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ABSTRACT 

 

 

SITUATING SACRED PORTRAITS IN THE SIXTH CENTURY RELIGIOUS 

SPHERE: VISUALITY IN RAVENNA 

 

 

POLAT, Hayriye Hilal 

M.A., The Department of History of Architecture 

Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Pelin YONCACI ARSLAN 

 

 

January 2024, 200 pages 

 

 

Despite mosaics adorning Byzantine churches across the late antique Mediterranean 

being meant to interact with their intended audiences in a highly ritualized setting, the 

scholarship has often treated them as autonomous objects. This study, instead, focuses 

on the relationship between vision and visuality inherent in their ritualistic function. 

In offering a re-reading of the Byzantineôs mindôs eye, it concentrates on mosaics 

adorning the late antique churches of Ravenna, placing a particular focus on how these 

mosaics were perceived within their ritualized setting, where sight, memory, and 

veneration were intersected. It will first explore the cultural attitudes towards holy 

figures and their representation in Early Byzantium. In what follows, the third and 

fourth chapters are devoted to a historiography of the late antique Ravenna, mapping 

out the ecclesiastical and imperial patronage of art in the fifth and sixth centuries. As 

such, these chapters set the necessary framework for the fifth chapter that employs 

spatial analysis of the mosaics adorning the churches of SantôApollinare Nuovo, San 

Vitale, and SantôApollinare Classe. The analyses reveal the varying patterns of   

visibility that existed for different audience groups attending the liturgical services,  

namely congregational members, and the clergy. Examining mosaics adorning  



 v 

monumental churches of late antique Ravenna in relation to the viewing habits of the 

culture provides access to the diverse actors and purposes that contributed to the 

formation of the visual regime of Early Medieval Byzantium.  

 

Keywords: Early Medieval Byzantium, mosaic, Ravenna, ritual-centered visuality, 

early Christian basilicas 
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ÖZ 

 

 

KUTSAL PORTRELERĶN ALTINCI YÜZYIL  DĶNĶ ATMOSFERĶNDEKĶ YERĶ: 

RAVENNAôDA G¥RSELLĶK 

 

 

POLAT, Hayriye Hilal 

Yüksek Lisans, Mimarlēk Tarihi Bölümü 

Tez Yöneticisi: Dr. ¥ĵr. ¦yesi Pelin YONCACI ARSLAN 

 

 

Ocak 2024, 200 sayfa 

 

 

Geç antik Akdeniz boyunca Bizans kiliselerini süsleyen mozaikler hedef kitleleriyle 

olduk­a rit¿elleĸtirilmiĸ bir ortamda etkileĸime girmelerine raĵmen, alan yazēmēnda 

genellikle özerk nesneler olarak ele alēnmēĸtēr. Bunun yerine, bu ­alēĸma, mozaiklerin 

rit¿elistik iĸlevlerinin doĵasēnda bulunan gºrme ve gºrsellik arasēndaki iliĸkiye 

odaklanmaktadēr. Bunu yaparken, Ravenna'nēn ge­ antik dönem kiliselerini süsleyen 

mozaiklere yoĵunlaĸēp, bu mozaiklerin rit¿el ortamlarēnda nasēl algēlandēklarēna 

odaklanēr. Bu çalēĸma ilk olarak Erken Bizansôta kutsal kabul edilen dini figürlere ve 

onlarēn gºrsel temsillerine karĸē k¿lt¿rel tutumlarē keĸfedecektir. Devamēnda, üçüncü 

ve dördüncü bölümler, Ravennaôda beĸinci ve altēncē y¿zyēllarda sanatēn din adamlarē 

ve imparatorluk figürleri himayesi altēnda geliĸiminin tarih yazēmēna ayrēlmēĸtēr. Bu 

bºl¿mler SantôApollinare Nuovo, San Vitale ve SantôApollinare Classe kiliselerini 

süsleyen mozaiklerin mekansal analizini yapan beĸinci bºl¿m i­in tarihsel zemini  

hazērlar. Analizler, mozaiklerin kilise ayinlerine katēlan farklē izleyici gruplarē, yani 

cemaat ¿yeleri ve din adamlarē i­in farklē olan görünürlük seviyelerini ortaya 

koymaktadēr. Ravennaônēn anētsal kiliselerini s¿sleyen mozaiklerin, üretildikleri ve  

sergilendikleri dönemin oküler alēĸkanlēklarēyla birlikte incelenmesi, Erken Orta­aĵ 



 vii  

Bizans Ķmparatorluĵuônun görsel rejiminin oluĸumuna katkēda bulunan ­eĸitli 

aktºrlere ve ama­lara eriĸim saĵlar.  

 

Anahtar Kelimeler : Erken Orta­aĵ Bizans, mozaik, Ravenna, rit¿el odaklē gºrsellik, 

erken Hristiyan bazilikalarē 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

 

The current exhibition, Africa & Byzantium, displayed in The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York, offers a glimpse into the artistic contributions of medieval Africa 

to Byzantium. Works of art in various media -mosaic, sculpture, pottery, painting, 

manuscript, textile- from African kingdoms are on display, recounting the profound 

impact of the continent on the artistic, economic, and cultural life of Byzantium and 

beyond.1 Notably, four icons and one illuminated manuscript have been brought from 

the Monastery of St Catherine in Sinai, Egypt, the oldest Christian monastery 

commissioned by Emperor Justinian in the sixth century. During his walkthrough of 

the exhibition, the librarian at the Sinai monastery shares his thoughts on the 

significance of Byzantine icons then and now:  

The distinguishing mark of orthodox worship is that it takes place in the 

presence of icons. Icons are emblems of the Incarnation when Christ took upon 

Himself a human nature and became depictable [é] The monastery at Sinai 

has never been abandoned, never been destroyed, and that is why we have icons 

that date from the sixth century. These are the oldest Christian icons that 

survive. [é] this exhibition shows the great (Byzantine) empire that was 

multicultural. It included diverse elements, diverse cultures within one whole.2 

Today, the monastery holds one of the largest Byzantine icon collections, ten of which 

date to the iconoclastic era, and the monks of the Sinai feel privileged but obliged to 

share its heritage. For modern viewers experiencing the Sinai collection within the 

context of the Africa & Byzantium exhibition, it offers a glimpse into the heritage of 

Orthodox Christianityôs tradition of contemplating the presence of icons.  Within the 

 

1 For the exhibition catalogue see https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/africa-

byzantium/exhibition-objects  

 
2 https://www.instagram.com/p/C0VI2XvsNY1/  

 

https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/africa-byzantium/exhibition-objects
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/africa-byzantium/exhibition-objects
https://www.instagram.com/p/C0VI2XvsNY1/
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liminal spatiality of the exhibition setting, when viewers gaze at the carefully placed 

sixth-century icon of the Virgin, they may wonder how Byzantines might have looked 

at and interacted with it. (Figure 1) According to Jas Elsner, there exists a gap between 

our meditation on the visualities of antiquity and the complex web of meanings works 

of art hold for their original beholders.3 Elsner suggests that between the retina and the 

world stands ñthe patterns of cultural constructs and social discoursesò4 that fail to give 

us access to collective and psychological subjectivities of works of art and their 

viewing. 

Suzannah Biernoff, in opening her book devoted to the vision and visuality in the 

medieval ages, emphasizes that when it comes to understanding the visualities of 

medieval ages, our modern perception becomes perplexed due to dogmatic 

perspectivism of the Renaissance and its rooted narratives in modernity.5 This applies 

to our perception regarding the visualities of the Byzantine Empire, as the discipline 

of Byzantine studies has been intertwined with European colonialism during historical 

periods like the Renaissance, Reformation, and Enlightenment.6 According to the 

eighteenth-century influential scholars who have played a significant role in producing 

and disseminating established discourse on Byzantium, the Eastern Roman Empire 

was a doomed state, a period of decline in artistic taste and skill, a transitional phase 

between the end of the classical world and the Renaissance.7 In this regard, the visual 

 

3 Jas Elsner, Roman Eyes: Visuality and Subjectivity in Art and Text, (Princeton University Press, 2007), 

xi-xvii. 

 
4 Ibid., xvii.  

 
5 Suzannah Biernoff, ñIntroduction: Medieval Vision in Perspective,ò in Sight and Embodiment in the 

Middle Ages (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 1-17. 

 
6 For recent approaches see Benjamin Anderson and Mirela Ivanova, ñFor a Critical Historiography of 

Byzantine Studies,ò in Is Byzantine Studies a Colonialist Discipline? Towards a Critical 

Historiography, ed. Benjamin Anderson and Mirela Ivanova (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2023), 1-36; Nathanael Aschenbrenner and Jake Ransohoff, ñThe Invention of 

Byzantium in Early Modern Europe,ò in The Invention of Byzantium in Early Modern Europe, ed. 

Nathanael Aschenbrenner and Jake Ransohoff (Washington: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 

Collection, 2022), 1-26; Fiona Haarer, ñWriting Histories of Byzantium: the Historiography of 

Byzantine History,ò in A Companion to Byzantium, ed. Liz James (Blackwell Publishing, 2010), 9-22. 

 
7 The term ñByzantineò was invented by early modern scholarship in distinguishing the collective 

identity of the Greek-speaking Eastern Roman Empire from its predecessor.  The people we refer to as  

ñByzantinesò identified themselves as ñRomansò (ɤɛŬɞɘ). Concurrently, their Islamic neighbors 

regarded their empire as bilǕd al-RȊm: the ñland of the Romans,ò while their Western contemporaries  

 



 3 

culture of Byzantium, characterized by a ritualized encounter with sacred portraits 

wherein the bodies of Christ and other spiritual leaders became the focus of ocular 

desire, has often been overlooked. This study intends to challenge the contemporary 

cultural constructs and social discourses that influence our perception of Byzantine 

visual culture. Biernoff asserts that:  

In the Middle Ages, vision was a way of relating to oneself, to the sensible 

world including other animate beings, and to God. As such, it exceeded both 

viewing subjects and visible objects, as well as determining their mode of 

interaction. [é] Sight was at once an extension of the sensitive soul towards 

an object, and the passage of sensible forms through the eye and into the brain. 

A medieval definition of vision, then, is clearly incompatible with a 

methodology that would treat either viewing subjects or visible objects as 

autonomous entities, or their relationship as unidirectional.8 

In offering a re-reading of the Byzantineôs mindôs eye, this study centers on mosaics 

adorning the late antique churches of Ravenna, placing a particular focus on how these 

mosaics were perceived within their ritualized setting, where sight, memory, and 

veneration were intersected. As Ann Marie Yasin observed, early church buildings 

across the Mediterranean were dynamically charged with accommodating the 

communityôs collective encounter with the divine.9 In their service as spaces of 

communal worship, liturgical performances held a specific role. Participating in the 

late antique liturgy was filled with sensory experiences, involving touch through door 

curtains, sight through colorful and reflective decorative and sculptural elements, and 

smell through incense and perfumes. The sacred experience was intertwined with 

sensory perception. This study concentrates on the ritualized context through which 

the mosaics of Ravenna were experienced, particularly focusing on the sense of sight. 

Hence, it aims to scrutinize how Ravennati might have perceived and interacted with 

 

often designated them as ñGreeks.ò It was not until the nineteenth century that the name ñByzantine 

Empireò was adopted by European scholars who advocated for the examination of the Byzantine Empire 

as an independent cultural and political entity. In Greek sources, ñByzantineò seems to be employed to 

designate the citizens of Constantinople. See Panagiotis Theodoropoulos, "Did the Byzantines call 

themselves Byzantines? Elements of Eastern Roman identity in the imperial discourse of the seventh 

century," Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 45, no.1 (2021): 25-41. 

 
8 Biernoff, ñIntroduction: Medieval Vision in Perspective,ò 3. 

 
9 Ann Marie Yasin, "Sacred Space and Visual Art." In The Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity, ed. by 

Scott Fitzgerald Johnson (Oxford University Press, 2012), 935-969. 
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the religious imagery adorning the interiors of their basilicas during the liturgical 

services, specifically in churches of SantôApollinare Nuovo, San Vitale, and 

SantôApollinare Nuovo. By doing so, the study aims to map out the diversity of actors 

and gazes involved in creating the visual regime of Early Medieval Byzantium.  

In discussing the medieval history of the Adriatic, Iva Goldstein identifies Byzantine 

presence on the Adriatic as ñByzantium outside Byzantium,ò a phenomenon in stark 

contrast with the Byzantine presence in the central regions of the empire.10 Since 

Constantinople claimed universal authority in the former Roman Empire, Byzantine 

emperors laid claim over the Adriatic. Two military campaigns were organized on the 

Adriatic, the first under Emperor Justinian in the sixth century and the second under 

Emperor Nicephor I at the beginning of the ninth century. Before Emperor Justinianôs 

conquest of the Adriatic lands in the sixth century, modern-day Italy was divided 

between Byzantine and Western spheres of influence, characterized by its 

heterogeneous regions.11 This heterogeneity extended to its relations with each other, 

with Constantinople and the broader Eastern Mediterranean. Salvatore Cosentino and 

Enrico Zanini roughly categorized these regions into four macro-areas in the sixth 

century, one of which comprises the territories located within central and northern 

Italy. 12 Despite the direct presence of the Byzantine authority was slowly ceased in 

these territories at the end of the sixth century, Ravenna appears as an exception. 

Following Emperor Justinianôs (527-565) campaign initiated around the 530s in the 

Western Roman lands and the subsequent recapture of Ravenna by Belisarius in 540, 

Ravenna, the last capital of the Western Roman Empire, emerged as the political center 

of Byzantine administration in Italy. The exarchate of Ravenna was institutionalized 

in the 580s, with the title exarch denoting the appointed governor responsible for 

overall administrative control and military defense in the region on behalf of 

Constantinople. 

 

10 Ivo Goldstein, ñByzantium on the Adriatic from 550 till 800,ò Hortus Artium Medievalium 4, no. 4 

(1998): 7-14. 

 
11 Salvatore Cosentino and Enrico Zanini, "Introduction: Mapping the Memory of Byzantine Italy," In 

A Companion to Byzantine Italy, ed. Salvatore Cosentino (Leiden: Brill, 2021), 1-28.  

 
12 Ibid.  
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As the capital of Byzantine Italy, Ravenna experienced a period of prosperity until the 

eighth century. Therefore, despite Byzantine art being centered in Constantinople, 

numerous monumental artworks of excellent quality reminiscent of those in the eastern 

capital were produced in Ravenna during the sixth and seventh centuries. Cyrill Mango 

points out the significance of Ravennaôs monuments for anyone studying Byzantine 

art, which led him to include Ravenna in his corpus of Byzantine texts that centers on 

the Eastern context, The Art of the Byzantine Empire 312-1453.13 Considering the lack 

of Byzantine material surviving from Constantinople, the contribution of the sixth-

century mosaics adorning the monumental basilicas of Ravenna to our understanding 

of Byzantine art is crucial.  

The following chapter focuses on the phenomenon of holy figures and sacred portraits, 

delving into their emergence in Early Byzantium and then proliferation from the sixth 

century onwards. The third and fourth chapters are devoted to a historiography of the 

late antique Ravenna, mapping out the ecclesiastical and imperial patronage of art in 

the fifth and sixth centuries. As such, these chapters aim to create the necessary 

framework for the fifth chapter that focuses on the ritual-centered viewing of 

Ravennate mosaics.  In this regard, the fifth chapter employs spatial analysis to the 

mosaics adorning the churches of SantôApollinare Nuovo, San Vitale, and 

SantôApollinare Classe. The analyses examine the varying patterns of visibility that 

existed for different audience groups attending the liturgical services, namely 

congregational members and the clergy. Lastly, the conclusion chapter synthesizes the 

findings.  

 

 

 

13 Cyril Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire 312-1453: Sources and Documents, (University of 

Toronto Press, 1986), xi-xvi. 
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Figure 1: Icon of enthroned Mother of God with warrior-saints and angels. Encaustic on wood, 

Monastery of Saint Catherine at Mount Sinai, sixth century.  

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mary_%26_Child_Icon_Sinai_6th_century.jpg 

Figure 2: Icon of St Peter. Encaustic on wood, Monastery of Saint Catherine at Mount Sinai, sixth 

century. 

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Saint_Peter-Sinai_(6th_Century).jpg 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

VISUAL REGIME OF EARLY BYZANTIUM  

 

 

In around 986 or 987, when his spiritual father Symeon Eulabes, a monk of the 

Stoudios monastery, died, Symeon the New Theologian initiated a cult of óThe Holy 

Symeon.ô14 The cult included a feast day commemorating Symeonôs death, written 

praises, hymns, a biography, and his icon bearing óThe Holy Symeonôs inscription. 

Soon after, the popularity of the cult caught Patriarch Sergios IIôs attention, and in the 

following years, the status of Symeon -whether he could be considered as a saint 

among saints- was questioned. At the end of 1008, when Stephen of Nikomedia 

insisted on solving this ambiguity, Symeonôs icon was subjected to a visual 

comparison test at the patriarchal palace. Comparing the image of Symeon with the 

icons of saints and Christ, monks could not conclude on the status of the image and its 

prototype. Symeon the New Theologian called for a defense of the icon and its cult. 

After his defense, Stephen of Nikomedia, unconvinced, simply erased the óHolyô tag 

from the inscription. The portrait of no-longer-holy Symeon returned to Symeon the 

New Theologian, who was exiled the following day, while other cultic performances 

were banned and other icons of Symeon were destroyed. As Charles Barber observed, 

the erasure was a symbolic act of re-labeling that changed the imageôs status from that 

of icon to portrait: ñWithout these testimonies and without the inscription, the visual 

image can continue to exist, but it is now, without this web of words, to be understood 

as a portrait of a man rather than the icon of a saint.ò15 

 

14 Charles Barber, "Icon and portrait in the trial of Symeon the New Theologian," In Icon and Word: 

The Power of Images in Byzantium, ed. Anthony Eastmond and Liz James (Ashgate Pub Ltd, 2003), 25-

33. 

 
15 Ibid., 28. 
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The trial of Symeon the New Theologian, which took place in the historical episode 

after the Iconoclastic controversy, expresses concerns regarding unregulated religious 

practices associated with image veneration. Modern scholarship has acknowledged 

Byzantine Iconoclasm as a culmination point of a continuing conflict on the function 

and nature of images, which finally gave rise to the explicit statements.16 In his query 

about the cult of images in Byzantium before Iconoclasm, Ernst Kitzinger observes 

three elements that exclusively contributed to the conflict developed through the 

centuries: practice, opposition, and apologetic theory.17 According to Kitzinger, the 

practice of the setting up of images took a decisive lead in the third and fourth centuries 

and again in the period between Justinian I and the outbreak of Iconoclasm at first in 

the eighth century.18 The first period coincides with the emergence of saintly cults and 

Christian art best documented in the Roman catacombs used for burials from the early 

third to the early fifth centuries.19 While Christian art proceeded from domestic and 

funeral settings to monumental and ecclesiastical spaces, the latter period, being the 

subject matter of this study is characterized by the intensification of image worship, 

primarily in the East, and the changing Christian attitude towards image.20 The cult of 

relics had been a prevailing form of religious practice all along early Christianity, the 

cult of images, ñéthough clearly prepared and encouraged by the cult of relics, was 

never entirely dependent on it and, in the seventh century, emancipated itself almost 

completely.ò21 In parallel to relics associated with miraculous powers, the portraits of 

holy figures, especially of Christ and saints, came to manifest their heavenly 

 

16 For Byzantine iconoclasm see: Mike Humphreys, ed. A Companion to Byzantine Iconoclasm, Leiden: 

Brill, 2021; Francesca Dell'Acqua, Iconophilia: Politics, Religion, Preaching, and the Use of Images in 

Rome, c.680-880, Routledge, 2020; Leslie Brubaker, Inventing Byzantine Iconoclasm, Bristol Classical 

Press, 2012; Leslie Brubaker and John Haldon, Byzantium in the iconoclast era, c.680-850: a history, 

Cambridge University Press, 2011. 

 
17 Ernst Kitzinger, "The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm," Dumbarton Oaks Papers 8, 

(1954): 83-150, at 86. 

 
18 Ibid. 

 
19 Norbert Zimmermann, "Catacomb Painting and the Rise of Christian Iconography in Funerary Art," 

In The Routledge Handbook of Early Christian Art, ed. Robin M. Jensen and Mark D. Ellison, 

Routledge, 2018, 21-38. 

 
20 Kitzinger, "The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm," 88. 

 
21 Ibid., 118-9. 
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countenances visible and accessible to those on earth.  As the veneration for images 

depicting holy figures proliferated, eventually culminating in a distinctive form of 

sacred portraiture called eikon, Byzantiumôs progression from late antiquity to the 

Medieval ages witnessed a significant evolution in the production and reception of 

Christian sacred portraits.22 Prior to the Iconoclast responses to the evolving practices 

of image worship, the sixth and seventh centuries were characterized by a significant 

increase in the display of depictions of holy figures within church interiors, with 

Ravenna serving as a prominent example. By exploring the evolution of the cult of 

relics, the emergence of the cult of images, and the Byzantine engagement with these 

objects of veneration altogether, this chapter will provide a comprehensive rereading 

of how religious beliefs, practices, and artistic expressions intersected within 

Byzantium. To achieve this, it will first explore the development of saintly cults in 

early Christendom. This exploration will lay the foundation for understanding cultural 

attitudes towards holy figures and their representation. Thereafter, it will move on to 

the phenomenon of holy images, delving into their emergence in Early Byzantium and 

then proliferation from the sixth century onwards. Lastly, it will scrutinize how 

Byzantines might have perceived and interacted with the religious imagery adorning 

the interiors of their churches. As such, this chapter aims to create the framework 

necessary for reconsidering sacred portraits and their viewing in Ravennate churches.  

2.1. Cults of Saints 

As John F. Baldovin observes, when visitors enter a church of the Byzantine Christian 

tradition, they immediately sense the integral role of saints in Byzantine devotion, even 

 

22 For the evolution of Christian portraits in Byzantium see: Andrew Paterson, Late Antique Portraits 

and Early Christian Icons: The Power of the Painted Gaze, Routledge, 2022; Cornelia A. Tsakiridou, 

Icons in Time, Persons in Eternity: Orthodox Theology and the Aesthetics of the Christian Image, 

Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2013; Gilbert Dagron, "Holy Images and Likeness," Dumbarton Oaks Paper 

45, (1991): 23-33; Jaroslav Pelikan, Imago Dei: The Byzantine apologia for icons, Princeton University 

Press, 1990; Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art, trans. 

Edmund Jephcott, The University of Chicago Press, 1994; Henry Maguire,The Icons of their Bodies: 

Saints and their Images in Byzantium, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996; Katherine 

Marsengill, Portraits and Icons: Between Reality and Holiness in Byzantium, UMI Dissertation 

Publishing, 2010; Katherine Marsengill, "Portraits and Icons in Late Antiquity." In Transition to 

Christianity: Art of Late Antiquity, 3rd-7th Century AD, ed. Anastasia Lazaridou, New York: Alexander 

S. Onassis Benefit Foundation, 2011, 54-59; Robin Cormack, Writing in Gold: Byzantine Society and 

its Icons, New York: Oxford University Press, 1985. 
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before a liturgical chant begins.23 Wandering within the church, they will be impressed 

by the presence of icons, frescoes, and mosaics of saints adorning the interior. 

Moreover, if they examine the service books used in various Byzantine churches, they 

will be struck by the multitude of feast days dedicated to saints.24 The cult of saints 

stretching back to the Early Christendom was central to Byzantine religious practice. 

Given that the early centuries of Christianity lacks substantial sources, scholars 

studying the cultôs origins in the Roman Empire often relied on textual evidence, 

mostly hagiographical.25 The textual records from the fourth and fifth centuries 

illuminate the initial phase of saintly cults in the following manner: Lots of devoted 

Christians had died while resisting persecution before Emperor Constantineôs 

conversion to Christianity, and by the fourth century, Christians in both the Western 

and Eastern parts of the Roman Empire had begun to venerate these martyrs.26 As 

manifested in Pope Leo Iôs words, those faithful who had died in the imperial 

persecutions were marked with power ñto help those in danger, to drive away sickness, 

to expel unclean spirits and to cure infirmities without number.ò27  

Saintly cults appear to have emerged as a model of honoring martyrs in its 

undeveloped state. In this early period, without formal processes of sanctification, 

these revered figures were not always referred to as ñsaintsò as we do today. In the 

Eastern provinces of the late antique Empire, they were often called ñthe blessed,ò 

makarios, rather than ñsaint,ò hagios.28 In the early centuries of Christianity, the 

 

23 John F. Baldovin, "Saints in the Byzantine Tradition," Liturgy 5, no.2 (1985): 70-75. 

 
24 Ibid. 

 
25 The studies on the origin and initial function of saintly cults often followed the historical model 

developed by Peter Brown, though modern scholarship emphasizes its unsufficiency to explain the 

evolution of the cult. For Brownôs model see: Peter Brown, The Cults of the Saints: Its Rise and Function 

in Latin Christianity, The University of Chicago Press, 1980; "The Rise and Function of the Holy Man 

in Late Antiquity," The Journal of Roman Studies 61, (1971): 80-101; and "The Saints as Exemplar in 

Late Antiquity," Representations 2 (1983): 1-25.  

 
26 Alan Thacker, "Popes, Patriarchs and Archbishops and the Origins of the Cult of the Martyrs in 

Northern Italy." Studies in Church History 47 (2011): 51-79. 

 
27 Leo I, Tractatus septem et nonaginta 5.4, 76.6 as cited in Thacker, "Popes, Patriarchs and Archbishops 

and the Origins of the Cult of the Martyrs in Northern Italy," 51. 

 
28 Ramsay MacMullen, "The Place of the Holy Man in the Later Roman Empire." Harvard Theological 

Review 112, no.1 (2019), 1-32, at 11. 
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veneration for martyrs centralized around the location of their demise or their bodily 

remains. Within the course of late antiquity, the bodily remains of sanctified figures 

evolved into objects of devotion possessed by every Christian center of importance in 

the Mediterranean. Simultaneously, the cult surpassed martyrs, and sainthood status 

extended to include the holy figures of exceptional Christian virtue.29 The inclusivity 

and expansion of the cult in the post-Constantinian milieu require further exploration. 

According to Peter Brown, the dynamics of sainthood in Latin Christianity had intense 

ideological resonances with the model of Greek paideia, the system of education and 

training in Classical Greek and Hellenistic cultures.30 In Brownôs thinking, how late 

antique civilizations related to and spoke with the others eminently linked to the 

Civilization of Paideia, a moral instrument seeking encouragement and validation 

from the ancient figures to imitate their acts. By examining the mental map of late 

antiquity with regard to the socially engraved ideals of Late Classicality, Brown 

demonstrates the continuity of the tendency to detect what is dignified and exemplary 

in individuals rather than entities. The overpowering sense of normative individuality 

based on replicating the virtuous ideals of the past in Archaic and later Classical and 

Hellenistic periods continued in late antiquity in the form of the Imitation of Christ.31 

In his research of what holy men did within the broader social structure, Brown 

proposes that these holy figures filled a gap in local leadership during times of crisis.32 

According to Brown, the Western lands of the Roman Empire were in a state of crisis, 

requiring a more stable and defined society. It is within this historical context that 

saintly cults rose. They became the primary means through which late antiquity aimed 

to achieve the ideal community. Cults established a new order of social life for all 

kinds of people. At the one end of the spectrum, for example, some bishops solidified 

their authority through divine approval provided by relics.  

 

29 Baldovin, "Saints in the Byzantine Tradition," 73. For the development of sainthood in Italy see 

Edward M. Schoolman, Rediscovering Sainthood in Italy: Hagiography and the Late Antique Past in 

Medieval Ravenna, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016. 

 
30 Brown, "The Saints as Exemplar in Late Antiquity." 1-25. 

 
31 Ibid. 

 
32 Brown, "The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity," 80-101. 
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Though generally approved by the scholarly world when itôs first published, Brownôs 

overview has been challenged and criticized since then.33 Recent scholarship accepts 

that Brown uncovered some foundational aspects of saintly cults, but his overview still 

hides many unanswered questions. According to Paul A. Hayward, the critical issue 

with Brown is his methodology, which treats hagiographies as exhibiting a uniform 

religious ethos.34 In reality, they are more likely to be a propaganda tool tied to the 

service of particular ideologies. In his query of Brownôs methodology and results, 

Averil Cameron underlines that his historical model helps us comprehend the role holy 

men had in late antiquity; however, it does not provide much insight into societyôs role 

in the construction of holy men.35 The evidence points out that many saints venerated 

in late antiquity have uncertain origins, suggesting a deliberate construction of these 

figures by promoting their relics and stories. Though hagiographic records effectively 

conveyed the ideals of Christian life and fulfilled the mission of spreading the cult, 

they often incorporated distorted narratives and fictional elements.36 Therefore, how 

saintly cults superseded other forms of religious practice requires an examination of 

its complex culture of propaganda and patronage. 

In his essay that centers on the development of martyr cult in Northern Italy, Alan 

Thacker emphasizes the inadequacy of hagiographical evidence to assess the 

circumstances and processes shaping the emergence of saintly cults in the Western 

patriarchate, given that the course of events emerged in hagiographic tradition and 

manifested in Pope Leo Iôs words in the mid-fifth century appeared after the cult 

 

33 For the studies challenging Brownôs model see: Alan Thacker, "Popes, Patriarchs and Archbishops 

and the Origins of the Cult of the Martyrs in Northern Italy." Studies in Church History 47 (2011): 51-

79; Averil Cameron, "On defining the holy man." In The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Middle 

Ages: Essays on the Contribution of Peter Brown, ed. by James Howard-Johnston and Paul Antony 

Hayward, New York: Oxford University Press, 1999,  27-44; Filippo Carla-Uhink, "Milan, Ravenna, 

Rome: Some Reþections on the Cult of the Saints and on Civic Politics in Late Antique Italy." Rivista 

di Storia e Letteratura Religiosa 45, no.2 (2010): 197-272; Paul Antony Hayward, "Demystifying the 

role of sanctity in Western Christendom." In The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages: 

Essays on the Contribution of Peter Brown, ed. by Paul Antony Haywar and James Howard-Johnston, 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1999, 115-142; Ramsay MacMullen, "The Place of the Holy Man 

in the Later Roman Empire." Harvard Theological Review 112, no.1 (2019): 1-32.  

 
34 Hayward, ñDemystifying the role of sanctity in Western Christendom,ò 115-142. 

 
35 Cameron, "On defining the holy man,ò 27-44.  

 
36 Ibid.  
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gained popularity.37 Among the martyrological records accounting for the early 

Christian martyrs who had died during the imperial persecution, the so-called 

Hieronymian martyrology listing martyrsô names along with the day and the location 

of their demise in a calendrical order appears to be the most influential evidence.38 

Thacker underlines that the inconsistency of the text suggests a manipulation by 

compilers to exaggerate the number of martyrs. With these in mind, he examines the 

driving force behind the development of the cult and veneration for the martyrs in 

particular churches and communities as seats of higher episcopacy in Northern Italy, 

namely Rome, Milan, Aquileia, and Ravenna.  

His evidence indicates that the cult gained momentum in the late fourth century in the 

Western Roman Empire when the church hierarchy was still relatively undeveloped. 

New ecclesiastical hierarchies began to take shape in Northern Italy under bishops, 

and the emerging hierarchy was closely associated with the promotion of the martyr 

cults. In Rome, a group of martyrs had already been commemorated by the mid-fourth 

century. Yet, the real popularization of martyr cults took place during the episcopate 

of Pope Damasus I (366-84). Pope Damasus I placed inscriptions on the cult sites 

emphasizing the enshrined saintsô connections with Rome.39 While the Roman-ness of 

saints enhanced Romeôs standing as a Christian center, Thacker underscores that the 

saints who became leading Roman Christian figures were those associated with 

imperial burials. Therefore, the Popeôs inclusion of extramural imperial burials in his 

agenda suggests that imperial burials might have been utilized to increase the prestige 

of the cults.40 

 

37 Thacker, "Popes, Patriarchs and Archbishops and the Origins of the Cult of the Martyrs in Northern 

Italy," 51-79. 

 
38 The dating of the original text is problematic. The earliest surviving manuscript is a compilation made 

in France that dates to the late sixth or the early seventh centuries. However, this manuscript is thought 

to have been modeled from an earlier, most likely fifth century production. See Thacker, "Popes, 

Patriarchs and Archbishops and the Origins of the Cult of the Martyrs in Northern Italy," 55 and ref. 18.  

 
39 See Ibid., 56-57. 

 
40 Ibid. See Brahm Callahan, Living off the dead: the relationship between emperor cult and the cult of 

the saints in late antiquity, Boston College Electronic Thesis or Dissertation, 2008 for an inspirational 

study on the deification of emperors and saints in late antiquity. 
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Undoubtedly, Pope Damasus Iôs actions were influential, yet Bishop Ambrose of 

Milan (374-97) played a pivotal role in popularizing saintly cults in the Western 

sphere.41 His influential role began with the famous discovery of the relics of Milanese 

martyrs Gervasius and Protasius and their subsequent relocation beneath the Basilica 

Ambrosianaôs altar.42 Further relic discoveries and the importation of apostolic relics 

from the East followed this initial discovery. While Bishop Ambroseôs circle 

developed the doctrine that the saint was present even in the tiniest particle infused 

with his corporeality, Milan emerged as a central hub for distributing relics to other 

Western sees under Ambroseôs guidance. A noteworthy example of Ambroseôs 

influential role is evident in his orchestration of the discovery and translation of the 

relics of Bolognese martyrs Vitalis and Agricola in Bologna in the year 393.43 

Following the relocation of the relics of Bolognese martyrs in a church to the East of 

the city, Ambrose proceeded to Florence, where he consecrated a new basilica. During 

this ceremony, he bestowed the church with the secondary relics he had brought from 

the discovery in Bologna. Thacker highlights Ambroseôs subsequent intervention in 

the bishopric affairs of Bologna and Florence, demonstrating the authority held by 

Milan through the distribution of relics.44 Indeed, Ambroseôs contributions to the 

theology of sacred relics and the custom of relic possession paved the way for new 

hierarchies among Western bishoprics, establishing a framework where the control 

and possession of relics denoted superiority. The last quarter of the fourth century 

witnessed the detachment of the cult of martyrs from its ties to the site of martyrdom 

or burial, shifting its focus to the specific location where the relics were enshrined, 

 

41 For Bishop Ambroseôs role in developing the saintly cults see: Ann Marie Yasin, Saints and Church 

Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult, and Community, New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2009, 152 and ref.4; Jean-Michel Spieser, "Ambrose's foundations at Milan and the 

question of Martyria" In Urban and Religious Spaces in Late Antiquity and Early Byzantium, Ashgate 

Publishing, 2001;  Thacker, "Popes, Patriarchs and Archbishops and the Origins of the Cult of the 

Martyrs in Northern Italy," 57-61.  

 
42 Yasin notes that this early case is particularly significant in studying the integration of relics and the 

church altars since the relocation of the relics of Ss Gervasius and Protasius is well documented. Yasin, 

Saints and Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult, and Community, 152 

and ref.4. 

 
43 Thacker, "Popes, Patriarchs and Archbishops and the Origins of the Cult of the Martyrs in Northern 

Italy," 57-61. 

 
44 Ibid. 
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typically monumental churches.45 The inclusion of saintsô bodily remains within 

imperial churches commenced as early as Emperor Constantineôs construction of Old 

St. Peterôs Basilica in Rome, erected at the saintôs memorial.46 Similarly, in 

Constantinople, his son Emperor Constantius II (337-61) transported the apostlesô 

relics to the church of the Holy Apostles in the late fourth century.47 In the decades 

following the relic distributions of Ambrose, the trend of relic deposition became 

customary in non-imperial churches as well. A pivotal development during this period 

was the incorporation of the relics into church altars, a phenomenon Ann Marie Yasin 

observes across various late antique churches built in both Eastern and Western parts 

of the empire.48  

In discussing the late antique churches across the Mediterranean, Yasin emphasizes 

that the altar was the culmination point of their spatial hierarchy in addition to being 

the focal point of liturgical services.49 The architectural forms of longitudinal basilicas 

and centralized churches of this era directed the viewerôs focus to the area of the 

sanctuary, where the altar was before the apse. The sanctuary space was often elevated 

to enhance its visibility and to mark its separation from the congregational space. 

When saintsô bodily remains became spatially associated with the altar, this 

 

45 Ibid.; Spieser, "Ambrose's foundations at Milan and the question of Martyria," 11; and Yasin, Saints 

and Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult, and Community, 151-209. 

For a detailed overview with an extended timeframe see John Crock, The Architectural Setting of the 

Cult of Saints in the Early Christian West c.300-c.1200, Clarendon Press: 2000.  

 
46 Yasin, Saints and Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult, and 

Community, 152. 

 
47 Ibid. 

 
48 Ibid., 151-209. Yasin notes that the practice customized at different rates in different regions of the 

empire. In North Africa, for example, the union of altars and relics appears to be developed much earlier. 

Yasin mentions that the literary evidence from North Africa evinces the synonymous use of the altar 

site and the relicsô burial location. Moreover, a piece of legal text from the Council of Carthage held in 

401 concentrates on the false memory of martyrs, advising to demolish the altars those did not integrate 

with bodily remains. See Ibid., 153 and ñThe Council of Carthage (Central North Africa) of 401 Orders 

the Destruction of the Memorials of the Martyrs Which Do Not Contain Their Bodies or Relics,ò ed. 

Stanislaw Adamiak, The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity: from its origins to circa AD 700, across the  

entire Christian world, (December 2, 2021), Evidence ID: E08261. 

http://csla.history.ox.ac.uk/record.php?recid=E08261  

 
49 Yasin, ñSaints and Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult, and 

Community, 151-153.  

 

http://csla.history.ox.ac.uk/record.php?recid=E08261
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development physically altered the altar forms and elevated its status. As Yasin 

highlighted, altars across the Mediterranean evolved throughout the sixth and seventh 

centuries to include reliquaries containing relics within their bases or tables.50 In the 

light of material and textual evidence, Yasin confirms that: 

by the end of the late antique period a strong reciprocal relationship existed 

between saintsô relics and the altars above them -the relics were necessary to 

legitimate the altar, while in turn the altar ensured the ritual and visual 

centrality of the relics encased in or buried below it.51 

At the last ecumenical council held in Nicaea in 787, the altarsô association with relics 

was codified, entailing the presence of relics for the consecration of the church.52 The 

demand for relics primarily came from churches and clergy members since possessing 

relics conferred a sense of divine assistance and authority that was beneficial for those 

seeking to reinforce their leadership or spiritual influence.53 The privileged position of 

those who controlled relics is evident in Ambroseôs account regarding the discovery 

of Milanese martyrs:  ñThis is the gift of God, and yet the favour which the Lord Jesus 

has conferred in the time of my episcopate I cannot deny, and since I myself am not 

counted worthy to be a martyr, I have gained these martyrs for you.ò54 Upon obtaining 

a relic, a church or bishop used it akin to hagiography, employing it to promote the 

church and emphasize the saintsô capacity to perform miracles.55 The belief in the 

miraculous powers, such as healing or blessing associated with relics, drew the 

worshippers to churches housing revered relics. 

Therefore, two significant patterns emerge from the development of saintly cults over 

the course of late antiquity. First, relics became fundamental to the architectural and 
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institutional framework of the church. Second, the association with martyrial and 

apostolic cults played a determining role in bishopricsô episcopal hierarchy within the 

broader Christian world. Motivated by the power and prestige the cult provided, popes, 

patriarchs, and bishops actively sought to discover local saints with apostolic origins. 

A prime example of this phenomenon can be observed in Late Antique Ravenna, a city 

that transformed from an imperial residence into a center of episcopal patronage during 

late antiquity.56 Central to this process were Ravennate bishops, who claimed apostolic 

origins to attain a higher status within other episcopal sees. The claim found its 

expression in the sixth century when local saints Apollinaris and Vitalis were 

rediscovered. It was a manifold process, including the construction of churches 

dedicated to these saints, the composition of their passion narratives, and the 

deposition of their relics. 

As Yasin emphasized, with the incorporation of local saintsô cults within the sacred 

space, ñthe saints became foundation points for the construction of the collective 

memory of Christian communities.ò57 Churches in different areas varied in the saints 

celebrated in their calendars, each honoring their own local saints. The inclusion of 

local saintsô feasts in the larger liturgical cycle further provided a sense of local identity 

within the community.58 The privileges associated with saintly cults motivated bishops 

to ensure the presence and multiple representations of saints within late antique 

churches. The communication between the Christian community and their saints 

frequently occurred through saintsô names and images inscribed within church spaces 

rather than direct interaction with their physical remains. Relics, typically positioned 

around the altars, often remained inaccessible. Images portraying saints became the 

primary means the worshipper accessed and engaged with these revered figures. With 

these in mind, we can expand our discussion to the visual imagery representing the 

saint.  
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Within the course of Byzantium, wax paintings on wooden panels emerged as a 

distinguished form of portraiture expressing devotion to saints. Icons, as we call them 

today, were believed to capture the essence of their prototype, and as such, they 

facilitated access to the divine. Frontal depiction of saints in icons, with their large, 

penetrating eyes gazing from the panel, addressed the viewer and reinforced their 

intercessory role.59 Semiotically speaking, in an icon, there existed a distinction 

between the signifier (the medium of representation) and the signified (the 

prototype).60 The holiness of an icon was due to the person portrayed. If the prototype 

was not considered holy, the image was perceived as an idol rather than an icon.61 

Saints were believed to be acted through their icons, yet they remained unharmed when 

the icon was attacked.62 In his essay exploring the ambiguous status of imperial images 

in the context of icon theory, Anthony Eastmond underscores the inviolability of icons 

and instances where they seemingly counter-attacked, as documented in numerous 

texts recording saintsô lives.63 These miracle stories frequently narrate scenarios where 

those who attacked the icons suffered adverse consequences. For instance, in the vita 

of St George, it is recounted that an icon of the saint returned a missile thrown at it by 

a Saracen, ultimately piercing the hearth of Saracen.64 Conversely, in an idol, the 

signifier and the signified were identical; hence, an attack on an idol directly impacted 

its prototype.65 Eastmond emphasizes that the way icons and idols behaved when they 

were attacked sheds light on a crucial aspect of the icon theory in Byzantium: the 

intrinsic link between the image and its prototype. 

 

59 Judith Herrin, Byzantium: The Surprising Life of a Medieval Empire, Penguin Books, 2008, 100-104. 

 
60 Antony Eastmond, "Between Icon and Idol: The Uncertainty of Imperial Images." In Icon and Word: 

The Power of Images in Byzantium, ed. Anthony Eastmond and Liz James, Ashgate Pub Ltd, 2003, 73-

85.  

 
61 For a brief discussion of the characteristics of icon and idol see Annabel Wharton, "Icon, idol, totem 

and fetish," In Icon and Word: The Power of Images in Byzantium, ed. Anthony Eastmond and Liz 

James, Ashgate Pub Ltd, 2003, 3-11. 

 
62 Eastmond, "Between Icon and Idol: The Uncertainty of Imperial Images," 73-85. 

 
63 Ibid., 74-75.  

 
64 Ibid.  

 
65 Ibid. 

 



 19 

In his titular work compiling the written records on Byzantine art, Cyril Mango 

underlines that in Greek, the word eikon encompassed any form of portraiture, and it 

is often used indiscriminately by Byzantines in written accounts.66 Mango points out 

that the Eastern Churchôs use of icons as religious images does not stem from Greek 

origins but rather from the Russian term ikona, which explicitly denotes a portable 

religious image. He stresses the futility of debating whether specific images, such as 

those of Bishop Meletius (360-381), were icons or portraits, as noted by St John 

Chrysostom when mentioning their placement in numerous households. Therefore, he 

states that for the period from Constantine to Justinian, ñwhat we can observe is that 

the practice of displaying portraits of popular saints and bishops as well as of Biblical 

personages was slowly gaining ground, and that some degree of sacredness was 

attached to these portraits.ò67 

Consequently, contemporary scholars hesitate to establish a concrete distinction 

between the conceptualization of icons and portraits in late antiquity. Katherine 

Marsengill emphasizes that in late antiquity and medieval periods, there existed a 

spectrum of images that received veneration, and icons can be situated within this 

broader tradition of portraiture.68 The earliest surviving Byzantine panel paintings, 

dating back to the sixth and seventh centuries, were discovered in the Monastery of St 

Catherine at Mount Sinai. (Figure 1,2,3) In his examination of the Sinai icon 

collection, Andrew Paterson discusses how the sixth century saw the development of 

the Byzantine icon as a specific type of image in terms of technique, style, 

iconography, and function.69 Kitzinger observes that the sixth century saw the 

expansion of literary statements concerning images of saints and miracles connected 

with them.70 In these miracle stories often found in the hagiographic genre, images 

tend to act as the prototype itself expected to act. Some of which enact teachings, bleed 
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when attacked or defend themselves. The core reason behind the vogue of attributing 

such magical power to holy images is that they were believed to capture the essence 

of their prototype. This belief is explicit in the famous story of the icon of Christ 

playing an essential part in the defense of Edessa during the Persian attack in 554. This 

incident exemplifies how, in Kitzingerôs words, ñChrist is palpably present in His 

image and fulfills His promise through it.ò71 Though Christians held a high regard for 

viewing images of holy figures during the fourth and fifth centuries, a significant shift 

occurred in the perception of portable wooden panel portraits in the sixth century. 

These portraits evolved from being powerful intercessors for worshippers to serving 

as miracle-workers.  

Throughout the Medieval Ages, Byzantine theologians elaborated upon the web of 

relations constituting the power of an image to which veneration is paid.72 The 

centrality of miraculous icons and the saints they represented within Byzantine 

religious practice, coupled with their widespread proliferation, led to concerns about 

whether venerating icons were idolatrous. The Iconoclastic controversy in Byzantium 

during the years of 726-87 and 815-43 revolved around the appropriate use of icons 

and profoundly impacted how icons were operated within ñcultò status in the following 

centuries.73 The conflict was strongly tied to how far the veneration for holy figures 

could extend without being idolatrous and the criteria defining a figure as a saint. 

Eastmond underscores that the Iconophile theologians defended icon veneration by 

emphasizing the relationship between the image and its prototype, clarifying that the 

veneration was directed towards the prototype rather than the material object itself.74 
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Karen Boston notes that ambiguity characterized the pre-iconoclastic images of saints, 

whereas for the Iconoclasts, an icon was not a sign in its own right and could not 

operate without being identifiable.75 Therefore, identifiable formal characteristics 

became a notable feature of the post-iconoclastic operation of icons. The controversy 

was the culmination point of increasing veneration for holy figures and the widespread 

display of their portraits from the fourth century onwards. In the eyes of the faithful, 

holy figures such as saints, apostles, prophets, and Christ acted as intermediaries, 

facilitating communication with the divine through channeling prayers. Their presence 

enhanced the sacred character of the church space, offering worshippers a means of 

spiritual connection through their bodily remains or visual representations. The 

following discussion on the development of Christian sacred portraiture will reveal 

how the propaganda and patronage surrounding saintly cults was synced with societyôs 

inclination to find dignified and exemplary individuals.  

2.2. Sacred Portraiture 

In the historical process of Roman Empireôs Christianization and the emergence of 

Byzantium, Christian portraitsô representation underwent a profound transformation. 

Initially, during early Christendom, these portraits possessed symbolic qualities and 

lacked detailed physiognomic features. The third and fourth-century catacomb 

paintings in Rome are the earliest surviving manifestations of Western Christian 

iconography.76 (Figure 4) For the creators and viewers of the catacomb paintings, 

which constituted a relatively limited repository, the primary visual criteria appear to 

be the salvific stories from biblical narratives meaningful in the funerary context.77 

These images were concentrated on being readable and often reduced to a single 

emblematic moment. Norbert Zimmermann observes that the biblical scenes depicted 

in these early catacomb paintings show both innovative iconographies that eventually 
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became standard for certain biblical depictions and also reveal less successful images 

that underwent later modifications or were altogether discarded from the artistic 

repertoire.78 Because these initial representations possess a static nature, which 

emphasizes the symbolic features of Christianity, they have been classified as 

symbolic by art historians.79 As mentioned by Zimmermann, these early images were 

not intended to depict the exact likenesses of the represented figures but rather to 

transmit salvific messages.80 In most of these portraits, the depicted individuals gaze 

directly out of the image. This direct engagement serves as their primary function, 

often facilitating direct communication with the viewer during moments of 

commemorative rituals. By the early fifth century, catacombs ceased to serve as burial 

grounds. The so-called last catacomb painting is found in the ceiling of the catacombs 

of Sts Peter and Marcellinus. (Figure 5) Zimmermann underlines that this painting 

exhibits all the characteristic features of sixth-century images, suggesting it likely 

originated from a church apse.81 Over the course of the sixth century, Christian 

portraits gradually evolved into highly stylized representations like the sixth-century 

icon of Christ at Mount Sinai.82 This transformation requires an inquiry into the factors 

that have shaped the promotion of sacred portraiture as a legitimate medium for 

Christian worship. 

The centuries following Emperor Constantineôs restoration of imperial authority in the 

East and his recognition of Christianity as the legal religion witnessed a momentous 

expansion of Christian thought and practice. After his victory over Emperor of the 

West Maxentius in 312 and Emperor of the East Licinius in 324, Constantine became 
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the sole ruler of the Empire. To solidify the Empire against Persian invasions, he 

envisioned a new capital in the East. On May 330, Constantinople was inaugurated 

with ceremonies and citywide festivals. New Rome in the East expanded at the 

expense of old Rome, and this historical process marked the beginning of the Eastern 

Roman Empireôs transformation into Byzantium.83 It is essential to underline that the 

name Byzantium was coined in the sixteenth century by humanist scholars who tried 

to distinguish the collective identity of the Greek-speaking Eastern Roman Empire 

from its predecessor.84 ñRomanò was the primary self-descriptive term for the empireôs 

inhabitants. In fact, in Greek sources, ñByzantineò seems to be employed to designate 

the citizens of Constantinople.85 Prior to Emperor Constantineôs new imperial 

authority, a network of churches defined by martyrs, saints, and relics had already been 

developed throughout the Roman world. Under his authority, the church came to be 

supported by the emperor, who less than a decade ago was the public enemy. In his 

new capital, Constantine envisioned the churches of Holy Apostles and St. Irene and 

dedicated two churches to the cults of local martyrs Mokios and Akakios.86 His son, 

Constantius II, completed The Church of Holy Apostles and transported the supposed 

relics of Saints Timothy, Luke, and Andrew to the site. The subsequent rulers followed 

up the trend of relic deposition, and Constantinople came to house an impressive 

collection of relics. On the other hand, Constantine himself came to be referred to as a 

saint in the following centuries, and his cult was developed into a model of Christian 

rule.87  

According to Judith Herrin, Constantineôs most significant contribution to developing 

Christian theology was his decision to gather all the bishops of the Christian world at 
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Nicaea in 325.88 The council held in Nicaea, which became to be known as the First 

Ecumenical Council by the late fourth century, undertook contemporary theological 

problems. Among other tasks, the council leaned over the nature of Christ and decided 

that the Son shares the exact divine nature with God the Father. Therefore, the council 

condemned Ariusô theology, claiming the Son must be subordinate to God and could 

not be of the same substance. At the end of the council, a dogmatic definition of 

Christian belief was issued and distributed to all parts of the Empire. Subsequent 

councils called by emperors, among them eight were identified as universal while the 

last one held in 879/80 was not recognized in the West. All of them were held in the 

East, the discussions were held in Greek and the Bishop of Rome was the only Western 

representative.89 The Second Ecumenical Council held in Constantinople in 381 was 

summoned by Emperor Theodosius I, who persisted on Constantinopleôs and 

Jerusalemôs elevation to the same patriarchal status as Rome, Antioch, and Alexandria. 

In the Fourth Council at Chalcedon in 451, called by Emperor Marcian and his wife 

Pulcheria, the disputation on Constantinopleôs status was finalized when the council 

decided it had the same status as that of Rome. These five cities formed the pentarchy 

of the most authoritative sees in Christianity. However, the church of Rome never 

officially accepted this arrangement, consistently maintaining its belief in its own 

primacy over the other churches.90   

While Constantineôs ñconversionò to Christianity initiated a rapidly growing number 

of Christians from different social classes, including the imperial court, the mass of 

new converts needed to be instructed in Christian doctrine. As such, the trend toward 

decorating churches with canonical stories drawn from the Old and New Testaments 

arose.91 In his letter about church decoration written to Prefect Olympiodorus, St. Nilus 

of Sinai noted that it is mindful to: 
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[é] fill the holy church on both sides with pictures from the Old and the New 

Testaments, executed by an excellent painter, so that the illiterate who are 

unable to read the Holy Scriptures, may, by gazing at the pictures, become 

mindful of the manly deeds of those who have genuinely served the true God, 

and may be roused to emulate those glorious and celebrated feats [é].92 

Upon seeing paintings of The Sacrifice of Isaac, though it is not clear where these 

paintings were set up, St. Gregory of Nyssa wrote, ñ[I] could not walk by the sight of 

it without shedding tears, so clearly did art present the story to oneôs eyes.ò93 Eastern 

Church Fathers -The Cappadocians, St. John Chrysostom, and St. Cyril of Alexandria- 

approved religious imagery they found to be didactic.94 In the same period, the 

portraits of Biblical personages, bishops, and popular saints were slowly gaining 

ground to serve as intermediaries between the Divine and the faithful.95 In line with 

the developing practice, Christian portraiture became the subject of literary statements 

in the early fourth century. Still, it was not before the second half of the fourth century 

that it was mentioned in positive terms by the authors.96 In his letter to Empress 

Constantia, sister of Constantine, Eusebius stresses the improperness of portraying 

Christ since his divine essence, though he was in earthly form, was unattainable:  

[é] But if you mean to ask of me the image, not of His form transformed into 

that of God, but that of the mortal flesh before its transformation, can it be that 

you have forgotten that passage in which God lays down the law that no 

likeness should be made either of what is in heaven or what is in the earth 

beneath? [é] 97 
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The first remarkable dealing with the subject matter appears in the writings of 

Epiphanius of Salamis in Cyprus (310/20-403), who opposed Christian religious 

imagery. His passages were later used as a defense of anti-imagery by Iconoclasts, and 

the authenticity of certain passages, whether they were attributed to him in the eighth 

century or not, is much disputed.98 His letter to Emperor Theodosius, written in the 

late fourth century, stresses the gap between image and reality created by the 

imagination of artists: 

Which of the ancient Fathers ever painted an image of Christ and deposited it 

in a church or in a private house? [é] Furthermore, they [artists] lie by 

representing the appearance of saints in different forms according to their 

whim, sometimes delineating the same persons as old men, sometimes as 

youths, [and so] intruding into things which they have not seen. [é] 99 

Thereafter, he continues advising on removing these images, whitewashing them if 

they are on the walls, and removing the ones represented in mosaics if possible.100 As 

Marsengill observed, these texts reveal the prevailing concerns regarding the treatment 

of Christian portraits.101 It was not the question of who was venerated in these images 

but rather the way the Christian community treated them, a practice that could be 

construed as pagan. In stark contrast, the veneration of imperial portraits remained 

unquestioned and unchallenged following the Christianization of the empire. Even 
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though opposition and reaction towards religious portraiture were present in the fourth 

and fifth centuries, this period saw the beginning of what was to become the visual 

regime of Early Medieval Byzantium. By the end of the fourth century, the Greek word 

eikon became closely associated with encaustic portraits of Christ, the Virgin Mary, 

saints, local martyrs, and bishops.102 When Emperor Leo I (457-74) and his wife 

Verina brought the girdle and veil of the Virgin Mary to Constantinople and housed 

them in chapels built in the church devoted to her at Blachernai, they also 

commissioned Virgin Maryôs icons to adorn these chapels. The same icons were 

processed through the city on her feast days.103   

The textual and material evidence points out the use of Christian portraits in the 

decorative schemes of church spaces as early as the fourth and fifth centuries. Though 

evidence regarding church decorations prior to the sixth century is limited and 

scattered, we see a significant increase in the use of wall decorations displaying holy 

figures and Biblical narratives in the church interiors from the sixth century onwards. 

Contemporary scholars have often associated the rise of wall decorations within 

church interiors to the necessity of creating an interior setting appropriate for the 

Christian liturgical rituals.104 Mosaic was by far the most popular artistic medium 

chosen to decorate monumental churches and imperial chapels.105 This preference can 

be attributed to the unique material qualities offered by glass and gold-glass tesserae, 

which rendered mosaics exceptionally appealing and symbolic in the Byzantine 

context. The sensory impact of the mosaics, coupled with their subject matter, evoked 

a vision of the heavenly realm for the viewer. In particular, images in gold exhibited a 

remarkable responsiveness to ambient light conditions thanks to gold pigmentsô higher 

degree of reflectivity. According to Rico Franses, golden background and images in 
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gold enacted the visual theology of light.106 The evidence indicates that the apse over 

the main altar was privileged as the primary zone for religious imagery as early as the 

fifth century.107 On the other hand, the walls of the nave and sanctuary became perfect 

zones for depictions of Biblical figures and picture stories drawn from the Old and 

New Testaments.108  

An early example is found in the apse mosaic of the church of S. Pudenziana in Rome, 

dating back to the early fifth century, which portrays Christ in instructing the Twelve 

Apostles. (Figure 6) A similar Christocentric composition appears in one of the vaulted 

ceilings within the late fourth or early fifth century chapel of SantôAquilino in Milan. 

(Figure 7) This time, Christ is positioned at the center, surrounded by a semicircular 

arrangement of the Twelve Apostles. While Christ often occupied a central position in 

apse compositions within a hierarchical arrangement that guides the viewerôs focus 

towards him, it is noteworthy that images of other holy figures gained popularity.109 

Notably, from the sixth century onwards, images of saints occupied prominent 

positions within the decorative schemes.110 For instance, in the sixth century apse 

mosaic of the church of SantôApollinare Classe in Ravenna, St Apollinaris appears in 

the center below a symbolic representation of the Transfiguration. (Figure 8) In the 

seventh-century apse mosaic of the church of SantôAgnese fuori le mura in Rome, St. 

Agnes appears in the center, flanked by two papal donors. (Figure 9) In several sixth-

century apse conch compositions that have survived, such as SS. Cosmas and Damian 

in Rome, San Vitale in Ravenna, Eufrasian Basilica at Porec, and Monastery of St 

Catherine at Mount Sinai, a central figure - most often Christ, sometimes accompanied 

by his mother- flanked by other figures. (Figures 10,11,12,13) The surrounding 

figures, including angels, saints, ecclesiastical donors, prophets, and apostles, all direct 
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their gestures and movements toward the central figure. This arrangement recurs 

frequently in the apse mosaics, particularly in Rome, spanning from the early sixth to 

the ninth century. In discussing this series of apse mosaics, Erik Thuno emphasizes 

their ultimate impact: compressing the linear time into a continuous and timeless 

present moment.111  

It is again in the first half of the sixth century that we encounter the earliest surviving 

account dedicated to the justification of religious imagery decorating the sanctuary.112 

The text, in the form of a letter written by Bishop Hypatius of Ephesos to his suffragan 

bishop Julian of Atramytion, approves representations of holy figures in sanctuaries 

simply because such imagery guides the laity to the faith by means of sight.113 By the 

end of the sixth century, an apostolic origin seems to be attributed to decorating 

churches with Biblical stories. According to the passion narrative of St. Pancratius 

compiled in the second half of the sixth century, upon sending the saint to the West to 

spread the Gospel, St. Peter advised him to build churches and to decorate them as 

follows:  

[é] First, put the Annunciation, then the Nativity, then how He was baptized 

by the Forerunner, the Disciples, the Healings, the Betrayal, the Crucifixion, 

the Burial, the Resurrection out of Hades, and the Ascension. Portray all of 

these in the church so that the crowds of visitors may see the subject of the 

portraits and, being reminded of the Lordôs incarnation, should be inspired and 

so assume a more ardent faith. [é] 114  

These passages are more important as an idea than as a fact. Regardless of whether 

they are actual or legendary, they provide us with the attitude towards setting up 

religious imagery in church space in the sixth century. The conclusion of the vita is 

quite intriguing, too. In this part, the author of the vita, who calls himself Evagrius, 

adopts a first-person perspective. Evagrius recounts the construction of a church at the 

 

111 Erik Thuno, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and Repetition, New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2015, 4. 

 
112 Kitzinger, "The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm," 138. 

 
113 Hypatius of Ephesos, Fragment of ñMiscellaneous Enquiriesò addressed to his suffragan bishop 

Julian of Atramytion, Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire 312-1453: Sources and Documents, 116-

117. 

 
114 Vita S. Pancratii, Ibid., 137-138. 

 



 30 

site of Pancratiusô burial and his decoration of this church with Biblical narratives. He 

also says that he depicted the likeness of his master Pancratius in an image, and when 

he gazed upon this portrayal, he sensed Pancratiusôs living presence and felt under his 

company.115 Evagriusô account is particularly important to understand how portraits 

functioned in Early Medieval Byzantium. They served as a channel for the viewer to 

establish a connection with those who had reached the highest level of spirituality. 

Upon seeing the portraits of those worthy of veneration, the viewer proceeded from 

the imageôs visual form to its deeper meaning unveiled through art.116 In order to 

understand the intricate relationship between image and worship, the viewing habits 

of the culture should be explored further.  

2.3. Modes of Visual Reception 

2.3.1.  Ritual -centered viewing 

The Graeco-Roman tradition of portraiture has often been recognized as influential in 

shaping Christian portraits and, subsequently, in the evolution of the Byzantine icon.117 

Notably, the veneration of imperial portraits was a product of pagan antiquity, which 

did not lose ground with Christianityôs introduction to Roman inheritance.118 The cult 

status of imperial imagery in Byzantium stretches back to St. Basil of Caesareaô (c. 

329-79) assertion, which became an apologia for icon veneration in Medieval 

Byzantium: honoring the emperorôs image is, in essence, honoring the emperor 

himself.119 Modern scholarship acknowledges that in Late Antiquity and Byzantium, 
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imperial images possessed characteristics commonly associated with icons.120 

However, the iconôs power is derived from the holiness of the prototype, whereas that 

of the imperial imageôs derived from the idea the prototype stands for. On the 

theological level, to venerate the image of an emperor was to venerate the emperorôs 

position on Earth, not the man who enacted this position.121 Icons conveyed the 

presence of holy figures, while imperial images conveyed the presence of the state. On 

the practical level, however, whether it was the emperorôs imperial body or the 

personal body to which veneration was paid seems to be rather fluctuated according to 

the needs.122 Consequently, imperial portraits in Byzantium are characterized as a 

particular kind of icon with an ambiguous status.123 

Furthermore, Jas Elsner points out a particular mode of viewing inherited from pagan 

antiquity, which continued to permeate the culture of Christian sacred images.124 This 

concept, called ritual-centered viewing by Elsner, provides valuable insights into the 

role of art within the religious sphere from antiquity to the Medieval ages. In ritual-

centered viewing, one encounters a sacred space where the decoration bears a direct 

resonance with the religious activities taking place. Within this ritualized context, the 

ground for a direct connection between the Deity and the viewer is established by 

visual elements. Through the reciprocal gaze of visuality, the viewer confronts his or 

her God who intrudes directly into the viewerôs world.  

As Yasin observed, early church buildings across the Mediterranean were dynamic 

spaces charged with accommodating the communityôs collective encounter with the 

divine.125 In their service as spaces of communal worship, liturgical performances held 
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a specific role. Based on textual and architectural evidence from fifth to sixth century 

Constantinople, scholars have identified the characteristics of early Byzantine 

liturgy.126 The liturgical performance involved an orchestrated movement of clergy 

and participants to different ecclesiastical spaces within the church. The evidence from 

Constantinopolitan liturgy indicates the beginning of the liturgy with a ceremonial 

procession of clergy and congregation into the church. The First Entrance placed 

particular importance on the atrium and narthex, followed by the procession through 

the nave. The clergy then would gather in the sanctuary space where benches were 

situated against the apse. The subsequent phases of the ritual focused on the clergyôs 

activities at and around the altar and their movement between the sanctuary and the 

congregational space. Unlike later Byzantine churches, where the altar was spatially 

and visually hidden behind a high screen, early churches allowed the congregation to 

see the altar beyond the chancel barriers. The liturgical ritual likely concluded with the 

clergyô ceremonial exit from the sanctuary through the church space.  

The architectural forms, decorations, and furnishings of early Byzantine churches 

created the ritual setting necessary for the liturgical performances that took place in 

them. When considering the operation of religious imagery within churches, itôs 

essential to evaluate them in the context of the dynamic setting of the ritual. The 

sanctuary around the altar has been the most sacred and privileged space, accessible 

only to the clergy members. Consequently, the sanctuaries featured the richest 

decorations and spiritually significant iconography in Early Christian churches. In 

essence, the architectural layout and liturgical furnishing, resulting in the sanctuaryôs 

spatial separateness from the lay members, imposed limitations on the laityôs direct 

interaction with the sanctuary. In some cases, this spatial divide resulted in constrained 

visual access for the lay members to the iconographic compositions located on the side 

walls of the sanctuary. As a result, the manner in which the clergy and the laity engaged 

with and perceived these images differed significantly. Therefore, it is not possible to 

assess the question of viewing access to church decorations without considering ritual-

based positioning within the church. 
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2.3.2 Exegetic viewing 

According to Elsner, ritual-centered visual experience had its roots in antiquity but 

underwent a transformation by Christian doctrine over the course of Byzantium. A 

significant distinction between the artistic traditions of pagan antiquity and Christian 

art lies in the formerôs absence of a canonical textual foundation.127 In its depiction of 

biblical events, portrayal of spiritual leaders, and integration of these elements into 

typological programs, Christian art worked towards decoding the scripture. By the 

sixth century, Byzantium had transformed into an exegetic culture occupied with the 

exegesis of a singular event, the Incarnation, as depicted in the story of Christôs life 

and Passion.128 In this culture, viewers and patrons expected art to overcome texts and 

bridge the gap between worship and imagination.  

In discussing the sixth-century mosaics decorating the apse of St Catherine Monastery 

at Mount Sinai, Elsner demonstrates how images have capabilities beyond what texts 

can achieve regarding exegesis.129 When viewed from the correct position in the 

church, the layout of the apse mosaic at Sinai can visually enact a vast body of texts 

in a single glance. (Figure 14) Upon entering the church at Sinai, the gaze of a 

contemporary ï the sixth century - viewer follows the line of the nave leading to the 

apse conch and the wall above. The Transfiguration of Christ is represented on the 

apse conch, where the glowing Christ directly gazes toward the congregation and 

confronts the viewer. In the composition, Christ, standing in the middle, is surrounded 

by those who witnessed his transfiguration on Mount Tabor, namely Elijah, Moses, 

John, James, and Peter. Medallion busts of apostles and prophets frame the apse conch. 

On and above the triumphal arch are further representational panels with Biblical 

narratives. While the sanctuary is the focal point of the churchôs liturgical functions, 

the apse mosaic is the focal point of visual attraction. The purpose of the sanctuary 
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and its decoration is to visually and ritually prepare the viewer for an encounter with 

God. The images of Sinai Church are strongly viewer-directed in providing the visual 

exegesis necessary for the viewerôs imitation of Christ-like life. The viewer, then, is 

subjected to an exegetic viewing ñitself was a training in how to see the world, in how 

to form and formulate a Christian identity in relation to scripture.ò130  

Wall mosaics were often paired with inscriptions to guide the viewersô ñreading inò 

the images.131 A great number of apse mosaic inscriptions, particularly in Rome, 

remain in situ. (Figure 9) These inscriptions serve two primary functions: either written 

in verse to praise dedications, donations, foundations, and similar aspects, or they 

accompany portraits to enhance their identifiability.132 According to Sean 

Leatherbury, in no other place than baptisteries, it is most apparent how mosaic images 

and texts worked together to resonate with the ritual activities taking place.133 A 

notable example can be found in the Orthodox Baptistery at Ravenna, where the lower 

zones of the walls are adorned with inscriptions that detail certain parts of the 

baptismal ritual.134 (Figure 15) Concurrently, the image at the dome's apex portrays 

Christ's baptism. The combination of visual and textual elements provides visual 

exegesis essential for the experience of the baptismal ritual. Similarly, in the ritualistic 

setting of churches,  

by means of visual and textual strategies embedded in the mosaics, and by 

participation in the liturgy of the Eucharist, the worshipping viewer is guided 

toward a particular reception of the imagery that centers on the conflation of time 

in the body of Christ.135  
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2.3.3 Mental image: ekphrasis 

The conceptual frameworks of ritual-centered and exegetic viewing help us to enter 

the mindôs eye of the byzantine spectator. Complementary to these approaches in 

studying the viewing practices of Byzantine culture are primary sources from 

Byzantine literature that describe the works of art and their viewing. Numerous 

scholars have explored Byzantine texts expressing visual concerns to better understand 

how Byzantines responded to their art.136 One particularly intriguing genre in this 

regard is ekphrasis, which involves a vivid and detailed description of an artwork 

produced as a rhetorical or literary practice in a way that evokes a mental image for 

the listener. Ekphrasis has been considered a fruitful but somewhat elusive source for 

revealing aesthetic attitudes toward artworks.137  

In many studies from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, ekphrases were relied 

upon as a source of information for lost monuments and artworks when physical 

evidence was lacking.138 However, this approach comes with its methodological 

challenges. Questions arise about the relationship between text and image, the nature 

and purpose of ekphrasis, and the extent to which a literary description can capture 

how an artwork operates within its spatial context. As Liz James and Ruth Webb 

demonstrated, ekphrases often describe the sensation viewers must have felt upon 

seeing the artworks rather than accurately representing what they really are.139 These 

descriptions were built upon the mental images stored in the listenerôs memory. One 
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had to recollect likenesses from his/her own memory to visualize the evocations; this 

process required the integration of sight, memory, and recollection.140  

2.3.4. ñReading inò the images 

Contemporary scholars have recognized the practice of ekphrasis itself as an insight 

into the cultural attitudes regarding the viewership in Byzantium. The modes of ritual-

centered and exegetic viewing, along with the cultural implications of ekphrasis, offer 

insights into the factors that would have conditioned the way Byzantine spectators 

looked at and interacted with religious imagery. The collective taste of the culture 

worked towards prioritizing the sight. The sight triggered the imaginative faculty of 

the faithful, who then transcended the imageôs visual form to delve into its deeper 

meaning. The artists of the period were tasked with creating sacred images that 

transcended time and were more connected to the divine than humanity.141 These 

images were meant to mirror their heavenly prototypes and serve as conduits for divine 

forces. However, artists were also responsible for integrating these images into 

complex typological programs for decorating sacred spaces. In many cases, in the 

choice of subject matter and its visualization, artists followed the instructions given by 

patrons.142 Artists faced a dual responsibility. They had to meet the expectations of 

both their exegetic culture and their patrons.  

With these considerations in mind, we can stretch out the framework of artistic 

production to encompass the patterns of propaganda and patronage evident in the 

mosaics of Ravenna. Once the Western capital of the Roman Empire, then under the 

rule of Ostrogothic King Theoderic, whose visions of the kingdom were significantly 

influenced by his hostage years at the imperial palace of Constantinople, and finally 

serving as the seat of the Byzantine exarch, late antique Ravenna remained intimately 

connected to the imperial politics of Eastern and Western emperors. In this historical 

context, Ravenna evolved into an important center of episcopal patronage in Northern 
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Italy. Therefore, two significant patterns emerge in the artistic production of Ravenna: 

imperial propaganda and bishopric patronage.  
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Figure 3: Icon of Christ Pantocrator. Encaustic on wood, Monastery of Saint Catherine at Mount Sinai, 

sixth century.  

Source: Frazer, ñIconic Representations,ò 527. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

THE FIFTH CENTURY  RAVENNA : IMPERIAL AGENTS  

 

 

3.1. Historiographical Sources 

Today, Ravenna is situated approximately 9 km inland from the Adriatic Sea. 

However, during the late antiquity, the city was located along the Adriatic coast, 

consisting of pieces of land surrounded by water.143 (Figure 16) As the capital of the 

Western Roman Empire between AD 402 to 476, the Ostrogothic Kingdom from AD 

476 until Emperor Justinianôs conquest in 540, and the Byzantine Exarchate from that 

point to AD 751, late antique Ravenna has been the subject of ceaseless studies. In 

particular, this chapter draws upon three notable recent English-language publications 

to elucidate Ravennaôs historical position in late antiquity. Deborah Deliyannisôs 

Ravenna in Late Antiquity (2010) stands as a comprehensive survey of Ravennaôs 

history and monuments, delving into the sociohistorical, architectural, and artistic 

scenes of Roman, Ostrogothic, and Byzantine Ravenna. A more recent treatment by 

Judith Herrin, Ravenna: Capital of Empire, Crucible of Europe (2020), examines 

Ravennaôs pivotal role in developing medieval Christendom through the lives and 

achievements of influential figures, including Empress Galla Placidia, Gothic King 

Theoderic and Bishop Maximian. Meanwhile, Mariette Verhoevenôs The Early 

Christian Monuments of Ravenna: Transformations and Memory (2011) provides a 

detailed overview of the original forms of Ravennaôs religious monuments and their 

evolution over fifteen centuries of use.Presently, the Christian basilicas of the fifth and 

sixth centuries Ravenna appear remarkably preserved in their ancient state, 

characterized by bare brick structures and mosaic decorations. Given the scarcity of 

written sources pertaining to the construction period of these churches, our 
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understanding of their antique and medieval past is largely reliant on later 

historiographical accounts and the monuments themselves.144 

However unchanged these monuments seem to be, Ravennaôs monumental churches 

have undergone significant transformations over fifteen centuries due to various 

factors such as demolition, restoration, and transfer of ownership.145 While 

SantôApollinare Classe has largely preserved its original architectural layout, albeit in 

a state of disrepair due to centuries of neglect, both San Vitale and SantôApollinare 

Nuovo have experienced alterations to their architectural layouts through subsequent 

interventions in the Medieval Ages. Their current states are primarily the result of 

extensive restorations conducted at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 

centuries, aimed at returning these buildings to their ñoriginalò state.146 Within the 

course of the restorations conducted by Corrado Ricci, almost all additions in San 

Vitale were removed, while in San Apollinare Nuovo, the later additions partly 

survive. Drawing upon Jan Assmannôs concept of cultural memory, Verhoeven 

underscores that the contemporary image of Ravennaôs early Christian past is the 

product of a centuries-long ñcultural process of construction and representation"147 of 

lived and imagined memories. In other words, Ravennaôs religious cultural heritage is 

built upon the images of the past that were kept and cultivated over fifteen centuries 

of continuous use and transformation.148  In examining which memories become 

evident in that heritage, Verhoeven delves into the works of local historiographers who 

have revealed how the past was ñremembered, appropriated, constructed, and by 
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whom.ò149 This approach brings the historian's subjectivity in constructing historical 

narratives to the fore and calls for exploring the motivations that drive these authors 

to produce knowledge about Ravennaôs past. Three works stand out as particularly 

important in the study of late antique Ravenna, given their pivotal role in shaping 

modern studies: Liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Ravennatis (ninth century) by Andreas 

Agnellus, Historiarum Ravennatum (1589) by Girolamo Rossi and Le sagre memorie 

di Ravenna antici (1664) by Girolamo Fabri.  

3.1.2 The Liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Ravennatis 

The earliest historiographical source on Ravenna comes in the form of episcopal 

history from the ninth-century Liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Ravennatis (LPR), also 

known as the Book of Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna.150 This manuscript, authored 

in the 830s-40s by Andreas Agnellus, a priest of the church of Ravenna, compiles the 

lives of Ravennaôs bishops, spanning from the apostolic patron saint Apollinaris to the 

forty-eighth bishop, George of Agnellusôs time. LPR provides valuable insights into 

Ravennaôs ninth-century political and ecclesiastical atmosphere while evincing the 

cityôs long-lost monuments and historical personalities. Agnellusôs narrative structure 

and descriptive language draw inspiration from the model of the Liber Pontificalis of 

Rome, albeit with different characteristics.151 Unlike its Roman counterpart, LPR 

incorporates genres of hagiography and sermons in addition to serial biographies. 

Notably, another significant difference between Roman LP and LPR is that the former 

was continually updated by various authors and included documentation concerning 

the foundation of churches, their assets, and donations.152 In contrast, LPR presents a 
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chronicle of past events written by a single author. Agnellusôs motivation for 

compiling Ravennaôs episcopal history and the reliability of his accounts have been 

extensively queried by scholars. This ninth-century manuscript emerged when 

Ravenna was experiencing political decline and enduring a rivalry between its 

archbishops and the popes of Rome. While Agnellusôs antipathy towards the Roman 

Popeôs control of Ravenna is evident throughout the text, scholars generally agree that 

his primary motivation was to establish a history for Ravennate episcopacy that could 

compete with that of Rome.153 As for the reliability of his accounts, it is known that 

he lacked substantial archival materials due to a fire in the archiepiscopal palace at the 

end of the seventh century.154 Consequently, he relied on oral tradition, surviving 

written texts, and his observations of monuments in writing the deeds of bishops. In 

cases where he could not find any information from these sources, he relied on divine 

guidance: 

in order that there would be no gap in the holy bishops, [é] with God aiding 

me by your prayers, I have constructed their [bishops] lives [é] if by chance 

you should have some question about how I was able to know about their 

appearance, know that pictures taught me, since in those days they always 

made images in their likenesses.155 

The existence of an earlier episcopal list of Ravenna prior to Agnellusôs work remains 

a topic of debate. Notably, Agnellus refers to a chronicle written by Bishop Maximian 

and mentions that Maximian commissioned an altar cloth bearing the images of 

preceding Ravennate bishops; these accounts raise the possibility that Maximian may 

have compiled the first episcopal list of Ravenna.156 Additionally, concerns have been 

raised about the reliability of Agnellusô chronology of the bishops, particularly the first 
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eleven bishops up to the sixth century.157 Picard has suggested that Agnellus may have 

relied on Maximianôs list, who manipulated the number of early bishops and added 

extra Probus II and Liberius II to make Apollinaris appear older.158 Contemporary 

scholars concur that Agnellusôs work offers valuable perspectives on how Ravennaôs 

past was perceived in the ninth century. LPR is a product of its time, shaped by the 

political and ecclesiastical context of ninth-century Ravenna and Agnellusôs own 

motivations. Therefore, it should be read with a critical awareness of the context in 

which it was written and its potential limitations in providing a representation of 

historical events and figures. Verhoeven points out that the earliest known references 

to LPR date to the works of authors who spent time in Ravenna in the thirteenth 

century. This suggests that Agnellusôs work may have remained relatively unknown 

outside of Ravenna until the compilation of documents regarding the history of the 

Church of Ravenna in the Codex Estensis in the fifteenth century.159 Subsequent 

historiographical works on Ravenna after Agnellus were produced by early modern 

historians Rossi and Fabri. Rossi, in his Historiarum Ravennatum (1589), is the first 

Ravennate historiographer to extensively incorporate LPR into his narrative, offering 

a history for Ravenna that spans from the Old Testament to the sixteenth century. 

Notably, Rossiôs work reflects an acknowledgment of the supremacy of the Church of 

Rome, in contrast to Agnellusôs anti-Roman position. Verhoeven interprets Rossiôs 

position as typical of the post-Tridentine Reformation period when local churches 

found themselves in the duality of recognizing the authority of the Pope while also 

legitimizing their local traditions. On the other hand, Fabri emphasizes the enduring 

grandeur of the Ravennate Church in Le sagre memorie di Ravenna antici (1664). His 

work compiles information about the artistic and architectural layouts of Ravennaôs 

churches and the myths surrounding their foundations and includes the chronological 

biographies of all the archbishops of Ravenna. These historical accounts hold 

importance in the study of late antique Ravenna, serving as valuable sources for 
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understanding the cityôs history, the evolution of its cultural memory, and the 

motivations and perspectives of the historians who contributed to its historical 

narrative. Since Agnellusôs accounts regarding the monuments align with the remains, 

they serve as fundamental reference points for archaeological, architectural and art 

historical investigation regarding the fifth through the ninth centuries. Until the mid-

twentieth century, excavations were most often directed toward archeological sites that 

could be linked to Agnellusôs descriptions.160 However, recent trends have shifted 

towards a broader exploration of sites that Agnellus did not mention. Regarding the 

archaeological investigation, particular challenges, such as Ravennaôs sinking ground 

level over centuries and the multilayered urban topography resulting from the 

continuous occupation of many buildings, such as the Palace of Theoderic, complicate 

excavation activities.161 There are three pivotal periods in the history of Ravenna when 

the city served as the capital of three different entities: the Roman Empire, The 

Ostrogothic Kingdom, and the Byzantine Exarchate. The following overview aims to 

highlight the evolving political and religious dynamics in Ravenna in late antiquity to 

create the necessary historical framework for mapping the visual dynamics in its 

Christian basilicas in the sixth and seventh centuries.  

3.2. Western Roman Emperors  

Ravennaôs historical significance within the Roman Empire dates back to the first 

century when Emperor Augustus established the city as one of the centers of Roman 

naval power.162 From its foundation between 35 and 12 BC, Ravenna served as the 

primary location for Romeôs naval bases for the subsequent 300 years. During this 

period, the city experienced gradual urban growth, notably in the Classe area to the 

south of the harbor, which evolved into a port city.163 Archaeological findings reveal 
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the construction activities in both Classe and Ravenna in the subsequent centuries. 

Noteworthy among the discoveries in Ravenna are several aristocratic houses dating 

back to the first and second centuries, some of which underwent modifications in the 

following centuries.164 Despite being designated as the capital of the Flaminia province 

in 297, historical evidence suggests that Ravenna had experienced a decline in favor 

of the burgeoning port city of Classe. Nevertheless, Emperor Honoriusôs decision to 

relocate the imperial court from Milan to Ravenna in 402 marked a turning point for 

Ravenna. This pivotal move became a catalyst for the cityôs gradual evolution during 

the fifth and sixth centuries. 

While most of the surviving fifth-century structures are ecclesiastical, the 

archaeological discoveries enlighten the now-lost urban fabric of the fifth-century 

Ravenna. Medieval archaeologist Enrico Cirelliôs article, centered on elite and 

ecclesiastical patronage in late antique Ravenna, emphasizes the consequential impact 

of Ravennaôs rise as the imperial capital of the Western Roman Empire.165 He 

accentuates how this elevation triggered a significant surge in economic development 

and consequent urban expansion. (Figure 17) Cirelliôs analysis highlights the 

substantial investment in Ravennaôs public infrastructure and services due to its pivotal 

role within the imperial administration. During the fifth century, the city was equipped 

with road arteries, bridges, and various structures facilitating interaction with external 

regions.166 Notably, a new circuit of city walls fortified Ravenna either in Honoriusôs 

or Valentinian IIIôs reign. In line with the cityôs evolving role within the Western 

Empire, the port town Classe underwent significant enhancements. Recent 

archaeological excavations revealed the warehouses along the quays of Classe built 
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for the reception of goods coming from East and North Africa, their conservation, and 

their redistribution in central-northern Italy.167 (Figure 18)  

Over the last two decades, archaeological excavations carried out by the University of 

Bologna have uncovered remarkable residential complexes dating back to the fifth 

century.168 These findings shed light on the aristocratic classôs involvement in private 

construction initiatives within the city. Among these discoveries, the residential 

complex excavated via DôAzeglio stands out prominently. (Figure 19) Adorned with 

mosaic panels of polychrome glass tesserae and opus sectile floors, Cirelli emphasizes 

that the via DôAzeglio domus does not align with the elite patronage of its time; 

instead, it echoes the grandeur observed in the most important ecclesiastical structures 

of the period.169 While itôs evident that only a small segment of the cityôs elite 

possessed the means to commission such opulent domus, and the remainder of the city 

likely consisted of more conventional residential structures, the exceptional quality of 

mosaic workmanship evident in via DôAzeglio evinces the state of elite patronage in 

imperial Ravenna.   

While other Italian cities might have faced stagnation or decline, Ravenna flourished 

in the first half of the fifth century. Beyond doubt, the permanent residence of emperors 

Honorius (395-423) and Valentinian III (425-455) in Ravenna played a crucial role in 

shaping the cityôs urban fabric during late antiquity.170 Agnellus records both 

emperorsô active promotion of building activities, including the establishment of 

imperial palaces. One of the major questions regarding the imperial palaces of 

Ravenna is whether any of these emperors adopted, renovated, and resided within the 

residential complex in the south-eastern sector of the city adjoining San Apollinare 

Nuovo, commonly referred to as the Palace of Theoderic.171 (Figures 20,21) While 
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excavations conducted by Ghirardini between 1908 and 1914 exposed different 

chronological phases and a prolonged history of occupation, identifying the owners 

before Theodericôs occupation has always been problematic.172 Some scholars have 

posited the potential association of Honoriusôs palace with this complex, suggesting 

his occupation and renovation of this large domus.173 Conversely, Duval proposes that 

the archaeological evidence from the fifth century aligns more with aristocratic 

housing rather than an imperial palace,174 while Deliyannis emphasizes the challenge 

of drawing conclusions from the available data.175 There is a general scholarly 

consensus, primarily based on Agnellusôs descriptions, that Valentinian III resided in 

a palace distinct from Theodericôs palace constructed to the south of it.176 Although 

the information regarding Ravennaôs imperial residences is somewhat peculiar, 
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scholars generally agree that the area identified as the palatial quarter, situated to the 

east of the city, was established as the seat of imperial rule.  (See Figure 17) 

Both textual records and material findings provide evidence for burgeoning 

ecclesiastical construction supported by imperial patronage in the first half of the fifth 

century. In the early years of imperial rule, the episcopal seat of Ravenna established 

a permanent residence, standing as an influential factor in shaping the urban 

development of the late antique Ravenna. (Figure 22) This episcopal complex, located 

to the west of the palatial quarter, formed the foci of bishopric patronage, further being 

articulated in the subsequent centuries, particularly after the Ravennate church attained 

metropolitan status under Bishop Peter I Chrysologus (432-450).177 While the 

metropolitan status marked the beginnings of Ravenna's elevation within the Italian 

ecclesiastical hierarchy, Ravenna witnessed a construction boom of ecclesiastical 

buildings sponsored by rulers and bishops. These structures constitute an important 

corpus of evidence since major parts of at least five structures from the fifth century -

Santa Croce, San Giovanni Evangelista, Ursiana Cathedral, Orthodox Baptistery, and 

Episcopal Palace- are still extant, supplemented by relatively detailed textual 

records.178 (Figure 23) Notably, Empress Galla Placidia (425-437) occupies a 

significant place in the history of late antique Ravenna, commissioning monumental 

churches and supporting bishop Peter Chrysologus. As observed by Deliyannis, the 

alliance between Peter Chrysologus and Galla Placidia points out the assimilation of 

Christianity into imperial ideology, a characteristic feature of late antique capital cities. 

This phenomenon established two poles of authority -imperial and ecclesiastical- in 

late antique Ravenna, a pattern observed by Cirelli in other Italian cities of the 

period.179 This dualism decentralized civil power structures and introduced a 

topographical division between civil and ecclesiastical authority, shaping the evolution 

of the urban landscape in the following centuries.180 Alongside the main porticoed 
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street of Ravenna, platea minor in the north-south axis, Deliyannis highlights that the 

archaeological findings suggest another colonnaded street in the east-west axis.181 This 

street likely linked late antique Ravennaôs two poles of authority: the episcopal 

complex to the west and the palatial quarter to the east.182 (Figure 24)  

The monumental churches of Santa Croce and San Giovanni Evangelista, founded 

somewhere between 426 and 450, are attributed to Galla Placidiaôs patronage. Santa 

Croce, located north of the episcopal complex near the sixth-century church San 

Vitale, is represented today by the surviving structure known as the mausoleum of 

Galla Placidia, formerly linked to the southern end of its narthex. (Figure 25) The 

spectacular mosaics of this small chapel offer a glimpse into the mosaic decorations 

that might have adorned churches sponsored by Galla Placidia. San Giovanni 

Evangelista, located north of the palatial quarter, still stands today, albeit having gone 

multiple restorations throughout its history. (Figure 26) Despite the original 

decorations of San Giovanni Evangelista having vanished, Agnellus provides 

descriptions of the now-lost apse mosaics, which have been an object of scholarly 

interest.183 (Figures 27&28) These mosaics are believed to have featured medallion 

portraits of ten Christian emperors on the triumphal arch's intrados, yet these emperors' 

specific identity remains unconfirmed. The apse conch likely featured a large image 

of Christ, surrounded by twelve books symbolizing the apostles. In the lower band of 

the apsidal conch, bishop Peter Chrysologus was depicted alongside portraits of 

Empress Eudoxia and Emperor Arcadius to the left and Emperor Theodosius II and 

Empress Eudocia to the right, underscoring Galla Placidiaôs proximity to 

Constantinople. Scholars believe two dedicatory inscriptions adorned the interior of 

the apse, running above and below the windowed area. While similar decorative 
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programs linking Christianity and imperial rule appeared later in the sixth-century 

churches, San Giovanni Evangelista is recognized as the earliest church to incorporate 

imperial portraits into its decoration.184 Notably, reconstruction drawings of the apse 

mosaics suggest that they might have served as a source of inspiration for apse 

decorations found in Ravennaôs sixth-century churches.185  

In correspondence with the imperial support for ecclesiastical affairs, the bishops of 

Ravenna emerged as powerful agents from the fifth century onwards. The construction 

of the episcopal complex symbolizes the Ravennate churchôs rise during the imperial 

period. The fifth-century complex comprised several structures: Ursiana Cathedral, 

episcopium, and the Orthodox Baptistery.186 (Figure 29) Agnellus attributes the 

cathedral's construction to Bishop Ursus, yet there is an ambiguity regarding the period 

of Ursusôs episcopacy, spanning either from 370-96 or 405-31. This uncertainty holds 

significant implications: if Ursus held the bishopric before 402, the cathedral predates 

the arrival of emperors; however, if the later date is accurate, the cathedralôs 

construction aligns with Ravennaôs ascent as a capital city.187 Deliyannis supports the 

latter dating, suggesting that the cathedral emerged as a product of Ravennaôs 

newfound imperial significance. Positioned to the west of San Giovanni Evangelista 

and the palatial quarter, it is plausible to assume that the episcopal cathedral and 

imperial palace served as the dual focal points of imperial Ravenna, just as 

Constantineôs new capital.188 The present-day cathedral, erected in the 18th century 

after the demolition of the earlier structure, followed the outline of its predecessor and 

incorporated surviving elements. Information regarding the original decoration of the 
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cathedral is scant, except for the Agnellusôs accounts, notably mentioning the 

placement of Bishop John Iôs (477-94) portrait within the cathedral.189  

The period following Ravennaôs decline in imperial significance when Valentinian III 

relocated the court to Rome in the 450s witnessed a shift in authority towards the 

Ravennate episcopacy. Before the establishment of the Ostrogothic rule in Ravenna in 

the 490s, Bishop Neon and his successors, bishops Exuperantius (473-7) and John 

(477-94), exercised considerable civic authority from the episcopal complex. The 

period saw substantial construction initiatives within the episcopal complex. 

According to Agnellus, Bishop Neon (451-473) constructed the bishopôs residence, 

the episcopium, within this complex.190 Despite the limited evidence concerning the 

fifth-century episcopium, several bishops have shaped its evolution over the 

centuries.191 Particularly noteworthy is the Orthodox Baptistery, which Bishop Ursus 

constructed simultaneously with the cathedral at the beginning of the fifth century. 

Under Bishop Neonôs patronage, this baptistery underwent extensive rebuilding and 

redecoration, leading to the structure that remains intact today.192 Often referred to as 

the Neonian Baptistery, it remains largely intact in its architecture and interior 

decoration, providing a rich body of evidence to assess the ritual-centered visual 

dynamics within late antique ecclesiastical spaces. Annabel Whartonôs essay, focusing 

on the Orthodox Baptisteryôs spatial relationship with the baptismal ritual, underscores 

how its architectural form, decorative scheme, and urban positioning within the 

episcopal complex resonated with the ritualôs social importance.193 With the Church's 

increased political legitimacy and prosperity after the Constantinian turn, the 

baptismal liturgy evolved into a more elaborate performance led by the bishop, with a 

more articulated ritualistic space.194  By the fifth century, baptism held immense 

 

189 ñConcerning Holy John I, 477-94,ò LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 153. 

 
190 ñConcerning Holy Neon, c. 450-73,ò Ibid., 125. 

 
191 For the articulation of the complex see Ibid., 29, 50, 66, 75, and 145. 

 
192 Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 89-101.  

 
193 Annabel Wharton, ñRitual and Reconstructed Meaning: The Neonian Baptistery in Ravenna,ò The 

Art Bulletin 69, no. 3 (1987): 358-375. 

 
194 Ibid.; Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 89-90.  

 



 52 

significance in the Christian community, serving as the gateway to participation in the 

high point of the mass celebrations, the Eucharist rite. The ritual occurred annually on 

Easter Sunday eve, the day of the Resurrection of Christ, and the baptistery was solely 

open for this grand baptismal liturgy. Consequently, the baptismal space acquired civic 

importance, regulating the religious structures between the episcopal office and the 

Christian community. Wharton places particular significance on Bishop Ambroseôs 

descriptions of the baptismal ritual, considering the historical association between the 

episcopates of Milan and Ravenna in northern Italyôs ecclesiastical landscape.195 

Ambroseôs descriptions underline two critical aspects: the principal role of the bishop 

and the congregationôs collective participation in specific parts of the ritual. Given 

Ravennaôs Orthodox Baptisteryôs exceptionally well-preserved mosaic decoration 

compared to others in northern Italy, it serves as a vital case study to explore the ritual's 

various layers of meaning for diverse groups within the community.196  

3.3. Ostrogothic Rule 

Ravennaôs role in imperial administration shifted significantly after the court left the 

city, leaving the bishops as the primary civic authority. Meanwhile, Rome faced 

significant challenges, including a sack in 455 and the deposition of the last Roman 

emperor in the west by Germanic troops led by Odoacer.197 In this period of political 

decline for Rome, Ravenna emerged once again as the center of imperial 

administration during the reign of King Theoderic from 493 to 526. Theoderic was a 

non-Roman military leader associated with the Visigothic community. Having spent 

his youth (461-470) as a hostage in the imperial palace in Constantinople, he was well-

educated and familiar with the traditions of the imperial court.198 Upon returning to 
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the Ostrogoths at the age of eighteen in 470, he ascended to leadership in 474. His 

subsequent military success in the Balkans positioned Ostrogoths as the dominant 

military faction, elevating Theodericôs standing among his people and within the 

empire.199 Concurrently, the Eastern emperors advocated for the westward migration 

of barbarian contingents, aiming to establish authority in the fractured provinces of 

Italy.200 Likely supported by Emperor Zeno, Theoderic led his troops to invade Italy 

in 488, targeting Odoacer. The war for Italy lasted almost five years until Theoderic 

established his rule in Ravenna in 493.201 A defining characteristic of Theodericôs rule 

in Ķtaly was his affiliation with Arianism. This theological position had been 

condemned in the First Ecumenical Council at Nicaea but later rehabilitated in 335. 

Theodericôs association with Arianism was rooted in its spread among the Goths and 

other Germanic tribes, particularly after Gothic leader Ulfila was ordained as bishop 

by Arian authorities in Constantinople in the 340s.202 Despite repeated condemnations 

and association with barbarians in the fifth century, Arian Christianity persisted among 

Germanic tribes, including the Ostrogoths, until Emperor Justinian enforced orthodox 

theology in reconquered lands. The historical documentation of Theodericôs rule in 

Italy presents a wealth of contemporary textual sources. Among the primary texts are 

Variae and Chronica by Cassiodorus, Anonymus Valesianus by an anonymous author, 

De bello gothico by Procopius of Caesarea, and LPR.203 These sources and surviving 

monuments in Italy provide insights into Theodericôs ideology, Arianism, and Gothic 

identity. Theodericôs establishment of a kingdom in Italy required a delicate balance 

between the armed minority of Goths and the Italian majority, composed of influential 

aristocrats accustomed to the traditions of the later Roman ruling class.204 Michael 

McCormick aptly asks: ñHow could the new outsider project his authority to this 
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audience without recourse to traditional Roman ritual?ò205 The efforts to intertwine 

himself with established Roman customs and institutions were crucial in reinforcing 

his authority and bridging the worlds of Ostrogoths and Romans. He embraced the 

sacred attributes of emperors and dressed in imperial purple, although his palace was 

referred to as divina domus, not sacrum palatium.206 Notably, inscriptions and writings 

often referred to him with titles typically reserved for emperors.207 Following the 

Roman custom of distributing imperial imagery, Theoderic distributed gold 

medallions and silver and bronze coinage bearing his portrait across the imperial 

provinces, further reinforcing his association with Roman traditions.208 Following the 

tradition of adventus, he celebrated the thirtieth anniversary of his rule, tricennalia, in 

500 in Rome.209 The decision to claim and publicize his authority in the city of Rome 

in the manner of a Roman emperor was one of the numerous traditional means 

employed by Theoderic to project his authority to the Roman population.210 The 

celebration of Theodericôs tricennalia is documented in two contemporary sources: 

Anonymus Valesianus and Cassiodorusô Chronica.211 These accounts provide the 

general outlines of the ceremony, noting how Theodoric was received triumphantly by 

various segments of Roman society upon his entrance to the city. Notably, the 

participation of The Senate in welcoming Theoderic indicates the recognition of his 

legal position among the senatorial elites.212 At one point upon his entrance, he visited 
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the tomb of St Peter and publicly displayed his benevolence like emperors of the past, 

although he is Arian. This symbolic act highlights Theodericôs policy of seeking 

Orthodox approval. He visited the Curia of the senate, then ad Palmam situated at the 

Forum Romanum, and performed a processional entrance to the palace. He held games 

and races in the Circus Maximus, the Flavian Amphitheater. He commissioned a 

rebuilding campaign in Rome and distributed royal gifts to the city and population. 

Later sources suggest that Theoderic distributed silver and gold, an act of prosperity 

reserved for the emperor.213 Even though the scattered and inadequate evidence makes 

it impossible to reconstruct the details of the ceremony, scholars generally agree that 

the event was a carefully planned public ceremony in the form of an adventus.214 

Theoderic proved his respect for the Pope, Orthodoxy, and the city of Rome, earning 

reciprocal honor and publicly affirming his authority over the Roman lands.  

While all Theodericôs coinage carries the names of eastern emperors Anastasius I 

(419-518) or Justin I (518-527), the gold medallion found in the tomb complex at 

Senigalla in Italy in 1894 appears as an exception.215 (Figure 30). The obverse of this 

medallion bears Theodericôs only surviving portrait, depicting him holding a Victory 

statue and with an inscription that reads REX THEODORICVS PIVS PRINCIPS 

[óKing Theodoric, the Pius Princeô]. On the reverse side, the inscription REX 

THEODORICVS VICTOR GENTIVM [óKing Theodoric, the conqueror of peoplesô] 

is accompanied by COMOB, an abbreviation indicating the manufacturing location, 

likely either Rome or Ravenna in Theodericôs case.216 Scholars suggest that ñthe 

conqueror of peoplesò title implies that this medallion was a special issue struck to 
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commemorate Theodericôs adventus in Rome.217 Remarkably,  Roman gold 

medallions were never used in general circulation due to their weights and were often 

presented as gifts from the emperor.218 Whether it was intended as a part of his 

tricennalia or not, considering that the right to issue gold coinage was reserved 

exclusively for the emperor, Theodericôs medallion reveals his tendency to act as a 

successor of Roman Emperors. Even though his official constitutional position was 

peculiar, it ñmay be summed up as a Roman prince, a designation that he applied to 

himself.ò219 Theodericôs rule showcased a nuanced approach to governance, blending 

elements of Roman tradition and Gothic identity while navigating the complexities of 

Italy's diverse and stratified society. He strategically maintained strong connections 

with key bodies like the Senate, papal authority, the imperial court in Constantinople, 

and his military forces, fostering a merging of Gothic and Roman cultures within 

Ravenna. This amalgamation positioned Ravenna as the capital of the late antique 

West and as a center for Arian Goths in the early sixth century. The impact of 

Theodericôs governance on Ravenna was profound. His patronage brought about more 

extensive changes to the cityôs urban landscape than any previous empire during late 

antiquity.220 (Figure 31). This transformation was achieved mainly through substantial 

construction and renovation projects of public and religious structures. 

Among his repairs and additions redefining the monumental infrastructure of Ravenna, 

the extensive building program carried out in the so-called palatial quarter is 

outstanding.  Key sources shedding light on Theodericôs palatial quarter include 

archaeological findings, textual evidence, and the palace church, later known as San 
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Apollinare Nuovo.  Anonymus Valesianus mentions Theodericôs construction of a 

palace ñto which he was not dedicated,ò noting the completion of porticoes around the 

structure.221 This aligns with Agnellusôs descriptions and archeological findings, 

suggesting Theodericôs occupation of an existing structure and subsequent addition of 

porticoes. Recent archeological analysis contributed significantly to the discussion by 

mapping the chronological phases of the residential complex. Yet, whether the 

complex was an aristocratic domus or an imperial residence before Theodericôs 

occupation is still obscure.222  

Despite peculiarities concerning the previous owners of the complex, scholars have 

identified the spatial transformation the palace underwent during late antiquity. Based 

on archaeological evidence, five subsequent phases marking the evolution of the 

residential complex in late antiquity have been identified.223 During the fourth phase, 

dated from the late fifth to the early sixth centuries and attributed to Theoderic, a 

triconch-shaped dining room (S) was constructed. (Figures 32,33) This space was 

decorated with a multicolored mosaic floor depicting the mythological story of 

Bellerophon and the Chimera in the center, encircled by personifications of the Four 

Seasons with accompanying Latin inscriptions.224 During this phase, another layer of 

mosaic was added to the opus sectile floor of the triclinium (L), and further 

modifications occurred in the southern sector. Notably, an elaborate hunting scene 

discovered in the mosaic pavement of the peristyle likely dates to Theoderic.225 The 

renovation program initiated by Theoderic for the palace aligns with Simon Ellisôs 
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observations regarding the gradual evolution of Roman provincial aristocratic 

housing.226 As discussed by scholars like Ellis and Lale Özgenel, men of social 

significance in the late imperial period were visited by much larger crowds, and 

architecture was utilized as a means to regulate movement within their houses by 

managing the flow between public and private spaces.227 The reception areas and 

dining rooms within the houses of influential figures evolved from single tricliniums 

to more specialized spaces like audience chambers and grand dining halls.228 

Typically, these reception areas featured an apse positioned towards their entrance or 

a series of apses, often configured in the form of a triconch.229 While private audience 

chambers were intended for meetings with individuals who were not intimate with the 

family, grand dining halls found next to the triclinium were meant to host larger 

crowds and were open to socially equivalent visitors. Consequently, access to these 

spaces was hierarchically structured based on the degree of intimacy between the 

owner and the visitor. Ellis suggests that beyond architecture, decoration was also 

wielded as a means to impose power and authority over guests, many of whom were 

clients.230 A common decorative scheme was the mosaic pavement in grand dining 

halls, serving as a self-representation that the dominus wished to present to guests. 

Theodericôs apsidal dining room, designed in the triconch form, and its mosaic 

pavement depicting Bellerophonôs triumph over Chimera alongside representations of 

the Four Seasons, distinctly align with the spatial and decorative trends adopted by 

late antique aristocratic patrons in Roman Empire. The presence of a hunting scene -a 
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common motif marking the ownerôs achievements and showcasing generosity in 

hosting hunting events- within the peristyleôs mosaic pavement further underscores 

Theodericôs adherence to prevailing trends in elite representation within the Roman 

Empire during late antiquity.231  

Agnellus reports that Theoderic built a church dedicated to the Holy Savior west of 

the palace, presently known as SantôApollinare Nuovo.232 Deliyannis notes the 

limitations of archaeological evidence in establishing the precise topographical 

relation between the palace and the church.233 (Figure 34) If the northern boundary of 

the excavated palace courtyard extended westward, it would align with the southern 

wall of the church.234 (Figure 35) However, as Deliyannis observed, the resulting 

gigantic open space suggests the existence of other structures necessary for 

establishing the topographical relation. Agnellus describes the palace entrance south 

of the adjacent church, mentioning a palace gate named Calchi, which led to a 

ceremonial plaza where Theoderic presumably erected a bronze statue of himself.235  

 Another significant source shedding light on the appearance of Theodericôs palace 

within Ravennaôs monumental topography is the mosaic representation of the palace 

decorating the southern nave wall of the palace church. At the western ends of the nave 

walls are two corresponding mosaic depictions of the twin cities, Ravenna and Classe.  

The former is placed on the southern wall and dominated by a colonnaded structure 

labeled Palatium. (Figures 36,37) Being one of the rare sources evincing Theodericôs 

palace, the Palatium mosaic displays a triple-arched opening at the center that the 

central arch is the widest and has a golden background color and an arcade of three 

smaller arches on either side of the central structure. The triple-arched opening is 

surmounted by a pediment that once had an image and was later replaced with a plain 

gold covering, whereas the side colonnades are depicted with a windowed upper story 

 

231 See Ibid., 124-125 for a discussion regarding the hunting motif in late antique aristocratic houses. 

 
232 LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 86. 

 
233 Deliyannis, LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 74. 

 
234 Ibid. 

 
235 As cited in Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 119-122. 

 



 60 

and roof above. The openings between the arches, except the central one, are filled 

with a dark purple background. Behind this architectural unit, other structures with a 

wall behind them are visible. Adjacent to the Palatium mosaic is a stone gateway 

labeled civitas ravenn(as), corresponding to an image labeled classis or civitas classis 

on the opposite wall. Initially, in the arches of the Palatium façade, except the central 

arch, stood figures with their hand raised. A figure or figural group was in the pediment 

over the central arch. In the Ravenna gate, there was one figural depiction. Based on 

the non-uniform arrangement of bricks in the lower section of the Classis mosaic, it 

has been suggested that there too stood four human figures.236 During the Orthodox 

rededication of the church to St Martin, these figures from Ravenna gateway and 

Palatium mosaic were purged.237 (Figure 38) 

The representation of the palace has been the subject of much debate regarding 

whether it depicts the actual structure or an idealized version and whether it represents 

an interior or a portioned facade. Early interpretations by Ejnar Dyggve suggested that 

the mosaic depicted a flattened version of three sides of the ceremonial courtyard.238 

(Figure 39) On the basis of this interpretation, Noël Duval proposed that the mosaic 

juxtaposed the pediment and roof of the façade with the interior of the apsidal hall that 

had been flattened out.239 Conversely, Géza Francovich argued that the mosaic did not 

mean to present an imaginary palace layout but instead represented the actual 

façade.240 Johnson is convinced that the Palatium represents the Calchi gate and the 

principal façade of the palace, believing the whole mosaic program of the church was 

originally intended to present a procession of Theoderic and his court from the palace 
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to the church.241 According to Deliyannis, ñthe Palatium entrance depicted here is one 

of the facades of Ravennaôs palace, although it may contain elements that are more 

symbolic of authority rather than were necessarily found in any precise location.ò242 

The extent to which the Palatium mosaic reflects reality and which part of the palace 

it precisely portrays remains subject to debate. However, one undeniable aspect 

highlighted by the mosaic is Theodericôs pride in his enriched and extended royal 

residence. The available evidence enables us to reconceptualize the image of 

Theodericôs palatial quarter in relation to Ravennaôs urban topography. The Calchi 

gate, positioned adjacent to the palace church off the platea minor, likely formed part 

of a porticoed street extending from Porta San Lorenzo to Porta Serrata. (Figure 24) 

The urban experience offered by Theodericôs capital may have been reimagined as 

follows: visitors arriving at the port at Classe would enter Ravenna through Porta San 

Lorenzo and find themselves on the porticoed street platea minor. The street would 

lead them directly to the Calchi gate. Upon passing through this gate, they would 

encounter a ceremonial plaza, while those continuing along the platea minor would 

reach the palatine church.243 Theodericôs hostage years at the Great Palace in 

Constantinople between 461 and 471 are believed to have significantly influenced 

Theodericôs vision for his palace complex in Ravenna.244 Various components of 

Theodericôs palatial quarter -the splendid church SantôApollinare Nuovo, the 

ceremonial plaza, the bronze statue of Theoderic, the Calchi gate, and the renovated 

royal palace- resemble Constantinopolitan palace. ((Figure 40) For instance, the name 

Calchi for the entrance gate of the palatial quarter is a clear reference to Chalke, the 

ceremonial entrance gate of the Palace of Constantine.245 Similarly, the integration of 

platea minor with the Calchi gate resonates with the colonnades along 
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Constantinopleôs ceremonial porticoed street, the Mese, leading to the Chalke gate of 

the palace.246 Both palace complexes share proximity between entrances and a palace 

church with the same dedication to Christ the Savior. The arrangement of the Calchi 

gate and the palace church facing a large plaza where the equestrian statue of 

Theoderic was displayed echoes the ceremonial square Augustaion in front of the 

Great Palace.247 Notably, the architectural development of the imperial palace in 

Constantinople seems to have responded to prevailing trends in elite representation 

within the late antique Roman Empire. 248 The mosaic pavement found in the peristyle 

of the Great Palace, dating back to the reign of Theodosius II (408-450), displays 

heterogeneous motives, including the depiction of Chimera attacked by Bellerophon. 

((Figure 41) It is likely that Theoderic drew inspiration from this mosaic decoration 

when designing his palace, emphasizing continuity of influence from the Great Palace 

of Constantinople to his royal residence in Ravenna.  

In addition to the palace church dedicated to Arian worship, evidence points out 

several Arian churches in and around Ravenna by the mid-sixth century. ((Figure 42) 

Notably, the church that has been known as Santo Spirito from the fifteenth century 

onwards may have initially served as the cathedral for the Arian bishops of Ravenna.249 

((Figure 43) The church may have served together with the Arian baptistery located 

43 m to the southwest of the cathedralôs fa­ade, though their topographical relationship 

remains unclear. Despite the absence of evidence regarding Santa Spirito's decoration, 

the Arian Baptistery's dome mosaics have remained largely intact. Scholars have 

scrutinized these mosaics for evidence reflecting Arian theology and potential 

differences from Orthodox iconography.250 Since the nave mosaics of San Apollinare 
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Nuovo underwent a transformation during its rededication to the Orthodox faith, it has 

been argued that the original Arian depictions were offensive to Orthodoxy. Scholars 

have compared the mosaics of Orthodox and Arian Baptisteries to reveal similarities 

and differences, but scholars have not conclusively identified differences attributed to 

Arian religious practice.251 Ritualistic acts within these spaces in the context of 

baptism have also been explored for potential theological differences. Deliyannis notes 

that in Italy, evidence points out the similarity of Arian baptismal rituals with those of 

the Orthodox.252  The preservation of the dome mosaics in the Arian Baptistery during 

the Orthodox rededication of Arian spaces points out their seemingly neutral character. 

However, this neutrality might not necessarily reflect theological considerations but 

could be attributed to political neutrality. 

Much of Theodericôs reign occurred during the Acacian Schism (484-519) when 

Roman popes were in dispute with the Constantinopolitan patriarchs. This dispute 

centered on whether Christôs human and divine natures share the same essence, with 

both sides condemning each otherôs standings. Amidst this theological dispute, 

Arianism seems to have been almost ignored by the ecclesiastical authorities.253 Pope 

Hormisdas put efforts to end the schism with Constantinople and restore unity within 

the Orthodox church when he was elected in 514.  The fact that Pope Hormisdas took 

Theodericôs advice on three occasions though Theoderic was an Arian Gothic ruler 

demonstrates that his political standing allowed him to transcend doctrinal divisions, 

and his advice was sought and respected by his Orthodox Christian subjects.254 It was 

after the accession of Justin I in 518 and the subsequent resolution of the Acacian 

Schism in 519 that Byzantine emperors, now in alliance with the popes, began to 

exhibit intolerance towards Arian Christians.255 During Theodericôs last years, 

Arianism had become a political and theological issue, yielding increasing pressure 
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for Arian parties. In 526, just before his death, Theoderic sent an embassy to 

Constantinople to resolve the anti-Arian religious laws that had developed in the 

Eastern capital. The delegation, including Pope John I and Bishop Ecclesius of 

Ravenna, aimed to secure the rights of worship for Arian Christians in Constantinople. 

However, their efforts were in vain, resulting in Theodericôs imprisonment of Pope 

John I on his return. The developing anti-Arian propaganda in the East and Theodericôs 

punishment of adherents of the other party in the West eventually led to the failure of 

Theodericôs successors to maintain the balance between competing factions of 

Romans, Goths, and external forces in Italy.256 As the Ostrogothsô authority over the 

Western Roman Empire weakened, bishops took on prominent roles, serving as civic 

patrons within urban communities. As can be seen in the following chapter, this 

phenomenon is observable through the commemoration of bishops via textual, visual, 

and epigraphic mediums across Western Europe, notably in Rome and Ravenna.257  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

THE SIXTH CENTURY RAVENNA: ECCLESIASTICAL AGENTS  

 

 

4.1. Bishopric Patronage in Northern Italy 

In the late antique Christian world, bishops held a central position within the 

institutional structure of the early Church. A single bishop typically presided over each 

city, often maintaining this position for lifelong.258 From the earliest periods of the 

Christian church, bishopsô authority extended beyond spiritual matters; they settled 

disputes within the community, formulated policies, and managed Church finances 

and properties.259 The ecclesiastical rank of the bishop signified the prestige of their 

respective cities, as exemplified by Constantinopleôs recognized elevated status at the 

Council of Chalcedon in 461: 

For the fathers rightly granted privileges to the throne of old Rome because it 

was the royal city. And the one hundred and fifty most religious bishops [of 

the Second Ecumenical Council, Constantinople I (381)], actuated by the same 

consideration, gave equal privileges to the most holy throne of New Rome 

[Constantinople], justly judging that the city that is honored with the 

sovereignty and the senate and also enjoys equal [civil] privileges with the old 

imperial Rome, should in ecclesiastical matters also be magnified as she is, and 

rank next after her [é]260  

Throughout the fifth century, intense competition characterized the relationship 

between bishoprics in the northern Adriatic region. This rivalry often manifested in 

bishopsô attempts to enhance the prestige of their respective sees by emphasizing the 

antiquity of their foundation. Validating a bishopôs authority often involved 
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establishing the apostolic origins of the church, a phenomenon established by Bishop 

Ambrose in the late fourth century. This quest for legitimacy is evident in the trend of 

requiring Apostles' relics and establishing churches in their honor. In regions like 

Northern Italy, where centralized imperial power weakened, the accumulation of the 

bishopôs civic authority gained further momentum, as seen in Ravenna following the 

decline of Ostrogothic rule. By the time of the Byzantine reconquest of Italy in 540, 

several cities, including Rome, Ravenna, Naples, Canosa, and Porec, had bishops who 

promoted their citiesô episcopal heritage through artistic and architectural 

productions.261 

A substantial body of evidence, including the surviving monumental churches 

commissioned by episcopal authorities in Byzantine Italy, underscores the historical 

roles played by bishops during the period spanning from the sixth to the eighth 

centuries. As highlighted by Salvatore Cosentino, this era witnessed the emergence 

and flourishing of the wealthiest and most influential episcopal sees in Italy in regions 

under Byzantine rule.262 (Map 1) Central and northern Italy retained particular 

prominence during this period, with Rome and Ravenna being the most important 

cities after the Byzantine conquest. This prominence was rooted in both cities' political 

and religious significance, with Ravenna having been the last imperial residence in the 

West and Rome being distinguished as the home to the senate and papacy.263 Notably, 

these episcopates were led by influential bishops before and after the Byzantine 

conquest. Notably, while other episcopal sees did not pay much attention to their 

episcopal heritage from the seventh to the tenth centuries, the bishops of Rome and 

Ravenna continued to do so.264  

From the early sixth century onwards, bishops of Rome and Ravenna took an active 

role in documenting, editing, and even manipulating the history of their episcopal 

lineage. At the beginning of their episcopal lineages were their patron saints, St Peter 
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in Rome and St Apollinaris in Ravenna. This connection to apostolic origins was 

instrumental in establishing the legitimacy of their episcopal lineage and, therefore, in 

defining the status of their see within the hierarchy of the broader Christian world. In 

contrast to the Eastern parts of the Byzantine Empire, where hagiographic narratives 

commemorating bishops lacked overt political implications, Libri Pontificales of 

Rome and Ravenna recorded their bishopsô active involvement in imperial politics.265 

In documenting the history of their episcopal see in both textual and portraiture forms, 

both sees actively promoted cults of martyrs, local saints, and saintly bishops to assert 

the primacy of their respective sees. 

The sixth-century episcopates of Rome and Ravenna were committed to actively 

commemorating their past and current bishops across a range of traditions. The 

practice of commemoration, encompassing ñfunerary, historical, hagiographical, 

liturgical, and monumental traditions,ò266 played a crucial role in shaping their 

episcopal identity.  In Rome, the urge to outspeak papal primacy initially formed how 

popes presented themselves during the fourth and fifth centuries.267 During the 

Acacian Schism (484-519), when Roman popes and Constantinopolitan patriarchs had 

intense conflicts about papal primacy, Pope Gelasius (492-496) was buried at St. 

Peterôs Basilica. This symbolic act became a continuous tradition from then on, 

emphasizing the Roman Church's apostolic roots.268 At the beginning of the sixth 

century, this emphasis on papal primacy took a written form by means of vitaes, 

passiones, and narratives about saintly popes. Around the 510s, The Roman Liber 

Pontificalis began to be recorded, presenting a history of the popes through 

biographical accounts from St. Peter and down to the fifteenth century. In 527, Pope 

Felix IV (489-530) founded the church of Ss. Cosmas and Damian and decorated its 

apse with a hierarchy of frontally gazing figures. (Figure 10) The central figure is 

Christ, surrounded by saints Peter, Cosmas, and Theodore on one side and saints Paul, 
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Damian, and Pope Felix IV on the other. Felix IV is depicted offering a model of the 

Church to Christ, symbolizing his role as the founder of the church.   

The commemorative traditions honoring past and current popes in Rome continued 

and expanded during the Byzantine period, and the portrayal of donor bishops in the 

apse compositions became a recurring theme. For instance, over a century later from 

Pope Felix IV, the apse mosaic of the early seventh-century church SantôAgase, 

founded by Pope Honorius I (625-638) depicts the pope offering the model of the 

church to St Agnes. Figure 9) In the churches of Santa Cecilia in Trastevere and Santa 

Prassede, commissioned by Pope Paschal I (817-824), the pope appears in the apse 

mosaic holding a model of the church. (Figures 44,45) Within the timeless hierarchy 

of heavenly figures organized around Christ, ñthe saints, the popes, [é] intertwined 

in ways that originate in the cult of relics and are in turn significant for the embodiment 

of the divine as well as for the agenda of the papal self-promotion.ò269  

In Ravenna, the rivalry with other sees and claims of episcopal primacy motivated 

bishops to promote martyr cults, apostolic saints, and saintly bishops. Deliyannis 

clarifies Ravennate Churchôs aspiration for saintly patronage from late antiquity to the 

Medieval ages:  

"Miracles relating to the Ravenna's monuments and/or historical personalities 

demonstrate God's active interest in the affairs of the city, while the presence 

of saintly bishops in Ravenna's history increases the prestige and glory of the 

episcopal see."270  

Throughout the sixth century, Ravennate see engaged in constructing a historical 

narrative for their episcopal see, aiming to enforce its standing among significant 

episcopal centers like Rome, Milano, and Constantinople.271 Employing various 

media, her bishops projected themselves and local saints as historical and 

contemporary leaders of the city, and the instruments they employed were often 

modeled after those of Rome. Central to this process was the evolving visual culture 
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of Early Medieval Byzantium, characterized by a collective inclination towards 

Christian sacred portraits.  

4.2. Bishopric Patronage in Ravenna 

4.2.1. During Ostrogothic Rule 

Orthodox bishops shared episcopal authority with their Arian counterparts during 

Ostrogothic rule in Ravenna.272 Despite Theoderic being Arian, he tolerated the 

Orthodox party, marking the evolution of Ravennaôs ecclesiastical topography amidst 

the co-existence of Orthodox and Arian communities. The Orthodox bishops of 

Ravenna continued their religious activities in Ursiana Cathedral, the cityôs episcopal 

center, from the early fifth century onwards. Notably, under Peter II (494-520), the 

episcopal complex began to be enlarged by his commissions of a chapel called the 

Capella Arcivescovile and a house called Tricollis. While Tricollis has left no trace 

today, Agnellusôs accounts indicate its gradual construction over several episcopates 

down to bishop Maximian, who finalized the building. Maximian added a dedicatory 

inscription to praise the patrons involved in its construction.273 Capella arcivescovile, 

on the other hand, likely functioned as a private chapel for the archbishops and now 

resides within the Museo Arcivescovile. (Figures 46) Capella arcivescovile was 

designed in a cruciform shape with barrel-vaulted arms and a preceding narthex. While 

the narthex mosaics have been extensively restored according to the traces of small 

fragments and Agnellusô descriptions, the vault mosaics are believed to have survived 

almost intact.274 (Figures 47) The intrados of vault arches are decorated with medallion 

portraits of saints, each named above their respective medallions. The northeast and 

southwest arches depict apostles, while the southeast and northwest depict male and 

female martyrs.275 The selection criteria for the twelve martyrs to be depicted remains 

obscure. Still, some were later portrayed in procession mosaics covering the nave walls 
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of San Apollinare Nuovo during its rededication. These martyrs were likely among the 

most popular in the sixth century, and their depictions may have been readily available 

to the artists. A similar series of medallion portraits is believed to have existed in San 

Giovanni Evangelista and later appeared in San Vitale, founded a few years after the 

chapel's construction. Given that the chapel was built at the height of Theodericôs 

reign, Deliyannis argues that these mosaics stylistically resemble those in the Arian 

Baptistery and San Apollinare Nuovo.276 However, regarding iconographical choices, 

Deliyannis emphasizes its anti-Arian characteristics, noting the imagery of the 

secluded archbishopsô chapel has polemic tones.277 The mosaic above the narthex's 

northwestern door portrays a youthful Christ dressed as a warrior-emperor. He holds 

a cross in his right hand and an open book in his left. Inscribed on the open book is a 

quotation from John 14:6, a significant biblical passage often utilized by Orthodox 

theologians in their arguments against Arianism.  

Following Theodericôs death in 526, a political resolution and power struggle ensued 

in Ravenna, resulting in a shift towards increased authority for the Orthodox 

episcopacy. Starting with the second quarter of the sixth century, a series of Ravennate 

bishops emerged as local patrons, namely Bishop Ecclesius (522-532), Bishop 

Ursicinus (533-536) and Bishop Victor (538-545). In the year 526, following King 

Theodericôs death, a conflict erupted among the clerics of Ravenna regarding Bishop 

Ecclesiusôs governance of church affairs. The bishop and clergy members were 

summoned to Rome by Pope Felix IV, who then declared his decisions in a document 

referred to as the Letter of Pope Felix by Agnellus.278 This document, as Agnellus 

copied into his LPR, underscores the considerable income of the Ravenna Church 

ranking just below those of the patriarchal sees.279 With this considerable income and 

the donations of Julianus Argentarius, the Orthodox Church founded several churches 

in Ravenna and Classe after 526. According to Agnellusôs accounts, Bishop Ecclesius 
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ordered the construction of San Vitale, devoted to ñlocalò saint Vitalis, and Santa 

Maria Maggiore upon his return from Constantinople, both generously supported by 

Julianus Argentarius.280 (Figures 48) What is known about the original state of Santa 

Maria Maggiore comes from sixteenth and seventeenth-century descriptions since, in 

1671, it was extensively rebuilt in the baroque style. Girolamo Rossi mentions the apse 

mosaic, already in a ruinous condition by his time, featured Ecclesius offering a model 

of the church to the Virgin and Child.281 San Vitale's apse mosaic, completed shortly 

after the church of Ss. Cosmas and Damian, provides a glimpse of how the apse 

decoration in Santa Maria Maggiore might have been. In line with the Roman model 

of episcopal commemoration, Bishop Ecclesius is depicted to the far left of Christ in 

the mosaic, offering him a model of the church, while St Vitalis occupied the 

corresponding position on his far right. (Figure 11)  

Additionally, following the tradition of entombment at St Peterôs, Bishop Ecclesius 

was buried within San Vitale near the altar of St Nazarius, which became an episcopal 

tradition later shifted to SantôApollinare Classe.282 His successor, Bishop Ursicinus 

(533-536), ordered SantôApollinare in Classe devoted to the patron saint of Ravenna 

St Apollinaris, also sponsored by Julian the banker.  Notably, Bishop Victor (538-545) 

carried on the construction of both San Vitale and San Apollinare Classe. Traces of 

his involvement can be found within San Vitale: the monogram of Bishop Victor on 

the ground floor impost capitals of San Vitale. (Figure 49) However, much of the 

construction activity regarding the churches was commissioned during the last decades 

of Ostrogothic Ravenna, which likely occurred after the Byzantine conquest of 540. 

Both San Vitale and San Apollinare in Classe were completed and consecrated by 

Bishop Maximian (546-556). How far their construction progressed prior to Maximian 

is difficult to assess, but some parts of their wall mosaics date to Maximianôs 

predecessors.  
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4.2.2. Byzantine conquest and Archbishop Maximian 

Following Emperor Justinianôs (527-565) campaign initiated around the 530s in the 

Western Roman lands and the subsequent recapture of Ravenna by Belisarius in 540, 

Ravenna once again emerged as the political center of Byzantine administration in 

Italy. The long war had dismantled Theodericôs governmental structure in Italy, 

necessitating the establishment of a new governing system for the conquered lands. 

This led to the formation of the exarchate of Ravenna in the 580s, with the title exarch 

denoting the appointed governor responsible for overall administrative control and 

military defense in the region on behalf of Constantinople.283 As the capital of 

Byzantine Italy, Ravenna experienced a period of prosperity after 540, evident in the 

initiation of gold coin production at its mint and the elevation of its episcopal see to 

archbishopric status.284 Emperor Justinian appointed Maximian as Ravennaôs first 

archbishop sometime before 553, a significant move that marked Maximian and the 

Church of Ravenna as important agents of imperial church policy. The elevated status 

Ravennate episcopacy had within the episcopal hierarchy of Italy by 600 was primarily 

created by Maximian, who dedicated himself to consolidating Ravenna's authority 

within the broader Christian world. Agnellus enthusiastically recorded Maximian's 

contributions to Ravennaôs ecclesiastical landscape. Maximian undertook an 

ambitious agenda, overseeing the completion and consecration of several churches, 

namely St. Euphemia, St. Probus, St. Andrew, San Michele in Africisco, San 

Apollinare Classe, San Vitale and the Domus Tricollis located within the episcopium. 

Additionally, he founded the church of St. Stephen.285 Notably, the small church San 

Michele in Africisco was sponsored privately by Julian the banker.286 Despite the 

church having vanished except for the lower parts of the apse, a reconstructed version 

of its apse mosaic is displayed in Bode Museum, Berlin.287 (Figure 50) In 1844, when 
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the church was already out of use, the mosaics were sold to King Friedrich Wilhelm 

IV of Germany. They were removed from the apse and taken down to Venice, where 

the reconstruction was executed to send to Berlin. In the meantime, many of the 

original pieces have been lost. For what we have today in the setting of a museum, 

Verhoeven points out that we are confronted with a missing original context and an 

unreliable modern reconstruction.288 

Maximian, aiming to secure ecclesiastical supremacy for Ravenna, pursued multiple 

strategies, including the acquisition of revered relics. Agnellus documents Maximianôs 

efforts to acquire relics and lists the saints and apostles whose relics he placed in the 

church of St Stephen.289 Among these attempts, Maximian requested the body of St 

Andrew, the saint associated with Constantinople's foundation, from Emperor 

Justinian.290 The emperor rejected the removal of relics from Constantinople, 

emphasizing that St Andrew should remain in Constantinople, akin to how his brother 

St Peterôs  relics were in Rome. This refusal illustrates the prestige apostolic figures 

provided to their respective cities.291 This is even clear in Agnellus' disappointment by 

Maximian's failure: "if he had buried the body of blessed Andrew, brother of Peter the 

prince, here, the Roman popes would not thus have subjugated us."292 Nevertheless, 

Justinian let him take the saintôs beard and relics from many other saints back to 

Ravenna; maybe those were the relics deposited in St Stephen. Evidence points out 

that Maximianôs episcopal policy aimed to promote the history of the bishopric of 

Ravenna. It is likely that during Maximianôs reign, a compilation listing the preceding 

bishops, beginning with the patron saint Apollinaris, was created. He commissioned 
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several commemorative artistic works that prominently portrayed current and 

historical bishops of Ravenna, proving the importance of the line of episcopal 

succession for Maximian. Agnellus mentions an altar cloth featuring portraits of all 

his predecessors commissioned by Maximian, yet more significant in our context is 

the apse mosaics of San Apollinare Classe. (Figure 8) The current composition of the 

apse conch depicts two flocks of lamps on both sides of the Saint Apollinaris, with the 

patron saint prominently featured. In the lower zone of the apse conch, between the 

windows, previous bishops Severus, Ursus, Ecclesius, and Ursicinus are portrayed. 

The mosaics carried a clear ideological agenda, visually linking Ravennaôs episcopal 

lineage to its apostolic founder, St Apollinaris, and showcasing a succession of bishops 

from St Apollinaris down to Maximianôs era. While the cityôs connection to an 

apostolic saint enforced its position within the Christian world, Maximian might have 

had additional motives.  

Following the increasing wealth of Ravennate episcopacy, bishops provided the 

Ursiana Cathedral with various liturgical objects and furnishings. These donations 

included altar cloths, ciborium, ambo, and liturgical crosses. Among these treasures, 

Maximianôs throne, now on display in the Museo Arcivescovile, stands as a 

remarkable artifact from Byzantine Ravenna. (Figure 51) The bishopôs throne bears 

Maximianôs monogram on the front and comprises thirty-nine ivory panels attached to 

a wooden frame, each depicting narratives or figures from the Old and New 

Testaments. Scholars attribute its craftsmanship to Constantinopolitan and eastern 

Mediterranean ivory workshops.293 While the bishopôs throne serves as a testament to 

Maximianôs close connections with the visual aesthetics of the imperial capital, his 

portrayal alongside Emperor Justinian in the Imperial Panel of San Vitale's presbytery 

manifests Ravennaôs intimate political ties with the East. This mosaic panel enacts an 

imperial ideology, symbolizing Ravennaôs transition to a new position that was both 

politically and ecclesiastically subjugated by Constantinople.294 Unlike Rome's 

approach, Ravennaôs deliberate alliance with the Eastern Emperors in this period was 

a strategic move to promote episcopal primacy. The alliance reinforced Ravennaôs 
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image as an influential ecclesiastical center with imperial backing. Additionally, this 

affiliation granted Ravenna certain privileges from the Eastern emperors. A crucial 

theological disunification that had political consequences among the Empire arose 

during Justinianôs reign. In 553, Emperor Justinian summoned the Fifth Ecumenical 

Council in Constantinople to condemn three texts that threatened the established 

theological doctrine regarding Christôs united human and divine natures.295 Justinian 

sought ecclesiastical confirmation to bring religious harmony throughout the Roman 

world under the same doctrinal belief. However, his actions triggered controversy, 

particularly when the Roman church opposed his edict.296 The opposition stemmed 

from the decisions formulated at the Council of Chalcedon in 451, where Pope Leo I 

defined Christ's nature. Anything perceived as undermining Chalcedonôs decisions 

was deemed contrary to papal authority. Despite Pope Vigilius eventually condemning 

the three chapters formulated at the Fifth Council, bishops of several provinces in 

Northern Italy and Africa rejected the council of 553, leading to a lasting division until 

the eighth century. The Three Chapter Controversy weakened the imperial control over 

the Adriatic and paved the way for the Lombard invasion of Northern Italy in 568. 

Nevertheless, the Ravennate Church maintained loyalty to imperial authority through 

Maximianôs support of the Fifth Councilôs decision. During this period, Justinian 

explicitly intensified a more decisive action against Arian churches. While Justinian 

utilized anti-Arian polemic as part of his propaganda to justify the conquests of Africa, 

Italy, and Spain between 557 and 565, he specifically mandated the transfer of all 

Arian ecclesiastical properties in Italy to the Orthodox community.297 In Ravenna, 

Maximianôs successor, Archbishop Agnellus (557-570), oversaw the rededication of 

former Arian churches- four outside the city and five within- to Orthodox worship 

between 566 and 570.298 As a part of this reconciliation process, Theodericôs palace 

church SantôApollinare Nuovo was converted into an orthodox space. As discussed in 

the subsequent chapter, Arthur Urbano identifies this process as a sort of damnatio 
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memoriae, an ancient form of cultural forgetting employed by the Orthodox to 

dishonor rather than eradicate the memory of Arianism in Ravenna.299 

While the alliance with Eastern emperors and acquisition of archbishopric status 

granted Ravenna ecclesiastical independence, towards the end of the sixth century, 

Ravennate see faced subjugation from the Roman Church. In 578, The Roman Popes 

intervened in the selection of the archbishop of Ravenna.300 Around the same time, 

with the expansion of Islam and the Arabic conquest of the seventh century, Eastern 

emperors sought to unify their Christian subjects. In Constantinople, the Monothelete 

doctrine emerged, advocating the idea of Christôs single will - Godôs will- instead of 

distinct human and divine wills. The theological doctrine opposed Islamic 

monotheism, yet it received little backing in the West. Rome became the center of 

opposition to Monothelitism, positioning itself as the protector of Christian orthodoxy 

against the heretical advancements originating from Constantinople. When the council 

of Constans II in 647/8 issued an imperial decree known as Outline of the Faith (Typos 

tes Pisteos), forbidding the discussion of the doctrine, Pope Martin (649-55) 

summoned a synod to condemn Constantinopleôs theological definitions.301 Notably, 

the exarchs of Ravenna played significant roles in this period, attempting to compel 

the popes to accept Eastern theological definitions while maintaining diplomatic 

ties.302 Archbishop Maurus of Ravenna (649-71) did not attend the synod and 

continued to support imperial campaigns in Sicily. In the 650s, he sought negotiations 

with Emperor Constans II (641-668) to secure Ravennaôs freedom from papal 

subjugation. In 666, while Constans II was in Sicily, Archbishop Maurus (644-673) 

sent his deacon Reparatus with a copy of Passio Sancti Apollinaris to discuss the 

Ravennaôs archiepiscopal authority and independence from papal control.303 

Convinced by their argument, Constans II endowed the privileges of autocephaly to 
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Ravannate Church, granting them the right to choose and consecrate their archbishops 

independently. The ñAutocephalyò mosaic panel to the left of the apsidal window and 

ñSacrificeò panel corresponding to it on the right were executed in SantôApollinare 

Classe to record this incident.  (Figure 52) Ravennaôs ecclesiastical independence from 

Rome lasted until the 680s when Archbishop Theodore (679-693) submitted the 

Ravennate church to papal control.  

4.2.3 Cults of St Apollinaris and St Vitalis 

Surviving artifacts and textual evidence attest to bishopsô active promotion of saintly 

cults in the second quarter of the sixth century, particularly those of St Vitalis and St 

Apollinaris. Possibly in the sixth or seventh centuries, the vitae of these saints were 

altered in Ravenna to localize them. Agnellusôs LPR starts with the vita of Apollinaris, 

referring to St Apollinaris as Ravenna's patron saint and founder bishop. However, this 

apostolic representation differs from the earliest surviving record mentioning 

Apollinaris, found in the sermon of Bishop Peter Chrysologus (433-450) sermon.304 In 

Sermon 128, "On the feast of saint Apollinaris," Apollinaris is mentioned as a 

confessor equal in stature to martyrs.305 The transformation of Apollinaris into a 

martyred saint and his association with St Peter of Rome first appears in the Passio 

Sancti Apollinaris, likely composed in Ravenna during the mid-sixth century and 

developed under Archbishop Maurus (644-673).306 This later martyrology, utilized by 

Agnellus in LPR, portrays Apollinaris arriving from Antioch to Rome alongside St 

Peter, who then sends him to Ravenna for preaching.307 Apollinaris performs 

numerous healing miracles in Ravenna and converts many to Christianity but faces 

torture and exile for these actions. After twenty-eight years as bishop, he returns to 
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Ravenna and is martyred at the hands of Pagans in Classe. Passio Sancti Apollinaris 

describes his burial in the following manner: "Apollinaris, martyr, and bishop, dies 

and is buried outside the walls of Classe in a stone sarcophagus, which is buried in the 

ground to be hidden from pagans."308 According to Herrin, Bishop Maximian might 

have written the Passio Sancti Apollinaris since he dedicated himself to enhancing 

Ravennaôs episcopal standing.309 Given Maximianôs commissioning of the apse 

mosaic of SantôApollinare Classe featuring the patron saint, the passio likely validated 

the church's devotion to Apollinaris. Verhoeven attributes the promotion of 

Apollinarisôs apostolic vita to Archbishop Maurus, who might have composed the 

passio to strengthen claims for the status of autocephaly.310 An inscription dating to 

the churchôs consecration on 9 May 549 mentions the translation of the sarcophagus 

containing Apollinaris's relics into the church. 311 When combined with the passioôs 

claim of Apollinarisôs burial in a stone sarcophagus outside the walls of Classe and 

with Agnellusôs description of the churchôs location outside the walls of Classe, it 

strongly suggests that the passio likely emerged around the same time as the churchôs 

foundation. There is limited evidence regarding the extent of Apollinarisôs cult outside 

Ravenna in late antiquity. Pope Gregoryôs letters are the earliest sources dating back 

to early Christian times, where Apollinarisôs grave is highlighted as a site of 

veneration.312 Nevertheless, the evolution of SantôApollinare Classe into the burial 

place for Ravennate archbishops, starting from the late sixth century with Archbishop 

Marinian (595-606/618) and continuing until the late eighth century, underscores the 

importance that Ravennate bishops attributed to the grave of Apollinaris.  

St Vitalis had known to be a saint from Bologna until the Ravennate see adopted him 

when a letter was composed by an anonymous Ravennate hagiographer at the end of 
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the fifth or the beginning of the sixth century.313 This letter, fashioned as if written by 

Bishop Ambrosia of Milan, retells St Vitalis's martyrdom, establishing a direct 

connection with Ravenna. Known as the Passio sanctorum martyrum Gervasii et 

Protasii, it portrays St Vitalis as the father of Milan's local martyrs, St Gervasio and 

St Protasius, whose relics were discovered by Bishop Ambrosia, and claims that St 

Vitalis martyred in Ravenna.314 Similar to St Apollinaris, the adoption of St Vitalis 

manifested in the church dedicated to him, San Vitale. Although his grave has not been 

identified, an altar basement from the fifth century, excavated in San Vitaleôs third 

exedra of the central octagon, suggests the existence of some sort of a memoria, likely 

of Vitalis, at the site before the foundation of the church.315 The depiction of St Vitalis 

in the apse mosaic, alongside St Gervasius and St Protasius portrayed in medallions 

within the intrados of the triumphal arch, aligns with Agnellusôs mention of an 

inscription in the atrium commemorating the family: ñThe lofty temples rise to the 

venerable rooftop, sanctified to God in the name of Vitalis. And Gervase and Protase 

also hold this stronghold, whom family and faith and church join together.ò316 

The cultivation of localized saintly cults served to relate Ravenna's early ecclesiastical 

history to that of Rome and Milan. The Ravennate see sought to heighten its standing 

within the broader Christian world by appropriating an imagined past. An identifiable 

depiction had been necessary to propagate the cults of Ss Vitalis and Apollinaris, and 

the artists had been required to depict ña specific saint in such manner as to leave no 

doubt about his identity.ò317 The historical evidence regarding the bishopric patronage 

in Ravenna aids us in understanding the historical context in which sacred portraits 

were commissioned and displayed in churches. However, this evidence primarily 

relies on surviving texts authored by or concerning bishops, shedding light on the 
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bishopsô motivation in promoting these sacred portraits but offering limited 

information on how society perceived these portraits.  

Our primary source of information for bishopric patronage in Ravenna during late 

antiquity is Agnellusôs account that elucidates bishopsô motivation to commission 

sacred portraits: to promote that Ravennaôs episcopal see had apostolic origins, with 

its first bishop St Apollinaris being sent by St Peter, and that Ravenna had as many 

saints as Rome. However, if we attribute the production of sacred portraits only to 

reasons of authority appropriation based on Agnellus, it downgrades the historical role 

sacred portraits played in the visuality of late antiquity. Marsengillôs observation 

highlights the significant role of local bishopsô portraits, not only in positioning the 

church within the religious power structure but also in benefiting the community.318 

These portraits facilitated a more tangible connection with the divine realm, 

transforming distant historical events into something directly linked to the ongoing 

religious life of Ravenna when bishops began to appear in church decorations 

alongside saints, Christ, and Biblical figures. In essence, the visual regime of late 

antique Ravenna and Early Byzantium was a product of the collective taste of the 

culture that worked towards eliminating the non-exegetic ways of viewing.319 Hence, 

how a sixth-century viewer engaged with and interpreted mosaics of Ravenna calls to 

explore their ritual-centered viewing. In the following chapter, the surviving sixth-

century mosaic imagery in the churches of SantôApollinare Nuovo, San Vitale, and 

SantôApollinare Classe will be examined according to their visual demands in their 

ñliveò state.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

318 Marsengill, Portraits and Icons: Between Reality and Holiness in Byzantium, 167-198. 

 
319 Elsner, ñòThe Truth within These Empty Figuresò: The Genesis of Christian Visual Exegesis,ò 249-
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 

MAPPING EARLY BYZANTINE SIGHT IN RAVENNATE CHURCHES  

 

 

Following Ravennaôs reintegration into the Byzantine Empire after the era of Gothic 

Arianism, the Ravennate episcopacy took the initiative to invent the cults of local 

Saints Apollinaris and Vitalis. Simultaneously, they constructed basilicas devoted to 

these saints and adorned these sacred spaces with depictions of saints, in conjunction 

with imperial and bishopric imagery, during the sixth and seventh centuries. During 

this late antique-early medieval period, Ravennate churches were adorned with images 

to which veneration should be paid, yet images that were not icons. This chapter aims 

to investigate the role exegetic and ritual-centered viewing of Byzantine culture played 

in the visualities of Ravenna. It seeks to overcome the sole agency of patronage in 

discussing visualities of antiquity and medievality by exploring the impact of the 

visual culture of Early Medieval Byzantium on Ravenna, considering Ravennaôs 

significance to the empire as the capital of Byzantine presence across the Adriatic. 

5.1. SantôApollinare Nuovo 

SantôApollinare Nuovo was initially built as the palace church of Ostrogothic King 

Theoderic in the 500s and belonged to the Arian doctrine.320 The church was designed 

as a three-aisled basilica, with nave walls supported by twelve columns made of 

Proconnesian marble ending in a semicircular apse. (Figure 53) Although the church 

has undergone multiple restorations, for instance, due to an earthquake in the Middle 

 

320 For further information about the church see Cetti Muscolino, ed. SantôApollinare Nuovo: un 

cantiere esemplare, Longo Angelo, 2012; Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 146-174; Marcello 

Panzanini, ñLa processione dei martiri a SantôApollinare Nuovo di Ravenna: Una celebrazione della 

festa delle capenne,ò Divus Thomas 107, no.3 (2004): 162-171; Urbano, "Donation, Dedication, and 

Damnatio Memoriae: The Catholic Reconciliation of Ravenna and the Church of SantôApollinare 

Nuovo," 71ï110; Verhoeven, The Early Christian Monuments of Ravenna: Transformations and 

Memory, 43-46 and 137-156. 
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Ages and the damage resulting from bombings during World War II, the main body of 

the church remains intact. The church also preserves a considerable part of its original 

mosaic decoration commissioned by Theoderic. However, during the Orthodox 

dedication in the 560s, some alterations occurred, resulting in the decoration surviving 

today. (Figures 54,55) Among the surviving parts from the decoration dating to the 

construction period are the Palatium and Classis mosaics at the western ends of the 

lower nave walls, enthroned Christ and enthroned Virgin Mary at the eastern ends of 

the lower nave walls, and the mosaics decorating the two upper registers of the nave 

walls. (Figures 56,57,58) While the upper register above the windows is decorated 

with Christological scenes from the Life and Passion of Christ, below them, between 

the windows are unidentified prophets in robes, holding books or scrolls.321 There is 

no evidence regarding the apse decoration of the church, except Agnellusôs mention 

of an inscription running in the apse above the windows: ñKing Theoderic made this 

church from its foundations in the name our Lord Jesus Christ.ò322 

In the 560s, the church was converted into an orthodox space during the episcopate of 

Bishop Agnellus (557-570), the successor of Bishop Maximian. The reconsecration 

included the transfer of ownership, reconsecration liturgy, rededication to St. Martin 

of Tours, and the partial alteration of nave mosaics decorating the lower register.323 

The figural depictions standing in the arches of the Palatium mosaic were purged, and 

the arches were filled with curtains. At the same time, the Ravenna gateway and the 

Classis mosaics were also modified. (See Figure 38) A closer examination of the 

Palatium mosaic reveals the hands and forearms of the purged figures on several white 

 

321 The scenes from the Life and Passion of the Christ decorating the upper fascia of the southern nave 

wall from the entrance towards the apse are: the Doubt of Thomas; the Road to Emmaus; the two Marys 

at the Sepulchre; the Carrying of the Cross; Christ before Pilate; Judasôs Repentance; Peterôs Denial; 

the Prophecy of Peterôs Denial; Christ before Caiaphas; Christ taken Prisoner; the Betrayal; 

Gethsemane; the Last Supper. Corresponding to them on the northern nave wall are the scenes of: the 

Healing of the Paralytic at Bethesda; the Gadarene Swine; the Healing of the Paralytic at Capernaum; 

the Last Judgement; the Widowôs Mite; the Pharisee and the Publican; the Raising of Lazarus; Christ 

and the Samaritan Woman; the Healing of the Woman Having an Issue of Blood; the Healing of the 

Two Blind Men; the Calling of Peter and Andrew; the Miracle of the Loaves and Fishes; the Miracle of 

Cana. 

 
322 Concerning Holy Agnellus, LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 200. 

 
323 Urbano, "Donation, Dedication, and Damnatio Memoriae: The Catholic Reconciliation of Ravenna 

and the Church of SantôApollinare Nuovo," 71ï110. 
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columns, and circular patterns probably outline their halos above the curtain rods. 

(Figures 59,60) Also dating to the decorative alteration made during the reconsecration 

is the procession of female saints led by three magi on the lower register of the northern 

nave wall departing from the gate of Classe and marching toward the Virgin Mary, 

and as a counterpart to them is the male saints led by St Martin on the southern wall 

departing from the gate of Ravenna and marching toward the Christ.324  

Therefore, the nave mosaics of SantôApollinare Nuovo exhibit two different 

patronships, commissioned first by King Theoderic during the Ostrogothic rule of Italy 

and modified by Bishop Agnellus during the Byzantine conquest of Emperor Justinian. 

The modifications commissioned during the Orthodox reconsecration of the former 

Arian church pose two significant questions. First, who were the purged figures from 

the Palatium, Classis, and Ravenna gateway mosaics, and why were their traces left in 

the Palatium? Second, what was depicted there on the central zone of the lower register 

before the addition of the saintsô processions; between the Palatium and enthroned 

Christ on the southern wall and between the Classis and Enthroned Virgin Mary on 

the northern wall? Both questions ultimately relate to the Gothic patronage and Arian 

theology. 

Regarding the identities of the figures purged from the Palatium, Ravenna gateway, 

and Classe mosaics, scholars agree that the purged figures might have represented 

King Theoderic, his court members, his family and/or the Gothic ecclesiastical 

leaders.325 In the light of the evidence, it is impossible to reconstruct the original 

representations; however, some scholars have suggested that on the pediment of the 

 

324 According to the inscription placed above the portrayals, the twenty-two female saints towards the 

apse are: St Eugenia, St Sabina, St Christina, St Anatolia, St Victoria, St Paulina, St Emerentiana, St 

Daria, St Anastasia, St Justina, St Felicitas, St Perpetua, St Vincentina, St Valeria, St Crispina, St Lucia, 

St Caecilia, St Eulalia, St Agnes, St Agatha, St Pelagi, and St Euphemia. Their corresponding twenty-

five male saints are: St Sabinus, St Hyacinthus, St Probus, St Chrysogonus, St Pancratius, St Vincentius, 

St Polycarp, St Demetrius, St Sebestian, St Apollinaris, St Felix, St Nabor, St Ursicinus, St Protasius, 

St Gervasius, St Vitalis, St Paul, St John, St Cassian, St Cyprian, St Cornelius, St Hippolytus, St 

Lawrance, St Xystus, St Clemens, and St Martin.  

 
325 See Johnson, "Toward a History of Theoderic's Building Program," 91; Urbano, "Donation, 

Dedication, and Damnatio Memoriae: The Catholic Reconciliation of Ravenna and the Church of 

SantôApollinare Nuovo," 93. 
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Palatium stood the image of King Theoderic.326 This suggestion based on Agnellusôs 

description of a mosaic portrait of Theoderic on horseback, armed with a lance and 

shield, surrounded by personifications representing Rome and Ravenna:  

[é] in the apse of the dining hall that is called By the Sea, above the gate and 

at the front of the main door that is called Ad Calchi, where the main gate of 

the palace was, in the place which is called Sicrestum, where the church of the 

Savior is seen to be. In the pinnacle of this place was an image of Theodoric, 

wonderfully executed in mosaic, holding a lance in his right hand, a shield in 

his left, wearing a breastplate. Facing the shield stood Rome, executed in 

mosaic with spear and helmet; and there holding a spear was Ravenna, ýgured 

in mosaic, with right foot on the sea, left on land hastening toward the king.327 

Scholars have divergent views on the mosaicôs precise location due to ambiguities in 

Agnellusôs account. Deliyannis suggests the image of Theoderic was in the apse of the 

dining hall of Theodericôs Palace.328 However, Hendrick Dey and Johnson suggest that 

it was set on the pediment over the main entrance, Calchi.329 If the Palatium mosaic is 

the unfolded version of the palatial façade, and if Agnellus is describing the main 

entrance of the palace, it might be the case that the portrait of King Theoderic once 

decorated the pediment of the Palatium mosaic. (Figure 61) Regarding the original 

decoration covered by the processions of saints, some scholars accepted that initially, 

there stood the representation of the procession of Theoderic and his court from the 

palace to the church and that the overall scheme of the original decoration, the number 

of figures, for instance, did not change at all.330 This suggestion is highly hypothetical 

since the restoration works could not identify traces of the original decoration beneath 

the present layer. During the purge, the surface had been removed until the brick.331 

Therefore, Verhoeven suggests that it might even be the case that there were no 

 

326 See Ibid.  

 
327 Concerning Holy Agnellus, LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 205-206.  

 
328 Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 120-121.  

 
329 Johnson, "Toward a History of Theoderic's Building Program," 86; Dey, "Ceremonial Armatures: 

Porticated Streets and Their Architectural Appendages," 117. 

 
330 Otto Von Simson, Sacred Fortress: Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna, The University of 

Chicago Press, 1948, 81. Also see Urbano, "Donation, Dedication, and Damnatio Memoriae: The 

Catholic Reconciliation of Ravenna and the Church of SantôApollinare Nuovo," 93. 

 
331 Verhoeven, The Early Christian Monuments of Ravenna: Transformations and Memory, 154. 
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decorations here in Theodoricôs time.332 According to Urbano, it would not have been 

unusual for Theoderic to display royal family portraits in his palace church since 

Ravennate churches had begun to be decorated with imperial portraiture as early as the 

San Giovanni Evangelista in the fifth century.333 Later examples include the Imperial 

panels of San Vitale dating to the sixth century and the Autocephaly panel of 

SantôApollinare Classe dating to the seventh century. It would also not have been 

unusual if the original mosaics of SantôApollinare Nuovo included the portraits of 

Gothic bishops since Ravenna has a long tradition of episcopal commemoration.  

Indeed, if decorations stood before the churchôs reconsecration where we now see the 

processions of saints, they evoked the Arian and Ostrogothic past of Ravenna. The 

highly stylized appearance of forty-seven saints and the church's dedication to St 

Martin, who was renowned for being an anti-Arian saint, indicates that the cult of 

saints was utilized to defend Orthodoxy. The saints in the procession are mainly drawn 

from the Ravennate, Roman, and Milanese saint catalogs, representing an alliance of 

the churches of Byzantine Italy against Gothic Arianism.334 Urbano identifies the 

reconsecration process as a sort of damnatio memoriae, an ancient form of cultural 

forgetting, which the Byzantines sought to dishonor rather than eradicate the memory 

of Arianism in Ravenna.335 The physical act of erasure negated evidence of the past 

and produced new signs of it when the traces of the Arian past were kept in the 

Palatium mosaic to "remember to forget."336 The fact that the apse inscription 

commemorating Theoderic as the church's founder was still visible to Agnellus in the 

ninth century, not being eradicated during the Orthodox reconsecration, further 

intensifies Urbanoôs interpretation of damnatio memoriae. Despite nothing is known 

regarding the decoration of the apse, the archival drawing showing the apse decoration 

of SantôAgata dei Goti, a former Arian church erected between 462 and 470 in Rome, 

 

332 Ibid.  

 
333 Urbano, "Donation, Dedication, and Damnatio Memoriae: The Catholic Reconciliation of Ravenna 

and the Church of SantôApollinare Nuovo," 93. 

 
334 Ibid., 90. 

 
335 Ibid., 95-99.  

 
336 Ibid., 96. 
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serves as an example. This Arian church was dedicated to Christ the Savior, as was 

Theodericôs palace church. It featured Christ surrounded by twelve apostles in the apse 

conch, which was visible until the sixteenth century. (Figure 62) According to Maria 

Carile, just like SantôAgata dei Goti, SantôApollinare Nuovoôs apse decoration might 

have featured an image of Christ amidst the apostles.337 After SantôAgata dei Goti was 

converted to Orthodox worship by Pope Gregory the Great (590-604), who rededicated 

the church to St Agatha, the apostolic portraits decorating the apse remained, as did 

the images intentionally left unchanged in SantôApollinare Nuovoôs nave walls, 

suggesting that Arian iconography did not significantly differ from that of Orthodox. 

Nor did the Arian and Orthodox liturgical services diverge significantly in terms of the 

use of ritualistic space. Characteristics of the liturgical performance held in late antique 

Mediterranean churches involved a ceremonial procession of the clergy and 

congregation into the church, followed by their procession through the nave, and the 

clergyôs gathering in the sanctuary space where benches were situated against the apse. 

In contrast, the congregation stayed in the nave facing the clergy. Moreover, 

SantôApollinare Nuovoôs three-aisled basilica form ending with a semicircular apse is 

strikingly similar to the architectural form of the basilica of SantôApollinare Classe 

built by the Orthodox bishops of Ravenna in the 520s. (See Figure 99) Therefore, 

SantôApollinare Nuovo suited both Christian communities in terms of ritualistic space 

and communal worship and did not require any spatial alteration during the Orthodox 

rededication.  

The decorative modification, however, was deemed necessary to utilize the liturgical 

space for the new owners, the Orthodox community of Ravenna. It is essential to 

question the operation of images that were spared the purge and commissioned during 

the purge within the ritualistic space of the church. It seems highly comprehensible 

that the mosaics closest to the entrance depicting Ravenna and Classe in the lower 

register of the nave walls were left in place - since after partial modifications 

eradicating the memory associated with the Goths, they became neutral 

representations. Both during the Arian period and after the Orthodox reconciliation, 

 

337 Maria Cristina Carile, "Piety, Power, or Presence? Strategies of Monumental Visualization of 

Patronage in Late Antique Ravenna," Religions 12, no.2 (2021), 1-28. 
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the two cities marked the beginnings of the liturgical procession from an earthly realm 

towards the enthroned Christ and Virgin Mary at the eastern ends of the naves just 

before the sanctuary. The other images that were left untouched and deemed 

acceptable for Orthodox liturgy, the upper two registers of the naves depicting the 

apostles and Christological scenes, and the enthroned Christ and Virgin Mary in the 

lower register just before the area of the sanctuary, indeed reflect the iconographic 

trends developing in late antique churches in both East and West. As Elsner discussed, 

Christian art worked towards decoding the scripture in its depiction of biblical events, 

portrayal of spiritual leaders, and integration of these elements into typological 

programs.338 The sixth century Byzantium was highly exegetic in commissioning and 

viewing religious art since the culture was occupied with the exegesis of the 

Incarnation. Regarding the mosaics commissioned during the reconsecration, the 

processions of female and male saints, no other church in Ravenna, the decoration 

bears this much resonance with the ritualistic performance within the church. Just like 

the clergy and the congregation marching towards the sanctuary during the liturgical 

services, the saints are in motion, marching towards the Virgin and Christ.  

The liturgical rituals and processions across the late antique Mediterranean churches 

were dynamic, varying in visibility and movement patterns according to their spatial 

and decorative configurations. The question of how might the sixth-century 

worshipper experience the nave mosaics in SantôApollinare Nuovo recalls assessing 

their spatial laws of interaction within the ritualistic setting of the church. Identifying 

the human experience within spatial relations of ecclesiastical space involves decoding 

the ecclesial visibility patterns by engaging in space syntax analysis.  According to 

Bill Hillier,  

Space syntax starts with the object and examines it for evidence of order 

resulting from human behavior. It, therefore, makes no assumptions about 

human behavior but looks for evidence of human behavior in the object [é] to 

see how far evidence can be found in [human behavior] of the influence of the 

object.339 

 

338 Elsner, ñòThe Truth within These Empty Figuresò: The Genesis of Christian Visual Exegesis,ò 249-

287. 
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 It is intriguing that the decorative modification only took place in the lower registers 

of the nave walls, i.e., the nave section that is most visible to the viewers. (Figure 63) 

The lowest register depicting the two cities, the processing saints, and the enthroned 

Virgin and Christ stands approximately 6 meters above the ground, having a 3-meter 

elevation. The second register depicting apostles stands 9 meters above the ground, 

having a 2.5-meter elevation. The upper register depicting scenes from Life and 

Passion of Christ stands 11.5 meters above the ground, having a 1-meter elevation. 

However, the present proportions of the nave elevation are the results of the sixteenth-

century restorations. Due to the high groundwater and swamping, the pavements and 

arcades were raised in many Early Christian churches of Ravenna during the sixteenth-

century restoration campaigns.340 In SantôApollinare Nuovo, the pavement was raised 

approximately 1.20 meters. To raise the arcades of the nave walls, new arches were 

opened, resulting in the demolition of the original arches and the lower register of the 

nave walls above them, which was approximately 2 meters in elevation.341 (Figure 64)  

Therefore, in its original state, the processing saints were 8 meters, the apostles were 

11 meters, and the scenes from The Passion were 13.5 meters above the ground.  

In discussing the visibility of Byzantine icons in churches and museums, Gianna 

Stavroulaki and John Peponis suggest differences in the viewing principles between 

icons seen in churches and museums.342 Their study focuses on icon exhibitions in the 

museums in Greece, particularly the Byzantine Museum of Athens and the Museum 

of Byzantine Culture in Thessaloniki. In discussing the modes of viewing the curators 

and exhibition designers sought to reproduce, they analyze the relationship between 

viewpoint and the spatial arrangement in Byzantine churches by analyzing the Church 

of Capnikarea as an example. They classify various positions from which the icons are 

visible in the church in three categories: distinct visibility, indistinct visibility, and 

elusive visibility. The portrayed figure and the face in the icon are recognizable in 

 

In 5th International Space Syntax Symposium Proceedings, Vol. 1 (TU Delft, 2005), 7. 

 
340 Verhoeven, The Early Christian Monuments of Ravenna: Transformations and Memory, 172-173. 
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distinct visibility. The portrayed figure is recognizable in indistinct visibility, but the 

face remains obscure. In elusive visibility, the presence of the icon is experienced, but 

its physiognomic appearance cannot be distinguished.  

If these categories are applied to the visibility of SantôApollinare Nuovoôs nave 

mosaics from the point of view of the viewer standing in the middle of the nave aisle 

facing the nave elevation, the lowest register, depictions of Classe and Ravenna, 

processing saints, and the enthroned Virgin and Christ, is distinctly visible. The central 

register depicting individual apostles is indistinctly visible, meaning the viewer might 

decode the content but could not identify the physiognomies. The upper register 

depicting christological scenes is elusively visible given that their placement is 13.5 

meters high and relatively small scale measuring 1 m, meaning the viewer might sense 

the presence of the religious images but could not decode their content.  

In discussing the reception of the early Christian wall mosaics in late antique churches, 

Beat Brenk draws parallels between Roman imperial artôs rhetoric of abundance and 

ecclesiastical artôs rhetoric of salvation.343 Roman imperial art was occupied with 

displaying the wealth and magnificence of the emperor through enormous size and the 

opulence of the monuments exceeding the visibility thresholds. Brek notes that the 

extent of the visibility of the images from the ground adorning imperial monuments 

such as the Column of Trajan and the Arch of Constantine, 

[é] is solely a problem for todayôs viewer because the aesthetic object of 

imperial art was to show the emperorôs wealth and greatness. It was of less 

importance to provide public enjoyment through visibility than it was to 

engender public awe of magnificence. Imperial art was a statement that [é] 

the emperor had such great means at his disposal that he could afford to 

decorate his buildings opulently with works of art even they could not partially 

be seen by the viewer.344 

According to Brenk, the rhetoric of abundance also appears in late antique churches 

commissioned by wealthy donors, such as the church of S. Paolo fuori le mura in Rome 

 

343 Beat Brenk, ñVisibility and (Partial) Invisibility of Early Christian Images,ò In Seeing the Invisible 

in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, ed. Giselle de Nie, Karl F. Morrison and Marco Mostert 

(Belgium: Brepols, 2005), 139-184. 
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commissioned by Emperors Valentinian II, Theodosius, and Arcadius, and 

SantôApollinare Nuovo commissioned by King Theoderic. In S. Paolo, the two 

superimposed registers of frescoes decorating the nave walls were partially visible 

from the ground due to their height. (Figure 65) While it was impossible for the viewer 

to decode a single scene, the images expressed a sense of wealthy patronage while 

displaying the history of salvation.  

Similarly, displaying rich decoration was more important than the specific massages 

of each biblical image in SantôApollinare Nuovo. Although the viewer could admire 

the impact of frescoes decorating the upper register of the nave walls, s/he could not 

distinguish the identities of the apostles decorating the central register and the details 

of the Christological cycles decorating the upper register. (Figure 66) In his palace 

church, King Theoderic displayed the imperial rhetoric of abundance in which what 

mattered was the totality of the decoration rather than the details that could be seen or 

not. As Urbano noted, art historians often discussed the stylistic differences between 

the procession of saints commissioned during the reconsecration and the upper two 

registers displaying apostles and christological scenes.345 While the processing saints 

appear in motion and more Byzantine in nature, the scenes decorating the upper 

registers are identified as static and posed. (Figure 67) Brenk notes, "whosoever calls 

[the images decorating upper registers in SantôApollinare Nuovo] monotonous must 

realize that this monotony was the intentional use of the tool of redundancy in royal 

rhetoric.ò346 Therefore, the ecclesial visibility and invisibility patterns in 

SantôApollinare Nuovoôs decorative program depend on the rhetoric the patrons 

employed.  

The overall impact of the mosaics arranged in three registers spanning the nave walls 

above the arcade is the longitudinal meditation of the ritualistic movement taking place 

in the sacred church space. When the viewers enter the church, the city of Ravenna, 

Theoderic's palace on the right, and the port city Classe on the left confront the viewer. 

 

345 Urbano, "Donation, Dedication, and Damnatio Memoriae: The Catholic Reconciliation of Ravenna 

and the Church of SantôApollinare Nuovo," 78. 
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Proceeding through the nave, the viewer moves through a procession of saints on both 

sides towards the east. As the viewer approaches the apse of which decoration is 

unknown, the mediating procession of saints leads the viewer to the representations of 

the enthroned Christ on the right and the enthroned Virgin on the left. As Elsner noted, 

the viewer moves ñfrom the temporal to the eternal, from the specific (the here and 

now of Ravenna and its port) to the general (the forever-here-and-now of the presence 

of God).ò347 The imagery in SantôApollinare Nuovo collapses real into spiritual and 

temporary into eternal, collapsing all time since the Incarnation to enact the viewerôs 

meditation for worship while providing the visual explanation of a large body of 

biblical texts.  

5.2. San Vitale 

Located in the north-western sector of the city near the churches of Santa Croce and 

Santa Maria Maggiore, the church of San Vitale is unique in Ravenna.348 The church 

has a double-shell octagonal form, with the central octagon carrying a dome supported 

by eight piers. (See Figures 48 and 68) The domed octagonal core is surrounded by a 

two-storey space on seven sides, an ambulatory on the ground level, and a gallery 

space above the ambulatory. While there are two columns between each pier on the 

central octagonôs seven sides enveloping seven exedra, the eighth side of the octagonal 

core to the east opens into a vaulted presbytery proceeded by a semicircular apse. 

(Figures 69,70) The narthex set at an angle to the southwest of the exterior octagon 

provides the main entrance to the church. The passage from the narthex to the church 

interior is provided by two doors leading to triangular chambers between the 

ambulatory and the narthex. While these two triangular spaces meditate the passage 

and provide entrances to the stair towers, the door on the western wall of the octagon 

 

347 Jas Elsner, ñFrom the Literal to the Symbolic: A Transformation in the Nature of Roman Religion 

and Roman Religious Art,ò In Art and the Roman Viewer: The Transformation of Art from the Pagan 

World to Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 1995), 232. 
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leads to the ambulatory space directly facing the apse, while the other leads to the right 

side of the ambulatory.  The narthex was likely attached to a colonnaded atrium, which 

was extended 25 meters west of the narthex entrance according to the excavations in 

1902.349  

According to Agnellusôs accounts, foundation and consecration inscriptions on the 

narthex commemorated the church's construction. The foundation inscription 

mentions the initiation of the church by order of Bishop Ecclesius (522-32) and with 

the commission of Julian Argentarius:  

The lofty temples rise to the venerable rooftop, sanctiýed to God in the name 

of Vitalis. And Gervase and Protase also hold this stronghold, whom family 

and faith and church join together. The father þeeing the contagions of the 

world was to these sons an example of faith and martyrdom. Ecclesius ýrst 

gave this stronghold to Julian, who wonderfully completed the work 

commissioned to him.350  

The consecration inscription mentions the consecration of the church by Bishop 

Maximian (546-556) in 547: 

Julian the banker built the basilica of the blessed martyr Vitalis from the 

foundations, authorized by the vir beatissimus Bishop Ecclesius, and decorated 

and dedicated it, with the vir reverendissimus Bishop Maximian consecrating 

it on April 19, in the tenth indiction, in the sixth year after the consulship of 

Basilius [the year 547].351 

While the construction activity appears to have proceeded throughout four episcopal 

reigns (Bishops Ecclesius, Ursicinus, Victor, and Maximian), most likely under 

Bishop Ecclesiusôs episcopacy, only the building plans had been made.352 Then, 

building activity probably stopped or slowed in the episcopates of Ursicinus and Victor 

due to the Gothic Wars. It is likely that the execution of the structure started after the 

Byzantine conquest of Ravenna in 540 under Bishop Victor (538-545), whose 
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monogram appears on the ground floor impost capitals of the exedrae columns and 

completed by Bishop Maximian.353 (Figure 71)  

Despite there being several domed polygonal structures in Ravenna, including the 

Arian and Orthodox Baptisteries, the unique architectural layout and structural 

complexity of San Vitale have received scholarly attention.354 Regarding the 

architectural layout of the church, it resembles the Byzantine church typologies 

developed in the Eastern regions around the same time, particularly with the church of 

Sts Sergius and Bacchus in Constantinople. It has often been discussed that Bishop 

Ecclesius might have returned from his visit to Constantinople with the idea of an 

octagonal church.355 (Figure 72) It is known that Ecclesius visited Constantinople in 

526 before King Theodericôs death. The church of Sts Sergius and Bacchus, however, 

was built between 527 and 536; therefore, Ecclessius cannot have seen the church. 

Still, Ecclesiusôs visit to Constantinople likely inspired him to plan the church of San 

Vitale.   

Regarding the asymmetrical alignment of the narthex in San Vitale in contrast to the 

church of Sts Sergius and Bacchus, scholars agree that the alignment was a structural 

solution to ease the load carried by exterior corners of the octagon.356 (Figure 73) 

Deliyannis underlines that the asymmetrical alignment of the narthex leads to an 

asymmetrical entrance to the church spaces, with one door directly facing the apse. At 

the same time, the other is located on its right.357 (Figure 74) In longitudinal three-

aisled basilicas like SantôApollinare Nuovo and SantôApollinare Classe there were 

three entrances, one leading into the central aisle (nave) and the others into the side 

aisles. The two doors leading to San Vitale's interior likely controlled the entrance 
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hierarchy because church entrances across the late antique Mediterranean functioned 

to regulate the processional entrances during the liturgical services. 

Despite the church having undergone multiple structural and decorative 

transformations throughout the centuries, the in-situ Proconnesian marble columns, 

capitals, impost blocks, and the apse and presbytery mosaics recall the sixth-century 

Constantinopolitan styles. The current interior appearance of the church is the result 

of the restorations conducted by Corrado Ricci at the beginning of the 20th century 

aimed at returning the church to its original state.358 (Figure 75) Notably, the marble 

wall coverings and mosaic pavements were restored to their sixth-century state. 

Figures 76,77 The later additions from the presbytery area obscuring the altar were 

removed. At the same time, the baroque paintings decorating the central octagon were 

left untouched despite Ricciôs aim of eliminating all later additions.359 (Figures 78) 

Regarding the original design of San Vitale, Deliyannis notes that either a Ravennate 

architect created the design and sent the specifications to Proconnesus or 

Constantinople, or Ecclesius and Julian sent their representatives with instructions to 

the capital to obtain a design and materials for San Vitale.360 In either case, Deliyannis 

underlines that the design of San Vitale was likely finalized in Constantinople. By the 

530s, the marble producers would have been assembling materials for both San Vitale 

and Sts Sergius and Bacchus.361 

Unlike SantôApollinare Nuovo, the original apse decoration of San Vitale remains 

almost intact. The entire walls of the sanctuary area, namely the presbytery and apse, 

are decorated with spectacular mosaics featuring abstract, symbolic, and iconic 

images, except for the lower zone of the apse, which is covered with marble. (Figure 

79) The intrados of the presbytery arch is decorated with fifteen medallion portraits 

featuring Christ in the arch's apex, surrounded by six medallions on each side featuring 
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the Twelve Apostles and Sts Gervasius and Protasius. The presbytery vault depicts the 

Lamb of God in the apex, supported by four angels standing on globes. (Figures 80,81) 

On the side walls of the presbytery, the semicircular panels above the ground floor 

columns depict the sacrifices of Abraham and Isaac to the left and the sacrifices of 

Abel and Melchizedek to the right, whereas the decorations surrounding semicircular 

panels feature the biblical personages and scenes like Moses before the burning bush. 

The apse conch features the image of an enthroned Christ, surrounded by an angel 

introducing St Vitalis to his left and a second angel introducing Bishop Ecclesius to 

his right. (Figures 82) St Vitalis presents a model of the church to Christ, in line with 

the papal donor portraits developing in Rome at around the same time. On the side 

walls of the apse are the so-called imperial panels depicting the ecclesiastical 

ceremony of the imperial couple that has been the subject of generations of scholarly 

interpretation.362 The panel to the left of the apsidal window features Emperor 

Justinian amid his attendants, including Bishop Maximian, who leads the ecclesiastical 

procession. To the right of the apsidal wall, the procession of Empress Theodora and 

her retinue corresponds to the panel of Justinian. (Figures 83,84) Scholars have 

identified two different sixth-century phases for the entire mosaic program that date to 

the Byzantine era.363 The mosaics decorating the apse, the presbytery vault, and the 

apex of the presbytery arch date before 545 to the episcopacy of Bishop Victor. The 

side walls of the presbytery and the lower parts of the presbytery arch dated between 

546 and 549 to the episcopacy of Bishop Maximian. Also dated to the second phase 

are the alterations carried out in the Justinian panel. Scholars have dated the head of 

Bishop Maximian to the second phase, while the rest of the body dates to the first 

phase. The most agreed scenario is Irina Andreescu-Treadgold and Warren 

Treadgoldôs suggestion that, in Maximianôs time, the imperial panel had already been 
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completed and featured Bishop Victor's portrait.364 Maximian most likely ordered 

replacing his portrait with Victorôs, leading artists to rework the head. The inscription 

Maximianus was fitted above the bishop's head during this reconfiguration. The 

figureôs execution fit between Justinian and Maximian without a corresponding lower 

body has also been dated to the second phase.365 His addition to the already-completed 

mosaic composition evoked a scholarly debate regarding his identity. Otto von Simson 

identified this figure as Julianus Argentarius, a wealthy banker who financed the 

churches of San Vitale, SantôApollinare Classe, Santa Maria Maggiore, San Michele, 

and Santa Stefano.366 However, most scholars find this identification hypothetical and 

suggest that he was probably an influential official in the Byzantine court.367 (Figure 

85)  

Agnellus records that when Emperor Justinian appointed Maximian as the archbishop 

of Ravenna, Maximian faced resistance from Ravennate citizens who did not welcome 

him warmly due to his alien origin from Pula rather than a local cleric.368 According 

to Herrin, once the Ravennati accepted Maximian, he ordered the reworking of the 

imperial panel to solidify his standing within the community: ñArchbishop Maximian, 

the outsider, intimately linked with Emperor Justinian, the distant but all-powerful 

political master.ò369 An anonymous early Byzantine text reveals a similar mosaic 

reworking carried out by Patriarch Akakios (472-489) of Constantinople in the fifth 

century.370 According to the text, Akakiosôs portrait was set up in a particular church 

finalized before his reign: ñAlthough this whole building was completed during the 
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patriarchate of Gennadius [his predecessor], in the most visible part of the nave they 

worked in a figure of Acacius [é] 371 Intriguingly, the text states that Akakios was 

subjected to adverse reactions when his portraits were displayed in churches, and he 

ñseemed to all to crave fame, even if he was a generous man and champion.ò372 

However, in the case of San Vitale, the alterations carried out under Bishop Maximian 

predate the consecration of the church, suggesting the initial appearance of the 

Justinian panel was unknown to the public. Historical evidence points out that the 

imperial couple never visited Ravenna. The scholarly discourse, therefore, agrees that 

Bishop Victor commissioned the imperial panels to celebrate Ravenna's Byzantine 

conquest and showcase the Ravennate episcopacyôs alliance with the East. During the 

course of the construction, the Justinian panel was altered by Bishop Maximian to 

imprint his discernible authority endowed by Emperor Justinian. As Brittany Thomas 

discussed, the extensive literature scrutinizing the imperial panels of San Vitale often 

interpreted the panels in terms of formal analysis, assuming the panels were available 

to a large audience in plain view.373 One of the most cited interpretations regarding the 

representation of the imperial couple is Von Simonôs suggestion that the panels are the 

exact representations of Justinian and Theodora participating in the liturgy.374 The 

second interpretation is elaborated on by Charles Barber, who discussed that the panels 

depict imperial rule and are unspecific to Justinian and Theodora, suggesting the 

representations fulfill the gender-based social roles of the Byzantine Emperor and 

Empress.375 However, Thomas underlines that the scholarship often overlooked 

viewing access during the liturgical rituals: ñCould all citizens enter, view, and marvel 

at the artworks of San Vitaleôs inner sanctuary?ò376  
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The inquiry into who could closely view the imperial portraits and how visible the 

sanctuary imagery was to the congregation requires assessing how San Vitaleôs 

ecclesiastical spaces were experienced during the liturgies. During the liturgical 

services, upon passing the narthex, the participants likely divided into two groups to 

enter the main body of the church, some through the door facing the apse and the others 

via the door to the left. Those entering through the door facing the apse were 

encountered with an image featuring Christ, angels, St Vitalis, and Bishop Ecclesius 

on the apse conch. (Figure 86) The vertical and horizontal alignment of the apse conch 

within the architectural setting mediated the viewersô focus on the image, which grows 

in visibility upon moving toward the sanctuary. The iconography of the apse conch 

image was distinctly visible as viewers entered the central octagon. In contrast, the 

imagery adorning the presbytery and apsidal walls unfolded as viewers approached, 

transforming from elusively visible to indistinctively visible. Viewers could decode 

the imperial panels only standing in front of the altar, without a clear view of their 

exact iconography. The only position from which the imperial panels were 

distinctively visible is the area preserved for the clergy within the sanctuary behind the 

altar. If one proceeded towards the central octagon, those staying in the ambulatory 

likely circulated towards the east via the northern or southern corridors. The varying 

movement of those circulating within the ambulatory led to different views of the 

sanctuary imagery regarding their movement direction. Those who took the southern 

corridor gradually approached the Justinian panel, whereas those in the northern 

corridor approached the Theodora panel. (Figure 87) In both cases, the image of the 

apse conch remained somewhat elusive for those standing in the ambulatory, whereas 

experiencing the imperial panels was dynamic. The panels gradually reveal themselves 

as viewers approach the sanctuary, changing from indistinctively visible to distinctly 

visible. Considering the spatial separation of the female congregation members at a 

second-storey gallery during the liturgical services in Constantinople, the female 

participants in San Vitale likely proceeded directly to the gallery above the ambulatory 

from the triangular chambers between the narthex and the main body of the church.377 

Circulating within the ñWomenôs Galleryò must have offered a similar view to the 
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sanctuary, albeit providing a more direct engagement with the apse at eye level. 

(Figure 88)  

The viewshed analyses demonstrate that the liturgical rituals held at San Vitale 

provided a dynamic experience, offering varying patterns of visibility and movement 

for different audience groups: the clergy and the male and female members of the 

congregation. In their paper discussing the application of space syntax analysis to 

mapping the sensory aspects of past buildings, Elefteria Paliou and David Knight use 

the church of San Vitale as a case study.378 In search of human sensory engagement 

with the ritualistic space of San Vitale, they investigate the visibility patterns among 

the clergy and male and female congregation members. Then, these patterns are 

intersected with the other aspects of the liturgy, such as speech and chanting. While 

they aim to challenge the prioritization of sight over different sensory perceptions in 

spatial analysis by integrating the visual and acoustic data produced from San Vitale, 

their results illuminate the social aspects of the liturgy. Among the findings of Paliou 

and Knight, the visual integration map indicating the ecclesiastical spaces seen from 

relatively numerous or few observation points proves that the central octagon was the 

most visually integrated space within the ground floor level. (Figure 89) This suggests 

that the imperial panels are in one of the areas of low integration, indicated by the 

green color. On the other hand, the ñtimes seenò map indicates how many times the 

ground floor can be seen from the gallery space and shows the visual experience of the 

female congregation members, suggesting the sanctuary area was the most visible 

space for the female participants. (Figure 90) The visibility graph of the ground floor 

from the gallery from a position facing the sanctuary demonstrates that women in these 

areas had the most advantageous visual access during the liturgical services, observing 

the unfolding events at the sanctuary area and its surroundings. (Figure 91)  

Within the light of the evidence unfolding the liturgical performance that have taken 

place in late antique Mediterranean churches, the main focus of attention was the 
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sanctuary area after the processional entrance. Following the entrance, the deacon 

circulated a series of movements circulating between the altar and the nave carrying 

the Gospel book during the Liturgy of the Word ritual.379 The goal of the deacon was 

the ambo located in the nave. The deacon performed the scriptural readings before 

returning to the sanctuary along a particular U-shaped path. The celebration then 

moved into a series of Eucharistic rites initiated by the clergy members carrying bread 

and wine with candles and incense from the church space to the altar. After the rites, 

the Eucharistic bread and wine symbolizing Chrisôs body and blood were distributed 

among the participants. As Yasin highlighted, the textual evidence indicates that the 

architectural setting and the liturgical furnishing of late antique churches were 

arranged to regulate the crowd attending these services.380 

As Brittany Thomas discussed, it is plausible to assume that the ambo was likely 

located in the middle of the domed central octagon in San Vitale.381 Therefore, the 

male members of the congregation probably gathered in the ambulatory and faced the 

central octagon during the clergyôs theatrical and temporary movements in between 

the altar and the ambo. They experienced the unfolding course of events at eye level 

and viewed the sanctuary imagery in varying visibility patterns according to their 

standing to the left or right. The female congregation members likely stood on the 

second-story gallery level. They had greater access to the unfolding events on the 

ground floor, while their engagement with the sanctuary imagery also varied in relation 

to their positioning. Within the performative setting of the liturgical rituals, the clergy 

members beneath the apse conch had the greatest access to the presbytery and apse 

mosaics. Therefore, the imagery within San Vitaleôs sanctuary evoked an 

interchanging and dynamic meditation among diverse audience groups. Nonetheless, 

for all, it culminated in visually decoding the eucharistic sacrifice and showcasing 

local spiritual leaders like St Vitalis and Bishop Maximian, with the presence of the 

former being somewhat more indispensable in the ritualistic setting of the church.  
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5.3. SantôApollinare Classe 

Situated outside Ravennaôs city walls in the harbor city Classe, the church of 

SantôApollinare Classe is dedicated to Saint Apollinaris, the apostolic founder bishop 

of Ravenna who was martyred in Classe at the hand of the pagans according to the 

sixth-century sources.382 The church follows a three-aisled basilica design, supported 

by arcades of twelve columns along the nave walls. (Figures 92,93) The narthex that 

was once attached to a colonnaded atrium consists of three doors leading from the 

narthex into the nave and aisles. The nave culminates in a semicircular apse featuring 

a polygonal external shape. Deliyannis posits that the architectural plan of the Classe 

church, with chambers flanking the narthex and the apse, was designed to echo the 

layout of the fifth-century church of San Giovanni Evangelista.383 (See Figure 26)  As 

documented in Agnellusôs accounts, a foundational inscription placed in the narthex 

attributed the initiation of the church to Bishop Ursicinus (533-36), its commissioning 

to Julianus Argentarius, and its eventual completion to Bishop Maximian: 

Julian the banker built the basilica of the blessed priest Apollinaris from the 

foundations, authorized by the vir beatissimus Bishop Ursicinus, and decorated 

and dedicated it, with the vir beatus Bishop Maximian consecrating it on May 

9, in the twelfth indiction, the eighth year after the consulship of Basilius [the 

year 549].384 

Similar to San Vitale, the foundation of the Classe church was initiated during the 

Ostrogothic rule and took place under three bishops -Ursicinus, Victor, and Maximian. 

As at San Vitale, the in-situ Proconnesian marble columns, capitals, impost blocks, 
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and the marble wall revetment once covering the interior walls were imported from 

the Sea of Marmara.385 (Figure 94) How far the churchôs construction had progressed 

prior to the Byzantine conquest is challenging to assess. The majority of the 

construction activities were probably carried out during the episcopacy of Bishop 

Maximian, probably after the completion of San Vitale in 547. While the apse 

decoration of SantôApollinare Classe remains largely intact in its original form, there 

is no evidence regarding the decoration adorning the nave walls. However, scholars 

believe the church likely had mosaics above the arcades, akin to those in 

SantôApollinare Nuovo.386  

The apse conch mosaics feature a highly symbolized depiction of the transfiguration 

of Christ. (Figure 95) This biblical event, as narrated in the Gospels, recounts that 

Christ took three of his disciples, Peter, James, and John, up on Mount Tabor. There 

he was transfigured with his face and garments radiating light and spoke to Moses and 

Elijah before the voice of God the Father reached them from a bright cloud: ñThis is 

my Son, whom I love; with him I am well pleased. Listen to him!ò387 In the apse of 

the Classe church, the transfiguring Christ is depicted through a monumental cross 

adorned with gems and pearls, featuring a tiny medallion bust of Christ at its center. 

Against a golden background, the hand of God extends from the clouds above, pointing 

towards the cross. Moses and Elijah are floating in the same setting on either side of 

the cross, with their right hands gesturing towards the cross. Below this golden sky 

lies a green landscape filled with shrubs, flowers, rocks, and trees. Three sheep 

representing three disciplines accompanying Christ on Mount Tabor stand in the upper 

part of the landscape and gaze upward at the cross. Aligned with the vertical axis of 

the monumental cross, St Apollinaris identified by an inscription, stands beneath the 

transfiguration amidst the celestial landscape, seemingly positioned as witnessing the 

event of transfiguration. He appears with both arms raised in a prayerful gesture, 

reminiscent of the posture adopted by bishops at the beginning of the Eucharistic 
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rite.388 Adorned in the pallium, a symbolic garment signifying archbishopric status, St 

Apollinaris gazes out from the apse vault towards the congregation. Six lambs are 

flanking him on either side, proceeding towards the patron saint, accentuating his 

centralized appearance within the overall composition. Below the apse conch, four 

Ravennate bishops, each wearing the pallium and holding books, are individually 

depicted between the windows. (Figure 96) These representations, dating back to the 

churchôs construction period, portray the figures identified by their inscriptions from 

left to right as bishops Ecclesius, St Severus, St Ursus, and Ursicinus. The panels on 

the far right and far left on the apsidal windows were executed in the second half of 

the seventh century and have been extensively restored. The ñAutocephalyò panel, 

positioned to the left of the apsidal window, commemorates the incident when the 

Ravennate church was granted privileges by Emperor Constans II in 666. (See Figures 

52 and 97) The panel portrays Bishop Maurus at the center, flanked by Emperor 

Constans II and deacon Reparatus. The emperor bestows a scroll of privileges to 

Reparatus. Accompanying them are three members of the Ravennate clergy and three 

figures from the imperial court. Below these representations, an inscription praises 

Reparatus for the new decorations, while above, an inscription lists the emperors 

whose identities have been much disputed.389 Corresponding to this composition on 

the right of the apsidal window is the Sacrifice panel depicting Abel, Melchizedek, 

and Abraham offering sacrificial gifts around an altar. (Figure 98) Both panels were 

executed simultaneously, likely replacing the unknown sixth-century decorations and 

exhibiting clear inspiration from the sixth-century imagery found in San Vitaleôs apse. 

The Autocephaly panel draws evident inspiration from the Justinian panel that 

decorates the left apsidal wall, while the Sacrifice panel draws inspiration from the 

sacrificial scenes that decorate the presbytery walls. Both panels of the Classe church 

reinterpret the sixth-century imagery of San Vitale, infusing it within the context of 

the seventh century.390 Finally, the mosaics of the triumphal arch essentially date 
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between the seventh and twelfth centuries. Presently, the apse of SantôApollinare 

Classe is elevated over a crypt built in 1723 and accessible via a large staircase. 

However, originally, similar to San Vitale and SantôApollinare Nuovo, it would have 

been positioned a few steps above the nave floor level.391 During restoration works 

conducted on the apse mosaics of Sant'Apollinare Classe in 1948-9 and later in 1970ï

3, the preparatory drawings, referred to as sinopie, were uncovered beneath the mosaic 

surface of the apse vault.392 These underdrawings, laid in red clay on stuccoed bricks, 

are presently displayed at the Museo Nazionale in Ravenna. Notably, the sinopia 

sketch discovered beneath the lower band of the apse vault reveals a different 

decorative scheme from the one eventually realized. (Figure 99) In the preliminary 

sketch made for the lower band of the apse vault, there are peacocks, birds, and plants 

arranged around a small cross instead of St Apollinaris flanked by two flocks of sheep. 

(Figure 100)  

The sixth-century apse mosaics of SantôApollinare Classe have been the subject of 

scholarly interpretation in several aspects: the divergence between the original idea 

and the executed imagery in the lower zone, the selection of the four bishops for the 

windowed area, and the symbolic representation of the transfiguration. Scholars agree 

that Bishop Maximian likely altered the original mosaic design. According to Carola 

Jaggi, the alteration points out an ideological upgrade of the patron saint over the two 

decades of construction, which led to the inclusion of St. Apollinaris in the apse 

mosaic.393 In line with the reconciliation of the Orthodox faith in Ravenna after the 

defeat of Arian Ostrogoths, St Apollinaris served to redefine the ecclesiastical history 

of Ravenna. By positioning Apollinaris prominently within the apse imagery, a 

position typically reserved for Christ in the churches of the period, the patron aimed 

to depict the saint as a meditator for the divine akin to Christ. Jaggi credits Maximian 

redesigning the Classe churchôs apse imagery, much like his involvement in the 

Justinian Panel of San Vitale. Likewise, Clementina Rizzardi ties the patron saintôs 
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ideological elevation and the apse imagery alteration to Maximian's political and 

religious ideals.394 As Deliyannis highlighted, the construction of episcopal histories 

with apostolic origins during the sixth century held significant importance in northern 

and central Italy.395 In Ravenna, Maximian took a leading role in this process, 

emphasizing the line of episcopal succession and apostolic origins in various artistic 

media. Given Maximianôs involvement in constructing the identity of the Ravennate 

see through episcopal commemoration, he likely orchestrated the depiction of the 

Ravennate bishops on the windowed area of the apse, as well as the inclusion of 

Apollinaris in the apse composition. The portrayal of Apollinaris in his bishopric 

garment, contrasting with his initial story as a martyr, alongside the presence of 

bishops from the history of the see, visualizes an abbreviated yet profound 

representation of Ravennaôs ecclesiastical history.396 The specific identities of the 

bishops matter less, as they symbolize the lineage of the Ravennate episcopacy.  

The theological meaning behind the unconventional iconography of the transfiguration 

scene in the Classe church, expilicitly utilizing the symbol of the cross instead of a 

direct portrayal of Christ, has been a subject of considerable debate.397 This 

representation has often been compared to the sole surviving contemporary example 

featuring the transfiguration scene in the apse mosaics of the Monastery of St 

Catherine at Mount Sinai. (Figure 13) The Sinai mosaics, however, adopt a more 

conventional representation of the event, featuring a radiant full figure of Christ 

surrounded by prophets and disciplines, akin to later transfiguration depictions. While 

the use of the jeweled cross motif was expected in late antique art and had ceremonial 

significance in liturgical processions, the unique combination of elements in the Classe 

image prompted scholars to seek further meanings attached to it.398 As Deliyannis 

 

394 Rizzardi, "Il programma iconografico absidiale di SantôApollinare in Classe fra Sinopie e mosaici: 

Antiche e nuove interpretazioni," 185-196. 

 
395 Deliyannis, "Bishops, Cities, and Historical Memory in Byzantine Italy," 582-608. 

 
396 Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 270. 

 
397 See Ibid., 269-270.  

 
398 See Ibid.; Montanari, ñLôabside di S. Apollinare in Classe di Ravenna: Mistero Centrale, anamnesi 

ed eucaristia,ò 99-127; Jaggi, "Ravenna in the sixth century: the archaeology of change," 87-109; Von 

Simson, Sacred Fortress: Byzantine Art and Statecraft in Ravenna, 40-62.  
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observed, numerous possible interpretations exist as in biblical exegesis, any or all of 

which might be plausible regarding the transfiguration imagery.399 Therefore, 

discerning the exact intention behind the apse iconography and the modification that 

occurred during the work still needs to be discovered. Nevertheless, there is no reason 

to assume that sixth-century viewers would also have found the iconography elusive. 

This leaves room to explore how the apse imagery might have been received and 

understood within the ritualistic setting of the church. 

The sixth-century apse imagery in SantôApollinare Classe appears to have aimed at 

merging Christological time and space, blending them within the here and now of 

Ravenna. When viewed from strategic locations, the apse mosaic effectively 

communicates the history of the Ravennate Church in connection with the historical 

narrative of salvation. (Figure 101) When entering the main church body through the 

nave door, the gaze of the sixth-century viewer must have been directed along the line 

of the arcades towards the apse. Standing in the nave, one would be confronted by the 

monumental cross and its immediate setting, symbolizing the transfiguration and the 

direct gaze of St Apollinaris out of the apse. (Figure 102) Undoubtedly, St Apollinaris 

occupies the most prominent position within the composition at the juncture of the 

horizontal and vertical axes, appearing as a cult figure to whom prayers could be 

directed. (Figure 103) By engaging in the liturgy of the Eucharist within this visual 

setting, where the postures of praying bishops at the beginning of the Eucharistic rite 

juxtaposed with that of St Apollinaris, worshippers were encouraged to contemplate 

the imageryôs more profound meaning. This contemplation centered on the 

amalgamation of past and present within the persona of St Apollinaris, with the local 

saint ñfocused and intensified the sacred, communal and commemorative character of 

church space.ò400 The sixth-century apse imagery of SantôApollinare Classe must have 

provided a model of emulation for the average churchgoer, encouraging admiration 

and imitation of the Christ-like qualities represented by the Ravennate bishops. Upon 

mediating towards the apse, inscriptions identifying the bishops decorating the 

 

399 Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 270. 

 
400 Yasin, Saints and Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult, and 

Community, 240. 
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windowed zone would become discernible. Upon seeing their contemporary bishop at 

the altar during the liturgy at the center of it all, with his predecessors on the back and 

the timeless spiritual master St Apollinaris above, the congregation must have felt a 

profound sense of connection to Ravennaôs episcopal lineage, tracing its roots from 

Incarnation down to their present day. Consequently, this apse image might have been 

instrumental for the Church in promoting veneration for the patron saint and honoring 

the lineage of the Ravennate episcopacy. 

Agnellus reports, "No church in any part of Italy is similar to this one in precious 

stones, since they glow at night almost as much as they do during the day.ò401 During 

daylight, the basilica must have been flooded with light, reflected off the polished 

marble and the mosaicsô gold glass tesserae. As discussed by Franses, the images in 

gold were intended to be viewed in their fully reflective state, that is, when the light 

catches the gold.402 However, the contemporary uniform lighting conditions under 

which we look at mosaics in gold do not fully allow us to grasp their metallic 

appearance. Franses illustrated this by comparing two versions of the Virgin and Child 

mosaic at the apse of Hagia Sophia in different guises. (Figure 104) His findings 

suggest that in their reflective state, the images transform in their overall appearance 

and the visual balance of the scene.403  

When examining the gold pigment in the apse imagery of SantôApollinare Classe 

under different guises, it becomes evident that in its reflective state, the gold glass 

tesserae visually emphasize the golden sky. This phenomenon results in the more 

prominent appearance of St Apollinaris, who acts as the singular intercessor during the 

prayer. (Figure 105) Notably, in contrast to the other Ravennate churches inside the 

city walls and integrated into the contemporary urban fabric, the Classe church remains 

undisturbed amidst the greenery, preserving its physical setting as it appeared in the 

sixth century. Furthermore, unlike in other late antique churches of Ravenna, where 

 

401 Concerning Holy Ursicinus, LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 179.  

 
402 Franses, "When all that is Gold does not Glitter: On the strange history of looking at Byzantine art,ò 
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403 Ibid., 16-18. 
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side chapels were added against the aisle walls in later periods, the structure of the 

Classe church remained unaltered. Accordingly, Verhoeven asserts that the 

contemporary experience of daylight within the church provided even distribution of 

light by five windows in the apse, forty-eight in the upper registers of the nave and 

aisles, and one in the western façade, evokes the luminous ambiance that a sixth-

century visitor might have encountered.404 In this regard, modern-day visitors to the 

Classe church may perceive certain dimensions of its ancient grandeur that are not as 

pronounced in SantôApollinare Nuovo and San Vitale.   

Every year, the early Christian basilicas in Ravenna draw thousands of visitors wishing 

to see spectacular Byzantine mosaics adorning their interiors. Recognized as the 

ñCapital of Mosaic,ò the city stands as a testament to the mosaic craftsmanship in late 

antique Italy. A notable event in this context is the 8th Biennale of Contemporary 

Mosaic, scheduled to take place in Ravenna from October 2023 to January 2024.405 

For this biennale, monuments, museums, and cloisters of Ravenna function as 

galleries, serving as platforms where ancient and contemporary mosaic art meet. The 

biennale fosters an ongoing dialogue, connecting the mosaic traditions from 

Byzantium down to the present day.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

404 Verhoeven, The Early Christian Monuments of Ravenna: Transformations and Memory, 50.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

In its entirety, this study is an attempt to overview the preoccupations behind the 

visualities of Byzantium. Exploring the motives for artistic patronage in a culture 

collectively inclined to see, it enters a realm of material and immaterial hopes and 

anxieties that characterized Byzantium between the fourth century and the period of 

iconoclast controversy. This era, spanning from the beginnings of image-making in a 

Christian way to the defense of Christian images, saw the emergence of exegetical 

vision and visuality about Christian doctrine. The mindôs eye of late antique society 

into which this study penetrates proceeded from visual exegesis to contemplation, 

from sight to mental image, and from vision to worship. The cultural habits of seeing 

through senses in Byzantium are multifaceted but this study limits itself to the ocular 

desires of society and focuses on the sense of sight. As such, it situates the visual 

culture of Early Medieval Byzantium and its artistic production within this periodôs 

dynamic religious, social and political life by focusing on the mosaic portraits 

decorating the late antique churches of Ravenna.406 By setting figural mosaics 

 

406 For further studies focusing on other locales in discussing the visualities of Early Medieval 

Byzantium see: Averil Cameron, ñElites and Icons in Late Sixth-Century Byzantium,ò Past & Present 

84 (1979): 3-35; Eric Thuno, ñMaterializing the Invisible in Early Medieval Art: The Mosaic of Santa 

Maria in Domnica in Rome,ò In Seeing the Invisible in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages ed. 

Giselle de Nie, Karl Morrison and Marco Mostert, (Brepols: 2005), 265-290; Henry Maguire, ñBody, 

Clothing, Metaphor: The Virgin in Early Byzantine Art,ò In The Cult of the Mother of God in 

Byzantium: Texts and Images, ed. Leslie Brubaker and Marry B. Cunningham, (New York: Routledge, 

2016), 39-53; John Osborne, ñMediaeval Wall-painting in the Roman Catacombs: Patronage and 

Function,ò RACAR: Revue dôart canadienne 12, 2 (1985): 197-200; Katharina Meinecke, ñThe 

Encyclopaedic Illustration of a New Empire: Graeco-Roman-Byzantine and Sasanian Models on the 

Fa­ade,ò In Using Images in Late Antiquity ed. Stine Birk, Troels M. Kristensen and Birte Poulsen 

(Oxbow Books: 2014), 283-300; Leatherbury, "Reading and Seeing Faith in Byzantim: The Sinai 

Formula as Verbal and Visual 'Text'," 133-156; Leslie Brubaker, ñElites and Patronage in Early 

Byzantium: The Evidence From Hagios Demetrios at Thessalonike,ò In The Byzantine and Early 

Islamic Near East VI: Elites Old and New in the Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East, ed. John  

Haldon and Lawrence I. Conrad (Princeton: The Darwin Press: 2004), 63-90; Muradiye ¥ztaĸkēn,  
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adorning various church spaces into their political, theological, and spatial contexts, it 

examines the role of Byzantine theories of vision and ritual-centered visuality in 

constructing Ravennaôs late antique and early medieval identity.  

As Paterson discussed, sacred portraits in Byzantium had different purposes, some 

more common and others more specialized. They could be visual expressions of legal 

authority, objects of veneration revered with rituals, the focus of intercessory prayers, 

models for emulation, or stepping stones to divine vision.407 The same portrait could 

fulfill one or more of these purposes on different occasions. However, other types of 

sacred portraits also had distinct functions. However, there remains to be some 

uncertainty regarding which kinds of portraits were believed to be capable of 

performing specific functions.408 For instance, imperial portraits could exercise 

political authority and be objects of veneration, but seemingly not as conduits for the 

spiritually elevated functions mentioned above. On the contrary, while lacking 

political powers, a saint's portrait could aid in intercessory prayer. On the other hand, 

Bishopric portrayals could symbolize church authority and aid in intercessory prayers. 

Yet, exceeding their individual function and reception, different types of sacred 

portraits were conjoined in monumental church decorations to build a meaningful 

narrative for the viewer. In the churches of SanôApollinare Nuovo, San Vitale, and 

SantôApollinare Classe, depictions of bishops, local saints, and reigning emperors 

alongside Biblical figures were integrated into mosaic compositions within the 

sanctuary and nave walls. These mosaic compositions can be roughly categorized into 

two groups: typological programs, illustrating the scenes where the portrayed figuresô 

gestures imply a narrative context, and individual panels presenting a single figure 

within a static or motionless setting. Exemplifying the first group are the Imperial 

panels and apse conch decoration in San Vitale, the apse conch decoration of 

SanôApollinare Classe, and the depiction of processing saints in SantôApollinare 

 

ñBuilding with Mosaics of Olympos: Mosaics of Late Ancient Era-Early Byzantine period,ò In 11th 

International Colloquium on Ancient Mosaics, 2009, Bursa Turkey (Uludaĵ University Press, 2011) 

 
407 For a detailed overview see Paterson,  Late Antique Portraits and Early Christian Icons: The Power 
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Nuovo. The second group encompasses the series of individual apostles and bishops 

decorating the nave walls of SanôApollinare Nuovo and the sequence of precedent 

bishops decorating the lower zone of the apse in SantôApollinare Classe. While a 

modern observer may perceive each panel as a distinct entity, the entire decorative 

program was visually and spatially framed within the ritualistic setting of the church.  

The findings of this study suggest two patterns of antique viewership prevalent in the 

visual regime of Early Medieval Byzantium: the gaze of the patron and the gaze of the 

beholder. In discussing the case of Ravenna, the gaze of the patrons requires further 

categorization: individual patronage in the agency of imperial figures and institutional 

patronage in the agency of ecclesiastical patrons. Before the Byzantine conquest, King 

Theoderic, whose vision of the empire was shaped in Constantinople, decorated the 

church of SantôApollinare Nuovo in following the imperial rhetoric of abundance. The 

lack of evidence regarding the original mosaic decoration before the Orthodox 

reconsecration of the church makes it impossible to determine the extent of 

Theodericôs artistic patronage. However, one of Theodericôs primary motivations in 

decorating his palace church was to proclaim the wealth and vast resources of the 

Ostrogothic Kingdom as protected by the Holy Savior. After the decline of Ostrogothic 

rule in Ravenna, the Ravennate episcopacy dethroned the shadow of Gothic Arianism. 

It formed in an Orthodox identity construction to define its standing within the wider 

Christian world. Evidence from Ravenna in the sixth century suggests that 

institutionally patronized churches were decorated with various types of sacred 

portraits, ensuring the commemoration of particular bishops, saints, and emperors. The 

spatial analysis of ecclesiastically commissioned mosaics demonstrates that patrons 

strategically used portraiture to convey messages. More specifically, the findings 

highlight the instrumentalization of church art by ecclesiastical patrons to propagate 

Ravennaôs apostolic identity and to demonstrate its alliance with the Eastern emperors.  

In this period, the memory of Gothic Arianism in SantôApollinare Nuovo was replaced 

by the processing saints of the Orthodox doctrine. However, some traces were left in 

the mosaics representing the city of Ravenna. This church evinces the longitudinal 

meditation that the nave imagery could have offered during the liturgical processions. 

On the other hand, the churches of San Vitale and SantôApollinare Classe evince the  
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ritualistic mediation that the apse imagery could have offered. In both churches, saints 

-St Vitalis in the former and St Apollinaris in the latter- dominate the apse conch and 

occupy the most prominent and distinctly visible position in the apse decoration. 

Likewise, bishops -Bishop Ecclesius, who appears in the apse conch of the former, 

and four Ravennate bishops, who appear in the lower apse zone of the latter- also have 

prominent visibility patterns. The least approachable and, therefore, elusively visible 

images seem to be the mosaics decorating the apsidal side walls, the imperial panels 

in the former and the Autocephaly panel in the latter. Although scholarship has 

assumed that the portrait of Bishop Maximian alongside Emperor Justinian was in 

plain view for all groups of liturgical participants, ritual-centered viewing suggests 

that the imperial panels were elusively visible to most of the congregation. In contrast, 

they were distinctly visible to the bishops who stood in the sanctuary during the 

liturgical services. The institutional patronage of church mosaics thus reveals the ways 

in which episcopal identity was presented to different audiences in the monumental 

churches of Ravenna.  

The sixth-century bishops of Ravenna paid the way for the legend of vescovi colombini 

to come into being in Ravenna in the eleventh century. This legend originated from 

Agnellusôs assertion concerning the election of the twelfth bishop of Ravenna, Bishop 

Severus, claiming that the Holy Spirit descended like a dove during his ordination.409 

The eleventh-century legend recounted that all of Severusôs predecessors, the first 

eleven successors of St Apollinaris, were similarly elected by the Holy Spirit appearing 

as a dove.410 In 1112, this legend was visually inscribed into Ravennate ecclesiastical 

history when the apse of Basilica Ursiana was redecorated with a new mosaic imagery. 

Despite the mosaic being destroyed in the eighteenth century, a drawing by 

Gianfrancesco Buonamici records the iconographic program centered on the theme of 

Resurrection. (Figure 106) In the bottom register of the apse conch, St Apollinaris was 

portrayed in a gesture of prayer, surrounded by nineteen of his successors, eleven of 

whom had a dove depicted above their heads. As in the case of Ravenna, the visual 

 

409 Concerning Holy Severus, LPR, trans. Deliyannis, 110 
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concepts developed by episcopal authorities in the early medieval period can enhance 

our understanding of medieval typological programs. 

Therefore, the spatial re-reading of mosaics offered by the fifth chapter reveals the 

varying motives behind the artistic patronage. Beyond doubt, the sixth-century 

ecclesiastical patrons played a role in expanding the Christian visual repository. The 

findings suggest that while mosaics were instrumental in spreading cults and legends, 

they also responded to the beholderôs need for contemplation in the presence of 

images. As I have tried to demonstrate throughout the study, visual exegesis was 

integral to the worship in Byzantium. In decorating the Ravennate churches with 

various sacred portraits, the patrons responded to the intricate relationship between 

seeing and the act of worship. For the beholder, Christian religious portraiture 

decorating different church spaces facilitated access to the Divine while giving a sense 

of sacred Ravennate identity. The discussion, appreciation, and viewing of religious 

art in Early Medieval Byzantium and the meanings held by the mosaic imagery in 

Ravennate churches for their original audiences can seem distant from our 

contemporary gaze. However, the conceptual frameworks of ritual-centered and 

exegetic viewing help us to explore the art of Early Medieval Byzantium through the 

lens of its contemporary beliefs and ideologies. These frameworks offer insights into 

how images generated meanings and how they were perceived by those who 

commissioned and looked at them. Therefore, examining mosaics from monumental 

churches of late antique Ravenna in relation to the viewing habits of the culture 

provides access to the diverse actors and purposes that contributed to the formation of 

the visual regime of Early Medieval Byzantium. 
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Figure 4: Raising of Lazarus, Callixtus catacomb, Chapel of the Sacrement A5, entrance wall, Rome, 

third century.  

Source: Zimmermann, ñCatacomb Painting and the Rise of Christian Iconography in Funerary Art,ò 24. 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Ceiling painting, catacombs of Sts Peter and Marcellinus, Rome, early fifth century.  

Source: Zimmermann, ñCatacomb Painting and the Rise of Christian Iconography in Funerary Art,ò 35. 
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Figure 6: S. Pudenziana apse vault, Rome, 401-417. 

Source: Thuno, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and Repetition, 30. 

 

 
 
Figure 7: SantôAquilino chapel apse vault, Milan, fourth century.  

Source: Jensen, ñIntroduction: Early Christian Art,ò, 12. 
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Figure 8: SantôApollinare Classe apse vault, Ravenna, sixth century. (Photo by author) 

 
 

 

Figure 9: SantôAgnese fuori le mura apse vault, Rome, 625-638.  

Source: Thuno, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and Repetition, 25. 
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Figure 10: Ss Cosmas and Damian apse vault, Rome, sixth century.  

Source: Thuno, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and Repetition, 14. 

 

Figure 11: San Vitale apse vault, Ravenna, sixth century. (Photo by author) 
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Figure 12: Eufrasian Basilica apse vault, Porec, mid-sixth century. 

Source:  Thuno, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and Repetition, 21. 

 

Figure 13: Monastery of Saint Catherine at Mount Sinai apse vault, mid-sixth century.  

Source: Leatherbury, ñReading and Seeing Faith in Byzantim: The Sinai Formula as Verbal and Visual 

óTextô,ò 135. 
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Figure 14: Monastery of Saint Catherine at Mount Sinai apse conch and triumphal arch, mid-sixth 

century.  

Source: Centro di Conservazione Archeologica, 2018. 
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Figure 15: Orthodox Baptistery of Ravenna.  

Source: Ranaldi and Novara, Restauri dei Monumenti paleocristiani e bizantini di ravenna patrimonio 

dellôumanit¨, 22. 
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Figure 16: Ravenna and Classe during the fifth to seventh centuries. 

Source: After Cirelli, "Ravenna: Rise of a Late Antique Capital," 241. 
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Figure 17: Ravenna, main areas of investment of the imperial and ecclesiastical elites between the end 

of the 5th and 7th centuries.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 301. 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Plan of the excavations of the archaeological area of Classe (excavations 2004-2005).  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 307. 
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Figure 19: Plan of the excavations of via D'Azeglio and some mosaics of the complex.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 306. 

 

Figure 20: Distribution map of the different elements relating to the area of the imperial palace.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 302. 
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Figure 21: Overall plan of the excavations of Theoderic's palace following the excavations by G. 

Ghirardini. Archivio della Soprintendenza dei Beni Archeologici e Ambientali dellôEmilia Romagna. 

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 303. 

 

Figure 22: Episcopal complex (reconstruction scheme): 55- Torre Salustra; 56- Baths; 151- Neonian 

Baptistery; 155- Tricoli.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 303. 
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Figure 23: Ravenna ca. 480.  

Source: Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 42. 

 

 
 

Figure 24: Ravenna, sixth century. A: Porta Aurea, B: cathedral, C: Orthodox baptistery, D: San Vitale, 

E: Santa Croce, F: Arian cathedral and baptistery, G: mint, H: SantôApollinare Nuovo, J: S. Giovanni 

Evangalista, K: Theodericôs palace, L: Porta Serrata, M: Porta S. Lorenzo 

 

Source: Dey, "Ceremonial Armatures: Porticated Streets and Their Architectural Appendages," 115. 
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Figure 25: Plan of the different construction phases of Santa Croce.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 308. 

 

 

Figure 26: Plan of the different construction phases of San Giovanni Evangelista.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 308. 
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Figure 27: San Giovanni Evangelista, reconstruction drawing of triumphal arch and apse mosaics. 

Source: Franchini, 2009, photo of the drawing exhibited inside of San Giovanni Evangelista. 

Figure 28: San Giovanni Evangelista, reconstruction diagram of triumphal arch and apse mosaics.  

Source: Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 69.  

 

Figure 29: Episcopal complex of Ravenna, ca.405. 

Source: Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 189. 
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Figure 30: Gold medallion of Theoderic.  

Source: https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/C_B-11479 

 

 

Figure 31: Ravenna ca. 530.  

Source: Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 107. 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/C_B-11479
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Figure 32: Historical phases of Theodericôs Palace, phase 4.  

Source: Augenti, "The Palace of Theoderic at Ravenna: A New Analysis of the Complex," 438. 

 

 

Figure 33: Palace of Theoderic, excavation of Room S.  

Source: Ghirardini, 1917, 796. 



 130 

 

Figure 34: Palace of Theoderic, partially restored plan  

Source: Johnson, "Toward a History of Theoderic's Building Program," fig. 11. 

 

 

Figure 35: Palace of Theoderic, hypothetical reconstruction  

Source: Deliyannis: The Book of Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna, 72. 
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Figure 36: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo southern nave wall, Palatium mosaic. (Photo by author) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo northern nave wall, Classe mosaic. (Photo by author) 
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Figure 38: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, diagram showing changes made in Classe and Palatium mosaics 

after 540. 

Source: Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 165. 

 

 

Figure 39: Palatium mosaic, No®l Dyggveôs reconstruction.  

Source: Johnson, "Toward a History of Theoderic's Building Program," fig. 14. 
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Figure 40: Great Palace at Constantinople, hypothetical reconstruction.  

Source: Johnson, "Toward a History of Theoderic's Building Program," fig. 10. 

 

 

Figure 41: Great Palace in Constantinople excavated mosaics, Museum of Great Palace Mosaics. 

(Photo by author) 
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Figure 42: Ravenna, churches built in the Gothic period: 9) Sant'Apollinare Nuovo; 10) Arian 

Cathedral; 11) Chapel of Sant'Andrea in the Orthodox episcopate; 12) SantôAndrea Maggiore; 13) San 

Pietro in Orphanotrophio; 14) Santa Maria Maggiore; 15) San Eusebio; 16) Ecclesia Gothorum; 17) San 

Giorgio ad Tabulam.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 310. 

 

 

Figure 43: Ravenna, Area of the Arian episcopal complex and the Arian cathedral.  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 304. 
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Map 1: The Byzantine Empire during the reign of Emperor Justinian (527-565)  

 

Source: Cosentino, "Politics and Society," 30.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 44: Santa Cecilia in Trastevere apse vault, Rome, ninth century. (Photo by author) 
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Figure 45:Santa Prassede apse vault, Rome, ninth century.  

Source: Thuno, The Apse Mosaic in Early Medieval Rome: Time, Network, and Repetition, color plate 

III. 

 

 

Figure 46: Capella Arcivescovile, plan of the narthex, chapel and original entrance, Ravenna  

Source: Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 191. 
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Figure 47: Capella Arcivescovile mosaic. (Photo by author) 

 

Figure 48: The north-western sector of Ravenna in the mid-6th century  

Source: Cirelli, ñElites civili ed ecclesiastiche nella Ravenna tardoantica,ò 311. 
































































































































