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| ONTACTS BETWEEN BYZANTIUM AND
! the medieval West occurred in all

] sorts of ways and at several levels.

=" They are just one part of a wider
web of cross-cultural convergences in the
medieval Mediterranean. These included the
dynamics of interaction within the culturally
mixed societies of the Levant, the expansion
of artistic knowledge through the movement
of drawings and itinerant artists, the circulation
of works of art along sea routes, the role played
by ports and universally shared cult-places in the
dissemination of forms and images, as well as the
direct or indirect appropriation, imitation and
refashioning of other people’s artistic models for
political, religious and economic purposes.

A major trend in this process was represented
by the competition of Rome and Constantinople
in their role as the important centres of Christian
worship. As the apostolic and patriarchal see of
Latin Christianity, Rome soon started working
out its autonomous web of holy places associated
with the worship of sites, relics and holy icons
which aimed to evoke and refashion the aura
of the most famous loca sancta of Palestine. The
painted staurotheke of the Vatican Museums,
made in Byzantium in the tenth century and
preserved at least from the twelfth century
onwards in the Lateran Sancta Sanctorum,
is a good witness to this phenomenon (cat.244).
In many respects, papal strategies for the
promotion of Rome as the New Jerusalem were
analogous and even alternative to those enacted
in Constantinople, where the most famous
collections of Christological and Marian relics
were established, especially between the tenth
and twelfth centuries; such a competition was
strengthened after the emergence of the juridical
and theological dissensions which lead to the
schism of 1054 and the Fourth Crusade of
1202—04. In those centuries, the astounding

amount of holy treasures preserved in the
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Byzantine capital strongly contributed to

the shaping of its aura and aroused public
admiration even in the westernmost lands:
Constantinople then became the goal for pilgrims
from throughout Europe, and some authors even
stated that it had been founded to prevent
Saracens from desecrating the most precious
relics of Asia and Africa.! In the wake of the
Crusades many Eastern reliquaries were either
bought or looted and entered into the treasures
of Western cathedrals and monasteries: some

of them were contemporary or slightly earlier
works of art, such as the late fourteenth-century
staurotheke presented in 1463 to the Venetian
Scuola della Carita by the famous humanist
Bessarion (1399/1400—72; see cat.253), whereas
others were already very old objects, such as the
early ninth-century nielloed reliquary of the True
Cross (cat.52) which is deemed to have been
owned by Pope Innocent IV (1253—54). In

their new settings, such precious containers were
usually left unaltered, though often conveniently
enframed within Gothic monstrances.?

The desire for Byzantine reliquaries
was enhanced by their material preciousness.
Luxury goods of both profane and religious use,
including manuscripts with sumptuous bindings,
Islamic and Byzantine silks, Syrian and Egyptian
glass and metalwork, as well as Italian, Greek,
Arab and Chinese ceramics, were shared by
international aristocratic milicux, regardless
of their provenance; they were also included
within church treasures, as shown by the
extraordinary collection of precious objects in
San Marco, Venice (cats 58, 62, 64, 80, 81, 176).2
Westerners were also eager to appropriate more
monumental church furnishings, such as brass
doors {cat.265).

Icons were deemed to be the artistic genre
more peculiar to Byzantine tradition: from the
eleventh century onwards, Westerners started
telling the stories of the most sacred images of




Christ and the Virgin worshipped in
Constantinople, and became accustomed to
using icons as visual counterparts to individual
devotion. Their high reputation was stimulated
not only by their ideal status as more or less
direct copies of famous archetypes ‘not painted
by human hands’ or made from life by such
saints as the Evangelist Luke, but also by

the compositional and iconographic features
which made them eflicacious portraits enabling
communication between the devotees and their
holy benefactors. One of the most recognisable
characteristics of this kind of image was a half-
figure presentation, as stated in the early twelfth
century by the French theologian Hugh of

St Victor.* One accurate imitation of this model
is the early thirteenth-century Madonna signed
by a certain ‘... nellus’, now in the Museo
Nazionale di San Matteo, Pisa {cat.252).

The wave of Byzantinising painting in
thirteenth-century Italy (the so-called manzera
greca) was largely promoted by the involvement of
icons in the religious practices of both individuals
and groups, including the new mendicant orders.
Eastern panels are thought to have been widely
introduced into [taly in this period, although very
few original icons (such as the Pisan Madonna
di sotto gli organt; fig.41) are still extant. Italian
towns which had direct connections with the
Eastern Mediterranean, such as Pisa, Venice
and Genoa, probably played a major role in the
dissemination of this new type of religious image,
which was rapidly adapted for new settings and
functions: the small dossal made for a location
on the altar table of the Pisan church of San
Silvestro (cat.248) and including a Deisis at
its centre was an abridged version of the
iconographic programme associated with
the horizontal icons decorating the epistyles
of Byzantine sanctuary screens.’

New devotional trends, nourished by the
mendicant orders in the Late Middle Ages, laid

emphasis on the Passion as the precondition
of human salvation and favoured the making
of images encouraging their beholders to feel
remorse for their sins. Giunta Pisano, a painter
known to have worked for both the Franciscan
and Dominican orders, revitalised the Byzantine
scheme of Christ dead on the Cross by visually
stressing its painful aspects. A special image, that
of the Akra tapeinosis, which showed the Saviour’s
dead body unnaturally lifted upwards and often
associated with a sorrowful representation of the
Virgin, was frequently repeated in the West and
transformed into one of the most popular themes
telling of individual and Eucharistic devotion,
that later known as the fmago pietatis, Vir dolorum
or Man of Sorrows (cats 246, 247.1-2).°

Besides iconographic schemes and functional
models, Western artists also happened to imitate
some technical and stylistic devices of their
Byzantine colleagues. This proves to be especially
true for painting, which was prized as the most
distinctive ‘Greek’ art: for example, according to
the twelfth-century Treatise on Several Arts by the
German monk Theophilus, the Byzantines
excelled in the use and combination of colours.”
The impact of painting in its different media
(book illuminations, murals, icons and mbsaics)

Fig. 41

Madonna di sotto gli
organi (icon of the
Virgin Dexiokratousa)
¢.1200. Tempcra and
gold leaf on wood,

93 x 55 cm

Cathedral of Santa Maria
Assuma, Pisa
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