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This book considers how exotic iconographic and stylistic elements from 
Sasanian, Islamic, and Chinese sources were incorporated into middle Byzan
tine (ca. 843–1204) art and architecture in order to project a cosmopolitan con
cept of imperial authority. It focuses on objects and monuments produced for 
and by the imperial and court elite at the Byzantine capital, Constantinople 
(modern-day Istanbul), and explores the meanings that this select circle of 
viewers, users, patrons, and designers ascribed to artistic adoptions from other 
cultures. In so doing it revisits the long-standing question of the nature and 
meaning of imperial imagery, an issue that has been a central and perennial 
concern in the study of Byzantium.1

The “official” depiction of the emperor is usually understood to oper-
ate within a conservative and hermetic system dominated by an essentially 
Christian iconography that promoted divine endorsement of the ruler’s uni-
versal dominion. Through reconsideration of objects and monuments that 
depart from this standard visual vocabulary, I argue that imperial imagery could 
also be open and responsive, and that its innovative features carried ideological 
significances that contributed in important and unique ways to the construc-
tion and promotion of middle Byzantine imperial power. The present study 
is concerned not with the individual portraits of specific emperors, but with 
the visual representation of the imperial concept.2 I take a broad view of the 
media that contributed to the representation of the ruler, which I understand 
to have been constructed not only through works of art and architecture but 
through ceremonial performances and textual accounts as well. The “image” 
of the emperor that unfolds over the course of this book is one depicted in 
the verbal record as much as the visual, demanding that we think of texts and 
images as integrated agents of imperial power.

The works of art that form the focus of this study include portable objects, 
such as textiles, ivory boxes, enamel containers, and metal vessels, as well as 
architecture, particularly buildings at the imperial palace, which today are 
preserved only in the textual record. In these objects and monuments, vis-
ual reference to foreign art is selective, often constituting a single element in 
an assemblage of diverse iconographic or stylistic features. I argue that this 
recontextualization of non-Byzantine visual languages in a variety of media 

Preface  
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Prefacexiv

bespeaks a meaningful and sustained dialogue between Byzantine and non-
Byzantine art, and between Byzantine and non-Byzantine identities. This book 
offers a novel contribution to the evolving definition of what it meant to “be 
Byzantine,” expanding beyond the trajectories of Greco-Roman and Christian 
culture that are usually privileged in such discussions.3

Many of the objects and monuments considered here are well-known works 
of middle Byzantine luxury art, and all of them evince complex programs exe-
cuted with the highest artistic caliber. Yet the significance of their exotic fea-
tures – and in some instances, the works of art themselves – are often neglected 
or marginalized in discussions about the nature and meaning of imperial art. 
Their reconsideration here provides insight into the limitations of existing 
interpretive strategies and the benefits to be gained from a fuller consider-
ation of how exotic elements operate within middle Byzantine visual culture. 
Foreign adoptions were not limited to obscure objects and monuments or 
to the periphery of middle Byzantine artistic production. Rather, exoticizing 
works of art were manufactured and used at the epicenter of Byzantine cul-
ture, the imperial court. Although their visual content diverges from normative 
Byzantine ruler iconography, their programs employ strategies of visual com-
munication that are found in other works of middle Byzantine art and litera-
ture. By analyzing foreign features in relation to traditional motifs and themes, 
this study integrates exoticizing objects and monuments into the mainstream 
of middle Byzantine art. At the same time, through consideration of the cross-
cultural dimension of imperial imagery, it expands appreciation for the cosmo-
politan nature of the court at Constantinople and enriches our conception of 
elite culture and identity in Byzantium. By crossing disciplinary boundaries 
that typically divide the study of Byzantine art from that of other cultural 
traditions, this book responds to the current call for an expanded approach to 
the exploration of medieval art. At the same time, by grounding inquiry in the 
Byzantine dimension of these interactions, cultural and historical specificity is 
maintained in the analysis of cross-cultural phenomena.

The period under consideration spans the mid-ninth to the early thir-
teenth centuries and is typically referred to as the middle Byzantine era (ca. 
843–1204). It was a time of great change in Byzantium, particularly as regards its 
relations with foreign cultures. In the ninth century, Byzantium was largely on 
the defensive against encroaching powers, especially along its eastern frontiers, 
where Islamic armies made rapid and extensive claims on Byzantine territo
ries beginning in the mid-seventh century, shortly after the advent of Islam.4 
Confrontations with Islamic forces, including those of the earliest dynasties, 
the Syrian Umayyads (661–750) and the Abbasids (750–1258), largely contin-
ued the adversarial relationship that Byzantium had maintained with the late 
antique Persian dynasty, the Sasanians (226–651), whom the early Islamic armies 
conquered and assimilated.5 Particularly during the reign of the last Iconoclast 
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Preface xv

emperor, Theophilos (r.  829–42), Byzantium established more secure footing 
against the Abbasid Empire, marking a turn in the tide of the Byzantine-Islamic 
balance of power. By the tenth century, optimism for Byzantine fortunes was on 
the rise. Particularly with the successes of the military emperors of the late tenth 
century – including Nikephoros II Phokas (r. 963–69) and John I Tzimiskes (r. 
969–76) – Byzantium enjoyed increased security on multiple fronts and was able 
to regain and solidify territories along its eastern edges. In addition, trade rela-
tions between the Byzantine and Islamic worlds grew significantly in the tenth 
century, and merchants and diplomats traveled regularly between the capitals and 
courts of Mediterranean and Near Eastern polities. Commercial and political 
networks served as conduits for the circulation of works of art, artists, and con-
sumers across a vast geographic and cultural sphere from Byzantium to China.

By the mid-eleventh century, however, Byzantine political and economic 
stability began to erode. Especially with the rise of the Seljuq dynasties of 
Anatolia (the Great Seljuqs [ca. 1040–1194] and the Seljuqs of Rum [ca. 1081–
1307]), Byzantium was again under threat and suffered significant truncation of 
its eastern territories, a process marked by the loss of Mantzikert in 1071 and 
by the Byzantine defeat at Myriokephalon in 1176. Despite periodic improve-
ments in Byzantium’s position, overall the twelfth century saw mounting anx-
iety over the empire’s diminished stature and the very real threat of territorial 
loss and political irrelevance. This trend reached catastrophic proportions with 
the Sack of Constantinople by Western European Crusaders in 1204, after 
which the remaining power structure of the Byzantine elite was dispersed 
to exile courts at Epiros, Nicaea, and Trebizond until the reestablishment of 
Byzantine control of Constantinople in 1261.

Given the long-standing contacts between Byzantium and Sasanian-Islamic 
political powers, it is perhaps surprising that evidence for the impact of these 
foreign cultures on Byzantium is not more extensively or overtly attested in 
the textual and material records. Indeed, the objects and monuments imme-
diately relevant to this study are few in number, and each is unique in terms 
of its iconographic program, representing individual responses to particular 
moments in Byzantium’s relations with foreign cultures.6 Because of the diver-
sity among these works of art and architecture, it is impossible to contend 
that there exists a unified “corpus” of exoticizing works of middle Byzantine 
art. Still, as Paul Magdalino observes regarding the study of Byzantine-Islamic 
scholarly interaction,

one cannot judge the impact of foreign culture on Byzantine intellectual 
life simply by a literal reading of explicit comments in Byzantine sources. 
One has to recognize that rejection, whether expressed through adverse 
comment or through silence, may be a rhetorical attitude, which does not 
preclude reception and may actually be used to disguise it. The important 
thing is to look carefully for evidence of contacts.7

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107004771
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00477-1 - The Emperor and the World: Exotic Elements and the Imaging of Middle Byzantine
Imperial Power, Ninth to Thirteenth Centuries C.E.
Alicia Walker
Frontmatter
More information

Prefacexvi

Although the adoption of exotic iconographic and stylistic features in middle 
Byzantine art is limited in scale, individual objects and monuments display com-
plex and meaningful programs that make firm statements about the importance 
of these interactions. Their small number belies what must have been the deep 
and pervasive impact of foreign cultures on Byzantine consciousness, particu-
larly as concerns the conception and visual articulation of imperial power.

While this book by necessity considers Sasanian, Islamic, Chinese, and 
Byzantine evidence, it focuses on the Byzantine perspective of these cul-
tural contacts and in this sense is less concerned with the mechanics of cross-
cultural processes, focusing instead on how exotic elements were negotiated 
within Byzantine art. Byzantine adoption of foreign artistic motifs and styles 
is a topic that has received relatively minimal and isolated scholarly attention. 
When addressed as a large-scale phenomenon, it tends to be treated in generic 
terms, with different objects and monuments proposed to operate according 
to a single dynamic of aesthetic imitation that lacked deeper meaning or pur-
pose.8 In more focused studies, the subtleties and significance of artistic inter-
actions often come to the fore, but the larger picture of intercultural relations 
can be lost.

The present study attempts to address these shortcomings by combining 
multiple analyses of individual works of art and architecture with a diachronic 
perspective that reveals the diverse motivations behind Byzantine adoptions 
of foreign artistic elements. This perspective is articulated through chapter 
titles – emulation, appropriation, parity, expropriation, and incomparability – 
that characterize distinct dynamics at play in the artistic interface between 
Byzantium and the foreign cultures with which it engaged. Each chapter 
focuses on select objects and monuments, foregrounding close readings of the 
visual and textual evidence in order to yield interpretations firmly rooted in 
the works of art themselves. Objects and monuments are analyzed in relation 
to their historical contexts so that cross-cultural artistic interaction can be 
situated within broader trends of Byzantine sociohistorical and ideological 
transformation. This approach also brings to light the diversity of messages 
embedded in programs that incorporate exotic features.

In order to underscore distinctions among these various dynamics of cross-
cultural interaction, special attention is given to defining a set of key terms 
employed throughout this study.   They draw to some extent from earlier liter-
ature on the topics of Byzantine imperial imagery and medieval cross-cultural 
interaction, but also introduce new concepts and frameworks that merit fur-
ther explanation. In structuring my discussion according to a standard vocab-
ulary, I do not intend to diminish the complex phenomena discussed here to 
reductive formulae. Rather, engaging with a set of fixed terms is intended to 
clarify connections among the disparate and multifaceted objects and histori-
cal moments examined in this study.
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In distinguishing among different types of imperial imagery, I introduce 
two domains for its production and circulation: the official and the unofficial.9 
The “official” represents the traditional ideology of divine endorsement that 
remained largely unchanged over time. In the visual record, it is best attested in 
the iconography of coins and seals produced under the auspices of the emperor 
and disseminated throughout the empire and beyond. It was also found in a 
diversity of other media including ivories, manuscripts, textiles, wall painting, 
mosaic, and sculpture, which saturated Byzantine visual culture at both the 
elite and popular levels. In contrast to these highly regulated and conserva-
tive depictions of the emperor, I propose that there also circulated “unofficial” 
images, which departed from the standard iconography and were intended for 
consumption by a more limited audience of court elites. It is in this unofficial 
domain that innovative images of imperial power were conceived and pro-
moted. Such representations allowed the emperor and his court to respond 
to the shifting political realities of the medieval world stage and Byzantium’s 
position within it. Unofficial imagery could be constructed by nonimpe-
rial individuals, in particular the courtiers who had privileged access to the 
ruler and who would have been well informed about contemporary polit-
ical, military, and economic developments. As a result, imperial imagery could 
become a site for presenting varied and even contested notions of imperial 
power, which sometimes critiqued the emperor instead of  – or in tandem 
with – celebrating him.

Throughout this study, the words “element” and “feature” refer to any dis-
crete physical or visual aspect of a work of art. The two primary types of 
elements I discuss are stylistic and iconographic, and I follow conventional 
art historical definitions for both. “Style” refers to the physical attributes that 
characterize the form of a work of art and that can be used to coordinate 
the work of art with other objects or monuments showing similar features.10 
“Iconography” refers to a motif as a semantic entity that expresses meaning 
through symbolic associations, which are further dependent on the socio-
cultural matrices within which the element was created and viewed. I do not, 
however, deny the potential for style to convey meaning. Indeed, the use of a 
foreign style as an iconographic feature emerges as a primary strategy in the 
programs of some objects considered here.

In addressing the individuals responsible for the production and reception 
of works of art and architecture, I generally exclude the category of “artists” 
or “craftsmen” from the equation, focusing instead on “patrons,” “designers,” 
“viewers,” and “users.” In the Byzantine world, there is little evidence to sug-
gest that those responsible for the physical crafting of objects (i.e., artists or 
craftsmen) made significant contributions to devising the complex icono-
graphic programs found in the works of art considered here. That task likely 
fell instead to designers and patrons, who may or may not have been the same 
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individual(s).11 The craftsman’s hand is certainly relevant to questions of tech-
nical or stylistic attributes of medieval works of art, but these topics are not the 
primary focus of the present study. In terms of reception, I recognize the role 
of the intended audience to entail not only viewing objects and monuments 
but also using them. This point draws to the fore the special nature of medie-
val works of art and architecture, whose functional aspects were rarely, if ever, 
entirely separable from their aesthetic qualities.

The term “Byzantium” is a modern invention, coined in the sixteenth cen
tury by scholars who wished to distinguish the eastern Christian Roman 
Empire from the earlier western Roman Empire of the pre-Christian era.12 As 
is well known, the Byzantines referred to themselves as “Romans” and in some 
instances “Hellenes,” viewing their own society as an unbroken continuation 
of the Roman Empire and – at certain points in time – drawing a connection 
between their Christian-Greek culture and the pagan-Greek world of antiq-
uity.13 Nonetheless, I follow current convention, using the term “Byzantine” 
to refer to the culture that embodied a political continuation of the Roman 
Empire following the transfer of the capital from Rome to Constantinople 
in 324, but a religious break from Roman paganism following the legaliza-
tion and later official adoption of Christianity over the course of the fourth 
century.  At the same time, I recognize that the transition from “Roman” to 
“Byzantine” was gradual, with many cultural practices and identities extending 
across the centuries. For this reason, I employ the term “Roman-Byzantine” 
when discussing phenomena of the late antique period that were common 
to pagan (Roman) and Christian (Byzantine) phases. I follow the conven-
tion of taking the period of Iconoclasm (726–843) – when the production of 
sacred imagery in Byzantium was banned and existing works of figural relig
ious art were destroyed – as a dividing mark between the early and middle 
Byzantine periods. Yet, while focused on the middle Byzantine era (the period 
between the end of Iconoclasm in 843 and the Sack of Constantinople during 
the Fourth Crusade in 1204), this study extends beyond these chronological 
parameters in order to consider the roots of middle Byzantine attitudes toward 
cultural others in the latter years of Iconoclasm as well as the possible impact 
of material considered here on post-1204 conceptions of imperial power.

While Christianity was certainly the defining aspect of Byzantine culture, 
the Iconoclast controversy evinces the labile character of even the Christian 
dimension of this identity. Furthermore, as noted already, certain aspects of 
Greco-Roman tradition were still part of Byzantium’s self-perceived heritage, 
particularly at the upper echelons of Byzantine society, the environment in 
which the works of art studied here circulated. In some instances, objects 
claim this antique heritage as part of Byzantine identity, but in other cases 
the classical is treated as foreign to Byzantine (qua Christian) culture. Indeed, 
Byzantine authors’ perceptions of their relation to Greek and Roman tradition 
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shifted over time and even varied among writers of the same era.14 Yet despite 
the persistent internal reformulations of what it meant to “be Byzantine,” 
they consistently maintained a rhetoric of distinction between themselves 
and cultural “others,” referring to these non-Byzantine groups by a variety of 
terms, including “barbaros” (barbarian) and words employing the prefix “allo-” 
(lit., “other”).15 While these labels sometimes encode a perception of binary 
relations between “self ” and “other,” in certain instances an attitude of shared 
culture or a practice of strategic assimilation of foreign elements reveals more 
responsive and flexible conceptualizations. As the following analyses of indi-
vidual monuments and objects demonstrate, Byzantine identity was constantly 
negotiated in relation to internal and external factors. At the same time, it was 
consistently articulated as something ultimately distinct from “other” tradi-
tions, even when those differences were nuanced and mutable.16

Sasanian, Islamic, and Chinese elements found in middle Byzantine art have 
often been categorized as “oriental” or “Eastern.” I avoid these reductive terms 
because they fail to situate foreign sources within the specific cultural and 
historical milieus from which they derive.17 Furthermore, they are limited by 
a directional designator, orient or East, which is not always accurate. Some 
foreign cultures that acted as mediators of “oriental” motifs were located to 
the south (e.g., the Fatimids [909–1171]) or west (e.g., the Spanish Umayyads 
[756–1031]) of Byzantium. In instances where the sources for foreign elements 
can be associated with a specific dynasty or polity, I use these designators in 
order to achieve greater chronological, geographic, political, and cultural spec-
ificity for the original artistic model and to recognize the diverse groups that 
fall within the more general rubric of “medieval Islamic” culture. Of course 
the term “Islamic” is itself problematic, not least of all because the elements 
appropriated by Byzantium were rarely, if ever, related to the practices, beliefs, 
or material culture of the Islamic religion.18 Nonetheless, Islam is the pri-
mary unifying factor of the diverse groups from which Byzantium adopted 
these artistic elements and therefore provides the most encompassing cultural 
indicator possible. Furthermore, this term is in keeping with Byzantine per-
ception, which recognized Islam as a common denominator among these 
groups, while at the same time acknowledging the political, historical, and 
geographic distinctions that separated them.19 In recognition of artistic conti-
nuity between the late antique Sasanian dynasty of Iran and subsequent Islamic 
groups – particularly the Syrian Umayyads and the Abbasids, who adopted and 
adapted Sasanian traditions – I employ the conflation “Sasanian-Islamic” in 
instances where an object or model cannot be readily distinguished as specifi-
cally Sasanian or Islamic or where insisting on a distinction would undermine 
appreciation of the artistic and ideological continuity between these groups.20

When discussing Byzantine iterations of Islamic models, I employ the term 
“Islamicizing,” which expresses the fact that such material interprets Islamic 
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traditions for Byzantine purposes. Similarly, “classicizing” is used to refer to the 
Byzantine recasting of elements from Greco-Roman tradition. In both cases, I 
recognize that the use of foreign or past artistic forms by Byzantine artists was 
a process of translation, in which the original meanings of the adopted forms 
were unavoidably altered as they were made comprehensible within new con-
texts and for new viewers/users.21

I employ “indigenous” and “foreign” to distinguish between elements that 
can be associated with the artistic production of Byzantium (indigenous) 
versus elements that derive from outside that society, but can still be associ-
ated with a specific external cultural, historical, and/or geographical group 
(foreign). The term “hybrid” is used to denote an object or monument that 
draws from indigenous and foreign traditions, juxtaposes these sources in a 
manner that maintains consciousness of their mutual alterity, and generates 
meaning from the friction between disparate parts. I employ this definition 
while acknowledging, as noted earlier, that the “indigenous” and “foreign” 
cultures to which I refer were themselves the products of hybrid combi
nations that were in constant reformulation. I pay attention to the particu-
lar ways in which “Byzantine” or “foreign” artistic forms are constituted in 
specific objects.22

The term “exotic” is a key concept for this study and merits detailed expla-
nation. It shares with “foreign” a position in contrast to “indigenous,” but it also 
expresses a more complex and inflected set of relationships and ideas. While 
“foreign” conveys the fact of difference in an objective sense, “exotic” can be 
understood “more dynamically, as a mechanism regulating the fear and desire 
associated with awareness of the foreign (fear of difference, desire to know).”23 
The exotic represents a fluid, generative process through which cultural differ
ence is negotiated and both foreign and indigenous identities are defined. 
Essential to the argument of this book is an understanding of exotic elements 
as active agents of meaning. Their adoption in Byzantine art is not the result of 
passive aesthetic “influences” or casual formal “borrowings.” Exoticizing motifs 
and styles represent powerful gestures aimed at the resolution of the curiosities, 
pleasures, and anxieties spurred by encounters with cultural others and their 
artistic traditions.24

A second key concept employed in this study is “cosmopolitanism,” which 
I understand as an awareness of cultural traditions beyond one’s own and, 
more importantly, a willingness to draw from these nonindigenous sources 
in the formulation of one’s own identity. Being cosmopolitan is not limited 
to participation in a common visual culture, in which forms and meanings 
operate consistently across divisions of geography, religion, ethnicity, and 
political allegiance. Rather, the inversion or distortion of other visual lan-
guages  – demonstrating the desire and ability to translate the foreign into 
something meaningful in indigenous terms – is here considered to be equally, 
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if not more, evident of a truly cosmopolitan identity.25 In this respect, my 
definition emphasizes the local character of cosmopolitanism, which remains 
specific and self-interested even while purporting an alliance with universal 
values and identities.26 I see Byzantine imperial cosmopolitanism as an attitude 
that claims participation in the world as a means to express control over it and 
understand it as fundamentally linked to an attitude of and ambition for cul-
tural and political hegemony.27

The word “adoption” is employed as a neutral term for the Byzantine use of 
foreign artistic elements.28 As noted earlier, in order to characterize the diver-
sity of artistic adoptions at work in the objects and monuments studied here, I 
also propose the terms “emulation,” “appropriation,” “expropriation,” “parity,” 
and “incomparability.”   Each of the latter terms represents a particular dynamic 
of adoption that is inflected differently from the others. “Emulation” is under-
stood as a form of competitive imitation, in which foreign artistic sources were 
copied in order to demonstrate the Byzantines’ ability to master the artistic 
language of an adversary and thereby express symbolic domination over an 
opposing group. Emulation also entails the assimilation of foreign elements 
into Byzantine programs.29

“Appropriation” represents the self-conscious adoption of a foreign ele
ment in a strategic fashion. In contrast to emulation, which involves a degree 
of assimilation, appropriation preserves distinctions between indigenous and 
foreign forms, and it juxtaposes these disparate elements in a meaningful way. 
In instances of appropriation, foreign features cooperate with indigenous ele-
ments to produce a unified message.30 “Expropriation” embodies an extreme 
form of appropriation in which an element that has been extracted from a 
foreign artistic tradition is modified so as to create a new meaning that departs 
radically from its original significance. Expropriation can involve the inten-
tional distortion or inversion of a foreign motif or style in order to serve the 
purposes of the adopting group.31

“Parity” entails the careful selection and promotion of artistic forms or sym-
bolic references that possess consistent meaning in both the foreign and indig
enous contexts. It can be used to express notions of shared identity between 
otherwise distinct cultural groups. Finally, “incomparability,” a mode antithet-
ical to parity, highlights the perception of irreconcilable differences between 
indigenous and foreign artistic elements and the cultures they represent. As in 
processes of appropriation and expropriation, incomparability emphasizes fun-
damental disparities through strategies of visual and conceptual juxtaposition, 
but incomparability does not entail the cooperation of foreign and indigenous 
elements in a single program. All of these terms – adoption, emulation, appro-
priation, parity, expropriation, and incomparability – avoid the passive, tem-
porary, and unmotivated connotations that burden terms such as “borrowing” 
and “influence.”32 They emphasize instead the active and self-conscious nature 

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107004771
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-00477-1 - The Emperor and the World: Exotic Elements and the Imaging of Middle Byzantine
Imperial Power, Ninth to Thirteenth Centuries C.E.
Alicia Walker
Frontmatter
More information

Prefacexxii

of Byzantine deployments of foreign artistic elements and the meaningful role 
that exotic features play in imperial programs.

Throughout this study, I foreground the particular sociohistorical situations 
enveloping processes of artistic interaction in order to highlight the possible 
motivations behind them. The main chapters follow a roughly chronological 
sequence, allowing for larger patterns to emerge over time. Yet I do not wish to 
suggest that the dynamics of adoption at play in a given work of art are neces
sarily limited to its particular historical circumstance, or to imply a hierarchy 
of sophistication between strategies employed in earlier periods as opposed to 
later ones. Rather, I see the various solutions for incorporating foreign elements 
into middle Byzantine imperial art and ideology to be different – but equally 
valuable and viable – possibilities for accomplishing a common task: the effec-
tive articulation of imperial power. Furthermore, the modes highlighted in 
each chapter are not entirely discrete. They represent nuances in the ways par-
ticular motifs or concepts are deployed rather than finite distinctions between 
individual works of art.

As explained in the Introduction, this book responds to a formulation of the 
official imperial image first articulated in the early twentieth century, which 
was shaped in part by nationalist values that, despite their varying forms, ulti
mately promoted a concept of empires as essentially hegemonic entities pre-
served by virtue of their ancient authority and immutable natures. My own 
perspective endorses a model that allows for difference and fluidity to enrich, 
rather than undermine, imperial integrity and control. This vision is, of course, 
a product of the present historical moment. Currents of late twentieth-century 
thought – specifically the social and academic ideologies of multiculturalism, 
transculturalism, and postcolonialism, which were moving at full force during 
my own intellectual formation – fundamentally shape how I and others of this 
era think about identity, power, and their representation and dissemination. 
Rather than resisting the intellectual legacy of the present historical moment, 
it seems more profitable to give voice to the new perspectives it affords while 
remaining conscious of its constructed and impermanent nature, and thereby 
open to the ways in which it both explains and occludes the past.33 Furthermore, 
in staking a claim for what this moment contributes to our understanding of 
history, it is also essential to credit the ways in which earlier scholars made 
essential and enduring contributions to the present dialogue. While critiquing 
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century scholars’ approaches and biases, 
I make every effort to retain and foreground those aspects of their work that 
stand the test of time and hope that despite the experiences and biases that 
shape my own perception of the past, the following interpretations might offer, 
in their own ways, some contributions of lasting value.
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The majority of this book was produced during my years as an Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Art History and Archaeology at Washington 
University in St. Louis, and I am deeply grateful to that institution for the finan-
cial support and academic leave that made possible my research and writing. 
In addition, I thank the Program in Hellenic Studies at Princeton University 
and the Woodrow Wilson Foundation for fellowships that enabled the com-
pletion and revision of the manuscript. At Washington University, I was fortu-
nate to enjoy colleagues whose support of and engagement with this project 
greatly enhanced both the process of its creation and its final form. In partic-
ular, I thank Melia Belli, Elizabeth Childs, Rebecca DeRoo, Jennifer Josten, 
Meredith Malone, Igor Marjanovic, Angela Miller, Jessica Rosenfeld, Susan 
Rotroff, and William Wallace. My current institution, Bryn Mawr College, 
generously funded the illustration and indexing of this book.

Although the foundation for this project was laid in my dissertation, the 
superstructure is newly built. This reconstruction of ideas and arguments was 
significantly aided by a number of people who in various ways have remained 
an important part of my personal and intellectual life from graduate school 
to the present, especially Diliana Angelova, Christine Zitrides Atiyeh, Persis 
Berlekamp, Ivan Drpic, Emine Fetvacı, Amy Gansell, Elizabeth Gittings, 
Amanda Luyster, Anne McClanan, Oya Pancaroğlu, Pagona Papadopoulou, 
and Amy Powell. I am continually indebted to my doctoral advisors, Ioli 
Kalavrezou, Irene Winter, and David Roxburgh, who have shaped this project 
and the person behind it in manifold and essential ways.

The development of this book happened in tandem with a gradual expansion 
of my academic circles. New colleagues and friends – especially Elena Boeck, 
Anthony Cutler, Maria Georgopoulou, Sharon Gerstel, Ludovico Geymonat, 
Heather Grossman, Cecily Hilsdale, Eva Hoffman, Veronica Kalas, Kriszta 
Kotsis, Eunice Maguire, Henry Maguire, Vasilis Marinis, Glenn Peers, Scott 
Redford, and Kathryn Smith – have been particularly important in the evolu-
tion of this project, and it is a pleasure to acknowledge them here. Numerous 
individuals heard or read portions of my work in earlier forms as conference 
papers, articles, and manuscript drafts and made generous and insightful com-
ments. This book has benefited greatly from their many contributions, and 
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Unless otherwise noted, all dates are c.e. (Common Era).

The spellings of proper names and specialized terms are adapted from the 
Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium and the Encyclopaedia of Islam. To facililate read-
ability for the nonspecialist, diacritical marks have been simplified or elim-
inated in the main text and notes; when used in sources, however, they are 
retained in the bibliographic citations so as to remain faithful to the original 
publications.

An earlier version of Chapter 5 appeared as Alicia Walker, “Middle Byzantine 
Aesthetics and the Incomparability of Islamic Art:   The Architectural Ekphraseis 
of Nikolaos Mesarites,” Muqarnas 27 (2010): 79–101.

In the following text, “Iconoclasm” is capitalized when referring to the 
historical era (ca. 726–843) in Byzantium, as well as to groups on either 
side of the controversy (i.e., “Iconophiles,” “Iconoclasts”). The same term 
in lowercase (i.e., “iconoclasm”) refers to anti-image attitudes or actions in 
general.
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