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A CRITICAL APPROACH TO THE BYZANTINE 
ART IN THE FIRST HALF OF 19th CENTURY. 
THE CASE OF C. M. TEXIER
“By style is usually meant the constant form — and sometimes the constant elements, 

qualities, and expression — in the art of an individual or a group”1. This is Meyer Schapiro 
in his much celebrated and rightly famous definition of the notion of artistic style. That 
might seem a commonsensical, well-tempered and highly reasonable definition, neverthe-
less a much more difficult issue hides in his lines. Indeed, Schapiro’s formula works very 
well as far as you can define “a group” (let’s put aside for now the individual problem) in 
the first place and on an independent ground. But that’s the rub, for the very identity of a 
group is often describable only in stylistic terms. From a substantive art historical point of 
view, what counts as a proper member of a group often depends on the recognizable stylis-
tic features of the item. But then a begging question problem rises about where to search 
for and how to single out the relevant features we need to define a stylistic whole.

To be sure that is a very general issue, but it seems especially crucial in the case of 
Byzantine Art. Above all for historical and cultural reasons2. Perhaps more than other 
near disciplinary fields Byzantine Art Studies grew out of a disputed cultural “battle-
field”, in the first half of 19th century. On one hand there was the shadow of Enlighten-
ment, with its severe judgment that saw — through the eyes of authors like Montes-
quieu or Gibbon3 — the Byzantine civilization as an age of decadence and dissolution, 
if not of “abominations of all kinds”, as in the infamous Hegel’s words4. On the other 
hand there were, besides the Romantic rediscovery of the national heritage of the dark 
and yet Christian Middle Age, the needs of the new-born research field of Art History. 
From this point of view, it’s quite revealing that most studies devoted in the first half 
of the 19th century to Late-Antique and Byzantine art involved, in a way or another, a 
kind of excusatio, a justification piece offered to the reader for the choice of this topic, 
because «it might be a matter of surprise that they should be deemed worthy of a critical 
examination» — as Charles Eastlake wrote in 1841, editing the English translation of 
Franz Kugler’s Handbook5.

Indeed, the “justification” of the historical role of Byzantine art became a problem of 
paramount importance, and it’s not so rash to say that the still much discussed question 
of continuity of Byzantine tradition with Classical Greek heritage6 — with a number of 
positions between the opposite poles of lumpers and splitters — is a consequence of that 
“original sin”. In the pioneering works of the 19th century, the Byzantine monuments 
could be “worthy of critical examination” also because they “served”, at least, almost as 
a link in the chain of art historical development. No wonder, for example, we read in the 
introductory note of the guide to Byzantine Court in the Crystal Palace, in 1854, that 
“in architecture, as in all other works of creation, there is no gap […]. The very apparent 
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opposition existing between one ancient system — the Roman — and another — the Goth-
ic — only renders more interesting the Byzantine style, which, with its offshoots, served to 
connect the two”7.

So, the coinage of a reliable definition of Byzantine style turned out to be an essential 
question, if only in a negative, subtractive perspective. But in that time Byzantine art was 
still a roughly “covering term” that denoted objects and relations whose knowledge was to 
a great extent still fragmentary. In 1856 the Paduan scholar Pietro Selvatico rhetorically 
asked: “But when we speak about Byzantine art […] have we exactly the right concept 
of it? Are we able to establish its distinctive feature?”8. His view was that «this name of 
Byzantine architecture has no other value than to hint at a series of styles stemming one 
from another within the boundaries of Eastern Empire»9. And that leads us again to the 
begging question problem of inductive definition of style according to Schapiro’s account. 
A formal problem no less pressing at the beginning of the history of Byzantine Studies 
than it is today. Indeed, in his famous ground-breaking repertory Séroux D’Agincourt 
complained, already in 1811, that “rather than trying to verify the dating of a product of 
art with the aid of erudition explaining the subject, we should on the contrary explain the 
subject by means of the style of the monument”10. D’Agincourt himself was aware that 
such a taxonomic task was possible only on the base of direct analytic description, but he 
was perhaps less aware that in order to describe the proper object, you have first to iden-
tify the right thing.

So, to secure a corner stone to stylistic analysis and inference the “right thing” had to 
be searched for in the “right place”, that is to say in the very birthplace of Byzantine art: 
Constantinople. In a sense, it’s for a necessary condition that Byzantine Art Studies were 
(and are) so close tied to archeological research since their beginnings. It was the work of 
field researchers like the French architect and archeologist Charles Felix-Marie Texier11 
(1802–1872) that providing a detailed repertoire of the ancient monuments of Byzantium 
made also tangibly clear in what extent style is a variable relative to space as well to time, 
a geographical as well as a chronological notion12.

The original contribution of Texier’s studies was not only in their systematic survey, 
but also in the visual exploration and recording of details and structures of different func-
tional levels. An approach taking into account not merely a vague formal dimension, but 
also material, technique, constructive and decorative features. His painstaking drawings 
are a sure witness of such a multifarious interest.

As an architect and archeologist trained in the Académie de Beaux-Arts in Paris, Texi-
er was not immune from a classicistic prejudice, but that didn’t prevent him to feel the fas-
cination of the greatness and richness of Byzantine ancient relics13. Furthermore, between 
1830 and 1840, thanks to the ideological open-mindedness of the Ottoman court — then 
ratified by the reforms of the so-called Tanzimat14 — European voyagers could have access 
to churches and monuments that had remained unreachable for centuries. In a letter of 
1833 Texier wrote:

“Je trouve dans cette ville un assez grand nombre de monuments de son ancienne 
richesse; et à chaque pas des souvenirs d’une grandeur qui ne s’efface pas encore. [...] quand 
on jette les yeux sur ce qui reste de l’époque byzantine on s’étonne qu’il reste encore tant 
de monuments intactes. Le colosse de St Sophie s’élève encore avec son antique majesté, 
huit autres églises byzantines converties en mosquée commencent à s’ouvrir à la curiosité 
des observateurs”15.
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I want to consider here some of the drawings realized by Texier in Constantinople, to 
give a more direct idea of his working methods — only few pieces from a great collection 
I’m currently studying16.

Among the most interesting documents there are the colored drawings of the base of 
the Theodosian obelisk, erected in the middle of the Hippodrome in 390 A. D. and still 
standing along the euripe of the circus, today At-Meydani Square17. Texier devoted as 
much as 17 plates, dated 1838, to the marble pedestal, to the obelisk of pink granite and 
to the plan of the hippodrome18. As it’s possible to judge from one of these drawings — 
obviously realized directly from life, as proved by the grid of squares slightly visible on 
the sheet under the colored sketch — the pedestal was partly buried at that time19, so that 
it was impossible to read completely the inscriptions in Greek and Latin on the tabulae 
ansate decorating the base, and to see the reliefs with the scenes of the horse race and the 
erection of the obelisk. Texier himself tried in vain to obtain a permission to dig out the 
pedestal of the monument20.

Single plates are specifically dedicated to the honorary columns of the city. That one 
of Constantine, also known as “Burnt Column”21, is recorded on many occasions in the 
diaries of the archeologist, also because its view was barred by buildings that diminished 
the greatness of the column and lend to it a somehow shabby look, as we can see also in an 
engraving published in the same year by William H. Bartlett as illustration of the book of 
Julia Pardoe22. Texier exactly describes the wreaths covering the joints between the drums 
of the column, but he didn’t illustrate them.

We have 3 plates23 pertaining to the column of Marcianus, erected by the Praefectus 
Urbi, Tazianus, in 445 A.D24. In one of the drawings we can see the pedestal, decorated 
with two winged victories taking the wreath with the Chrismon and the discussed dedi-
catory inscription. Texier seems particularly interested in the plastic relief, conveyed in 
the drawing through the use of chiaroscuro that faithfully records also the broken parts 
of the monument. A comparison with another drawing dated about to a century before25 
allows us to check exactly the loss caused by time: for example, the winged figure on the 
right was almost completely destroyed when Texier portrayed it in his sketch. And the 
conditions of the sculpture had to get worse at the beginning of the 20th century, as sev-
eral photos published by Ebersolt in 1918 demonstrate26. Only in recent years an excel-
lent work of restoration has rescued the marble monument, until then almost completely 
stained by the old metallic retaining structures, so that it’s now possible to appreciate 
again the carved surfaces, though hopelessly damaged by time.

The other two drawings of Texier depict the Corinthian capital of the column, crowned 
by its impost block with eagles at the four corners, better appreciable in the drawing than 
from life today.

Among the materials devoted to ecclesiastical buildings of early Byzantine period, 11 
drawings represent Saint John of Stoudios27, the celebrated monastery near the Golden 
Gate, built around 450 by the Consul Stoudios28. The edifice with its coenobium had a 
central role in the life of the city and its fame remained well alive also when it was turned 
into a mosque by the equerry (Imrahor) of the sultan Bayezid II (1481–1512), changing 
definitively its name in Imrahor Camii. The heavy destructions suffered by the monu-
ment make much more precious the witness of Texier. He could see the building with the 
roof realized during the 19th century to remedy the damages of the fire that devastated 
the district of Psamathia in 1782; damages documented by the etching of count Choiseul 
Gouffier29. In the plan and the relative elevation it’s possible to see the interesting details 
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of the staircase of the northern nave, leading probably to the galleries, and the profile of 
the 7 gallery windows, a detail that, if not a fanciful invention of the draughtsman, could 
bear witness of the look of the building updated according to the Ottoman taste, as in the 
case of the columns of the naos, covered with painted stucco. Two other sheets are devoted 
to the porch: the first one is a painterly watercolor, representing the molded decoration 
of the trabeation; the second one depicts the four columns with composite capitals — that 
Texier repeats also in more detail. In the same plate, on the left, we can see a light sketch 
of the plan of the porch with its wooden pergola on the front, also visible in a drawing of 
the Bibliothèque Nationale de France30. A quite exceptional, if not unique, case is that of 
the drawing of the cistern near the basilica. Texier depicts the vaulted ceiling, almost com-
pletely destroyed by a fire in the 1970s, together with the series of Corinthian capitals, to-
day only partially visible. In the right low corner of the sheet, the author rapidly sketched 
the plan of the square structure, with its four rows of six columns, also documented in the 
graphic memory of Fauvel31.

A significant number of drawings — as much as eleven — are dedicated to the church 
of Saints Sergius and Bacchus32: a plan and a lot of details of the decoration, characterized 
by a vivid color scheme of the reliefs, in red and green, similar to that discovered after the 
recent restoration of the building. We have here the classic trabeation that separates the 
ground floor from galleries, the particular decorative features, and one of the polilobate 
capitals of the first order. We also see the long imperial inscription running along the 
perimeter of the naos and the medallions with imperial monograms. Furthermore, Texier 
reconstructs the section of the building in a plate in which it’s possible to appreciate the 
chromatic play of columns of green Thessalian and pavonazzetto marbles. Also the angelic 
figures inserted in the gores of the dome are noteworthy. We find an analogous setting, for 
example, in a plate illustrating the book of Ebersolt and Thiers of 191333. In his drawing 
Texier carefully notes the staircase leading to the galleries, obtained with ancient pieces, 
as the proconnesian marble slabs, the little pillars and the decorated arch, dating from 
middle-byzantine period.

But the richest group of drawings is naturally reserved to the Justinian’s church of 
Hagia Sophia34, 59 sheets including panoramic views, plans, elevations, sculptural de-
tails — especially capitals, cornices and marble slabs, but also sketches of the bronze doors 
and aniconic mosaic patterns. We have several watercolor views taken from outside, with 
the impressive volumes of the buttresses and the protruding structures that Texier re-
ferred to Ottoman period and that are well identifiable also in some 16th century images 
of the church. These structures, however, conceived to carry the thrust of the windowed 
walls and to accommodate the ever-urging static problems, conceal, now as well as then, 
the view of the lower walls of the building, «an unbecoming impediment» that precludes 
the possibility to represent carefully the original structure, «from the base to the dome» — 
as Texier himself complained in his manuscripts and in the two essays he devoted to the 
church in the Revue Français, in 1839 and 184035.

The architect made also large drawings of the façade (similar to those ones, slightly 
later, by the Prussian engineer Wilhelm Salzenberg36 or by the architect N. Jefimov37, for 
the book of Vladimir Petrovich Davydov38), the elevations of the longitudinal section 
and the counter-façade of the church. These are the most meticulous plates of the group 
and were probably sent to Paris, as we can infer from the records of the École des Beaux-
Arts. There are a plenty of details, like the accurate indication of the alternate color 
scheme of the marble wall paneling and of colonnades of the first and second storey. This 
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notwithstanding, we can discern some liberty taken by the 19th century artist, for ex-
ample: the seraphim realized according a typical style of the period, a feature that we find 
also, fifteen years later, in the drawings of the church mosaics by the Fossati brothers39. 
But as an architect Texier was no less interested in the roofing structures of the building, 
as witnessed in a sketch, perhaps a preparatory study for a larger plate, that represents, 
as far as I know, the first architectural visual survey of the domes. From the laconic notes 
in Texier’s manuscripts we can suppose that he obtained access to the roof of the build-
ing, managing to measure what no other western observer has ever been able to see, as he 
recorded not without a bit of pride.

Texier carried a no less scrupulous survey also inside the church. It’s interesting to 
consider the view of the naos and the bema, seen from the West40, from a point of view 
analogous to that chosen before him by Louis-François Cassas41. Texier’s plate shows cer-
tain rigidity, perhaps caused by a greater attention to the proportions of the naos than to 
the contemporary arrangement of the interior. As a modern observer and as an archeolo-
gist he carefully noted the windows and the numerous slabs in the galleries. In particular, 
in a large plate42 including several sketches the author analyzes the marble decoration 
of Justinian’s age43, the slabs adorned with lozenges and crossed globes, a motif we find 
later in a lot of painted reproductions of the second half of the 19th century. In the same 
drawing there is also a study of the fine panels decorated with a vegetable-like tracery, and 
of the much-elaborated capitals that Texier considered “a highly original corruption” of 
the classical models. Here it’s possible to appreciate the painstaking depiction of details44, 
that we may compare with analogous drawings by the Fossati45. These works, together 
with the scrupulous annotation of descriptions and dimensions, are of great documentary 
importance, as they witness the status of the complex original stucco decoration before 
the substitution with 19th century materials on the occasion of the restorations carried 
out by the Fossati46.

As for the mosaic decoration, however, Texier seems to show less interest about it, 
perhaps due to his preference for architecture and archeology, even if we can imagine that 
at that time many Byzantine mosaics were still hidden under the Ottoman decoration. 
As an exception we may cite a watercolor representing the mosaics of Justinian’s dome, 
particularly those decorating the ribs near the windows47. Texier could possibly observe 
the detail — with the reversed red crosses on golden ground — during his examination of 
the roof.

To sum up our survey, I think we can say that Texier’s drawings, reproducing their 
objects through the eye of the positive architect and archeologist, are a precious first-
hand source, indispensable in order to construct a more systematic comparative analysis. 
To be sure, the eyes of Texier are not innocent ones, and his choices, as well as his omis-
sions, pay the debt of an inescapable historical perspective. So, his contribution to a more 
rigorous and substantial definition of Byzantine style shows also how far the question of 
style is a matter of preference and operative, working concepts, in which exceptions are 
no less telling than rules. In this sense, the traditional idea of style is perhaps a too unitary 
and organic notion to apply safely to such a variegated phenomenon as “Byzantine art”, 
not to say “Byzantine visual culture”, in whose identity not only morphological, but also 
geographical, cultural, historical, technical and material factors interact. The descriptive 
stage, so conspicuous in the pioneering work of Texier, can attain a kind of objectivity but 
can also provide shifting categorical and taxonomical grids, indexed to our practical tasks. 
And description itself, on the other hand, is a never-ending task.
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Сильвия Педоне 
(Римский университет «Тор Вергата», Италия)

КРИТИЧЕСКИЙ ПОДХОД К ВИЗАНТИЙСКОМУ 
ИСКУССТВУ В ПЕРВОЙ ПОЛОВИНЕ XIX В. 
ШАРЛЬ М. ТЕКСЬЕ
Данная работа имеет своей целью исследовать роль тех эстетических теорий на-

чала XIX в., которые находятся у истоков исторического изучения византийского 
искусства и архитектуры. В частности, на примере анализа текстовых и графических 
источников, относящихся к первым десятилетиям XIX в. — периоду, когда открытие 
границ Османской империи способствовало активизации научного исследования 
византийских памятников иностранцами, — показывается, как новые критические 
методы исследования возникли на стыке нескольких дисциплин: археологии, исто-
рии, истории искусства, истории литературы и филологии. Именно из этих критиче-
ских методов на протяжении XIX в. постепенно развилось современное византино-
ведение.

В статье речь идет прежде всего о Константинополе, символическом месте, 
которое часто фигурирует в путевых заметках многих путешественников. Однако 
в начале XIX в. Константинополь почти не был изучен с научной и археологиче-
ской точки зрения. Возможность тщательного обследования древних руин и непо-
средственного знакомства с византийскими памятниками привела к осознанию не-
обходимости более точно определить собственно византийский художественный 
стиль. Действительно, систематическая каталогизация произведений дала огром-
ный корпус византийских памятников, которые, в соответствии с классической 
энциклопедической периодизацией, часто смешивались с раннехристианскими. 
Таким образом, изучение памятников города позволило ученым научиться лучше 
отличать византийский стиль и зафиксировать память о том архитектурном пей-
заже, который вскоре был подвергнут радикальной модернизации, по образцу за-
падноевропейских столиц. 

Между 1830 и 1840 гг., благодаря идеологической открытости Османского дво-
ра, которой во многом способствовали реформы т.н. Танзимата, такие первопроход-
цы как русский архитектор Николай Ефимов (1799–1855 гг.), французский архео-
лог Шарль Тексье (1802–1871 гг.), немецкий архитектор Вильгельм Зальценберг 
(1803–1887 гг.) или братья Гаспаре (1809–1883 гг.) и Джузеппе (1822–1891 гг.) 
Фоссати из Швейцарии многое сделали для выработки более ясного представле-
ния об антинатуралистичном и декоративном характере византийского искусства 
и архитектуры.

На наш исторический взгляд на древнюю Византию неизбежно влияют пред-
ставления предшественников, и в чем-то наша позиция сродни точке зрения кар-
ликов, стоящих на плечах великанов. Это, как кажется, вписывается в концепцию 
исторической обусловленности любого видения, весьма активно обсуждаемую ныне 
во всех областях гуманитарного знания. Однако, как мы стараемся показать в этой 
работе, сама возможность выявить историческую обусловленность искусствовед-
ческих сочинений XIX в. показывает, в то же время, и нашу способность провести 
грань между различными историческими и культурными точками зрения. 
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