
Early Christian and Byzantine 
Art



• Enduring Understanding 3-1. Medieval art is 

studied according to geographic placement, styles 

and traditions. There are frequent 

interconnections between religions, governments, 

and artistic influences that create a variety of 

approaches.



• Medieval artistic traditions are named for their 

principal culture, religion, government, and/or artistic 

style. Periods include…

– Late Antique and Early Christian

– Byzantine

– Islamic

– Early Medieval

– Romanesque

– Gothic



• There is no uniform Medieval style. Some periods 

revive ancient classicism. Others use geometric and 

natural designs.

• Medieval artists are influenced by contemporaries in 

other parts of Europe, as well as ancient traditions.



Enduring Understanding • 3-2. Medieval art is 

chiefly concerned with religious expression and 

court life.  There is a strong culture of endorsing 

scholarship.



• Learning was centered on specific fields that were 

transmitted throughout Europe through trade, 

pilgrimage and military activity

• Medieval architecture is mostly religious

• Medieval painting and sculpture avoids naturalistic 

depiction

• At times Medieval religions will reject images



Timeline

• Late Antique/Early Christian 29-526 CE

• Early Byzantine 527-726

• Iconoclasm 726-843

• Middle Byzantine 843-1204

• Late Byzantine 1204-1453



Early Christian and Jewish Art

• Art created by /for Christians and Jews under 

Roman rule

• Work is typically in the highly didactic style of 

the Late Empire, serves as foundation for 

Middle Ages

• Pagan themes often converted and used in 

Christian iconography



Early Christian Context

• Christianity founded in the first century CE by Jesus Christ

• Followers such as Saints Peter and Paul spread the message of 

Christian faith and forgiveness across the Roman world

• Christians harshly persecuted by the Romans

• Constantine – Edict of Milan in 313 restored Christian 

property and granted religious toleration

• Early Christian art is intensely narrative deriving images from 

various books of the New Testament



Key Scenes in Christian Art:

• The Annunciation: The angel Gabriel announces to Mary that 

she will be the Virgin mother of Jesus

• The Visitation: Mary visits her cousin Elizabeth to tell her the 

news that she is pregnant with Jesus.  Because she is elderly, 

Elizabeth’s announcement of her own pregnancy is greeted as 

a miracle.  Elizabeth gives birth to John the Baptist.

• The Nativity: The birth of Jesus in Bethlehem.  Mary gives 

birth in a stable, angels announce the birth to the shepherds.

• Adoration of the Magi: Three kings follow a star to Jesus’s 

manger, worshipping and bringing gifts.

• Massacre of the Innocents: King Herod orders the execution of 

all male infants.  Family flees to Egypt.



Key Scenes in Christian Art:

• Baptism of Jesus: Jesus is baptized by John the Baptist, begins 

his ministry.

• Calling of the Apostles: Jesus gathers his followers.

• Miracles: Loaves and Fishes, the Raising of Lazarus, water to 

wine, etc.

• Giving the Keys: Sensing his own death, Jesus gives “the keys 

to the kingdom” to Peter (the first Pope).

• Transfiguration: Jesus transfigures himself into God before his 

apostles.

• Palm Sunday: Christ enters Jerusalem, greeted by crowds with 

palm branches.



Key Scenes in Christian Art:

• Last Supper: Final meal with disciples before arrest, initiates 

the Eucharist.  Reveals that he will be betrayed.

• Crucifixion: Jesus is sentenced to death for sedition.  Whipped 

and crucified on the hill of Golgotha.

• Deposition/Lamentation/Entombment: Jesus is removed from 

the cross, cleaned, mourned, and buried.

• Resurrection: On Easter Sunday, three days later, Jesus rises 

from the dead.  Later ascends to heaven. 



Other Key Iconography:

• The Evangelists, authors of the four books of the New 

Testament, are each visually associated with an attribute:

– Matthew: angel or man

– Mark: lion

– Luke: ox or calf

– John: eagle

Gospels: the first four books of the New Testament that chronicle the 
life of Jesus





Catacomb of Priscilla. 

Rome, Italy c. 200-400 

CE. Excavated tufa and 

fresco



Catacomb of Priscilla. Rome, Italy c. 200-400 CE. Excavated tufa 

and fresco

- Catacombs below Rome have about 4 million dead, extend for 

about 100 miles

- Contains the tombs of seven popes and many early Christian 

martyrs

- Greek Chapel

- Named for two Greek inscriptions painted on the 

right niche

- Three niches for sarcophagi

- Decorated with paintings in the Pompeiian style; 

sketchy painterly brushstrokes

-
Catacomb: an underground passageway used for burial

Cubicula: small underground rooms in catacombs serving as mortuary 
temples

Loculi: openings in the walls of catacombs to receive the dead



Orant Fresco, Catacomb of Priscilla. Rome, Italy c. 200-400 CE. Excavated tufa and fresco



Orant Fresco, Catacomb of Priscilla. Rome, Italy c. 200-400 CE. Excavated tufa and fresco



Orant Fresco, Catacomb of Priscilla. Rome, Italy 

c. 200-400 CE. Excavated tufa and fresco

Orant Figure:

- Fresco over a tomb niche set over an arched 

wall: cemetery of a family vault

- Stands with arms outstretched in prayer

- Figure is compact, dark, set off against a light 

background; terse angular contours, emphatic 

gesture

- Left – teacher and children

- Right – mother and child (Mary and Jesus?)

Lunette: a crescent shaped space, sometimes over a doorway, that 
contains sculpture or painting

Orant figure: a figure with its hands raised in prayer



Good Shepherd Fresco, 

Catacomb of Priscilla. 

Rome, Italy c. 200-400 

CE. Excavated tufa and 

fresco



Good Shepherd Fresco, Catacomb of Priscilla. Rome, Italy 

c. 200-400 CE. Excavated tufa and fresco

- Restrained portrait of Christ as a Good Shepherd, a 

pastoral motif going back to the Greeks

- Symbolism of the Good Shepherd: rescues individual 

sinners in his flock who stray

- Stories of the life of the Old Testament prophet Jonah 

appear in the lunettes; Jonah prefigures Christ (typology)

- Parallels between Old and New testament are seen as 

fulfilling the Hebrew scriptures



Early Christian Architecture and Mosaics

• Plans often based on design on Trajan’s 
Basilica Ulpia

• Mausoleums and baptisteries often central 
plan, interpreted from Pantheon

• Important terms include narthex, nave, aisles, 
transept and apse

• Generally utilize plain brick exterior (similar 
to Aula Palantina)

• Frequently decorated with mosaics



Restored view of Old Saint Peter’s, Rome, Italy, begun 320.



Apse: The recess at the east end of a church

Basilica: In Christian Architecture, an axial plan church with a long nave, side aisles, 
and an apse for the altar

Transept: The transverse aisle crossing the nave at a right angle

Nave: The central  aisle of a basilica or church

Ambulatory: a passageway around the apse or altar of a church

Atrium: A courtyard before a Christian Church

Axial Plan: A church with a long nave, whose focus is the apse

Narthex: The closest part of the atrium to the basilica (lobby)





Santa Sabina, Rome, Italy, 422-432. Brick, stone, and 

wooden roof.  Rome, Italy.



Santa Sabina, 

Rome, Italy, 422-

432.



Santa Sabina, Rome, Italy, 422-432.

- Three aisled basilica; no transept

- long, tall, broad nave; axial plan

- Spolia – tall, slender columns taken from the Temple of 

Juno in Rome, erected on this site; a statement about the 

triumph of Christianity over paganism

- Windows not made from glass but from selenite, a type of 

transparent and colorless gypsum

Spolia: the reuse of sculptural or architectural pieces in buildings 
different from their original contexts



Interior of Santa Sabina, Rome, Italy, 422-432.



Interior of Santa Sabina, Rome, Italy, 422-432.

Clerestory: the third, or 
window story of a church

Santa Sabina, Rome, Italy, 422-432.

- Flat wooden roof; coffered ceiling; thin walls 

support light roof

- As in Jewish tradition, men and women separated 

(men in central aisle, women in side aisles)

- Built by Peter of Illyria

- Bare exterior, extensively decorated interior; 

represents inner beauty of Christianity



BYZANTINE ART



The Byzantine Empire

Constantinople founded in • 324

Rome sacked in • 410, Western Empire ruled from 
Milan and then Ravenna – eventually deteriorated 
into warring kingdoms

Eastern Christian Empire centered in • ‘New Rome’ –
spoke Greek, but referred to themselves as Romans 
and their empire as ‘Rome’

• Assaulted by Sasanians, Arabs, Russians, Serbs, 
Normans, Franks, Venetians and finally Ottomans in 
1453



The Byzantine Empire: Key 
Themes

• The Religious Sphere – Lavish artworks and 

golden decorations attempted to create an 

interior comparable to the glory of heaven

• The Role of the Icon: Icons, or sacred images 

of God, the Virgin and the saints, share a 

likeness and therefore the sanctity of the 

person portrayed





Justinian as world 

conqueror (Barberini 

Ivory), mid-sixth 

century.

The reign of Justinian 
is also noted for the 
creation of the Corpus 
Juris Civilis (Code of 
Civil Law), which 
became the foundation 
of the law systems of 
many modern 
European nations.



San Vitale, 

Ravenna, Italy, 

526-547.



San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, 526-547. Brick, marble, and stone

- Eight sided church

- Plain exterior (except porch, added later during 

Renaissance)

- Large windows for illuminating interior designs

- Interior has thin columns and open arched spaces

- Interior elements dematerialize the mass of the structure

- A martyrium

Martyrium: a shrine built over a place of martyrdom or a grave 
of a martyred Christian saint



San Vitale, 

Ravenna, Italy, 

526-547.

Central plan: a 
church having a 
circular plan with 
the altar in the 
middle











Justinian, Bishop Maximus, and attendants, mosaic from the north wall of the apse, San 

Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, ca. 547.



Justinian, Bishop Maximus, and attendants, mosaic from the 

north wall of the apse, San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, ca. 547.

- To his left the clergy, to his right the military

- Dressed in royal purple and gold

- Symmetry, frontality

- Holds a paten, a shallow bowl or plate, for the Eucharist

- Slight impression of procession forward

- Figures have no volume, seem to float, and overlap each 

other’s feet

- Minimal background, green base at feet, golden 

background indicates timelessness

- Archbishop Maximianus identified, only participant 

labeled

- Halo indicates saintliness and semidivinity as head of 

church and state

- Justinian and Theodora actively participating in the Mass

- Banker Julianus Argentarius financed the building of San 

Vitale

Paten: A plate, dish, or 
bowl used to hold the 
Eucharist



Theodora and attendants, mosaic from the south wall of the apse, San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, 

ca. 547.



Theodora and attendants, mosaic from the south wall of 

the apse, San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, ca. 547.

- Slight displacement of absolute symmetry with 

Theodora: she plays a secondary role to her husband

- Richly robed empress and ladies at court

- She stands in an architectural framework, holding a 

chalice for the mass, and is about to go behind a curtain

- Figures are flattened and weightless, barely a hint of 

body can be detected beneath the drapery

- Three Magi bringing gifts to the Baby Jesus are 

depicted in the hem of her dress – references a parallel 

between Theodora and the Magi Chalice: A cup 
containing wine, used 
during a Christian 
service



Theodora and attendants (detail), mosaic from the south wall of the apse, San Vitale, Ravenna, 

Italy, ca. 547.



ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES AND ISIDORUS OF MILETUS, Hagia Sophia, 

Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey, 532-537.



ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES AND ISIDORUS OF MILETUS, 

Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey, 532-537. 

Brick, ceramic, stone, mosaic.

- Hagia Sophia means “Holy Wisdom”

- Combination of central and axial planned church

- Exterior is plain and massive with little decoration

- Minarets added in Islamic period, when Hagia Sophia served 

as a mosque; building is now a museum

- Patrons were Emperor Justinian and Empress Theodora, who 

commissioned the work after the burning of the original 

building in the Nike revolt of 532



ANTHEMIUS OF 

TRALLES AND 

ISIDORUS OF 

MILETUS, Hagia 

Sophia, Constantinople 

(Istanbul), Turkey, 532-

537.



ANTHEMIUS OF 

TRALLES AND 

ISIDORUS OF 

MILETUS, Hagia 

Sophia, 

Constantinople 

(Istanbul), Turkey, 

532-537.



ANTHEMIUS OF TRALLES AND ISIDORUS OF MILETUS, 

Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey, 532-537.

- Dome supported by pendentives

- Large central dome with forty windows at base (acts as “halo” for 

congregation when filled with light)

- Cornice unifies space

- Arcade decoration: wall and capitals are flat and thin but richly 

ornamented

- Large fields for mosaic decoration – at one time, held four acres 

of gold mosaics

- Many walls punctuate wall spaces

- Marble columns appropriated from Rome, Ephesus, and other 

Greek sites

- Capitals avoid classical allusions; surfaces contain deeply cut 

acanthus leaves

Iconostasis: a screen decorated with icons, which separates the apse from the transept 
of a church









Pendentives and Squinches

Pendentives: 
Supports for a dome 
that are part of a larger 
dome

Squinches: Lintels 
that span over an 
opening



Rebecca and Eliezer at the well and Jacob Wrestling the Angel, from the Vienna Genesis, 

early sixth century. Tempera, gold, and silver on purple vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. 

Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.



Rebecca and Eliezer at the well and Jacob Wrestling the Angel, 

from the Vienna Genesis, early sixth century. Tempera, gold, and 

silver on purple vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.

- Lively,  softly molded figures

- Classical training of the artist – contrapposto, foreshortening, 

shadowing, perspective

- Shallow settings

- Fluid movement of decorative figures

- Richly colored and shaded

- Two rows linked by a bridge or pathway

- Text placed above illustrations, which are on the lower half of 

the page

- Manuscript painted on vellum, text in silver (now oxidized) 

script

- Origins uncertain (Constantinople, Antioch?)

- Possibly done in a royal workshop (purple is a hallmark of 

royalty)



Rebecca and Eliezer at the well and Jacob Wrestling the Angel, 

from the Vienna Genesis, early sixth century. Tempera, gold, and 

silver on purple vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.

- Genesis stories done in continuous narrative

- Written in Greek

- Partial manuscript; 48 of 192 illustrations survive

- First surviving illustrations from the story of Genesis

Codex: a Manuscript book

Continuous narrative: a work of art that contains several 
scenes of the same story painted or sculpted in a single 
frame

Genesis: first book of the Bible that details creation, the 
flood, Rebecca at the well, and Jacob wrestling the angel 
among other episodes



Rebecca and Eliezer at the well, folio 7 recto of the Vienna Genesis, early sixth century. 

Tempera, gold, and silver on purple vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.



Rebecca and Eliezer at the well, folio 7 recto of the 

Vienna Genesis, early sixth century. Tempera, gold, 

and silver on purple vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. 

Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna.

- Genesis 24:15-61

- Rebecca emerges from the city of Nahor with a jar 

on her shoulder to go down to the spring

- She quenches the thirst of a camel driver and his 

camels

- Colonnaded road leads to the spring

- Roman water goddess personifies the spring



Jacob Wrestling the Angel, from the Vienna Genesis, early sixth century. Tempera, gold, 

and silver on purple vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, 

Vienna.



Jacob Wrestling the Angel, from the 

Vienna Genesis, early sixth century. 

Tempera, gold, and silver on purple 

vellum, approx. 1’ ¼” x 9 ¼”. 

Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, 

Vienna.

- Genesis 32: 22-31

- Jacob takes his two wives, two maids, 

and eleven children and crosses a river; 

number of children abbreviated

- Roman style bridge

At night he wrestles an angel, angel 

strikes him on the hip socket



Virgin 

(Theotokos) and 

Child between 

Saints Theodore 

and George, icon, 

sixth or seventh 

century

Theotokos: “Bearer of God”

Iconoclasm: ‘The breaking of 
images”, Emperor Leo III 

believed God had punished 
the Empire for worship of 

icons.  As a result, he 
prohibited the use of images in 

726. 



Virgin (Theotokos) and Child between Saints Theodore and 

George, icon, sixth or seventh century

- From Monastery of Saint Catherine, Mount Sinai, Egypt

- Icon place in a Medieval monastery

- Virgin and Child centrally placed, firmly modeled

- Mary as Theotokos

- Mary looks beyond viewer, as if seeing into the 

future

- Christ child looks away, perhaps anticipating 

crucifixion

- Saints Theodore and George: warrior saints, stiff and 

hieratic, engage the viewer directly

- Angels look toward heaven, painted in classical style

- Hand of God comes down to bless scene

- Three groups may have been painted by different artists 

(given differences in style)

Icon: a devotional panel 
depicting a sacred image


