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THE ART OF EXTERIOR WALL ‘DECORATION’ 
IN LATE BYZANTINE ARCHITECTURE

 “Whose picture and name are on it?” 
 Matthew 22:20

Marked as a period of “surprising vitality” 1, it seems that Late Byzantine architecture 
most of all expressed itself on the surfaces of the walls. Vojislav Korać, considering the 
peculiar treatment of the facade area in Late Byzantine architecture, noted that “under-
standing the artistic conception of a monument includes the interior of the facade, the 
external appearance of the wholeness” 2 and that “the ornamentation of the facade is char-
acterized by using bricks, stacking bricks with which the entire surface of the facade turns 
into a kind of tapestry” 3. On the other hand, despite the recognition of several symbolic 
ornaments on Late Byzantine facades, it also has been noted that “the patterns that ap-
pear on its surface are not organized in any particular direction and do not contribute to 
its articulation, but only to its decoration” 4. Taking into consideration that in Late Byzan-
tine architecture particular attention was paid to detail as an axis of the entire wall idea, 
we have to put several questions in quite different ways: are there any elements organizing 
the facade (in any particular direction, by means of ars combinatoria), and do the orna-
ments contribute to facade’s articulation or is it just exterior decoration?

Since the brickwork, as we already know, was one of the main facade articulation 
means, it’s useful to recall that brick as a material operates with signs. Although it was 
noticed that “architectural elements were used playfully and in exaggerated quantities”, 
at the same time these elements have been identified as part of “aniconic imagery” 5. 

This paper will propose that construction and organization of Late Byzantine wall 
do not contain aniconic system of signs. First of all, although identical forms keep their 
shape, they change their quality depending on the material. “Le culte y associait tous les 
media“6 which means that a sign does not change because of materials on which it is repre-
sented, the material is just a support for the sign. In Late Byzantine church walls the brick 
is an element of life, it is the very heart of the design. Taking into consideration that the 
word icon/iconic originates from Greek εἰκών (image), it is very important to stress that 
the term “aniconic” is methodologically inappropriate, since it implicates that something 
is non-pictorial. Aniconic ornament if not antropomorphic certainly is not and could not 
be non-figural, it is rather dehumanised. So, geometric and floral patterns certainly are 
not aniconic and are not a part of secondary iconography. They should be regarded as a 
part of the semiotic iconography which implicates “lecture symbolique”. Mentioning the 
sign and its iconism, it seems logical to mention at this point Alexander Soloviev, Russian 
historian and specialist in heraldry who wrote numerous articles concerning the heraldic 
signs and their appearance on medieval buildings. 
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As we already now, the use of heraldic emblems in cultural, religious, ideological heri-
tage of Byzantium is a particularly complex and insufficiently understood phenomenon7. 
It is not without significance that Alexander Soloviev paid attention to misinterpretations 
of the origins of some heraldic emblems, especially, the double headed eagle, for which he 
emphasized that “it can be confirmed that the eagle was known as one of the Comnenus 
ornaments in the churches and as one of the court costume ornaments”8. So the eagle was 
recognized as a heraldic sign on the so called costume, but that recognition was not ex-
tended to the image on the south-eastern side of the church of Panagia Kosmosoteira in 
Pherrai, which was convincingly identified with the foundation of Isaac Comnenus, exiled 
son of the Byzantine emperor Alexios I. This motif was recognised as “unusual image of 
an eagle”9. Therefore, it is proper to ask another question: are there transcribed heraldic 
emblems presented in the material which configured the facade? In general, whether a 
certain heraldic emblem, as a codified sign which is not literally visible, appears as a sig-
nificant element in the facade articulation in Late Byzantine Architecture? 

In the cultural conventions of the mid-14th century Byzantine world, when heraldic 
signs have been used “également dans la noblesse grecque moyenne et aussi dans la petite 
noblesse”, these emblems were closely associated both with the emperor and with high-
ranking aristocrats, such as despots or sebastokrators10. It is indicative that the concept 
of “conspicuous distinctiveness”11 is defined in the historiography in terms of personal 
identification, as a kind of visual code that bears an irrefutable message on the title, politi-
cal identity and social affiliations of the ktetor12. Having in mind the foregoing, the use of 
such signs could be recognized on the portraits of Jovan Oliver on the north side of the 
nave, next to the entrance to the prothesis and in the lower zone of the northern wall of 
the narthex in the Archangel Michael church of Lesnovo Monastery13. 

In her detailed analysis of historiography, history and iconography of the wall paint-
ings in Lesnovo, Smiljka Gabelić noted that Jovan Oliver is “separated from the adjacent 
figure visually by stepping towards the viewer and is thus equated with the patron, the 
Archangel Michael”14. Also she emphasized that “Oliver wears a two-part blue dress, skirt 
in fact; its compounds are decorated with thin gold stripes and the upper part with short 
sleeves, with an ornament representing a group of tiny, white cross-like arranged spots. 
That part around the waist has several thin golden lines; on the edges of the sleeves and 
waist are the red gold embroidered stripes”15. As for the portrait in the narthex, it was not-
ed that the ktetor was represented in “the same type of clothes but with different amounts 
and types of decorations, which are at the same time the indicators of his various titles”16. 
We can add further observations regarding the linear designs on the portraits in the nave 
and in the narthex. These are ornaments in gold embroidery studded with pearls on the 
stripes, or on the “rizai”, as they are called by Pseudo-Kodinos17. One ornament is formed 
by the two lines of equal length intersecting diagonally and the other ornaments are like 
a cross between two letters V. The same kinds of ornaments were used in the portrait in 
the narthex, but arranged in a different way. The ornaments on “rizai” on the portrait 
in the narthex are recognized in the literature on some other examples as “dynastic de-
vices”18. Pseudo-Kodinos in his text on the ceremonies of the Byzantine court says that 
the sebastokrators tunic looks like the despotic tunic, but “ἄνευ δέ ρíζων”19 (without the 
stripes). Jean Verpeaux, translator and editor of this capital source for the study of sys-
tem functions and titles of the reign of Palaeologan dynasty, translated this as “mais sans 
broderies en rizai”20. It would signify that there is no gold embroidered ornaments on the 
stripes, which can bring confusion, especially if we take in consideration the conflicting 
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opinions expressed about the title of Jovan Oliver on the portrait in the nave21. The con-
cept of “conspicuous distinctiveness” of ornaments could clarify the possible reasons why 
the same ornaments in bricks are placed in the highest zone of the apse. The answer to the 
question of the chronological framework of the ornaments described above, two diago-
nally crossed lines and two crossed V, could be found in a few Late Byzantine surviving 
examples. It is well known that double headed eagles are depicted on the painted socle in 
the narthex of the church of the Mother of God Ljeviška in Prizren. Fresco painting in 
Prizren bishopric was characterized as a work which visually presented the adoption of 
the Byzantine court ceremonies by Serbian King Milutin (1282–1321), so he in the same 
time accepted “the Palaeologus emblem of double headed eagle”, and therefore “the rich 
draperies, decorated with double-headed eagle, stretched under the feet of bishops de-
picted in the sanctuary and under the portraits of Nemanjic dynasty”22. Linear ornament 
placed between the double-headed eagles remained unnoticed in the literature. It is the 
same motif of the two crossed diagonal lines that appears on the portraits of Jovan Oliver 
in Lesnovo, although in the Ljeviška narthex it was combined, on the vertical axis, with 
two red points and, on the horizontal axis, with a sign resembling the letter V. Judging 
by these two diagonal cross lines depicted in the narthex where the patron is presented 
with his ancestors23, it could be assumed that this motif belonged to a group of dynastic 
emblems24. It is useful to recall that the adoption of Byzantine court ceremonials and ac-
ceptance of the emblems by King Milutin was also mentioned by his contemporary Theo-
dore Metochites, stating that at his court everything was decorated “as far as possible as 
with the Byzantine nobility”25. We do not consider it random that the ornaments of two 
diagonally crossed lines are similar to the decorations on the remains of the sarcophagi 
dated to the end of the 13th century in the Monastery of Constantine Lips26, and also in 
the exonarthex of Monastery Chora in Constantinople27. Depicted on a chlamys of un-
known saint in Chora exonarthex, this ornament is already recognized as “evidently a 
family emblem… also found on the coins of Andronikos II, and for decades both continue 
to be employed emblematically by the Paleologan dynasty in a variety of media, including 
sculpture”28. We recently discovered these ornaments in the mosaic of the south-eastern 
vault of Chora exonarthex, where red coloured tesserae29 next to the swastika combine 
with meander motif30.

Bearing in mind that the use of these ornaments represents only one segment of reg-
istered Late Byzantine heraldic text, it should be stressed that the meaning of the sign 
could be changed, “the intentions suggested through the image, bearing in mind also the 
preciousness of the matter used, transformed in other materials”31. 

The opinion has been expressed that “in articulation of the facade surfaces in Lesno-
vo the basic pictorial scheme of Late Byzantine architecture is evident” and that facade 
conception was based on “aesthetic and optical principle”32 in which “the details and the 
whole of the church have parallels in Thessaloniki”33. On the apse facade, which is the 
external image of the holiest compartment of the church34, below serrated brick cornice, 
there is a double Z meander ornamental brickwork cornice35. On the outside, the hexago-
nal apse, which is said to “originate from Thessaloniki”36, is vertically accentuated with 
pieces of bricks placed above and below the cornice as “zigzag belt ornaments in the form 
of a dog jump”37, so that one facet of the apse is divided into four almost equal registers. 
Opus is not uniformly implemented in all four sides. There are variations in the system of 
brick sequencing, setting up double Z meander vertically rather than diagonally, between 
the north-eastern and central side of the apse. Isolating the first register, the elements of 
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the double Z meanders are formed not only by the two diagonal criss-cross lines but rather 
by the crossed V ornament, the same one as on the portraits of despot Jovan Oliver. This 
confirms the recently put forward opinion on the need for meticulous reading “des codes 
visuels impliquants le «regard de l’esprit»”38. In an effort to make this brick architecture 
“tremolo” more readable, it is necessary to point to some concerns regarding the other 
recently expressed opinions that such motives are placed on the facade as “purely orna-
mental” and “for decorative purposes”39. If the brick is placed directly below or above the 
arches presenting meticulously executed motifs like Arbor Vitae40 or fret patterns, could 
it be just l’art pour l’art or are these motives in the same time participating in the optical 
and the semantic conception of the facade, which requires reading and interpreting? As 
soon as one heraldic symbol is understood as a detail and as an organic part of double Z 
meander, this implies a visual unity between the two heraldic signs. By multiplication and 
combining, the two signs generally are transformed into a dynamic visual experience and 
become an instrument of artistic creativity of the facade. Symbol compiling thus creates 
a new discourse of observation of the horizontal axis of the apse structured so that the 
first sign, as an association of signifier and signified, is transformed synchronously into “a 
new component of the second sign”41. Containing in itself a sign of criss-cross, crossed V 
sign symbolizes the appropriation, or the ktetor’s personal aims and beliefs highlighted on 
the most sacred point of the temple42. The architectural features of Lesnovo church have 
revealed its close affiliation possibly with contemporary monuments of Constantinople, 
certainly of Thessaloniki and of some other centers of Late Byzantine building activity43. 
Through the use of brick patterns the architect simulated the movement of the image 
which combines and modifies. “To see the walls that even today seem to descend on us and 
to close in on us, is to feel a sense of movement within ourselves, when we look at them 
from the outside, or from above, or to be drawn ineluctably in, as we find ourselves forced 
to move along with and within them”44. 

It should be added that the same is visible on the north-east side of the drum of the 
central dome of St. Elijah and on the two visually contrasting cornices on the apse of the 
Holy Apostles Church in Thessaloniki.

So, if the art of exterior wall decoration contributes to complexity of Late Byzantine 
architecture, and if it is not aniconic decoration, how shall we direct the process of artis-
tic “décryptage” of the wall and “Whose picture and name are on it?” (Matthew 22:20). 
Heraldic symbols as part of appropriation signs marking the apse wall should not be con-
sidered as random, especially if we recall the comparisons set by St. Maximus the Confes-
sor of the apse with the human soul, and of the altar area with the final point of spiritual 
ascent, a kind of spiritual omphalos45.

What is more, this sign is indicative also of the deepest level of visual exegesis. Two 
heraldic emblems morphologically could be understood in eschatological terms, since they 
contain the letters Alpha and Omega. “The first and last is the Savior… If there are letters 
of God, as they are in reality, the saints knowing them affirm that they read them on the 
heavenly Tables — they are notional (letters) divided into minute parts, namely Alpha 
and so on down to Omega, which is the Son of God, Who is also the Beginning and the 
End”46. This results in iconic image, synchronized to other constituents of the apse facade 
screen, becoming the instrument of its transformation, the medium of appropriation, de-
fining the ktetor’s place in the hierarchy of the celestial order. These signs are par excel-
lence semiotic parameters for transchronological and transterritorial importance of Late 
Byzantine architectural activity.
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ИСКУССТВО УКРАШЕНИЯ ВНЕШНИХ СТЕН 
В ПОЗДНЕВИЗАНТИЙСКОЙ АРХИТЕКТУРЕ
В докладе рассматривается значение орнамента на внешних стенах поздневизан-

тийских храмов. Учитывая, что кирпичный орнамент был одним из основных спосо-
бов артикуляции фасадов, примечательно, что эффекты оптической иллюзии могли 
создавать определенные визуальные образы, которые можно подвергнуть семиоти-
ческому анализу.

Внешние стены храмов, так же как и внутренние, могли выражать определенные 
богословские понятия. Узоры кирпичного орнамента следует классифицировать не 
как аниконические (мнение, распространенное среди историков искусства), но, ско-
рее, как зашифрованные и дегуманизированные. Символическое прочтение укра-
шающего фасад орнамента, с его порядком, разнообразием и мерой, показывает, что 
видимые формы могут иметь невидимый смысл, и наоборот — невидимое находит 
свое выражение в видимых формах, преображая фасад церкви.

Восприятие зрителем сакрального пространства рождалось в движении, чему 
так же способствовали кирпичные орнаменты на стенах, преображенных вибрацией 
узора. Имитация движения на фасаде создавалась не только такими орнаментами, 
которые буквально прочитываются как знаки с апотропеическим или богословским 
значением (некоторые из таких знаков были принятыми эмблемами династии Пале-
ологов). Репертуар фасадных орнаментов в поздневизантийских церквах Констан-
тинополя и Фессалоник включал в себя самые разнообразные узоры — шахматные, 
подковообразные, в виде усложненных крестов, заключенных в ромбы лилий, зиг-
загов и др. Процесс расшифровки образов на внешних стенах церквей представля-
ет собой истолкование динамического взаимодействия различных художественных 
форм, наиболее сложного и интересного на апсиде храма — средоточии осеняемого 
Божественной силой пространства.
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