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VISION AND MEANING IN NINTH-CENTURY BYZANTIUM

Image as Exegesis in the Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzus

The Byzantines used imagery to communicate a wide range of issues. In the context of
Iconoclasm — the debate about the legitimacy of religious art conducted between ca. AD 730
and 843 — Byzantine authors themselves claimed that visual images could express certain ideas
better than words. Vision and Meaning in Ninth-Century Byzantium deals with how such visual
communication worked, and examines the types of messages that pictures could convey in the
aftermath of Iconoclasm. Its focus is on a deluxe manuscript commissioned around 880, a copy
of the fourth-century sermons of the Cappadocian church father Gregory of Nazianzus which
was presented to the Emperor Basil I, founder of the Macedonian dynasty, by one of the
greatest scholars Byzantium ever produced, the patriarch Photios. The manuscript was lavishly
decorated with gilded initials, elaborate headpieces, and a full-page miniature before each of
Gregory’s sermons. Forty-six of these, including over 200 distinct scenes, survive. Fewer than
half, however, wete directly inspired by the homily that they accompany. Instead, most func-
tion as commentaries on the ninth-century court, and, carefully deconstructed, both provide
us with information not available from preserved written sources and, perhaps more impor-
tant, show us how visual images communicate differently from words.

DR LESLIE BRUBAKER is Senior Lecturer at the Centre for Byzantine, Ottoman and Modern
Greek Studies, University of Birmingham. She has edited Byzantium in the Ninth Century:
Dead or Alive?, and (with Robert Ousterhout) The Sacred Image East and West, as well as contrib-
uting chapters and articles to numerous publications in Byzantine studies.
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Preface

The copy of the Homilies (sermons) of Gregory of Nazianzus produced in
Constantinople for the Emperor Basil I and his family between AD 879 and 882
(Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, codex graecus 510) was the subject of my 1983 doc-
toral dissertation. Since then, the discipline of art history has changed, and so have
my conceptions of what art history is about and my areas of interest within the dis-
cipline. Few passages remain from the original dissertation; I have retained many of
the themes that interested me years ago (though the words have been rewritten and
the observations reframed), but have interwoven them with topics that now inter-
est me more. The basic line of enquiry, however, remains the same. How and why
was Paris.gr.s10 made and used? What did Paris.gr.510 mean to the people who pro-
duced and used it? These issues — which boil down to questions of method, func-
tion, and meaning — are interrelated, but not simply.

Paris.gr.510 is not, in fact, a simple manuscript. It is arguably the most complex
and internally sophisticated illustrated manuscript ever produced in Byzantium.
Miniatures that expand upon the sense of Gregory’s sermons rather than illustrat-
ing his narrative are normal. The relationship between image, text, and audience is
often symbiotic and dialectical, and raises methodological problems of interpreta-
tion for us today. To circumvent the most obvious of these problems, comparisons
and parallels have been drawn whenever possible from roughly contemporary
images and texts or from works that scholarly opinion accepts as well known to the
Byzantines during the last quarter of the ninth century. This restriction has one
indisputable drawback: it excludes the evidence which no longer survives while
privileging those ninth-century witnesses that have, for one reason or another,
managed to endure. It seems important to signal this potential methodological
pitfall, however inescapable.

The complexity of the manuscript also demands a reasonably detailed assess-
ment of each miniature. These analyses are embedded in the following chapters;
they provide the skeleton from which hangs the flesh of the surrounding discus-
sion. Usually, each is set off by a subtitle giving the folio number of the miniature,
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and, in parentheses, its order in the manuscript. Each contains a brief description,
an examination of the relationship between the image and the text it illustrates or
originally illustrated, and a discussion of the imagery; it is intentional that the dia-
logue between text and image, which (as in most manuscripts) is very important
in Paris.gr.510, introduces each discussion. Occasionally aspects of a miniature are
treated in more detail outside this primary discussion; in these cases, cross-refer-
ences appear in the notes. Formal characteristics that affect the meaning of the
miniature — and, in Paris.gr.510, that especially includes composition — are also
incorporated; signposts of individual painters (‘hands’) are noted as relevant.! The
miniatures are not, however, considered in the order that they appear in the
manuscript (an inventory of the miniatures, listing them in their present order of
appearance, appears in Appendix A; Appendix B lists the textual bases for the
scenes). Although the exegetical approach of the designer and painters matured as
the manuscript progressed,? the conceptual development of particular themes is
not linear. Many miniatures in Paris.gr.s10 have multiple levels of meaning and all
are essentially self-contained units; but most also correlate thematically with
others, often far distant in the manuscript. To garner the collective evidence pro-
vided by these thematic groups I have assembled the miniatures around them.
The reproductions of the miniatures, however, follow the order of the manuscript
and, for ease of reference, are all grouped together between pp. xxiv and 1. The
miniatures from Milan, Ambrosiana cod. E.49/50 inf. are grouped between pp. 18
and 19.

The interpretive role of many of the miniatures and the limited afterlife of the
Homilies images in the Byzantine world — far more people are familiar with them
today than were cognizant of the manuscript during its entire 600 years in
Constantinople — suggested a focus on the original group of artisans, their
employer, and the family for whom Paris.gr.510 was made. The intentions of this
group are not recoverable, and in any event images convey socially constructed
meaning within a constrained set of boundaries, in this case the parameters of what
was visually thinkable around the year 880 in the élite circles of Constantinople. At
the same time, however, Paris.gr.510 is a real object; it is part of, but not reducible
to, the larger discourse in which it participated.? The particular people involved
with the manuscript seem to have affected it, sometimes in unconventional ways.
This issue, too, raises methodological problems. I am less concerned about over-
interpretation — as Robert Taft pointed out long ago, ninth-century Byzantines
preferred multi-level metaphors to simple allegory, and were happy ‘to hold in
dynamic tension several levels of meaning simultaneously’® — than with anachron-
istic interpretation, a tendency to impose (or to recognize only) meanings that are

1 On the style of the miniatures as a whole, see chapter 2. % See chapter 3.
3 See the perceptive comments in Spiegel (1990). 4Taft (1980/1), esp. 60, 73—74 (quotation 74).
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significant to us today. I have tried to balance the evidence of individual miniatures
against the patterns revealed by groups of images, and to understand Paris.gr.510 as
a dialogue, expressed in the language of images, between the people involved in its
making and their world.

After introducing the manuscript, in the first chapter I have therefore turned
immediately to a consideration of ways to understand the visual — and especially
the colloquium between image, audience, and text in manuscripts — in ninth-
century Byzantium.> Against this backdrop, chapter 2 turns to how this collo-
quium works in Paris.gr.s10. In the following five chapters, the miniatures are
arranged in thematic groups: the biographical miniatures, which focus on Gregory
of Nazianzus and his fourth-century friends; the visual panegyrics that laud the
Emperor Basil I; the exegetical miniatures that betray the involvement of the patri-
arch Photios; the group of miniatures that concentrate on saints and sinners; and
the scenes that provide visual expressions of divinity. By then, we shall have consid-
ered most of the miniatures in Paris.gr.510; in chapter 8, the connections between
Paris.gr.s10 and other works are reconsidered, primarily from an iconographical
point of view. Finally, in the conclusion, a number of sub-themes that run across
chapters are addressed, along with the vexing question of why this curious manu-
script was made.

I should note at the outset that neither I nor, apart from Charles Astruc, any
scholar known to me has been permitted to see the manuscript, a ban that was
apparently imposed before the Second World War; even the huge Louvre exhibi-
tion ‘Byzance’ in 1992 could not obtain the manuscript, though it appears in the
catalogue. The paint is flaking so badly from the miniatures that Christian Forstel,
the current Conservateur de la Section Grecque in the manuscript department of
the Biblioth¢que Nationale, has himself never opened the book.

Some technical notes. References specific to individual miniatures are collected
into a bibliographical footnote near the beginning of the primary discussion of
each miniature; here all secondary literature appears in chronological sequence.
have omitted clearly derivative descriptions or comments such as those in standard
handbooks. References appear in abbreviated form (author and year of publica-
tion); full details appear in the Bibliography. English quotations from the Old
Testament have been taken, with some modifications, from The Septuagint Version
of the Old Testament, Greek and English, translated by L. L. Brenton (London, no
date). Those from the New Testament are either my own translations from the
Greek or follow the Authorized Version. The anglicization of Greek words and
names follows current standard usage; it is not, therefore, entirely consistent (e.g.
Makedonios and Romanos, but Macedonian and Lazarus).

3 Parts of chapter 1 originally appeared as Brubaker (1989b).
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