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SOME REMARKS ON THE SIGNIFICANCE OF GOLD BASED
ON BYZANTINE EKPHRASEIS OF WORKS OF ART

G old is considered one of the most characteristic elements of Byzantine
culture. This view applies especially to art. Undoubtedly, this statement is
quite right: it is best confirmed by the preserved works of painting and artistic
craftsmanship, especially those of jewellery. In sum, Byzantine artists used to use
gold on a large scale, showing great technical skill. It is therefore surprising that
this issue has not received a separate and comprehensive study yet'. Although
researchers recognise the presence of gold, unfortunately, they rarely go beyond
the general observations?. Despite this, in the literature devoted to Byzantine art,

!In this context, it is worth emphasizing that researchers are paying more and more attention to
Byzantine goldsmiths, i.a. New Research on Late Byzantine Goldsmiths’ Works (13"-15" Centuries).
Neue Forschungen zur spitbyzantininischen Goldschmiedekunst (13.-15. Jahrhundert), ed. A. BOSSEL-
MANN-RUICKBIE, Mainz 2019 [= BOO, 13]; EADEM, Byzantinischer Schmuck des 9. bis friihen 13.
Untersuchungen zum metallenen dekorativen Korperschmuck der mittelbyzantinischen Zeit anhand
datierter Funde, Wiesbaden 2011 [= SFChB, 28]; Intelligible Beauty. Recent Research on Byzantine
Jewellery, ed. C. ENTWISTLE, N. ADAMS, London 2010. Works related to gold in the context of Late
Antique and Byzantine culture are noteworthy as well, e.g. M. GRUNBART, Zur Kulturgeschichte
des Goldes, [in:] Gold und Blei. Byzantinische Kostbarkeiten aus dem Miinsterland, ed. IDEM, Wien
2012, p. 53-66; D. JANES, God and Gold in Late Antiquity, Cambridge 2010 (I*' ed. Cambridge 1998);
S. AWIERINCEW, Zloto w systemie symboli kultury wczesnobizantyjskiej, [in:] IDEM, Na skrzyzowa-
niu tradycji. Szkice o literaturze i kulturze wczesnobizantyjskiej, trans. et ed. D. ULICKA, Warszawa
1988, p. 175-201 (oryg. ed. C.C. ABEPMHIIEB, 3071010 6 cucmeme CUMBONO08 PAHHEBUSAHMULICKOLL
Kynomypul, [in:] Busanmus, oxcHole cnassawe u [lpesnas Pycv. 3anaonas Eepona. Vickyccmeo u kyno-
mypa. Coopruux cmameii 6 uecmv B.H. Jlazapesa, ed. B.H. T'pamgHKOB, MockBa 1973, p. 43-52).
2 The striking lack of more accurate references to gold is particularly evident in studies on Byzantine
aesthetics, in which the focus of their authors is mainly the role of the Neoplatonic thought, e.g.
B.H. JIA3APEB, Mcmopus eusanmuiickoil susonucu, vol. I, Mocksa 1947, p. 23-33, 104; I1.A. MIxk-
AHz, AoOnTixs Oewpnon ¢ fulavTiviig Téxvns, ABNva 2006, p. 106-111, 131, 156-157 (I* ed. ABriva
1946); P.A. MicHELIS, Neo-Platonic Philosophy and Byzantine Art, JAAC 11, 1952, p. 21-45; IDEM,
L’esthétique d’' Hagia-Sophia, Faenza 1963, p. 44-60 (I* ed. ABrva 1946); G. MATHEW, Byzantine Aes-
thetics, London 1963, p. 13-22, 144; B.B. boukos, Busanmuiickas acmemuxa. Teopemuueckue npo-
6nemvi, Mocksa 1977, passim; IDEM, Manas ucmopus eusanmuiickoii acmemuxu, Kues 1991, passim.
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it is assumed that gold was used primarily because of its symbolic meanings®. As
a result, the issues pertaining to aesthetics and aesthetic experiences are ignored*,
although they are the main subject in Byzantine texts. In fact, reading these
modern studies, we learn more about contemporary beliefs about Byzantine art
than about it itself. The issue of the significance of gold in Byzantine art is unques-
tionably complex, and for this reason, this article may be only a preliminary out-
line of the most important questions related to the subject. Selected examples
of Byzantine source texts in which their authors referred to gold in a strictly artis-
tic context are the backbone for all considerations. The main thesis statement,
which will be proved here, is as follows: gold, as a substantial medium of artistic
expression, was used on a large scale primarily for aesthetic reasons. At the out-
set, it should also be highlighted that the primary sources testify that for over
a thousand years of the existence of the Byzantine Empire views on gold did not
undergo major shifts, hence these texts do not reflect the changes of Byzantine
art. Therefore, it was decided to discuss the topic using the content criterion refer-
ring to the aesthetic values that were associated with gold in Byzantium. These
values are above all: glow, colour, and splendour.

In the context of the issue of the significance of gold in Byzantine art, ekphra-
seis (ékppaoelg) are the most useful type of texts®. They are usually part of larger
texts, both poetic and prose ones. Ekphraseis, present in Greek literature from its

* It seems that Julius Lange was the first who directly indicated that gold backgrounds in medieval
paintings can also be understood in symbolic categories. The research direction he outlined was
developed and eventually became dominant - also in relation to Byzantine painting; J. LANGE, Et
blad af koloritens historie (1893), [in:] Udvalgte Skrifter af Julius Lange, ed. G. BRANDES, P. KOBKE,
Kgbenhavn 1901, p. 136-156.

* This is a general problem related to the study of mediaeval art, because — as Mary Carruthers points
out - researchers are used to the question “what does it mean?”, and that is why they so easily over-
look the problem of aesthetic pleasure of mediaeval people. Her observation can be equally well ap-
plied to the study of Byzantine art. However, as Carruthers reasonably indicates, to tackle this kind
of topic, our understanding must be changed, because we should move away from nineteenth-cen-
tury Romantic and twentieth-century Modern categories relevant to art and its perception; M. CAR-
RUTHERS, The Experience of Beauty in the Middle Ages, Oxford 2013, passim.

° On ekphrasis and its association with art as well i.a. M. SQUIRE, Ecphrasis. Visual and Verbal In-
teractions in Ancient Greek and Latin Literature, [in:] Oxford Handbooks Online, 2015, https://doi.
0rg/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780199935390.013.58 [12 V 2020]; R. WEBB, Ekphraseis of Buildings in Byz-
antium. Theory and Practice, Bsl 69.3, 2011, p. 20-32; EADEM, Ekphrasis, Imagination and Persuasion
in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice, Farnham 2009; M. SQUIRE, Image and Text in Graeco-
-Roman Antiquity, Cambridge 2015 (I** ed. Cambridge 2009); S. BARTSCH, ]. ELSNER, Introduction.
Eight Ways of Looking at an Ekphrasis, CP 102.1, 2007, p. I-VI; S. GoLpHILL, What Is Ekphrasis for?,
CP 102.1, 2007, p. 1-19; J. ELSNER, Introduction. The Genres of Ekphrasis, Ram 31.1-2, 2002, p. 1-18;
R. WEBB, Ekphrasis Ancient and Modern. The Invention of a Genre, WI 15.1, 1999, p. 7-18; EADEM,
The Aesthetics of Sacred Space. Narrative, Metaphor, and Motion in “Ekphraseis” of Church Buildings,
DOP 53, 1999, p. 59-74; L. JaAMES, R. WEBB, “To Understand Ultimate Things and Enter Secret Places”.
Ekphrasis and Art in Byzantium, ArH 14.1, 1991, p. 1-17.
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very beginnings, became extremely popular in late antiquity because they allowed
both the use of a variety of stylistic devices and the choice of attractive subjects®.
Byzantine authors carried on taste for them. Nicholas of Myra (also known as
Nicholas Rhetor, ca. 410 - ca. 490) defined the ekphrasis in his Progymnasmata
(Ilpoyvpuvaopata) as follows:

EkPpacic €0TL AOYOG APMYNHATIKOG, DT Yty dywv Evapy®dg TO SnAodpevov. pdokettat §¢
Evapydg, 6Tt katd To0To pdAiota TG Sinynoews Stagépet- fi pev yap ykiyv €xet €kbeoty
npaypdtoy, fi 8¢ metpdtar Beatdag Todg dxovovtag épydlecbat. kppalopev 8¢ ToMOULG, XPO-
VOUG, TPOCWTIA, TTAVIYVPELS, Tpaypata. [...] Ael 8¢, fvika &v ék@palwpev kai pdAtota &ydh-
pata TUXOV Tj eikovag 1 €l Tt dAAo TolodToV, MelpdcBal Aoylopoig mpooTiBéval Tod Tolodde
fj To1008e Tapd ToD ypagéwg fj TAAGTOV OXHUATOG, 0lov TVXOV 7} ETt dpy{duevov Eypaye Sia
Tvde v aitiav fj N8Opevov, j Ao Tt tdbog époduev cupuPaivov Tfj ept T0D EkPpalopévon
ioTopiq- kai éml T@V dAAwv 8¢ Opoiwg TheioTa oi Aoytopol cuvteloDowy eig évdpyetav’

[...] ecphrasis (ekphrasis) is descriptive speech, bringing what is described clearly (enargds)
before the eyes. “Clearly” is added because in this way it most differs from narration; the
latter gives a plain exposition of actions, the former tries to make the hearers into specta-
tors. We compose ecphrases of places, times, persons, festivals, things done [...] Whenever
we compose ecphrases, and especially descriptions of statues or pictures or anything of that
sort, we should try to add an account of this or that impression made by the painter or by the
molded form; for example, that he painted the figure as angry for this reason, or as pleased;
or we shall mention some other emotion as occurring because of the history of what is being
described. Similarly in other cases also, explanations contribute to vividness®.

Therefore, the key to a brilliant ekphrasis is to bring the described things
- including works of art — or events clearly (¢vapy@g; so also pavepdc, i.e.: plainly,
openly, manifestly, evidently’) before the eyes of an audience (b1 dytv dywv €vap-
y@¢ 10 dnhobuevov), since this is the only way that listeners can become spec-
tators (fj 6¢ meparar Beatdg Tovg dxovovtag ¢pydlecBat). The way to achieve
this desirable feature was, in particular, a thoroughgoing description which was
supposed to evoke images (¢avtaciat) in minds of listeners. In Byzantium, the
creation of ekphraseis — as in antiquity — was a part of the elementary stage of

¢ M. ROBERTS, The Jeweled Style. Poetry and Poetics in Late Antiquity, Ithaca 1989, p. 39-65.

7 Nicolai progymnasmata, 68-69, ed. J. FELTEN, Leipzig 1913 [= RG, 11; BSGR].

8 Progymnasmata. Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric, 68-69, trans., praef. G.A. KEN-
NEDY, Atlanta 2003 [= WGRW, 10], p. 166-167.

® Iohannis Zonarae lexicon ex tribus codicibus manuscriptis, 753.15, vol. I, ed. J.A.H. TITTMANN,
Leipzig 1808. “Evdpyeta: 1} T@v Aoywv Aevkdtng kai 9avotng. Evépyeta 8¢ 1y €v Adyolg, fj 1) aBpda mpo-
oPoAry” (e 1126 Adler); “Evapyng: @avepog” (e 1127 Adler); “Met’ évapyeiag: pet ainbeiag” (n 761
Adler); The Suda on Line, http://www.stoa.org/sol/ [25 V 2020]. Cf. Etymologicum Gudianum, € 467,
vol. I, ed. E.L. DE STEFANI, Leipzig 1909 [= BSGR]; Etymologicum magnum, 337, ed. T. GAISFORD,
Oxford 1848; Etymologicum Symeonis (I'-E), € 391, ed. D. BaLp1, Turnhout 2013 [= CC.SG, 79]. On
understanding the term “¢vapyeia” in the Middle Byzantine period: S. PAPATOANNOU, Byzantine
Enargeia and Theories of Representation, Bsl 69, 2011, p. 48-60.
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the rhetorical education during which the late antique textbooks with the pre-
liminary exercises (i.e. ipoyvpvdopata, praeexercitamina) were employed. These
works, as well as other texts on the theory of rhetoric, were commented and
summarized by Byzantine authors. Some of them, e.g. John Geometres (ca. 935
- ca. 1000)'°, Nikephoros Basilakes (ca. 1115 - after 1182)", and George Pachy-
meres (1242 - ca. 1310)"?, prepared their own ones as well"’.

Ekphraseis are often very significant sources for Byzantine art studies. Byzan-
tine authors of such descriptions used to write not so much about the details of
the appearance of a given image or building, but mainly about the reactions of the
audience. In fact, the most crucial task was not to refer to a real, specific work
of art, but to evoke in a listener — by referring to the collective cultural memory
- the sense that such piece of art might exist. Thus, ekphraseis were, above all,
a kind of intellectual play of a given author with his listeners. Hence, they may
say a lot about the culture in which they were created. These texts may be helpful
in comprehending Byzantine notions on art as well, because they indicate to us
what Byzantines found significant. On their basis, therefore, it is possible to draw
conclusions regarding the perception of works of art, as well as prized aesthetic
values. Although in ekphraseis there are many well-known topoi (tomot), it should
be emphasized that they were not only ornaments indicating the author’s erudi-
tion, but also elements carrying specific and legible content. The use of topoi that
would no longer be understandable would interfere with communication, and as
a result, an ekphrasis would not bring the subject described before the eyes with
visual vividness'*. The authors, however, had a wide range of rhetorical devices to

' The Progymnasmata of Ioannes Geometres, ed. A.R. LITTLEWoOD, Amsterdam 1972.

" NICEFORO BASILACE, Progimnasmi e monodie, ed. A. PIGNANI, Napoli 1983 [= BNN, 10], p. 71-232;
The Rhetorical Exercises of Nikephoros Basilakes. “Progymnasmata” from Twelfth-Century Byzantium,
ed., trans. J. BENEKER, C.A. G1BsoN, Cambridge Mass.-London 2016 [= DOML, 43].

12 Rhetores Graeci, 551-596, vol. I, ed. C. WALz, Stuttgart 1832.

B H. CIcHOCKA, Teoria retoryki bizantyriskiej, Warszawa 1994, p. 86-125; R. BETANCOURT, Sight,
Touch, and Imagination in Byzantium, Cambridge 2018, p. 203-222.

" L. JaMES, R. WEBB, “To Understand..., p. 3, 9, 14. Cf. C. MANGoO, Antique Statuary and the Byzan-
tine Beholder, DOP 17, 1963, p. 64-70; H. MAGUIRE, Truth and Convention in Byzantine Descriptions
of Works of Art, DOP 28, 1974, p. 113-140; J. ON1ANS, Abstraction and Imagination in Late Antiq-
uity, ArH 3, 1980, p. 1-24; H. MAGUIRE, Art and Eloquence in Byzantium, Princeton 1981, p. 22-52;
L. BRUBAKER, Perception and Conception. Art, Theory and Culture in Ninth-Century Byzantium, W15,
1989, p. 19-32; A. EASTMOND, An Intentional Error? Imperial Art and “Mis”-Interpretation under
Andronikos I Komnenos, ArtB 76, 1994, p. 502-510; H. MAGUIRE, Originality in Byzantine Art,
[in:] Originality in Byzantine Literature, Art and Music. A Collection of Essays, ed. A.R. LITTLEWOOD,
Oxford 1995 [= OMon, 50], p. 101-114; R.S. NELSON, To Say and to See. Ekphrasis and Vision in Byz-
antium, [in:] Visuality before and beyond the Renaissance. Seeing as Others Saw, ed. IDEM, Cam-
bridge 2000, p. 143-168; H. MAGUIRE, Art and Text, [in:] The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine Studies,
ed. E. JEFFREYS, J. HALDON, R. CORMACK, Oxford 2008, p. 721-730; 1DEM, The Realities of Ekphrasis,
Bsl 69.3, 2011, p. 7-19; N. ZARRAS, A Gem of Artistic Ekphrasis. Nicholas Mesarites’ Description of the
Mosaics in the Church of the Holy Apostles at Constantinople, [in:] Byzantium, 1180-1204. ‘The Sad
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achieve this required effect in their texts. In the Description of the all-praiseworthy
St. Euphemia (Ex@paoig eig v ayiav Ebgnuiav thv mavedenuov), Asterius the
bishop of Amasea (ca. 350 — ca. 410) wrote about these media of expression, using
a vivid metaphor: 008¢ yap @avAotepa mavtwg TdV {wypd@wy oi Lovo®v Taideg
gxouev @appaxa’® (For we, men of letters, can use colors no worse than painters
do)'s. Thus, Henry Maguire pertinently points out that:

A closer reading of the Byzantine rhetorical writers reveals that they were extremely sensi-
tive to artistic styles and to their meanings, whether those styles were, in present-day terms,
classicizing and naturalistic on the one hand, or unclassical and schematic on the other. The
difference between Byzantine and modern art criticism lies not in perception but in lan-
guage. The Byzantines were not blind, but they were using a language completely different
from those of twentieth-century critics, and for this reason their statements have been mis-
understood"’.

Hence, despite some conventionality and a specific language, ekphraseis may
be substantial primary sources, also when it comes to the issue of the significance
of gold in Byzantine art.

According to Byzantine texts, beauty was the main idea with which gold was
associated. Plotinus (ca. 204 — ca. 270) was the first who constituted the theoreti-
cal fundament for thinking about beauty (10 kalov) as the idea (10 €id0g). This
philosopher pointed out that beauty is the idea manifested in different ways. Then,
the presence of the idea is vital'®. In this way, therefore, widespread observations

Quarter of a Century’?, ed. A. SIMPSON, Athens 2015, p. 261-282; PL. GRoTowsKI, O sztuce cyto-
wania - chresis jako Zrédto w badaniach nad recepcjqg idei obrazu w Bizancjum, [in:] Hypomnemata
Byzantina. Prace ofiarowane Maciejowi Salamonowi, ed. ]. BONAREK, S. TURLEJ, Piotrkéw Trybu-
nalski 2017, p. 56-57; H. MAGUIRE, The Asymmetry of Text and Image in Byzantium, PM.RELLMA
38, 2017, https://doi.org/10.4000/peme.12218 [12 V 2020]; M. SMORAG ROZYCKA, Miejsce ekfrazy
w bizantynistycznej historiografii artystycznej, VP 70, 2018, p. 471-484.

'* Euphémie de Chalcédoine. Légendes byzantines, 1.14-15, ed. E HALKIN, Bruxelles 1965 [= SHa, 41].
' C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine Empire 312-1453, Toronto-Buffalo-London 2013 [= Medi-
eval Academy Reprints for Teaching, 16], p. 38 (I* ed. Englewood Cliffs 1972).

7 H. MAGUIRE, Originality..., p. 102.

'8 Plotini opera, vol. 1, Porphyrii vita Plotini et enneades I-I1I, e.g. 1.6.1.1-3; 1.6.1.17-36; 1.6.2.1-6;
1.6.2.11-28, ed. P. HENRY, H.-R. SCHWYZER, Leiden 1951 [= ML.SPh, 33]. In this context, it is also
worth pointing to Michael Psellos’ short commentary:

ITepi 10D koD 8¢ ‘el pi) €xeivo’ @noiv Ry 10 Drépkalrov KaANeL Apnxavew, Ti &v ToVTov TOD OpwE-
vou fiv kdAAtov;’ oi 8¢ peppopevol TodTo odk €€ Shwv Op@at pepdv, AAN’ olov uépog {dov amolapfd-
VOVTEG, Tpixa fj dvuxa fj XoAv kol gAEY(a, Kai 008¢ ToDTO PG O TapfKTal OKOTHoAVTEG, GTtep TOD
{EPOVG SuoXEPAIVOVOLY ATTOTTHOVOL KATA TOD TTAVTOG. i O£ TIg 60D <mdvTta> AaPn Te kai oLANEPY
Kal yvoin tég te ovotag adt@v kal Suvapelg kal Tag évepyeiag kal Tag mpdg dANo kpdoelg kal pielg
Kal oxéoelg kal €Tt 1O A évvonioetey, dnatndein v lowg évtedBey, 6Tt adTO TODTO TO TPWTWG Ka-
AoV, OU 8 kai TO elvan moBetvdy oty adT®, 6Tt dpoiwpa ToD KaAoD. Kai TO HEV TPWTWG KAAOV, tva
oM Ay elnwpev AvalboavTeg, O TPOTOG VOOG Kal T EKelvov TpdTA voruata, dmep avtog EKeivog
£0TLy, dmep et pgv mapd tdyabod, domep kai avtodg Ekeibev DeEoTnKey, Ekpaivel 68 TPDTOG. TO &8
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- Plotinus, after all, did not have to order people to recognize light, gold, or stars
as beautiful - gained a weighty philosophical foundation. As for the late antique
and Byzantine plastic arts themselves, it is difficult to talk about the direct impact
of the Plotinus’ thoughts on their shape'®. His aesthetic considerations, however,
played an important role in Byzantine culture, because they were accepted by the
Church Fathers thanks to whom the Plotinus’ understanding of the perceptible
beauty was consolidated®.

For Byzantine authors, the beauty of gold essentially meant its glow - so it
was directly related to light — as well its colour. Both attributes were positively
perceived in antiquity, but it seems that they were particularly appreciated in late
antiquity, and on this account, it can be said that at that time there was formed
an aesthetic thought in which variegation (motkilia) was the most important value.

évtadBa kaAlog émaktov kal eldwlov Tod kalod, iva kai kaAov @aivntal. 1) 6& Yuxi KaAn pev v
@vowy, kal\iwv 8¢ dtav ekel PAény- el yap adto0ev ko, v &v mdoa kahn. 6 8¢ vodg avtd todto
KAANOG Kai Té peT” Ekelvov kahd 1 e00VG et Ekelvov fj TOANOOTA. T eV 0DV peT’ EKEIVOV TIPWTWG
aotpantet, T 8¢ St péowv petalapPavovtal tod €kel kKAAAOVG, G0W TOPPWTEPOV, TOCOVTW Kai
apvdpotepov 1O kaANog ioxovoy,

Tod avToD- mepi vonTod k&Adovg, [in:] Michaelis Pselli philosophica minora, vol. 11, ed. D.]. O'MEARA,
Leipzig 1989 [= BSGR], p. 117.

¥ Cf. e.g.: A. GRABAR, Plotin et les origines de l'esthétique médiévale, [in:] IDEM, Les origines de Pesthé-
tique médiévale, ed. G. DAGRON, Paris 1992, p. 29-87 (oryg. ed. CAr 1, 1945, p. 15-34); PA. MICHELIS,
Neo-Platonic Philosophy..., p. 21-45; H.P. LORANGE, Art Forms and Civic Life in the Late Roman Em-
pire, Princeton 1965, p. 19-33 (I* ed. Oslo 1958); G. MATHEW, Byzantine..., p. 2-22; G.M. GURTLER,
Plotinus and Byzantine Aesthetics, MSch 66.4, 1989, p. 275-284. See as well: S. MARIEV, Introduction.
Byzantine Aesthetics, [in:] Aesthetics and Theurgy in Byzantium, ed. S. MARIEV, W.-M. STOCK, Berlin-
Boston 2013 [= BArchiv, 25], p. 2-11; J. HALDANE, Medieval Aesthetics, [in:] The Routledge Companion
to Aesthetics, ed. B. GAuT, D. McIVER LoPes, London 2013 [= RPhC], p. 26-28 (I* ed. London 2000).
YE.g.:

Ei 6¢ 10 év opatt KaAov €k Tiig TpOG AAANAa TOV pep@V cuppeTpiog, Kai TG Ematvopévng evxpoi-
ag, 1O eivat €xet, TG €Mt T0D PWTOG AA0D TNV YUGLY VoG Kal dpotopepodg, 6 Tod kakod StacwleTat
AoyoG H 6L T® ¢wTl TO GUUHETPOV OVK €V TOIG i8iotg avTod pépeaty, AAN €v Td TpOG TNV Sy dAVTW
Kai tpoonvel paptupeital; OVtw yap kai Xpuoog Kakdg, ovK €k TAG TOV HepdV OVUHETPIG, AN K
TG evXpoiag pHovng, T Emaywyov mpog TV YLy kai T Tepmvov kekTnpévog. Kal éomepog dotépwv
KAAALOTOG, 00 S1& TO dvadoyodvta Exev Ta pépn €& v ovvéotniey, AN Sti TO dAvTov Tva Kai
ndetav Ty &’ adTod avyny éumintetv Toig Sppacty. Enerta vov i) Tod @0l kpiolg mept To0 KaAol, ov
TAVTWG TIPOG TO €V OYeL Tepmvov doPAEmovTog, AN Kal ipog ThV el botepov A’ adtod w@életay
npoopwpevov yeyévitat. Ogphalpol yap olmw foav kpttikol Tod év wti kdAAovg. [...] Enel kai xeip
ka®’ avtny, kai 0Oalpog idig, kai EkaoTov T@V ToD AvOpLavtog ueh@v Sunpnuévwg Keipeva, ovk &v
@avein kakd @ TVXOVTL PG 8¢ TV oikeiav TAELY dmoTteBévTa, TO &k TG dvaloyiag, EHeaveg HoAlg
ToTE, Kol TQ ISty Tapéxetat yvapipov. O pévrol Texvitng kol mpo Tijg ouvhéoews oide TO £kdoTov
KaAOV, kol ématvel Ta kad’ Ekaotov, Tpog TO TEA0G adT@V émavagépwy ThHv Evvotav. Totodtog odv 81
T1G kal VOV EvTexvog mavéTng TV Katd uépog €pywv 6 O@edg dvayéypantal uéAet 8¢ 1OV mpoot)-
KovTa £matvov kai mavTi Opod T¢ KOoUW AmapTiofEvTL TAnpody,

BasiLE DE CESAREE, Homélies sur 'hexaéméron, 2.7.39-55; 3.10.8-18, ed. S. GIET, Paris 1968 [= SC,
26 bis].
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It was related to colours and visual effects on shimmering surfaces of various mate-
rials, such as gold, precious stones, marbles, and fabrics. This kind of aesthetic incli-
nations was then adopted in Byzantium where they did not lose its relevance until
the end of the empire’s existence, as evidenced by numerous texts and works of art.

In the context of the late antique aesthetics, Michael Roberts coined the evoca-
tive term “jeweled style” to illustrate concisely a change in taste in the contempo-
rary poetry, whereby he refers chiefly to the Latin literature. According to Roberts,
the classical poetics was then rejected in favour of a new one, in which instead
of the simplicity and unity of composition, the variety (varietas, variatio) was par-
ticularly delighted and due to it even a simple topic could become interesting and
decorative (ornatus). Therefore, repetition was avoided, and authors used to use
synonyms and circumlocutions to prevent monotony. The literature created in this
way was supposed to be like a shimmering gem (gemma) that attracts attention
with its glitter (lumen) and colour (color)*. Although it is difficult to agree with all
the detailed considerations of the researcher, who sometimes compares literature
with painting too easily, his term “jeweled style”, in the context of art understood
simply as a predilection for sophisticated, multi-coloured and shiny materials,
quite aptly describes the late-antique and Byzantine aesthetics™.

Referring directly to Byzantine primary sources, it should be stressed that gold
in ekphraseis, full of admiration for visible beauty, appears as one of the quintes-
sential precious materials, and this is the most characteristic feature: gold does not
have a unique, special position among them, since marbles, precious stones, and
expensive fabrics are not perceived as less valued. Let’s study some specific exam-
ples. Describing the church of the Holy Wisdom in Constantinople, Paulus Silen-
tiarius (died ca. 575-580) wrote:

21 M. ROBERTS, The Jeweled..., p. 39- 65.

22 Cf.: P. Cox MILLER, “The Little Blue Flower Is Red”. Relics and the Poetizing of the Body, JECS 8.2,
2000, p. 213-236; T.K. THOMAS, The Medium Matters. Reading the Remains of a Late Antique Tex-
tile, [in:] Reading Medieval Images. The Art Historian and the Object, ed. E. SEARs, T.K. THOMAS,
Ann Arbor 2002, p. 39-49; L. JamEs, Color and Meaning in Byzantium, JECS 11.2, 2003, p. 223-233;
E.S. BOLMAN, Late Antique Aesthetics, Chromophobia and the Red Monastery, Sohag, Egypt, ECA 3,
2006, p. 18-22; J. ELSNER, Late Antique Art. The Problem of the Concept and the Cumulative Aes-
thetic, [in:] Approaching Late Antiquity. The Transformation from Early to Late Empire, ed. S. SWAIN,
M. Epwarps, Oxford 2006, p. 271-309; P. Cox MILLER, The Corporeal Imagination. Signifying the
Holy in Late Ancient Christianity, Philadelphia 2009, p. 17, 18, 43-44; E.S. BOLMAN, Painted Skins.
The Illusions and Realities of Architectural Polychromy, Sinai and Egypt, [in:] Approaching the Holy
Mountain. Art and Liturgy at St Catherine’s Monastery in the Sinai, ed. S.E.J. GERSTEL, R.S. NELSON,
Turnhout 2010 [= CMu, 11], p. 119-140; B.V. PENTCHEVA, The Sensual Icon. Space, Ritual, and the
Senses in Byzantium, University Park 2010, p. 139-149; N. ScHIBILLE, Hagia Sophia and the Byz-
antine Aesthetic Experience, Farnham 2014, p. 97-99, 108; B.V. PENTCHEVA, Hagia Sophia, Sound,
Space, and Spirit in Byzantium, University Park 2017, p. 121-149; V. IvaNovici, Divine Light through
Earthly Colours. Mediating Perception in Late Antique Churches, [in:] Colour and Light in Ancient and
Medieval Art, ed. CN. DUCKWORTH, A.E. SassIN, New York-London 2018, p. 81-91.
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XPLOEOKOAANTOVG 8¢ TEYOG YNn@idag Eépyel,

@V dmo pappaipovoa xO8NV xpuooppuTog dKTig
avSpopéolg ATANTOG EMETKIPTNOE TIPOOWTOLG.
@ain g eagdovta peonpPpvov elapog dpn
eloopaay, 0Te doay Enexpvowoeyv épimvnv?

The roof is compacted of gilded tesserae from which a glittering stream of golden rays pours
abundantly and strikes men’s eyes with irresistible force. It is as if one were gazing at the mid-
day sun in spring, when he gilds each mountain top*.

Here, the poet drew attention not only to the golden mosaic cubes (xpvoeokoA-
Arjtovg yn@idag) covering the vaulted parts but also emphasized that the rays of
light (&no pappaipovoa x08nv xpvodpputog axtig) reflecting from their surface
are so intense that it is even difficult to look at them (dv8popéoig dtAntog éme-
okiptnoe npoowmnolg). The brilliance of the tesserae hurts eyes like the spring sun
illuminating the mountain peaks at noon (@aéBovta peonuBpvov elapog dpn).
It should be noted that the colour of the sun’s rays, both in the church and out-
side, is described as golden (xpvodppuvTtog; Emexpvowaoev).

It is worth adding that Silentarius in some very poetic lines contained quite
specific content because authors frequently used to stop on more general state-
ments. For example, Procopius of Caesarea (ca. 500 - ca. 565) wrote on the same
church: “xpvo® pev axiPonAe xataAnlewmrat 1) dpo@r maoca, kepavvdoa TOV
KOUTOV T® KAAAeL, VIKE pévtol 1 ¢k TdV AMBwv adyn dvtaoTpdntovoa T@ Xpu-
0®”* (The whole ceiling is overlaid with pure gold, which adds glory to the beauty,
yet the light reflected from the stones prevails, shining out in rivalry with the gold)™.
Thus he did not specify that the vaults were decorated with gold tesserae but he
admitted that this part of the building is beautiful and resplendent. Notwithstand-
ing this opinion, Procopius found that the glow of marbles (1] éx T@v AiBwv avyn
dvtaoTtpantovoa) is stronger than that of gold (vikd puévrot 1@ xpvo®). His view
may seem somewhat surprising, but a little further we read as well: “6 8¢ xaAkog
00TOG TO UEV Xp@pd 0Tt Xpuood dxkipdnlov mpadtepog, v 8¢ afiav od mapa
TOAD anodéwv icootaotog apybpw elva” (This brass, in its colour, is softer than
pure gold, and its value is not much less than that of an equal weight of silver)®. It is

# PAULUS SILENTIARIUS, Descriptio Sanctae Sophiae, 668-672, [in:] PAULUS SILENTIARIUS, Descriptio
Sanctae Sophiae, Descriptio Ambonis, ed. C. DE STEFANI, Berlin-New York 2010 [= BSGR] (cetera:
PAULUS SILENTIARIUS).

# C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 86.

* Procopii Caesarensis opera omnia. De aedificiis, I, 1, 54, vol. IV, ed. ]. HAURY, rec. G. WIRTH, Leipzig
1964 [= BSGR] (cetera: PRoCcoOPIUS).

% PrRocor1us, On Buildings, 1, 1, 54, trans. H.B. DEWING, G. DowNEY, Cambridge Mass.-London
1954 [= LCL, 343].

¥ PROCOPIUS, I, 2, 4.

# Procor1us, On Buildings..., 1, 2, 4.
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interesting that both Procopius and Silentarius noticed some weaknesses of gold,
especially since their feelings are opposite — although they both described the same
dome - because for the first author gold glitters less than marbles, and its colour is
less delicate than that of copper, and for the second one, the glow of golden mosaic
cubes is too dazzling.

Other writers also used to point to the special visual effects associated with
golden surfaces, both earlier such as Eusebius of Caesarea (ca. 260 - ca. 339)*
and later ones. Of the latter, it is especially worth paying attention to the text from
around the mid-twelfth century whose author is Michael protecdicus (mpwtékdi-
k0G)* of the church of Thessalonica and later deacon of the church of the Holy
Wisdom in Constantinople. His composition is on folios 123r-124v of the Esco-
rial codex Y-II-10 (Real Biblioteca del Monasterio de San Lorenzo de El Escorial)
and it is the ekphrasis of the Holy Wisdom church written for the annual celebra-
tion of the inauguration of the church. This text consists of 232 lines — unfortu-
nately, it is incomplete now - and refers to the architectural form of the church
and its symbolic interpretation as well®'. What is more, the author remarked on
the building’s decoration, and, at the very beginning, he emphasized that the
beauty of the church is related to gold (6¢ kai muppdCet THv dYiv ®G VYPOTNG
navTtn Xpuoov)*. Regarding the narthex, we read:

Kal 1) ToD Xpvood oTIATVOTNG €yydg elvat Tod kataoTaley Toel vopileabat tov xpvoov.
TOUG Yap DYpoLg 0@BaApovg Tf) dvtavyeiaq domep Kupaivovoa, Tag ékeivawy votidag eig TOV
XPLOOV £QAvTace TOV OpweVOY, kal Sokel pevoeioBat TnkoOpevog. AiBog 8¢ dAAd modann
TePUTENNYE TR 0ikoSOp]), TG TOAVXPOW Kal Aeiw StapAAwEVN TTPOG TOV XpLTdV, €K pEV Aet-
otntog otiAPovoa, ¢k 8¢ Tod dvBovg Gvtog mowkilov MAéov Tt Exovoa Kai DTEP TOV HOVO-
XPOLY XpLOOV

[...] and the brightness of the gold almost makes the gold appear to drip down; for by its
refulgence making waves to arise, as it were, in eyes that are moist, it causes their moisture
to appear in the gold which is seen, and it seems to be flowing in a molten stream. But what

» E.g. his description of the church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople:

avtdg 8¢ vewv dnavrta gig Hyog deatov éndpag, AMibwv mowihialg mavrtoiwv égaotpantovta énoiel,
eig avTOV dpogov £E €8agovg mhakwoag, StalaBwv 8¢ AenTolg QATVOHACL THY OTEYNV XpUOD THV
naoav kAAvnTeV- dvw 8¢ DTEP TavTNY TPOG AT SWHATL XAAKOG UEV AVTL KEPAHOL GUAAKTV TH
£pyw TPOG VET@V do@alelav Tapeixe kal TOOTOV 8¢ TOADG TepLEAAUTE XPLOOG, DG UAPHAPVLYAG TOIG
noppwhev dQop@at Taig HAiov avyaig dvtavakhwpuévaig EKTEUTELY. SIKTVWTA 8¢ TEPIE EkdkAov TO
SwpaTiov AvayAv@a XaAK® Kol Xpuod KaTElpyaouéva,

Eusebius Werke, vol. 1.1, Uber das Leben des Kaisers Konstantin, 4.58-4.59, ed. . WINKELMANN, Ber-
lin 1975 [= GCS].

3 Glossarium ad scriptores mediae et infimae latinitatis, vol. VI, ed. C. pu FRESNE DU CANGE, Niort
1883-1887, 541a (s.v. Protecdicus).

1 C. MANGO, J. PARKER, A Twelfth-Century Description of St. Sophia, DOP 14, 1960, p. 233-235.

*2 This text was edited and translated by Cyril Mango and John Parker. They also provided it with
an introduction and commentary; C. MANGO, J. PARKER, A Twelfth-Century..., 1.12-13, p. 235.
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manner of stonework is this that fastened around the building, striving with its variegated
coloring and smoothness against gold, shining because of its smoothness and, because of its
diversified bloom having something that surpasses even the gold, which is of one color?®.

To Michael, gold - because of its intense gloss — seems to be flowing down the
walls (xai 1] ToD Xpuood oTIATVOTNG £yYUG eivat ToD kataotalety Toel vopiCeobat
10V Xpvodv). The shimmer of gold is glaring and it results in watery eyes (Tobg
yap vypovg 0pBalpodg T dvtavyeia domep Kvpaivovoa, Tag Ekeivwv votidag
elg TOV XpLooOV €QAavTace TOV OpWHEVOY, kal dokel pevoelobal Tnkopevog), and
the stones, due to their variegation of colours, resemble flowers in bloom (¢x d¢
Tod dvBovg 6vtog motkilov)*. Interestingly, the author is inclined to consider the
multi-coloured revetments as more beautiful than gold which is, after all, of one
colour (povoxpoog)*. A monochromaticity seems to be less valued than colour-
fulness (moAvxpoog), although there were exceptions to this rule, as evidenced by
the description of the floor in one of the homilies of Leo VI the Wise (886-912)%.

* C. MANGO, J. PARKER, A Twelfth-Century..., 3.67-79, p. 237 (There are the Greek text and the
English translation).

* This kind of comparison of multi-coloured stones to blooming flowers is quite common in Byz-
antine literature, and its general prototype can be found in The Hall (Ilepi to0 oixov) of Lucian
of Samosata. However, he compared frescoes, not marbles, to a flourishing meadow; Lucian, The
Hall, 9, [in:] LuCIAN, Phalaris. Hippias or The Bath. Dionysus. Heracles. Amber or The Swans. The Fly.
Nigrinus. Demonax. The Hall. My Native Land. Octogenarians. A True Story. Slander. The Consonants
at Law. The Carousal (Symposium) or The Lapiths, vol. I, ed. A.M. HARMON, Cambridge Mass. 1913
[= LCL, 14]. This motif, as it seems, has been referred to marble revetments and floors since the
6™ century; H. MAGUIRE, Nectar & Illusion. Nature in Byzantine Art and Literature, Oxford 2016
[= OSHC], p. 121-122 (I* ed. Oxford 2012). In this early period, we find it, among others, in Pro-
copius (PrRocoPIUS, 1.1.59-60), as well as in the carved inscription of the church of St. Polyeuctus
in Constantinople (Anthologia Graeca, 1.10.60-69, vol. I, ed. H. BEckBY, Miinchen 1965). This com-
parison turned out to be extremely enduring, because it was often used for the next centuries, until
the end of Byzantium, since the beauty of various stones decorating interiors was constantly em-
phasized and glorified. See as well: GREGORIUS NYSSENUS, De sancto Theodoro, [in:] PG, vol. XLVI,
col. 737.48-740.6; Choricii Gazaei opera, 2.2.40, ed. R. FOERSTER, E. RICHTSTEIG, Leipzig 1929
[= BSGR] (cetera: CHORICIUS).

* Reading Byzantine primary sources, one could often find that the most wonderful visual effects
are associated not with gold but with multi-coloured stones, both marbles, and gems, to which the
former ones are regularly compared. In the context of stone revetments, the example of the poetic
ekphrasis of the Constantinopolitan church of the Holy Wisdom of Silentiarius is significant. His de-
scription of the church’s marbles is extensive and very detailed, because it does not boil down to the
general highlighting of their diverse colours and extraordinary gloss. Therefore, almost all the stones
mentioned in the poem can be accurately recognized and assigned to individual places of the church;
N. SCHIBILLE, Hagia Sophia..., p. 97-109, 241-243. It should be clearly emphasized that the Silentia-
rius’ ekphrasis is a unique combination of elaborate poetry with a large dose of specific information,
which was quoted in a very erudite form; PAULUS SILENTIARIUS, 617-646, 664-667.

¢ Mappdpov yap Aevkilg ék mAak@v UmEoTpwTatl, TO ouvexes Tig Stapaveiag undevog &Alov Sia-
Teli{ovVTog XPWHATOG, TIPOTETUNKOTOG TOD TexViTov TO dptyeg Thg dyhaiag Tod €k TG mMotkiAng
Kataokevig dvBoug, ola TOANA év Taig TV £dapdv kataokevaig Opdtat. ITANv domép Tiva Gpla



Some Remarks on the Significance of Gold... 93

The author underlined there that the pavement made of white slabs is beautiful
because of its one colour, and it is a pure splendour for him. In general, the com-
bination of materials of different colours providing stunning visual effects was val-
ued more than simplicity praised by Leo.

In the context of extraordinary impressions, the X Homily of Photius I of Con-
stantinople (858-867, 877-886) immediately comes to mind. The patriarch pre-
pared it on the occasion of the inauguration of the church of the Virgin of the
Pharos at the Great Palace of Constantinople. This event took place in 864 during
the reign of Michael III (842-867)°":

Qg €i¢ adTOv yap tOV 00pavov undevog emmpoofodvtog undapodev ¢ufePnrwg kai toig
TOAVUOPPOLG Kal TavTaxodev DToPaLvopEvolg KAAETY MG AoTPOLG TEPAApTOUEVOG GAOG
EKTEMANYHEVOG yivetar. Aokel 6& ooy vtedfev Ta Te &M ¢v ékoTtdoel elval kai avTd
neptdveloBat 1O TéHEVOG TaiG yap oikeialg Kal Tovtodamals mepLoTPOPaiG Kal ovvexéat
Kwnoeoty, & mavtwg mabetv tov Beatnv 1) mavtaxdBev mowkihia Praletal Tod Bedparo, eig
avTo TO OpwHEVOV TO oikelov pavtaletat aBnua. AAA ydp Xpvoog Te kai dpyvpog Té mAel-
ot ToD vaod Stethfeaocty, 6 LEV Yneioly Enalelpopevog, O 8¢ eig mhdkag drmofedpevog te
Kal TUToVUEVOG, EANOG BANOLG ETUTACCOUEVOG [EPETLY- EVTADOA EMKOOUOVHEVA KIOVOKPA-
va, gvtadBa 8¢ St xpvood meptlwpata- dANax60L 8¢ Talg AADOEDLY EMTAEKOUEVOG XPLOOG,
| xpvood Tt Bavpaciwtepoy, 1) Beia Tpdmela, cOVONpa. Apyvpog 8¢ mept Tag TVAidag Kai
oTVAidag Tod BuolacTtnpiov oV TOIG TEPLETPOLS Kol adTOG 6 Kwvoeldng kal Tfj Oeig Tpa-
médn émikeipevog ovv Toig vmepeiSovot aTvAickolg VTwpdPols Spogog. Kai pappdpwv 8¢
ToAVXpWHwY doa purf xpvoog énédpapiev 1 pyvpog meptédaPev, Aunxavov Tt Kai Tepmvov
@LAoTéEYVN A TA bTTONoTa TOD vaod Siekdounoev?®

It is as if one had entered heaven itself with no one barring the way from any side, and was
illuminated by the beauty in all forms shining all around like so many stars, so is one utterly
amazed. Thenceforth it seems that everything is in ecstatic motion, and the church itself is
circling around. For the spectator, through his whirling about in all directions and being
constantly astir, which he is forced to experience by the variegated spectacle on all sides,
imagines that his personal own is transferred to the object. Gold and silver cover the greater
part of the church, the one smeared on tesserae, the other cut out and fashioned into plaques,
or otherwise applied to other parts. Over here are capitals adorned with gold, over there are
golden cornices. Elsewhere gold is twined into chains, but more wonderful than gold is the
composition of the holy table. The little doors and columns of the sanctuary together with
the peristyle are covered with silver; so also is the conical roof set over the holy table with the

£EwOev epBeovTa TG Aevkis Em@aveiag ek Thakog tepoxpoov, Tf) Ppaxeia mapapeiyet tig Béag,
TepTvi|v ovoav TNy ToD Aevkod Stapdvelay, TEpTvoTEpav SHwG TOLET,

Leonis VI Sapientis Imperatoris Byzantini Homiliae, 31.54-61, ed. T. ANTONOPOULOU, Turnhout 2008
[= CC.SG 63] (cetera: LEo VI).

 R.J.H. JeNkins, C. MANGO, The Date and Significance of the Tenth Homily of Photius, DOP 9/10,
1956, p. 125-140; A. ROzycKA BRYZEK, Focjusz, patriarcha Konstantynopola, ,,Homilia X, Z 466.3,
1994, p. 57.

3 Tod a0700 dy1wtdTov PWTiov dp)iemokdmov KwvoTavTivovmodews opdia, pnoeion we év éxppioe:
100 v T0IG Padideiols mepiwvipov vaod, 10, [in:] Pwtiov Ouidiou, ed. B. Aaoypaas, @ecoalovikn
1959 [= EITZEMXIT], 12] (cetera: PHOTIUS), p. 101.18-31 - 102.1-5.
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little pillars and canopy that support it. The rest of the church, as much of it as gold has not
overspread or silver covered, is adorned with many-hued marble, a surpassingly fair work®.

In his solemn speech, Photius used well-known and much earlier developed
schemes for describing the church’s interior, and his ekphrasis is, in fact, rather
general, thus it could be applied easily as a description of another church. As for
gold, he mentioned that it is in the mosaic cubes (6 pév yneiotv énaleipopevoq)
and that capitals, cornices, and chains are gilded (¢vtadBa émkoopodueva kiovo-
kpava, evtadba 8¢ S xpvood meptl{wpatar AANaxo0L 8¢ Taig dlvoeoty EmumAe-
KOHevVoG Xpvoog). The author, however, emphasized that the altar with the silver
ciborium is more beautiful than gold (fj xpvood Tt Bavpacuwtepov, 1y Beia tpamela,
ovvOnua). It seems that in this way Photius rather indicates that the sanctuary is
the most important part of the church than comments on aesthetics. The patriarch
certainly succeeded in creating the vision of the splendour of the new foundation:
completely covered with gold and silver (AMN& yap xpvoog te kai dpyvpog ta
nAeioTta Tod vaod Sietdnpactv) and also with multi-coloured marbles (pappdpwv
8¢ molvyxpwpwv). It is worth adding that the homily was given in situ, which also
allowed for less scrupulous explanations. Anyway, the Photius himself justified
his approach with rhetorical emphasis:

Xaipw 8" odv Eywye o0dEV (TTOV, €l Kai TO EAatTov 6 Adyog anmmvEykato, fj &l kal TpOg adTd
T0 PETPOV TiiG ikav@dg £00oNG d@ikeTo Synoews: 0 yap Tig év Aoyw Suvapewg Emideduy,
AN TO KAANGTOV T€ elval TOV vadV Kal OpadTATOV Kal VIKOVTA VOUOLG EKYPATEWS TIapa-
oTRoal Tporipnpa’

Yet, even if my speech has fallen below the mark, I am not any the less content than if it had
risen to the level of an adequate description. For my purpose was not to make an exhibition
of eloquence but to show that the church is most excellent and beautiful and that it defeats
the canons of an ekphrasis*.

% The Homilies of Photius, Patriarch of Constantinople, 10.5, trans., praef. C. MANGO, Cambridge
Mass. 1958 [= DOS, 3], p. 186-187.

“ PHOTIUS, 10, p. 103.23-27. In Homily XVII, Photius also emphasized the power of sight - a sense
that surpasses hearing (PHOTIUS, 17, p. 170.28-33):

el yap kai 8t aAAwv ékdtepov ouveladyetat, AANA TTOAD TTpoéxely €Ml TV Epywv adT@V Emdeikvo-
TaL TG katd TV drorv eiodvopévng padnoewg 1) St tig dyews eyyvopuévn katdAnyig. ExAwe Tig to
006 &ig dinynua; elhkvoe gavtalopévn t0 akovabiv 1} Stavota; vngovor pelétn TO kptBev Tf pwviun
évanéBeto. OvdEv TovTWYV ENATTOV, £l [N Kal TOAD HaAAOV, kpaTel Ta TR OYews.

Cf. Kai i &v 116 ¢v obtw Ppaxel kapd Té T0D TEPLWVOHOL TEUEVOVG AOYw Telpdtat Teptépxeadat
Bavpata; dmov ye 00’ adTh 1} dYig 00’ Eml ouXVOV XpOvoy, Kaitol Tag dANag aiobnoetg T Taxel
Katom dyovoa, avtihapéodal TovTwy 008auds EAéyyxetal katioybovoa,

PHoTIUS, 10, p. 103.19-23. On the theory of perception of Photius: R. BETANCOURT, Sight...,
p. 109-195.

*1 The Homilies of Photius..., 10.7, p. 189.
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The X Homily of Photius, which passages were cited above, was formerly con-
sidered a speech for the inauguration of the so-called New Church (Néa ExkAn-
oia) funded by Basil I the Macedonian (867-886). Cyril Mango proves, however,
that the text refers to the church of the Virgin of the Pharos*>. The description
of the New Church is found in the panegyrical Vita Basilii (Iotopwkr diynoig tod
Biov kai @V Mpd&ewv Baotheiov Tod dotdipov Pacthéws), which is the only extant
secular biography in Byzantine literature. The emperor was presented there not
only as a brave warrior, but also as a generous founder, who raised many churches
from ruin and also built numerous new ones*.

SV G VOUQNV OPAIGHEVNV Kal TTEPIKEKOGHNUEVIV HAPYAPOLG T Kal XpLo® Kal dpydpov Aa-
UpoTNOLY, €Tt 8¢ Kai pappdapwy molvxpowv motkihiag kai Yneildwv cuvbéoeoty kai onpt-
K@V DPAOHATWY KaTaoTohaig @ aBavdtw mpoonyayev vopgiw Xpotd. O te yap dpogpog
&K TTEVTE GUUTANPOVHEVOG THLoPaLpiwV OTIABEL XpLO® Kai EIKOVWV G doTEpwY EEaoTpamTeL
Ka(A)\eowy, EEwbev petdANotg éugepods Xpuoiw XaAkod kaAAvvopevog, of Te Tap’ ékdtepa
ToixoL T® MOoAVTEAEL Kkal TOAVXPOW TV Happdpwy katamotkiAlovtal, || kal ta &dvta Tod
vaod kal xpuo® kai dpybpw kai (AiBotg) Tipiolg kal papydpolg katamemoikiAtat Kai Katare-
mAoVTIOTAL Kol al TV €KTOG Steipyovoat & Buotaotripla kiykAideg kal ta év adTaig mepioTu-
Ao kol té GvwBev olov dépBupa xpnuatifovta of e £vtog Bakot kai ai pod TovTwv Pabpideg
Kai adtai ai iepai tpamelat, €€ dpyvpov avta(obev) mepikeXvpEVOV EXOVTOG TOV XpLOOV Kai
AiBotg Tipiolg éx papyaptt@v NUELEcUEVOLG TOATEADV THY GOUTNELY Kol CVGTAGLY EXOVaty.
avtod 8¢ 10 Edagog anpkdv eaopdtwy fj Zidoviwv Epywv epnmAwpévwy §6&et Tuyxdvey
avamiewy- obtw mav ¢EwpdioTal kal katamenoikiAtal @ TOAVXPOW TAOV DIOKEWEVWY €K
Happdpwy TAAK@V Kal TaiG TOAVELSEDL TV TAbTAG TTEPIKAELOVODV YNPidwy {dvaig kal T@
TG approynGc dkpiPel kai Td mepttt Tiig meptdeovong €v dmaot xapitog

The emperor offered this church to Christ, the immortal Bridegroom, as a bride decked out
and adorned with pearls and gold and gleaming silver and, moreover, with a variety of ma-
ny-colored marbles, mosaic compositions and silken robes. The ceilings of that five-domed
church glitter with gold and flash forth (their) beautiful representations like (as many) stars;
on the outside, the roof is embellished with brass work resembling gold; the shrine’s (inte-
rior) walls on either side are varied with costly and many-colored marbles and its sanctuary
is variously decked out with a wealth of gold, silver, precious stones and pearls. The chancel
barrier that separates the outside area from the altar space; the colonnade set into this bar-
rier and the (parts) above, functioning as lintels, as it were; the seats within (the sanctuary);
the steps leading to them; and the altars themselves are all given massivity and substance by

2 Ibidem, p. 177-183.

#'0 8¢ @uhoxplotog Pacthedg Baoikelog petald t@v moleukdv dywvov, odg St T@v o xelpa
TOANAKLIG DoTEp AywVvoBeTdV PO TO S0V KatnvOLVE, TOANOVG TV lepdV Kai Oeiwy va®v €k TV
TIPOYEYOVOTWV SLappayévtag GeLoH®V kal 1 KataPAnOEvTag mavteA®g fj Ttdoty &md TeV Pnypatwy
ovvTopov driopeivat Snhodvtag, émpeleia te Suvekel kal T@V POG THY xpelav | Emtndeiwy dpBove
Xopnyiq Kai mapoxf) Tovg pEV Tod TTORATog fyetpey, T dogaleia kal kdANog mpoabeic, TdV 8¢ TO
aoBeveg évioxvoag S Thig TV Sedvtwv émPBoliig kai EmavopBwoewd, Tod Wi katappuijvatl, AAAL
TPOG Ak avbig énavekbeiv kal vedTnTa £yEveto aitiog. Snhwtéov 8¢ kai (Td) kad’ Ekaota’,
Chronographiae quae Theophanis Continuati nomine fertur Liber quo Vita Basilii Imperatoris am-
plectitur, 78, ed. L. SEVCENKO, Berlin-Boston 2011 [= CFHB.SBe, 42] (cetera: Vita Basilii).
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silver that is gilded all over and (adorned) with precious stones in settings made [?] from
costly pearls. As for the pavement, it first will appear to be spread with (rugs) woven of silk
or with Sidonian fabrics, so beautifully has all of it been inlaid and varied by marble panels
of many hues set into the ground; by the variegated mosaic bands that enclose these panels; by
the precision with which everything has been joined together; and by the superabundant
elegance spreading throughout*.

The quoted ekphrasis although quite extensive, does not contain many details
— like that of Photius. This is another evocation of a dazzling imperial founda-
tion which is composed primarily by the discussing of wonderful and expensive
materials exploited in the church embellishment, namely: gold, silver, tesserae,
fabrics, and various many-hued stones. In this instance, like in previous ones, the
beauty is grounded on variegation (oVtw motkiAat TadTag Tod TeXvitov Behnoa-
VTOG, WG €K TOD TOAVOPPOL ONp@VTOG TO edTpeneg Kai €pdopiov)®. Besides, the
lavish decoration of the shrine is compared to the fine attire of a bride (6v g
VOpQNV wpaiopévny kal mepikekoopnpévny). This comparison also indicates that
the Church is married to Christ, the immortal Bridegroom (1@ &0avatw mpoon-
yayev vougiw Xptot®). Thereupon each church building also in terms of exter-
nal appearance must be appropriate for such a great Groom. On this account, the
adorned “garment” of the New Church consists of marble cladding, mosaics, silk
fabrics, pearls, gold, and silver. All these elements are costly and shiny, and they
differ in colours as well.

Gold, probably in the form of tesserae, also covered the interiors of the five
domes (mévte ovumAnpovpevog Nuogatpiwv oTiABel Xpvo® kal elkdvwV MG
dotépwv é€aotpdmtet kd(A)Aeowv), shimmering like stars. Moreover, all parts
of the templon and the altars were made of silver and thereafter gilded (¢€ apy0-
pov mavta(oBev) mepikexvuévov £xovtog TOV Xpvoov). Very similar elements
of a description are also found in the somewhat earlier poetic ekphrasis of the
church of the Holy Apostles in Constantinople. It was written by Constantine
of Rhodes (ca. 870 — after 931) who dedicated his work to Constantine VII

“ Vita Basilii, 83.15-19, 84.1-18 (There are the Greek text and the English translation). Liutprand
of Cremona (ca. 920 — ca. 972) mentioned this church in the Retributio (Avramddooic), where he
described his first diplomatic mission at the court of Constantinople, during the reign of Constan-
tine VII Porphyrogenitus (913-959):

Fabricavit autem precioso et mirabili opere iuxta palatium orientem versus ecclesiam in honorem
summi et caelestis militiae principis, archangeli Michahelis, qui Grece archistratigos, hoc est miliciae
princeps, apellatur. Ecclesiam autem ipsam Nean, hoc est novam, alii vocant, alii vero Ennean, quod
nostra lingua novennalem sonat, appellant, eo quod ibidem ecclesiasticarum horarum machina
novem pulsata ictibus sonet,

LiupPRAND DE CREMONE, Antapodosis, 3.34.555-560, [in:] LIUDPRAND DE CREMONE, (Euvres,
ed. F. BOUGARD, Paris 2015 [= SHM, 41].

* Vita Basilii, 89.15-17.
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Porphyrogenitus (913-959)*. The poet mentioned there the names of the archi-
tects Anthemius of Tralles and Isidore of Miletus, known most of all from the
design of the church of the Holy Wisdom, and stressed that due to their theoretical
knowledge it was possible to erect such a magnificent building. The church of the
Holy Apostles, however, was ravishing not only because of the engineering con-
cepts but also because of the stunning decoration. The latter is compared to a bride
with golden ornaments (6moia vOpenv kpooowTtoiot xpvotolg) — this motive was
used, as we have seen, also in reference to the New Church - and to a wedding
chamber glistening with gold (mactada xpvoavyov wpaiouévnv). The extraordi-
nary glow of the church interior is associated with gold, as well as with multi-
coloured marbles (pappdpwv moAvxpowv), precious stones, and pearls giving fiery
reflections (taig ¢k AMiBwv Te papydpwv gpuktwpialg) and coming from different
parts of the whole world (t@v ¢§ 6Ang oxedov ye i oikovpévng / kai péxpig Tvév
Apong te k¥’ Evpamnng / tiig Aotag te mavtaxod OpvAlovpévwv). A little further,
Constantine of Rhodes also pointed to golden tesserae*’, against which - as can be

“ Tolaig pév 0dToG Kol TOoALG TEXVOLPYiaLG

Kal OXNUATIoHOIG ypapkiig Oswplag

Shov Sapnal ovykatnptioe<v> 6pov

TOV AOTPONAUT] TOV 00OV ATOOTOAWY,

€lt’ AvBépiog, eit” Toidwpog véog,

BAaig dmeipolg pappdpwy moAvxpowv

Kai AaumpoTnot 1@V petaAAwv T@v Eévov

¢nevdvoag Te kai KAADG ovvappdoag,

OMola VOUPNV KPOOOWTOIOL XPLOEOLG

fj Taotdda xpvoavyov dpaicuévny

Taig €k AiBwv Te Hapydapwv @pukTwpialg

@V €€ 8Ang oxedoVv ye Tiig oikovpévng

Kai uéxpig Tvdwv Aping te k” Ebpwmnng

TG Aciag te mavtayod BpvAlovpévwy,

CONSTANTINE OF RHODES, On Constantinople and the Church of the Holy Apostles, 636-649,
ed. L. JAMES, I. Vassis, trans. V. DIMITROPOULOU, L. JAMES, R. JORDAN, Farnham 2012 (cetera:
CoONSTANTINE OF RHODES). Then follows the description of the used marbles. They, as we read,
cover the building like a chiton (&g @¢ xiT@vag évdboag Tovg 0pBiovg Toixovg) and create in the
interior the impression of a meadow full of blooming flowers with colours reminiscent of precious
stones (CONSTANTINE OF RHODES, 650-674; 686-695). It is worth comparing this part of the ekphra-
sis to the some passages from the Silentiary’s poem on the church of the Holy Wisdom, vide PAuLus
SILENTIARIUS, 617-646.

Y7 Xpuo@® 8¢ piydnv vélw mepukOTL

dnav katexpvowoe Todvdobev peépog,
doov T &v Dyel opatpoauvBétov oTéyng
X 600v hayootv ayidwv breppépel,

Kai PéxpLs adTdV Happapwv ToAVXpOwy
Kai uéxpLg adTdV KOoUNTOV TV SevTépwy
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concluded from the description - scenes from the life of Christ were depicted*. It
is noteworthy that the author had regard to technical detail, namely, that the gold-
en mosaic cubes were made of glass and gold (Xpvo® 6¢ piydnv VéAw TEPUKOTL).

The golden glow was also associated with shiny fabrics, as evidenced, for exam-
ple, by Silentiarius’s ekphrasis of one of the silk purple fabrics* prepared for the
church of the Holy Wisdom:

10070 ¢ KAAMTIOVOLO PUTEVOATO XEIPEDL TEXVNG

00 YA@ig, 00 pagidwv Tig EAavvopévng St mémAwy, AAAG peTaAldooovoa
TOAVXPOQ VAT TV,

vrjpata motkAopop@a, T PapPapog fipooe popunt.
xpvoogagg & apdpuypa Pohaig podomrixeog rovg
amhoig avtnotpaye Beokpdvtwy £mi yoiwy,

kai Tupin mopgupe XtV AAavOET KOXAW,

Se€Lov e0TUKTOLG UTIO VIHAOLY DUOV EPETTWYV-

KeiL yap dumexovng pev anwhicdnoe kalovmtpn,
kakd § dvepmolovoa Sid hevpiic g dpov
aykéxvtat Aatofo- yeyvuvatatl 8¢ kaAomTpng

TXLG kai O€vap dipov. £otke 6¢ SakTLAA Teively
Seditepiic, dre uobov dewllwovta meavokwy,

ypayag dé0hovg kai oefacLiovg TOTOVG
ToUG THV KéEvwoty ékdiddokovtag Adyou
Kal TV Tpog NEdg Tovg Bpotodg mapovaoiay,

CONSTANTINE OF RHODES, 742-750.

*8 This is a quite long description, CONSTANTINE OF RHODES, 751-980. The church of the Holy Apos-
tles in Constantinople was demolished in 1453, therefore a form of this church is reconstructed pri-
marily on the basis of written sources, which include, first of all, the ekphraseis created by Procopius
of Caesarea, Constantine of Rhodes, and Nicholas Mesarites. The earliest of them discussed only
the architectural form, and the other two also depicted scenes. Perhaps these mosaic pictures were
made during the reign of Basil I; L. JaAMEs, Constantine of Rhodes’s Poem and Art History, [in:] CON-
STANTINE OF RHODES, On Constantinople..., p. 181-217. On the place where the church was built:
Constantinople. Archaeology of a Byzantine Megapolis. Final Report on the Istanbul Rescue Archaeol-
ogy Project 1998-2004, ed. K. Dark, E. OzgtmUs, Oxford-Oakville 2013, p. 83-96. It is worth not-
ing that there was a “Dumbarton Oaks Symposium” dedicated to this church (24-26 April 2015);
M. MuLLeTT, R. OUSERHOUT, The Holy Apostles. Dumbarton Oaks Symposium, 24-26 April
2015, DOP 70, 2016, p. 325-326; a collection of essays related to this conference has been recently
published: The Holy Apostles — A Lost Monument, a Forgotten Project, and the Presentness of the Past,
ed. M. MULLETT, R.G. OusTERHOUT, Washington D.C. 2020 [= DOBSC].

% On various aspects of silk, as well as purple in Byzantium, i.a.: A. MUTHESIUS, Byzantine Silk
Weaving AD 400 to AD 1200, Vienna 1997; EADEM, Essential Processes, Looms, and Technical Aspects
of the Production of Silk Textiles, [in:] The Economic History of Byzantium. From the Seventh through
the Fifteenth Century, vol. I, ed. A.E. LA1ou, Washington 2002, p. 147-168; A. MUTHESIUS, Studies in
Silk in Byzantium, London 2004; D. JacoBy, Silk Production, [in:] The Oxford Handbook of Byzan-
tine..., p. 421-428. Procopius of Caesarea described the history of silkworm smuggling, which was
to be done by Byzantine monks: Procopii Caesarensis opera omnia. De bellis libri, 8.17.1-8, vol. II,
ed. J. HAURy, rec. G. WIRTH, Leipzig 1963 [= BSGR].
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Aaufi BipAov Exwv {abéwv Emiotopa pobwy,

BiProv dmayyéAhovoay, Goa xpatopniTropt POVAR
avtdg dvag etélecoev €mi xBovi Tapoodv épeidwy.
ndoa 8’ AMACTPATITEL XpUOEN OTOIG: €V Yap keivn
TpNTOG Aemtaléog mept vipata Xpvoog éNiyOeic,
oxnuaoty fj cwlijvog opoiiog fj Ttvog aviod,
Séopiog ipnepoevtog épeidetal LYOOL TEMAov,
ofutépaig pagideaot Sebeig kai vijpaot Znp@v™

This has been fashioned not by artists’ skilful hands plying the knife, nor by the needle
driven through cloth, but by the web, the produce of the foreign worm, changing its colored
threads of many shades. Upon the divine legs is a garment reflecting a golden glow under
the rays of rosy-fingered Dawn, and a chiton, dyed purple by the Tyrian seashell, covers the
right shoulder beneath its well-woven fabric; for at that point the upper garment has slipped
down while, pulled up across the side, it envelops the left shoulder. The forearm and hand
are thus laid bare. He seems to be stretching out the fingers of the right hand, as if preaching
His immortal words, while in His left He holds the book of divine message - the book that
tells what He, the Lord, accomplished with provident mind when His foot trod the earth.
The whole robe shines with gold: for on it gold leaf has been wrapped round thread after
the manner of a pipe or a reed, and so it projects above the lovely cloth, firmly bound with
silken thread by sharp needles™.

The poet described the liturgical fabric that was laid on the altar. It was made
of silk dyed with the Tyrian purple, and the figure of Christ Pantocrator was
embroidered with gold thread. According to Silentiarius, this cloth glistened won-
derfully in the morning sun, spreading the golden glare all-round. In the following
lines, the author also referred to other scenes and persons, including Peter and Paul
who are next to Christ*>. They are standing under golden arcades (vno¢ ékoAnw0n
XpLo€0g; TETpaoct xpvoeiolg £mi kioot). The both saints, having a rank lower than
Christ, were embroidered with silver threads (dpgw 6¢ otolideoorv O’ dpyveénot

% PAULUS SILENTIARIUS, 765-785.

1 C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 88-89.
52 dppw 6¢ oTolideoay v dpyv@énat mukdalet
TNV TOKINOEPYOG: €T ApBpocinv 8¢ kaprvwy
VoG €KoAwON XpVoe0g, TPLENIKTOV Eyeipwy
ayhainv ayidog: épedprjooet 8¢ PePnrag

TETpaoL Xpuoeiolg émi kioat. Xeiheol § dxpolg
Xpuoodétov TémAoLo katéypagev domeTa TéXVN
£pya moAtooovxwv éplovvia mapfactiiwv-

i L&V Vouoaléwv TI§ dkéoTopag SyeTat 0ikovg,
i 6¢ SOpovG iepovg. £TépwOL 8¢ Bavpata Adpmet
ovpaviov Xptotoio- xapig 8" émheiPetat Epyolg

£v &’ £T€polg TEMAOLOL CLVATITOUEVOVG BactAfjag
GAN0OL pev maldpaig Maping Beoxdpovog ebpolg,
&ANoB1 8¢ XpioToio Oeod xepi- mavta 8¢ mrvng
VIHAOL XPUOOTIOpWYV Te UiTwV TTotkiANeTat afyAn,

PAULUS SILENTIARIUS, 792-805.
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nokadet / mvn mowktdoepyoq). This kind of composition and its major colours can
bring to mind the fantastic architecture, which is depicted in the mosaics in the
dome of the Rotunda in Thessalonica®. This architecture was depicted primarily
of gold mosaic cubes, and it also frames the figures of standing saints or court-
iers. In the case of the described fabric, buildings funded by emperors as well
as the scenes of Christ’s miracles were embroidered with gold thread. As a result,
the cloth is beautiful because of the content shown and the craftsmanship, and it
is lighted by the golden glow of the threads.

It should be noted that examples of this kind of fabric’s ekphraseis are quite
numerous, especially in the late antique Latin literature®. At that time, imperial
and consular robes were widely described. This theme was popular because it gave
the opportunity — as in the case of architecture - to present splendid objects made
of expensive, multi-coloured, and shiny materials®. In the context of this so-called
“jeweled aesthetics’, it is worth citing some passages from the semi-legendary
Narration on the Hagia Sophia (Amynoig mepi ti¢ Ayiag Xogiag). Its chapters

3 On the Rotunda cf.: C. BAKIRTZIS, P. MASTORA, Are the Mosaics in the Rotunda into Thessaloniki
Linked to its Conversion to a Christian Church?, HB 9, 2011, p. 33-46; C. BAKIRTZIS, Rotunda,
[in:] Mosaics of Thessaloniki 4"-14", ed. IDEM, trans. A. Doumas, Athens 2012, p. 51-117; H. Torp,
La rotonde palatine a Thessalonique. Architecture et mosaiques, vol. I, Athénes 2018, p. 17-18,
445-466; 1DEM, Considerations on the Chronology of the Rotunda Mosaics, [in:] The Mosaics of Thes-
saloniki Revisited. Papers from the 2014 Symposium at the Courtauld Institute of Art, ed. A. EAST-
MOND, M. HaTzAKI, Athens 2017, p. 35-47; L. JAMES, Mosaics in the Medieval World. From Late
Antiquity to the Fifteenth Century, Cambridge 2017, p. 174-179.

** Cyril Mango indicates that the linen fabric with the scene of the Daniel in the Lions’ Den which is
in the collection of the Kunstgewerbemuseum in Berlin (Fragment eines Behanges mit Daniel in der
Lowengrube, http://www.smb-digital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=ExternalInterface&module=collecti
on&objectld=1965177&viewType=detail View [16 V 2020]) corresponds to the description of Silen-
tiarius. Churches and the miracles of Christ are depicted on the linen fabric’ s hems; C. MaNGo, The
Art of the Byzantine..., p. 89, n. 165; J. STRZYGOWSKI, Orient oder Rom. Beitrag zur Geschichte der
spatantiken und friihchristlichen Kunst, Leipzig 1901, p. 91-98 (il. IV, 41-42).

> M. ROBERTS, The Jeweled..., p. 111-116.

*¢ E.g.: CLAUDIAN, Panegyric on Probinus and Olybrius, 190-207, [in:] CLAUDIAN, Panegyric on Probi-
nus and Olybrius. Against Rufinus 1 and 2. War against Gildo. Against Eutropius 1 and 2. Fescennine
Verses on the Marriage of Honorius. Epithalamium of Honorius and Maria. Panegyrics on the Third and
Fourth Consulships of Honorius. Panegyric on the Consulship of Manlius. On Stilicho’s Consulship 1,
vol. I, ed. M. PLATNAUER, Cambridge Mass. 1922 [= LCL, 135]; CLAUDIAN, Panegyric on the Fourth
Consulships of Honorius, 585-609, [in:] CLAUDIAN, Panegyric on Probinus and Olybrius. Against Rufi-
nus...; CLAUDIAN, On Stilicho’s Consulship 2-3, 2.339-389, [in:] CLAUDIAN, On Stilicho’s Consulship
2-3. Panegyric on the Sixth Consulship of Honorius. The Gothic War. Shorter Poems. Rape of Proser-
pina, vol. I1, ed. M. PLATNAUER, Cambridge Mass. 1922 [= LCL, 136]; CLAUDIAN, Rape of Proserpina,
1.245-287, [in:] CLAUDIAN, On Stilicho’s Consulship 2-3. Panegyric...; CLAUDIAN, Panegyric on the
Sixth Consulship of Honorius, 177-192, [in:] CLAUDIAN, On Stilicho’s Consulship 2-3. Panegyric...;
SIDONIUS, Poems and Letters, 15.126-195, vol. I, ed. W.B. ANDERSON, Cambridge Mass. 1936 [= LCL,
296]; FLavius CREsCONIUS CORIPPUS, In laudem Iustini Augusti minoris. Libri IV, 1.275-290, ed.
Av. CAMERON, London 1976.


http://www.smb-digital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=ExternalInterface&module=collection&objectId=1965177&viewType=detailView
http://www.smb-digital.de/eMuseumPlus?service=ExternalInterface&module=collection&objectId=1965177&viewType=detailView
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15-19, 21-24, and 26 relate mainly to costly materials used in the church. In most
cases, there are not many detailed descriptive parts among them: only two of them
are quite extensive ekphraseis. The first one refers to the altar commissioned by
Justinian I (527-565):

"Enoinoe 8¢ pnyaviy totadtnv- Bovldpevog yap kpeittova thy ayiav tpdmelav kai molv-
TedeoTépav motfjoal OTEP Xpuoiov TPooekaléoato EmoTHpovag ToANoDG elpnKk®G avTOlg
tobTo. Ol 8¢ épnoav avtd- ‘eic xwvevtiplov ¢uPdiwpev Xpvady, dpyvpov, Aibouvg Tipiovg
Kai mavrtoiovg kai papyapitag kai {appokag, xakkov, jhektpov, poApdov, oidnpov, kaooi-
Tepov, Dedov kal Aoutnyv aoav petalAkiy UAnv-" kol Tpiyavteg apgpotepa adTdV eig ON-
Hovg Kai drjoavteg, €m to xwvevtnptov Exvoav. Kai dvapagdpevov 1o mop, avérafov tadta
ol Texvitaw €k ToD VPG Kai Exvoay eig THTOV- Kkal EYEVeTO XVTH Tapyog 1) ayio tpamela
atipntog: kai el obtwg Eotnoev avthv- dokatw 8¢ avTig éotnoe kiovag kai adTovg OAo-
XpOoovg petd AMiBwv TOAVTEA@Y kal Xvuevoewy, kai TV meptE kAipaka, v i iotavtat oi
iepel €ig 1O domdoacBat Ty &yiav tpdmelay, kai adTiv OAodpyvpov. Ty 8¢ Bdlacoay Tiig
ayiag tpanélng &§ dtipntov Aibwv menoinke kol katexpvowoev adtiv. Tig yap Bedontat
10 €ldog Ti¢ aylag tpamélng kai ovk ékmAayein; fj Tig SuviionTat katavofoal TawTNY SLi TO
TOANAG XpoLag kal oTIATVOTHTAG €VaANdoaewy, g OpdoBat To TavTng eldog mote pev xpu-
oiov, &v &M\ 8¢ tomw dpyvpilov, eic dANo capgepilov, eEaotpdmntov Kal &mMA®G einelv
anootéAlov of’ xpolag katd Tag @voels T®V Te Aibwv Kxal papyapitwv kai TevTwv T@OV
peTaAAwv;>

He also make the following contrivance. Wishing to make the holy altar table better and
more precious than gold, he consulted many wise men and told them so. They said to him.
“Let us throw gold, silver, various precious stones, pearls and mother of pearl, bronze, elec-
trum, lead, iron, tin, glass and every other metallic material into melting furnace” Having
crushed and bound all of these in mortars, they poured them into the melting furnace.
And when the fire had kneaded these together, the craftsman took them out of the fire and
poured them into a casting mold. And so the altar table was cast, made up of all materials
and priceless. And then he set it up in this manner, and placed columns of pure gold under it
with precious stones and enamels; and he made the surrounding stairs, on which the priests
stand when they kiss the holy altar table, also of pure silver. He made the liturgical basin
(thalassa) of the altar table of priceless stones and gilded it. So who can behold the beauty
of the holy altar table and not be amazed? Or who can comprehend it as its many colors
and brilliances change, so that it appears sometimes as gold, in other places as silver, else-
where gleaming with sapphire - radiating and, in a word, sending out seventy-two colors
according to the nature of the stones, pearls and all the metals?*®.

In this description, where gold is a synonym of the most valuable substance,
Justinian, however, managed to find a way to obtain a material even more won-
derful and expensive (kpeittova v ayiav tpamelav kai moAvteleotépav moti-
oat bmep xpuoiov), since he ordered to melt all possible precious materials — apart

7 Ampynois mepl Tij¢ Ayiag Zogiag, 17, [in:] Scriptores originum Constantinopolitanarum, vol. I,
ed. T. PREGER, Leipzig 1901 (cetera: Narration).
¢ Accounts of Medieval Constantinople. The Patria, 17, trans. A. BERGER, Cambridge Mass.-London
2013 (cetera: Patria), p. 257, 259 [= DOML, 24].
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from gold also silver, electrum, bronze, pearls, and precious stones — along with
more common metals - i.e. lead, iron, tin, and with glass - in one crucible. Con-
sequently, a priceless mixture (mappryog dtipntog) was created. As we read, it was
characterized by a multitude of colours and it shimmered in different ways, like the
materials of which it was made. It can be assumed that the author, explaining how
the altar was built, above all tried to emphasize the emperor’s involvement and
generosity, as he cumulated the most expensive materials for the most vital part
of the church’s furnishings. Therefore, this description should not be taken liter-
ally”. In turn, the seventy-two colours probably allude to the number of disciples
sent by Christ to preach the Gospel®. Importantly, an anonymous author of the
Narration clearly stressed a brilliance and colourfulness of the costly materials.
In the second ekphrasis - regarding the floor and symbolic interpretation of the
four stripes on it - he directly stated that: “@adpa 6¢ v i8¢00at év @ kdAAet
Kai Tf] motkthig Tod vaod- 6t mavtobev €k Te Xpuood Kai dpyvpov éEnaTtpamntev’e
(It was wonderful to see the beauty and variety of the church, for it shone all around
with gold and silver)®. Thus, the most prized aesthetic value is still the variega-
tion (mowthia, mohvmotkiAia). Evidences of this preference can be found through-
out the text, since it glitters with precious and shiny materials such as, among
others: golden mosaic cubes (0¢Atvog xpvodg), niello (&pyvpoéykavatog), sardonyx
(oapdovul), crystal (kpog), jasper (idomiov), sapphire (can@etpog), ruby (Avyvi-
tdptov) and emerald (opdpaydog). They are all so wonderful and dazzling that
the author rhetorically asks: “Tfjv 8¢ @patotnTa kai Ty OmepPoAnv Tod kaAlovg
10D KeXPLOWUEVOL Kal StNPYVPWUEVOL VaoD Amd 6poPovg Ewg £8d¢poug Tig din-
ynoetay”** (Who can relate the loveliness and the excessive beauty of this church,
gilded and sheathed with silver from ceiling to floor?)®.

From the texts discussed so far, it follows that gold was valued primarily for
its extraordinary glow — sometimes even too blinding - with which light was

** Cf. L. BRUBAKER, Talking about the Great Church. Ekphrasis and the “Narration on Hagia Sophia’,
Bsl 69.3, 2011, p. 82.

% Cf. Lc 10, 1.

¢! The author interpreted these stripes as the Paradise rivers. At the end of chapter 28, where he
discussed the reconstruction of the church after the collapse of the dome on the 7 of May 558, the
author pointed out that the pavement was almost entirely made of the Proconesian marble, only
the strips were of a green stone. He did not provide information about the place of its origin, but it
is known to be the Thessalian marble (verde antico). “Eig 8¢ tov mdtov o0k 180vato evpeiv Totadta
nohvmoikiha kai péytota apaxia, kai drooteilag Mavaoof matpikiov kai mpatrdottov év IIpokov-
VoW £MpLoeV EKET TA Lappapa el OPOLOTNTA TG YRS, T& 8& Tpdoiva €ig OHOLOTITA TV TOTAPDY TOV
éupavovtwv €v i) Baldoon’, Narration, 28.37-42.

%2 Narration, 26.23-25.

% Patria, 26, p. 265.

% Narration, 26.3-5.

% Patria, 26, p. 267.
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inevitably related. The authors, as could be seen, regularly point out that rays fall-
ing on golden surfaces are reflected from them, scattering golden reflections all-
round. Thus, the aforementioned “jeweled aesthetics” do not exist without light,
because it “triggers” these, described with pleasure and highly praised, characteris-
tic visual effects. Hence, gold needs a light source to fully show its beauty. In turn,
the light can take dazzling colour of gold. It is not surprising, then, that Sergey
Averintsev termed gold the “absolute metaphor of light™.

In the accounts of Byzantine writers, gold is also a colour, although this issue
was considered less often because in terms of colours marbles and precious stones
were much more praised. They were, as already mentioned, compared to meadows
in full bloom. All the more, it is worth quoting a passage from the already cited
homily of Leo VI, where he explains the reason for using golden mosaic cubes
in the church:

"E¢e€iig ¢ o0 6Aov oD vaod khTovg Kai Tdv aig avéxetal ayidwv 6 6pogog, T@v dAAwy
oikeiwv dveoThhwvTal Bepamdviwy eikoveg, Taoal YNeidog Xpuo® ANELQOHEVNG TTETOLNUE-
vat, évtadBa to Xprotov Tod xpuood katildovTog Tod TeViTov Kai dpBovwe xpnoapévou.
"EBovAn0n yap taig eikoot 17 Tod xpvood piet tolovtov EvOeivat kaANog, olov eikdg appiév-
vuoBat Tovg Bacthéwg mAnaiov, dAAwg Te ¢ Kal TPOG TO Ypayal TOiG uéleatv dpeTig Xpdpa
TV €k ToD Xpuood Katevonaev xpnotpebovoav dxpotnta®’

The rest of the church’s hollow and the arches on which the roof is supported have images
of [God’s] own servants, all of them made of mosaic smeared with gold. The craftsman has
made abundant use of gold whose utility he perceived: for, by its admixture, he intended to
endow the pictures with such beauty as appears in the apparel of the emperor’s entourage.
Furthermore, he realized that the pallor of gold was an appropriate color to express the virtue
of [Christ’s] member®,

The emperor points out there that the pale hue of gold (wxpotnta) reminds
the costumes of the imperial court (eikog dppLévvuoBat Tovg Baciléwg mAnoiov),
and that it is suitable for the images of saints because it emphasises their saint-
hood (mpog 10 ypdwar Toig pENeTLY ApeTiG XpDdpa TNV €K TOD XpLOOD KATEVONOEV
xpnotpevovoav axpodtnta). In this context, it is also worth paying attention to
the short poem of Eugenius of Palermo (ca. 1130-1202) dedicated to the image of
Saint John Chrysostom:

Kai xp@pa xpvoodv, mappaxap, ool kol 0ToOpa:
TO pév yap Niv kx€ov Xpvoodg Adyoug
TV KA{OLV AT VEYKEY €K TOV TIPAYUATWY,

% S. AWIERINCEW, Zloto..., p. 184.
¢ Leo VI, 31.70-78.
5 C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 203.
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ToLdi TO oEUVOV DXPOTNG SlaypaeL-
oNV odpKa Kai yap TupmoA@V dottialg
€xpwoag avtiv YAwpotnTt Xpuoiov®

All blessed one, both your color and your voice are golden.
For the one [your voice], pouring out to us golden words,
took its name from your deeds,

while pallor delineates the holiness of your color.

For consuming your flesh by the fire of fasting,

you have tinged it with the pallor of gold”.

In this case, the poet specified that the golden colour - due to its pallor (@xpo-
™G, Y\wpoTng) — was very suitable for the representation of the ascetic saint whose
body, experienced by fasting, lost its more vivid colours.

The beauty of gold was also associated with splendour. This question was also
raised, e.g., by Choricius of Gaza (491-518) in the ekphrasis of the church of
St. Stephen at Gaza:

el 8¢ mepiepyog Beatng mavta SiepevvioeTal pappapwy i Xpuaod yuuvov Tt (t@v, ovdey
¢vtadBa tolodtov ebproet. €l Tveg oV amopia xpvood kal mAak®v €mt AiBovg kai Aibwv
ovvOnKnY katagedyovat, TovTolg £oTLy and i Ewbev dyews Tadta meptepydleodal”

The curious observer may look high and low in search of a spot bare of either marble or
gold: he will not find one here. Those who are embarrassed by [so much] gold and marble,
and seek relief in stones and masonry, will be able to study the latter on the outside’.

The effulgent embellishment of the church consists of gold and marble revet-
ment. They contrast with the outside stone walls which can provide a respite from
the richness of the interior. Recognizing that this type of decoration could be too
overwhelming to spectators, the author also hurried to explain that the building
has a very good style that would only be appreciated by true art experts. Of course,
there is a trap here: those who perceive a building negatively have no knowledge
of art”. Choricius, though sure of the incomparable beauty of the church, made

% EUGENIUS PANORMITANUS, In imaginem Chrysostomi, 11, [in:] Versus Iambici, ed. M. GIGANTE,
Palermo 1964 [= TMon, 10].

7 H. MAGUIRE, Nectar..., p. 130.

' CHORICIUS, 2.2.49.

72 C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 71-72.

7 [...] ovveNBétwoav &vdpeg TOMQ@V ioToproavteg TOewV iepd, GANog dANo Tt Sokipalety Epyov
£idwg, kai mpog TovG mavTaxod BePonévoug vews kpivéoOw kabamep v dikaoTnpin TO TEUEVOG £k
TOLOVTWY GUVEGTIKOTL KPLT@V. 010V 6 gV ypagiic é0tw @rofedpwy, 00 TG &V XpWHATL HOVOV, AANL
Kai TAG &v Yn@idt pipovpévng xeivnyv- 6 8& papudpwv SoKaoTng, OV T pev €& dv petailevetat
TPOCAYOPEVOVTL TOTIWY, TOIG O¢ T Xpwpata Sidwaty dvopata. AW KOVWY peAéTw TaG kepahiSag
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it clear that the right proportions must be respected in the use of gold, because
both an excess and a shortness is wrong. Just from this one example, it can be seen
that the attitude to gold was to some extent marked by suspiciousness. The authors
often felt obliged to clarify that the decorations of gold did not exceed the appro-
priate measure (&petpia): gold is beautiful, but it is necessary to use it purposefully
and decorously.

Against a backdrop of the moderation in a use of gold, the description
of the church of Saint George in the Mangana quarter’* written by Michael Psellos
(ca. 1017-1078?) is an interesting example. He characterised the church rebuilt by
Constantine IX Monomachos (1042-1055) as a combination of beauty and luxury:

Kal TEXVIKWOTEPA TTAVTA: Kai Xpuoog bnadeigwy OV Spogov. Tdv 6¢ Aibwv dmdoat xhodlov-
ow, ai puév KateoTp@vvuvTo: ai 8¢ Toig Toixolg fpudlovto: kai AN Tic €@’ £tépa Emrvoel,
fj é¢’ opoiw @ xpdpatt Evalld€ mapalldrtovoal 6 8¢ Xpvoodg, and T@v Snuociwv Tagu-
elwv domep ¢§ apBOVwY y@v kaxAdlovt Eméppet T pevpartt. [...] O pgv yap vaodg, domép
TIG 0VPAVOG XpLooiG AoTpaot mavtobey émemoikihto. udAlov 8¢ 10 pev aiféplov odpa éx
Staotnudtwy katakexpdowtal ékeivw 88 6 Xpvoodg, OoTEp €k KEVTPOL PLELS, AQBOVW T®
pedpatt tdoav adtaotdtwg énédpapey Emedvelav’

Everything was made more artful, the ceiling was covered with gold, slabs of a verdant color
were laid in the pavement and affixed to the walls, and each kind of marble bloomed next to
another which was either of the same or of contrasting hue. And gold flowed in a torrential
stream from the public treasury as from an inexhaustible source. [...] Indeed, the church was

<OKOTIEIV>. XPLO®Y £TEPOG HETPA TOAVTIPAYHOVEITW CAPWDG, €l TOV TL Yéyovev év8etg 1 meplTTOv-
ékatepov yap apetpio. dANoG katavoeitw OV dpogov dkpag, &v dpa ui mpog o Vyog dmeiny:
EVNa yap evtadBa molvteli] kalaBiokolg kekahvppéva Tod Te TPOG ioXLY dpa Kai Tpog K&ANog €0
£XELV. CLVIOVTWV 0DV TAOV SIKACTAV Kol TODTO Kpivery EKAGTOL AaxovTog &mep &v duetvov T@v GANwv
TUXOL YIVWOKWY, TACALG HHTY 6 VEWG VIKNOEL TATS YN@oLg,

CHORICIUS, 2.2.52-54.

7*In the History of Niketas Choniates, we read that Isaac II Angelos (1185-1195) destroyed this
church with the adjacent palace, and the building materials obtained during this demolition were
then used for other edifices:

oDV TToANOTG 8¢ kal TOV TepikAvTov olkov T@v Mayydvwv katéfale, wite 10 100 Epyov kdANog kai
10 péyebog aideodeig, pnte OV TpomtAopdpov pdpTupa rondeic, @ dvékerto ovtooi. Enokevdoat
8¢ BovAnBeic kai TOV &V T AVATAW VELY TOD APXLOTPATIYOV TOV dvw Tdewy MixanA, &l Tig v mhadi
101G BactAeiolg SOHOLG VTECTPWTO Kal TEPUTLOXE TOVG TOiXOVG KAANIOTN Te T[] OTIATVOTNTL Kai
PaVIOLY EGTIYHEVT TIOIKIAOXPOOLG, EKEIOE HETAKEKOKEV. AANY Kai T& TOD dpxayyéhov Sl xpwpdtwy
Kal yn@idwv Tunopata, Omoca 1) TOALG £0TeYeV | KOUALG KAl XWPALG AVEKELVTO QUAAKTHPLA, XELPOG
apyaiag épya kai Bavpaciag, katd T adTd oVVHBpOLoE TEHEVOG,

Nicetae Choniatae historia, pars prior, Isaac2, pt3, ed. J. vaN DIETEN, Berlin 1975 [= CFHB.SBe, 11.1],
p. 442.18-27.

7> Michaelis Pselli Chronographia, 6.185.13-18; 6.186.10-14, ed. D.R. REINSCH, Berlin-Boston 2014
[= Mil.S, 51] (cetera: PSELLOS).
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like the sky adorned on all sides with golden stars; to be more exact, the heavens are gilded
only at intervals, while here the gold, flowing as it were, from the center in a copious stream,
has covered the entire surface without interruption’.

Although Psellos admired this church, he also recognized it as a crowning exam-
ple of the exaggeration of the emperor who wanted to surpass all other churches:

0 8¢ ye AOyog TaG DIepPOAAG EKEIVOD KATAITIWUEVOG, T avTO 8Ty Xwpel TO Ke@AAalov, gnui
81| Ov ékeivog vaov @ paptupt Fewpyiw kabBidpvoev. o 81 mavta cuvétpuye kai HPdvike:
Kai Téhog, kol adTOV €keivov Toi¢ cuvTptPeiot mpooébeto. [...] eita 81 xpdvov StehbovTtog
TVOG, EpWTEG TIveg adTOV DreEékatoy, MoTe TPOG mMdoag Tdg mdToTe yeyovviog dpAAnOfvat
oikodopag: kai tavtag vepParéoat pakpd”

My indictment of his [Constantine IX’s] excesses now comes to its principal point, namely
the church he founded in honor of the martyr George, which he then entirely destroyed and
wiped out, and [after rebuilding it] reduced it once again to ruin. [...] Later on, however,
he became consumed by the passion of rivalling all the buildings of the past and even
surpassing them by far”.

Therefore, Psellos heavily criticised exaggerated aspirations of the emperor, and
the ruler’s intention was decisive for considering the church too luxurious. How-
ever the funding of various edifices was a quite significant task of emperors, some-
times they were reprehended for the activity of this sort. It could also be a way
of showing general disapproval of the policy pursued by a given emperor, just to
mention the particularly symptomatic case of Procopius of Caesarea”.

In the case of art, splendour of gold could be very desirable, as evidenced by
epigrams devoted to icons made of precious materials or, at least, clad with them®.
And to give an example, Nicholas Kallikles (ca. 1080 - ca. 1150) prepared a poem
for an icon of Christ, which John IT Komnenos (1118-1143) commissioned for the
Pantokrator Monastery in Constantinople:

76 C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 219.

77 PSELLOS, 6.185.1-5; 6.185.8-11.

78 C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 218.

7 Cf. Procor1us, 1.1.11-12, 1.1.17-19; Procopii Caesarensis opera omnia. Historia qvae dicitvr ar-
cana, 8.7-9; 11.3-4; 19.6; 26.23-24, vol. I1I, ed. J. HAURY, rec. G. WIRTH, Leipzig 1963 [= BSGR].

% On precious-metal icon revetments i.a.: A. GRABAR, Les revétements en or et en argent des icones
byzantines du Moyen Age, Venise 1975; N. PATTERSON SEVCENKO, Vita Icons and “Decorated” Icons
of the Komnenian Period, [in:] Four Icons in the Menil Collection, ed. B. DavEzac, Houston 1992,
p. 57-69; T. PAPAMASTORAKIS, The Display of Accumulated Wealth in Luxury Icons. Gift-Giving from
the Byzantine Aristocracy to God in the Twelfth Century, [in:] Bu{avtivés eicoves. Téyvn, Texvik kou
Teyvoloyia. AieBvég Svuméao, Ievvadeios Bifhiodnxn, Auepikavixn Xyodny Kdaoikdv Emovdawv, 20-21
Defpovapiov 1998, ed. M. BaziaakH, HpaxAeto 2002, p. 35-49; J. DURAND, Precious-Metal Icon
Revetments, [in:] Byzantium. Faith and Power (1261-1557), ed. H.C. Evans, New York-New Haven
2004, p. 243-251.
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Av wpailw xpuoiw TV eikova,

@ mapPactAel factheds QOPOLG VEHW-

av Aapmpuvae 8¢ Toig mavevtipolg Aibotg,
‘mpookoupatos oe AibBov'® ovk Exev Oéhw-
WG ovvOETNY TIU® St Tolv drpotv Aibov,

WG EUMOPOG KTOUAL 0€ KOOUDV HapYAPOLG,
TOV TIULOV Te Kal KAAOV papyapitny,

&g’ ob TO AV Epedpov eig edkAnpiav,
xpiopa Bpovov kai oKATTPA Kal KAEVOV OTEQOSG.
"Av TTepowkdg 16 ¢EvhakToin kdwv,

&v ZrxvBikn mapdalig, &v [Etng Avkog,

&v Iaioveg Powaoty, &v Bpof Adkng,
Bpadoov, Suvaté, BAdoov avtod tag yvadovg:
TA TEKVa THPEL KA POTPUNQOpOY,
Aetpdvog &vOn, Aevkd ‘kothadwv kpiva’™? -
Cwnv pakpav 80¢- év 8¢ Tfj kpioel TOTE
ovluyiav kpaBeioav €ig Yyoxnyv piav,

fiv B&vatog Stethev eig pepn dvo,

NITOHOV ATtV [Le Kal VEKpOV TAEOV.
Evwoov adtog avbig, olg oidag Tpomolg,
Sovg thv'ESep oxoivioua kai kAnpovyiav.
Twdvvng oot tadta Kopvnvog, Adye,

6 opeupofAdoTnTOG ADOOVWY Gvak®

When I beautify your icon with gold,

I, the king, pay tribute to the king of all.

When I [make it] glitter with precious stones,

I do not want you [to be] an “obstructing stone”,

for I honour you as [the] cornerstone that unites all extremities.
And thus, like a merchant I attain you and adorn you with pearls,
you, the worthy and beautiful pearl,

from whom I have won all my good fortune:

an anointed throne, and sceptre, and glorious crown.

Should some Persian dog,

Scythian leopard, or Hungarian wolf howl,

should Panonians clamour and Dacians mount [their chargers],
strike them, O powerful one, smash their jaws.

Protect my offspring, the vine’s fruit,

the flowers of the meadow, the white “lilies of the valley” —

give [them] long life. And in that future judgement

let me be united with my consort in a single soul

that death divided in twain,

leaving me half and already dead.

Unite that man immediately, as you know how,

81 Cf. Rom 9, 33.
82 Cf.Ct2, 1.
8 Nicora CALLICLE, Carmi, 2.12-34, ed. R. RomANO, Napoli 1980 [= BNN, 8].
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bestowing the garden of Eden as [his] lot.
So these things I, John Komnenos, [address] to you, O Word,
1, the king of the Ausonites, sprung from the purple®.

This emperor also funded another icon of Christ, which is associated with an
epigram (Eig eixova tod dmepayabov ocwtijpog Xptotod, WG &mod Pacthéws Kupod
‘Twdvvov) written by Theodore Prodromos (ca. 1100 - ca. 1165):

XU pev kabloTds yig pe maong deomdtny,

6 mapPacthedg depayadog Adyog,

Kai pot Tpog Tapo@v mav 10 BapPapov KAivelg,
DG Kol POPOVG HOt SOVAKDG CLVELTPEPELY-
Kai pookhynoty ovk éuol povov vépel,
AN €l T1g HudV gikoviodfj kal TOTOG:

¢yw 08 T® TAGoAVTL Kai OTéYavVT He

Kai tadta mévta SOvTL Tkal otéyavti pet
v SovAwkny ebvolav eiopépw TaALY

Kai {wypag@dv 6e TPOGKLYV® GOV TOV TUTOV
Kal ThHv A’ apybpov Te kal Xpuood xaptv
kabwomep dANovg eiokopilw cot opovg:
éuol yap ék 0od kai Piov Tpwtn TAAOLG

Kal OKANTpA Kal TATPLOG ApytkdG Opdvog
Kal pupiwv TEAayoG dPLOTEVUATWY,

@V fAog v paptug ayeudng dvow,

Kdtw 8¢ TG YNG kol BadtTng T AT,
AN @ kpatatg aveBeveg TavtokpdTop,
Kai Tovg tpoloinovg dapacodv pot PapPapoug
Kal TOiG UoTg UAATTE TV TTOALY TTOVOLG
Kai Yoyikny 806 év télel cwtnpiav.
Twdvvng oot TadTa ToTOG OIKETNG
noppupoPAactog Kopvnvog avtokpatwp
@ Pacthel pov kai Oed kai deomdTn®

You who made me lord of all the world,

You the King of All and abundantly good Logos
who makes all barbarians bow at my feet,

and pay servile tribute to me.

It is not to my person alone that they bow down
but wherever else the image of our features is depicted.
I, to Him that made and crowned me,

once again pay the homage of a slave,

and painting you I venerate your form;
adorning you with gold and silver

is my way of paying you tribute.

To you I owe both life’s existence

8 T. PAPAMASTORAKIS, The Display..., p. 37-38.
8 THEODOROS PRODROMOS, Historische Gedichte, 21, ed. W. HORANDNER, Wien 1974 [= WBS, 11].
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and my royal sceptre,

and the throne inherited from my father,

and a sea of myriad trophies

of which above the sun is unimpeachable witness
and below, the breadth of sea and earth.

But, O sovereign and all-powerful Pantokrator,
rein in for me the remaining barbarians,

and preserve my city through my own pains,

and at the end give my soul salvation.

The emperor Komnenos sprung from the purple,
to my king and God and Lord®.

In the both poems, the emperor decided to commission an icon decorated
with expensive materials — in the first case they are gold, pearls, and precious
stones, in the second one - silver and gold. The descriptions are quite general,
but it can be assumed that these materials formed revetments: it is especially
likely in the last epigram, where both the painting layer and adornment are dis-
tinguished (kai {wypagdv oe TPooKLV® cov TOV TOTOV / Kail THV AT’ dpyvpoL Te
Kai xpvood xaptv / kabwomep dAAovg eiokopilw oot 9opovg). John II Komnenos
chooses these gifts to thank for all the favours he has received so far and to ask
God for further support in both state and personal matters. The emperor presents
himself as the greatest earthly ruler who addresses the supreme king, therefore
the gift must be worthy of both of them. In the context of material goods, pre-
cious metals and stones are the most valuable. Hence, Komnenos intended them
to deck the images of Christ. There are more Byzantine poems composed around
the problem of icons with precious-metal revetments, which proves the popular-
ity of the motif and this type of votive gifts as well*’.

Costly and shiny materials creating a dazzling decoration were suitable not
only for churches but also for the imperial court. In ekphraseis of imperial resi-
dences, the richness of the materials used - as well as the way they are charac-
terised - virtually does not differ from that employed for descriptions of reli-
gious architecture. In this context, it is worth quoting the ekphrasis of the palace
of Digenis Akritis. His residence is an example of unreal architecture, created for
the purpose of the poem, therefore it is more magnificent than any real palace:

Méoov avtod Tod Bavpactod kai tepmvod apadeicov
olKoV TEPTVOV AVIYELPEY O YEVVAIOG AKpPITNG
evueyEln, Tetpdywvov ¢k Aibwv mempilopévov,

dvwBev 8¢ petd oev@v KIOVWY Kai Qupidwv.

Tobg dpoovG EkdopNoE TAVTAG HETA poVTEiOV

K pappdpwv TOATEA®V Tf) aiyAn doTpanTOVIWY-

10 £€8agog ¢paidpuvey, Eynewaoev év Aibolg,

8 T. PAPAMASTORAKIS, The Display..., p. 38.
8 Ibidem, p. 39-47.
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€owbev 8¢ TpLwpoga Towoag LIIEPDA,

gxovta HYog ikavoy, OpoPovs TauToIKiAovg,
avdpdvag <te> oTavpoeldeis, mevtakovPovka Eéva
HETA Happdpwy @agv®vy Aoy dotpamnBolwy.
TooobTov 8¢ ékdAAvve TO €pyov O TexVITNG,

hoTe vopiley Veavta Ta dpwpeva eivat

€k te TOV AiBwv TG padpdg kai ToAVpHOppov Béag:
10 £8aog KatéoTpwoev €k AMibwv dvuyxitwy
NKOVNUEVWY IoXVPDG, MG SOKETY TOVG OpOVTAG
BOwp OTApXELY TEMN YOG €lG KPLGTAAALVOY GUGLY.
Apgotépwbev iGpvoe T@V uep@v ¢k TAayiov
XapoTpLkAivoug Bavpactots, eVHNKELS, XPLOOPOPOLS,
¢v ol mavtwy T& Tpomata TOV Taat év dvopeia
Aapydvtwy aviotopnoe xpvoopovoa, wpaia®

In the midst of this wonderfully pleasant garden the noble Akrites erected a big square house
of cut stone having stately columns and windows up above. He adorned all the ceilings with
mosaic, he decorated the pavement with precious gleaming marbles and tesserae of stone. In-
side he made upper chambers on three floors having sufficient height and decorated ceilings;
[he also made] cruciform halls, strange pentacubicula, containing shining marbles reflecting
shafts of light. So beautiful was the artist’s work that the gay, many-figured aspect of the
stones made one think of woven tapestry. He paved the floor with onyx so smoothly polished
that those who saw it mistook it for water congealed to ice. On either side he set up long,
wondrous reclining-rooms having golden ceilings upon which he represented in mosaic
the victories of all those men of yore who shone in valor®.

In the description of the residence of Akritis, sparkling marbles (¢x papuapwv
TR aiyAn AOTPATTOVIWYV; UETA HapHApwV Qagv@dV Aiav dotpannfolwv), mosa-
ics (¢paidpoveyv, éynewoev &v Aiboig, xpvoopovoa), and gilded ceilings (xpv-
o0opd@ovg) are specified: their glow is clearly emphasized. As for colours, they
are actually not particularised. This imagined palace is described in accordance
with the established convention, and - due to the epic character of the poem
— all the features are exaggerated and idealised. As the Akritis’ residence is an
example of fantastic architecture, so its opposite is the palace Muchrutas, which
brief ekphrasis was composed by Nicholas Mesarites (ca. 1163 - after 1216). It is
a very interesting text because in this case, the author had to face the necessity
of crossing the formulaic patterns since the building was erected in a style refer-
ring to Muslim architecture:

6 8¢ Movypovtdg £0TL Tt SdDUA TePAOTIOV, TOD XpLOOTPIKAIVOL AMTopEVOY, MG TpOG Sv-
opnv Stakeipevov. [...] 10 oiknua xetpodg €pyov od Pwpaidog, od Zikelikiig, ov KeAtifnpog,
ov ZvPapitikiic, od Kumpiov, od Kikikog- Ilepoikiig uév odv, 8t kai idéag ¢épel [lepo@v

% D1GENIS AKRITIS, The Grottaferrata and Escorial versions, 7.13-41, ed. E. JEFFREYS, Cambridge
1998 [= CMC, 7].
% C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 215-216.
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napallaydg te oToA@v. ai 1o dpo@ov oknvai avtodarmal kai otkiAat, €€ Hoeatpiwy T@
0Vpavoeldel OpdYW mpoonAwpéval, Tukvai al TOV ywvidv elcoxai Te kai é§oxai, KaANog T@V
YA@idwv dpnxavoy, Tdv kKowpatwv Béapa Tavtepmvoy, iptv @avtalov moAvxpwHoTépay
TiiG €V TOTG VEPEDL, XpLEOD TOVTW VIEGTPWEVOL. OVK G A0, KAt émdvelay dkdPeaTOg
TepTwA1}, OV TOIG dPTL TPWTWG TNV OpATIKNV TEUTOVOLY €ig avTd, dAA& Kal Toig cuxva ma-
paBarlovot Baupog kai EkmAngic. tepmvoTepog 6 [epatkdg 00T0G SOHOG TOV AAKWVIKDV
ékeivwv OV 100 Mevérew®

The Mouchroutas is an enormous building adjacent to the Chrysotriklinos, lying as it does
on the west side of the latter. [...] This building is the work not of a Roman, nor a Sicilian, nor
a Celt-Iberian, nor a Sybaritic, nor a Cypriot, nor a Cilician hand, but of a Persian hand, by
virtue of which it contains images of Persians in their different costumes. The canopy of the
roof, consisting of hemispheres joined to the heaven-like ceiling, offers a variegated spec-
tacle; closely packed angles project inward and outward; the beauty of the carving is extraor-
dinary, and wonderful is the appearance of the cavities which, overlaid with gold, produce
the effect of rainbow more colourful than the one in the clouds. There is insatiable enjoyment
here - not hidden, but on the surface. Not only those who direct their gaze to these things for
the first time, but those who have often done so are struck with wonder and astonishment.
Indeed, this Persian building is more delightful than the Laconian ones of Menelaus®'.

It is assumed that this palace was built around the mid-twelfth century®. Its
most characteristic element was — as can be deduced from the text — a muqarnas
vault. The author, using a heavily rhetorical style, describes its complex form. He
employs the common comparison of the vault with the heaven (1@ ovpavoeidei
0po¢w) and highlights the delightful - surpassing the rainbow - glow of gold
reflections (T@v ko\wpdtwy Béapa mavtepmvoy, iptv avtdlov mToAvypwHOTE-
pav Tfig €v T0ig vépeat, xpvood TovTw vmeoTpwuévov). He concludes the whole
with a statement of the extraordinary beauty of the building, even more magnifi-
cent than the Menelaus’ palace. In this way, Mesarites pointed to the Poet and his
scheme of ekphrasis of dazzling residence of the mighty ruler®.

% NIKOLAOS MESARITES, Die Palastrevolution des Johannes Komnenos, ed. A. HEISENBERG, Wiirz-
burg 1907 [= PKAGW], p. 44.27, 27-29, 34-36, p. 45.27, 1-9.

' C. MANGO, The Art of the Byzantine..., p. 228-229.

2 E.g. A. WALKER, Middle Byzantine Aesthetics of Power and the Incomparability of Islamic Art. The
Architectural Ekphraseis of Nikolaos Mesarites, Muq 27, 2010, p. 79-84; N. ASUTAY-EFFENBERGER,
“Muchrutas”. Der seldschukische Schaupavillion im Grossen Palast von Konstantinopel, B 74, 2004,
p. 313-324.
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To summarize the remarks on the significance of gold in Byzantine ekphraseis,
and at the same time indicate how long-lasting — reaching even beyond the fall
of Constantinople - the inclination for gleaming and costly materials, including
gold, was, it is proper to cite the passage on the Pammakaristos Church from
the History of the Patriarchate of Constantinople from 1454 to 1578 (Ilatpiapyuki

r o

Kovotavtivounoews iotopia ano 1od ,avvd’ €wg tod ,agon’ €étovg Xplotod)
which was written by Manuel Malaxos (died ca. 1580):
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Homeri Odyssea, 4.43-46, 4.69-75, ed. P. vON DER MUHLL, Basel 1962 (cetera: HOMER);
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The sky — when we look at it — has the sun, moon, stars and other [celestial bodies]. In turn,
this church of the All-Blessed instead of the light of the sun has the most beautiful and
brightest golden templon with a life-giving and golden cross on the top, where the cruci-
fied Jesus Christ, Lord and Saviour of all mankind, is set, as well as the representation of the
Twelve Great Feasts, and below the image of Our Lord Jesus Christ, great and brightest,
and on the right, the image of the All-Blessed Virgin Mary, the most beautiful and bright:
both have extremely valuable golden podeai. [There are] also gates to the sanctuary, really
excellent and of great value; the door wings of the holy sanctuary [are] all gold and with the
evangelical salutation of the Holy Mother of God. Instead of moonlight and stars, it has silver
candlesticks and the splendour of sacred images, and all the glory of the shrine. [...] And this
church is called the great church of the All-Blessed and is the heaven on earth, the new Zion.

Gold in Byzantine texts appears primarily as one of the most beautiful materi-
als available to artists. Its beauty lies in its glow and colour, although despite the
dazzling appearance, some authors stated that multi-coloured marbles are more
wonderful. Above all, the variegation (mouAia, moAvnowkidia) was valued the
most. It was the main feature of the “jeweled aesthetics” developed in late antiqg-
uity and carried on by Byzantines. Byzantine writers relatively rarely referred to
symbolic issues. For instance, in an ekphrasis of an icon of Virgin and Christ writ-
ten by John Eugenikos (ca. 1400 - ca. 1453), we read that a gold colour of Christs
cloak indicates his divine nature”. A similar interpretation of the significance
of gold we find in an epigram associated with Manuel Philes (ca. 1275-1345).
He explains there that a silver gilded revetment of an icon designates spiritual
features of the depicted Virgin®. The same motive is in an epigram on a bronze
gilded statue of the charioteer Porphyrios: gold is referred to the merits of the
famous athlete”’. What is more important, for Byzantine authors, wonderful aes-
thetic properties of gold could also have a symbolic meaning. Nonetheless, they
more frequently used to discuss aesthetic questions. Then, it seems that these
matters need more attention of researchers because now they are rather neglected.
In closing, it should also be added that highly appreciated visual effects created

% MANUEL MALAXUS, Historia politica Constantinopoleos (a 1454 usque ad 1578 annum Christi),
7-22, 7-9, [in:] Historia Politica et Patriarchica Constantinopoleos, ed. I. BEKKER, Bonn 1849
(= CSHB, 32], p. 203-204.

% See Anecdota nova, ed. ].F. BOISSONADE, Paris 1844, p. 335-340. See as well G. GALAVARIS, The
Stars of the Virgin. An Ekphrasis of an Ikon of the Mother of God, ECR 1, 1966, p. 364-369 (reprinted
in: G. GALAVARTIS, Colours, Symbols, Worship. The Mission of the Byzantine Artist, London 2012).

% See Manuelis Philae carmina inedita, 35, ed. A. MARTINI, Napoli 1900. See as well H. MAGUIRE,
Originality..., p. 110.

%7 See The Greek Anthology, vol. V, Book 13: Epigrams in Various Metres. Book 14: Arithmetical Prob-
lems, Riddles, Oracles. Book 15: Miscellanea. Book 16: Epigrams of the Planudean Anthology Not
in the Palatine Manuscript, 15.46, ed. W.R. PAToN, London-New York 1918 [= LCL, 86]. See as well
A. CAMERON, Porphyrius the Charioteer, Oxford 1973, p. 96-116.
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on gold surfaces are not only associated with diverse conceptual meanings but also
with technical aspects which pertain to, among others, various methods of gild-
ing and polishing. It is very important problem due to its direct impact on a final
shape of works of art. This issue, however, is the subject for a different paper.
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Abstract. The abundance of gilding is considered to be a particularly characteristic feature of Byzan-
tine art. This attribute can be confirmed by even a cursory analysis of works of art. In short, Byzantine
artists used gold on a large scale, showing great technical skill. It is therefore quite surprising that
this issue has not yet received a separate, comprehensive study. Admittedly, researchers recognize
the presence of gold but unfortunately, they almost do not go beyond general observations. On the
one hand, they emphasize the primary role of the symbolic meanings of gold, and, on the other, they
indicate the high material value of this precious metal. These comments are usually very general and
their authors rarely refer to specific primary sources. Their observations, however, speak more about
present-day ideas about Byzantine culture than about it itself. The indicated problem is an important
and extensive task to be done, hence this paper is only an outline of the most important questions,
each of which requires a separate and in-depth study. Therefore, this synthetic article introduces the
most basic points associated with the understanding of gold in Byzantium. For this purpose, selected
examples of Byzantine texts in which their authors referred to gold in a strictly artistic context are
analysed. Thus, the main thesis is as follows: in Byzantine painting, gold, one of the most important
devices of artistic expression, was used on a large scale primarily for aesthetic reasons.

Keywords: Byzantine aesthetics, ekphrasis, gilding, mosaic, marble
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