
prospered among the Christians, its identification with the Church rapidly made
it inappropriate for the pagans. Arabic, which had probably been spoken for
centuries even though it was rarely written (even in the days of the Nabataeans
and the Palmyrenes), only gradually took over as the common language that
bound the Arabs together. Its first appearances in writing, on a graffito in Naba-
tacan letters of the first or second century AD and again in an inscription in
Nabataean letters of the fourth century AD, provide precious clues to the spread
of Spoken Arabic in the first three centuries of the Roman Empire.'?

The use of Arabic in late antiquity at cult centers such as Petra, and presum-
ably at the sixteen pilgrim fairs mentioned by the Arabic sources, shows that the
Arab’s common language was at last becoming an instrument that could be used
for some high purpose. The great shaikhs at the courts of the Arab confederacies
of the Ghassanids and the Lakhmids, who constituted the principal Arab allies
of the Romans and the Persians respectively, provided congenial environments
for some of the earliest known poets in classical Arabic."® The odes they com-
posed for their princely patrons, largely on military and erotic themes, were
known to the Greeks and described by the Greek word didai (“odes”).** It would
not be at all unreasonable to suppose that the emergence of Arabic court poetry
was inspired by the Hellenic model in the same way as the cultivation of anthro-
pomorphic gods. Certainly, in Semitic terms pagan Arab poetry is in its complex-
ity and rhythmic virtuosity the equal of the great Christian hymns in Syriac by
Ephraem. Although both Syriac and Arabic are Semitic languages, outside tradi-
tions impelled them both to new eloquence. In the sense in which it may be said
that Ephraem’s hymns were Christian, the Arab odes were Hellenic.

In a recent and powerful study Patricia Crone has challenged the notion,
tenaciously held until now, that Mecca and the family of Muhammad derived
their strength and influence from extensive trade.'® This means that the mercan-
tile origins of the Islamic revolution in the seventh century must probably be
abandoned, or at least given far less weight. The removal of commerce from our
understanding of the rise of Islam opens up to clearer view the enormous role
that Arab paganism played in bringing together the disparate tribes, precisely as
the growth of the Arabic language enabled them to communicate more easily
with one another. Because Greek practices had helped the Arabs to find their
identity in the centuries before the Prophet, it should now be less surprising that
some of those practices persisted conspicuously after the Prophet’s death. It was
not only that old ways die slowly: it was that the new ways had, in important
respects, their roots in the old ones and could therefore scarcely be expected to
eliminate them overnight.

The Greek language itself held on tenaciously under the early Umayyad caliphs
in areas where it had not already been supplanted by Arabic before the arrival of
Islam. In other words, Arabic prospered where it had already prospered before
Muhammad, whereas Greek was taken over as the language of the Muslim
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bureaucrats where it had been the standard language before them. The papyri
from the little town of Nessana in the Negev Desert are the principal illustration
of such persistence of Greek under the Umayyads. They show the use of the
language to the end of the seventh century, not only, as might be expected,
among the Christians of the town, but equally among the bureaucrats employed
by the caliph at Damascus. A shortage of Arabic scribes cannot be the explana-
tion of this phenomenon. Some documents, notably the requisitions known as
entagia, are bilingual in Greek and Arabic.'® Yet none is uniquely in Arabic.

Perhaps the most striking of the Nessana papyri is a long text that emanates
from the highest level of Umayyad officialdom, making reference to the cele-
brated caliph at Damascus, ‘Abd al-Malik, who ruled at the end of the seventh
century.'” The papyrus, a record of accounts involving orders from both Damas-
cus and Egypt, is entirely in Greek, although replete with Arabic names and
words. It makes reference to institutions of the Muslim army, such as rations of
food (74zq in Arabic), represented in Greek as 7honzikon, as well as to cash allow-
ances called 7hoga in Greek, corresponding with an Arabic calque (in this case
raj‘a). ‘Abd al-Malik himself is named in Greek as Abdelmalech, and he bears
in Greek letters the designation Amir al-Moumnin, “Lord of the Believers.” All
the personal names in the document are Arab names. But the accounting pro-
cedures and terminology are Greek throughout.

The document mentioning ‘Abd al-Malik can be dated to about 685.
It is among the last of the Nessana papyri. The naming of ‘Abd al-Malik in
a Greek document has more significance than might at first appear, for it
was this caliph who took formal steps to put an end to the use of Greek in
the Muslim bureaucracy. He — or according to some sources his son — called
for the language of the public registers (diwdn) to be changed henceforth
from Greek to Arabic. He seems equally to have been responsible for the creation
of a genuinely Arabic coinage."® The Umayyads had relied hitherto on Byzantine
coin types. The Arabic writer al-Baldidhuri explains the mandatory change
from Greek to Arabic as a reaction to an unfortunate incident in which a Greek
scribe urinated into an inkwell.' The real reason must evidently be that the use
of Greek in areas where it still survived showed no signs of yielding on its own
to Arabic.

Undoubtedly in the fullness of time, even without the impetus provided by
‘Abd al-Malik, Arabic would probably have spread just as it had previously in
Syria, Jordan, and the Peninsula. Less easily eliminated were the nonlinguistic
traces of Hellenism to which the Umayyad rulers were heir. In a strong reaction
against the Hellenized anthropomorphism of the Arab pagans, Muhammad had
strictly forbidden his followers to depict the human face or form. The intricate
decorative patterns of early Islamic art are an obvious response to the Prophet’s
prohibition. It was a deliberate repudiation of the Hellenic past and, in a mono-
theistic setting, a return to the nonrepresentational devotions of the earliest Arab
tribes. Nothing could have been more surprising, therefore, to students of early
Islam than the discovery, toward the end of the last century, of a cluster of
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Umayyad buildings containing on the walls of a bath representational paintings
of the most cheerful and abandoned sensuality.

The building, known as Qasr al-‘Amra, appears to have been a kind of desert
retreat for jaded princes and superior administrators.?’ Within a century or so of
the Prophet’s death these Muslim leaders evidently took pleasure in relaxing amid
illustrations of naked women, lively and benevolent animals, and scenes from
Greek mythology. The Hellenic inspiration of the decorations on the walls of
‘Amra is underscored by the Greek names attached to certain of the figures
shown. In this beguiling desert chateau there is little sign, apart from the archi-
tecture of the buildings themselves, that the region is now firmly in the hands
of an Islamic administration (Figure 6.2).

Figure 6.2 Qasr al-‘Amra, near Amman, Jordan: painting, from G. W. Bowersock,
Hellenism in Late Antiquity. Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1990, fig. 15
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The paintings do not show any trace of embarrassment. They are certainly
not pornographic, but they are exuberant. They are undoubtedly inconsistent
with the tenets of Islam, but they are fully consistent with the cultural inheri-
tance of the region. If this kind of thing had been an alien accretion in the Near
East, like the colonnades and agoras that had disappeared long since, it would
not have reappeared under the Umayyads. What we see at ‘Amra is an indigenous
Hellenism that is local, not alien. The Dionysus that appears on the walls of
‘Amra is the Arab Dionysus of the Nabataeans, the Dionysus whom Nonnos
brought to Arabia, and the Dionysus of the Sepphoris mosaic. ‘Amra is neither
a sign of Muslim toleration nor of secret and forbidden pleasures. It is simply a
sign of the Muslims’ own world.

Oleg Grabar, the most acute and subtle of all the interpreters of the ‘Amra
paintings, has stunningly confirmed the local character of its motifs in a recent
study of the hunting scenes.?! He points out that four separate scenes, including
a butchery, depict what appear to be wild horses and wild cattle. In substance
and form Grabar can find no parallel to these images at ‘Amra in the huge
repertoire of hunting scenes in the ancient world. There is nothing comparable
at Piazza Armerina, Constantinople, or the palaces from Spain to Syria. But each
of the scenes can readily be explained in terms of the nomadic culture of the
region. Early Arabic poetry provides parallels for the wild cattle. In Grabar’s
words, “The specificity of the image and the quasi-automatic possibility of situat-
ing the event depicted within the immediate context of the representation renders
superfluous any external model. One can go further and suggest that in each
case it is a concrete and local event that is represented.””? The true character of
the ‘Amra paintings, in which a Greek visual language is employed to commemo-
rate an Arab way of life, could not be better described.

Christians under the Umayyad caliphs might more naturally be expected to
have persisted in the use of Greek where Syriac was not spoken, at least until the
dissemination of the Bible and other sacred texts in Arabic. But the discovery a
few years ago of a church at the site of Umm er-Resas in Jordan went far beyond
what anyone had expected. A mosaic inscription, written in Greek, is dated clearly
to the year 785.% That means it belongs no longer to the Umayyad caliphate
but to the time of the Abbasids, who came to power in 750 and ruled from
Baghdad. We are well beyond the early days of Islam. The dating of the text is,
moreover, according to the years of the province of Arabia, a system of reckoning
that one would have thought had disappeared along with the Roman and Byz-
antine province that it named. Even more remarkable than the text is the series
of illustrations that accompanies it. The mosaic contains a series of carefully
designed illustrations of the great cities of the Near East.** The schematic rep-
resentations are reminiscent of the famous mosaic map at Madaba of a consider-
ably earlier date.”® But here there is no map, only the schematized depictions of
the cities with their identifications, again in Greek.

At Umm er-Resis we have a form of mosaic that represents the best of Greek
traditions of several centuries before. This work appears in a context dated toward
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the end of the eighth century by the year 680 of the province of Arabia — when
there was no province of Arabia. Nothing could be more startling, or more
revealing. The mosaic at Umm er-Resas shows more eloquently than anything
hitherto that the Hellenism of this part of Jordan was deeply rooted and expressed
a local pride. There is nothing superficial about it. It is part of the bedrock. If
it were not, it would certainly not have survived after a century of Islamic rule.
The representation of the cities, by this means and with their Greek names,
helped in the late eighth century, as it had in earlier times, to provide a sense of
the community of the inhabitants of the eastern cities. The cities appear to be
identified not so much by the representation of churches as ecclesiastical centers
but by the reference to the most conspicuous buildings that would distinguish
one urban center from another.

The papyri at Nessana, the chateau at ‘Amra, and the mosaic floor at Umm
er-Resds all point to a remarkable continuity of Hellenism in both its cultural
and pagan aspects. This is in no way a repudiation of the momentous changes
wrought by the Prophet and the conquests of the early Islamic armies. Quite
the contrary: it is proof of the indigenous character of Hellenism in that part of
the new Islamic world, and it is proof that at least some of the roots of Islam
were embedded in that local Hellenism.

But even as the Abbasids consolidated their hold on the bureaucracy and
culture of the Near East, the Arab scholars in Baghdad began gradually to realize
how much they needed to learn from the Greeks. Under the leadership of a
certain Hunain ibn Ishaq, they undertook a prodigious program of translations
of the great Greek classics, particularly in philosophy and medicine, into Arabic
(sometimes by way of Syriac versions).?® This infusion of Greek culture of a kind
that was palpably not local came hard on the heels of the disappearance of the
traditions we have examined here. Hunain and his colleagues were concerned
with Greek high culture and absorbed it out of the same sense of need that had
driven the early Syriac church to resort to wholesale translations many centuries
before.

The story of the Arab transmission of Greek texts, many of them now lost in
the original, has often been told. It shows a fruitful encounter of the scholars of
Baghdad with Plato, Aristotle, and Galen. But it is fundamentally unrelated to
the more pedestrian Greek elements that were at the heart of Near Eastern Hel-
lenism at the time of the Prophet. The Arabic translations from Greek made in
Baghdad were works of scholarship from ancient times that transmuted the
glories of classical Greece into terms that scholarly Arabs could comprehend.
This was a very different thing from the living Hellenism, treated here, of
Nessana or ‘Amra.

I have often asked myself how it must have felt to have lived through the
Islamic conquest with all the accumulated baggage of the Hellenic-Semitic East,
both Christian and pagan. How different would one have felt looking back? How
would the passage of time have affected one’s view of the past and one’s sense
of continuity with it? As in all great transitions in human history, it is unlikely

94



Hellenism and Islam

that anyone realized then the importance of what was happening. That comes
later. But if one lives long enough, one can see the whole process — what was
there before and what was there after.

To acquire such perspective, one must look at the events from a great height.
The scribe who wrote the accounts at Nessana in the days of ‘Abd al-Malik must
have felt somewhat like Marcel Proust when he reached the end of his master-
work, A la recherche du temps perdu:

There came over me a feeling of profound fatigue at the realization that all this
long stretch of time not only had been uninterruptedly lived, thought, secreted by
me, that it was my life, my very self, but also that I must, every minute of my life,
keep it close by me, that it upheld me, that I was perched on its dizzying summit,
that I could not move without carrying it about with me.

My head swam to see so many years below me, and yet within me, as if T were
thousands of leagues in height.

I now understand why it was that the Duc de Guermantes whom, as I looked
at him sitting in a chair, I marvelled to find shewing his age so little, although he
had so many more years than I beneath him, as soon as he rose and tried to stand
erect, had tottered on trembling limbs (like those of aged archbishops who have
nothing solid on them except their metallic cross, with the young divinity students
flocking assiduously about them) and had wavered as he made his way along the
difficult summit of his eighty-three years, as if men were perched on giant stilts,
sometimes taller than church spires, constantly growing and finally rendering their
progress so difficult and perilous that they suddenly fall.

I would therein describe men — even should that give them the semblance of
monstrous creatures — as occupying in time a place far more considerable than the
so restricted one allotted them in space, a place, on the contrary, extending bound-
lessly since, giant-like, reaching far back into the years, they touch simultancously
epochs of their lives — with countless intervening days between — so widely sepa-
rated from one another in time.

High on those Proustian stilts at a dizzying elevation over the vast panorama
of the past, one can see the whole flowing stream of historical change from one
end to the other. An old man at Nessana, some Arab Duc de Guermantes whose
life may be imagined to have spanned most of the seventh century, could have
looked down upon the many separated epochs through which he had lived, so
as to apprehend them all together, only with the aid of the powerful lens of
Hellenism.
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The Draped Universe of Islam

Lisa Golombek

Although many of Richard Ettinghausen’s articles dealt with specific groups of
objects and have become classics in art-historical literature, his last work showed
a return to those broader but elusive questions that were first raised by such
individuals as Strzygowski and Riegl at the turn of the century.! In his article
“Taming of the Horror Vacui,” which seeks an explanation for the alleged “fear
of empty spaces” so characteristic of much of Islamic art, Ettinghausen resur-
rected the concept of Weltanschauung.”? In recent years few scholars have
attempted to publish their ideas about the nature of Islamic art; there has been
a tacit moratorium on such questions. As a reaction against the racist doctrines
that surfaced during World War 11, the topic of “national style” became virtually
taboo. Rather, in the postwar information explosion the emphasis has been on
documentation. But this new body of information has of itself brought about
greater sophistication and sensitivity. The time may be ripe to return to these
questions and follow Ettinghausen’s lead.

What is presented here is the working hypothesis that textiles in Islamic society
fulfilled far more than the functions normally expected of them in other societ-
ies.® This obsession with textiles, if one may call it so, can account for some of
the major characteristics of Islamic art in general. Many of the details in this
hypothesis will take time and new information to work out, and what follows is
an attempt to sketch it only in broad strokes.

It is difficult to understand how such monumental sites as the excavated palace
at Khirbat al-Mafjar could have represented the ultimate in luxury living in the

Lisa Golombek, “The Draped Universe of Islam,” pp. 25-38 from Priscilla P. Soucek, Content
and Context of Visual Arts in the Islamic World: Papers from a Colloquinm in Memory of Richard
Ettinghausen, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 2—4 April 1980 (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988). Copyright © 1988 by The Pennsylvania State University.
Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

97



Lisa Golombek

early eighth century, with its bare, cold stone walls and its nondescript quarters
affording little privacy beyond the open doors. Even when buildings have
remained intact and are elaborately decorated, such as the Alhambra, something
seems to be missing.

When we study Islamic architecture, we tend to forget that doorways were
hung with curtains; that hangings made the open colonnade a private place; that
the bare floors, sometimes unpaved, were laid with carpets and mats; and that
through these halls marched a continual procession of richly clothed personages.
Outside in the gardens, royal spaces were created by spreading a cloth or rug
and erecting over it a tent of brocade, or a baldachin. We are struck by the fact
that textiles played not only a large role in the life of Islam but perhaps even an
exaggerated one.

Data for evaluating the role of textiles in Islamic society can be gleaned from
various sources: numerous medieval texts, representations in illustrated manu-
scripts and on objects, the surviving archaeological textiles, and certain ethno-
graphic information. The bibliography on each of these sources is extensive and
will not be discussed here in detail. It is essential, however, to assess the value
of each type of source for the specific purposes of this study and to touch on
some of the precautions that must be taken in using them. Already in 1845,
when Dozy published his dictionary of Arab costume, the problem of correlating
these different sources in order to form an idea of the history of costume was
apparent.* Under each heading Dozy had no choice but to reproduce several
differing and sometimes contradictory meanings. Yedida Stillman’s recent cata-
logue of Palestinian costume makes it clear that fashions change faster than the
terminology on which they are hung.?

The medieval texts have been gathered by Serjeant according to geographical
region.® His material is presented in a raw state with little attempt to analyze the
data or to reconcile contradictions. Since his publication, new sources have come
to light, such as the Book of Gifts and Treasures by Ibn al-Zubayr,” a source used
by Magqrizi. For the most part the medieval sources speak of the use of textiles
by the court and the production of certain textiles in specific locales. The account
is balanced, however, by the documents of the Cairo Geniza, which are a rich
fund of information about the life of the bourgeoisie.® Despite the quantity of
detail that comes from all these textual sources, they are not very helpful for the
study of costume and textiles per se, for there is little description of the individual
garment.

More elusive than costume is the vast terminology used to distinguish types of
cloth. A few attempts have been made to match the terms with surviving textiles,
by Dorothy Shepherd and others,” but there is little likelihood that much further
progress can be made in this direction. Certain terms that describe the technique
of manufacture can with some certainty be identified with actual textiles. For
example, the zkat-dyed cottons of Yemen, achieved through the process of tie-
dyeing the warps, are described as ash, or “bound (thread)” cloths.'® Further
complications are introduced by the use of geographical terms to describe textiles
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coming from particular regions. This information is of no help in matching the
text with the textile, though it is, of course, of interest for other purposes.

First, the terminology tells a great deal about the movement of textiles as
objects of trade, and second, the sheer quantity of the terminology is significant.
Following the axiom that a society will invent an extensive vocabulary to distin-
guish variations in areas that are most important to it, one may conclude that
textiles were of primary importance to the average resident of the medieval
Islamic world. The Islamic use of textile terminology may be compared with the
Eskimo’s differentiation of some forty types of snow, or the Bedouin’s insistence
on multiple terms for the camel.

It is the quantity of terms rather than the specific terms themselves that is of
central interest here. What motivated this society to distinguish so finely between
one type of scarf and another, between one type of cushion and another? What
were the considerations necessitating such a wide variety of textile objects?

The representational arts of Islam comprise wall paintings, for the pre-Islamic,
Umayyad, and Abbasid periods (with a few later examples); objects with figural
imagery, from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; and the arts of the book,
from the thirteenth century on."* Not all of these sources are of equal value for
this study. Some representations, such as the striped garment worn by men on
a minai bowl, are too generic to be useful, whereas the costume on the man in
the Dioscorides frontispiece is so accurately depicted that the gusset under his
arm is shown. The fact that his #i7z'? arm bands do not fully encircle the upper
arm is most interesting; few representations bother to show this detail when
depicting such bands. Tiraz bands on the turban ends have been tucked in. It
would be fair to conclude that this is an accurate description of a type of garment
actually worn by a scholar living in Syria or Iraq in the early thirteenth century.
Later Persian paintings are a rich source for costume and textile study and are
particularly important because they illustrate the manner in which contemporary
turnishings were used.

Archacological textiles themselves pose many problems.”* Because of their
fragmentary nature, it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine to what kind
of garment most of the fragments once belonged. The bulk of the fragments
come from Egyptian burial grounds, where their use as shrouds may not have
been anticipated when they were first produced. Because the find-spots of these
textiles were never recorded in detail, we do not even know who finally used
them as shrouds. Was it the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie? The textiles them-
selves do give some information. As a group they convey a picture of a highly
developed and complex industry, producing for a diversified range of tastes and
functions. Many contain inscription bands like those in the Dioscorides painting,
which identify them as products of the Dar al-Tiraz, the royal textile workshops,
under the control of the caliph. Some inscriptions record a place and date of
manufacture.

Notwithstanding the limitations of the ethnographic data mentioned above,
it can be most enlightening to look at some of the more traditional cultures of
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the Muslim world today. Westernization has introduced new habits, but tradi-
tional attitudes toward dress and codes of behavior are still evident in such areas.
Anyone visiting more traditional Islamic societies, such as those of North Africa
or Uzbekistan, will be struck by the quantity of clothing an individual wears.
Women appear to be bandaged in scarves, cloaks, and headdresses. Each of these
items is of a different fabric, weave, and color, appearing haphazardly chosen.
The fact that historically many garments were worn simultaneously may have
stimulated the development of many terms for clothing. The use of many layers
of clothing appears to have been most popular in regions where garments were
not tailored. Many were worn just as they had come oft the loom, with little or
no sewing. They were draped over the body and held in place by pins. Insulation
was achieved by adding more layers beneath loosely fitting outergarments.

Following the assessment of the sources that can be employed to study the
uses of textiles in Islamic society, these functions can be enumerated. Some are
utilitarian, whereas others were the result of the values attached to textiles by
the people who used them. I shall deal first with garments and then with
furnishings.

The preference for loosely draped clothing was evident in the Mediterranean
region before the advent of Islam, although the turban appears to be an Islamic
innovation. The preference for draped garments appears then to have gradually
spread to more eastern areas during the Islamic period, a diffusion that has yet
to be investigated. In pre-Islamic Iran, textiles were woven on a loom of smaller
format than that used in the Mediterranean area, and tailored garments were
favored. With fitted garments multiple layers were not needed, especially when
the outermost layer, a coat, was padded, as was frequently the case. In the Islamic
era fashions changed. Clerics and scholars adopted the flowing gowns popular
in Arabia, and women acquired the face veil and body envelope. Later, during
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, fitted garments had a renewed popularity
through the influence of peoples from the east, another phenomenon that
deserves further documentation.

According to the evidence from the Geniza documents and other texts, the
clothing in wide use during the medieval period was much the same as that still
used in North Africa today."* It consisted of four elements: headgear, undergar-
ments, gowns, and a wide variety of mantles, wraps, and veils. For women, some
of these outer garments were for insulation, others for modesty. Because the
garments did not conform to the body’s shape, they were to some extent inter-
changeable. One gets the impression from the Geniza letters of traders that the
larger garments were sold as a form of bulk goods that could be modified by
the purchaser.'

Certainly one of the functional considerations behind the elaboration of the
garments was the change of seasons. The archaeological evidence suggests that
the wide range of weights and variation in fineness of weaves distinguished fabrics
used for winter and summer apparel. Numerous texts confirm an almost ritual-
ized change of clothing from winter to summer. For example, in May the
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Mamluk sultan discarded his woolen clothing and put on white, including a
white silk 262’ (a one-piece mantle that enveloped the body and was closed at
the shoulders). He returned to his woolen garments in November.'® A semian-
nual change was also the practice in Spain, until the musician Zaryab came from
Baghdad in 821-2. He introduced a spring costume, a mulpam or colored silk
jubbah, and marked the arrival of autumn with a minsha (cloak) from Marv."”
These refinements no doubt had as much a psychological significance as they had
functional value, much as pastel colors are still favored in summer.

Another category of costume tied to specific functions consisted of garments
that were to be worn only out-of-doors, such as the modesty veils of women.'®
Certain activities demanded garments designed especially for them, particularly
those requiring freedom of movement, such as the jukani yah, presumably a polo
costume."”

Apart from these functional considerations were the many facets of social
behavior in which textiles played an important role. Textiles could reflect social
values and codes of behavior, but they might also be actual tools of the
social system.

Wealth was measured in terms of one’s textile possessions, and certainly the
largest wardrobes were to be found at court. An inventory of the Caliph al-Amin
for the year 809 lists 8,000 jubbahs (coats), halt of which were silk lined with
sable, fox, or goat hair, and the other half figured cloth (washshz); 10,000 shirts
and tunics; 1,000 pairs of pants; 10,000 caftans, 4,000 turbans; and 1,000
cloaks.? It is difficult to surmise how many people this wardrobe would have
served. If one assumes the allotment of two pairs of pants per person, it would
clothe 500. The caliphal wardrobe was obviously larger, so perhaps the figure of
100 wearers is more likely. That would still provide each with some 40 outer
coats for winter and another 40 for summer, with 100 caftans to rotate through
the year. These figures should not be taken as definitive, but a study of such lists
together with the trousseaux lists could give some idea of the quantity of each
type of garment needed by the various classes of society. A wealthy Jewish
middle-class bride had in her trousseau a mere 18 dresses, while a more modest
trousseau included only eight.*!

“Clothes made the man,” and uniforms identifying rank in the court and
bureaucracy certainly focused attention on costume. The conspicuous consumer
invested heavily in headgear; as Goitein has remarked, “Luxury in turbans was
the passion of the medieval Oriental.”?* Not all wearers of luxurious turbans
achieved the status they had sought, as this poem indicates:

O, you who cover your empty head with a beautiful
white turban of Marv fabric, everything which is beneath
is hideous: It (meaning the the turban) is as a light
shining in the darkness.?®

Many of the luxury fabrics were intended for special occasions. The wedding
costume was perhaps the most elaborate of these. The Geniza letters often convey
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the personal concern of the client or merchant with regard to such orders. The
urgency of the merchant of Fez writing to Spain on behalf of a certain Abraham
whose wedding was imminent demonstrates the importance of having the proper
garment for the occasion.”® In this case the merchant was ordered to buy a
custom-made garment if none was available on the market. Time was an impor-
tant factor.

Funerals also called for specific dress — not garments made for the occasion
but rather a different mode of wearing one’s ordinary garments. Ibn Battttah
observed that people had put their own clothing on inside-out and covered it
with coarse cotton robes.*® In Samarqgand the population put on jamahs of black
and blue for the mourning of Timir’s son Jahangir.*®

Religious holidays for all faiths required special garments. A Geniza document
records an order for such a costume for the Day of Atonement. White was worn
during Ramadan.?” It should also be borne in mind that the preparation for the
spiritual change that was to come with the pilgrimage to Mecca was effected
through a change in costume. The discriminatory sumptuary laws, dictating the
types and colors of garments to be worn by minority groups, were yet another
example of how textiles were used as instruments of the social system.”®

The use of textiles to confer as well as identity status is also well known. Robes
of honor, often inscribed with the name of the caliph, were bestowed on officials
of the court, prominent visitors (including ambassadors), and private individuals
whom the caliph wished to honor. Although referred to as “robes,” these gifts
often included full sets of clothing as well as numerous other items.

In the art-historical literature there has been a tendency to view the large body
of very fragmentary archacological textiles that bear the #7422z of a caliph as “robes
of honor.”?” A review of the relevant texts, however, has suggested that these
textiles, with some exceptions, do not fit the descriptions. The texts that speak
of “robes of honor” generally mention fine materials — silks, brocades, and furs
— although the very fine linens, sharb and dabigi, or gqasab, woven with metallic
threads, were also suitable as gifts. The archaeological examples are primarily
linen or cotton, some quite coarse, with wool, silk, or linen wefts, embroidered
or tapesty-woven. Some of the cottons are painted or stamped.

One is therefore led to conclude that this large body of material, found in
museums all over the world, should not be identified as the so-called robes of
honor mentioned in texts. The surviving textiles appear to belong to the standard
wardrobe of the court, such as the one described above, and represent the numer-
ous undergarments, and perhaps some of the lighter summer mantles. That they
were widely used as shrouds may possibly be accounted for by a distribution of
court garments to the general populace from the looting of the Fatimid treasury
in the years following 1060.%

It is most curious that among the large number of such textiles now in Toronto
there are numerous fragments of ornaments cut in the shape of rectangular
panels and sewn as insets into coarsely woven linens, often with the inscription
reversed. The stitching is also sometimes crude. Some occur below distinguish-
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able necklines and appear to be chest panels like those depicted on a Coronation
of the Virgin by Paolo Veneziano. These panels may be the forerunners of the
qabbab on nineteenth-century Palestinian wedding dresses.* The reuse of pre-
cious stuffs is also attested to in texts and in the Geniza documents, where “old”
garments are considered the “best.”** This appreciation of textile antiques was
applied to furnishings (discussed below) as well as garments.

To sum up: in addition to their functional value, garments were the means
by which an individual identified his changing status. Clothing reflected not only
his public state (that is, his religion, his occupation, and his rank within society)
but also his private state (that is, his passage through the life cycle). Clothing
provided the opportunity for an individual to emphasize any chosen aspect of
his inner or outer state at any given moment.

The utilitarian and social aspects of furnishings in the Islamic world have
recently been treated in great detail by J. Sadan.*® According to his study, the
Islamic world developed a set of behavior patterns concerning sitting and reclin-
ing that precluded the creation of a wide variety of movable, rigid furnishings:
chairs, tables, and beds. Although these existed, they were always supplemented
by cushions, pillows, spreads, and carpets. More often, these ad hoc furnishings
sufficed alone. Most activities took place on or close to the floor. Cushions served
as seats and propped up the back, the head, and even the elbow. Carpets and
cloths spread on the floor served as tables. Trays set on tripods or on the floor
bore vessels containing food and drink.

It could be argued that the climate in the Mediterranean required warm floor
coverings in the winter to insulate against the cold of stone floors. Many Roman
mosaics, as well as their Umayyad successors, have tassels depicted around their
edges.** These tassels have generally been taken as evidence that the beautiful
mosaics were replicas of floor coverings that have not survived. The level of textile
technology at the time does not make this possibility very likely, but the tassels
may well be an allusion to winter mats of less ambitious design that would have
covered the mosaics until spring.

One can also argue that the origin of textile furnishings should be sought in
the nomadic life. Although floor coverings and wall hangings are associated with
both indoor and outdoor space, one could say that the indoor use of carpets is
a tautology. A house already has a floor and walls. Outside these must be created.
It is therefore in the use of textiles out-of-doors that one must seek the origins
of rugs and drapes for the interior.

Various forms of nomadism have persisted within and around the Islamic
world since its beginnings.*® When one reads the history of the Mongol or
Timurid princes, it is never clear whether the change of quarters has a military
or an ecological objective.*® The sultan moves between city and country, often
taking his whole household with him. The setting of the “encampment” has
been a celebrated theme of many painters.’” In these encampments textiles are
used not only for furniture and decoration but even for the domicile itself, the
tent. The carpet is the floor. The curtain is the door. An ambiguity of intention
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on the part of the Persian painter can be seen in a sixteenth-century painting.
Is he depicting a seasonal dwelling or a summer holiday? Descriptions of the
great tents of Trmir, both in texts and in paintings, indicate that tents eventually
came full cycle. In every detail — crenellations, porticoes, silver cords imitating
metal grilles — they simulated real architecture.®

Sadan has also suggested that the ascetic strain in Islam may have reinforced
the existing Oriental tradition of close-to-the-ground living, just as it had rejected
vessels of precious metal.*” Whatever the cause, it is clear that textile furnishings
were a very important concern for both indoor and outdoor life.

The well-to-do sitting room, according to al-Azdi, writing in the early elev-
enth century, had four different kinds of floor coverings, three types of cushions,
and at least two expensive textile draperies, such as sisanjird or bugalimun.*’
The royal precincts were, of course, totally draped and spread with textiles.

Paintings illustrate well the ways in which textile furnishings were used. Cur-
tains could be hung, knotted, or drawn aside. They served primarily as temporary
room dividers, providing privacy where needed. In Abraham’s tent, depicted in
the Rashid al-Din manuscript of 1314, a curtain blocks the visitors’ view of his
wife, as would be expected in the normal Muslim domicile.*! In later Persian
paintings one cannot fail to appreciate the importance of textile elements in the
interior setting: the drapery, the cushions, and the floor coverings.

Like costume, furnishings were appreciated for various reasons. As purely
functional objects, they provided insulation and comfort. They were also a means
of transforming the character of a space without altering its structure. But they
could do far more. They could create an ambience through the quality of the
material, and this ambience could be changed at will. Changes might entail a
mere seasonal rotation of fabrics. The Fatimid Caliph had brocade curtains for
his majlis in the winter and fine linen ones in the summer.*> Floor coverings
were likewise suited to the season.

The need for a change in scenery might arise in anticipation of a special occa-
sion; furnishings were chosen to impress and delight the individual guest. Visits
of ambassadors to the court provided an opportunity to display the choice objects
of the royal textile collection, which was itself symbolic of the empire’s wealth.
When the Byzantine ambassadors made their famous visit to Baghdad in 305,/917,
some 38,000 curtains were hung in the palace.* On the occasion of the recep-
tion of the Emperor Basil, the Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim ordered his keepers of
the treasury to find something remarkable for covering the entire zwan. They
discovered twenty-one textiles of brocade stippled with gold, brought by al-
Mufizz from Qairowan. With these they covered the whole floor of the zwan
and draped all of its walls.** When the sovereign of Ferghana paid a call on his
vassal in Bukhara, the entire city was repainted and draped with rich stuffs,
banners, and silk tents to impress him.*®

Guests were impressed not only by the normal luxury fabrics but also by
curiosities. As al-Hakim’s preparations indicate, antique furnishings were par-
ticularly cherished. Among the 38,000 curtains displayed in the palace at Baghdad
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were 12,500 bearing the names of five earlier caliphs dating back a hundred
years. Another curiosity were the textiles with recognizable images. The Baghdad
palace was also hung with curtains of brocade bearing “representations of goblets,
elephants, horses and camels, lions, and birds.”*¢ This category of furnishing is
most interesting because it relates to a series of other unique textiles, both carpets
and curtains, on which were depicted themes belonging to royal iconography,
including historical or quasi-historical narratives.

The tradition of iconographic textiles which begins with the first century of
Islam had roots in the Byzantine and Sasanian past. According to Ibn Rustah,
the tent of the Prophet was made of a woolen textile decorated with fabulous
beasts, eagles, confronted lions, human figures, and Christian crosses.*” The tent
commissioned by the Fatimid vizier, al-Yaztri, portrayed all the animals in the
world.*® Another tent, made for the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-Dawlah and cele-
brated in an ode by Mutannabit in 947, had all this and more. It was erected to
receive Sayf al-Dawlah after his capture of the Byzantine fortress of Barqtyah.
Inside was a scene depicting the Byzantine emperor paying homage to Sayf al-
Dawlah, surrounded by a pearl-lined border containing images of wild and tame
beasts and vegetation. The poet refers to the border as a garden, which is
animated by the fluttering of the tent walls.*

Tents with images of animals and vegetation can be related to two traditions,
Sasanian and Early Christian. These images can be found in the Sasanian Para-
dise theme as it occurs as part of the royal hunt, for example, at Taq-i Bustan.
The hunt also appears contemporaneously in the imperial imagery of Byzantium
and in the Early Christian iconography expressing the Triumph of Good over
Evil. The Western version, studied by Veronika Gervers in the series of Coptic
linen curtains with tapestry-woven images of huntsmen and wild beasts,*® sug-
gests a close parallel for the Prophet’s tent, which may itself have come from the
furnishings of a church.

The second theme occurring in the Hamdanid tent — human figures identified
as historical personalities — relates these textiles to images found in wall paint-
ings, such as the painting of the six kings at Qusayr ‘Amrah.”" A similar example
would be the famous susanjird carpet on which the Abbasid caliph Mutawakkil
was murdered; this had a border of compartments enclosing portraits of the
Sasanian and Umayyad rulers, all identified by Persian inscriptions.*® This was
probably an heirloom from the Umayyad dynasty. An equally extraordinary silk
curtain was found in the Fatimid treasury on which were depicted all of the
nations of the world, their rulers, years of reign, and remarks on their state of
affairs.>

Textile furnishings could therefore be used in two ways by a person wishing
to impress his visitors. The costliness of the fabric or its rarity testified to the
sheer wealth of the host, whereas the textile itself might be the bearer of a more
specific message through its imagery. Iconographic textiles have the obvious
advantage of versatility over wall paintings since textile display could be varied
according to the intended message.
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The selection of draperies and floor coverings, just as seating arrangements
for guests, reflected a host’s assessment of his visitors. Protocol as reflected in
seating arrangements is a matter of grave importance in all societies, but in the
Islamic world, because the seating was on the floor, the focus was again on tex-
tiles. Sadan has demonstrated that the social rank of a guest was indicated by
the placement of his mat within a room, especially in relation to other persons
present, and by the size and quality of the cushions assigned to him.** The varia-
tions possible with a range of cushions is far greater than can be imagined for a
dining hall with table and chairs. (In the European tradition guests could be
honored or offended only by their placement; the furnishings remained uniform.)
Using a mat or carpet for definition of personal space was a tradition so ingrained
in the life of the Middle East that it could not fail to be of continuing symbolic
importance under Islam. Pre-Islamic Central Asian paintings show a group of
nobles, seated on small mats arranged to reflect the social hierarchy, just like the
courtiers of later Persian miniatures. Even the monster-deities in a Manichaean
illustration are seated on a carpet according to protocol.*® Given the strength of
this symbolic aspect of carpets, it is not surprising that the earliest ritual object
in Islam was the prayer rug.

Curtains also had symbolic as well as practical functions. As in the Byzantine
world, the ruler was to be kept aloof from his subjects, and this ideal was
expressed tangibly through the presence of a curtain placed between them. Such
curtains concealed the thrones of the Umayyad, Abbasid, and Fatimid caliphs
and were placed around the mihrab in the mosque.”® On certain occasions the
curtain was used as a means of attaining dramatic surprise. The caliph, dressed
in his regalia, made a sudden appearance as the curtain was drawn. The visitor
was devastated by this splendor.

A unique use of curtains to both honor and protect a structure is the kiswah,
the veil draped over the Ka'bah at Mecca.” Although one tends to think of the
kiswah as a drab black veil with gold inscriptions, it was not always so. When
Ibn Jubayr visited in the late twelfth century, he saw the Ka‘bah clothed in vari-
colored silk.*® The four sides were draped in a set of thirty-four curtains of green
silk that had cotton warps. It was inscribed in its upper part with the Koranic
verse 3:90, invocations to the Abbasid caliph al-Nasir, and the image of'a colon-
nade of mihrabs. It was customary for the old kiswah to be cut up and sold as
relics to pilgrims.

The last item to be mentioned here, the mandil, or napkin, was used both as
a garment and a furnishing. According to F. Rosenthal’s fascinating study, the
mandil was used for drying the hands and face, wiping tears, blowing the nose,
for massage, for covering things, wrapping things, and was worn as various gar-
ments, such as loincloth, apron, belt, turban, and kerchief.*’

The mandil was remarkable for being an instrument of communication, so
closely was it associated with the sensual organs — the mouth, the eyes, the nose,
the ears, and the hands. Messages were inscribed on mandils, such as,
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I am the mandil of a lover who never stopped
Drying with me his eyes of their tears.

Then he gave me as a present to a girl he loves
Who wipes with me the wine from his lips.*

A number of such verses are recorded by al-Washsh?’ in the early tenth century,
but to my knowledge no actual fragment of such a textile has survived. To these
inscribed textiles may be added the mandil or dastar with the lover’s portrait.
Most famous is the portrait of Khusraw sent to Shirin in the Khamsab of
Nizami.®* The motif recurs in many Persian stories.

As a background, one may consider the pre-Islamic traditions of Central Asia.
Manichaean paintings on silk have survived, and the wall paintings at Kutscha
show such a textile depicting the life of the Buddha, being held by a woman.®
The notion that images and even inscriptions on textiles could have magical
power — that is, the ability to make happen what is portrayed or foretold — is
reflected in the story of the silk inscribed by the Sasanian king Antshirvan with
the prophecy of the execution of Hormizd.*® These iconic and magical uses of
textiles prefigure the mystique that was later attached to the writing of invoca-
tions in the #raz of Islamic textiles.

In this essay I have attempted to evoke a world submerged in textiles, where
textiles played a role in every facet of life, for everyone, rich or poor. They served
far more than a purely functional role and were incorporated into codes of social
and religious behavior at every level of society and in every phase of human
existence. The important role textiles played in the economic life of the Middle
Ages is revealed in the Geniza documents. S. D. Goitein has demonstrated that
textiles were the primary object of trade, the cash-in-hand, negotiable anywhere
in the world. The economic and political role of textiles in the Islamic world has
long been studied. The government often controlled textile production, which
constituted a large sector of the economy. The inclusion of the ruler’s name in
textile inscriptions was an acknowledgment of suzerainty tantamount to the
inclusion of his name on coinage, and in the Friday Khuthah (sermon).®*

Not only was the social, economic, and political life of the Islamic world
caught up with textiles, the individual himself was fully cognizant of the techni-
cal aspects of textile production even though he was not a weaver. The medieval
client was far more conscious of the technology involved in manufacturing goods
than the consumer today. Textiles were so vital that the average man could not
afford to be without some knowledge of their manufacture. A merchant could
expect his client to provide detailed instructions regarding the choice of threads.®®
In one documented case, the client had sent a merchant linen and cotton threads
to make a set of clothes. But the merchant discovered, after the garments were
partially completed, that not enough of the finer threads remained to make the
other garments. The leftover linen threads were too coarse to weave with the
cotton. He wrote to his client asking whether to buy more threads to go with
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the linen or finer linen to go with the cotton. This inquiry reveals that a surpris-
ing degree of expertise was expected of the client. Expertise in textiles comes
from another unexpected quarter, the eleventh-century historian of Istahan, al-
Mafarriikhi. He expresses amazement that some 1,000 inhabitants of a bidonville
on their way to the musalla to celebrate the 74 were “wearing fine turbans of
gold-embroidered linen, Tizz, Bami and Bagyar cloths, Egyptian wool and gar-
ments of Siglatiun and Atabi . ..” — that is, all of the normal luxury textiles.®
This historian’s ability to identify and differentiate between the various luxury
fabrics as they paraded by is characteristic of the middle-class concern and famil-
iarity with textiles.

Color-consciousness is yet another aspect of this obsession with textiles that
has been documented. No doubt the size of the textile vocabulary is in part due
to a heightened sensitivity to colors and patterns. The Geniza speaks of pistachio
green, iridescent peacock, chick-pea, wax-, tin-, pearl-, and sand-colored. There
is a pomegranate red, a flame-colored, a lead-gray, and many varieties of stripes
and ornaments, such as mutayyar (ornamented with birds).*” Color preferences
seem quite pronounced in the personalized orders recorded in the Geniza. The
archaeological textiles also exhibit a wide range of colors and motifs, although
it must be remembered that the most elaborate overgarments are, for the most
part, missing.

It was on the strength of Nasir-i Khusraw’s comparison of luster pottery to
bugalimim textiles that Grabar concluded: “. . . much of the contemporary world
acquired its aesthetic judgement through textiles.”®® T would like to carry this
idea further by suggesting that a “textile mentality” was responsible for the
development of certain characteristic idioms in Islamic art. In other words, if
textiles penetrated so deeply into all aspects of life, can they not be expected to
have had some impact on the formation of aesthetics as well? My conclusions are
presented here as a series of six cases.

The first case concerns the transfer of the term #7az from garment ornamenta-
tion to the ornamentation of other things. Maqrizi often refers to the inscription
band on the facade of a building as a #742.°° The term came to be used meta-
phorically. Learning and culture “embroidered” a person’s character, as a #riz
band gave class to a fine piece of cloth.”

The next case demonstrates that the compulsion to drape everything is implicit
in certain art objects. Animals had to be dressed, like the rooster aquamanile
with its medallion copied from garment types, such as the so-called Veil of St.
Anne ‘@bx’ in Apt Cathedral, or like the goat from a Samarra painting. An
incense burner in the form of a cheetah is robed in a textile pattern, bordered
with #raz bands, and even has the rectangular chest panel, or gabbah, discussed
above. There was something in the nature of a “textile-reflex” — whatever could
be draped should be draped.

The third case refers to architecture. If one studies the evolution of surface
decoration, it becomes increasingly clear that the practice of hanging the walls
with textiles led to the development of mosaic faience and polychrome painted
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panels. The walls were broken up into small rectangular panels, as if they were
products of the loom. The pattern changes abruptly from one panel to the next,
as if the eye were moving from fabric to fabric. Many of the large tile panels
reproduce carpet designs, and their large expanse may be a reflection of the
increasing size of carpets. A corner column in the Mosque of Yazd, revetted in
mosaic faience in a chevron pattern, appears to be imitating the skat-dyed cottons
of Yemen, even with regard to the brown, blue, and white color scheme. The
lacy quality of the deeply carved stucco ornament in Western Islamic monuments
such as the Alhambra may not be fortuitous.

The final three cases show the imprint of the technique of weaving itself. One
is the use of decorative brickwork in eastern Iran, first popular in the tenth
century. Brick patterns had much in common with textiles, in that they conform
to some kind of grid involving a vertical and horizontal axis. In weaving, these
are the warp and weft. The warp, or vertical element, is static. The weft moves
and makes the pattern by changes in color and variations in the number of warps
covered. In brickwork, the horizontal axis dominates. The design is always
worked in the vertical. One of the terms used to describe this kind of decoration
is hazar-baf (a thousand weaves). This woven decoration allowed the architect
to virtually swathe his forms, and thereby bring out the volumetric quality of
the architecture, as if it were, in fact, draped with textiles.

The fifth case concerns Samanid epigraphic pottery of the tenth century.”' On
one class of this pottery the only decoration is a band of Kufic writing. The
absence of any further decoration on the stark white background caused Etting-
hausen some alarm because it seemed to be an exception to the rule of horror
vacui. A plate from the Freer Gallery poses still another problem. The majority
of bowls and plates in this class have inscriptions encircling the rim — that is,
respecting the circular character of the object. This one violates it outright. The
calligrapher simply ignored the shape of the object. Or did he?

One is struck by the resemblance of this format to the archaeological textiles
with their #zZraz bands. The plate is like a pure-white linen cloth across which
runs a thin #raz band. This comparison may seem farfetched, but not if one
considers the custom of covering serving objects with napkins (mandzls). Con-
sider the following scenario. (Although this reconstruction is a fantasy, there are
numerous texts describing the serving of beverages from covered vessels.)”? A
servant brings his master a goblet of water or other drink carried on an inscribed
plate. The goblet is covered by a tiraz-ornamented linen mandzl. The servant
removes the goblet and gives it to the master. The inscription on the plate is now
visible. The napkin is then replaced, but directly over the plate. The inscriptions
on the napkin and the plate spatially coincide.

The final case, which consists of two parts, illustrates ways in which the very
grammar of ornament was affected by weaving technology. The dynamic in
question is the interlace — the basic over-and-under process whereby loose threads
become bound together. The early history of Islamic ornament shows an increas-
ing interest in ever more complex geometric compositions. By the middle of the
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ninth century, the lines of the geometric grid took on a life of their own and
became more important than the compartments they delineated.

At the same moment, in the Yemen, a strange form of calligraphy began to
appear on the famous zkat cottons:”® The Kufic letters of the inscription became
knotted. The horizontal bars in the letter 42/ of Muhammad are twisted around
each other like threads of a chain stitch. Vegetal ornaments erupt amid this chaos.
The textile mentality has triumphed.

When 1 first began to study plaited Kufic Samanid pottery, I came to the
conclusion that it had been invented by the potters and exported westward to
the Yemenite weavers.” This conclusion was based on two observations: the
earliest dated examples were to be found on the coins of Rayy and Khurasan,
and the plaited Kufic alphabet appeared in monumental art in the East at least
a century before it did in the West, where it never became as popular. However,
in the light of the present evidence, the reverse now seems more plausible. Such
an idea was more likely to have been the brainstorm of a weaver than a potter.
Textiles are more portable than pottery, and no Samanid wares appear to have
been exported to the Red Sea, to judge from excavated examples.”” We know
from texts, however, that the zkat, or ‘asb of Yemen, was exported to Iran, and
that it was in fact imitated at Rayy,”® where the earliest coin with plaited letters
was minted in 324,/936.

This love for interlace even penetrated architecture, for it is seen in the
arched screens that cordon oft the bays at the entrance to al-Hakam’s additions
to the Mosque of Cordova and in front of its mihrabs. Whether the metaphor
can be carried further is debatable, but it might be suggested that the architects
saw in these compositions a vertical, stable “warp” in the form of the arches.
The surface produced is more like a woven textile than tracery, for, as
Ewert’s study has shown,”” many of the spaces between the arches are blocked
to provide a surface for a different pattern on the reverse. A most bizarre version
of interlacing arches occurs in the Aljaferia Palace at Saragossa a century after
Cordova.”

Interlace dominated the Grammatik of ornament of the tenth—eleventh cen-
turies, if one may borrow Riegl’s expression. It provided a means of penetrating
two-dimensional space and opened the way for the development of the multilevel
arabesque, which Ettinghausen compared with “polyphonic music” in his article
on the horror vacui.

It would seem that the origins of this love for the interlace may be found
in the “textile mentality” that in certain ways possessed the society. The height-
ened importance of costume and the preference for soft furnishings made the
development of textiles practically a cult in itself. The preeminence of textiles
also helps to explain why it was possible, and perfectly acceptable, in Islamic art
for different media to share the same decorative treatment — why it is that book-
bindings, wood carving, architectural faience, and Koran pages all look like
carpets.
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The Beginnings of
Biblical Illustration

John Lowden

When Saint Matthew began his Gospel with the words “The book of the genera-
tion of Jesus Christ,” he wrote B{pAog yevéoews Icov Xptotov. And when Saint
John ended his Gospel by informing us that if everything that Jesus had done
were to be written down, “the world itself could not contain the books that
should be written,” his final words were to.ypodopeve Btpiio.. Thus the Gospels
open and close with the words BipAog and BiAic in Greek (Liber and libros in
Latin). Every scribe who copied the sacred text of the Gospels to produce another
book began and ended his task by writing the word “book” and “books.” Chris-
tianity in the manuscript era was truly a “Religion of the Book” at a number of
levels.

The modern English word “Bible” comes from the Old French Bible, itself
the vernacular version of the Latin Biblin, which was merely a transliteration of
the Greek BifAio. BifAia is the plural of BifAiov, meaning “a book,” originally
“a small book.” It is derived from Bi{pAog or POBAog, terms for the outer skin of
the Egyptian papyrus reed, the material from which books were most commonly
made in antiquity. The most common Greek term for the Bible from Late Anti-
quity to the present day has remained Biproc.! The word “Bible” may have
remained graphically similar to its predecessors over two thousand years, but
semantically it has passed through several transformations. The BiMo, or books
of antiquity, were written on papyrus scrolls. The BiBAog and Biblia of Late
Antiquity and the Middle Ages were written in parchment codices. Modern
Bibles are mechanical productions printed on paper (or digitized on computer-

John Lowden, “The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration,” pp. 9-13, 48-59 from John Williams
(ed.), Imaging the Early Medieval Bible (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1999). Copyright © 1999 by The Pennsylvania State University. Reprinted by permission of the
publisher.
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The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration

legible disks). Even if the sacred text has stayed more or less the same over
the centuries, each Bible’s makers and users, their intentions and expectations,
their attitudes and aspirations, most certainly have not. The journey of
understanding from Bible to Bible to Biblin to BiAo to BiPAog (or PYPAOC)
is thus a much longer and more difficult one than it might at first appear.
There are constant temptations to extrapolate evidence from one context to fill
gaps in another, and to make connections on the basis of bold imaginative
leaps.

Only a fool leaps into the unknown. This chapter is intentionally unimagina-
tive in undertaking a review of early biblical illustration, a topic that has long
been the subject of intense study.? Nonetheless it has turned into a reassessment
of that topic, which gives it, I hope, some claim to boldness.

The subject of early biblical illustration is a large one, and it is necessary to
define parameters for the present inquiry. “Early” will be taken to mean the
entire period from the beginnings of Christianity (and before, if appropriate)
up to approximately the early seventh century. The later terminus is suggested
by a pronounced gap in the material, sometimes associated with the end of
Later Antiquity and the start of the Middle Ages. The formula “biblical illu-
stration” will be understood to refer to all images to be found in biblical manu-
scripts, and the appropriateness of terming these images “illustrations” will
later be considered briefly. In terms of geography, we shall need to look at
the production of the entire Christian world of the time (the location of
sites mentioned is indicated on Figure 8.1). In terms of language and culture,
we shall need to consider not only Greek, the original language of the Christian
Bible, but all the many languages into which the Bible was translated in
those centuries. What it will not be possible to do here, however, is to pay
close attention to the images from biblical narratives that are found, for
example, on textiles, mosaics, or ivories, whether they date from the early
period or later, although these are often considered germane to the subject
of early biblical illustration. I shall attempt to justify this exclusion in due
course.

It is appropriate first to look in turn at each of the surviving illustrated biblical
manuscripts. Many — it needs to be emphasized — have been the subject of impor-
tant new studies in recent years, and most are tolerably familiar to specialists.
Yet all of them remain — and will remain — imperfectly understood for a variety
of reasons, and somewhat surprisingly they have never previously all been con-
sidered together.® These illustrated biblical manuscripts will be surveyed here
within subgroups defined by the language of their text, starting with books
written in Greek. This is a considered alternative to looking, let us say, at all the
Gospel Books together, or to attempting to arrange the material in chronological
order. In every case I will draw particular attention to features of each book’s
planning and construction, particularly as these connect to the provision of
images, for reasons that will, I trust, become clearer as the evidence mounts up.*
This focus on issues of production as they relate to entire manuscripts will be
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partly at the expense of traditional stylistic and /or iconographic analyses of spe-
cific images, approaches that are well tried for most of the manuscripts under
consideration and allow only limited scope for further refinement. I shall then
consider more generally what these manuscripts, when viewed together, reveal
or do not reveal about the beginnings of biblical illustration.

[.]

Reconsidering the Beginnings of Biblical Illustration

We have two Genesis manuscripts, which between them might originally
have had some 550 miniatures. We have one Pentateuch, with originally pro-
bably sixty-nine miniatures in Genesis—Numbers (plus whatever it had in the
missing book of Deuteronomy). We have one Book of Kings, with four pages
of miniatures out of a total that has been posited as over sixty. We have
nine Gospel Books or fragments of Gospel Books (ignoring the Gothic Gospels
at Uppsala), with at present a total of sixty-one illustrated pages out of an
original total that cannot even be guessed. And we have part of one Bible with
twenty-two surviving images. Obviously we have lost very large parts even of the
books that survive, especially — and this point can hardly be overemphasized — of
their opening pages, where we might expect their images to have been concen-
trated. And of course many other illustrated books must have been lost without
trace.

It would now be possible to pursue the question of early biblical illustration
in various directions, following paths some of which others have explored more
or less systematically. We could try to flesh out the evidence by looking, for
example, at a range of other works of the early period that use biblical images:
sarcophagi, ivories, floor and wall mosaics, wall paintings, textiles, silver plates,
and so on.> Or we could remain within the confines of manuscript illustration
and consider the surviving nonbiblical material from the early period, such as
the Ambrosiana Iliad or Vienna Dioskurides (both in Greek) or the Vatican
Vergil and Roman Vergil (both in Latin).® Yet another alternative would be to
look at later biblical manuscripts that have been thought in some fashion to reflect
lost biblical works of the early period: the Codex Amiatinus, for example, or the
Utrecht Psalter, the Vatican Book of Kings, or the Vatican Cosmas, the Sacra
Parallela or the Octateuchs, to name a few well-known subjects.” What all of
these approaches have in common is that they imply the reconstruction of lost
biblical illustration on the basis of various deductions and assumptions about
what survives. To assess the potential value of such reconstructions, it is appro-
priate to conduct two brief experiments. Both will require the reader’s active
participation.
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First, suppose that no fragment of the Vienna Genesis had survived. Now
reconstruct in your mind’s eye an illustrated sixth-century Genesis manuscript
on the basis of your knowledge of the art of the period. Result: a manuscript
that will resemble the Cotton Genesis to some greater or lesser extent, and may
have some elements from the Ashburnham Pentateuch, but definitely not the
Vienna Genesis. The Vienna Genesis could not be hypothesized on the basis of
other early biblical manuscripts.

Now we can try the second experiment. Reconstruct in your mind’s eye an
illustrated sixth-century Gospel Book. What features does it have? Suppose it has
a frontispiece miniature of the Virgin and Child, like the Rabbula Gospels, and /or
marginal illustration, like the Sinope Gospels, and /or a full-page miniature divided
into compartments with scenes from the life of Christ, like the Saint Augustine’s
Gospels. Now suppose the Rabbula Gospels or Sinope Gospels or Saint Augus-
tine’s Gospels had not survived: the reconstruction would have to lose its Virgin
and Child and its marginal illustration and its multiscene frontispiece, for there
would no longer be any firm evidence that such features could have been included
in a sixth-century Gospel Book. What is remarkable about the surviving early bibli-
cal manuscripts, even the nine Gospel Books, is thus not the degree to which they
resemble one another but the extraordinary extent of their differences.

I hope the two “experiments” indicate the dangers, even the impossibility,
especially in these early centuries, of extrapolating accurate visual ideas of what
we do not have from what has survived. The material is profoundly un-predict-
able. The use of later evidence as the basis for reconstructing the images in lost
early biblical manuscripts is equally questionable, and the results even more
uncertain. Imagining the past can be instructive, but the pervasive element of
fantasy that is inevitable must always be recognized and acknowledged.

Early biblical illustration provides a restricted body of material, if we think in
terms of the types of books that received images, but in every other way its evi-
dence is remarkably varied. It is this variety that can, in my view, provide the
opening for further consideration. Let us accept our continuing ignorance and
set aside for the present all the usual art-historical questions about the surviving
books: the whens and wheres, the by whoms and for whoms, the whys and the
wherefores. Let us also ignore the enticing byway of hypothetical reconstructions
based on surviving analogous material, whether of the early period or later. Let
us instead return to the surviving early biblical manuscripts and ask how, in
practical terms, the Bible was illustrated. This is a subject that has, I think, been
less carefully considered than it merits.

In deciding to include images in a biblical manuscript several crucial choices
had to be made before pigments were ever placed on the parchment. These
choices are no less important because they had to be addressed at an early stage
in the making of any illustrated book. The Belles Heures of the Duc de Berry
now in the Cloisters Museum, New York.® or the St. Albans Psalter now in the
Diocesan Museum of St. Godehard, Hildesheim (to cite two examples),” just like

121



Jobn Lowden

the Rossano Gospels or Ashburnham Pentateuch, could not have been produced
until such questions had been satisfactorily answered.'” The first issue to be
considered here will be that of the possible layout of the images and their rela-
tionship with the physical structure and text of the book. Where were the images
to be placed? Would they be on separate leaves, perhaps gathered together as a
cycle? Would they be integrated with the text in spaces left by the scribe? Would
they perhaps be placed around the text’s margins? Would they be large or small,
of a consistent or varied format? Would a framed area hold a single image, or be
subdivided to include several distinct scenes? The number of possible responses
to such questions is large, but not unlimited, and the manuscripts themselves
indicate in how many different ways they were answered.

The full-page miniature on a specially reserved folio is found in the Rossano,
Rabbula, Diyarbakir, Ejmiatsin, and Saint Augustine’s Gospels, as well as in the
Ashburnham Pentateuch (the examples are listed in the order in which the
manuscripts were surveyed, so as to avoid questions of relative chronology). The
full-page image divided into various smaller units is found in the Rabbula
Gospels (Crucifixion), Quedlinburg Itala, Saint Augustine’s Gospels, and Ash-
burnham Pentateuch. The marginal image is exemplified by the Sinope Gospels
and (if we include Canon Tables) by the Rabbula Gospels and Paris syr. 33. The
double-page opening is found in the Rossano Gospels (Communion of the
Apostles). The frontispiece cycle is found in the Rossano, Rabbula, and (perhaps)
in the Ejmiatsin Gospels. Integrated illustration, with images occurring within
the text as and when they are required, is found in the Cotton Genesis, Quedlin-
burg Itala, and Ashburnham Pentateuch. Incipit illustration (as it might be
termed), with images incorporated before the start of each section of a text, is
found in the Syriac Bible. The colophon (or explicit) image is found in the
Wolfenbiittel Gospels. The picture book with text adjusted to keep pace with
half-page images is found in the Vienna Genesis.

Inseparable from planning the physical layout of an illustrated biblical manu-
script were decisions about the conceptual relationship between the images and
the text they accompanied. Would they illustrate the biblical text in a fairly literal
way? Or would they take the opportunity to comment on and interpret it at the
same time? Would all images fall into the same category? Would images that had
no explicit connection with the text but that were desired for other reasons be
included? Again there is a vast range of possible answers, and the early biblical
manuscripts provide numerous alternatives.

The illustration of a single event recounted in the adjacent text in a fairly literal
way is found in the Cotton Genesis, the Vienna Genesis, and the Sinope Gospels.
The combination within one image of a sequence of events is found in the Cotton
Genesis, Vienna Genesis, and Ashburnham Pentateuch. The inclusion of lengthy
texts within the image is found in the Ashburnham Pentateuch. In the Wolfen-
biittel Gospels text is even arranged within the image so as to form a sort of
carmen figuratum. The combination of several separate images to preface a
number of subsequent texts is found in the Quedlinburg Itala. The addition of
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extrabiblical figures or scenes to the main event, implying a modified reading
of the biblical narrative, is found in the Vienna Genesis and Ashburnham
Pentateuch."’ The addition of images in the frame so as to amplify the meaning
of the main composition is found in the Ejmiatsin Gospels (Baptism). The
selection of an image of a single event to represent the content of an entire
book is found in the Syriac Bible (e.g., Job on the dung hill). The use of the
author portrait as an appropriate generic image for a text is found in the Syriac
Bible and with modifications in Saint Augustine’s Gospels. The full-page prefa-
tory image that has no direct connection with the textual content of the book
is found in the Rabbula Gospels (e.g., Pentecost). The “devotional” image as a
frontispiece and as a presumed focus for prayer is present in the Rabbula and
Diyarbakir Gospels, and as a tailpiece in the Wolfenbiittel Gospels. The presenta-
tion image, relating self-referentially to the book, is also found in the Rabbula
Gospels.

Putting these observations together we can say first that the early manuscripts
show that there was no single normative procedure for biblical illustration along-
side numerous variants. Every surviving manuscript differs from every other in
important aspects. This is a crucial point to bear in mind when lost works are
hypothesized. The Vienna Genesis and Cotton Genesis manuscripts differ by
intent, not by incompetence or mere contingency. There are no internal grounds
for supposing there was ever a Cotton Exodus, a Vienna Leviticus, a Rossano
Numbers, a Sinope Deuteronomy, a Rabbula Joshua, and so forth. Second, it
can be said that although the volume of surviving evidence for early biblical
illustration is undoubtedly limited, it is a remarkable fact that most of the prin-
cipal methods and procedures for including images in biblical manuscripts,
methods that would continue to be used throughout the Middle Ages, had
already been tried by the early seventh century.

It can be acknowledged, nonetheless, that some techniques of biblical illustra-
tion are absent: the historiated initial, which plays a crucial role in the Western
tradition from around the eighth century onward, is missing.'? It has no precise
equivalent or precedent in the early period.”® Nor, I think, do we find Wortil-
lustration — the visual rendering in isolation of individual words or phrases — such
as can be found, for example, in the Chludov, Stuttgart, or Utrecht Psalters in
the ninth century.” The absence of the latter, if genuine, merits further consid-
eration in terms of the hypothetical early sources of Psalter illustration.'® And
although all Christian art is propaganda of a sort, we do not find in the early
period highly charged images, such as those against Iconoclasts and others in
the ninth-century Byzantine marginal Psalters.'® Typological parallels (linking
the Old and New Testaments, for example, the Sacrifice of Isaac and the Cruci-
fixion), whether or not organized in some diagrammatic form, are not a major
concern in the manuscript images of the early period, although the Old Testa-
ment figures with their texts in both the Rossano and Sinope Gospels address
the question of typology, and it was explored visually in the Wisdom image of
the Syriac Bible."”
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Having observed the presence of most (but not all) of the fundamental tech-
niques of biblical illustration in our surviving early witnesses, it is appropriate,
if risky, to pursue the discussion yet further. We can ask whether it is possible
to say how or when some of these procedures first came into use.'® We can start
with the least problematic. There is no doubt that author portraits at the start
of texts were occasionally included in papyrus scrolls of pagan writers long before
Christians began using images ecarly in the third century (as is currently
assumed).” Biblical illustrators in this case, therefore, were simply adopting a
current Greco-Roman formula or tradition, much as they did, for example, by
using sarcophagi or displaying the image of the Good Shepherd. Yet it does not
follow from the fact that Christians could have had author portraits in their
biblical manuscripts in any century before (say) the sixth that they necessarily
did. The approximate date for the adoption of the formula is not established
merely by identifying its conceptual precedent, and should remain open.

By around the year 300 the book in roll form was overtaken by the more
durable, and doubtless much more costly, parchment codex.?® And a number of
decisions about the use and layout of biblical images presuppose the codex rather
than the roll form in order to be effective. The frontispiece cycle, for example,
exploits the practicalities of the bound book; it must therefore be a later develop-
ment than the author portrait. But can we say whether the frontispiece cycle is
more likely to have been first devised for illustrating a biblical or a non-biblical
manuscript? Here again the evidence is problematic. The prime nonbiblical
witness is the Vienna manuscript of Dioskurides, made in Constantinople around
512.%' The content of its prefatory cycle, however, indicates that it must have
been an ad hoc creation for this particular compilation volume. Whether this
cycle was included in imitation of the sort of prefaces then being made for bibli-
cal manuscripts, or vice versa, is thus another question best left open. The intro-
duction of prefatory cycles into codices cannot, I feel, be closely dated at
present.

Still further questions of planning and layout are probably also best left unan-
swered, for the time being, at least. The formula of marginal illustration, for
example, could have been invented or reinvented at almost any time and in the
context of almost any writing. The concept of fitting the narrative image into
the scheme of scribal guidelines (as in the Cotton Genesis) also can hardly be
tied to a particular time or text: some scientific, technical, or mat