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The Emperor Teophilos (829-842) between
classicism and exoticism

In a conference devoted to the exploration of the longue durée of the Classic model, be-
tween Late-Antique and Early Modern art, guided by the idea of the enduring presence of the
descent of Graeco-Roman artistic language within the later tradition, it seemed to me inter-
esting to try to analyze, as for the history of Byzantine art, those aspects and moments which
appear somewhat distant from “classical” tradition, thus also distancing myself from the no
less enduring debates about the several forms of survival and renascence of ancient models in
the passage of the Greek legacy from Byzantium to the Modern Age([28; 31; 37].

What I will rather attempt to probe here, though briefly, is the permeability of Classic ar-
tistic language in the age of the emperor Theophilos, a period which, at least according to
the main historical sources, was oriented toward a different taste and was most influenced
by exotic cultures, especially the Islamic one, which Byzantium, volens nolens, had to face for
better or for worse.

Therefore, I would try to replace for the conventional polarization of “innovation” and
“conservation” — or “exoticism” and “classicism” — a more “functionalist” dynamic model,
which takes into account the specific, visual strategic purposes in the use of an artistic lan-
guage or form, chosen for the reestablishment and the celebration of a political order, or to
emphasize a break-point with the near past. From such a point of view, that of Theophilos
seems a good case study to verify how classic heritage and exotic openness could coexist and
be of service for one and the same political project [10; 41].

According to some sources, the interest of Theophilos in islamicizing fashions is the out-
put of his propensity in favour of Iconoclasm; an attitude shared with the syncellos John the
Grammarian, who was his tutor and then Patriarch [24]. In fact, under Theophilos the strug-
gle against the sacred images reached a new and last upsurge, before the final restoration of
orthodoxy, after the death of the emperor, in 842. Through the lively account of Theoph-
anes Continuatus, but also according to some passages of De Cerimoniis of Constantine VII
Porphyrogenitus and other texts perhaps written thanks to the intercession of Theodora, the
profile of the emperor Theophilos emerges as a complex and even a contradictory personality,
example of justice, persecutor of iconoduli, curious intellectual, military chief and art lover,
patron of new and lavish monumental enterprises, above all in Constantinople [2; 11; 29; 33].

He devoted particular attention to the restoration of the city walls, resuming, from both
an architectural and ideological point of view, the old Theodosian defensive system, by the
creation of mighty towers on the land side — especially in the 14" region — and toward the
Sea of Marmara. Long inscriptions, still in situ, celebrate the memory of the Basileus and his
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Fig. 1. a) Istanbul, Ayasofya Miizesi (St. Sophia), South-Vestibule, Details of the Bronze Door (photo S. Pedone);
b) Berlin, Detail of the Pyxis with vine scroll (7-8" Century); ¢) Venice, Marciana Library, Marc. Gr. I, 18, f. 2v,
particular of decoration.

progeny, in accordance with an artistic and epigraphic rhetoric well rooted in the Graeco-Ro-
man tradition [27; 40]. A similar project inspired the works Theophilos undertook in the area
of the Great Palace, between the Hippodrome and the sea line; terracing, public buildings and
private constructions for the emperor himself and his family, with abundant use of ancient
and precious materials, like marble and gold, tangible signs of an ancient power [8;15; 19; 26].

However, we have to acknowledge that modern historiography has emphasized above all
other aspects, or the other face, so to speak, of the artistic patronage of Theophilos, that is to
say his openness toward eastern culture and taste. In this context is particularly important
the role of the so-called Bryas Palace, built on the Asiatic shores of Constantinople, in “imi-
tation” of the famous Abbasid palaces, as the sources record [2; 24]. We read in Theophanes
Continuatus that John the Grammarian, the emperor’ tutor, astonished before the beauty of
the Islamic buildings during a diplomatic mission in Baghdad in 831, was first who encour-
aged Theophilus to adopt that model [8; 16; 17].The suggestion was accepted, but the real
application of the model actually occurred far off from the official residence of the court, and
while the appearance and the decoration of the Bryas Palace were probably somehow “exotic”,
the complex included, not surprisingly, two buildings consecrated to the Virgin Mary and
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the Archangel Michael. The forms of the original structure are synthetically sketched in the
illumination of Skylitzes (Skilitzes Matritensis, Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, Cod. Vitr. 26-2,
fol. 48a) in which there is depicted a construction with three pointed domes and decorated by
a dense non-iconic ornamentation with geometric and floral patterns [38]. Two little crosses
on the domes make recognizable the sacred buildings commissioned by Theophilos. Since
the last century the researches of archaeologists have hypothetically located the remains of
the complex in the Asiatic suburb of Kiigiikyali, partly because of the analogy between some
Abbasid palace architectures [14] and the big surrounding wall with the ample central rectan-
gular space, now definitively identified with the substructions of a cistern. The several surveys
of Alessandra Ricci and the finding of a lot of sculptural and floor fragments suggest now a
new identification with the ruins of the monastery of Satyros [32], as also a later illuminated
depiction of the monastery itself in the Menologion of Basil II would prove (Menologio di
Basilio II, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vat. Gr. 1613, p. 134). All in all, the construction of
the Bryas Palace represented, in my opinion, an “instrumental” opportunity, a choice of taste
from outside reshaped by the functional needs of Byzantine culture, as well as a confident
concession to the aesthetic preferences of the mentor John the Grammarian.

However, if we come back to the capital, in particular to the Megale Ekklesia of Hagia So-
phia, we can see another face of the official patronage and the aesthetic ideology of Theophi-
los, a face with very different features. I want to focus on the works he ordered to make on
one of the many bronze doors of the church, to be more precise on the only spolia door often
identified with the “Beautiful Door”, also known through the sources (Fig. 1a, Ill. 45).

This is a real Classic “relic”, today mounted in the doorway giving access to the so-called
southern vestibule, in which the famous lunette mosaic with the emperors Constantine and
Justinian was found and through which you can enter the narthex and the very heart of the
building [39]. An important passage point for the visitors of the monument that however
makes almost “transparent” the door itself [22; 23].

Unlike the other bronze doors still in situ, stylistically homogeneous and dating back to
the Justinianic phase of the construction [18], our door is, on the contrary, an unicum, as a
re-used Classic work, a Greek or Roman great double door of unknown provenance [1; 3; 4;
5; 6; 7; 12; 35; 36]. The original structure was enlarged in height and width with the purpose
of re-contextualizing and re-semantizing it in a different space, as a symbolic access to the
starting point of the imperial liturgies. The door is documented only in late sources, and in
particular it is mentioned several times in the Book of Ceremonies [13]. Its modern location
was recorded by sketches and drawings of travellers during the 19" century — as that by
Charles Texier (1830s) or the engraving published in the volume devoted to the antiquities of
Constantinople by Salzenberg (1854) — but also through many photographs of the end of the
century [30].

Unfortunately, there is some uncertainty about the original position of the door and about
the date of its positioning into the Hagia Sophia, also considering the lack of information
about the date of construction of the vestibule and the disposition of the floor, which was
probably reworked several times, with the resulting raising of the original level, which oc-
curred one more time on the occasion of the restoration carried out by Gaspare and Giuseppe
Fossati by the half of the 19" century [30]. At that time the open valves of the door were still
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partly recessed into the floor, so that it was impossible to move the leaves, and also the sketch-
es we have just seen depicted only the visible portion.

Only in 1963 the researchers of “Istituto Centrale per il Restauro” of Rome (the national in-
stitute for the restoration of artworks) brought to light the lower part of the door (about 50 cm
high), creating a kind of niche (or a trench) in the floor which makes it visible, established the
original height of the floor and discovered the early doorstep [3; 4; 5; 6; 7]. The pieces were
in a poor condition, because of the weakening of the wood structure, the detachment of the
bronze foils and the loss of some applied decorative elements. The restoration works, on both
structure and decoration, were carried out in two steps. In 1963 the door leafs were unhinged,
consolidated and cleaned; in a second stage, ten years later, the lost parts were restored and
the door settled again upon its hinges. But, in the meantime the inscription with the name of
Michael (the son of Theophilos) and the broad plate with rinceaux (applied in the 9" century
on the upper part of the right leaf) were stolen [5].

In fact, the door is constituted by a wooden structure, an ancient spoil (here highlighted
in red) made up of precious wood of Lebanon cedar, and a bronze covering with a broad
perimetral studded frame, four lesser horizontal panels and other four greater vertical ones,
decorated with magnificent Classic borders made of frames with swastikas, acanthus leaves,
rinceaux, vines with grapes, rows with lesbian kyma and little pearls dividing different orders
of the frame. The exquisite execution of the decoration and the accuracy of the assembly of
all the parts are particularly appreciable in the masterly cut of the corners, in the meticulous
juxtaposition of the rows, in the concealment of the nails fixing the metal foils under the studs
or the “invisible” insertion of them on the blooms of the acanthus.

The style reveals the ancient origin of the work, and the most compelling comparisons are
to be made not so much with other bronze works but with Greek and Roman marble dec-
orations, especially those ones inspired by Hellenistic style (Fig. 1a, IIl. 45), like the mosaic
borders of the floor in the peristyle of the Great Palace of Constantinople or the grape leaves
sculpted on the front of the ambo now held in the Archaeological Museum of Athens, both
dated to the 6™ century.

Surely, in the Hagia Sophia there were several precious spoils reminding of the first con-
struction of the church and its later rebuilding. Classic spoliae brought to Constantinople
from every region of the empire to decorate the most important temple of the capital: col-
umns, bases, fine marbles, liturgical vases and so on were the Classic endowment of the
Megale Ekklesia. Nonetheless, the famous ekphraseis are silent about the “Beautiful Door”,
which is documented only later in the Book of Ceremonies — as we have already noted —
where a “door of the Horologion” is mentioned as located in the doorway which gave access
to the narthex from outside, as nowadays [6; 13]. Thus, it is likely that the placing of the
door and its reworking occurred in a post-justinianic age or, more precisely, according
to Leslie Brubaker, under the rein of Theophilos, who not only decorated the doors with
eight monograms damascened in silver, but also enlarged the ornamentation of the leaves
to adapt the door to the width of the vestibule [8; 9]. The added outer borders interpret the
Classic style of the ancient model imitating the same floral forms, but in fact making use
of a rich repertoire well assimilated by the artistic Byzantine vocabulary from 6" to 10*
century (Ill. 2-3).
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The vestibule was the entrance reserved to the emperor, here he took off the crown, met
the Patriarch and entered with him in the narthex and then in the church, through the im-
perial doorway. This was therefore a symbolic place in which political and religious powers
joined up in a minutely defined liturgical ceremonial [13]. Although we don’t know the date of
the vestibule construction it is possible to suppose that the southern access underwent some
changes on the occasion of the works begun in the near baptistery in 813. The little courtyard,
which now is the resulting space between the south-western side of the building, the staircase
to the southern gallery and the baptistery, is situated at a lower level which is probably to be
connected with the original height of the floor of our door.

The special interest of Theophilos in the significance of the door is revealed by the inser-
tion of the eight monograms in the upper and lower portions of the four major panels (two
for each panel) in which the inscriptions originally read, in the upper part from left to right,
“Lord help the ruler Theophilos” and “Mother of God help the empress Theodora’, in the
lower part, “Christ help the patriarch John [the Grammarian]” and the date, “the year from
creation of the world 6347, indiction 2” (that is to say the year 838/9) [8; 25; 36]. The exact
mention of the date could be an evidence that the door was located in that very year. Thanks
to the damascening, now only partially visible, the names of the emperor and the Patriarch
and the date of the inscription must have stood out conspicuously.

However, it has already been observed that two monograms were modified and the marks
of scraping off the previous letters are still discernible. The alteration has substantially changed
the meaning and the “message” of the inscription, erasing the Patriarch’s name and replacing it
with the name of emperor’s first born. The date was modified as well and changed for 840/841.
Two plates with the name of “Theophilos” and “Michael, the victorious” were also added to
crown the upper part of the door leaves. The reasons for such a change were much debated in
the past, and different hypothesis were suggested, from the disfavour the Patriarch fell into,
to — more simply — the birth of Michael III (even if the exact birth date remains uncertain)
[25]. Indeed, it is plausible that the birth of the heir must have had a stronger weight on
the public dynastic strategies of Theophilos than his relations with the Patriarch, so that the
“family reasons”, that is “reasons of State”, were eventually accorded pre-eminence over the
symbolic sharing of religious power.

Thus, Theophilos” intentions were not so much to simply show or restore an ancient, pre-
cious relic, but to restate and literally “subscribe” to the visual and cultural living connection
with the symbolic power of the Classic ianua. The re-semantization of such an “authoritative”
piece of Roman art, through the “superimposition” of emperor’s name and his dynasty, was
an act of appropriation as well as of ideological continuity with the ancient imperial dignity
[20], a gesture aiming at ratifying the endurance of both political and religious authority. The
“Beautiful Doors” thus kept open the passage from past to future, something like a visible gate
of time in a real rite of passage, across one of the most highly symbolic thresholds for Byzan-
tine imagery of sacred power.
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silvia.pedone@uniromal.it; silvia.pedone@gmail.com



Knaccuyeckoe Hacneaune B UCKYCCTBE BU3AHTUIACKOI OMKYMEHbI 1 32 ee npejenamm 243

Abstract. The topic which the present paper discusses concerns the art historical (and historiographic)
problem of the transmission and reception of ancient models and spoliae during the reign of Theophilos, in a
particularly difficult moment, between the Iconoclastic age and the Macedonian one. In the millenary history
of Byzantium, the Macedonian period has been seen as the most favourable to a rebirth of Classical antiquity,
as it was shown and ideologically attested by artistic display.

However, the preceding phase of the affirmation of the Macedonian dynasty has been rather underes-
timated, and specially the very attitudes of the emperor Theophilos toward art, which are somewhat more
complex from an art-historical point of view. Indeed, in the Byzantine art of the period, at least in Constan-
tinople, it is possible to discern a transition from an experimentation and appropriation of exotic features,
as some stylistic elements of Islamic art, to a programmatic rebirth of a kind of “classicism” aiming at
strengthening the continuity of political power. Thus, besides a taste for experimentation, we find nonethe-
less an opposite polarity, so far not sufficiently explored, open to a more instrumental or ideological visual
strategy, through the re-semantization of Classical art forms because of their “authoritative” association
with imperial dignity. In such a perspective, an interesting case is that of the Roman door of Hagia Sophia
in Constantinople, the so-called “Beautiful Door”, on which Theophilos placed his own monograms to
ratify the endurance of both political and religious authority, on a highly symbolic threshold for Byzantine
imagery of power.

Keywords: emperor Theophilos; Byzantine Empire; bronze door; St. Sophia Constantinople; classicism;
exoticism; south-west vestibule; Byzantine art.
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Annotanmsa. Tema CTaTby HpeAInonaraeT oOCy>KIeHue UCKYCCTBOBEMYECKUX M MCTOPMOrpadmyecKmx
BOIPOCOB, CBA3AHHBIX C MCIIOMb30BAHIEM U BOCIPUATIEM aHTUYHBIX 00pasIoB 1 (parMeHTOB B MMIIe-
puy @eoduna B MCKTIOUNTETBHO CTIOXKHOE BPeMs MEXY UKOHOOOPYECKNMM ¥ MaKeJOHCKUM MePUOIAMIL.
B ThIcAYeneTHE MCTOpYUM Br3aHTUN MaKeTOHCKMII IEpUOJ, CUMTaeTcsA Haubosiee 6/1aronpuATHLIM Ji/1A BO3-
POXJIeHMA KIaCCUYeCKON APEBHOCTH, YTO UICONIOTMYECKH TTOATBEPK/IACTCA 1 O YeM HAITIAIHO CBUETENb-
CTBYIOT IPOM3BEEeHNA MICKYCCTBA.

Tem He MeHee 3Tall, MIPELIECTBYIOLINIT Y TBEP)KICHIIO MAKeTOHCKOI AMHACTUY, HEJJOCTATOYHO paspabo-
TaH MMEHHO B OTHOLIEHMN B3D/LAf0B uMiepartopa Oeodura Ha UCKYCCTBO, IPUYeM MX OCMBICTIEHHUE TIPef-
CTaBJIAET JI MCKYCCTBOBEOB M3BECTHYIO CTIOXKHOCTD. JlefiCTBUTENbHO, B BU3AaHTUIICKOM MCKYCCTBE 9TOTO
BpeMeHU, 1o KpaliHelt Mepe B KoHCTaHTMHOIIONE, TPOCTIEXUBACTCA OTXOJ, OT SKCIIEPUMEHTOB C ITPUMeHe-
HYEM 3K30TMYeCKOI XyJI0XKECTBEHHO CTMIMCTMKM, IPUCYILeil, HapyMep, MICKYCCTBY MUCTaMa, B IO/b3Y
IIPOrPaMMHOTO BO3POXK/IEHIIA CBOETO POJia «K/IACCUIIU3Ma» /I 060CHOBAHMA MIeU HeIPePbIBHOI IIpeeM-
CTBEHHOCTM IOIMTUYECKON BIacTU. TakuM 006pasoM, HapAAy C TATOM K 9KCIIEPUMEHTY O0OHApY>KUBaeTCsa
U TIPOTUBOIIONIOKHAS, 10 CUX IIOP C1ab0 M3yYeHHas TeHAEHIMs BHeApeHNs 6oee MAe0IOrnuecKn feiicT-
BEHHOII HAIIAHON CTpaTeryy, Ipejoaraoleil IepeoCcMBICIeHIe XyI0KeCTBEHHBIX GOPM aHTHYHOTO
JICKYCCTBA B CBA3M C 00/Iee BECOMBIM X «aBTOPUTETOM» KACaTelbHO MIPEACTABIEHNIT 00 MIMIIEPaTOPCKOM
IOCTOMHCTBe. B 9TOM cMbIc/Ie 0COObIiT MHTEPeC IPECTAB/IACT aHTUYHAS IBEPD I0)KHOTO BeCTUOI0/I co6opa
Casroit Coun, Tak HazpiBaeMas «PocKolIHas ABepb», Ha KoTopoit ®eodur 3aneyatyiesn CBOM MOHOTpaM-
MBI B IIO/ITBEP)K/ICHME JOITOBEYHOCTY IIOJIMTUYECKMX U PETUTMO3HBIX TOTHOMOYMIA, 130paB 9TO MECTO KaK
BBICOKO CYMBOJIMYHOE [I/151 06PasHOI CHCTeMBbI BU3aHTUIICKOI BIACTIL.

Kmouessie cnoBa: numneparop ®eodun; Busanruiickas uMmnepus; 6ponsosbsie Bpara; Cparas Codus
KoHCTaHTMHOIIONIbCKAA; K/IACCUIIM3M; 9K30TUKA; I0XKHDII BeCTHO0/Ib; BU3AaHTUIICKOE MICKYCCTBO.
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