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xxi

 In the Western world, it is nearly impossible to think of sacred actions 

without conjuring up some image of accompanying architecture, be it 

the altar, temple, synagogue, mosque, basilica, or church. In fact, until 

the twentieth century, almost the entire history of architecture could 

be recounted in terms of sacred structures, for they played the dom-

inant architectural role in fi xing social and cultural identity. Despite 

the obvious connection between architecture as a creator and signifi er 

of sacred space and the actions that concretized religious belief, archae-

ologists and historians of architecture of the historical, premodern 

Mediterranean world have lagged behind scholars in other disciplines 

in mining the rich interplay of architecture and ritual actions. Partly 

in reaction to nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century trends of the 

Cambridge School to invest ritual with meaning refl ective of contem-

porary circumstances, archaeologists in the second half of the twenti-

eth century aimed for less invested and more value-neutral description, 

explication, and historical precision – that is to say, what and how 

took defi nite priority over why. The attitude toward ritual theory often 

resembled the medieval opinion of pagan statuary: while the subject 

intrigues, it is regarded as vaguely malevolent, potentially dangerous, 

and best avoided. In 1981, Bryony Orme could write, “Ritual and reli-

gion are taboo subjects in archaeological circles, denounced by the 

brave and avoided by the sensible; only a perverse few continue their 

studies in this dangerous fi eld.”  1   

 PREFACE 
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 Studies of ritual are now front and center, as Ja ś  Elsner lays out in 

this volume. But within the ever-burgeoning archaeological litera-

ture addressing excavated sacred sites and the standing remains of 

Mediterranean temples, sanctuaries, churches, and monasteries, only a 

few attempts have been made to situate the sites and physical remains 

within a broad theoretical or ritual context. Whereas emphasis has been 

placed recently on the domestic, civic, or funerary setting of ritual, as 

well as on the signifi cance of pilgrimage, sacred contexts remain in the 

“dangerous” category.  2   On the one hand, the assumption that sacred 

architecture frames ritual appears so obvious as to not warrant com-

ment; while on the other hand, the ritual actions have vanished to the 

point that their re-creation would seem to be a hopelessly speculative 

process. Discussions of specifi c ritual contexts or actions in the con-

text of architecture are usually offered as brief and tentative specula-

tions at the end of extensive “solid” discussions of the archaeological 

and architectural tangibles. By the same token, many excellent explora-

tions of ritual, both theoretical and practiced, are often discussed in a 

nonspatial and non-site-specifi c context. Current ritual studies address-

ing sacred space focus on its political construction, its social and hier-

archical dimensions, the dichotomy of status and power; it serves as the 

backdrop for change.  3   When the specifi c architectural setting of ritual is 

discussed, however, it is usually limited to the organization of levels of 

purity or sanctity, and the movement of human participants through 

space. These aspects are, to be sure, important, but exploration of ritual 

too easily devolves to the negotiation of boundaries, with architecture 

appearing simply as the passive setting of actions. It is therefore a mat-

ter of some urgency that we again attempt to examine the interaction 

of architecture and ceremony in sacred places for its sacred value.  4   The 

contributors to this volume, primarily archaeologists and architectural 

historians deeply rooted in the primacy of physical evidence, desire to 

make sense of that evidence in terms of the ritual actions that animate 

and give meaning to it in a sacred context. 

 The issues we address are basic to the discussion of sanctity and sacred 

ritual. How did a place or space become sacred? What or who were the 

active agents involved in the process of sanctifi cation? How does the 

idea of inviolability become manifest in the built environment? By what 

process of invention and response do architects and patrons develop 
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architectural forms and craft spaces that meet ritual needs? How does 

architectural form shape ritual actions? How does it defi ne them? 

 We contend that in premodern historical societies the architectural 

setting was an active agent in the ritual process; architecture did not 

simply house or frame events, it magnifi ed and elevated them and it 

could also interact with them and engender the construction of cere-

monial. In this volume, we hope to reassert the connection of ritual in 

architecture through close archaeological and architectural analysis of 

particular places and buildings. Each brings its constellation of ques-

tions; collectively, they may serve as building blocks to larger theoreti-

cal concerns. In the Sanctuary of the Great Gods at Samothrace   or the 

Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem   (to cite two examples studied 

by the editors) the ceremonial settings developed in direct response to 

the changing nature of the rituals and the sacred presences they housed. 

Although the benchmark of ritual is its recognizability and repeatabil-

ity, ritual itself was never static; neither was its setting. The complex rela-

tionship of ritual to sacred space, and particularly the ways in which 

each had the power to transform the other over a long history, deserves 

closer scrutiny. 

 In this volume, we propose to examine the active agency of archi-

tecture in the ritual processes of premodern historical societies of the 

Mediterranean, focusing on the archaeological evidence from the Greek, 

Roman, Early Christian, Jewish, and Byzantine civilizations of the east-

ern Mediterranean. Architecture is interpreted broadly to include indi-

vidual structures, complexes of buildings, and other forms of human 

intervention in the landscape (and in one instance, the landscape of 

the human body). In examining ritual and sacred space across cultures 

and religions with fundamentally differing bases and goals, we aim to 

demon strate the centrality of architecture and reassert its claim to shape 

the human experience of the sacred. 

 Notes 

  1.     Orme 1981, p. 218. An outlier in the study of architecture and ritual is, of 
course, Thomas Mathews’s 1971 account of the interaction of architecture and 
liturgy in the early churches in Constantinople.  

  2.     For domestic, see Parker Pearson and Richards  1994 ; civic, Goldhill and Osborne 
 1999 ; for studies characterizing scholarship of the 1990s, note Schechner  1993 , 
Ahlb ä ck  1993 ; for later work see Elsner, this volume. For pilgrimage, Eade and 
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     CHAPTER ONE 

 MATERIAL CULTURE AND RITUAL: 

STATE OF THE QUESTION   

    Ja s�    Elsner    

   The last twenty years have seen a remarkable increase in the use of ritual 

as an analytic and conceptual tool across the range of material-cultural 

disciplines – archaeology, architectural history, the history of art. This 

very book is one example of that effl orescence. Certainly there can be 

no doubt about the rich range of rituals and ritual cultures that not 

only gave rise to images and objects for use and even veneration in cer-

emonial, but were themselves in fundamental ways determined by the 

deployment of artifacts within them and the constraints of material 

culture around them. In particular, the establishment of spatial bound-

aries through the markings of landscape and the placement of architec-

ture, and the decorative embellishment of such spaces with art that was 

in some cases descriptive of sacred histories but was often potentially 

prescriptive of initiatory and ritualistic experience, is a ubiquitous fea-

ture of artistic and archaeological survivals from prehistoric antiquity 

into the middle ages and beyond. A number of classic anthropological 

studies and works in the history of religions in the twentieth century 

have laid the foundations for the study of material culture in its rit-

ual aspects – as liminal space, as sacred centre, as participatory artefact 

within ritual.  1   Indeed – given the very different disciplinary demands 

of such fi elds as Neolithic prehistory, Classical archaeology, Byzantine 

aesthetics and the architectural history of the middle ages (all of which 

may at different points need to draw deeply on the study of ritual) – one 

might argue that what all these material-cultural subject-areas have in 

common (apart, that is, from a focus on material culture) is a shared 
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interest in the study of ritual, which means in modern academia espe-

cially its anthropological and history-of-religions literature.  2   

 My aim in this brief introduction is not to justify the current inter-

est in ritual, which is hardly necessary, nor indeed to attack it, nor to 

attempt any kind of unifi ed approach to ritual on the part of the great 

diversity of material-culture-centered disciplines that have had recourse 

to its study, and are well represented in this volume. Rather, I want to 

examine some of the assumptions we commonly make in looking to rit-

ual as an explanatory system and to worry a little about whether they 

have all been suffi ciently justifi ed or grounded in argument. I will turn 

at the end from discussion of the general issues of material culture and 

ritual which must necessarily underlie many of the ramifi cations of the 

essays in this volume to the specifi c problems of architecture, sacred 

space and experience. The question of architecture is a special case of the 

theme of ritual and art, since it is about the orchestration of (performa-

tive) space – the frames within which people were constructed as ritual 

subjects – as opposed to the specifi c artifacts used by people within rit-

ual. In general, whereas artifacts within ritual are so often manipulated 

by bodies, the special case of architecture, alongside large-scale sacred 

topographies, relates to its enclosure of bodies within a space at least 

potentially and on occasion reserved for ritual action. Moreover, inso-

far as architecture is an invitation into and an announcement of sacred 

space, it serves a material function analogous to some qualities of ritual 

itself. Notably, insofar as ritual is about liminality and the articulation 

of boundaries between sacred and profane, architecture is potentially 

one of its supreme material formulations. 

  Issues of Method.  The rediscovery of ritual is certainly part of the 

cognitive movement in archaeology,  3   but it is also part of the rebellion 

of what was in the 1980s called “the new art history” against stylistic 

formalism and iconographical studies,  4   and in particular a turn towards 

more religious and anthropologically-focused interests away from the 

semiotic formalism and Marxist infl ections that initially dominated the 

new art history. Certainly ritual has come to be seen in recent years as a 

critical concept in both prehistoric and historical archaeology,  5   as well 

as a critical term of art history.  6   Indeed, specifi cally in the arena of classi-

cal archaeology, the study of ritual through iconography has come to be 

established as a prime model for the study of ancient religion through the 
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magisterial volumes of the  Thesaurus cultus et rituum antiquorum , known 

as ThesCRA, which have used the concept of ritual as represented in art 

and in texts as a means to unite both visual and historical approaches 

to the study of ancient religion.  7   Although hardly the prime purpose of 

this emphasis on ritual studies, the alignment of material-cultural with 

historical approaches that has been part of its effect is certainly to be 

warmly welcomed.  8   

 The birth of a new emphasis on ritual in archaeologically infl ected 

studies from the 1980s, associated with such signal contributions as 

Colin Renfrew  ’s  The Archaeology of Cult  and Simon Price’s    Rituals and 

Power ,  9   took place at the same time as a burgeoning revitalization of 

interest in ritual on the part of historians of religion and anthropolo-

gists. These latter created the  Journal of Ritual Studies  in 1987; and cer-

tainly the anthropological exploration of ritual has been hugely creative 

in the last two decades with a number of seminal works published since 

the late 1980s. In the same decade, art history saw the birth of the jour-

nal  Res  from 1981, subtitled  anthropology and aesthetics  (although over 

the years it has not been notably ritual-centered in the kinds of anthro-

pology its contributors have drawn on) and ancient history created the 

journal  Kernos  (from 1988) which has a strong ritual focus as part of 

its main remit for the study of ancient Greek religion, and  Archiv f   ü   r 

Religionsgeschichte  (from 1999) whose focus extends beyond Greece and 

Rome to Israel, India, and pre-Columbian America. 

 What is surprising is the relative lack of cross-fertilization between 

what one might have imagined were kindred fi elds. Of major recent 

anthropological studies of ritual, there is almost not a word on mate-

rial culture – whether on objects as implements within rituals, on 

buildings, enclosures or landscapes as spatial or geographic frames 

for rituals, on visual adornments as cues or potential non-written pre-

scriptions for rituals – in the many acute pages of, for example, Bell   

 1992  and  1997 ; Boyer  1994 , pp. 185–223; Humphrey and Laidlaw  1994 ; 

Rappaport  1999 ; Whitehouse  2000  and  2004 ; let alone the monumen-

tal pair of volumes edited by Kreinath, Snoek, and Stausberg  2006  

and  2007 . In the more than twenty years in which the  Journal of Ritual 

Studies  has fl ourished, only one early issue (vol. 6, no. 1, 1992) has been 

devoted to “Art and Ritual in Context” and as far as I can tell only two 

articles in the entire run outside this single issue (mainly consisting 
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of papers by art historians) have touched on material culture at all.  10   

There has been some discussion of the aesthetics of ritual,  11   but argu-

ably this is not the same issue as the place of material culture as part of 

the frame and structure of ritual. While the anthropology of the subject 

has remained strikingly immune from contagion with the concerns of 

material culture,  12   it is also true that much art history and archaeology 

has not progressed far into the theoretics of ritual studies beyond the 

pre-1980s world of the works of such as Van Gennep, Victor Turner  , 

and Clifford Geertz  .  13   

 Although anthropology, on the one hand, and the historical study of 

material culture, on the other, may agree on the importance of ritual, 

it is worth stressing a fundamental methodological difference between 

them. In anthropology, rituals are empirically observed data. That data 

may of course be wrongly interpreted as ritual by a misguided anthro-

pologist, but in principle for a ritual to have been recorded in anthropol-

ogy, it must have been directly and empirically attested. In art history, 

archaeology, or architectural history, ritual is not an empirical observa-

tion but rather an  inference , a best guess, derived from material culture 

with the help of any other evidence (contextual, written, comparative) 

that can be supplied to help the argument work. 

 In both sets of disciplines, ritual represents a move to cognitive con-

clusions.  14   But what is meant by cognition is not quite the same in the 

two sets of fi elds. Anthropology has looked toward “intentional states 

behind ritual actions . . . located at least partly outside the mind of the 

actor,”  15   to all kinds of emotions,  16   from “high arousal” to boredom,  17   

not to speak of failure.  18   In other words, it has begun to develop a rich 

and differentiated picture of the varieties of cognitive response to ritual, 

which may also be cognitive motors of ritual activity.  19   By contrast, in 

material-cultural disciplines, ritual is itself taken as a virtually cognitive 

category in its own right, in that it at least adumbrates a dimension of 

“past ways of thought as inferred from material remains,”  20   a “cognitive 

space.”  21   In particular – and we will discuss this shortly – the category 

of “ritual” has come swiftly to elide into that of “religion.”  22   In other 

words, it is not always clear exactly what is meant by “ritual” when it is 

evoked in archaeology or art and architectural history. Is it religion, with 

the dread name and implications of “religion” avoided? Is it something 

other than religion? In which case, is it something that overlaps with 
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religion or is entirely different from it? Or has “ritual” become a kind 

of dust-bin category for all kinds of not terribly precise sacred, mystical, 

and emotional urges.  23   

 However, before pressing the question of defi nition, it is worth stay-

ing with method. The use of material culture as evidence from which to 

infer ritual is one thing; the assumption that the ritual (whether a spe-

cifi c ritual, a ritual process or a culture that was in certain ways ritually 

invested) is what gave rise to the evidence of material culture before us, 

is quite another. In other words, there is a danger of circularity in infer-

ring ritual from archaeologically attested artifacts and then arguing 

that the ritual, which is the result of our inference from those objects, 

was in some sense the cause of those objects. Circularity in itself may 

not always vitiate an argument, but one had better be strongly self-aware 

about the issue before pressing it. Yet why should we infer ritual unless 

we are seeking a generative context, which is in some respect causal of 

the objects or spaces under discussion?  24   In other words, the interest in 

the move from physical to cognitive,  25   is at least about reinforcing mate-

rial culture with a deeper structure of meanings and mental intentions, 

and is often a matter of providing it with causes. But what are presented 

as causes are (in this case) inferences from what we take to be their arti-

factual effects. 

 Now here there are some differences between material cultural stud-

ies in historical periods and those from prehistory. In the former, arti-

facts and buildings can be placed beside other products of those periods 

(especially texts) and together the two bodies of evidence can be used to 

throw cultural light on bigger questions. In the latter, we have very little 

by way of corroborative evidence except for other comparanda – often 

from other cultural contexts and periods. Historiographically speak-

ing, both these areas have been very reluctant to let objects – images, 

buildings, artifacts, works of art – stand simply as themselves.   Both 

have wanted to supply a deeper structure of meanings to underpin the 

material evidence (hence the urge to go cognitive). It is not entirely obvi-

ous to me why this should be the case, or why it should be desirable; 

but if we want to apportion blame, then clearly the Iconology of Erwin 

Panofsky, defi ned as the “intrinsic meaning or content,” “the symbolic 

values” of a culture, as re-presented in any one of its artifacts,  26   is a 

good candidate on account of its huge and still pervasive infl uence, 
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even if Panofsky is no longer so often explicitly cited or read as he was 

until relatively recently.  27   

 This is not the place to examine the complex origins of Panofsky’s 

theory, but the point is that in the art and archaeology of the prehistoric 

periods (or shall we say the ones from which no writing survives?), the 

notion of ritual as a theoretical postulate has come to provide some of 

the deeper structure of “intrinsic meaning” and “symbolic values” that 

can hardly be supplied any other way.   Of course it inevitably comes with 

dangers of anachronism, especially the reading back of Christianizing 

(or anti-Christian) models of religion and ritual into the past. In the 

historical disciplines – especially classical archaeology and the study of 

medieval art – we are fortunate in the ritual-centeredness of many of our 

surviving texts that make any mention of images. Most striking in this 

regard for antiquity is the travel book by Pausanias   written in the second 

century  C.E. , which is certainly a ritual-centered and religiously infl ected 

account of the art and monuments of Greece.  28   But if Pausanias   was 

indeed a repetitive pilgrim with his text itself a ritualized version of his 

travels,  29   then it is hardly surprising if his record is weighted in that 

direction. It makes him an excellent witness to the  imaginaire  and even 

the precise realities of Greek ritual in the Roman period (by no means 

the same thing as Greek ritual in archaic, classical, or Hellenistic times, 

despite the fact that the text is repeatedly used in that way), but not 

necessarily a good guide as to how everyone else saw the material cul-

ture which he so insistently aligns in a ritual-centered direction.  30   Other 

sources, like Pliny the Elder  , have very little interest in ritual as it relates 

to works of art. In other words, the refl ex to Pausanias   in so many stud-

ies that emphasize ritual  31   may be misleading in that they skew the evi-

dence in the direction of a very particular but by no means universal or 

dominant set of “intrinsic meanings” and “symbolic values.” 

  Optimism and Pessimism.  The fundamental problem, however, 

seems to me to rest in two questions. First, the key empirical issue: how 

can we tell that it is appropriate to infer ritual from any given artifact 

or space? This was well articulated by Renfrew   as “how do I know that 

this artifact had a ritual signifi cance?”  32   And beyond the initial move of 

inference lies the problem of whether ritual is the only form of behav-

ior we can infer, even in contexts where it may be a correct inference. In 

other words, what is the price of deciding for ritual? If we emphasize 
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this, are we precluding other inferences or explanations? The second 

issue is that of defi nition: what do we mean by ritual? I shall take them 

in turn, but arguably they are not so different as distinguishing them 

into two questions makes it appear. A positive answer to the question 

“Is this an object of ritual?” is likely also to be aligned to a positive view 

of the value of ritual as a heuristic category and consequently to an opti-

mistic or extensive view of the ramifi cations, consequences and mean-

ings of ritual for our historical, social and conceptual understandings 

of a given culture. 

 At the opening of  The Archaeology of Cult , Renfrew   refers “with 

 disapproval” to views elegantly advanced over a generation before by 

C. Hawkes who argued that to infer from archaeological phenomena 

to the religious institutions and spiritual life of the human groups con-

cerned is the hardest inference of all.  33   Renfrew   responds that “there is 

nothing inherently obscure or problematic” about inferring religious 

institutions or spiritual life  34   and goes on to argue that “the pessimism 

expressed by some archaeologists as to the possibility of reconstructing 

any elements of the content of religious belief from archaeological data 

alone is misplaced.”  35   This conviction represents the bedrock of that 

optimism about identifying ritual and about what ritual may signify 

that has come to dominate material-cultural approaches to the topic. 

 Putting things in terms of optimists and pessimists is a good way to 

approach the problem. Here is a recent “optimistic” account of the value 

of ritual in relation to the Aegean Neolithic from M. Nikolaidou  :

  There seem to be  inexhaustible  occasions for the ritualization of human 

actions, that is,  their elevation to a rank of priority over other practices . . .  

it is their very participation,  body and soul , in an  act valued higher than 

the mundane order,  that  enables realization of fundamental symbolic 

knowledge . . .   36    

 Now it is probably always unfair to select and dismantle a single quota-

tion. But this puts the problems of modern scholarly optimism about 

ritual into fi rm focus. I have italicized what I take to be the optimistic 

assumptions. First, there are “inexhaustible occasions” for ritual – that 

is to say, in human lived experience (at any rate in the past) ritual is 

assumed to be frequent, perhaps omnipresent; also (implicitly) it is easily 

recoverable from the archaeological record. Second, by ritualization, we 

do not mean simply any old repeated or repetitive practice (for example, 

              

       



Jas� Elsner8 cdf

secular or personal rituals) but, clearly something “valued higher than 

the mundane order” that offers “realization of fundamental symbolic 

knowledge.” In other words, without the explicit mention of the word 

“religion” much of what a committed insider to a faith would mean by 

religion has been imported into “the ritualization of human actions.” 

Now this is very optimistic in its view of all rituals as positive and life-

enhancing, as offering a substantive structure of intrinsic meaning and 

symbolic values (in Panofsky’s   terminology) underlying the particular 

data we fi nd attested in the archaeological record, ultimately as not only 

moving us into cognitive space but giving the cognitive a clear steer. 

 In the face of this kind of approach, I have to confess my own pes-

simism by contrast (and here I suspect I agree with Hawkes against 

Renfrew, let alone Nikolaidou  ). First, I cannot see on what grounds 

other than faith one need necessarily make the leap from empirical data 

to ritual on “inexhaustible occasions,” and second I don’t see why rit-

ual need in principle mean religion or be a positive category at all.  37   Are 

there are not endless examples of repetitive and ritualized activity from 

the nonsacred sphere,  38   from the brushing of one’s teeth to the daily 

taking to and collecting of children from school by parents to all the 

rules we obey when driving a car to the rituals of the justice system and 

imprisonment (to move from the personal to the collective level)? To 

what extent do these deserve the terminology of “ritual”? To what extent 

can any be excluded? Some of these leave no mark in material culture, 

others leave as many material remains as a sacred sanctuary might. Such 

examples militate against any excessively optimistic view of ritual as the 

avoidance of analytic thought rather than its application. 

 A good example of taking “ritual” without further defi nition and 

without much apparent thought as a core category to mean “religion” 

are the fi ve volumes of ThesCRA.  39   The literal translation of the title 

( Thesaurus cultus et rituum antiquorum ) is “Thesaurus of the cult and 

rituals of antiquity.” The word “ritual” is never defi ned, but the intro-

duction (repeated at pp. xi–xii of each volume) claims to present “a 

comprehensive account of all substantial aspects of Greek, Roman 

and Etruscan  religion , apart from any assessment of the purely spiri-

tual or philosophical, and only incidentally of the historical” (what-

ever that means, my italics). What is then offered are a long series 

of detailed and impressive entries, drawn from visual evidence and 
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iconography alongside epigraphy and other texts, on different kinds 

of rites (e.g., processions  , sacrifi ce  , libation  , fumigation, and dedica-

tion, to summarize vol. 1), which together, it seems, constitute reli-

gion. Notwithstanding the great usefulness of such a compendium, 

it is frankly a monumental testimony to a series of presumptions and 

presuppositions grounded in no argument or analytic justifi cation 

whatsoever. There is no discussion of the assumption that cult and 

rite can constitute religion, or how they may do so; no defi nition of 

either “ritual” or “religion”; no account of the method that translates 

a range of empirical entries into grand generalizations about cult in 

different periods and contexts. There is moreover no account of where 

ritual may cease to be religious, or where the overlaps do not work. 

This is optimism so extreme that it fails to entertain even a genufl ec-

tion towards the possible attitudes or responses of the pessimist. 

 Yet even where we can infer ritual from material culture, there is no 

need for it always to be religious. A good example of nonreligious rit-

ual (a category for which Renfrew   now argues)  40   is the recent discovery 

of a room from the fourth century  C.E.  in a late Roman house of thir-

teen rooms in Trimithis in the Dakhleh Oasis of Egypt  .  41   The house has 

wall paintings (some palimpsests with earlier paintings beneath) that 

include epic and mythological subjects. One room – only excavated in 

2007–2008 – has whitewashed walls with various epigrams inscribed on 

it, which appear to have been written by a teacher for his students. Now 

the kind of context might be said to parallel the sorts of cult rooms built 

into houses in Dura Europos in Syria   in the mid-third-century, which 

had wall-paintings, some palimpsestual, and inscriptions. From these 

images both a Christian baptistery   and a Jewish synagogue   have been 

inferred by the excavators and subsequent scholarship.  42   Yet it is obvious 

from the Egyptian material that what we have is a schoolroom. All the 

aspects of prescriptive decoration (here in the form of invocatory texts) 

and of liminal boundaries to defi ne the space in which the ritual took 

place are there in the Trimithis house. And the ritual concerned is cer-

tainly one of the great ritualized activities of late antiquity, namely the 

passing on of  paideia , which is more than merely education but rather 

the whole gamut of traditional culture, to the young. Indeed, as anyone 

who spends any time in or sends children to either school or univer-

sity today is all too aware, education remains one of the great rituals of 
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modern culture. But it is defi nitively not religious or mind altering in 

the terms implied by Nikolaidou   (“body and soul”). 

 In general, the current era of the application of ritual theory to mate-

rial culture, and of inferring ritual realities from material culture, is 

extremely optimistic – much more so that I think is warranted either 

empirically or analytically. Ritual is now used as a concept to explain 

the longue-dur é e of cultural change, communication, and meaning in 

history.  43   It has become a catch-all category that fi lls a cognitive space 

to which empirical observation fails to point quite as often as the data 

offers grounds for inference. And what is meant by ritual has never been 

adequately defi ned, even by those anthropologists who have had the ben-

efi t of observing rituals as opposed to the archaeologists who have only 

inferred them. The assumption that rituals must be capable of commu-

nication and redolent of meaning is ubiquitous in the material-cultural 

literature,  44   despite a signifi cant challenge to this from anthropology 

and history of religions, in which one strand has argued for the mean-

inglessness of ritual or at least its noncommunication of meanings.  45   

The repetitive nature of ritual has been presented as an argument for 

the better preservation of this type of human activity than others in the 

material record,  46   despite the doubts about it being ephemeral which 

may work to vitiate its place in the record.  47   All this is excessive opti-

mism. And the problem with it is that it leads not only to speculation,  48   

but to heavily invested assumptions about culture and causation, evi-

dence and inference, which have no possibility of being tested or justi-

fi ed. That is to say, if we are not careful, the turn to ritual studies will 

become the avoidance of thought rather than the appropriation of a 

useful category to think with. 

 Part of the problem is a pair of too swift leaps in interpretation: from 

the presence of regularity in the deposition of archaeological evidence to 

the assumption that this means ritualized behavior, and the move (often 

unacknowledged) from ritualized behavior (i.e., ritual) to inferring some 

sort of religious activity. Yet in fact regularity in the material-cultural 

record need not imply more than stylized or repeated behavior. Insofar 

as that is communicative (and there is no evidence that it is  always  so) 

then such stylized communication through artifacts is either with the 

supernatural world (in which case it does constitute some kind of reli-

gion and needs to be read theologically) or with the human world (in 
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which case it ought to be accounted for at least in part politically). Of 

course, these two need not be wholly separate or mutually exclusive.  49   

But in all these cases, it will be necessary to show that regularity occurs 

within a predictable structure and that if there is communication it will 

happen between different bits of that structure. 

 So in making an implicit case for a more cautious and “pessimistic” 

approach, my aim here is not to evoke despair. Ritual remains both an 

important category and an evocative one. What is needed in general 

is a more stringent justifi cation of the empirical question – that is the 

leap from archaeologically attested visual or material evidence to the 

inference that it has ritual implications or origins; and at the same time 

much greater care in defi ning what ritual means, not indeed in a general 

or transhistorical or transcultural sense, but for the author of a given 

paper in relation to the body of material being assessed. I suspect greater 

awareness of the anthropological literature is necessary in the material 

cultural disciplines than has so far been usual, in order to come to a 

satisfactory if pragmatic, instrumental or narrowly based defi nition.  50   

One question that is well worth asking is what are the ideological impli-

cations of any given scholarly tradition’s turn to “ritual” and in the 

strange but frequent elision of “ritual” and “religion.” Clearly, in prehis-

tory, there is a worrying potential primitivism in “ritual” as a particular 

concern of the “ancient mind,” a primitivism which one fears secularist 

scholarship may generally wish to apply to religion in any period. Such 

a position may be defensible by argument, but it ought not to be insinu-

ated through innuendo (and cannot of course be justifi ed or established 

in that way). 

   In the course of his brief but extremely interesting  Remarks on Frazer’s 

Golden Bough , Wittgenstein – here the philosopher in confrontation 

with anthropology, but also the foreigner commenting on the Briton – 

touches on two issues that are key to this inquiry. First, he challenges 

the ease of making inferences from objects:

  Isn’t it like when I see a ruin and say: that must have been a house once, 

for nobody would have built up hewn and irregular stones into a heap 

constructed like this one. And if someone asked, how do you know 

that? I could only say: it is what my experience of people teaches me. 

And even where people do really build ruins, they give them the form 

of tumbled-down houses.  51      
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 It is highly dangerous to rely on common sense, “what my experience of 

people teaches me,” to infer a house from ruins (since people really do 

make ruins, and ones that look like fallen-down houses), or a ritual – 

in this case, the building process I suppose – from material remains. 

Moreover, there is an inescapable danger – actually a rather interesting 

one – of investing one’s own present concerns, one’s desires and fan-

tasies, into the cognitive space imagined in the past.   This emerges in 

Wittgenstein’s more intemperate exclamations against the more dated 

and parochial of Frazer’s Victorian and Edwardian assumptions: 

 What narrowness of spiritual life we fi nd in Frazer! And as a result: 

how impossible for him to understand a different way of life from the 

English one of his time! 

 Frazer cannot imagine a priest who is not basically an English parson 

of our times with all his stupidity and feebleness.  52    

 This last is of course the objection of a Viennese in Cambridge writing 

in about 1930. But with more punch Wittgenstein is surely right – and 

not only of Frazer but of most explanations and projections of ritual 

observances in the past, when he writes:

  Frazer is much more savage than most of his savages, for these savages 

will not be so far from any understanding of spiritual matters as an 

Englishman of the twentieth century. His explanations of the primitive 

observances are much cruder than the sense of the observances 

themselves.  53       

 The fundamental problem is that “ritual,” and even more so the “reli-

gion” for which “ritual” is so often a shorthand, is a space of tremen-

dous force and vibrant potential in the scholar’s imagination. It is a 

“cognitive” space into which one’s investments, desires, and fantasies of 

the past – which may be ideals about the present and may be reactions 

against the present, which may be about ancestralism and genealogy or 

may refl ect its rejection – cannot but be placed. For all the careful schol-

arly apparatus of argument and analysis in establishing such rituals (or 

the possibility, even probability, that they took place) in the end their 

study is the working of ideology and not of empirical scholarship. That 

does not make them less interesting; indeed it makes them more so. It 

does not mean past views of ritual (such as Frazer’s) are any less true 

than modern ones, but rather that they are symptomatic of their time 
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and the varieties of polemics and concerns of that time. Their relevance 

to the supposed past object of inquiry, which is presented as evidence of 

them perhaps even caused by them, is less obvious. What is insidious is 

the pretence that what they really instantiate is anything other than the 

concerns of modernity.  54   

  Beyond Pessimism.  The weight of these remarks might imply that 

we should be negative about the category of ritual altogether.  55   But in 

fact I remain convinced of the critical value of the concept of ritual for 

the material-cultural disciplines. The question we must ask is how to 

employ the category wisely – without succumbing to so much more ide-

ology and without it becoming what I (perhaps provocatively) called “a 

dustbin” for all kinds of unexamined projections and fantasies associ-

ated by the interpreter with the primitive or other idealized myths of 

the past. 

 In fact, I think there are many possibilities here. Arguably the cate-

gory of ritual has become  too  anthropological in that it has been too 

based on modern observation and experience, theorized and retrojected 

back into the past. There are obviously differences in inferential poten-

tial between prehistoric periods, when there is no collateral evidence 

beyond the archaeological record, and those periods where other evi-

dence (especially literary and epigraphic) may supplement that of mate-

rial culture. If we start with the latter – where there is more evidence – we 

need also to be honest with ourselves about when what we are studying 

 is  religion, and that aspect of ritual which is part of the constituents of 

religion, and when it is not. Ritual as a fundamental aspect of religion is 

not fully synonymous with religion, nor does it constitute all that ritual 

(or ritualized activity) may be. 

 In attempting to provide a more propositional sense to our under-

standing of ritual, one approach would be to return to the substance 

of ritual-centered texts surviving from those periods from which we 

do have writing. This is not only literary material, like the travel book 

of Pausanias   or the liturgical writings of the Church Fathers, but also 

the vast range of documents from votive inscriptions to the epigra-

phy of sacred laws, from the reports of Church councils to the form of 

the Mass and the stational liturgies   as preserved by ecclesiastical cal-

endars. The material is not simply so much regulation. Nor is it fac-

tual information (or disinformation) that may be applied to extend or 
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focus our archaeologically derived knowledge. I mean the use of texts to 

be  read critically as a series of theological proposals instantiated through liturgi-

cal  performance and ritual artifacts that offer philosophically distinct and often 

subtly modulated positions on how the other world can best be related to  by the 

collective of believers or religious adherents committed to the specifi c 

positions adumbrated in a given text. Such texts may relate to a large 

generality (the Church, for example) or a small subgroup (a sect, per-

haps one condemned as “heretical” by others): they may therefore sig-

nal difference to and within a bigger spectrum of similar ritual action, 

much as particular architectural or pictorial choices may signal differ-

ences and specifi c identities. 

 Now we have to be careful here. As Bonna Wescoat   points out to 

me, texts about one kind of ritual when applied to another have a 

strong chance of leading to misunderstanding – so that in the case of 

Samothrace  , for instance, the application of too much text may lead to 

Eleusinianizing the mystery. But what I mean is not the use of text to 

throw up information or facts, but rather to elicit models of how ritual 

was  thought .   For example, in the sanctuary to Herakles at Sikyon named 

the Paedize, Pausanias   reports two kinds of rituals (each founded on, or 

justifi ed by, a different mythological genealogy) that celebrate Herakles 

at the same site as a god, on the one hand, and a hero, on the other 

( Description of Greece  2.10.1).  56   Here the ritual details, which as usual 

Pausanias   reports with some care, effectively differentiate but also 

incorporate within a range of liturgical performance some fundamen-

tal theological distinctions specifi c to this site, cult and mythical nexus 

but in other ways more generally relevant to the culture of divine heroes 

and hero worship in ancient Greece.   In other cases, Pausanias   uses rit-

ual to detail a range of kinds of mediation with the gods from imitative 

role-play where priests and devotees reenact mythical events to very spe-

cifi c exclusions of particular categories of worshippers (by age, gender, 

chastity-status, initiation, being a priest or not, and so forth) in rela-

tion to particular ceremonies or the cultivation of particular images. In 

certain cases images (whether cult statues or votives) may perform the 

work of ritual action itself (notably  Description of Greece  10.18.5).  57   Now 

the entailments of Pausanias  ’s observations may serve more than one 

agenda, even in his own account. They may be ethnographic (pointing 
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at activities in different parts of Greece),  58   they may equally be related 

to historical claims, but it is hard to deny them a substantive religious 

basis.   Likewise, after the end of pagan polytheism, such texts as Pseudo-

Dionysius’  Ecclesiastical Hierarchy  (from the sixth century  C.E. ),   Germanos 

of Constantinople’s  On the Divine Liturgy      (from the early-eighth-cen-

tury Eastern Church)   or the Venerable Bede’s  On the Temple      and  On the 

Tabernacle  (from the eighth-century Latin Church), with their varieties 

of exegesis of scripture, contemplations of church space and artefacts, 

and meditations on ritual process and meaning, offer rich potential for 

grasping some aspects of the  imaginaire  of material culture in ritual, at 

least for some of the more intellectual practitioners and leaders of eccle-

siastical liturgy    .   

 The material culture – from cult statues and icons to votives of all 

kinds, from the architecture of sanctuaries to the manifold means of 

their decoration (both offi cial, in terms of paintings, mosaics or relief-

sculpture, and unoffi cial in terms of graffi ti left by devotees), is  in no 

way less  theologically propositional than the texts. Given the range of 

interpretative positions at any particular moment within a given culture 

about the nature of its gods and its humans’ relations with them which 

we can intimate from the texts, the images and monuments offer both 

further materially concretised “thought” within these parameters and 

an extension of the range of written propositions into the world of ritual 

artefacts themselves. The world of ritual – a sophisticated propositional 

world of living theology in its own right – to which this combination of 

material gives us (limited) access, is itself no more than the temporally, 

physically and performatively instituted thinking of a culture about its 

relations and mediations with the divine.  59   

 Now there is no doubt that a material-cultural approach of this sort 

to ritual within religion is cognitive. But it is cognitive in that it is theo-

logical – using objects and spaces no less than texts or myths as for-

mulations of, and access to, propositions about the other world and 

relations with the other world. It cannot give us the “whole answer” 

(whatever that would be) but it can delineate some parameters of the 

cognitive space that ritual and art within ritual fi lled, circumscribed 

and tested in any given context. In the case of pre- or nonliterate cul-

tures, we are necessarily on weaker territory. What is needed – and with 
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great care so that it is clear one is not reading ancestral projections or 

rejections back into a time whose evidential base cannot refute them – 

is to use the models derivable from historical periods as a series of spec-

ulative hypotheses. Ideally one would construct competing models of 

ritual and the ritual usage of material culture, which will at least offer 

broad parameters for the functions of artefacts and the kinds of rites 

they may point to. Ideally contrasting and mutually exclusive models 

would provide a basis for competitive plausibility in an always hypo-

thetical set of reconstructions. In this case, one has to be particularly 

cautious about the possibility that the rituals concerned may not in 

fact have been religious. 

 One issue in all this that needs emphasis is that observable differences 

in the material record may not refl ect temporal change (an assumption 

all too readily leaped upon by the historically minded archaeologist), 

but rather different forms of theological experiments or philosophical 

positions. Difference may refl ect not cognitive change in a homogenous 

culture but cognitive multiplicity in the matter of religious thinking 

within cultures as rich as the ancient polytheism attested by Pausanias   

or the multiple Christianities (full of “heresies,” “heterodoxies,” and 

competing orthodoxies) that defi ne the early Church. The point is well 

made in the material record of late antiquity, where different cults chose 

to appropriate the image of ritual action (especially sacrifi ce  ) to the cult 

image, but in ways that are structurally differentiated from each other. 

Various pagan deities appear pouring libation  s;   Mithras   in the stereo-

typical cult image repeated in hundreds of surviving mithraea conducts 

the act of sacred slaughter in killing the bull; Jesus   – in a brilliant rever-

sal of the model of deity as recipient of sacrifi ce or instigator of sacri-

fi ce – becomes the sacrifi cial victim, whether represented as a man on a 

cross or as a lamb.   

 There are, it seems to me, plenty of grounds for thinking there is 

promise of interesting work at the interface of material culture and rit-

ual. That promise has, despite a vast amount of scholarship, not really 

been fulfi lled yet. Above all, this is because, for all the necessary talk of 

the cognitive, those who deal in material culture have shied away from 

embracing theology. There is in this context obviously a two-way rela-

tionship between how particular propositions in thought or belief may 

guide what people do and what artifacts and rituals they construct in 
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their religion, on the one hand, and how such artifacts and rituals then 

help to determine the religious views people come to hold, on the other. 

   If we turn now to the special case of architecture, it is clear that many of 

the general issues of material culture and ritual discussed above are rele-

vant. There is no doubt that we have different methodological problems 

given the difference between historical periods for which we have rele-

vant collateral literary evidence and those for which we do not. Likewise, 

with buildings or sanctuaries that still stand, where we can at least have 

some sense of lighting and above-ground architectural orchestration, we 

are in a different situation from those which need reconstruction from 

a ground plan. The case of one-off survivals is particularly charged – so, 

for instance, the Dura Europos   synagogue discussed in this book by Jodi 

Magness   offers our one example to date of a complex of historiated wall 

paintings in a late ancient synagogue, by contrast with copious fl oor 

mosaics. Less than half of its murals survive, along with its decorated 

ceiling tiles (but we have no clue as to the order by which these would 

have been arranged). It is true that many of the Dura   synagogue images 

focus on priests, rituals (including sacrifi ce  ), implements of Jewish lit-

urgy such as the Menorah  , temples and so forth. But that is in itself not 

evidence for what went on in the building, nor for what kinds of rela-

tions the synagogue’s liturgy may have had with its decoration. 

       Indeed the example of Pausanias at the Altis – the sacred grove of 

Zeus at Olympia – one of Greece’s most holy sites from archaic antiquity 

to the end of paganism, remains fundamental and salutary. We know 

the Altis rather well because of the detail of Pausanias’s account and 

over a century of matching the site’s archaeology against this text and 

the many surviving inscriptions.  60   But at  Description of Greece  5.14.4 and 

5.14.10 Pausanias specifi cally announces that his account of the altars 

at Olympia will follow a liturgical order of sacrifi cial movement accord-

ing to local ritual practice, despite the way this categorically cuts across 

any spatial logic of juncture, proximity, or structure. Moreover, this rit-

ual ordering is differently applied from his ordering of other items in 

the Olympia sanctuary such as statues of Zeus, votive offerings, or victor 

statues celebrating athletes.  61   This passage is of great signifi cance. For it 
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proves, at least in one case (but that of  the  prime panhellenic sanctuary of 

Greece) and in an observer unusually sensitive and experienced in both 

the range of architectural dispositions of sacred sites and the variety of 

their rituals, that there need be  no relation at all  between the architectural 

logic of a building or religious enclosure and the ritual logic of what 

went on inside or around it. Indeed, the two may be in deliberate con-

tradistinction. That is, in focusing on ritual in relation to architecture, 

we cannot automatically trust  any  of our normal assumptions about the 

organisation of space through contiguity, sight-lines, apparent proces-

sional orchestration, structural order, and so forth. The logic of ritual is 

perfectly capable of turning this upside down – and certainly did so in 

ancient Greece’s holiest site, at least as experienced by Pausanias in the 

latter part of the second century  C.E.        

   Let me leap into the Christian era and to absolute modernity but in 

a building of exceptional sanctity and great antiquity – which happens 

to be discussed by Bob Ousterhout   in his contribution to this volume. 

In the week before I am writing these words (on 9 November 2008 to be 

precise), an apparently regular Armenian procession within the church 

of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem   was barred on its route by Greek 

Orthodox clergy, not very far from the Aedicula (the Tomb of Christ  ) to 

judge by the footage shot from cellphones, which was available on the 

internet. The two sides came to quite a punch-up.  62   Such explosions 

of feeling are hardly unknown in especially charged sites, particularly 

when these are contested (as is Jerusalem itself between religions and 

the Holy Sepulchre   between Christian factions). But what is the ritual? 

Is it the regular (normative?) procession initiated by the Armenians? 

Or its stopping by the Greeks, which is something that happens rel-

atively regularly although not always with violence and in response 

to parallel attempts to bar Greek processions by the Armenians? Or 

is it the outbreak of violence between men of the cloth (in which the 

media reveled but which too has a long history on that site and many 

others). Here nothing about the architectural peculiarities or struc-

ture of the Holy Sepulchre   can tell us much in relation to this ritual 

and its spontaneities (which may be regarded as its subversion or its 

extension). And yet the church’s territorial subdivision by the various 

Christian sects which use it has much to do with the rituals practiced 

there (according to varied ritual calendars) and indeed the urgency of 
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the confl icts instantiated by the fi st-fi ght of 9 November 2008 depends 

on the sacredness of the space and the depth of the investments in it. 

The site as we know it architecturally and historically is the necessary 

setting for such activity, endlessly and not very predictably brought 

to life in the actions of living people. What this example has in com-

mon with Pausanias  ’s observations of ritual at Olympia is that the 

material-cultural frame of a ritual center – architectural, topographic, 

decorative – may offer no clues at all as to what people choose to do 

liturgically within it.   

 The essays gathered here, by negotiating some of these diffi culties in 

the specifi c context of architecture, offer two contributions to the big-

ger picture of material culture and ritual. First, they place architectural 

history and sacred space fi rmly on the map as an area in which ritual 

is both hugely fruitful as a category to think with and in which it has 

received surprisingly less discussion than in other areas of material cul-

ture. Second, they defi ne a related temporal trajectory of continuity and 

change in the Mediterranean, which challenges with deft assurance the 

traditional assumptions of a single clean break between pagan polythe-

ism and Christianity as well as between the Christian east and west, at 

any rate in the early period. 

 I am grateful, for their very helpful critiques and comments, to Simon 

Coleman, Milette Gaifman, Rob Nelson, Robin Osborne, and the two 

editors of this volume, Bob Ousterhout and Bonna Wescoat. None are 

to be held responsible for the idiosyncrasy of the views expressed here!  
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 2006b  cites a wide range of post-1980s anthropology.  

  14.     See, for instance, in recent anthropology the work of McCauley and Lawson, 
 2002 ; Whitehouse  2004 ; Lawson  2006 .  

  15.     Whitehouse  2004 , pp. 3–4.  
  16.     E.g., L ü ddeckens 2006.  
  17.     High arousal: Whitehouse  2004 , pp. 71, 72; boredom: Nuckolls  2007 .  
  18.     Failure: H ü sken  2007 .  
  19.     A rare example of the attempt to fi nd emotions in the ritual inferences that may 

be drawn from ancient epigraphy is Chaniotis  2006  – although note his overt 
resort to fi ction at pp. 214–16. One might argue that phenomenology in art his-
torical approaches is also a way of exploring the contents of the cognitive: see, 
e.g., Nelson  2007 , esp. 496–500. But again this requires signifi cant imaginative 
and speculative input on the part of the interpreter.  

  20.     Renfrew  1994a , p. 3.  
  21.     Kyriakidis  2007b , p. 299.  
  22.     Renfrew,  1985 , pp. 11–18 and Renfrew  1994b , critiqued to his great credit 

by Renfrew  2007 , pp. 110, 114, 121–2; Marcus and Flannery  1994 , p. 60; 
Lambrinoudakis and Balty  2004 –6, passim; Owoc  2008 , p. 1923. For an inter-
esting critique of cognitive archaeology’s penchant to “study cognition of that 
which the archaeologist can also cognize, rather than move immediately to the 
necessarily speculative realm of cognition of the supernatural”; see Osborne 
 2004 , p. 5.  

  23.     For an anthropologist’s worries about the concept of ritual having become so 
broad and wet as to be useless, see Goody  1977 .  

  24.     E.g., Mylonopoulos  2008 , p. 53 – “a remodelling of space  due to  ritual 
changes.”  

  25.     Kyriakidis 2007b, pp. 298–301.  
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  26.     Panofsky  1955 , pp. 30–31 and 40.  
  27.     Of particular signifi cance here is Panofsky’s development of Karl Mannheim’s 

sociological take on  Weltanschauung  (“worldview”) which Mannheim devel-
oped especially from reading the art history of Alois Riegl, and Pierre 
Bourdieu’s uses of Panofsky to create a nonreductive sociology. For discus-
sion of Mannheim and Panofsky, see Hart  1993 , esp. 534–7 and 541–66; 
Tanner  2003 , pp. 10–12; Tanner  forthcoming . For Bourdieu on Panofsky, see 
Bourdieu  2004 . For discussion of Bourdieu and Panofsky, see Tanner  2003 , 
pp. 20–21, 74.  

  28.     E.g., Hutton  2005a ; Pretzler  2007 .  
  29.     Elsner  1995 , pp. 125–58, esp. 144; Rutherford  2001 ; Hutton  2005b .  
  30.     See, e.g., Pirenne-Delforge  2006 , a subtle discussion.  
  31.     E.g., Mylonopoulos  2008 .  
  32.     Renfrew,  1985 , p. 3.  
  33.     Hawkes  1954 , pp. 161–2; Renfrew  1985 , p. 1.  
  34.     Renfrew  1985 , p. 1.  
  35.     Renfrew  1985 , p. 14.  
  36.     Nikolaidou,  2007 , p. 183.  
  37.     See Buc,  2001 , p. 161: “In an age in which, in academic circles at least, religious 

belief is not quite understood any longer, the concept of ‘ritual’ has inherited 
the mantle of another concept, ‘religion’, and plays the same structural role in 
many explanatory models.” It is worth noting that there have since the 1980s 
been a series of substantive contributions to the ritualization of power – which 
may often draw on religious precedents but need not. See, e.g., Cannadine and 
Price  1987 ; Theuws and Nelson  2000 ; Bertelli  2001 ; Howe 2007.  

  38.     Moore and Myerhoff,  1977 .  
  39.     Lambrinoudakis and Balty,  2004 –2006.  
  40.     Renfrew  2007 .  
  41.     Cribiore, Davoli, and Ratzan  2008 .  
  42.     Kraeling  1956  and  1967 .  
  43.     E.g., Chaniotis  2005 .  
  44.     This is the governing premise of Stavrianopoulou  2006a .  
  45.     Meaninglessness: esp. Staal  1978  and  1989 ; Boyer  2001 , pp. 264–7; Laidlaw and 

Humphrey  2006 , pp. 271–83.  
  46.     Kyriakidis  2007c , p. 9; cf. Markus 2007, p. 68 on repetition “working in the 

archaeologist’s favour.”  
  47.     Stone  1992 , pp. 111–12; Ranger 2007.  
  48.     Marcus  2007 , p. 43.  
  49.     See, e.g., Osborne  1994  on the ritualization of politics, culture and religion in 

Democratic Athens.  
  50.     Likewise, it is high time that the anthropology of ritual began to think a little 

about the objects and spaces that defi ne its area of activity, as have other fi elds 
within anthropology such as visual anthropology, the anthropology of technol-
ogies and the anthropology of agency.  

  51.     Wittgenstein  1979 , 17e.  
  52.     Wittgenstein  1979 , 5e.  
  53.     Wittgenstein  1979 , 8e.  
  54.     This is not the place to probe one deep and very signifi cant strand in the con-

struction of secular modernity’s fantasies about religion (of which its reductive 
implicit defi nition as “ritual” is one). But the long history of polemic between 
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Protestant and Catholic scholarship on issues of what religion should be clearly 
includes questions of ritual (including the positions of anthropologists), the 
use of decoration and artifacts (including the positions of art historians and 
archaeologists), primitivism (both as a positive “simple” category and as a neg-
ative precivilized category) and so forth. A good account is Smith  1990 , focused 
on religions in late antiquity (but not at all on issues of material culture in the 
period, on which see further Elsner  2003 ). On the problem in the history of art 
history, see Squire 2009, chs. 1 and 2. On E. B. Tylor and early anthropology, see 
Regard  2007 .  

  55.     The conclusion of Buc  2001 .  
  56.     See Elsner  1996 , pp. 523–4.  
  57.     See Elsner  1996 , pp. 526–7.  
  58.     See Alcock  1996 .  
  59.     See, e.g., Gaifman 2008.  
  60.     Trendelenburg  1914 ; K ö nig  2005 , pp. 158–204; Newby  2005 , pp. 202–28.  
  61.     See Elsner  2001 , pp. 11–18 and, apparently quite independently, H ö lscher  2002 , 

with Mylonopoulos  2006 , pp. 106–8.  
  62.     See, for instance,  http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/11/

09/AR2008110900726_pf.html  or  http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/
article5121217.ece   
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     CHAPTER TWO 

 MONUMENTAL STEPS AND THE 

SHAPING OF CEREMONY   

    Mary B.   Hollinshead    

   Monumental steps, those that are broader than necessity requires, were 

used from at least the sixth century  B.C.E.  in Greek sanctuaries, as path-

ways for processions and as grandstands for observing events.  1     Although 

they did not constitute the architectural statement of a temple or the rit-

ual focus of an altar, broad steps facilitated and promoted participatory 

behavior around the central act of sacrifi ce. Shared experience confers 

authority on ritual. Sacrifi ce was important both for its symbolic con-

tent and because numbers of people observed and participated in the 

ritual. Broad steps both increased anticipation of the event in proces-

sion and intensifi ed spectators’ experience as they massed in a crowd. 

 Studies of Greek architecture often dissect sanctuaries in terms 

of form, either as typologies of specifi c buildings or as arrangements 

of parts – solids and voids, temples and terraces – as if devoid of peo-

ple. Studies of ritual and religious behavior, relying on votive objects, 

inscriptions and literary testimonia, rarely say much about place. In 

considering spatial aspects of group behavior around animal sacrifi ce, I 

will explore how architectural structures built to accommodate crowds 

of worshippers express and give shape to human activities while enhanc-

ing ritual enactment.  2     

 At sites in Greece, Asia Minor, and Italy in the sixth through fi rst 

 centuries  B.C.E. , broad steps that provide routes of access and viewing 

facilities also integrate sanctuary design by linking architectural compo-

nents within the temenos into a more coherent unity than in earlier eras. 

We witness evolutionary changes from built steps that give expression 
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to parading and spectating to architectural complexes that incorporate 

these activities within a system of organized forms. While accommodat-

ing long-established customary behaviors, these structures give shape 

to their enactment. The study of Greek sanctuaries has emphasized sig-

nifi cant developments in architectural confi guration; however, studying 

architecture with plans, reconstruction drawings, and aerial photogra-

phy rarely reveals how structures were perceived and used at ground 

level. Studying steps directs attention to interactions between behavior 

and the built environment. Because the dimensions of steps express a 

direct relation to body posture (sitting, standing, walking,) we can imag-

ine which activities occurred where within the respective sanctuaries, so 

as to understand ritual behavior in these sacred spaces.  

  Dimensions, Behavior, Perception 

 Steps permit placement of the body on a slope. Humans’ perception of 

gravity imbues steps with an expectation of direction and of potential 

for movement either up or down. The foot’s repeated contact with a 

sequence of horizontal surfaces at regular, predictable intervals trans-

lates to a sense of organization and system. Close intervals and compres-

sion of steps express intensity of effort, or conversely, broader spacing 

brings a slower rhythm. 

 The absolute dimensions of steps and their relative proportions sug-

gest the nature of activity on them. John Templer’s studies of falls and 

accidents resulted in a recommendation of risers 4.6–7.2 inches (0.117–

0.183 m.) high and treads from 11–14 inches (0.279–0.356 m.) wide.  3   

There was much less standardization in antiquity and most likely more 

willingness for humans to adapt than we fi nd now. Nevertheless, steps 

with risers as tall as 18–20 inches (0.429–0.509 m.) are usually for sit-

ting, an interpretation that can be confi rmed by the presence of interme-

diate smaller steps for easier passage built at intervals along the banks of 

larger steps, such as seen dividing the  kerkides  of most Greek theaters. 

 While fi xed measurements in general refl ect the capabilities of the 

human body, the ratio of vertical to horizontal can suggest the primary 

use of steps or stairs as routes of access or as facilities for viewing (some 

also served as retaining walls). These are arbitrary divisions and not 

mutually exclusive. To a large extent, context affects which direction (if 
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either) dominates the sense of steps’ directionality. There is a kind of 

 iconography embedded in this directionality. A building set atop a fl ight 

of steps provides an apex that generates an expectation of upward ascent, 

involving individual effort, whereas a broad open space lying below steps 

with no apex promotes a downward focus in a setting conducive to view-

ing whatever takes place down the slope. This more static confi guration 

also carries a sense of shared experience and communality. 

 The scale of broad steps, their accessibility to many participants at 

once, their capacity for large numbers of people gathering together, 

all convey the power to facilitate, or perhaps generate, social activity. 

Even when devoid of people, a rank of broad steps expresses its latent 

capability to accommodate larger crowds than those of everyday scale. 

Theatral steps that are oriented downward project a potential for partic-

ipation – active or passive – by groups, defi ning an event of community 

(however transitory) by architectural form. Unlike control demon-

strated by enclosed structures, in many cases monumental steps consti-

tute intentional and symbolic displays of large-scale participation. The 

built forms do not indicate conditions for joining any gathering, only 

the existence of group activities. Who or what entities exercise authority 

through broad steps in their various forms differs according to contin-

gencies of context. 

 The sites selected for scrutiny here all have broad steps whose place-

ment, scale, and design reveal the intent to defi ne and enhance the topog-

raphy of sacred places while simultaneously gathering participants, 

concentrating and directing them so as to create the audience for sacri-

fi cial ritual. My discussion of monumental steps is organized according 

to their function, as processional ways or as facilities for viewing. Within 

each of these categories, I consider the sites in a roughly chronologi-

cal sequence while also incorporating diachronic changes at the respec-

tive sanctuaries. The processional steps at Corinth  , Labraunda  , Lindos  , 

and Kos constituted dominant features of their respective sites through 

phases of construction and change. Even when a pathway was moved 

and attendant experience altered, the persistence of built (and rebuilt) 

steps suggests that the act of processing remained central. Theatral 

steps at Perachora  , Corinth  , Argos  , Pergamon  , and Knidos   represent a 

chronological range of facilities built adjacent to ritual locations, iden-

tifi able by votive deposits and constructed features such as altars or pits. 
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For maximum effect, ritual requires the inclusive collecting of a criti-

cal mass of participants, and suffi cient control of the group to channel 

their movement, then focus their attention on the sacred enactment. 

Meeting these needs, processional and theatral steps magnifi ed commu-

nal participation in ritual practices and conveyed that engagement in 

architectural form.  

  Steps as Routes of Access: Processions 

   The introduction of some monumental steps refl ected the importance 

of the  pompe , or procession escorting the sacrifi cial animal to the altar, 

where it was ritually slain, its fl esh cooked and distributed to the attend-

ing worshippers. A sixth-century  B.C.E . black-fi gure band cup ( Fig. 2.1 ) 

gives a fi ne sense of a  pompe  as it portrays Athena with two mortals, an 

altar, a  kanephoros , three sacrifi cial victims-to-be, musicians, worship-

pers, hoplites, and a horseman.  4     Even if parading en masse to a ritual 

destination does not entail the degree of symbolic meaning attached to 

sacrifi ce, a procession can be considered an auxiliary enactment, since 

it would take place at a prescribed time and place in a habitual manner, 

and it would include those about to join in conducting and celebrating 

the sacrifi ce.  5   Crowds of worshippers brought the dynamic energy of a 

group in motion to the altar. The  pompe  was an occasion for display, 

with musical accompaniment, and vessels for ceremony, and special 

clothing and fi nery of many sorts. A second-century  B.C.E . civic decree 

from Magnesia on the Maeander specifi es the organization of the pro-

cession in honor of Artemis Leukophryne:     

  . . . the stephanephoros in offi ce together with the male priest and 

the female priest of Artemis Leukophryne shall ever after lead the 

procession in the month of Artemision on the twelfth day, and sacrifi ce 

the designated bull; that in the procession shall also be the council 

of elders, the priests, the magistrates, . . . the ephebes, the youths, the 

boys, the victors in the Leukophryne games, and the victors in the other 

crown-bearing games. The stephanephoros in leading the procession 

shall carry images of all twelve gods attired as beautifully as possible . . . 

and shall also provide music, a shawm-player, a pan-pipe player and a 

lyre-player.  6      

 The Panathenaic procession   is the best known example of a 

grand  pompe . The extraordinarily fl amboyant procession   of Ptolemy   
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Philadelphos in Alexandria in 270  B.C.E. , described in detail in the 

 Deipnosophistai , was an expanded and politicized version of a  pompe .  7   

Such festive participatory parades were common practices (albeit on 

a lesser scale) at Greek sanctuaries, consistent in concept, but variable 

according to particular cult and custom. Specifi cations for participation 

varied as to such categories as gender, age, and social status. Universally, 

the  pompe  gathered diverse members of one or more communities out 

of their daily routine into festive motion together toward a destination. 

The performative nature of the  pompe  as participants walked alongside 

the prospective victim(s) brought a tide of energy and anticipation to 

the impending sacrifi ce. Broad steps that defi ne a path to the altar con-

stitute the formal articulation of this behavior, and give it permanent 

expression. Tilley observed that architecture involves deliberate cre-

ation and defi nition of space, not only somatic and perceptual space, 

but also existential space, that “in a constant process of production and 

reproduction through the movements and activities of members of a 

group.”  8     

 An individual’s experience of a site would be shaped by the pathway 

(space) and the sequence of perceptions (time) created by a prescribed 

route of access. Michel DeCerteau   described walking as the continu-

ous creation of place in the course of establishing relationships with 

surrounding spaces and structures.  9   Key constructed elements, such as 

broad steps, form a preferred path that codifi es a visitor’s experience of 

 2.1.      Black-fi gure band cup with procession. Private collection.  
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an entire site, as well as of its component parts. We can examine interac-

tions between architecture and auxiliary ritual as represented by pro-

cessional steps by considering routes of approach at the sanctuaries of 

Demeter and Kore at Corinth  , of Zeus at Labraunda  , of Athena at Lindos   

on Rhodes, and of Asklepios on Kos  .  

  Processional Steps 

   The sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Corinth circa 1 kilometer south 

of the temple of Apollo on the north slope of the massif of Acrocorinth 

is spread on either side of a long broad stairway ( Figs. 2.2 – 2.5 ). Extensive 

deposits of miniature vases in characteristic shapes attest to ritual activ-

ity throughout the site; thousands of kalathiskoi, krateriskoi and min-

iature hydriai, as well as fi gurines and model offering trays were offered 

here to honor Demeter and Kore.  10   While cult activity at the site dates 

from the seventh century  B.C.E . and perhaps earlier, it was in the fi fth 

century  B.C.E . that this sanctuary underwent substantial architectural 

enhancement, with structures for ritual dining and a monumental 

stairway from the road at the lower, northern limit of the sanctuary 

ascending the hillside to the Middle and Upper Terraces ( Figs. 2.2 – 2.3 ). 

Throughout the history of the sanctuary, the Middle Terrace was evi-

dently a focus of ritual, with an enigmatic trapezoidal oikos and stone-

lined pits for votives in the fi fth century, and continuing evidence of 

votives and cult activity in the fourth and third centuries  B.C.E .  11   In later 

phases of the sanctuary the stairway was rebuilt, with a ramp along-

side it, perhaps for sacrifi cial animals.  12   Twenty-nine meters long and 

approximately 3 meters wide, the fi fth-century stairway rose in fl ights 

of three to four steps punctuated by at least ten landings with entrances 

to buildings housing dining chambers that fl anked the stepped passage 

on either side.  13   In addition to their width, the generous dimensions of 

the steps, with low risers (0.14 m.) and broad treads (0.30 m.) easily tra-

versed encourage a slow and easy progression, suggesting that the stair-

way served for processions. While the stairs link the terraces and the 

dining facilities in a “unifi ed, more monumental design,”  14   the landings 

were placed according to the situation of the fl anking buildings, and not 

according to an abstract plan or internal rhythm. The organizing princi-

ple is human behavior more than architectural aesthetics. From the fi fth 
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century  B.C.E. , rock-cut steps on the Upper Terrace provided places for 

viewing events below on the Middle Terrace, as discussed later.                     

   The monumental pathway, and indeed nearly the entire mid-fourth 

 century B.C.E. sanctuary of Zeus at Labraunda in Karia was almost a new 

 creation.  15   An earlier shrine and grove of plane trees attested by Herodotos   

(5.119) appears to be confi rmed by a few fragmentary remains at the site,  16   

  but it was the Hekatomnid satrap Mausolos, followed by his brother 

Idrieus   who reconfi gured the site, adding multiple new structures so as 

to fashion a sanctuary on a nearly panhellenic scale.  17   Epigraphical evi-

dence suggests that Mausolos expanded the traditional one-day festival 

of Zeus to last fi ve days, and that he specifi ed the sequence of sacrifi ce  s 

and events.  18   The temple, on the uppermost terrace presumably had an 

altar in front. The path to it began below, in the southeast corner of the 

temenos and ascended a succession of three terraces ( Figs. 2.6 – 2.7 ). In 

its initial phase (before construction of two propylaia at its base), the 

path probably continued up at least four steps 10 meters wide, turned 

 2.2.      Corinth, Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore, plan c. 400  B.C.E . After N. Bookidis and R. S. 

Stroud,  Corinth  XVIII Part III:  The Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore. Topography and Architecture,  

Princeton 1997, Plan 4. Courtesy of the Trustees of the American School of Classical Studies 

at Athens.  
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left up a grand 12 meters wide fl ight of twenty-three steps, turned right 

up narrower steps (perhaps broader in antiquity) to a terrace with newly 

built facilities for banqueting at either end, then up another staircase 

originally 8 meters or more wide to the temple terrace. (There may have 

been an intermediate terrace, no longer extant.) Each terrace had an 

 andron,  or banquet hall at the west end, and additional buildings of inde-

terminate function.  19   While most of the buildings were constructed of 

local gneiss, the temple,  androns , and other structures presented marble 

façades articulated with the Greek architectural vocabulary, however idi-

osyncratic.  20   The stairs are unequivocally a route of access. Their range 

of dimensions make for comfortable ascent and descent from terrace to 

terrace, and an extraordinary roadway outside the sanctuary emphasizes 

this role. A paved Sacred Way 8 meters wide can be traced (mostly uphill) 

15  kilometers from Mylasa, the nearest city.  21   Strabo (14.2.23) described 

this paved road nearly 60 stades long as the route of sacred processions.         

 Built structures – the paved roadway and the monumental steps – 

establish (perhaps) and certainly reinforce ritual behavior that supported 

 2.3.      Corinth, Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore from north. After N. Bookidis and R. S. 

Stroud,  Corinth  XVIII Part III:  The Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore. Topography and Architecture,  

Princeton 1997, Plate 5. Courtesy of the Trustees of the American School of Classical Studies 

at Athens.  
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Mausolos’ expansion of this sanctuary as a festival site.   The fi ne  androns  

emphasized the privilege of the banqueting elite, and a stadium (as yet 

unexplored) attests to athletic contests.  22   The Sacred Way demonstrates 

that his interest was more in the procession and less in the steps per se. 

He was promoting the solidarity and spectacle of the  pompe     . However, 

the pathway had consequences. The route of the procession climbed 

steadily past his newly built Andron B, adding legitimacy to the respec-

tive structures of the new sanctuary by juxtaposition with the grand 

processional way. The net result of these Hekatomnid projects was an 

ostentatious sanctuary approached by a ceremonial roadway leading 

visitors up to the temple of Zeus. Grand processions created ongoing 

opportunities for display, and yet when the steps were not fi lled with 

worshippers, their monumental breadth constituted a visual reminder 

of the organization and capacity of the lavish celebrations by large num-

bers of participants.   

 2.4.      Corinth, Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore, plan c. 275  B.C.E . After N. Bookidis and R. S. Stroud, 

 Corinth  XVIII Part III:  The Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore. Topography and Architecture,  Princeton 1997, 

Plan 5. Courtesy of the Trustees of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens.  
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   The monumental steps at the sanctuary of Athena Lindia on Rhodes, 

now thoroughly restored in their third-century form, were not the fi rst 

at this site.  23   As early as the sixth century  B.C.E . there was a 7 meters 

wide stepped pathway up to the temple on the heights.  24   After a fi re 

destroyed the temple and its dedications in the fourth century  B.C.E. , 

major rebuilding of the sanctuary in the third century  B.C.E . thor-

oughly rearranged the site.  25   The sixth-century pathway was obliterated 

 2.5.      Corinth, Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore from northwest. After N. Bookidis and R. S. 

Stroud,  Corinth  XVIII Part III:  The Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore. Topography and Architecture,  

Princeton 1997, Plate 2. Courtesy of the Trustees of the American School of Classical Studies 

at Athens.  
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 2.6.      Labraunda, plan of Sanctuary of Zeus. After P. Hellstr ö m and T. Theime,  Labraunda Vol. I.3, 

The Temple of Zeus,  Stockholm 1982, pl. 26. Courtesy Swedish Labraunda Excavations.  

 2.7.      Labraunda, Sanctuary of Zeus. Broad steps from the southeast. Photo Mary 

Hollinshead.  
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by a complex structure usually called the Propylaia (more recently the 

Upper Stoa) that combined dining chambers, doorways, a colonnaded 

fa ç ade with symmetrical projecting wings ( paraskenia ), and a fl ight of 37 

steps 21.03 meters wide ( Figs. 2.8 – 2.9 ).  26   This Upper Stoa transformed 

the process of approach; not only did the angle of view of the tem-

ple change, but in fact the temple disappeared behind the colonnade. 

Instead of Labraunda  ’s segmented linear sequence, breadth and sym-

metry are emphasized.   The excavators envisioned Athenian infl uence in 

the projecting wings, drawing comparisons with Mnesikles’ Propylaia 

to the Acropolis.  27   While the Upper Stoa certainly adapted established 

forms, perhaps even from Athenian concepts, its signifi cance lies in what 

was new, especially the scale of the staircase and the integrated com-

plexity of the building. Whether or not one chooses to see infl uence of 

 2.8.      Lindos, plan of the Sanctuary of Athena. After E. Dygve (based on Chr. Blinkenberg 

and K. F. Kinch),  Lindos. Fouilles et Recherches 1902–1914 et 1952 , vol. III.2,  Le sanctuaire d’Athana 

Lindia et l’architecture Lindienne , Berlin and Copenhagen 1960, p. 532, fi g. XIV.6. Courtesy 

National Museum, Copenhagen, Department of Classical and Near Eastern Antiquities.  
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the Mnesiklean propylaia in the projecting wings, I would propose that 

broad steps themselves promote symmetry, as most users will choose 

a path up the middle of a monumental stairway; the projecting wings 

certainly reinforce the principle here.   Lindos’ Upper Stoa brings archi-

tectural order and coherence to a very diffi cult site, steep, with limited 

usable space. Processions would have ascended from the northern edge 

of the acropolis outcropping, where remnants of a contemporary fl ight 

of fi fty-fi ve steps are still visible beside the modern path.  28   There is not 

much scope for a lengthy procession within the temenos. The  pompe      

brought important vitality to the act of sacrifi ce  , through the kinetic 

energy of people and animals in motion, through their anticipation, and 

through the collective energy of a crowd. Given the steep and uneven 

terrain, the exceptionally broad staircase captured and concentrated the 

drive of a procession that probably needed gathering for the fi nal ascent. 

At the same time, the visual effect of the steps’ long horizontal surfaces 

and the physical rhythm generated in ascending them introduced order 

 2.9.      Lindos, model of acropolis from north. After E. Dyggve (based on Chr. Blinkenberg 

and K. F. Kinch),  Lindos. Fouilles et Recherches 1902–1914 et 1952 , vol. III.2,  Le sanctuaire d’Athana 

Lindia et l’architecture Lindienne , Berlin and Copenhagen 1960, p. 531, fi g. XIV.3. Photo courtesy 

National Museum, Copenhagen, Department of Classical and Near Eastern Antiquities.  
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and discipline to the process. The architectural changes at Lindos reori-

ented preexisting processional behavior even as they prepared visitors 

visually and physically to direct their attention to the upcoming ritual.         

 The particularities of Lindian worship are not fully understood, and 

yet the architecture suggests that the temple court was a terminus for 

the  pompe     , and presumably a locus of ritual activity. The nature and 

location of sacrifi ce   at this sanctuary has caused controversy. No archae-

ological remains can be identifi ed with confi dence as an altar, but traces 

of an orthogonal feature in the inner court in front (northwest) of the 

temple may be remnants of an altar. This court could have held an altar, 

but it would have been very small (18.20 x 12.80 m.) for the slaughter 

and butchering of multiple cows.  29   

 The spectacular 87 meters long Lower Stoa set symmetrically across 

the lower part of the Upper Stoa’s stairway at Lindos may date as early as 

the late third century, after the earthquake of 227/6  B.C.E . Its long colon-

nade expands the built path of approach across the full breadth of the 

site, while its projecting ends reiterate the design of the Upper Stoa. The 

stylobate of the Lower Stoa’s central colonnade was set over the two low-

est steps of the monumental stairway so that immediately inside the col-

onnade it intersects the ascending steps of the monumental stairway.  30   

Although recently Lippolis and other scholars have emphasized the unity 

of concept with the Upper Stoa, proposing that the entire architectural 

assemblage of Upper and Lower Stoa were envisioned as an integrated 

composition from the beginning, I believe that both construction and 

design argue for a more evolutionary interpretation.  31   The formal com-

pression represented by the Lower Stoa’s encroachment on the stairway 

is signifi cant, especially since the broad steps obviously constituted a 

major feature of the site, visually and experientially. The Upper Stoa was 

an innovative structure for the third century but its new developments 

(stairs, integrated parts) are consistent with trends in contemporary 

Greek and Karian building, such as a diminished emphasis on the tem-

ple alone, and an increased use of terraces and stairs. Planning the entire 

assemblage of Upper and Lower Stoas linked by stairs seems improbable 

for the early Hellenistic period. Without conclusive evidence, it is prefer-

able to interpret the structures at Lindos as planned in sequence, as they 

were constructed. 
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 Lindos provided architectural articulation of the route to the temple 

from archaic times. Like the broad steps of Labraunda  , those at Lindos 

gave a metonymic presence in built stone to the concept of the  pompe     . 

The grand stairs of the Upper Stoa at Lindos were designed for dis-

play – but the primary display was social more than architectural, of 

pageantry ordered and concentrated atop the acropolis en route to the 

sacrifi ce  .   

   The sanctuary of Asklepios at Kos may be the best known set of broad 

steps in the Greek world. The well-watered hillside site was initially 

known for its sacred grove of cypress trees, noted in inscriptions and 

written sources as a destination for processions.  32   The earliest physical 

remains at the site date to the fourth century  B.C.E ., but the fi rst compre-

hensive building program dates to the third century ( Figs. 2.10 – 2.11 ). 

Cult activity was focused on the middle of three terraces, with an altar 

faced by two small temples, as well as a dining chamber, a spring house 

and other small structures.  33   On the Upper Terrace a portico of wooden 

posts framed the sacred grove of cypress trees.  34           

 Contemporary with these arrangements, another  ╉ -shaped stoa faced 

uphill below the Middle Terrace.  35   The marble Doric colonnades had 

a series of rooms behind, most likely associated with the healing pro-

cess, and perhaps also available to festival-goers. Just west of center in 

the long northern segment of the colonnade, a propylon embedded in 

the stoa afforded a near-symmetrical entrance to the large open rectan-

gular Lower Terrace. Leading up to the propylon are foundations and 

side walls of a broad stairway over 13 meters wide, but none of the steps 

are preserved.  36   Opposite the propylon and slightly west, another set of 

broad steps ascended to the Middle Terrace, as indicated by side walls 

perpendicular to the terrace wall. Again, only side walls and foundations 

remain of these steps, estimated to have been 10.4 meters wide, rising 

circa 6 meters high.  37   Ascending worshippers would arrive at the heart 

of the sanctuary facing the altar-temple axis. By the mid-third century, 

they would climb broad steps, pass through the lower stoa to the open 

expanse of the Lower Terrace. From there they would see another broad 

stairway traversing a terrace wall to the altar and temple of Asklepios, 

with auxiliary buildings clustered nearby, accentuating the sense of a 

cult nexus. Close behind these structures was another terrace wall. 
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Farther up the hillside, the sacred cypress grove would have furnished 

a visual backdrop for activities on the lower terraces; only the ends of 

the portico framing it may have been visible. This third-century archi-

tectural confi guration suggests that people and processions moved pur-

posefully to the altar and the Middle Terrace, which may have become 

the end point for processions to the grove, or there may have been addi-

tional passageways (no longer extant) around either end of the Middle 

Terrace up to the trees of the Upper Terrace. 

 A wealth of epigraphic evidence provides unusually specifi c informa-

tion as to how the Asklepieion functioned. In 242  B.C.E . a panhellenic 

pentateric festival, the Great Asklepieia, was established.  Theoroi  solicited 

grants of  asylia  and contributions from cities and rulers. Processions, 

sacrifi ces   (in detail) and competitions are attested in inscriptions.  38   

 2.10.      Kos, plan of Sanctuary of Asklepios. After P. Schazmann and R. Herzog,  Kos. Ergebnisse der 

deutschen Ausgrabungen und Forschungen vol. I. Asklepieion , Berlin 1932, pl. 38. Courtesy of the German 

Archaeological Institute.  
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This newly grand sanctuary would have served daily needs, especially 

for healing; inscriptions tell of an annual festival ( panegyris ) with pro-

cession; and every fi ve years, the gala Great Asklepieia attracted visitors 

from far and wide to join festivities at the sanctuary. The success of Kos’ 

panhellenic venture is documented by the varied sources of  asylia  decrees 

found in Kos and the varied origins of contestants whose names are pre-

served in victory lists from the Great Asklepieia. International contacts 

are attested from Sicily to Samothrace, mainland Greece, Crete, and Asia 

Minor to Mesopotamia.  39   

 By the middle of the second century around 170–150  B.C.E ., another 

major building phase transformed the Asklepieion. New construction 

on the Upper Terrace replaced the earlier wooden portico with a per-

manent marble stoa with Doric columns and entablature on the same 

 ╉ -shaped footprint.  40   A massive new terrace wall between the earlier 

Middle Terrace wall and the sacred grove gave sharp defi nition to the 

Upper Terrace. Most striking was the addition of a large new Temple 

(A) set symmetrically toward the front of the Upper Terrace, with a truly 

monumental stairway, both broad and long, leading from the altar of the 

Middle Terrace through the terrace wall to just before the new  temple.  41   

The marble-faced steps, of which the six lowest were in situ, ascend circa 

11 meters in at least two fl ights (Becker would add additional landings.) 

The lower, 11.25 meters wide, of perhaps thirty-eight steps, passes over 

 2.11.      Kos. Reconstruction of Sanctuary of Asklepios. After P. Schazmann and R. Herzog, 

 Kos. Ergebnisse der deutschen Ausgrabungen und Forschungen vol. I. Asklepieion , Berlin 1932, pl. 40. 

Courtesy of the German Archaeological Institute.  
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the old terrace wall to a horizontal landing in the intermediate space 

between old and new terrace walls. Bases for dedications fl ank the paved 

intermediate platform and there are slots, perhaps for posts holding ban-

ners on either side wall of the upper fl ight. The upper second fl ight, 9.25 

meters wide of perhaps twenty-seven steps, penetrated the new terrace 

wall, then expanded to six steps circa 18 meters wide, creating a visual 

base for the temple.  42   The steps themselves were well suited for walking, 

with a height of 0.17 meters and a depth of 0.335 meters.  43   Their starting 

point, in close proximity to the altar and Temple B, suggests that the 

lower fl ight could have served double duty as a viewing stand for sacri-

fi ces   and rituals at the altar, as well as access to the new temple above. 

Temple A was large, ostentatious and dominant. Its 6 x 11 peripteral 

Doric form has been compared to the temple of Asklepios at Epidauros   

only larger. Its scale has been compared to a fragmentary temple once in 

the gymnasion at Pergamon  .  44   Within decades of this large-scale refur-

bishing, the altar was also rebuilt, around 130  B.C.E .  45   In addition, con-

tinuous marble paving was added in the center of the Middle Terrace 

and between the top step of the grand staircase and Temple A, conveying 

an experiential message of cultic connection.  46   

 Written testimonia note a procession to the cypress grove as part of 

the worship of Asklepios at Kos. As a  pompe      approached (perhaps com-

ing from the town, 4 km. distant) the new temple provided a visual 

terminus. The succession of broad staircases direct and channel the 

procession, concentrating its attention and activity. The steps continue 

momentum from the altar to the Upper Terrace and the cypress grove, 

the destination for the procession. The new temple may have changed 

the visual fi eld more than it did the ritual. 

 It is not clear whether either the third-century or the second-century 

improvements to the sanctuary were the consequence of Koan initiative 

and enterprise, or whether the Asklepieion’s dramatic growth refl ects 

donations by major benefactors. Proposals that Ptolemy   II Philadelphos, 

(who was born on Kos in 309/8  B.C.E .) underwrote the third-century 

expansion of the site, or that Eumenes II   of Pergamon gave Kos the tem-

ple of the second century  B.C.E . remain speculation.  47   Absent explicit 

confi rmation of patronage by specifi c rulers, it is worth noting that 

inscriptions record that combined resources, from state donations, cult 
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contributions, and externally solicited funds were all used to carry out 

rituals and activities at the Asklepieion.  48   There may not have been a sin-

gle patron, even for improvements on such a grand scale. 

 These second-century additions projected the principles of axiality 

and symmetry onto the existing confi guration of the Asklepieion. In 

the third century, the implied passage from propylon to broad steps to 

altar complex represented a necessary route of approach arranged with 

an awareness of symmetry, as shown by the  ╉ -shaped stoa of the Lower 

Terrace. But it is only the relentless alignment of second-century struc-

tures that suggests an intended formal axis from propylon to Temple A. 

The new second-century structures would have affected the behavior of 

worshippers. Were the grand stairway and the Upper Terrace intended 

to articulate (and facilitate) processions that had always made their way 

to the sacred grove? Or were they entirely directed toward the temple? 

Who had authority to reconfi gure such a major sanctuary and its essen-

tial practices so thoroughly? 

 Such major renovations can be seen as a question of agency. Would an 

external if friendly monarch be entitled to change worshippers’ behav-

ior by endowing the new temple and its setting? Did sanctuary super-

visors solicit a patron or a group of benefactors to underwrite grand 

new facilities? One can imagine that the Middle Terrace became impos-

sibly cramped as the Asklepieion’s renown generated lavish processions 

and celebrations. Did primary agency lie with worshippers in proces-

sion? Even if the route of access changed, gala processions to sacrifi ce   

are amply attested as a key feature throughout the life of this sanctuary. 

It may be that participation in a kinetic performative ritual such as the 

procession, counted for more than its particular route as it led to the 

culminating event of sacrifi ce   at a fi xed point (the altar) within the sanc-

tuary. As they accommodated crowds of worshippers, the emphatic apex 

of temple and stairway themselves represented in built form the scale 

and practice of worship at the Asklepieion. 

 As at Labraunda   and Lindos, changes in the pathway were part of a 

larger modifi cation of the sanctuary. The display and movement – and 

destination – were ultimately more important than a fi xed or traditional 

route within the confi nes of the temenos. The meaning persisted in 

the act of processing even if the route changed.  49   However, once the 
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procession was given architectural articulation with monumental steps, 

the built path codifi ed this behavior, bringing the  pompe      that much 

closer to ritual status. The order, rhythm, and organization intrinsic to 

the form of steps are essential traits of ritual, making the architecture 

and its activity mutually reinforcing.    

  Theatral Steps 

 Stairs were for descending as well as ascending. It is quite possible that 

the monumental steps at Kos   could also have served a theatral pur-

pose for viewing sacrifi ce   at the altar, whose ongoing importance is 

shown by its enlargement in the second century, when the grand stair-

case and temple were built. Comparable confi gurations of altar, steps, 

and temple are known to have existed as early as the sixth century  B.C.E . 

(e.g., at Selinous).  50   Active, intensive observation was integral to partic-

ipation in the act of sacrifi ce  . A fourth-century  B.C.E.  inscription from 

Oropos   in Attica refers to “the theater by the altar” (now represented by 

an arc of three decrepit steps, see Fig. 3.13), suggesting that some sanctu-

aries had facilities constructed for worshippers to observe sacrifi ce   and 

associated ceremonies.  51   Functionally there had to be space around the 

altar. Architecturally, this most important spot in the sanctuary derived 

emphasis by its isolation in space as well as its alignment with a monu-

mental temple. At the sanctuary of Hera at Perachora  , of Demeter and 

Kore at Corinth  , of Apollo at Argos  , of Demeter at Pergamon  , and of 

Apollo at at Knidos   long ranks of steps beside an altar framed the ritual 

while providing better viewing for worshippers. 

   The archaic sanctuary in the harbor precinct at Perachora under-

went a major building project in the late sixth century, resulting in con-

struction of a new temple, a new altar, and an adjacent rank of at least 

seven steps ( Figs. 2.12 – 2.13 ).  52   Reaching a breadth of circa 12 meters, 

the steps have an average height of 0.23–0.24 meters, providing a facil-

ity for observers to view rituals at and around the altar, as well as access 

to a route to the Middle Terrace above and east of this sanctuary. These 

steps also served to stabilize the steep hillside, where erosion contin-

ues to threaten. Because of their low height, they are not well suited for 

seated onlookers; spectators must have stood.  53   The rank of steps begins 

hard up against the base of the altar (Ionic columns added to the altar in 
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 2.12.      Perachora, plan of Sanctuary of Hera. After R. A. Tomlinson, “Perachora” in  Le sanctuaire 

grec. Entretiens (Fondation Hardt) , ed. A. Schlachter, Geneva 1992, fi g. 1. Courtesy R. A. Tomlinson.  

 2.13.      Perachora, steps and adjacent altar (on right) from the southwest. Photo Mary 

Hollinshead.  
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the fourth century encroach on the lower steps, which were cut away to 

make room for them.) Space was tight. However, the grandstand of stone 

steps was well situated to view any festivities that may have occurred in 

the modest area between temple and altar, on the shore, or on the water 

if such activities ever took place within the well-defi ned enclosure of the 

harbor.  54             

   Revisiting the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore on the north slope of 

Acrocorinth, we encounter theatral facilities for observing whatever cult 

activities took place on the Middle Terrace, reached by the processional 

stairway discussed earlier. From the fi fth century on, and possibly as 

early as the sixth century, the Upper Terrace included stepped rock-cut 

areas for viewing ceremonies taking place on the Middle Terrace ( Figs. 

2.4 – 2.5 ). A “theatral area” of fi ve steps provided standing room for spec-

tators to view occurrences on the terrace below. Carved out of the rough 

breccia bedrock (now badly weathered and worn), three areas of steps 

can be discerned: the southernmost set was aligned with the proces-

sional stairway below but extended beyond the sides of the steps.  55   With 

risers averaging 0.20–0.29 meters in height and treads averaging 0.40 

meters wide, these steps could accommodate either standees or seated 

observers. (The bedrock may have been faced with limestone in antiq-

uity, but that need not have changed the proportions estimated for the 

steps.) The excavators estimated a capacity of circa fi fty people for this 

intentionally small facility.  56   The steps’ dimensions are also well suited 

for walking, and would have afforded convenient passage up and down 

this steep slope. In the late fourth or early third century the small view-

ing area was succeeded – or supplemented – by a more overtly theatral 

installation nearby to the southeast.  57   This Upper Terrace was designed 

to provide views of events below. Processions making their way uphill 

would present pleasing prospects to spectators in this viewing area, 

but the primary focus must have been on rituals that took place on the 

Middle Terrace. Unfortunately, we lack suffi cient information to know 

what activity merited such attention. The excavators noted the restric-

tive aspects of narrow entrances to the Middle Terrace, and observed the 

small size of the theatral area and its successor, suggesting that this cult 

may have had aspects of a mystery cult.  58     

   Scholars disagree whether the ten (or more) rock-cut steps stretching 

27 meters. in breadth behind the altar of Pythian Apollo on the Aspis 
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at Argos   were solely an aesthetic transition between Lower and Upper 

Terraces or whether they were intended for spectators ( Figs. 2.14 – 2.15 ).  59   

The area surrounding the altar is reduced to stark bedrock. There are 

remains of some structures on the Middle Terrace, but no trace of the 

temple of Apollo alluded to in a third-century inscription from the site.  60   

Temples to Apollo and to Athena are reported by Pausanias   (2.24.1.), 

who also mentions an oracular ritual in which a chaste woman prophe-

sied after tasting blood from a sacrifi cial lamb. The inscription concerns 

refurbishing the sanctuary of Apollo, and mentions improvements 

such as moving the altar to the east, and the  ὀ  [  ╊  ｙ  ┺  (brow), which may 

indicate the steps, or some formation that preceded their cutting.  61   We 

surmise that the temple lay west of the altar, opposite the steps. Roux 

argued that the steps were exclusively ornamental, forming an aesthetic 

transition between terraces as an artifi cial stepped retaining wall, while 

others interpret them as facilities for observing rituals at the altar.  62   

If the steps did hold spectators, there would have been room for 540 

standees or more. The steps’ low risers, 0.21–0.23 meters tall, and treads 

0.43–0.45 meters wide would make for cramped seating, so that any use 

must have involved walking or standing.  63   Whether they also provided 

monumental access to and from the Upper Terrace is an open question. 

 2.14.      Argos, plan of Sanctuary of Apollo Pythios. After G. Roux, “Le sanctuaire argien d’Apollon 

Pyth é en,” Revue des  É tudes Grecques 70, 1957, fi g. 1.  
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Their close proximity, only 1.48 meters from the altar, would constrict a 

procession drastically. The placement of the broad steps at this oracular 

sanctuary implies that they would be the terminus of the procession, 

gathering worshippers hard by the altar and defi ning a boundary for the 

Upper Terrace that may have been restricted to select visitors, or at least 

to visitors who did not arrive en masse. One role of a viewing facility is 

to create dense proximity that concentrates the energy and attention of 

the crowd. The downward facing steps thus consolidate the effect of the 

 pompe      and intensify the experience of the sacrifi ce  .         

   At the third-century  B.C.E . sanctuary of Demeter at Pergamon, nine 

rows of seats (with steps at either end for access) 44 m. long, consti-

tuted a theatral gallery for eight hundred observers or more overlook-

ing an open terrace with one major and several lesser altars to the east 

of the temple ( Figs. 2.16 – 2.17 ). Closed off from the external world, the 

sanctuary apparently served as a Thesmophorion, with rites restricted 

to women, linking agrarian and female fertility, as indicated by architec-

tural confi guration, votives, and inscriptions. Traces of an early temenos 

wall and propylaia, as well as a large altar and four smaller altars sug-

gest that a sacred precinct may have existed on the site in the fourth 

century and possibly earlier.  64   Epigraphical evidence attests to massive 

 2.15.      Argos, Sanctuary of Apollo Pythios. Steps adjacent to altar (on left). Photo Mary 

Hollinshead.  

              

       



Monumental Steps and the Shaping of Ceremony 51cef

refurbishing in the second quarter of the third century. The entire ter-

race was enlarged and its surface lowered by removing circa 1 meter of 

earth. A tetrastyle Ionic temple to Demeter was erected; an inscription 

on its pronaos stated that Philetairos   (281–263  B.C.E .) and his brother 

Eumenes   I (263–241  B.C.E .) dedicated it to Demeter on behalf of their 

 2.16.      Pergamon, Sanctuary of Demeter, plan under Apollonis. After C. P. Piok Zanon, “Dank an 

Demeter: Neue Gedanken zu Architektur und Bedeutung des Demeter-Kultes in Pergamon im 

sp ä ten 3. Jh. v. Chr.,”  IstMitt  57, 2007, fi g. 1 p. 326. Courtesy Cornelie Piok Zanon.  

 2.17.      Pergamon, Sanctuary of Demeter from east. Courtesy Cornelie Piok Zanon.  
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mother Boas.  65   A large new altar east of the temple and aligned with 

its fa ç ade was inscribed with the same message. The four existing small 

altars extend across the eastern sector of the sanctuary.         

 The northern side of the temenos, set against a steep slope, was aug-

mented by a long (43.9 m.) rank of nine steps in the eastern half and a 

stoa in the western half. The dimensions of the steps themselves (0.373 m. 

high, 0.712 m. wide) are well suited for seated spectators, an interpre-

tation reinforced by the presence of at least two vertical rows of smaller 

steps, facilitating access like the aisles of Greek theaters.  66   These steps 

could have accommodated 800–850 spectators. While these seats cer-

tainly helped stabilize the precipitous slope, there is no doubt that 

they served primarily for viewing whatever took place in the open space 

between temple and propylon, at and near various altars. 

 Ritual practices in this sanctuary may have differed signifi cantly from 

elsewhere. The fact that the altar lies west of the grandstand and not 

directly below it implies variation in the ritual proceedings. On the other 

hand, there is a conventional temple and altar set, so that we need not 

discard the grandstand as an example of Hellenistic architectural prac-

tices. C. G. Thomas has emphasized that Demeter was worshipped here 

in the Thesmophoria, restricted to women, and not in the rites of the 

Eleusinian mysteries  .  67   Without knowing the enactment thus viewed, 

we can nevertheless recall the similar spatial confi guration, with specta-

tors looking down on a terrace in front of the “oikos” at the sanctuary 

of Demeter and Kore in Corinth  , suggesting comparable ritual activi-

ties. The structures of this closed sanctuary present a clear and distinct 

message about what to do (sit here) and where ritual activity occurred, 

even if we are ignorant of the rites viewed from these seats. The scale 

and placement of the theatral steps at Pergamon’s sanctuary of Demeter 

provide emphatic architectural codifi cation of viewing as participation, 

a fundamental premise of Greek religious ritual.   

   At the west end of the city of Knidos, a rank of theatral steps looked 

down on the sanctuary of Apollo Karneios from above ( Figs. 2.18 –

 2.19 ).  68   A pair of buildings, at least one apparently a nonperipteral tem-

ple, faced a large stepped altar ornamented with reliefs of nymphs. An 

inscribed dedication to Apollo Karneios and also two sculptors’ names 

provides attribution and a second-century  B.C.E . date.  69   The extant tem-

ple is Roman, but unexplored remains beneath it suggest that there may 
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have been an earlier structure on the site.  70   Close parallels of architec-

tural materials and execution indicate that construction of the round 

temple of Athena and its small altar on the terrace directly above must 

be contemporary with the altar of Apollo, and so date to the mid-second 

century  B.C.E .  71           

 From the north side of the altar of Apollo an imposing retaining wall of 

ashlar masonry circa 7 meters high or more defi nes one side of that lower 

precinct. Above it, a series of steps for seated observers ascends the steep 

slope north to a narrow terrace with an altar in front of a naiskos on the 

west, then another retaining wall that forms the border of the precinct of 

Athena above, with its round temple, small rectangular altar, and a series 

of small treasury-like buildings continuing to the east.  72   Although heavily 

rebuilt in the second century  C.E ., the steps are thought to have been pre-

sent in the original arrangement of the sanctuary. Traces of seven rows of 

steps remain. Each step is 0.35–0. 37 meters high and circa 0.51 meters 

 2.18.      Knidos, plan of Sanctuary of Apollo. After I. C. Love, “A Preliminary Report of the  excavations 

at Knidos, 1972,”  AJA  77, 1973, fi g. 34. Drawing Sheila Gibson. Courtesy I. C. Love.  
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deep. While the longest extant row is circa 20 meters long, neither the 

east nor the west end of the steps has been identifi ed, so that they prob-

ably extended farther, especially to the west; this stepped facility could 

have accommodated three hundred spectators or more. Observers were 

seated, as suggested by the dimensions of the steps, and confi rmed by 

two intermediate aisles with smaller steps for ease of walking, like those 

at Pergamon  ’s Demeter sanctuary or between the  kerkides  of a theater. 

 The close and integrated relationship with the temenos of Apollo 

below and Athena above imply that a stepped arrangement was part of 

the second-century- B.C.E . establishment.  73   While recognizing that the 

steps were a critical connector contributing supplementary support to 

the terraces above, we can also ask what did observers watch in the pre-

cinct of Apollo? In addition to sacrifi ce  s and associated events around 

the altar, contests and festivities in honor of Triopian Apollo mentioned 

by Herodotos   (1.144) may have taken place in the sanctuary of Apollo 

below.  74   The stepped seating also affords spectacular views of the site 

of Knidos for a concentration of three hundred or more worshippers, 

which would have included processions making their way to the sanc-

tuary for sacrifi ce  , contests, and festivities. Their dramatic downward 

view announces the importance of events at the altar. As architectural 

forms, these theatral steps beside altars provide visual emphasis by their 

 2.19.      Knidos, Sanctuary of Apollo from southeast. Photo Mary Hollinshead.  
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directionality, sloping down to the center of ritual, and by their framing 

function, defi ning edges that articulate ritual space. As important as the 

form itself is their expression of capacity. When not occupied by wor-

shippers, these ranks of steps advertise the scale of participation at the 

venue and so add authority to the sanctuary and its ceremonies.   

 Formal analyses of Hellenistic architecture mention linked pathways, 

symmetry, and architectural framing among new emphases in sanctu-

ary design. Yet such comprehensive planning may have been a second-

ary effect. Many examples of broad steps were intended to capture (i.e., 

direct and enhance) existing human behavior, the processions, and the 

witnessing of rituals that were expected activities in sanctuaries.   A key 

development in the Hellenistic period is the increase in patronage – not 

only commissioning specifi c structures, but more often funding festi-

val activities, such as  pompai,  banquets, and sacrifi ce  s. Such fi nancial 

sponsorship of specifi c projects by wealthy individuals became wide-

spread in Hellenistic cities and sanctuaries.  75   Expanded display in ritual 

behavior made possible by the new euergetism led to expanded display 

in architecture. These patrons, along with cultural expectations around 

the  pompe  and sacrifi ce  , exercise agency – can the same be said for archi-

tecture? Once these monumental stairways and grandstands were built, 

their expressive form, strategic placement, and perduring stone con-

struction conferred agency upon them. Their form represented utilitar-

ian function on a grand scale while adding traits that complemented 

and enhanced the enactment of ritual, giving formal expression to the 

location and scope of celebration. In directing worshippers’ movement 

and attention, monumental steps brought order, rhythm, and energy to 

the act of sacrifi ce  . The scope of the sacrifi ce   was expanded by increased 

regularization of the  pompe.    

 Monumental steps thus prescribed how both events and structures 

were experienced. Steps for viewing articulated the locus of enactment 

and intensifi ed the focus of a crowd by facing them down towards the 

performed rites. For those processing and viewing, the placement of 

monumental steps gave meaning to sanctuary architecture by posi-

tioning worshippers so as to add emphasis to specifi c structures and 

locations. Permanent monumental steps encouraged perpetuation of 

the activities they were built to serve. Even empty, their form implies 

group use, and their grand scale and evident capacity carry a message of 
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authority – not the authority of an individual patron or donor, but the 

communal authority of well-attended ceremonies.  
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parallels of form between Temple A and a scarcely preserved temple in the gym-
nasium at Pergamon. While supporting material is scant for this hypothesis, 
there is ample epigraphical evidence of close relations over generations between 
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Attalid rulers and Kos. Sherwin-White  1978 , pp. 163, 358, 369. Herzog  1928  no. 
9. Cf. H ö ghammar  1993 , p. 24.  

  48.     Sherwin-White 1978, pp. 344, 358.  
  49.     Mylonopoulos  2008 . More broadly, Chaniotis  2005 .  
  50.     Selinous Temple M. Pompeo  1999 .  
  51.      IG VII  4255, 29. Petrakos  1968 , pp. 98–99, 180 dates the inscription 338–322 

 B.C.E . R. Frederiksen  2002 , pp. 128–9 and pl. 35. Travlos pp. 301–3 fi g. 380. Anti 
and Polacco 1969. Three steps (0.25 m. high, 0.30–31 m. wide) circa 20 m. long 
remain, in a broadly curving arc close to the north side of the altar. The center 
of their arc aligns with the placement of the earliest of three successive altars, 
suggesting a late-fi fth-century date for their initial construction. The inscrip-
tion records the reuse of the component blocks of the presumably dismantled 
 ╁  ｑ  ┺  ̈   ╊  ╈  ╆ , in a water channel, part of a general refurbishing of the sanctuary. We 
cannot be sure exactly what the original structure looked like especially since 
the theater did not assume a canonical form until the 4th century. The term 
 theatron  encompassed a variety of venues from which people could observe.  LSJ  
s.v.  ╁  ｑ  ┺  ̈   ╊  ╈  ╆ . Frederiksen  2002 , pp. 74–76, special note p. 121.  

  52.     Tomlinson  1992 . Date: Plommer and Salviat  1966 , pp. 207–15 by juxtaposition 
and material. Menadier  1995 , pp. 75–78, 120. Payne 1940.  

  53.     Width 0.41–0.50 m. is just adequate for sitting, but is cramped in combina-
tion with the low height of the risers. Contrast the bench within the nearby 
hall to the southwest 0.35m high and 0.50 m. wide. Kuhn  1985 , pp. 292–293. 
Menadier  1995 . Measurements: Payne  1940 .  

  54.     For the harbor, Blackmon  1966 .  
  55.     Steps 7–11 in sector Q-R 19–20 are 4.8–5.0 m. wide.  Corinth  XVIII.3, pp. 256–8.  
  56.      Corinth  XVIII.3, p. 256–7.  
  57.      Corinth  XVIII.3, pp. 260–6.  
  58.      Corinth  XVIII.3, pp. 247, 433.  
  59.     There is room at the top for another step or two. Vollgraff  1956 , p. 43. Pausanias 

2.24.1 calls the site that of Apollo Deiradiotes, after the name of its location on 
the  deiras , or ridge.  

  60.     Besides the altar and steps, the lower terrace has foundations of an archaic 
stoa along the north side, with informal, irregular rock-cut steps giving access 
to a slope to the upper terrace. Another stoa, with a central row of columns, 
occupied the north side of the upper terrace, and there are scant remains of a 
quadrangular building with an interior peristyle, and also of a peripteral tho-
los on its own square terrace. The two-aisled stoa has been assigned a 4th cen-
tury date, and the other two buildings have been called Hellenistic. Vollgraff 
 1956 .  

  61.     Vollgraff  1956 , p. 112.  
  62.     Roux  1957 , p. 480. Roux  1961 , pp. 77–78.  
  63.     Vestiges of plaster and the absence of wear reveal that these steps had another 

surface, whether plaster or a veneer of applied stone slabs.  
  64.      AvP XVIII  esp. pp. 56–7. Radt  1988 , pp. 206–7. Becker  2003 , p. 251. Thomas 

 1998 , p. 284, 286–7. Piok Zanon  2007 .  
  65.     Umholtz  1999 . Thomas  1998 , p. 285. Hepding  1910 , p. 437. Piok Zanon 2007.  
  66.      AvP XVIII . Becker ( 2003 , pp. 249–50) reconstructs two additional aisles in sup-

port of symmetrical planning. Unfortunately, the extant remains are too scanty 
to support or disprove his (plausible) hypothesis.  
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  67.     Thomas  1998 . Later second-century  C.E . Roman enhancements to nymphaeum, 
temple and altar may have accompanied a shift in ritual focus as well, to a more 
Eleusinian worship of Demeter and Kore.  

  68.     Bankel  2004 . Becker  2003 , p. 255. Love  1972 , p. 404–5. Love  1973 , p. 423.  
  69.     Bankel  1997 , pp. 53, 69. Love  1973 , p. 423. Stampolides  1984 . Bruns-Özgan 

1997.  
  70.     Bankel  1997 , pp. 59, 67, 69;  2004 .  
  71.     Bankel  1997 , pp. 53, 69;  2004 .  
  72.     Bankel  2004 , pp. 101 fi g. 2, 104.  
  73.     Bankel  1997 , p. 68;  2004 , pp. 103–6.  
  74.     The location of the Triopion is far from certain. Bankel  1997 , p.69;  2004 , favors 

the location in this sanctuary of Apollo Karneios. However, see Berges and Tuna 
(Berges  1994 . Berges and Tuna  2000 ,  2001 ) argue that the Triopion should be 
located at the site of Emecik farther east on the peninsula.  

  75.     Gauthier  1985 . Dignas  2002 . Van Bremen  1996 . Schmitt-Pantel  1981 . For 
civic and political agendas associated with these practices, see Chaniotis 1995, 
Chankowski 2005, and Sumi 2004.  
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     CHAPTER THREE 

 COMING AND GOING IN THE 

SANCTUARY OF THE GREAT GODS, 

SAMOTHRACE   

    Bonna D.   Wescoat    

   In Shakespeare’s    As You Like It,  Jaques, libertine turned fool in search 

of a meaningful identity, wanders through the Forest of Arden, singing 

apparent nonsense, which he claims “’Tis a Greek invocation, to call fools 

into a circle” (2.5.58–60). While not the most authentic of Shakespeare’s 

fools, Jaques later makes the famous observation:

  All the world’s a stage, 

 And all the men and women merely players.

They have their exits and their entrances (2.7.139–41)   

 The philosophizing Jaques has hit upon the actions that interest us here: 

gathering in a circle and coming and going from that circle. Samothrace 

is the stage; the scene, the Theatral Complex on the Eastern Hill at the 

entrance to the Sanctuary of the Great Gods; the players, pilgrims who 

have come to participate in the  mysteria      ( Figs. 3.1 – 3.2 , no. 25).  1   In this 

chapter, I aim to examine the reciprocity of circular form and ritual 

experience in a construction known as the Theatral Circle. In the essays 

presented in this volume by Mary Hollinshead   and Margaret Miles  , tra-

versing, processing, gathering, and witnessing provide key subjects of 

inquiry. The added component in my investigation involves the par-

ticular shape of the gathering space. The basic thesis is hardly novel: 

architectural form is not the mere handmaiden of function but has 

semantic value and the capacity to transform the experience of those 

who engage it spatially, metaphysically, psychologically, emotionally, 

and associatively.  2           
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 Of course, scholars working with choral performance and the the-

ater long have studied circular space and performance,  3   but most are 

undoubtedly eager to put an end to discussions of formal origins and 

associations (whether the  khoros     , “dancing fl oor” or  halos     , “threshing 

fl oor”), not least because they rely on the now disproved hypothesis of 

an original circular orchestra.  4   The Theatral Circle in the Sanctuary of 

the Great Gods, however, was unquestionably circular from its incep-

tion, and the place where it takes us differs fundamentally from that of a 

theater’s orchestra.   The mystery cult of the Great Gods focused on safe-

keeping and transformation. The rites – held in silent trust by the com-

munity of the initiated – promised not only protection at sea but also the 

opportunity for initiates to “become both more pious and more just and 

better in every respect than they were before” (Diod.Sic. 5.48.4–50.1).  5   I 

argue that the conditions for this transformation were established up 

front, so to speak, and by means of architecture, right at the Sanctuary’s 

threshold. Moreover, while the Theatral Complex on the Eastern Hill 

clearly served as a major station upon entering the Sanctuary, I suggest 

that this architecturally confi gured space also played a key role in com-

pleting the initiates’ experience by effecting their fi nal transformation 

upon leaving the Sanctuary.   

 3.1.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, view of the Theatral Complex from the 

Propylon of Ptolemy II to the east. Photo Bonna D. Wescoat.  
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 Prospective initiates into the mysteries of the Great Gods on 

Samothrace approached the Sanctuary from the east, crossing a deep 

torrent that formed the boundary of the temenos to enter a paved cir-

cular space, roughly nine meters in diameter, surrounded by a grand-

stand comprised of fi ve steps ( Figs. 3.1 – 3.2  no. 25, and  Fig. 3.4 ).  6     The 

structure, which we call the Theatral Circle, is the oldest surviving per-

manent construction in the Sanctuary, and it remained the core of the 

complex that formed this ritual threshold to the sacred precinct for 

over half a  millennium.  7   The continuous architectural and sculptural 

elaboration of the area from the late fi fth century  B.C.E.  until the cat-

astrophic destruction of the region by earthquake in the late fi rst or 

early second century  C.E. , testifi es to the signifi cance of the Theatral 

 3.2.      Samothrace, reconstructed plan of the Sanctuary of the Great Gods. Drawing John Kurtich, 

Samothrace Excavations.  
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Complex as a primary locus of sacred activity and public display. At the 

height of its development in the late Hellenistic period, the Theatral 

Circle was surrounded by a hexastyle Doric building, as well as concen-

trically deployed platforms and an outer grandstand. These last struc-

tures supported more than forty life-size bronze statues that framed 

the Theatral Circle and, by extension, embraced the participants in the 

ceremonies enacted here. These essential elements – the orchestra-like 

space, the grandstands, the ordered architecture, and the bronze sculp-

ture – are all familiar components of Greek civic and sacred spaces, 

but their concentric confi guration on Samothrace stands apart from 

our general experience of ancient Greek sacred architecture and spatial 

organization.                               

 We have achieved a good understanding of the design and date, and 

even know the patron of many of the remarkable monuments in the 

Sanctuary of the Great Gods, but we have trouble determining their 

function, a conundrum that includes the Theatral Complex. Although 

its architectural forms and transitional position in the pilgrim’s progress 

suggest multiple uses, the structures themselves defy functional catego-

ries. No extant ancient texts or epigraphic evidence identify the actions 

associated with the Theatral Complex, a situation that extends to much 

of the central Sanctuary as well.  8   The excavator, James R. McCredie  , fol-

lowed by Walter Burkert  , suggests that an initial sacrifi ce   was offered 

in the Theatral Circle.  9   Susan Cole thinks that the prospective initiates 

here received sacred instructions for what was to follow.  10   Kevin Clinton   

has recently argued that the purifi catory rite of  thronosis     , which he sug-

gests may have been performed in this space, constituted preliminary 

initiation, or  myesis .  11   

 Although we cannot fi x the precise ritual or rituals performed in 

the Theatral Circle, we have the powerful essentials of place, form, and 

 participant; we can examine the impact of the circular space on the par-

ticipants and derive some understanding from that relationship. The 

position of the Theatral Circle at the entrance to the Sanctuary, on a 

sloping ridge separated from the ancient city by a steep torrent bed, was 

chosen long before the gate that framed the processional passage from 

the ancient city was built and before the Propylon of Ptolemy II was 

conceived. The orchestra-like space and framing steps are necessary ele-

ments of a theatron, literally a place of watching; in particular, watching 
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performed actions. Here, the concentrically placed circles shape both 

the space of performance and the place of witness. 

 The combination sets the Samothracian structure apart from the 

many other theatra in ancient Greek sanctuaries, whose design rein-

forces the apposition of audience and performed actions.  12   The impe-

tus for the unusual architectural development of the area might have 

emerged from the topography itself, but a depression in the landscape is 

not a suffi cient condition for the series of circular elaborations we fi nd. 

Nor is the shape of actions performed there necessarily the progenitor 

of form. The early shape of the Greek theater orchestra was not circular, 

even if the dance performed there was.  13   The circular shape itself does, 

however, have a semantic value, one that we can trace from its early con-

ception to its heightened exploitation here. How might the interplay of 

physical form and associative power of circularity have affected the pro-

spective initiates? Can such an exploration help shape our understand-

ing of what this place in the Sanctuary accomplished?  

  Building History 

 We cannot doubt the importance of the Theatral Complex within the 

rites of the  myster    ia , given that the Theatral Circle is among the earliest 

permanent structures thus far identifi ed in the Sanctuary. Originally, it 

consisted of a circular zone roughly nine meters in diameter, paved with 

polygonal fi eldstones and framed by at least four concentric steps that 

were interrupted by a two-meter wide passage set roughly opposite the 

point where the procession of prospective initiates entered ( Fig. 3.3  top). 

Although the eastern side of the Theatral Circle has been destroyed, pry 

marks on the foundation indicate that the steps originally continued 

along this side. Prior to the construction of the Propylon of Ptolemy II 

and its monumental causeway in the 280s, we imagine that the proces-

sion crossed over the sacred boundary formed by the ravine by means of 

a small bridge and path that met the wide, top step of the Theatral Circle. 

From here, the participants moved around the perimeter to take their 

places in the grandstands; eventually, they passed down into the orches-

tra and out through the passage toward the center of the Sanctuary. The 

steps are clearly designed for standing, not sitting. They could accommo-

date approximately 240 participants, if each were accorded half a meter 
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 3.3.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, Theatral Circle, restored plan of the fi rst, 

second, and third phases of construction. Drawings Andrea Day, Samothrace Excavations.  
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of standing room.  14   In this confi guration, the Theatral Circle essentially 

operated as an enlarged part of the Sacred Way. While the procession 

surely stopped to perform some action here, the passageway rendered 

the space fl uid; the initiand’s trajectory slowed only temporarily. The 

main goal, passage to the heart of the Sanctuary, remained visually and 

spatially paramount.  15   

 Soon after its construction, however, and certainly no later than 

the second quarter of the fourth century, the Theatral Circle was radi-

cally altered and the full potential of its confi guration realized ( Fig. 3.3  

 center). The passage of the Sacred Way through the circle was blocked, 

the fourth step rebuilt, and a fi fth step added. The additional step and 

fi lled passageway now allowed for roughly 335 participants. The Sacred 

Way was redirected northeastward around the bedrock outcrop before 

turning southwest to rejoin the original path. By making the Theatral 

Circle tangent to, rather than part of, the Sacred Way, those responsible 

for the alteration emphasized gathering within the space rather than 

passage through it. The area became a destination that fully arrested the 

movement of the procession, rather than an enlarged part of the passage 

where the procession temporarily paused. The new confi guration now 

consisted of two unbroken circles, blurring the distinction between the 

orchestra (ostensibly for performing) and the steps (for watching). All 

subsequent phases of development reassert and elaborate this funda-

mental change. 

   The passageway may have been blocked to allow for the construction 

of a building set axially against the Theatral Circle, but the alterations 

to the Circle were complete before construction on the new building 

began.  16     This new building, called the Fieldstone Building, was situated 

virtually on top of what had once been the Sacred Way, even though 

there was ample room to place it further to the east. The portions of the 

north and south walls that survive indicate that the eastern end was set 

against the outer perimeter of the Theatral Circle. The eastern wall prob-

ably rested on the fi fth step of the Theatral Circle. A door onto the Circle 

is the only viable entrance, although none remains. Bedrock outcrops 

delimit the position of the western wall, but we do not know whether it 

had a doorway or not. 

 Although its position over the original Sacred Way is suggestive, 

the Fieldstone Building could not have served as an inner propylon or 
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framed passageway; its stucco fl oor would not have withstood the traf-

fi c. Although the purpose of the structure remains uncertain, it clearly 

provided more than an apotheke, for it bears the earliest example in 

the Sanctuary of interior plaster decoration in imitation of masonry. 

The exterior was also covered with plaster of a denser consistency, some 

fragments of which bear graffi ti. The building may have been the place 

where special implements of the cult required in this area could be kept 

and, perhaps, viewed. It also may have held small offerings such as the 

fi ne terracotta fi gurines and black glaze vessels found on and near its 

fl oor.  17   The elegant appointment of the interior also raises the possibil-

ity that the Fieldstone Building served as a sheltered gathering place, 

either for the offi cials of the cult before meeting prospective initiates or 

for the initiates themselves. The building stood long enough to require 

interior renovation, but it was destroyed, perhaps by fi re, before the task 

was completed.   

   In its place rose a grand marble Doric hexastyle prostyle structure 

set tangent to the Theatral Circle but turned outward to confront the 

processional way ( Figs. 3.3  bottom,  3.4 ,  3.6 ).  18   Owing to the spectacular 

circumstances of its destruction and the subsequent decision to bury 

rather than rebuild the Complex, much of this building survives, even 

though only one fragment of the southeastern corner of the fi rst step 

remains in situ. The nearly pristine southeast corner and penultimate 

epistyle blocks bear the beginning of an important dedicatory inscrip-

tion,  ├  ┛  ┬  ┣  ┥  ┟ | ┣  ┬  ┯  ┣  ┥  ┣  ┪  ┪  ┩  ┬ . Five additional letters, three of which 

cross over a joint face, allow for a full reconstruction: 

  ├  ┛  ┬  ┣  ┥  ┟ | ┣  ┬  ┯  ┣  ┥  ┣  ┪  ┪  ┩  ┬ | Ạ [ ┥  ┟  Ξ  ┛ N] ┞ [ ┫ ]| Ọ [ ┬   ┢  ┟  ┩  ┣  ┬  ┦  ┟  ┝ ]| ┛ [ ┥  ┩  ┣  ┬ ] 

 KINGS PHILIP [AND] ALEXANDER, TO THE GREAT GODS  

 The only Philip and Alexander to rule coevally are the successors of 

Alexander   the Great, his half-brother Philip III Arrhidaios and his post-

humous son, Alexander IV. This elegant building with its confi dent 

inscription is one of the few physical manifestations of their brief reign 

between 323 and 317  B.C.E.  The building consisted of a Pentelic mar-

ble temple front fa ç ade before a broad, shallow chamber constructed 

of Thasian marble. Although signaling a sacred space, the building 

did not constitute a propylon. The interior was open like a stoa, and 

because it was not secured by either a door wall or metal grille, it could 
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 3.4.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, section through the reconstructed Theatral Complex, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, Samothrace. Drawing 

Mathew Grant, Reagan Ruedig, Albert Hopper, and Nathaniel Zuelzke, Samothrace Excavations.  
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 3.5.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, Theatral Complex, restored plan of the fourth 

phase of development. Drawing Andrea Day, Albert Hopper, Reagan B. Ruedig, and Yong K. Kim, 

Samothrace Excavations.  

not have held precious objects or cult paraphernalia. While dozens of 

statue bases and built monuments have been unearthed on the Eastern 

Hill, none were found in clear proximity to this building, and the mosaic 

fl oor bears no evidence that it supported large orthostate monuments. 

The orientation toward the processional way, a clear divergence from 

the orientation of its predecessor, suggests that the Dedication of Philip 
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III and Alexander IV served as a kind of pavilion or large exedra, provid-

ing shelter and a place of reception. Although not a canonical dining 

facility, the Dedication could easily have served as a place for refresh-

ment as well.  19     

   Once in place, the Dedication of Philip III and Alexander IV was rap-

idly followed by a series of platforms supporting life-size bronze statues, 

built serially but eventually forming a continuous sweep framing the 

southwestern side of the Theatral Circle ( Figs. 3.3  bottom,  3.4 ,  3.6 , 3.21). 

Some twenty-two statue bases survive, made both of imported Thasian 

marble and local soft gray limestone. Most of the bases have either a 

pair of foot-shaped cuttings or one foot-shaped cutting and a rectan-

gular socket; both arrangements supported standing male fi gures with 

slightly different distribution of weight. A few bases, however, have a 

different arrangement, with two sockets, one set close to the front of the 

block, and additional cuttings toward the back of the block; these may 

have secured statues of women in long dress. Of the statues themselves 

precious little survives: eyelashes, toes, a drapery tassel, and many rect-

angular patches – in short the kind of parts that might snap off when 

the bronze was salvaged. 

 The confi guration of statues is unusual. The platforms suggest group 

monuments, but each statue is set on an individual base. To complicate 

 3.6.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, reconstruction of the Propylon of Ptolemy 

II and the Theatral Complex, from the north. Digital model Kyle Thayer and J. Matthew 

Harrington, Samothrace Excavations.  
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matters, not one of these bases is inscribed. I doubt the statues were 

mythological in nature. Although we hear of two ithyphallic bronze 

statues erected “before the doors” in the Sanctuary, the texts specifi -

cally note two, not twenty-two or more such statues.  20   Beyond these 

two ithyphallic statues, there is not a known tradition in the Sanctuary 

of dedicating monumental generic types.  21   Group compositions such 

as royal families would resonate with the several royal architectural 

dedications found in the Sanctuary, but they are equally unlikely, for 

group statues are invariably set on a continuous base.  22   The statues that 

encircle the Theatral Circle can best be described as individual dedica-

tions erected in groups. While we cannot know with certainty, the use 

of different materials for the bases on the different platforms suggests 

that each platform accommodated a roughly contemporary set of com-

missions. In the instances of the smaller Platforms II, III, V and the 

infi lled space between Platforms III and IV, which could only accom-

modate two to three statues, the commissions were surely established 

at the time the platform was constructed. The essentially individual 

aspect of each statue suggests that they probably honor benefactors. 

There are cuttings for stelai, not one per statue but several per plat-

form, and it is possible that the names of the honored were inscribed on 

these stelai.  23     

   The pilgrims’ experience of the Eastern Hill changed dramatically with 

the construction of the Propylon of Ptolemy II in the 280s  B.C.E.  ( Figs. 

3.2  no. 26,  3.6 ). The course of the torrent was redirected to the east so 

that this time-honored natural boundary might pass beneath the new 

Propylon. The massive foundation of the Propylon projected well into 

the original eastern ravine, raising the Sacred Way circa 4.9 meters above 

the top step of the Theatral Circle while narrowing the distance between 

the two structures to a mere 18.5 meters. The 12 meters wide causeway 

connecting the two structures descended at a precipitous slope of one 

in four, about fourteen degrees.  24   The steep descent and plunging per-

spective view into the Theatral Complex, coupled with the concentrically 

framing statues and Doric pavilion, would have had a strong affect on 

the perceived scale of the Theatral Circle, giving it the feeling of a more 

intimate, tightly bounded space. The circular orchestra and surround-

ing steps formed a cul-de-sac that no longer shaped the threshold of 

the Sanctuary. Instead of a point of entry, the Complex became the fi rst 
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destination within the Sanctuary, where prospective initiates gathered to 

prepare for the rites they would experience in the heart of the Sanctuary.   

   In the late Hellenistic period, an additional outer, stepped retaining 

wall and platform, potentially supporting up to one hundred more pil-

grims and many more statues on individual bases and large orthostate 

monuments, was cut back into the hillside in a nonconcentric sweep 

behind the fi rst set of statues ( Figs. 3.4 – 3.5 ). It met the southern balus-

trade of the causeway from the Propylon to frame and close the space, 

thus tightening the connection between the Propylon and the Theatral 

Complex and sharpening the focus on the two buildings: the east fa ç ade 

of the Dedication and the western fa ç ade of the Propylon. In this respect 

the expanded Complex approaches the great Western tradition of archi-

tectonically framed façades, such as the western side of Mnesikles’s 

Propylaia on the Athenian Acropolis, or Bernini’s great colonnade 

before Carlo Maderna’s fa ç ade of St. Peters. This focusing of space, as 

I argue below, proves especially important to the experience of leaving 

the Sanctuary.   

 At its height, the density of the sculptural dedications framing the 

Theatral Circle rivaled that of the great panhellenic sanctuaries of 

Greece.  25   The statues, however, are not set in the opportunistic pro-

fusion we often witness, even along such controlled passages as the 

Sacred Way at Delphi  , where diversity and distinction are clear aims. 

Rather, they tightly frame the theatral space and, by extension, the 

participants in the rituals that took place there. The confi guration is 

not precisely akin to statue groups set on semicircular bases, but some 

of the same effects are achieved, including apprehending the series of 

fi gures as a unifi ed group.  26   In terms of disposition, we fi nd a strik-

ing parallel in the archaic precinct on the Sacred Way from Miletos to 

Didyma, where twelve enthroned fi gures placed on a semicircular base, 

circa 13.30 meters in diameter, frame an outdoor cultic space ( Fig. 

3.7 ).  27   The statues not only help defi ne the space but also metaphori-

cally preside over the events accomplished there. Freestanding exedrae 

with statues arranged on a hemispheric base that includes a bench for 

passersby, develop this concept more informally,   while the arrangement 

of statues in the circular precinct of Demeter in the Agora at Cyrene 

explores the relationship on a more intimate scale.  28   At Samothrace, 

the statues form a dense congregation that simultaneously greets the 
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pilgrim while physically and visually shielding his or her view of the 

main cult buildings in the central valley of the Sanctuary. During the 

daylight hours they would have formed a dignifi ed gathering enfram-

ing the theatral space. During the night ceremonies of initiation, the 

fl ickering play of torchlight on the statues would have given them a 

powerful, uncanny animation.  29   

   In sum, the Theatral Complex stands within the sacred temenos 

defi ned by the natural boundary of the eastern torrent (in contrast, 

for example, to the gathering spaces outside the manmade boundary 

of the Eleusinian walls and gateways).  30   It is clearly not in the heart 

of the Sanctuary in the valley below and to the west, and its outward-

facing confi guration and exposed location make it unsuitable for any 

kind of secret or secluded action. In fact, its position in the landscape 

and the confi guration of built structures serve to shield from view the 

cult buildings beyond. While at fi rst the Theatral Circle was conceived 

as part of the fl ow of the sacred procession, it was very soon drawn off 

that course to become a prominent, independent locus. Experience may 

 3.7.      Didyma, archaic shrine along the Sacred Way from Miletos to Didyma. K. Tuchelt, P. 

Schneider, and C. Cortessis,  Ein Kultbezirk an der Heiligen Stra   ß   e von Milet nach Didyma ,  Didyma  3.1, 

Mainz 1996, fi g. 32. Courtesy of the Deutsches Arch ä ologisches Institut.  
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have generated the change; once the pierced circle was in place, the supe-

rior potential of the closed circle to shape the rites became obvious. In 

both arrangements, the Theatral Circle provides a transitional, transfor-

mative space. Everything about its location and organization suggests 

that the Theatral Circle served as a primary gathering place in the pro-

spective initiates’ progress through the sanctuary, and that the actions 

that took place there prepared them for the central experience in the 

main cult buildings below. Relatively large numbers of people could be 

accommodated (between 240 and 435), but the strength of the space 

would not be diminished if smaller groups gathered around the lowest 

steps; the space may well have served both festival crowds and smaller 

groups of initiates.    

  Components of the Design and Architectural Resonance 

 The basic design of this complex, a circular pavement surrounded by 

stands, seems both straightforward and commonplace, given that places 

of performance and watching are central features of Greek sanctuaries.  31   

However, the precise confi guration turns out to be less common than 

one might suspect. What kinds of architectural associations would have 

affected the pilgrims entering such a space? 

 A circular space brings to our mind the orchestra of a theater, but the 

Theatral Circle antedates the earliest such circular orchestra (that of the 

theater at Epidauros Fig. 3.8  ) by at least half a century.  32   The diameter 

circumscribed by the lowest step, circa 9.15 meters, is a good deal smaller 

than that of the typical orchestra of the civic theater, which runs between 

20 and 30 meters.  33   The orchestras of theaters designed for cultic perfor-

mances, including the theater on the western slope of the Sanctuary of 

the Great Gods, could be a great deal smaller, but again, they are rarely as 

cleanly circular.  34   Moreover, the Theatral Circle was paved. The fl oor of 

a theater’s orchestra, at this stage in its history, was composed of beaten 

earth.  35   Not only does the original conception of the shape have little to 

do with the orchestra of the theater, but also the experience of the space 

in the Theatral Circle appears to have been entirely different, given the 

intimacy of size and proximity of the encircling witnesses. 

   Potentially closer to the idea explored in the Theatral Circle is the 

generic type of space identifi ed as a  ]  ╈  ╊  『  ╋  ( khoros ), possibly circular 
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and surely for singing and dancing. The  khoros  is well known in ancient 

Greek literature, not only as the shape of actions but also as a formal 

space.  36    Khoroi  are attested to epigraphically in Crete, at the Sanctuary of 

Asklepios at Lebena (recording the relocation of the  khoros ), in the city 

of Eltynia (a law protecting young people when at the  khoros ), and in a 

dedication found at Istron but associated with Lato (recording the con-

struction of a  khoros  in the Sanctuary of Ares and Aphrodite).  37   Another 

inscription records the construction of a  khoros  for the nymphs at Vari 

by Archedemos the Nympholept.  38   Charalambos Kritzas   has discussed 

the connection of these structures with   Homeric descriptions of the 

fi ne dancing fl oors of the nymphs ( Od . 12.315–318), as well as Ariadne’s 

dancing fl oor ( Il. 18.590–592).   Daidalos is named the architect of the 

latter, which surely signifi es that a structure, and not just a place, was 

imagined. Peter Warren identifi es Minoan  khoroi  in the circular plat-

forms outside the Palace of Knossos.  39   A  khoros  could be as simple as a 

level area of beaten earth, and indeed, neither the texts nor the inscrip-

tions explicitly specify a circular design.   However, the discovery in the 

agora at Argos   of the remains of a late-fi fth or early-fourth century 

 B.C.E  framed, nearly circular space, circa 28 meters in diameter, suggests 

what the more formally crafted versions may have looked like ( Figs. 3.9 –

 3.10 ).  40   The circular space is surrounded by a stone border of two steps 

 3.8.      Epidauros, orchestra of the theater. Photo William Bruce.  
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 3.9.      Argos, plan of the agora, with circular structure, no. 5. Courtesy of the  É cole fran ç aise 

d’Ath è nes, Y. Rizakis.  
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(the lower one accessible from both sides), wide enough to support a 

seated audience with perhaps additional standing spectators behind.  41   

The combination of a designated circular space with an area for witness-

ing in this contemporary structure resonates with the Theatral Circle at 

Samothrace, with one important difference – the fl oor of the  khoros  was 

beaten earth, not paving.             

 The discovery of the Argive structure gives greater credence to the claim 

that the large circular structure uncovered on the southern side of the 

Palaiokastro acropolis should be connected with the region of the agora 

of Sparta   that Pausanias   (3.11.9) called  khoros      and that Herodotos   (6.67) 

and Lucian   ( Anach.  38) identify as a theatron; the terms emphasize aspects 

of both performance and watching.  42   The preserved monument, circa 

43.3 meters in diameter, consists of a stepped platform supporting orthos-

tates that serve as a retaining wall; of the superstructure we know little. 

 Closer still to the Theatral Circle’s fl oor is the  ※  ╄  〉  ╋  (halos  ), or 

threshing fl oor. Earlier in the twentieth century scholars believed that 

the orchestra of the theater descended from the threshing fl oor, where 

the harvest, both of grain and grapes, was accompanied by celebration 

( Figs. 3.11 ).  43   While that idea is now unpopular, the connection is 

intriguing in our case.  44   For one, our structure has more in common 

 3.10.      Argos, circular structure in the agora. Photo Bonna D. Wescoat.  
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with a threshing fl oor than does the orchestra of the theater or even 

the  khoros     . Like the threshing fl oor, it is set on a ridge, has a paved fl oor, 

and is framed. Most threshing fl oors range between 12 and 18 meters 

in diameter, which is only slightly greater than the internal diameter 

of the Theatral Circle. Although essentially an agrarian structure, in 

advance of formal civic structures such as bouleuteria and theaters, the 

threshing fl oor would have been the largest communal gathering space 

and by far the most familiar round structure within the topography of 

ancient Greece (evidenced even in its vestigial appearance in the land-

scape today).  45           

 Threshing fl oors fi gure prominently in sacred contexts. The Eleusinian 

accounts of 329/8 B.C.E. ( IG II  2  1672, line 233) mention a sacred thresh-

ing fl oor, which Eugene Vanderpool places on the raised terrace in front 

of the Telesterion.  46   Within the fi ll beneath the later Telesterion, there is 

in fact a curved wall of the Geometric period that describes a diameter 

too large for an apsidal temple, as it is often identifi ed. It is not out of 

place for an earlier threshing fl oor on this site.  47   

   The case of Delphi is even more suggestive. The open area below 

the terrace supporting the temple of Apollo was known as the  Halos  or 

 3.11.      Naxos, threshing fl oor. Photo Margaret M. Miles.  
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threshing fl oor ( Fig. 3.12 ).  48   Monuments and viewing platforms such 

as the Stoa of the Athenians loosely framed the space; the Sacred Way 

passed right through it.   Here, every eight or nine years, the pageant 

called the Stepterion was performed, reenacting perhaps the death of 

Python, and certainly the burning of a palace and the fl ight of the child 

Apollo from Delphi to the Vale of Tempe.  49   The performance was not 

 3.12.      Delphi, plan of the Sanctuary of Apollo, with the open area below the temple’s terrace, 

which was called the Halos (“Aire”). Courtesy of the  É cole fran ç aise d’Ath è nes, D. Laroche.  
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professional or sponsored theater but rather the dramatization of sacred 

events and stories; the lead performer, a male child whose parents were 

both living, played the role of Apollo. Although the places for watching 

the events was not as formalized as it was at Samothrace, the location 

was not without opportunity, especially from the vantage of the Stoa 

of the Athenians and the many exedrai in the region, or more remotely 

from the temple terrace itself.   

 At Delphi, the  Halos  was also the designated gathering place for pro-

cessions, at least in the Hellenistic period, as we know from decrees con-

nected with the Eumenaia and Attaleia, festivals of the second century 

 B.C.E.   50   In fact, the topography and confi guration of monuments within 

the Sanctuary makes the  Halos  the only viable place for large assemblies 

to gather before approaching the altar of Apollo.   

 Threshing fl oors were clearly places of gathering, encounter, witness, 

and transformation, not only in the Greek world but across the ancient 

Mediterranean. Although further afi eld, it is worth noting their signif-

icance in the Old Testament  . In Chronicles   (1.21.15–28), the threshing 

fl oor of Ornan   is a charged place, with epiphany, encounter, sacrifi ce  , 

and memorial, for here the angel of Yahweh appears;   Yahweh answers 

David; David buys the threshing fl oor and sacrifi ce  s. Later Solomon   

builds the Temple on the place of this threshing fl oor, where David had 

sacrifi ced.  51     

 Ch. Kritzas   has proposed that the word  halos     , threshing fl oor, could 

also take on the sense of  khoros     , dancing fl oor. Certainly a level circular 

space brings to mind circle dancing, and at Samothrace the ritual reen-

actment of the search for Harmonia, her safe return and joyous wedding 

to Kadmos, suggests that dancing formed an important part of the cel-

ebration.  52   The splendid frieze of dancers that wraps around the central 

cultic building of the Sanctuary, the Hall of Choral Dancers  , makes danc-

ing a prominent visual motif in the Sanctuary.  53   The recurring references 

to Korybantic dancing in the ancient testimonia suggest a role for this 

very different form of dance within the cult as well.  54   Steven Lonsdale 

has underscored the volatility of the dance fl oor, which he describes as “a 

locus with the magnetic power to attract a divinity or lover, to experience 

union, to dismember, to reconstitute, in short a theatron for recreating 

and manipulating the natural and supernatural worlds.”  55   
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 Although less consistent, the shape of the altar precinct also belongs 

within our architectural typology of the circular spaces, for it, too, occa-

sionally takes circular form. Circumambulation of the altar, while puri-

fying it with water, or singing to honor the god, or gathering to witness 

sacrifi ce  , forms an important part of the ritual of sacrifi ce  .  56   When space 

is specifi cally engineered for sacrifi cial witness at monumental altars, the 

area designated for the crowd is generally to one side, for example, the 

zone between the altar and temple. Or, as in the case of the altar in the 

Sanctuary of Amphiaraios at Oropos  , the audience gathered on curved 

stands to one side of the altar ( Fig. 3.13 ).  57   Few theaters have permanent 

altars in the orchestra; the one at Thorikos is set to the side.  58   So, too, is 

the altar in the ekklesiasterion at Poseidonia    59   ( Fig. 3.14 ).   But altars are 

occasionally set within an encircling space, especially on nearby Thasos. 

The late archaic altar in the Sanctuary of Demeter at Arkouda on Thasos 

was framed by a pavement circa 9.35–9.5 meters in radius that was at 

least semicircular and may have circumscribed the rectangular altar.  60     

  Sacrifi cial areas could also be enclosed in circular precincts, as in the 

Altar of Zeus Agoraios on Thasos, in which a circular peribolos wall with 

two entrances frames a rectangular altar with a precinct about 9 meters 

 3.13.      Oropos, Sanctuary of Amphiaraos, view from the temple toward the curved steps (cen-

ter) that face the altar (right). Photo Bonna D. Wescoat.  
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 3.14.      Poseidonia/Paestum, two possible reconstructions for the Ekklesiasterion, with the 

altar set within the lower seats. After E. Greco and D. Theodorescu,  Poseidonia – Paestum II. 

L’Agora . Collection de l’École fran ç aise de Rome 42, Rome 1983, fi gs. 31–2. Courtesy of the 

 É cole fran ç aise de Rome.  
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in diameter ( Fig. 3.15 ).  61   While this precinct is later than the Theatral 

Circle, earlier constructions apparently preceded it. Broadly speaking, it 

too could be a form of  khoros     , with circular actions taking place around 

the altar.   We fi nd a similar arrangement although on a much smaller 

scale on the island of Paros.  62   The archaic circular structure to the east 

of the archaic temple of Apollo at Didyma   has long been understood as 

a peribolos wall encircling the archaic altar of Apollo, although recently 

other functions have been proposed.  63   James McCredie   has proposed 

that the cylindrical, molded block found on the Eastern Hill was an altar 

originally placed in the center of the Theatral Circle.  64   The association 

remains a possibility, but not a certainty, given the scale of the block and 

some of its features.  65                

 3.15.      Thasos, plan of the agora, with the circular precinct of the altar of Zeus Agoraios (center). 

Courtesy of the  É cole fran ç aise d’Ath è nes, M. Worch-Kozelj.  
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 For the pilgrim entering the Sanctuary of the Great Gods, the orches-

tra of the Theatral Circle would have resonated with at least some of 

these associated forms encountered in other contexts. The association 

of forms may also have triggered association of actions and emotions, 

for nearly all the spaces are gathering places for festive occasions. And 

what of the way in which the participants stood around this circu-

lar space, on tiers of stands that circumscribe the entire performance 

area? This confi guration represents the most remarkable aspect of the 

Theatral Circle. Of course, banks of stairs, stands, or seats designed 

for witnessing events are legion within Greek sanctuaries.  66   A few 

examples may stand for the many: the seats facing the side door of 

the Temple of Despoina at Lykosoura   or the altar in the Sanctuary 

of Demeter at Pergamon  ; the curved stairs facing the altar at the 

Sanctuary of Amphiaraos at Oropos  ; the L-shaped stands, cut into 

bedrock, that face onto the Sacred Way just inside the Lesser Propylaia 

at the Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis; the L-shaped bank 

of steps to the north of the Erechtheion  ; or the later theater facing the 

temple in the Kaberion at Thebes   and a similar confi guration in the 

Sanctuary of Artemis Ortheia at Sparta   ( Fig. 3.16 ).  67   Mary Hollinshead   

has explored several highly evocative examples of steps serving as places 

of witness in her chapter in this volume. All of these confi gurations, 

however, differ from the theatron at Samothrace in their appositional 

arrangement, with the viewers on one side, and those performing the 

actions on the other.    

   Structurally more akin to the Theatral Circle are the ekklesiasteria 

(meeting places for the Ekklesia) found in the western   Greek cities of 

Metapontion, Poseidonia, and Akragas  , which consist of a theatron com-

posed of continuous seats encircling a central area. These buildings are, 

however, far larger in scale and are designed for a seated audience: the 

structure at Metapontion accommodated some seventy-fi ve hundred to 

eight thousand; that of Poseidonia, fourteen hundred ( Fig. 3.14 ).  68   The 

structures at Poseidonia and Akragas surround a circular orchestra,   but 

the ekklesiasterion at Metapontion had a rectangular central area (the 

term orchestra might still apply); the whole structure was bisected by a 

pathway circa 8 meters wide.  69     At basis, the design of these buildings may 

ultimately refl ect the idea of the  ♭  ┾  ╊  ò  ╋   ╃  』  ╃  ╄  ╈  ╋  ( hieros kyklos , sacred circle) 

used by Homer on the shield of Achilles to describe the confi guration of 
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the judges who, seated in a sacred circle on smoothed stones, adjudicate 

an argument in the agora, as the onlookers gather around ( Il . 18.497–

508).  70     The context in Homer and in western Greece is decidedly civic.  71   

Moreover, the fundamentally different act of sitting has none of the ten-

sion and transience of standing.   

 Two additional structures that have important design connections 

deserve mention, even though their contexts make them unlikely matches 

for the Theatral Complex. The theatron at Ayioi Theodoroi   near the 

Isthmus resembles ours in having a sunken “orchestra” surrounded by 

steps, although on a smaller scale.  72   Roughly half of the structure survives, 

consisting of an orchestra roughly 7.4 meters in diameter, with at least 

twelve low, shallow steps. The surviving section forms only half of a full 

circle, but from the design it seems likely to have been a full circle. Closer 

in design, but decidedly different in context, is the Hellenistic structure 

located on the narrow strip of land behind the market stoa at Aigai in 

Asia Minor.  73   It consists of a sunken, paved circular area, circa 8.5 meters 

in diameter, framed by at least two steps. As it stands, this structure is, 

in fact, the one most physically similar to our Theatral Circle. However, 

its context in connection with the market stoa is worlds apart. 

 3.16.      Thebes, theater facing the temple (foreground) in the Kaberion. Photo Tsimas, 

Deutsches Arch ä ologisches Institut Athen Neg. No. ATH-1969/1590.  
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 In short, the circular stands we fi nd at Samothrace are atypical. They 

generate a very specifi c outcome by organizing the participants into a 

circular relationship with one another (and whatever actually transpired 

in terms of cult practice), an essential relationship that reconstituted 

itself with each initiation. The closed form stops directional movement, 

focusing the participants inward to the shared experience that began 

their initiation within the sacred grounds. Cultic actions performed 

here – possibly a purifi cation rite such as sacrifi ce   or libation  , possi-

bly the delivery of sacred instructions, possibly the witnessing of some 

dance or sacred pageant – would have prepared the pilgrim for his or her 

initiation. In fact, we have seen that all of these actions – sacrifi ce  , dance, 

ritual theater, and judgment – are the actions most directly associated 

with circular space in ancient Greece. But here, the participants look not 

only at the actions performed, but also across the space of performance 

to their fellow participants.  74   The shape of the space dissolves the dis-

tinction between the actions and the witnesses. In this way strangers 

who had journeyed a great distance here become intimates and everyone 

is equally liable.    

  Circular Associations 

 It is not only the geometry of the circle in relation to architecture but 

also the associations the circle conjures that are paramount here.  75   The 

strength and potential motion of the circle trigger associations that 

range from the mundane to the cosmic. In the ancient Greek context, we 

fi nd the form noticed in material artifacts (the bowl, the ring, the shield, 

the coin, the stephane, the tambourine, and the wheel);  76   in the body 

(the eye);  77   in the natural world (the trunk of a tree, the confi guration of 

islands [e.g., the Cyclades], the circumference of the ocean, the sun, the 

moon, and the planets, the vault of the sky, the dome of heaven, the orbit 

of a planet, path of the sun, and the imagined shape of the cosmos);  78   

in metaphysical contexts (the wheel of one’s fortune, the cyclical life 

force);  79   and, in human actions (dancers in chorus, ritual cleansers 

around the altar, parents around the hearth with a newborn, or hunt-

ers around prey).  80   And there are the social circles: the circle of defend-

ers, the circle of chieftains, the council of elders, the circle of witnesses, 

the circle of friends, the circle of the family,  81   even the circle of gods.  82   
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To describe human relations, the Greeks used the term circle much as 

we do to signal a close-knit community of friends, followers, leaders, 

or fellow believers; in other words, a community of the like-minded or 

like-purposed. The axiom of the circle involves the seamless defi nition 

of what is included and what is excluded, while maintaining all points 

on its circumference equidistant from the center.   Gathering in a circle 

creates insiders who are equal, at least in a structural sense and at least 

for the brief time that the circle rules.  83   In the Sanctuary, the Theatral 

Circle established the parameters of the shared experience, both phys-

ically and psychologically. Consider the effect of such a confi guration 

on pilgrims who gathered from all over the Greek world whose initial 

experience in the Sanctuary required that they stand as “formal” equals 

among strangers before they moved forward together into the simulta-

neously collective and deeply personal process of initiation. Ultimately, 

this spontaneous  communitas  (as defi ned by Victor Turner  ) created in 

the Theatral Circle would lead to longer-lasting and widespread com-

munity –  koinonia , in the larger Greek and Roman world, as the many 

Samothrakeia across the Aegean attest.  84    

  Leaving the Circle 

 I have thus far concentrated on the Eastern Hill as the threshold of 

sacred experience. Acknowledging and marking the end of worship or 

celebration is also a fundamental human concern.  85   We lack literary or 

epigraphic evidence for actions that might have brought closure to the 

experience of initiation at Samothrace.  86   However, there are some good 

reasons to suspect that the Theatral Circle on the Eastern Hill served 

as the fi nal, as well as the initial, place of assembly for the  mysteria     . This 

possibility underscores and helps to explain the signifi cance of the west-

ern Corinthian   fa ç ade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II. 

 Following initiation in the heart of the Sanctuary and celebratory 

dining on the slopes of the Western Hill, the newly initiated could sim-

ply drift away from the Sanctuary (as noted above, the precinct is not 

walled). The topography, however, offers several impediments, and the 

prospect of fi nding one’s way to the sea by clambering down one of the 

ravines was presumably as awkward in antiquity as it is today.  87   The pri-

mary route  into  the Sanctuary offered the only convenient way  back  to 
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the ancient city: up the Sacred Way, past the Theatral Circle, and up the 

ramp leading to the Propylon of Ptolemy II. 

   We fi nd possible material evidence that the initiates not only followed 

this route but also may have reentered the Theatral Circle on their way 

out in the thousands of sherds of Samothracian conical bowls, a hum-

ble but distinctive courseware ritual vessel, left behind on the Eastern 

Hill ( Fig. 3.17 ).  88   Although the advent of this vessel, its shape, and its 

precise function are not our subject here, the bowl appears some time 

in the second half of the third century  B.C.E.  and remains the vessel of 

choice within the Sanctuary through the early Imperial period.  89   Its 

shape, roughly 0.16 meters in diameter, with conically raised sides and 

a thick rim, makes it unwieldy for drinking or eating. It does, however, 

make a convenient libation   vessel. While Samothracian conical bowls 

have been unearthed throughout the Sanctuary, the vast majority was 

found to the southeast of the Dedication of Philip III and Alexander 

IV, in the terrace fi ll, over the collapsed terrace wall, and spilled across 

the area of the robbed-out steps of the outer retaining wall. The over-

whelming quantity of conical bowls, the state of their preservation, and 

the fact that they were mixed with very little earth argue in favor of a 

primary  deposit.  90   The bowls were not carefully stacked in a kind of 

ritual interment. Nor can we claim with any certainty that they were 

ritually smashed, although most were broken in large fragments, fre-

quently just in half. It is clear, however, that they were intentionally dis-

carded – while in good condition – just on the perimeter of the Circle. 

Two possible explanations suggest themselves. First, the bowls might 

have played a role in some aspect of the rites performed upon entering 

on the Eastern Hill. Having served their purpose, they were discarded 

before the prospective initiate descended to the heart of the Sanctuary. 

However, the discovery of these bowls elsewhere (including the central 

Sanctuary and the Western Hill) suggests that they were also the vessel 

of choice within the Sanctuary proper. In this case, the second possi-

bility seems more likely – on leaving the Sanctuary, the pilgrims dis-

carded their bowl, which (as property of the gods) remained within the 

Sanctuary. Possibly, the act of discarding was accomplished formally, 

through reassembly in the circular Theatral Complex on the Eastern 

Hill. Although they left behind their bowls,   the initiates departed the 

Sanctuary securely encircled by the more valuable tokens they took 
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away: the magnetized iron ring worn on their fi nger and the purple tae-

nia wrapped around their waist. These tokens not only signifi ed mem-

bership but also served as special talismans that afforded protection at 

sea   ( Fig. 3.18 ).  91               

     Leaving the Sanctuary in the light of day from the vantage of the 

Theatral Circle, the initiates could appreciate fully the Corinthian order 

of the western fa ç ade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II. Passing through the 

Propylon on their way into the Sanctuary during their original entrance 

(probably at nightfall),  92   the prospective initiates had little opportunity 

 3.17.      Samothracian conical bowl, 66.37. Photo Samothrace Excavations.  
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to notice the change in order from Ionic on the east to Corinthian on 

the west. Shrouded in darkness, the Corinthian fa ç ade was soon left 

behind as the prospective initiates focused their attention and energy 

on the steeply descending ramp into the Theatral Circle and the events 

that would take them from there to the heart of the Sanctuary. The 

entire procession from the Propylon to the center of the Sanctuary was 

one of continuous descent into the secluded cleft in the earth where the 

 mysteria      were performed. The chthonic overtones are explicit. Leaving 

the Sanctuary, by contrast, involved a steady ascent toward the east. 

Anticipation of the rites themselves gave way to the growing awareness 

of the changed life that initiation promised: divine protection and a 

sense of moral improvement. Samothracian initiates in particular were 

known as “pious” ( mystai eusebeis  or  mystae pii ).  93   The Corinthian order 

on the western fa ç ade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II was intended for 

this audience, in this state of mind. 

 The Propylon of Ptolemy II fi nds an important place in the his-

tory of Greek architecture as among the fi rst monumental building in 

Greek architecture to use the Corinthian as a structural exterior order 

( Figs. 3.19 – 3.20 ).  94   Signifi cantly, that order appears  only  on the western 

 3.18.      Samothracian iron rings, 65.1026 (left); 70.0860 (right). Photo Craig Mauzy, 

Samothrace Excavations.  

              

       



The Sanctuary of the Gods, Samothrace 97cef

fa ç ade. The eastern fa ç ade, which faces toward the ancient city and 

through which the prospective initiate entered the sanctuary, is purely 

Ionic. Alfred Frazer recognized the overt distinction between the façades 

of this bilingual building, and he argued for the revolutionary change 

in architectural thinking represented here: from an architecture con-

ceived independently of its surroundings to one that derived form and 

meaning from its location and environment. For Frazer, this change 

suggested the distinction between the secular world to the east and the 

sacred precinct of the Sanctuary to the west.  95   In effect, the Corinthian 

order fi nds its characteristic place on the “inside,” as it had since its fi rst 

appearance in the late fi fth century, although in this instance it appears 

on the inside of a temenos rather than the interior of a structure.  96   We 

can, I think, elaborate on both these points.         

 3.19.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, restored Corinthian column from the west-

ern facade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II. Photo Bonna D. Wescoat.  
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 The Corinthian order is the interior order  par excellence , particularly 

in round buildings, including the tholoi at Delphi   and Epidauros  , the 

Philippeion at Olympia  , and the Rotunda of Arsinoe   on Samothrace.  97   

These Corinthian colonnades encircle the interior, framing the space 

and any congregants. In the tholos at Delphi, the Corinthian columns 

are set on a high socle; in the Philippeion they appear engaged within 

the wall upon an even higher socle; while on the Rotunda, they form 

a gallery high above fl oor level. In other words, the Corinthian interi-

ors of round buildings often were situated well above ground level. The 

association of the Corinthian fa ç ade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II with 

the circular space of the Theatral Circle, while hardly identical to, nev-

ertheless has some broad points of comparison with these Corinthian 

interiors, both in the higher elevation of the Corinthian order and in the 

proximity to circular space. The architect of the Propylon, whom Alfred 

Frazer believes also designed the Rotunda of Arsinoe  , may have had 

this relationship of circular space to Corinthian order in mind when he 

designed the Propylon.  98   

 But a more important reason accounts for the appearance of the 

Corinthian order in this elevated position and on this side of the 

boundary of the Sanctuary.   The akanthos that forms the foliage of 

the Corinthian capital has intimate connections in the ancient world 

with the idea of cyclical death and rebirth.   According to Vitruvius (1.2.4), 

 3.20.      Samothrace, Sanctuary of the Great Gods, leaving the Theatral Circle: view to the 

reconstructed Corinthian fa ç ade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II. 3-D model Kyle Thayer and J. 

Matthew Harrington, Samothrace Excavations.  
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the Corinthian capital took its inspiration from the vision of akanthos 

growing up around a basket placed on the grave of a Corinthian maiden 

of marriageable age. The appearance on many Attic white-ground leky-

thoi   of a stele bearing an akanthos crown or having akanthos leaves 

sprout from its base confi rms the strong association of the plant with 

the grave at least by the second half of the fi fth century  B.C.E.   99   The 

nature of the plant – a weed the dies back in the fall and regenerates 

irrepressibly in the spring – speaks to the cyclical force of nature,  100   a key 

part of Vitruvius’ story.   The akanthos becomes the visual embodiment 

of a lush, regenerative life force, “the most signifi cant vegetal motif in 

history.”    101   

     Among the blessings that accrued to initiates in the  mysteria , includ-

ing salvation at sea and perhaps even the hope of a blessed afterlife,  102   

Diodorus (5.48.4–50.1, noted above) tells us that initiates became “both 

more pious and more just and better in every respect than they were 

before.”   While no one knows what the personal experience of initiation 

at Samothrace was like, the initiates seem to have gained a new awareness 

of the prospects before them. In the light of the day following the rites, 

the initiates ascended from the deep cleft of the valley fl oor. They again 

arrived at the Theatral Circle, where to the east, the Corinthian fa ç ade 

of the Propylon rose up before them, now the threshold to a new life 

(Fig. 3.20). Viewed from within the geometric of the circle, immanent 

with its notions of cosmos, continuity, and community, the splendid 

order, replete with it own associations of regenerative life force, would 

have had a meaningful resonance  .      

    Notes 

  1.     Versions of this paper were delivered in the session, “Circular Space and 
Performance,” at the 2006 meeting of the Archaeological Institute of America 
in Montreal (Wescoat  2006b ) and at the American School of Classical Studies 
in Athens in 2007. I am grateful to Professor James R. McCredie and to Dimitris 
Matsas of the 19th Ephorate of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities, Komotini, 
for their continued support of my research on Samothrace, as well as to Rush 
Rehm, also a speaker in the colloquium, “Circular Space and Performance,” 
whose valuable suggestions have helped to sharpen the focus of this paper. 
Conversations with Bronwen Wickkiser and Peter Schultz, who both spoke 
at the colloquium, also contributed to my understanding. I am grateful 
to Nora Dimitrova for her advice on epigraphic matters, to John Camp and 
William Aylward for discussing the circular structure at Aigai in Asia Minor, 
to Jenifer Neils for discussing the circle of gods on the Parthenon frieze and to 
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my colleagues Cynthia and Richard Patterson for thoughtful perspective. My 
thanks also go to Maggie L. Popkin, Susan Ludi Blevins, and Amy Sowder for 
their helpful discussion and editorial comments. Part of the research for this 
work was generously funded by the Institute for Comparative and International 
Studies of Emory University.  

  2.     In general, Jones  2000 .  
  3.     E.g., Kolb  1981 ; Polacco  1998 ; Rehm  2002 ,  2006 .  
  4.     Ure  1955 , for the origins of Greek theater in the grape harvest on the threshing 

fl oor; tracing the roots of Greek drama in the agrarian cycle (ideas central to the 
Cambridge School) still hold allure today, for an overview, see Rehm  2002 , pp. 
39–40 and n. 22. Against the original circular orchestra, see below.  

  5.     Translation  Samothrace  1, pp. 65–66, no. 142.  
  6.     Burkert  1993 , p. 180, places the Theatral Complex outside “the sanctuary 

proper.” However, the explicit shifting of the eastern torrent to run beneath the 
Propylon of Ptolemy II demonstrates that the eastern ravine was clearly under-
stood to be the earlier boundary of the Sanctuary.  

  7.     There are indications of earlier architecture in the Sanctuary, for example a frag-
mentary geison block,  Samothrace  5, pp. 17–19, fi g. 17 (possibly belonging to the 
predecessor of the Hall of Choral Dancers), and some of the architectural ele-
ments that were cut up to form the rubble walls of the so-called Hall of Votive 
Gifts,  Samothrace  4.1, fi g. 22 (but not fi g. 23). However, several buildings once 
thought to be archaic are not. The Orthostate Structure belongs to the fi rst 
half of the 4th century, probably the second quarter. The Hall of Votive Gifts 
is early Hellenistic; the Anaktoron is early Imperial. The archaic phases of the 
Hieron must also be eliminated. For the Anaktoron and Orthostate Structure, 
McCredie  1979 , pp. 28–35; Hieron, Cole  1984 , pp. 13–16. Evidence for the date 
of the Hall of Votive Gifts has not yet been published, but for a revision of 
its function, see Roux  1973 , p. 554. For earlier studies on the Eastern Hill, see 
McCredie  1965 , pp. 118, 122–4, fi g. 4, pl. 39; McCredie  1968 , pp. 216–34, pls. 
64–72; McCredie  1979 , pp. 6–8, pl. 3; Wescoat  2003 , 2006.  

  8.     With the exception of the generic monuments on the western side of the 
Sanctuary, including the theater, dining rooms, and stoa, the problem is 
endemic. For the main buildings in the heart of the Sanctuary, only the inscrip-
tions prohibiting the entry of the uninitiated give some indication of the 
place(s) of initiation, which the Lehmanns identifi ed in the buildings named by 
them the Anaktoron and the Hieron. K. Clinton ( 2003 , p. 65), however, inter-
prets the prohibitions as referring to the entire central temenos and does not 
connect these buildings with rites associated with the  mysteria . For the prohibi-
tion inscriptions, see  Samothrace  2.I, pp. 117–20, nos. 62–63.  

  9.     McCredie ( 1968 , p. 219) suggests that the low, round altar found in the area 
in 1939 may have belonged in the center of the Theatral Circle; Burkert  1993 , 
p. 180.  

  10.     Cole  1984 , p. 26. She also suggests the  praefatio sacrorum  may have been deliv-
ered here, but Kevin Clinton has pointed out to me this event would have to 
happen in advance of entering the Sanctuary. For the  praefatio sacrorum , see Livy 
45.5.1–6.11,  Samothrace  1, pp. 48–50, no. 116.  

  11.     Clinton  2003 , pp. 63–65. For the rite, Pl.  Euthydem.  277de; Dio Chrys.  Or.  
2.33–34; Sibylline oracles. 8.43–9. The rite involves ecstatic dancing with much 
noise-making around the seated (enthroned) and blindfolded initiand, in order 
to induce a state of wonder, amazement, and disorientation. While thronosis 
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is not explicitly attested to at Samothrace, the numerous ancient references 
connecting the Korybantes and Korybantic dancing with the island make it an 
attractive hypothesis; see  Samothrace  1, pp. 97–100, nos. 214–20. Multiple venues 
have been suggested. A. D. Nock ( 1941 ) fi rst placed the rite in the Anaktoron; 
Burkert ( 1993 , pp. 185–6) suggests it may have taken place in the Rotunda of 
Arsinoe.  

  12.     The design of late Classical and Hellenistic Greek theaters broaches this idea 
by having a theatron that wraps around more than half the orchestra, but the 
impact affects only a portion of the audience; it does not hold for the actions 
performed on the skene.  

  13.     See below, n. 32.  
  14.     Calculated with four steps, including a single row of participants on the top 

step.  
  15.     Burkert  1993 , pp. 180–1, elides the several phases of development. The Theatral 

Circle does not, in its initial construction, block access, but the further develop-
ment of the region does work toward screening the central Sanctuary.  

  16.     For a full discussion of the Fieldstone Building, see  Samothrace  9, forthcoming.  
  17.     McCredie  1968 , pp. 221–2, pl. 67e, and  Samothrace  9, forthcoming.  
  18.     McCredie  1968 , pp. 222–9, pls. 64–65, 66b, 68–69; Wescoat  2003 .  
  19.     The main celebratory dining took place on the western side of the Sanctuary; 

see McCredie  1979 , pp. 12–22, fi gs. 3–4, pls. 5–7; Lehmann 1998, pp. 109–15. I 
appreciate discussing these ideas with Sheila Dillon.  

  20.     Varro,  Ling.  5.10.57–58 ( Samothrace  1, pp. 80–81, no. 175); Serv.  in Aeneidem  3.12 
( Samothrace  1, pp. 82–83, no. 179); Hippol.  Haer.  5.8.9–10, from a sermon by the 
Naassene, a Gnostic author ( Samothrace  1, p. 68, no. 147). Herodotos 2.51–52 
( Samothrace  1, pp. 63–64, no. 140) notes the cultic connection with ithyphal-
lic Hermes, but does not mention specifi c statues in the Sanctuary. The texts 
diverge on the precise location of these statues; see Clinton  2003 , n. 62.  

  21.     We lack evidence for votive images of a god, such as the many statues of 
Demeter dedicated in the sanctuary at Eleusis, or, although very different, the 
Zanes at Olympia; Pausanias 5.21.2–9. Some smaller scale herm statues have 
been found (60.526; 76.11; 87.1119a-c), but they clearly bear no relation to the 
statues erected on the Eastern Hill.  

  22.     Royal votives include the Dedication of Philip III and Alexander IV, the Propylon 
of Ptolemy II, and the Rotunda of Arsinoe. Note also the column monument 
dedicated by the Macedonians to Philip V (68.1): McCredie  1979 , p. 16, pl. 8a; 
Lehmann 1998, p. 163, fi g. 80. For bronze statue groups on a single base, note, 
e.g., the Eponymous Heroes Monument in Athens, Mattusch  1994 ; Achaian 
Dedication at Olympia, Ajootian  2003 ; Base of the Arkadians, Monument of the 
Epigonoi and Heroes, or Monument of the Argive Kings, Delphi, Bommelaer 
and Laroche  1991 , pp. 104–15, nos. 105, 112, and 113; Freifrau von Th ü ngen 
 1994 , p. 183 with further bibliography; Philetairos Monument or Progonoi 
Monument on Delos, Bruneau and Ducat  2005 , p. 182, no. 10, p. 196, no. 31, 
with further bibliography. On Hellenistic family groups, Hintzen-Bohlen  1990 , 
1991; Freifrau von Th ü ngen, pp. 41–43.  

  23.     E.g.,  IG II 2  682, 983, 1223, 1299;  IG XII.9 236;  ID   é   los  1497bis (one stele for 
two statues);  IPergamon  160 (one stele set up next to several statues of King 
Antiochos).  

  24.      Samothrace  10, p. 138. Calculations based on the 2008 topographical survey con-
fi rm the drop in elevation. Elevation of the euthynteria of the Propylon, 48.95 
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m.; calculated elevation of the stylobate of the Propylon, 49.76 m.; elevation of 
the top step of the Theatral Circle, 44.86–44.94 m; difference, 4.82 to 4.90 m.  

  25.     Delos: Bruneau and Ducat  2005 , pp. 101–11; Delphi: Bommelaer and Laroche 
 1991 . Also Oropos: L ö hr  1993 ; Petrakos  1997 . Generally, Hintzen-Bohlen 1991, 
catalogue.  

  26.     Jacob-Felsch  1969 , pp. 184–6; Borbein  1973 , pp. 60–72; Freifrau von Th ü ngen 
 1994 ; Ajootian  2003 , in consideration of the Achaian dedication at Olympia.  

  27.      Didyma  3.1, pp. 49–51, 139–62, 232–4, fi g. 32.  
  28.     For exedra monuments, see especially Freifrau von Th ü ngen  1994  Schmidt 

 1995 , pp. 111–23. For an especially large example, note the exedra on the middle 
terrace of the Sanctuary of Asklepios on Kos, Schmidt, pp. 477–8, fi gs. 132–3. 
For the circular precinct of Demeter in the agora at Cyrene, see Luni  2001 , 
p. 1549, fi gs. 19–20.  

  29.     For evidence that the rites took place at night, see below, n. 92.  
  30.     For Eleusis, see Miles, this volume, and Palinkas  2008 .  
  31.     See Hollinshead, this volume.  
  32.     The theater at Epidauros belongs to the last third of the fourth century; Ciancio 

Rossetto and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996, vol. 2, pp. 209–10. The archaeolog-
ical evidence for the orchestra of the fi fth century  B.C.E.  Theater of Dionysos 
in Athens is meager and highly contested. The orchestras of the early deme 
theaters of Attica were not circular. Many scholars are willing to understand 
the classical orchestra as a variably shaped space in front of the sloping seats 
of the cavea, while others uphold the idea of a circular orchestra in the early 
Theater of Dionysos in Athens. Against an early history for a circular orchestra 
generally and in the Theater of Dionysos specifi cally, see Anti  1947 , pp. 55–82; 
Gebhard  1974 , pp. 428–40; Anti and Polacco  1969 , pp. 129–59; Polacco  1990 , 
pp. 101–4, 160–74, fi gs. 39–40; Polacco  1998 , pp. 90–97; Goette  1995 , pp. 9–30; 
Rehm  1988 , pp. 276–83; Rehm  2002 , pp. 39–41 and especially n. 17; Rehm  2006 . 
For a review of the early evidence, concluding in favor of the circular orchestra 
for the Theater of Dionysos originally proposed by W. D ö rpfeld, see Wiles  1997 , 
pp. 23–54, who emphasizes the place of dithyramb in the Dionsysia and argues 
(p. 50) that the appearance of the circular orchestra outside Attica relies on its 
invention in Athens at the Theater of Dionysos. H. P. Isler, in Ciancio Rossetto 
and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996, vol. 1, p. 96, follows a similar logic. While the 
Theater at Epidauros has the earliest certain circular orchestra, it is possible 
that slightly earlier examples may have been planned with a circular orches-
tra. These include the theater at Megalopolis, dated to the 360s  B.C.E.  and the 
theater attached to the palace at Aigai, assigned to the mid- to second half of 
the fourth century  B.C.E. , both, in any case, well after the construction of the 
Theatral Circle on Samothrace. Ciancio Rossetto and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –96, 
vol. 2, p. 317 (Aigai); pp. 262–3 (Megalopolis).  

  33.     More than thirty-fi ve surviving theaters from the Late Classical and Hellenistic 
periods have an orchestra whose diameter is between 19.5 and 30 m. In general, 
see Ciancio Rossetto and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996.  

  34.     For the diameter of smaller scale orchestras of cultic theaters, see Neilsen 2002, 
Table, pp. 340–1. Examples include theaters in the Sanctuary of Asklepios, 
Messene, diameter: 9.7 m., Hellenistic/Early Roman period, Ciancio Rossetto 
and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996, vol. 2, p. 261; Sanctuary of the Great Gods, 
Samothrace, diameter: c. 10 m., second century  B.C.E. ?, Ciancio Rossetto and 
Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996, vol. 2, p. 288; Sanctuary of Syrian Gods, Delos, 
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diameter: 10.16 m, late second century  B.C.E. , Ciancio Rossetto and Pisani 
Sartorio  1994 –1996, vol. 2, p. 195; Sanctuary of Amphiaraos, Oropos, diameter: 
11.1 m., fourth century  B.C.E. , Ciancio Rossetto and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996, 
vol. 2, 227. Of comparable scale is the urban theater at Thera, diameter: 9.58 m., 
second century  B.C.E. (?), Ciancio Rossetto and Pisani Sartorio  1994 –1996, vol 2, 
p. 289–90.  

  35.     Wycherley  1962 , p. 165; Rehm  1988 , p. 277n.58; Rehm  2002 , p. 39.  
  36.     Polacco  1998 , pp. 105–16, argues that the term alludes more often to the shape 

of actions than to the shape of space, but there are many instances, enumerated 
below, in which a space is meant.  

  37.     Kritzas  1998 . In papers delivered at the Annual Meeting of the Archaeological 
Institute of America, Montreal 2006, both C. Kritzas, whose paper, “Choroi. 
The dancing fl oors of Greek Sanctuaries,” was delivered as the response, and I 
advanced many of the same parallels drawn here.  

  38.     IG 1 3  977B; Kritzas  1998 , p. 287.  
  39.     Warren  1984 .  
  40.     Pariente  1988 , pp. 697–705, fi gs.1, 4–10; Marchetti and Rizakis  1995 , pp. 455–

456, fi gs. 1, 12; Nielsen  2002 , p. 103, fi g. 37.  
  41.     Pariente ( 1988  p. 702) calculates roughly eighty people (given two feet of room 

each), could be accommodated on the projected 49 m. of bench available if the 
structure was not completely circular, but instead was set against the “krepis” 
that now forms one of its sides. She then proposes the possibility that magis-
trates named the Eighty ( Ｆ  ┼  ┽  ╈  ┷  ╃  ╈  ╆  ̈   ┺ ) could meet here, to witness dances in 
addition to sacrifi ce. The idea is intriguing, but Marchetti and Rizakis ( 1995  p. 
455) argue the structure was originally a completely circular one and that the 
top step has been recut when the “krepis” was built. If so, the circumference of 
c. 88 m. would allow a seating capacity of around 150.  

  42.     Kourinou  2000 , p. 114–27, 280–281, fi gs. 2–4, pls. 22–6, with references to ear-
lier work; Nielson 2002, pp. 91–93. The structure has also been identifi ed as 
the Skias ( ′  ╃  ╂  ｏ  ╋ , object providing shade such as a canopy, pavilion, or parasol) 
mentioned by Pausanias (3.12.10–3.13.1), next to which was a tholos. The lat-
ter was certainly circular, and the Skias likely was as well, given the fact that 
the tholos in the Athenian Agora was also known by this name,  Agora  III, pp. 
179–184. The name implies a roof, which would have been a challenge for such 
a large structure. For a discussion of the literary evidence for circular spaces, 
building (overly rigid, in my opinion) physical connections between the  ‛  ╂  ┾  ╊  ò  ╋  
 ╃  』  ╃  ╄  ╈  ╋ ,  ]  ╈  ╊  『  ╋ , ’╈╊]┷′¨╊┺, and ’┺┼╈╊┵, see Kolb  1981 , pp. 5–19. Against the 
connection, perhaps too strongly, see Polacco  1998 , pp. 105–16. At Corinth, a 
curved platform surrounded by a sidewalk that also approximates a  khoros , see 
Nielson 2002, p. 96, fi g. 32.  

  43.     Ure  1955 .  
  44.     The position against the orchestra’s origins in the threshing fl oor is summa-

rized by Rehm  2002 , pp. 39–40 and n. 23.  
  45.     Some of the best ancient evidence for threshing fl oors is preserved in South 

Attica, e.g. Princess Tower Farm, Young  1956 , pp. 122–4, fi g. 1; Goette  2000 , 
p. 83, fi gs. 178–9; Cliff Tower Farm, Young  1956 , pp. 124–6, fi g. 2; Langdon and 
Watrous  1977 , fi g. 1, pp. 173–5; Goette  2000 , pp. 81–82, fi gs. 169–70; Souriza 
Farm, Goette  2000 , p. 80–81, fi g. 166. See also Lohmann  1992 , p. 44 n.316, for 
threshing fl oors in South Attica.  

  46.     Vanderpool  1982 .  
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  47.     Mylonas  1961 , wall E3, pp. 67–69, fi gs. 13, 20, 23. It has been identifi ed both 
as the wall of an apsidal structure or as a retaining wall; for the latter, see most 
recently A. Mazarakis Ainian  1997 , pp. 147–50, fi gs. 169–71. Discussed in 
Palinkas  2008 .  

  48.      GDI  2101, 2642; Plutarch,  Quaest. Graec.  203c;  De def. or . 418A (for the Doloneia); 
 De mus.  1136; Aelian,  VH  3.1.  

  49.     Bourguet  1914 , pp. 124–6; Harrison  1962 , pp. 425–9; Roux  1976 , pp. 166–168; 
Bommelaer and Laroche  1991 , pp. 146–7.  

  50.     Inscribed on the base of a statue of Eumenes II dedicated by the Aetolians;  FdD  
III.3 pp. 207–13, nos. 237–9; Daux  1936 , pp. 686–98.  

  51.     The story is also told in 2 Samuel 24.16–24.  
  52.     References to the wedding of Kadmos and Harmonia, in which Harmonia is 

explicitly identifi ed as the daughter of Elektra and not Aphrodite, include scho-
lia to Euripides  Phoinissai  7 ( Samothrace  1, pp. 74–75, no. 75); Diodorus 5.48.4–
50.1 ( Samothrace  1, pp. 65–66, no. 142); scholia, Laurentiana to Ap. Rhod.  Argon  
1.916 ( Samothrace  1, p. 33, no. 70); scholia, Parisina to Ap. Rhod.  Argon.  1.915–16 
( Samothrace  1, pp. 33–34, no. 70a); Nonnus  Dionysiaca  3.38–51, 77–96; 3.373–81 
( Samothrace  1, pp. 34–35, nos. 73–74).  

  53.     For the idea that the frieze on the Hall of Choral Dancers represents the cel-
ebration of the wedding of Kadmos and Harmonia,  Samothrace  5, pp. 230–3. 
Against this idea and in favor of choral groups, see Marconi  2010 .  

  54.      Samothrace  1, nos. 214–27, 219–20 (Korybantic dancing); 190–2 (cultic dance in 
arms of the Salii introduced by Soan or Dardanos of Samothrace).  

  55.     Lonsdale  1995 , p. 281.  
  56.     Burkert  1985 , pp. 87–88. Purifying: Ar.  Pax  956;  Av.  955; Eur.  IA 1569. Dancing 

and singing: Kallim . Hymn 4  ( Delos)  310;  CA  140 (inscription from Erythrai call-
ing for a paean sung to Apollo while circling three times round the altar). My 
thanks to Bronwen Wickkiser for the last reference.  

  57.     See Hollinshead, this volume, for places for witnessing sacrifi ce. See Rehm 
 2002 , p. 41, against participants gathered in a circle to witness sacrifi ce.  

  58.     Rehm  1988 , pp. 264–74; Rehm  2002 , p. 41.  
  59.     Greco and Theodorescu  1983 , vol. 2, pp. 34–49, fi gs. 21–32.  
  60.     Most recently Ohnesorg  2005 , pp. 110–13, fi g. 51; Grandjean and Salviat  2000 , 

pp. 129, 217, no. 72.  
  61.     Grandjean and Salviat  2000 , p. 76, fi gs. 31–32, no. 35.  
  62.     Ohnesorg  1991 , p. 122, pl. XXVIb; Ohnesorg  2005 , pp. 48–50, pl. 19.  
  63.     Interpreted by H. Knackfu ß  as a peribolos wall encircling an altar, an identi-

fi cation maintained by most scholars. F. Cooper and S. Morris argue, on the 
basis of evidence put forth by B. Fehr, that the structure was a circular dining 
room with a temporary tentlike roof;  Didyma  1, pp. 136–9, pls. 14, 15, 227; Fehr 
 1971 –72, pp. 29–34; Cooper and Morris  1990 , pp. 69–71. Ohnesorg  2005 , p. 49 
n. 252, pl. 46.8 (aerial photograph).  

  64.     McCredie  1968 , p. 219.  
  65.     See also Clinton  2003 , n. 49. It stands 0.64 m. high, is cylindrical (diameter 

across the body, 0.744 m.), and has a molded base and crown. Empolia cut in 
the top and bottom surfaces, as well as two lateral dowels with pour channels, 
indicate the block was part of a larger composition that included an additional 
base and crown. Usually round altars on this scale are made in a single block, 
but the arrangement is also somewhat unusual for a statue base. The carved 
moldings are more indicative of an altar. Compare round bases, Schmidt  1995 , 
pp. 30–38, 69–79, to round altars, Berges, Patsiada and Noll é   1996 . Note also 
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the similar (but smaller) cylindrical tripod base from Samothrace, Matsas and 
Dimitrova  2006 , pp. 131–2, no 5. Figs. 10–11.  

  66.     See Hollinshead, this volume, as well as Nielsen  2002 , who discusses a wide range 
of theatra across the Mediterranean that may have served a cultic purpose.  

  67.     Sanctuary of Despoina, Lykosoura: Leonardos  1896 , pp. 101–26; Nielson 2002, 
pp. 106–8, fi g. 42, pl. 27; Sanctuary of Demeter, Pergamon:  Pergamon  XIII, pp. 
36–38; Neilson 2002, pp. 137–8; Sanctuary of Amphiaraos at Oropos: Anti and 
Polacco  1969 , pp. 163–71; Ginouv è s  1972 , pp. 66–69; Nielsen  2002 , p. 128, 
fi g. 57, pl. 35; Sanctuary of Demeter and Kore at Eleusis: Mylonas  1961 , pp. 
143–6, fi g. 4. no. 21 (there are cuttings for statue bases at the top of these steps, 
although they are not set out with the same regularity as those at Samothrace); 
Erechtheion: Paton and Stevens  1927 , pls. 1–2; Ginouv è s  1972 , pp. 70–71; 
Kaberion at Thebes:  Kabirenheiligtum  II, pp. 30–32, pl. 2a; Nielsen  2002 , p. 133, 
fi g. 61; Schachter  2003 , pp. 114–20; Sanctuary of Artemis Ortheia at Sparta: 
Nielsen  2002 , p. 88–91, fi gs. 27–28, pl. 19.  

  68.     Metapontion: Mertens  2006 , pp. 334–7, fi gs. 597–603; Poseidonia: Greco and 
Theodorescu.  1983 , vol. 2, pp. 44 n. 25; Mertens  2006 , pp. 337–9, fi gs. 604–7 
(fewer persons could be accommodated if the structure consisted only of the 
sunken theatron around the 7.5 m. diameter orchestra); Akragas: Mertens 
 2006 , p. 318, fi gs. 576–8.  

  69.     Mertens  2006 , p. 335 and fi g. 598 (Metapontion).  
  70.     For this passage in relation to the formation of the Greek agora, see n. 42.  
  71.     We should not rule out the possibility that the Theatral Circle served the polis 

of Samothrace at times when it was not being used for functions connected 
with the Sanctuary. The steps could serve as seats if every other one was used. 
This function would not, however, have been the primary purpose for which 
the Theatral Circle was erected.  

  72.     My thanks to Professor Elizabeth Gebhard and Fritz Hemans for bringing this 
structure to my attention.  

  73.     Seiler  1986 , p. 157, fi g. 75. The Hellenistic date is suggested on the basis of the 
mason’s marks. The area is now under excavation by Ersin Do ğ er.  

  74.     While this situation has been connected to the theater, Wiles 1998, pp. 209–10, 
the architecture does not bear it out with the same intensity. Only a part of the 
spectators in a Greek theater witnesses the actions in the orchestra against the 
backdrop of the audience.  

  75.     For the mathematical aspects in relation to architecture, Polacco  1998 .  
  76.     For textual references, note, e.g., the shield:  Il .11.33; 20.280; Aesch.  Sept .489; 

496, 591. Chariot wheel:  Il .6.42, 23.340, 23.394; Aesch.  Sept.  203. Potter’s wheel: 
 Il. 18.600, Ar.  Eccl.  1. Wheel of torture: Andok.  De mysteriis  43; Ar.  Plut . 850; Apollod. 
 E.  1.20; Antiph. repeatedly. Wreath or stephane: Pind. Ol . 14.24,  Nem . 11.21; Pl.  Lg.  
12.943c, 12.946b; Aeschin.  On the Embassy  2.46. Tambourine: Eur.  Bacch.  120.  

  77.     Soph.  OT  1270,  Phil . 1354,  Ant  974,  OC  704–706.  
  78.     Cyclades as a chorus of islands around Delos, Kallim.  Hymn 4 (Delos ) 300; also 

28 for songs circling Delos. Circumference of the ocean and shape of the world: 
Herod. 4.36.2 (against the simplicity of in maps). Shape of the sun or moon: 
Aesch.  Pr . V  91,  Pers . 504; Soph.  Ant  416; Eur.  Ion  1155; Herod. 6.106. Vault of 
the sky/heaven: Herod. 1.131; Eur.  Ion  1147; Soph.  Ph.  815; Soph.  Aj .672; Arist. 
 Mete . 345a25. Cosmos and Soul: Pl.  Tim.  34, 36. Orbit of celestial bodies:  h.Hom . 
8.6; Procl.  Hypotyp . 2.17.  

  79.     Wheel of fortune: Arist.  Eth. Nic . 1100b;  Poet . 1452a. Regenerative life force: 
Plato  Phaedo  72b. Life cycle: Plato,  Republic  8.546.  
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  80.     Dancing: Hom.  Il . 18.599; Eur.  Tro . 330; Ar.  Thesm . 968. Purifying the altar: Ar.  Pax  
956;  Av.  955; Eur.  IA  1569. Circling the hearth with a newborn: Amphidromeia. 
Hunters circling their game: Hom.  Od . 4.792;  Il . 5.476; Herod. 1.43.1.  

  81.     Circle of armed men: Soph.  Ichneutae Fr. 210.9; Eur.  Andr. 1089; Eur.  IT  330; 
Xen.  An.  5.7.2. Circle of defenders: Thuk. 2.83.5; 3.78.1 (ships); Xen.  Cyr.  7.1.40; 
7.5.41 (men). Circle of chieftains: Hom.  Il.  4.208; Soph.  Aj.  748–49. Council of 
elders: Hom.  Il.  18.502. Circle of the like-minded (or of acquaintances): Plato 
 Prot . 316c; Arist.  Eth. Eud.  7.1245b. Circle of witnesses: Aesch.  Cho.  980. Circle of 
friends: Arist.  Eth .  Nic.  1170b; 1171a; Plato  Prot.  317d. Family circle: Arist.  Poet.  
1453b19.  

  82.     Pind.  Nem . 4.60. For gods in a circle on the Parthenon frieze, Neils  2001 , 
pp. 61–66.  

  83.     Gathering in a circle as a means to create a community of equals remains fun-
damental in some of our own earliest experiences, such as the morning circle in 
kindergarten or the campfi re gathering for scouts; most western children know 
well the story of King Arthur’s Round Table. There is, of course, the potential 
to differentiate, with more important participants on the fi rst step and those 
of lesser status behind. I also do not mean to imply that there is confusion 
of status or an erasure of difference between the masters and their slaves who 
participated.  

  84.     Turner  1969 , pp. 94–165; Turner  1974 . Turner’s model remains a useful tool 
for understanding the Samothracian experience, despite criticisms expressed 
by scholars studying modern Christian pilgrimage, such as Eade and Sallinow 
 1991 , pp. 1–5.  Koinonia  can have the sense of association, partnership, fellow-
ship, Liddell and Scott. For Samothrakeia, Cole  1984 , pp. 57–86; note especially 
the Samothrakeion on Delos,  EAD  XVI. See also Kowalzig  2003 , pp. 60–72, for 
performances of  theoria  in the formation of  communitas  at Samothrace.  

  85.     To draw on modern examples, the closing ceremony of the Olympic Games or 
the benediction at the end of the Sunday service in Christian worship.  

  86.     While in the Eleusinian Mysteries there was no fi nal group departure from 
the Sanctuary, the completion of the sacred rites was marked by changing 
clothes and offering libations for the dead using  plemochoai ; Mylonas  1961 , 
pp. 279–80, with references. Clothing also seems to be involved in concretizing 
the Andanian Mysteries; Gawlinski  2006 , pp. 24, 109–28.  

  87.     The alignment of the three late Hellenistic buildings on the Western Hill 
(Fig. 2.1–3) suggests that a road or some kind of formal boundary ran along 
the western side of the site, but excavations revealed neither. McCredie  1968 , 
pp. 210–11; McCredie  1979 , p. 24.  

  88.     For conical bowls, see  Samothrace  9, forthcoming.  
  89.     There are no conical bowls in the sealed fi ll of the Rotunda of Arsinoe,  Samothrace  

7, pp. 277–326; or in the fi ll of the Stoa. Although these bowls exhibition sev-
eral forms of rim, the only decisive change in the profi le that is chronologically 
signifi cant is the shift from ring-base to string cut bases, which occurs possibly 
as early as the fi rst century  B.C.E. , and certainly by the early fi rst century  C.E ., 
where bowls with strong-cut bases appear in the fi ll of the Anaktoron, the date 
of which is discussed in McCredie  1979 , pp. 33–35.  

  90.     The fi nds include many thousands of large sherds, dozens of bowls reassembled 
from large fragments, and many more that could be. Dozens more fragments 
continue every year to wash out of the scarp.  

  91.     For the ring, Isid.  Origines  19.32.5; Lucr. 6.1044–7, Plin.(E)  NH , 33.1.23; 
 Samothrace  1, pp. 11, 96–7, nos. 30, 212, 213;  Samothrace  5, pp. 403–404; Burkert 
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 1993 , pp. 187–8. For the taenia, Schol. Ap.Rhod.  Argon.  1.917–18;  Samothrace  1, 
pp. 107–8, nos. 229g–h. Roux,  Samothrace  7, pp. 174–6, fi gs. 115–16, suggests 
that the taenia given to initiates is represented in the exterior parapet frieze of 
the Rotunda of Arsinoe.  

  92.     The literary references to torches (indicating a nocturnal ceremony) come chiefl y 
from Nonnos,  Dionysiaca  3.124–79, 4.4–15, ( Samothrace  1, no. 67), 13.393–407 
( Samothrace  1, no. 69), 3.38–51, 77–96 ( Samothrace  1, no. 73), 4.183–5 ( Samothrace  
1, no. 151), 14.17–22 ( Samothrace  1, no. 166), 29.193–6, 213–14 ( Samothrace  1, 
no. 167). A night ceremony is also suggested by the evocation of “nuptial fi re” 
in the account of Philip and Olympias’ encounter, Himer.  Or.  9.12 ( Samothrace  
1, no. 194). The several lamps found on or near the fl oor of the Theatral Circle 
are strong indicators that the Theatral Circle was also used at night. For the 
lamps, see McCredie  1968 , pp. 232–233, pl. 69e;  Samothrace  9, forthcoming.  

  93.     For protection at sea: Schol. Aristid.  Or.  13,  Samothrace  1, p. 73, no. 158; Orphic 
Hymn 38,  Samothrace  1, p. 98, no. 217; Ar.  Pax  277–8,  Samothrace  1, pp. 102–103, 
nos. 226, 226a; Theophr.  Char.  25.2,  Samothrace  1, p. 103, no. 227; Kallim.  Epigr.  
47,  Samothrace  1, p. 104, no. 228; Ap.Rhod.  Argon.  1.915–21,  Samothrace  1, pp. 
104, 107, nos. 229, 229g, 229h; Diod.Sic. 4.42.1, 4.43.1–2, 4.48.5–7,  Samothrace  
1, pp. 104–5, nos. 229b-c; “Orpheus”  Argonautica  467–72,  Samothrace  1, p. 106, 
no. 229f; Cic.  Nat. D  3.37.89,  Samothrace  1, p. 108, no. 230; Diog. La ë rt. 6.2.59, 
 Samothrace  1, p. 108, no. 231; Anon.  Comoedia nova  frg.,  Samothrace  1, p. 109, no. 
233; Luc.  Epigram  15,  Samothrace  1, p. 110, no. 237. Moral betterment: Diod. Sic. 
5.48.4–50.1,  Samothrace  1, p. 66, no. 142; Ar.  Pax  276–86,  Samothrace  1, pp. 102–3, 
nos. 226, 226a; Valerius Flaccus,  Argonautica  2.431–42,  Samothrace  1, p. 106, no. 
229e. The title,  mystai eusebeis  or  mystae pii  on initiate lists, Cole  1984 , pp. 39–57 
and Appendix III; Dimitrova  2008 , pp. 5–6.  

  94.     The Lysikrates Monument of 335/4  B.C.E.  has exterior Corinthian columns, but 
it is a monument, not a full-scale building. The Mausoleum at Belevi is roughly 
contemporary. The Temple of Zeus Olbios at Diocaesarea is now thought to be 
early second century  B.C.E.  See Frazer’s discussion,  Samothrace  10, pp. 218–233.  

  95.      Samothrace  10, p. 226.  
  96.     As pointed out by James R. McCredie in conversation. For the appearance of 

the Corinthian order and the development of its capital, see Bauer  1973 ; B ö rker 
 1972 ;  Apollo Bassitas  I, pp. 305–24; Lawrence 1996, pp. 137–41; Winter  2006 , 
p. 221–4.  

  97.     For the design of tholoi, Seiler  1986 ; Roux in  Samothrace  7, pp. 177–230.  
  98.      Samothrace  10, pp. 227–33. Scholars debate whether the Rotunda was built 

before or after the Propylon of Ptolemy II. A. Frazer and J. R. McCredie place 
the Rotunda fi rst, while G. Roux believes the Rotunda follows the Propylon; 
both opinions are expressed in  Samothrace  7, pp. 228, 231–9.  

  99.     Wesenberg  1996 , pp. 2–5, fi gs. 2–3, for white ground lekythoi Athens NM1938 
and 1800, which depict akanthos leaves emerging from the base of a stele or 
column; Rykwert  1996 , pp. 317–27. Earlier, Yates  1846 , on the term  akanthos  in 
ancient sources; Hauglid  1947 , pp. 112–16, on the prophylactic aspect of spiky 
things associated with the grave; Kempker 1954, pp. 71–94, esp. 81–89, on the 
connection of the Corinthian story of the maiden and akanthos not just with 
the grave but with the afterlife as revealed in the Eleusinian mysteries. Note 
also Kallimachos’s other great invention, a golden lamp with a fl ue in the form 
of a palm tree, for the Erechtheion in Athens (Pausanias 1.26.6–7). Surviving 
bronze lamps and candelabra are decorated with akanthos, thus forming a fur-
ther association between that plant and light.  
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  100.     On the visual symbolism of the akanthos in later Hellenistic and Augustan 
art, see Pollini  1993 , especially pp. 183–5, with bibliography, n. 12; and, 
Castriota  1995 , pp. 124–38, who both associate the motif with the concept 
of  ■  ╆  ┺  ╃  』  ╃  ╄  〉  ′  ╂  ╋  (anakyklosis) or “circling about,” connected with the eternal 
return, which in Roman usage has political meanings. As I am chiefl y interested 
in the experience of the initiate, I leave for future research the issue of whether 
Ptolemy II, or his architect, used the Corinthian order to signal an ascendant 
cosmic cycle associated with his reign. His grand procession (Ath.  Deip  197C-
203B) indicates that he was deeply interested in such ideas. See Castriota  1995 , 
p. 127; Rice  1983 .  

  101.     Riegl  1992 , pp. 187–207, esp. p. 190. Whether or not the impetus for the 
appearance of the akanthos motif lies in the direct observation of nature or 
the development of preexisting vegetal motifs is irrelevant to the signifi cance 
the plant rapidly acquired in the visual tradition. The akanthos motif found its 
way onto simas, antefi xes, and mosaics, but it is most animate in its capacity as 
a columnar crown.  

  102.     Concerning a blessed afterlife, which had not been previously attested, note, the 
epitaph on a stele now in the Archaeological Museum of Kavalla (inv. No.  Λ  70, 
provenance unknown) in which a mime, initiated into both the Eleusinian and 
Samothracian mysteries, feels promised an afterlife. Dimitrova argues that the 
Land of the Blessed, here called the region of the reverent ( ]  ソ  ╊  ╈  ╋   ┾  Ｌ  ′  ┾  ┻  ｑ  〉  ╆ ) 
relates to the Samothracian initiates’ title,  ╅  ｙ  ′  ̈   ┺  ╂   ┾  Ｌ  ′  ┾  ┻  ┾  ῖ  ╋ , and therefore that 
promise of an afterlife is connected with the Samothracian initiation. See 
Karadima-Matsa and Dimitrova  2003 , especially pp. 342–4; Dimitrova  2008 , 
pp. 83–90, no. 29.  
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     CHAPTER FOUR 

 ENTERING DEMETER’S GATEWAY: 

THE ROMAN PROPYLON IN THE CITY 

ELEUSINION   

    Margaret M.   Miles    

   Recent anthropological and sociological studies of processions in the 

early modern and modern periods have emphasized their binding 

nature: formal movement through cities, whether in Baroque Rome 

or nineteenth-century Philadelphia, linked the topography of the city 

and created an intense sense of community between the processors, the 

observers, and the setting. Processions are said to reenact a cognitive 

map of a given territory and assert spatial dominance. In some periods 

and places, such as twentieth-century Belfast, such processions acted as 

aggressive statements about contested territorial and historical claims.  1   

Classical scholars also have long recognized the central importance of 

processions in Greek religion: together with sacrifi ce  , processions are 

key rituals that recalled interactions with gods in the past and marked 

space and time. In ancient Athens, festival processions also linked the 

countryside with the urban sanctuaries and enhanced civic identity and 

unity. 

   The signifi cance of processing in antiquity, and of entering and leav-

ing a sanctuary, is marked by the prominence in Greek architecture of 

entrance gates.  2   They served as  termini  for processions, less formal pil-

grimages and individual visits, and framed their beginning and end. 

In this chapter, I examine the distinctive entrances built in the Roman 

period that connected the famous Eleusinian processions. The gate-

ways ( propyla ) to the sanctuary at Eleusis are well preserved,   while in the 

City Eleusinion in downtown Athens, fragmentary remains suggest at 

least one similar, corresponding gateway into the innermost part of the 

              

       



The Roman Propylon in the City Eleusinion 115cef

sanctuary.   I discuss the reconstruction of this entrance, the symbolic 

signifi cance of the entrances to Demeter’s sanctuaries,   and the social cli-

mate of the Second Sophistic that encouraged a retrospective, nostalgic 

ordering and commemoration of the famous old rituals  .    

  The Eleusinian Procession 

     In a well-known passage, Herodotos uses the imagery of the procession 

of the Eleusinian Mysteries as a divine omen of the Persian defeat in 

480/79  B.C.E .: two Greek exiles, on the side of the Persian forces in Attica, 

witness a huge cloud of dust, as if cast up by 30,000 people (8.65). As 

they observe the cloud, soon they hear emanating from it the cries of 

“Iakche,” a sight and sounds characteristic of the Athenian ritual. The 

cloud of dust then drifts toward the island Salamis, opposite Eleusis, 

and the observers believe it must presage the destruction of Xerxes  ’ fl eet. 

The procession of the Eleusinian Mysteries was the most public part of 

the sanctuary’s annual ceremony and in Herodotos’ text it represents 

the Goddesses themselves, who implicitly defend Greece.  3       

   In the Athenian celebration each year in late September, the priestesses 

of Demeter and Kore set out from Eleusis near the western border of 

Attica, carrying Sacred Objects ( ta hiera ) in cylindrical boxes   some 21 kilo-

meters along the Sacred Way to central Athens. After passing along the 

Panathenaic Way   through the Agora, the priestesses deposited the Sacred 

Objects for safekeeping in the City Eleusinion, the branch sanctuary of 

Demeter and Kore on the north shoulder of the Akropolis.   After several 

days of preliminary rituals in Athens, fi rst the new, prospective initiates 

and then those about to undertake a second step of initiation would 

process the 21 kilometers from the City Eleusinion back to Eleusis.  4   

Unusually for Greek sanctuaries, a public gathering area in a forecourt 

is found in both the City Eleusinion and at Eleusis, and is attested as a 

feature in other Eleusinia in Attica: the rituals and the secrecy surround-

ing them required a place in front of the sanctuary that could be acces-

sible.  5   The propyla demarcated the boundary between gathering areas 

and the sanctuary proper. Although the ceremony began and ended with 

events so private and secrecy so mandatory that death was the penalty for 

divulging them, in contrast, the processions formed an assertive, highly 

public event that was carefully choreographed and followed a prescribed 
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sequence along a fi xed  trajectory, with  memorable t opographical 

 landmarks and bridges that were maintained over centuries. 

 During some years of the Peloponnesian War, the processional route 

had to be circumvented because the Spartan occupation of Dekeleia, a 

fortifi cation on Mt. Parnes that dominated the plain of Athens, made 

it unsafe. Xenophon states that during these years the festival contin-

ued, but the annual procession had to go by boat from Piraeus to Eleusis 

(I.4.20).     In a brilliant move that showed defi ance of the occupying Spartans 

and his improved relationship with the hierarchy at Eleusis, Alkibiades 

personally arranged for the army to escort a solemn procession on its 

usual route on the Sacred Way (Xen. I.4.20).   The fullest description of 

this event is provided by Plutarch, in his account of Alkibiades’ return 

from exile. After giving a highly moving speech in his own defense, and 

consulting the Kerykes and Eumolpidai, Alkibiades’ fi rst act in Athens 

was the staging of the procession, in its full array. Plutarch notes that 

for some years, sacrifi ce  s, choral dances, and other rituals that were cus-

tomarily performed on the Sacred Way (as a part of the celebration of the 

Mysteries) had had to be suspended ( Alc . 34.4–7)  .  6       

 Although the exact procedure of initiation is unknown, because 

the secret was well kept, some details about accompanying rituals are 

known. Symbols of the rituals, including representations of vessels 

and equipment, were displayed on the fa ç ades of the entrance gates of 

the two sanctuaries in central Athens and at Eleusis. Thus advertised 

even to an uninitiated public, the symbols stood not just for the secret 

rituals carried out within the gates, but also for the whole ceremony, 

including the public procession. The last day of the festival before par-

ticipants returned to Athens was named  Plemochoai     ,   because of a ritual 

that involved overturning vessels of a distinctive shape, called plem-

ochoai, onto the ground in a form of direct libation   to the underworld. 

Such vessels have been found both at Eleusis and in the City Eleusinion, 

and despite general ancient reticence on the subject, they seem to have 

been used in rituals for Plouton and other chthonic deities within the 

Eleusinian pantheon.  7   

 The shape of the plemochoe changed over time, but retained a fl ared 

pedestal base, a wider basin with out-turning lip, and either a fenestrated 

or solid lid. They are meant to be overturned rather than poured.   The 

fabric is typically a slightly coarse clay, sometimes with a slip or added 
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paint, with representations of myrtle.  8   Many examples of bottoms and 

lids have small holes on the sides, perhaps to tie them together, and hold 

small sprigs of myrtle.   The symbolic importance of this vessel is refl ected 

in the dedication of marble plemochoai (at Eleusis) and a very large mar-

ble plemochoe, with fenestrated lid, used as sanctuary furniture in the 

City Eleusinion.  9   Plemochoai are among the symbols of the Eleusinian 

Mysteries represented on the entrance gates to the sanctuaries, but also 

in other Eleusian contexts. 

     The one well-preserved image we have of an Eleusinian procession is 

enigmatic and diffi cult to decipher, not surprising given the prevailing 

indirection in communicating Eleusinian events. This red-fi gured terra-

cotta plaque was dedicated in the fi rst half of the fourth century  B.C.E . 

by a woman named Ninnion, and was found at Eleusis and published 

by A. Skias in 1901. Since then, scholarly exegesis of this imagery has 

continued, most recently by Kevin Clinton  , who sees the arrival of the 

Eleusinian procession in the bottom register of fi gures, with Iakchos pre-

senting Ninnion to Demeter, and the end of the festival along the upper 

register, with Ninnion now presented by Kore to Demeter. In both regis-

ters and in the pedimental area the fi gure Clinton   identifi es as Ninnion 

is depicted wearing a plemochoe on her head, tied with string and deco-

rated with myrtle   sprigs ( Fig. 4.1 ). This seems the most persuasive inter-

pretation so far, and if correct, this plaque highlights the importance of 

the plemochoe as a ritual vessel, used not just at the end of the festival 

but also in arrival at Eleusis, as a culmination of the procession  .      

 This more extensive use of the plemochoe is corroborated by the 

many vessels found in the City Eleusinion in central Athens, used in 

rituals there. Possibly some participants carried plemochoai with them 

as they processed from Athens to Eleusis, along with bundled rods or 

wreaths of myrtle  , which are also represented on the public fa ç ades 

of the entrance gates. The plemochoe as a ritual vessel was signifi cant 

enough to be depicted on both propyla of the Roman period (in Athens 

and in Eleusis), discussed further later in this chapter.    

    The Sacred Way 

 The  hiera hodos  in Attica is hardly unique, as sacred ways may be found 

leading to many Greek sanctuaries. A less common characteristic is 

              

       



Margaret M. Miles118 cdf

that the Athenian Sacred Way had overlapping portions designated 

as primary for two major festivals (the Eleusinian Mysteries and the 

Panathenaia  ) and also continued on westward outside of Attica across 

the territories of neighboring poleis to Delphi, as a sort of  “international” 

Sacred Way. This route was followed by Athenian Pythaistai  , a  theoria  

sent to Delphi at appropriate intervals (when lightning was sited over 

 4.1.      Detail of Ninnion pinax (Athens, National Museum 11036). Photo M. M. Miles.  
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a particular spot on Mt. Parnes).  10     The Sacred Way as the processional 

road to Eleusis was designated with boundary markers, of which three 

have been found that read “ horos  of the road to Eleusis” ( IG  I 3  1095, 

earlier fi fth century  B.C.E .;  IG  I 3  1096, c. 420  B.C.E .;  IG  II 2  2624, fourth 

century  B.C.E .). Two other inscriptions attest further to the care taken 

to maintain the processional route to Eleusis: a decree for the bridge 

over the Rheitoi salt-springs ( IG  I 3  79, 422/1  B.C.E .) – it specifi es that 

the construction provide a safe passage for the priestesses carrying  ta 

hiera  – and an honorary decree awarded to Xenokles in part for pay-

ing for the upkeep of a bridge over the Kephisos river close to Eleusis 

that benefi ted both the annual procession and local Eleusinians ( IG  II 2  

1191, 321/20?  B.C.E .).  11     

 By far the fullest ancient account of the Sacred Way that linked Athens 

and Eleusis is found in Pausanias   (1.36.3–38.6), who might have read 

Polemon   of Ilion’s book on the Sacred Way (now lost) before or after his 

own visit.  12   Pausanias   begins his description of the Sacred Way where 

it emerges from the city near the Dipylon Gate. Earlier in his account 

he describes the publicly accessible part of the City Eleusinion, and 

states that a dream forbade a full description of its interior (1.14.3–4).  13   

He also mentions a Temple of Demeter located near the Dipylon on the 

inside of the gate, beside the Pompeion  ; in it were statues by Praxiteles of 

Demeter, Kore, and Iakchos, who was depicted holding a torch (1.2.4).  14   

Now at the Kerameikos, Pausanias picks up the Eleusinian theme and 

continues it methodically (without digression) until he reaches the 

forecourt of the sanctuary at Eleusis. His procedure is to describe the 

monuments “worth seeing” along the road itself, with commentary, so 

that in effect the reader can reenact the public passage vicariously.  15   

Pausanias   makes no attempt to recall the private ceremony of initia-

tion: on the contrary, he brings the reader to the forecourt at Eleusis 

but declines to describe the sanctuary, confi ning his remarks only to 

the outer, public areas in the forecourt that precedes the sanctuary. As 

he reminds the reader once his account reaches Eleusis, he was warned 

in a dream not to include descriptions of areas accessible only to the 

initiated.  16   Rather, the Sacred Way and its monuments were worthy 

of notice in and of themselves, and by the time of Pausanias  ’s visit (c. 

165  C.E .) this stretch of road was dense with historical and religious 

associations. 
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 Pausanias   selects the most outstanding tombs: those notable for 

the circumstance of death of the deceased, or the prominence of the 

deceased, including the tomb of the best harpist, the best tragic actor, 

and, the very best tomb of all ancient tombs in Greece.   Harpalos  , the 

sometime treasurer of Alexander   the Great, built this very best tomb 

for his wife Pythionike.  17   Because she was a former courtesan, this 

spectacular marble monument became a cause c é l è bre as a conspicu-

ous transgression against “normal” commemoration and is frequently 

mentioned by ancient authors, especially those decrying Macedonian 

political control and attacking their excessive consumption.  18   Surely 

Pausanias   included it as a much-discussed, conspicuous landmark, but 

also because of its high quality and its position, just at the crest of the 

pass over Mt. Aigaleos. Here, for those coming from Eleusis, the plain 

below with the Athenian Acropolis and Parthenon   suddenly comes into 

view, a famous sight often remarked by early modern travelers  . 

 There are shrines of several heroes, some of them obscure even to 

Pausanias  , and altars and temples to various deities. But the whole nar-

rative and Pausanias’s selection of what to include is punctuated with 

landmarks associated with Demeter and Kore and other Eleusinian 

fi gures, a stream of signs that this is the Sacred Way to Eleusis, with 

a steady buildup of Eleusinian reminders. Skiros, a soothsayer from 

Dodona, was buried by Eleusinians.   The tomb of Akestion   is noted, and 

he remarks on her several male relatives who were prominent offi cials in 

the Mysteries ( Dadouchoi , their names epigraphically attested).  19   There 

is a sanctuary of Demeter, Kore, Athena, and Poseidon   near an altar of 

Zephyr and the place where Demeter gave the sacred fi g-tree to Phytalos. 

Another tomb commemorates a doctor, Mnesitheos, who dedicated an 

image of Iakchos.   In a sanctuary of Apollo (under the present monas-

tery at Daphne) were images of the Two Goddesses.   At the Rheitoi salt-

springs,   Pausanias   notes that only priests at Eleusis were allowed to fi sh 

there.  20   Nearby was the tomb of Eumolpos,   the fi rst Hierophant in the 

Mysteries, and near the river Kephisos Pausanias   comments on the place 

where Pluto descended into the underworld after abducting Persephone. 

Even after leaving the forecourt at Eleusis, and moving onward toward 

Megara, Pausanias   continues to remark on landmarks associated with 

Demeter, such as the Flowered Well  , where she sat in disguise, mourning 
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her daughter, and was found by the daughters of the king Keleos and 

invited to Eleusis. 

 Such landmarks doubtless became resting places on the long  journey 

for those walking in the annual procession   from Athens or journey-

ing to the sanctuary from other directions. Thus the reader acquires 

a detailed picture of the sacred geography of the road and the region 

around Eleusis, with Eleusis itself as the focal point, but left as a blank 

for the uninitiated. Pausanias  ’s immediate audience in the later sec-

ond century  C.E.  could witness vicariously the ancient passage along 

the Sacred Way.    

  Links between the City Eleusinion and the Sanctuary at Eleusis 

 Besides the physical link of the Sacred Way, the ritual link between the 

City Eleusinion in central Athens and the sanctuary at Eleusis resulted 

in administrative and architectural links. The two sanctuaries were 

administered by the same Eleusinian offi cials throughout their history, 

so that in effect the branch in Athens “belonged” to Eleusis, and pre-

served fi nancial accounts (where expenditures in both places are some-

times recorded in one account) and many other inscriptions attest to 

their close relationship. In some instances, two copies of important 

inscriptions were made, one to be set up at Eleusis and the other in the 

City Eleusinion  ; this is attested in the inscriptions themselves.  21   

 In  Agora  XXXI, I described what has been uncovered so far of the City 

Eleusinion, excavated mostly in the 1930s and 1950s. A series of suc-

cessive walls and doors set apart the forecourt of the sanctuary from 

the Panathenaic Way  . In the center of the forecourt area is an Ionic 

Temple of Triptolemos, built in the fi rst half of the fi fth century  B.C.E . 

On the south side was a Hellenistic stoa, perhaps a gift from a devo-

tee in the second century  B.C.E . When that stoa was constructed a new, 

modest propylon from the Panathenaic Way   into the forecourt was also 

constructed. The main part of the sanctuary extends to the east under 

modern Plaka and remains unexcavated, although its eastern limit was 

found in recent excavations of the Street of the Tripods.  22   The forecourt 

area was publicly accessible and a place where inscriptions were posted, 

and some dedications set up. 
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 What I have concluded from studying the excavated remains in Athens 

is that the history of architectural construction in one of the sanctuar-

ies is often mirrored in the other, since the prosperity or donation that 

allowed embellishment of one often naturally extended to the other. 

After the fi fth century  B.C.E ., only in the period of Roman domination 

of Greece did the sanctuaries at Eleusis and Athens receive such concen-

trated embellishment and new architectural features. Such appreciation 

of the by then very old and venerable shrines and traditional ceremonies 

shows a heightened sense of respect and desired connection with the 

distant classical past in a period marked by cultural nostalgia for the 

fi fth century  B.C.E . 

 The ornamental propyla built in the Roman period at each end of 

the route for the Eleusinian procession   functioned as marked tran-

sitional zones, from the freely accessible (public roads) to the highly 

limited inner sanctuaries. While all propyla in Greek sanctuaries per-

form this function to some degree, because of the intense secrecy and 

security surrounding the Eleusinian sanctuaries, the propyla for the 

City Eleusinion and Eleusis took on heightened functions of control. 

As in other propyla, the timing of the fl ow of visitors and devotees 

was controlled, and the entrance gate reminded them of the transition 

into the deity’s property, along with necessary restrictions on behav-

ior. In addition, the Eleusinian propyla barred many people, since only 

those initiated or about to be initiated could pass through, on pain of 

death.  23   The two propyla of the Roman period were decorated on their 

outer, publicly visible faces with items emblematic of the Mysteries 

that were used in rituals and carried in the procession  , and hence 

could be shown.  

    The Fifth Century  B.C.E . Propylon at Eleusis 

 More than a century of excavation and study at Eleusis has uncovered 

the main features of the sanctuary.  24   The Anaktoron or Telesterion 

which served as the hall of initiation dominates the center, while a series 

of heavy fortifi cation walls enclosed the whole sanctuary, and gate-

ways were inserted through them in various periods.   In an example of 

excellent architectural detective work, D. Giraud identifi ed the earliest 

preserved propylon to the sanctuary with remains substantial enough 
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to provide a confi dent reconstruction, located on the east side of the 

 sanctuary where its high wall opened out toward the Sacred Way. Built 

originally circa 430  B.C.E ., the propylon had a simple plan with the outside 

in the form of two Doric columns between two projecting antae (distyle 

in antis), probably surmounted by a Doric frieze and gabled pediment. 

On the interior, Giraud reconstructs two free-standing columns under a 

porch; the doorway itself was a narrow 2.01 meters. His reconstruction 

is based on blocks from the stylobate and crepidoma that were reused in 

a Roman building (traditionally referred to as the “Mithraion”), and an 

anta capital he found on the site.  25   This marble propylon, modest in scale 

but handsome in design, is thus another addition to propyla in sanctu-

aries constructed in the 420s: the sanctuary of Poseidon at Sounion (a 

parallel discussed by Giraud), and the sanctuary of Demeter Malophoros 

at Selinous, which might have been partly inspired by the new propylon 

at Eleusis.  26   Giraud’s reconstructed marble propylon at Eleusis was still 

fairly new when it framed the elaborate and well-protected staging of the 

Eleusinian procession   by Alkibiades   in 407  B.C.E .      

    The Propylon of Appius Claudius Pulcher at Eleusis 

     Appius Claudius Pulcher was consul of Rome in 54  B.C.E . and a corre-

spondent of Cicero. One of the colorful and ambitious men who vied 

for power in the late Republic, Claudius Pulcher was an enthusiast for 

esoteric aspects of religious ritual: he is cited by Cicero as an authority 

on augury, and he is known to have consulted the Delphi  c Oracle dur-

ing one of his visits to Greece. Like many educated upper-class Romans 

who traveled abroad, he was initiated into the Eleusinian Mysteries, 

probably in 61  B.C.E. , when he was in Greece collecting statues to take 

back to Rome. In the year of Claudius Pulcher’s consulship, the Tiber 

River fl ooded Rome catastrophically.  27   Cicero wrote about the fl ood to 

his brother Quintus in a preserved letter, describing the extensive dam-

age along the Via Appia, and commenting that the standing water was 

still remaining ( Ad Quint. fr . 3.7.1).   Most dire was the destruction of the 

city’s grain supply, so severely damaged that Pompey   was sent out on 

an emergency expedition to buy grain abroad; Cassius Dio   reports pub-

lic opinion that the gods had something to do with this terrible fl ood 

(39.61.1–3, 63.3). 
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 K. Clinton   offers the persuasive suggestion that the devastating 

fl ood of 54 and the resulting loss of the city’s grain supply (when App. 

Claudius Pulcher was consul and therefore charged with overall respon-

sibility for the city’s welfare) may have been the occasion on which he 

vowed to Ceres and Proserpina a sumptuous gift.  28   The inscription 

on the architrave of this propylon at Eleusis (the only inscription in 

Latin among over one hundred found there) tells us that he vowed it 

to the Goddesses, and that it was completed after his death by his two 

nephews.  29     

 The marble gateway was started about 50  B.C.E.  and fi nished within 

a decade ( Fig. 4.2 ). The Propylon has been reconstructed on paper sev-

eral times, and that of H ö rmann published in 1932 is still probably the 

most accurate, although some of its details have been questioned.  30   The 

plan, style, and decoration of Appius’s propylon refl ect the eclecticism 

of the fi rst century  B.C.E.  in both sculpture and architectural ornament. 

On the outer side, a Doric frieze decorated with Eleusinian symbols 

faced the entering initiates, above an Ionic architrave and Corinthian   

 4.2.      Eleusis, view of propylon of Appius Claudius Pulcher, from the west. Photo M. M. 

Miles.  
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capitals with winged griffons at the corners ( Fig. 4.3 ).  31   The frieze with 

Eleusinian symbols (a sheaf of wheat  , phiales  , a kiste,   and boukranion  ) 

recalls the elaborately decorated propyla at Epidauros   and the entrance 

to the sanctuary of the Great Gods at Samothrace, donated by Ptolemy 

II  . Those friezes, however, are continuous Ionic friezes, while this one 

is Doric; unusual here are the carvings of Eleusinian symbols over the 

triglyphs, in addition to those in the metopes.  32      

   Especially striking in its design are the pair of caryatids that framed 

the inner part of the gateway, bearing the sacred kistai on their heads, 

with their arms raised up to secure them. One of the fi rst monuments at 

Eleusis to be noted by early modern travelers was one of these colossal 

caryatids, at fi rst thought to be a statue of Demeter or Kore.  33   Today the 

better preserved of the caryatids is in the museum at Eleusis ( Fig. 4.4 ), 

and her transported sister is in Cambridge in the Fitzwilliam Museum, 

having been taken off from Eleusis in 1803 despite local opposition.  34   

On the kistai are representations of items sacred to the Eleusinian god-

desses, with a plemochoe   featured prominently on each front along-

side poppies  , sheaves of wheat  , and rods made of myrtle   ( Fig. 4.5 ). The 

caryatids, carved more than twice life-size in a retrospective style that 

recalls the Severe period of the earlier fi fth century, represent majestic 

Eleusinian priestesses returning to Eleusis from the City Eleusinion in 

Athens, with the Sacred Objects ( ta hiera )   in the kistai on their heads, 

leading the processing devotees into the sanctuary.                  

 4.3.      Eleusis, Doric frieze from propylon of Appius Claudius Pulcher. Photo M. M. Miles.  
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 The handsome propylon was a stunning addition to the venerable 

sanctuary, and together with the Tower of the Winds represents the 

fi nest of architectural gifts to Athens in the later Republican period. 

Elizabeth Rawson   has identifi ed the Roman enthusiasm for religion 

and the history of religious ritual as a new intellectual development that 

 4.4.      Eleusis, caryatid from propylon of Appius Claudius Pulcher (Eleusis Museum 5104). 

Photo M. M. Miles.  
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marks the late Republic, interests that were shared by App. Claudius 

Pulcher  ,   Cicero, Varro  , and others.  35   Cicero in particular was moved by 

his experience of the Eleusinian Mysteries. He alludes to them several 

times in both published essays and in private letters, and states that 

“Athens has given nothing to the world more excellent or divine than 

the Eleusinian Mysteries,” and that through initiation “not only do we 

learn a way of living in happiness but also a way of dying with greater 

hope”( Leg . 2.36).   

   The Eleusinian caryatids also recall the famous Korai or Maidens 

on the south porch of the Temple of Athena Polias (the Erechtheion  ), 

who also represent priestesses in procession, originally bearing phi-

ale  s for libation  s, and are perhaps also shown on the east frieze of the 

Parthenon  .   The caryatids on the Acropolis stand for the primary female 

participants in the festivals, and not punished, imprisoned widows as 

 4.5.      Eleusis, detail of kiste carried by caryatid (Eleusis Museum 5104). Photo M. M. Miles.  
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Vitruvius would later suggest, writing from an Augustan perspective in 

a library and without having seen these buildings (Vitr. 1.1.5–6).   The 

Eleusinian caryatids from Appius’ propylon commemorate and model 

the Eleusinian procession, just as the Erechtheion   caryatids model the 

Panathenaia  . Implicitly they link Eleusis and Athens  .    

    The Greater Propylaia at Eleusis 

 The propylon at Eleusis only became the “Lesser” propylon some two 

hundred years later in the second century  C.E ., when Hadrian invig-

orated Athens and Eleusis with generous benefactions, new organi-

zations, and started the construction of a handsome new “Greater” 

propylaia, a direct copy of the central building of Mnesikles’ fi fth-

century propylaia   to the Acropolis. The new propylaia were part of a 

general refurbishing of the whole entrance area to the sanctuary at 

Eleusis: the courtyard was paved, and a small Doric temple was added 

(this is usually identifi ed as the Temple of Artemis Propylaia but it 

could well be the Temple of Triptolemos). Hadrian was himself hon-

ored along with the Two Goddesses by two arches set up by members 

of a civic organization he founded, the Panhellenion, who took a spe-

cial interest in Eleusinian matters.  36   These arches were exact copies of 

the Arch of Hadrian near the Olympieion in Athens  . They frame the 

entrance court in a manner similar to the omitted wings of Mnesikles’ 

Propylaia  , in effect, bringing a contemporary Roman aspect into the 

overall design while paying homage to Classical Athens. This is specif-

ically the import of the twin inscriptions on the arches that read “the 

Panhellenes [dedicate this] to the Two Goddesses and the emperor” 

( I.G . II 2  2958).  37   

 Recent studies by Demetrios Giraud   have shown almost conclusively 

that the Greater Propylaia were started by Hadrian, even though the 

building was not completed until the reign of Marcus Aurelius, whose 

portrait was set within one of the tympana.  38   Construction had been 

interrupted, and delayed further by invasion of the Costobocs in 170. As 

a visual link between Eleusis and the Akropolis of Athens, the Propylaia 

of Eleusis are an impressive statement of classicism in the second cen-

tury. A direct emulation of a fi fth-century  B.C.E.  building would not be 

constructed again until the late eighteenth century.    
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      A Hadrianic Propylon in the City Eleusinion 

 The visual connections between the two sanctuaries, already made 

kinetically each year by the procession  s, were made even more emphatic 

with the addition of a new propylon to the City Eleusinion, which in my 

study of the City Eleusinion I suggested should be dated to the reign of 

Hadrian.  39   This propylon is now represented only by pieces of its super-

structure, but enough are preserved to suggest a reconstruction, which 

I discuss in greater detail here. The propylon would have been set into a 

wall that divided the publicly accessible area of the City Eleusinion (the 

area already excavated) from the inner area that included the Temple of 

Demeter and Persephone mentioned by Pausanias   (but which he could 

not describe, because of a warning in a dream, I.14.3–4). The probable 

location of the wall, and the propylon, is indicated in  Figure 4.6 . No 

foundations for the propylon have yet been uncovered (as its likely loca-

tion is under modern Plaka), hence this reconstruction is necessarily 

provisional.    

 Numerous pieces of two caryatids that were used as architectural 

supports provide evidence for part of the propylon. So far, all known 

fragments have been found in or very near the City Eleusinion.  40   Most 

important among them are the two heads found in the area of the 

Eleusinian in 1859 by K. Pittakys, and studied further in 1985 by Eliana 

Raftopoulou  . For her reconstruction she added fragments of feet, a 

plinth, and drapery also found by Pittakys in the area of the Eleusinion 

and stored in the National Museum.  41   Raftopoulou   associated the 

two slightly over life-size korai with a type of Severizing caryatid rep-

resented in other Roman versions such as the Tralleis/Cherchel type.  42   

To those pieces in the National Museum are now added three new frag-

ments, recently identifi ed and published by George Despinis, that were 

found during cleaning by the Ephoreia around Tower W 2 of the late 

Roman fortifi cation wall, just to the north of the City Eleusinion on 

the Panathenaic Way  .  43   The newly found fragments include part of the 

plinth, the left foot, and lower legs of caryatid B, which joins the plinth 

and right foot published by Raftopoulou  , part of the left breast and 

locks of hair of caryatid A ( Figs. 4.7 , 4.8, and 4.9), and a small fragment 

of drapery.  Figure 4.10  shows the largest piece, with the left foot and 

lower legs, added to Raftopoulou  ’s reconstruction of caryatid B.                   
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     In  Figure 4.11  is a suggested reconstruction, with the two caryatids 

distyle prostyle in a simple, fa ç ade-like gateway facing east into the inner 

side of the sanctuary. They do not carry kistai, but instead kalathoi 

with an upward-curving rim. Since the Sacred Objects ( ta hiera ) were 

brought to the City Eleusinion for safekeeping while the festival began, 

 4.6.      Athens, plan of area around Eleusinion. Drawing American School of Classical Studies: 

Agora Excavations, R. Anderson.  
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presumably a kalathos was substituted for the offi cial kistai.   This type 

of design directly (and deliberately) mirrors the propylon at Eleusis. In 

the proposed reconstruction presented here, a hypothetical Ionic frieze 

runs above the caryatids, featuring items relevant to the Eleusinian cult; 

this is drawn from an extant Ionic architrave of Roman imperial date at 

Eleusis ( Fig. 4.12 ).  44               

 4.7.      Athens, fragment of caryatid A from City Eleusinion, Agora S 3517. Photo American 

School of Classical Studies at Athens: Agora Excavations.  
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   The entablature of the outer, west side of the gateway, again on 

the analogy of Appius Claudius Pulcher’s earlier propylon at Eleusis, 

may be represented by the Doric frieze block with Eleusinian symbols 

now built into south side of the Church of the Panagia Gorgoepikoos 

(“Little Metropolitan”) in Athens ( Fig. 4.13 ).  45   The frieze block is one 

of a very large number of reused ancient and medieval  spolia  built into 

the church; in fact, most of the fabric of the church consists of re-used 

 4.8.      Athens, fragment of caryatid B from City Eleusinion, front view, Agora S 3519. 

Photo American School of Classical Studies at Athens: Agora Excavations.  
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ancient and medieval fi gured or structural blocks. In a recent reevalu-

ation of the church, B. Kiilerich has suggested a date for it early in the 

period of Ottoman control of Athens, and sees a deliberate planning in 

the placement of the blocks, which then took on new meanings.  46        

 The Doric frieze block consists of two triglyphs and two metopes 

carved onto one piece, each element bearing a cultic symbol appropri-

ate to the Eleusinian Mysteries ( Fig. 4.14 ). The block is 0.589 meter 

high, and 1.578 meters long.  47   The frieze is framed in its current position 

 4.9.      Athens, fragment of caryatid B from City Eleusinion, side view, Agora S 3519. Photo 

American School of Classical Studies at Athens: Agora Excavations.  
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 4.10.      Reconstruction of caryatid B with Agora S 3519 added. Drawing R. Leonardis, after 

E. G. Raftopoulou, “Neue Zeugnisse archaistischer Plastik im Athener Nationalmuseum,” 

 AM  100, 1985, fi g. 1.  
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 4.11.      Athens, reconstruction of fa ç ade of propylon to City Eleusinion, east side. Drawing 

R. Leonardis.  

 4.12.      Eleusis, Ionic frieze. Photo M. M. Miles.  
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by other marble blocks, including an additional piece of white marble 

that gives the appearance of a continuing triglyph on the right. From 

left, carved over the two triglyphs of the frieze are two crossed bun-

dled rods of myrtle   over three poppies   ( Fig. 4.15 ), and a plemochoe   

( Fig. 4.16 ), and in the metopes, a phiale   and a boukranion  . Although 

 4.13.      Athens, view of south side of the Church of Panagia Gorgoepikoos (Little Metropolitan 

Church). Photo M. M. Miles.  

 4.14.      Athens, frieze block from City Eleusinion, now in the Church of Panagia Gorgoepikoos. 

Photo M. M. Miles.  
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 4.15.      Athens, detail of frieze block from City Eleusinion: myrtle and poppies. Photo M. M. 

Miles.  

in an earlier era the frieze would require Doric columns as support, by 

the time of the second century order mixing had become quite com-

mon, and the Corinthian order was favored by Romans in general and 

Hadrianic architects in  particular.  48   Hence I suggest the outer side of 
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the propylon might have had Corinthian columns, shown here in the 

simplest plan possible, distyle prostyle. This seems to work best with 

a doorway that would allow two persons to enter or leave together, 

about 2.30 meters wide.  49                  

   Notable on this preserved Doric frieze block is the plemochoe, carved 

on a projecting support to make it even more prominent ( Fig. 4.17 ). 

As I mentioned above, this distinctive vessel was used both at Eleusis, 

 4.16.      Athens, detail of frieze block from City Eleusinion: plemochoe. Photo M. M. Miles.  
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toward the end of the ceremonies, and at the City Eleusinion, in connec-

tion with rituals for Plouton and other chthonic deities. Typically such 

vessels found in the excavations in the City Eleusinion and at Eleusis 

are made of a somewhat coarse fabric, but the sculpted representation 

of a plemochoe on the frieze, with a ribbed design on the body of the 

vessel, may represent a metal plemochoe (gold, silver, or bronze). A 

plemochoe is also represented on silver and bronze Attic coinage, and 

 4.17.      Athens, detail of frieze block from City Eleusinion. Photo M. M. Miles.  
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bronze and lead tokens from Athens, dating from the mid-fourth cen-

tury  B.C.E.  to the fi rst century  B.C.E. ; these were likely minted as a “fes-

tival coinage” to facilitate visitors’ commercial transactions during the 

annual infl ux of participants into the city.  50   The plemochoe and its use 

in the Mysteries clearly was not a secret, but rather it was a public sym-

bol of the Mysteries, one that was deemed suitable to represent the city 

itself on coinage, along with the head of Athena and her owls, and other 

(public) Eleusinian symbols such as Triptolemos, piglets, and myrtle   

rods. The plemochoe is also represented on the faces of the kistai   car-

ried by the caryatids at Eleusis, and thus its prominent representation 

provides yet another link between the two sanctuaries.      

 The reconstruction of the propylon is necessarily tentative in the 

absence of foundations, hence the simplicity of the proposed plan 

( Fig. 4.18 ). The proposed fa ç ades of the propylon thus would directly 

recall the elegant propylon of Appius Claudius Pulcher at Eleusis. The 

propylon served as a corresponding bracket for the grand entrances 

at Eleusis: the Eleusinian symbols on the outside hinted at the future 

ceremony, while the caryatids model the procession to come.   Since a 

Hadrianic date for the start of the new outer propylaia for Eleusis 

seems likely (although it was not completed until the reign of Marcus 

Aurelius), with it the intended correspondences were made even more 

emphatic between the City Eleusinion, located on the north slope of the 

Acropolis just below the Mnesiklean Propylaia, and Eleusis, with its two 

monumental Roman entrance gates, one with caryatids and the other a 

direct copy of the Mnesiklean Propylaia  .       

    The Second Sophistic 

 The second-century context of the new features in both sanctuaries 

deserves closer consideration. The construction, together with a strong 

epigraphical record that indicates continuing local participation, is not 

simply a matter of whimsical imperial benefi cence, or even simply testi-

mony to the continuing prestige of the Eleusinian Mysteries. The fi rst-

century  B.C.E.  propylon given by Appius Claudius Pulcher illustrates the 

scope for individual, private donations from foreigners to what had been 

the realm of publicly funded architecture in “state” sanctuaries. In the 
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second century, the complete refurbishing of the forecourt to Eleusis, 

and the new propylon in the City Eleusinion, have as their counterpart 

the completion of the Temple of Zeus Olympios in Athens: much of 

this was fi nanced through Hadrian’s generosity, but why these choices? 

I suggest that what we have here in the realm of sanctuary architecture 

is the monumental manifestation of the cultural impetus of the Second 

Sophistic. 

 A label borrowed from Philostratos to describe a literary movement 

from about 50 to 250  C.E ., but focused especially on the second century, 

 4.18.      Reconstruction of fa ç ade of propylon to City Eleusinion, west side. Drawing R. 

Leonardis.  
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the Second Sophistic has been much analyzed in recent scholarship.  51   

The Greek authors of this period are thought to convey a set of attitudes 

and cultural ambitions that allowed them to cope with the realities of 

Roman dominance, while still aspiring to the cultural ideals of the past 

that enshrined independence and democracy. Simon Swain’s    Hellenism 

and Empire  articulates useful defi nitions of this period, which I summa-

rize here. The male Greek elite living in the cities of Old Greece and 

Asia Minor had no genuine political independence or even representa-

tion, but they could channel their ambitions into cultural evocations of 

Greece’s illustrious past. Their cultural confi dence came from their per-

ceived close connection to the classical Greeks, an idealized view of their 

forebears some fi ve and six centuries earlier. As Swain   has pointed out, 

this idealization manifests itself in the literary world with an obsessive 

movement for purity in language, with Atticism as a form of emulation 

of classical authors, and both general and specifi c nostalgia for the past, 

before Rome was on the scene. The works of Plutarch   and Pausanias, 

for example, clearly illustrate the period’s preoccupation with the sacred 

and its realia, but with a strong preference for the Archaic and Classical 

varieties and an interest in mythic origins.  52   

 The architectural embellishments for the Eleusinian Mysteries, and 

much of the epigraphical record for the Roman period, refl ect the 

choices and patronage of the elite who found great value in the continu-

ity with the distant past. The choices of style and architectural features, 

even the creation of direct copies, are examples of selective nostalgia, 

and although fi nanced from afar, were accomplished by locals. The reit-

erations of “classical” types such as caryatids, and the mixture of ante-

cedent sculptural styles may be seen in the caryatids of both propyla. 

The elegant and technically skillful rendering of the Doric frieze is nota-

ble on the block from the City Eleusinion. 

 This cultural preoccupation of the Greek elite with its own distant 

past remained vital until the insecurities and the invasions of the third 

century so weakened the civic fabric that it could not last. An inscrip-

tion dated to circa 220  C.E.  ( IG  II 2  1078, 1079) was made in three copies, 

one set up in the City Eleusinion and found nearby; it prescribes the 

arrangements for the Eleusinian procession, and it illustrates the per-

sistence of the procession as an essential part of the ritual.  53   The role of 

ephebes is an important part of the decree, and it provides specifi cations 
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for the timing of their escort of  ta hiera  from Eleusis to the Eleusinion in 

the city, apparently reiterating or restoring the procedure in exact detail. 

The ephebes are to wear full armor and wreaths of myrtle  , and they are 

allowed to participate in sacrifi ce  s, libation  s and (the singing of) paeans 

on the way to Eleusis as they traverse the Sacred Way (lines 25–31). This 

reiteration of traditional detail may well have been impelled by the per-

sistent requirements of ritual, but one that had lasted more than eight 

hundred years, now into an era with very different social and political 

circumstances.     

 Even a generation later, after the Herulian sack of Athens in 267, 

the Eleusinian Mysteries were still celebrated and would continue for 

more than a hundred years. The last known legitimate Hierophant was 

Nestorius  , active until around 375, so somehow the festival did con-

tinue tenaciously. The processions, the crowds, and their talking, joking, 

chanting and singing, the young men on horses, and the pilgrims carry-

ing myrtle or plemochoai   were an enduring feature of a seemingly age-

old, annual ritual from one elegant Athenian gateway to another, the 

liminal frames which themselves became part of the sacred landscape of 

Athens and Attica. But after the invasion of Alaric and the Visigoths in 

396 the Eleusinian Mysteries could not be revived, and the Classical era 

ended. The buildings of the sanctuaries, including the elegant propyla, 

were dispersed and recycled.  
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the outer side with Corinthian columns.  

  31.     H ö rmann 1932; discussion and further bibliography in Giraud  1991 , pp. 
107–14; Ridgway  2002 , pp. 3–8, 164–6. On the possible signifi cance of the orna-
mentation, Sauron  2001 .  

  32.     Epidauros: Roux  1961 , pp. 253–74; Samothrace:  Samothrace  10. One anteced-
ent for the fi gured triglyphs is the Stoa of Antigonos Gonatas (mid-third cen-
tury  B.C.E. ) in the Sanctuary of Apollo on Delos, where alternating triglyphs are 
carved with a bull’s head in high relief (Webb  1986 , pp. 136–7; Schmidt-Dounas 
 1994 ).  

  33.     Palagia  1997 , pp. 84–85, with references to earlier comments by travelers.  
  34.     Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum GR.I.1865, Budde and Nicholls,  1964 , pp. 

46–49, no. 81; Eleusis Museum 5104, Preka-Alexandri  1991 , p. 19; on the sculp-
tural style, Palagia  1997 , pp. 82–91, and Ridgway ( 2002 , pp. 5–8, 164–9), who 
also discusses the evidence for related types.  
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  35.     Rawson 1985, p. 93, 302. Cicero himself considered building a propylon for the 
Academy, in emulation of Claudius Pulcher ( Att . 6.1.26; 6.6.2).  

  36.     On Hadrian’s interest in Eleusis and building activities there, see Clinton  1989 , 
 1997 ; on Athens and the Panhellenion, Spawforth and Walker  1985 , Boatwright 
 1994 .  

  37.     Greater Propylaia: Giraud  1991 , pp. 131–276; Hadrianic revisions to forecourt, 
Giraud  1991 , pp. 115–29; Clinton  1989 ; Clinton  1997 , pp. 174–6.  

  38.     Giraud  1991 , pp. 268–72.  
  39.      Agora  XXXI, pp. 89–91.  
  40.     Among all the catalogued sculptural pieces in the Agora collection, I was able to 

identify only one additional fragment that possibly could belong (on the basis 
of the worked surface, marble, style and scale), but it was found on the north 
side of the Agora (S 3427, a fragment of drapery).  

  41.     Raftopoulou  1985 . One the two heads, NM 1682, preserves part of the top 
surface of the polos, with a dowel hole indicating that it supported a course 
above.  

  42.     This type, represented by well-preserved versions from Tralleis in Turkey and 
Cherchel in Algeria, and all associated versions, and views about their dates, 
are discussed by Ridgway  2002 , pp. 164–9; see also Schmidt  1982 , pp. 92–95; 
Landwehr 1993, pp. 72–74, p. 72, 73; Palagia  1997 .  

  43.     Despinis 2001. These fragments are catalogued in the Athenian Agora as S 
3517, S 3519, and S 3542. Their dimensions are as follows:   S 3517 p.H. 0.304 m, 
p.W. 0.154 m, p.Th. 0.157 m. Fragment preserves part of left side and breast of 
Caryatid A, with locks of hair falling over breast.   S 3519 p.H. 0.355 m, p.W. 0.312 
m, p.D. 0.314 m. Piece preserves part of plinth (H. 0.041 m at front – 0.43 m 
at back) with left sandaled foot of Caryatid B and part of lower legs covered 
with drapery (crinkly chiton); joins fragment with right foot illustrated by 
Raftopoulou ( 1985 , pl. 73, 1–2), and Despinis (2001, p. 9, fi g. 8), as shown in 
 Figure 4.10 .   S3542 p.H. 0.057 m, p.W. 0.079 m, p.Th. 0.028 m. Fragment pre-
serves part of two parallel folds, likely part of himation of one of the fi gures (as 
suggested by Despinis 2001, p. 7).  

  44.     The Ionic architrave at Eleusis with cultic symbols (kistai, myrtle rods, 
boukranion, phiale and choe, sheaves of wheat) bears the inscription  IG  II 2  
5209 (Clinton  2005 , no. 363), of the fi rst or second century  C.E . It might have 
been part of an honorary monument for an emperor dedicated by a high priest 
of the imperial cult, as Clinton suggests (Clinton  2008 ), or possibly another 
propylon at Eleusis, and requires further study. I thank K. Clinton for the 
references.  

  45.     This block has been illustrated repeatedly since the seventeenth century ( Agora  
XXXI, p. 90, n. 10). The architectural spolia built into the Panagia Gorgoepikoos 
(“Little Metropolitan”) are discussed by Steiner 1906 and Kiilerich  2005 . 
Ohnesorg ( 2005 , p. 207), lists this block among a collection of examples possi-
bly from an altar (following the suggestion of Boetticher 1866); she also appar-
ently confuses this block with an illustration (in Durm  1910 , ill. 238b on p. 
267) of the frieze from the propylon of Appius Claudius Pulcher at Eleusis. The 
unusual character of the block, with decorated triglyphs, and its similarity to 
the frieze of the propylon at Eleusis and to Ionic friezes of other propyla, make 
the assignment to a propylon seem more likely than an altar with a Doric frieze 
(more typically found in western Greece), for which there are no parallels in 
Athens or Attica.  
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  46.     Kiilerich argues persuasively for a date after 1456 (rather than more widely 
assumed date in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century), and sees the con-
struction of the unusual church as both an effort to preserve  spolia  and to 
assert Christian themes: the Eleusinian block, with poppies and myrtle rods 
(interpreted as torches), may have suggested death and resurrection (2005, esp. 
108–11).  

  47.     H. of triglyphs, 0.477 m; H. of metopes, 0.423 m; W. of triglyphs, from left, 
0.342 m, 0.359 m; W. of metopes, from left, 0.406 m, 0.471 m. The face of the 
upper left corner of the block is battered, and cement obscures the upper right 
corner.  

  48.     This particular combination of Corinthian columns below a Doric frieze 
(with an Ionic architrave) may be seen already in a series of Hellenistic grave 
stelai from Delos,  D   é   los  XXX: no. 107, pl. 26; no. 109, 118, pl. 27; no. 124, pl. 
29 (end second cenctury  B.C.E. ); no. 127, pl. 31 (second half second century 
 B.C.E. ); no. 159, pl. 37 (end second century  B.C.E. ). I thank Olga Palagia for this 
reference.  

  49.     The reconstructed doorway is the same width and height in the two drawings, 
but the heavy Doric frieze block requires a taller fa ç ade overall. Presumably a 
wall ran between them. This reconstruction is necessarily tentative since the 
foundations have not yet been excavated.  

  50.     As Kroll has argued, this use of convenient bronze coins for the Eleusinian 
Mysteries led to general acceptance of regular bronze issues in Athens: see  Agora  
XXVI, especially pp. 27–32; plemochoe as a type in bronze coinage: catalogue 
nos. 61, 72–75, 102–4, 299; as an adjunct symbol, nos. 39, 45, 70, 91, 116, 117, 
120, 146; on silver coinage: Pollitt  1979 , p. 233.  

  51.     Conveniently summarized in Whitmarsh  2005 .  
  52.     The scholarship on the Second Sophistic is now extensive; see esp. Swain  1996 , 

Goldhill  2001 , Borg  2004 , Whitmarsh  2005 ; on Plutarch, Pausanias and reli-
gious identities, Lamberton  1997 , Preston  2001 , Alcock, Cherry and Elsner 
 2001 , Galli  2004 ,  2005 .  

  53.      IG  II 2  1078, 1079;  SEG  XLII 1776 (=  Agora  XXXI, 78A, 78B); Clinton  2005 , no. 
638; see discussion in Graf  1996 ; Robertson  1998 . The preserved text states 
that three copies were to be set up at Eleusis, in the City Eleusinion, and in the 
Diogeneion; the two from Athens are partly preserved.  
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     CHAPTER FIVE 

 ARCHITECTURE AND RITUAL IN ILION, 

ATHENS, AND ROME   

    C.   Brian Rose    

     Most citizens of a state, whether ancient or modern, consistently look 

for visual and verbal signs that evoke and justify the foundations of 

that state. Such signs typically feature or are framed by sacred compo-

nents that build on the collective memory of a past more heroic than 

the present, and they are habitually incorporated into political or reli-

gious rituals designed to promote community identity.  1   Mussolini  , for 

example, framed his new parade route with the Colosseum, the temples 

of Mars Ultor and Venus Genetrix, and the monument to King Victor 

Emmanuel II, thereby highlighting the Imperial foundations of his new 

regime, while Romans of the Republic staged their  Lupercalia      festival at 

the Palatine cave   where the she-wolf allegedly suckled Romulus    and 

Remus.  2   

     The site of Ilion in northwestern Turkey differs from the aforemen-

tioned examples in that its entire identity, and much of its economy, were 

tied to the Homeric tradition ( Figs. 5.1 ,  5.2 ).  3   In an attempt to reinforce 

that identifi cation, the residents continually shaped their architecture 

and rituals so that they functioned as mutually reinforcing components 

of a new sacred topography. Two of those rituals – the Penance of the 

Lokrian Maidens   and the Panathenaia   – succinctly illustrate the ways 

in which memory of the Trojan War could be exploited for the political 

benefi t of both sides of the Aegean. In this chapter I reconstruct both 

traditions within the context of Ilion’s built and natural environment, 

and then extend the analysis to Athens and Rome, focusing in particular 

on the context of rituals rooted in Trojan tradition.            
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 Ilion is located at one of the easiest crossing points between continen-

tal Europe and Asia, near the mouth of the Dardanelles or Hellespont. 

Consequently, the residents of Ilion essentially controlled the maritime 

entrance to the Black Sea, which is one of the reasons it was a locus 

for armed confl ict throughout much of its history. Fear of conquest 

prompted the residents to erect an enormous limestone fortifi cation 

wall around their citadel, nearly 10 meters high and 3 meters wide, 

which still serves as the site’s most prominent landmark. The citadel 

wall and a fortifi cation ditch that encircled the Lower City were, never-

theless, insuffi cient protection against attackers, and much of the settle-

ment was damaged during a battle in the early twelfth century  B.C.E.   4   

   The settlement’s population decreased dramatically after the con-

fl ict, but the site appears never to have been abandoned, and its strength 

began to return during the Geometric period. In the eighth century  B.C.E. , 

on the southwest side of the citadel, a damaged late Bronze Age building 

was reconstructed with benches inside and out, an interior apsidal altar, 

 5.1.      Ilion, plan of Troy VIII. Troy Excavations.  
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and a stone base, presumably for some sort of image. The structure was 

subsequently fl anked by at least twenty-eight stone paved circles with 

an average diameter of 2 meters; each was clearly the locus of a fi re, and 

the associated ceramic assemblages suggest feasting (cups, dinoi, krat-

ers, etc.).  5   All of these structures lay within the shadow of the late Bronze 

Age citadel wall  , which was still preserved to a height of nearly 5 meters, 

and it seems very likely that they were intended for hero cult.  6   

   The following century witnessed the establishment in Ilion of a new 

custom that effectively solidifi ed the Homeric credentials of the site. At 

least on a superfi cial level, the custom involved the territory of Lokris in 

central Greece, from which two aristocratic maidens were sent annually 

to Ilion. Their mission was to clean the Sanctuary of Athena Ilias, the 

principal goddess of the site, thereby atoning for the crime of their leg-

endary ancestor Ajax, who raped Kassandra in Athena’s temple during 

the Trojan War.  7   

 It seems strange, to say the least, that the Lokrians would allow two 

of their aristocratic children to be subjected to such humiliation on an 

annual basis on the opposite side of the Aegean, especially since Ilion 

was hardly a power center at this time. The only sensible explanation is 

that Lokris was simultaneously attempting to establish a link to their 

 5.2.      Ilion, aerial view of Trojan mound. Troy Excavations.  
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local hero, Ajax, and to the Homeric tradition that Troy now embodied, 

by making the custom a permanent component of their civic identity. 

 Lokris was not the only site in mainland Greece attempting to co-

opt and ritualize the Homeric tradition by exploiting the Trojan land-

scape.   Around 620  B.C.E.  Athens established its fi rst overseas colony at 

Sigeion, approximately six kilometers from Ilion; another colony at 

Elaious, opposite Ilion on the northern side of the Dardanelles, fol-

lowed shortly thereafter.  8   Adjacent to these new colonies were monu-

mental tumuli identifi ed as the tombs of Achilles   ( Fig. 5.7 ), Patroklos  , 

Ajax  , and Protesilaos  .  9   It seems likely that Athens was attempting to 

incorporate both Sigeion and Elaious into the well-established leg-

endary framework that encompassed Ilion and the surrounding area, 

thereby increasing her own status vis- à -vis the other major powers of 

the Aegean whose ancestral links to the Homeric heroes were far stron-

ger.  10     Less than a century later, the newly inaugurated Panathenaic fes-

tival in Athens featured  rhapsodes  singing sections of the  Iliad , thereby 

reinforcing the Homeric links that had fi rst been established by the 

city’s Troad colonies.    11   

 The Archaic period closed with the fi rst of a series of high-profi le vis-

its to Ilion prompted by the site’s legendary associations.  12   When Xerxes  ’ 

arrived during his march to Greece in 480, he ascended the acropolis 

and made offerings to the Homeric heroes, reportedly sacrifi cing one 

thousand cattle to Athena in the process.  13   Alexander   arrived at the site 

in 334 and continued the same general pattern of homage – depositing 

his own armor in the temple as a dedication to Athena and removing 

the fi nest armor remaining from the Trojan War, which he subsequently 

wore into battle. The lyre of Paris was also apparently kept in the tem-

ple, which must have housed a treasury of relics linked to the Homeric 

legends.  14     

   At this point the Athenaion appears to have been a small and plain 

structure, judging by Strabo’s description of it, but the temple was 

transformed into the largest Doric temple in northwestern Asia Minor 

during a major building program between ca. 240 and 160  B.C.E.  The 

new structure was hexastyle peripteral, measuring approximately 50 

x 100 Doric feet, and featured metopes depicting the Gigantomachy  , 

Amazonomachy  , Centauromachy  , and Ilioupersis   ( Figs. 5.2 – 5.5 ).  15   
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 To build the complex, an enormous terrace measuring nearly 100 

meters square had to be constructed, and the eastern side of the teme-

nos was probably extended by about 20 meters ( Fig. 5.3 ). The platform 

was bordered by porticoes at the east, south, and west, with the north-

ern side left open so that the expansive view of the Dardanelles and the 

plains of Troy was not blocked.     One of the most unique features of the 

renovated precinct was a new well axially aligned with the cult statue 

and the altar ( Figs. 5.3 ,  5.4 ). The well-cut ashlar stones lining the well 

are bonded to those of the new temenos pavement, so the two are clearly 

contemporary.              

 Directly above the well was a decorative marble enclosure that featured 

a three-stepped podium with a circular wall articulated by six pilasters, 

above which was a marble lattice and possibly a conical roof.  16   The well-

head completely encircled the shaft and was at least 1.5 meters in height, 

which was just high enough to prevent easy access to the water. It would 

 5.3.      Ilion, proposed restoration of the Athenaion. Troy Excavations.  
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also have been diffi cult to climb the steps to reach a higher point since 

their tread was only 0.10 meters. In other words, the marble enclosure 

was intended both to monumentalize the well and to prevent the water 

from being collected.  17   The only access lay in a subterranean tunnel con-

structed of large ashlar blocks that extended at least ten meters toward 

the north, in the direction of a series of steps by the Northeast Bastion 

( Figs. 5.3 ,  5.5 ). The tunnel measured 2.05 meters in width by 2.3 meters 

in height, and it was clearly an original component of the new design.  18     

 5.4.      Ilion, section of Well Ba. After W. D ö rpfeld,  Troia und Ilion , Athens,  1902 , fi g. 68, Troy 

Excavations.  
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   At fi rst glance, none of this makes sense: the designers created a new 

water source and situated it on primary axis of the sanctuary, monu-

mentalizing the opening while simultaneously restricting public access. 

  The only logical explanation for such an idiosyncratic topography is that 

it was designed to highlight the custom of the Lokrian maidens, and 

thereby strengthen the site’s Homeric associations.   The custom appears 

to have begun by the seventh century  B.C.E. ; it was revived circa 350  B.C.E.  

following a hiatus of more than a century, and probably continued up 

to the Mithridatic Wars, and possibly even longer. In any event, the trib-

ute of the Lokrian maidens seems to have been in operation at Ilion for 

at least fi ve hundred years.  19   

 5.5.      Ilion, underground passage leading to the Athenaion’s well, looking north. Troy 

Excavations.  
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 The ancient historians comment on the ways in which these maid-

ens were subjected to humiliation and risk of death at the hands of the 

Ilians. They could enter and leave the Sanctuary only by night because 

the residents were reportedly entitled to kill them if they were found 

outside the borders of the temenos.  20   The maidens were also required to 

stay out of the line of sight of the cult statue, which meant avoiding any 

activity on the central axis of the precinct. 

   The Lokrian tribute was revived at approximately the same time 

in which plans for the new Athenaion were being prepared, and the 

unusual confi guration of well and subterranean corridor must have 

been designed with this custom in mind. The new design aligned the 

wellhead with the temple and allowed only for subterranean access to 

the water – on the same axis as the cult statue but over two meters below 

it. Such an unorthodox arrangement would have allowed the site’s tour 

guides to link the circuitous paths of the Maidens with Ajax’s rape of 

Kassandra in the same locale. It was, in essence, a museum exhibit, and 

the link between ritual and architecture in this case seems certain  .    

 The Sanctuary’s layout was clearly part of a coordinated visual network 

designed to exploit the Homeric associations of the site – in essence, to 

materialize memory.  21   The ancient accounts mention Hellenistic tour 

guides pointing to sites in the surrounding landscape where Anchises 

and Aphrodite made love, or from which Zeus carried off Ganymede.  22   

Within the temple, in addition to the relics from the Trojan War, visitors 

would have seen a reproduction of the Palladion, the archaic cult statue 

of Athena that was allegedly stolen by Odysseus and Diomedes prior to 

the sack of Troy.  23   Tourists standing on the open (north) side of the pre-

cinct would have seen a series of burial mounds identifi ed as tombs of 

the Homeric heroes, including Ajax, Patroklos, and Protesilaos.  24   None 

of these tumuli actually contained a Bronze Age burial, from what we 

can tell, but the rhetoric of the guides, coupled with the images on and 

around the acropolis, conferred upon them a level of sanctity they had 

never possessed. 

 Needless to say, the size of each mound was expected to match the 

stature of its alleged occupant, and in most cases there was no prob-

lem.   But the mound attributed to Achilles (modern Sivritepe) was a 

rather diminutive mound that held the remains of a Neolithic set-

tlement, and it was much smaller than the other “Homeric” tumuli 
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( Fig. 5.7 ).  25   Consequently, around the middle of the third century 

 B.C.E. , the city added over ten meters of earth and stone to the upper 

section of the tumulus so that its size would equal that of the others.   

Like the Lokrian-infl uenced design of the Athena Sanctuary, whose 

construction dates to the same time, the tumulus enlargement was 

an attempt to co-opt the legendary Trojan past in order to strengthen 

its current status. In other words, the ritual activities of the Lokrian 

maidens were framed by a series of complementary narratives, encom-

passing the Athenaion’  s architecture, the legendary landscapes, and 

the rhetoric of the tour guides, all of which attested to Ilion’s legend-

ary heritage.   

 There was a second ritual activity that played upon the same net-

work of imagery. At the end of the fourth century  B.C.E. , Antigonos I   

had designated     Ilion as the capital of a new Koinon or league of Troad 

cities, centered on the Sanctuary of Athena Ilias, and the primary ritual 

manifestation of the Koinon’s public identity was the Panathenaic fes-

tival, apparently modeled on the one in Athens    .  26   In addition to games, 

parades, and dramatic events,  rhapsodes  would have sung sections of the 

 Iliad  in Ilion’s agora, which lay in front of the still-visible late Bronze 

Age fortifi cation wall   ( Fig. 5.6 ).  27   That wall was no doubt presented as a 

remnant of Priam’s citadel, and sections of it were repaired and exhib-

ited to spectators near the Bouleuterion and on the road to the theater 

( Fig. 5.8 ). Here again, the ritual reinforced the Homeric heritage of the 

surrounding architecture, which, in turn, lent historical validity to the 

Homeric epics.              

     The backdrop of the Panathenaia was the precinct of the Athenaion, 

which, like the Parthenon  , featured carved metopes on all four sides 

with the identical decorative cycles. The Troad Koinon was clearly 

looking to Athens in their search for models of civic identity, although 

all of this is rather ironic: the Greek-speaking residents of Ilion were 

building a framework that tied them to the defeated Trojans of the 

Homeric epics, but they used Athenian models to frame these legend-

ary connections  .  28     

 Functionally, the custom of the Lokrian maidens nearly parallels the 

offi ce of the  arrhephoroi      on the Athenian Acropolis, which is especially 

noteworthy in light of the connections between Athens and Ilion noted 
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 5.6.      Ilion, aerial view of the agora at Ilion, looking west, with the reconstructed Late Bronze 

Age fortifi cation wall (Troy VI) running behind the Odeion. Troy Excavations.  
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earlier.  29   At both Athens and Ilion, two young maidens would have lived 

on the Acropolis for a year in the service of the goddess Athena, using sub-

terranean passageways to exit the sanctuary by night ( Fig. 5.9 ).  30   There is, 

of course, no evidence that the two institutions were inaugurated at the 

same time, or that one infl uenced the other; but visitors to both sanc-

tuaries, at least during the Hellenistic period, would undoubtedly have 

been struck by the similarities between the two customs.    

 They would also have been struck by the related design strategies 

employed for the monumental entrances to each acropolis. The ramp 

leading to Ilion’s Athenaion propylon led the visitor past the mon-

umental late Bronze Age fortifi cations, and the same was true for the 

Propylaia   on the Athenian Acropolis, which was built against – and 

showcased – the remnants of a Bronze Age citadel wall   ( Fig. 5.10 ).  31   Both 

designs immediately engaged the viewer and advertised the illustrious 

ancestry of the city in question. In the case of Athens, such a proclama-

tion camoufl aged the relatively insignifi cant role played by the city in 

the Homeric epics, as did the foundation of their fi rst overseas colony at 

Sigeion, built in the shadow of Achilles’   tumulus.    

   The links between the two cities went even further than that: as one 

entered the precinct of the Athenian Acropolis during the Panathenaia  , 

 5.7.      Troad, the “tumulus of Achilles” or “Sivritepe.” Troy Excavations.  
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one of the most dazzling images would have been a colossal bronze horse 

in the sanctuary of Artemis Brauronia  , adjacent to the Parthenon  .  32   

Constructed during the Peloponnesian War, this horse was reportedly 

6 meters tall – nearly two-thirds the height of the Parthenon’s columns; 

and among the warriors positioned in the trap doors of the horse’s 

 5.8.      Ilion, view of the late Bronze Age remains of the Northeast Bastion at Troy. Photo C. 

Brian Rose.  
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body were two of the sons of Theseus. Such an arrangement would have 

highlighted Athens’ role in the Trojan conquest while adding a new 

layer of meaning to the  rhapsodes  performance of the  Iliad  during the 

Panathenaia – in effect providing a footnote to the epic.   

 Rome enjoyed the same kind of symbiotic relationship with Ilion as 

had Athens, although the ancestral links were far stronger in the lat-

ter case in that they claimed a common ancestry.   That ancestry was 

expressed in fi gural decoration throughout the city, beginning with the 

mid-Republic, but it was encapsulated in only one ritual: the  lusus Troiae , 

or Trojan Games.  33   The  lusus Troiae  was an equestrian parade and mock 

battle staged by Rome’s patrician youths, generally between the ages of 

eight and fourteen, which probably involved between two hundred and 

three hundred boys during the early empire.  34   The date at which the rit-

ual was introduced is unclear, but its Trojan links were fi xed by the time 

Sulla   revived it in the early fi rst century  B.C.E.  Not surprisingly, it devel-

oped into an especially popular custom under Augustus   and his Julio-

Claudian successors, since this was a dynasty that traced its origins to 

Troy and Aeneas.  35   

 The most elaborate description of the  lusus Troiae  is provided in 

 Aeneid  V, in the context of the funeral games of Anchises, and Vergil  ’s 

 5.9.      Athens, view of the Acropolis. After R. V. Schroder,  Ancient Greece from the Air , London, 

 1974 , p. 33.  
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description of the pageant probably reproduces its format during the 

reign of Augustus  .  36   The two most distinctive features of the boys’ cos-

tume were a twisted metal torque  , worn low, and a “ tonsa corona    , ” which 

is usually regarded as a garland of cut leaves.  37   The fi rst attribute merits 

special attention.     Torques often served as a sign of eastern status, such as 

those worn by the Persians in the Alexander mosaic, by Attis  , the consort 

of Cybele, and by Cybele’s priests ( Figs. 5.12 ).  38   At fi rst glance, then, a 

torque would seem a logical component of the boys’ costume, since Troy 

was also located in the east. A survey of ancient Mediterranean imagery, 

however, reveals that the Trojans were never shown with torques, which 

means that its use in the  lusus Troiae  cannot have been stimulated by 

Trojan iconography  per se .   

 Here one needs to examine the context of the ritual, for that holds 

the key to its visual confi guration.   The  lusus Troiae  always took place in 

the Circus Maximus  , directly below the temple of Cybele on the Palatine 

Hill, where her priests also lived ( Fig. 5.11 ).  39   As noted earlier, torques 

formed part of the costume of both Attis   and the priests, and a connec-

tion between the cult of Cybele and the  lusus Troiae  would therefore have 

been readily apparent.  40   One would, in fact, expect such a link in light of 

 5.10.      Athens, Propylaia, with remains of late Bronze Age fortifi cation wall. Photo Jeffrey 

Hurwit,  The Athenian Acropolis: History, Mythology, and Archaeology from the Neolithic Era to the 

Present , New York, 1999, fi g. 54, reproduced with his permission.  
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 5.11.      Rome, plan of the Palatine hill, showing the Temple of Cybele and Circus Maximus 

below. Plan prepared by John Wallrodt.  

              

       



Architecture and Ritual in Ilion, Athens, and Rome 167cef

the legendary and historical interactions that had existed among Troy, 

Cybele, and Rome. The cult was brought from Asia Minor to Rome in 

205  B.C.E. , toward the end of the Second Punic War  , and enshrined in 

a large new temple on the southwest corner of the Palatine hill, which 

held more legendary associations than any other part of the city.  41           

 5.12.      Silver plate with a bust of Attis from Hildesheim. Antikensammlung, Staatliche Museen zu 

Berlin-Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Inv. Misc. 3779, 4. Photo Johannes Laurentius.  
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 By this point in time, the cult had become closely entwined with the 

Trojan tradition, and that association would grow even stronger in 

early imperial literature: Aeneas reportedly used Phrygian pine sacred 

to Cybele to build his fl eet, which was adorned with an image of the 

goddess, and in the  Fasti      Cybele almost follows the ships of Aeneas from 

Asia Minor to Italy, but decides that fate has not yet called for the trans-

fer of her cult.  42   It seems likely that the Romans transferred the cult 

from Asia Minor as a means of highlighting their Trojan ancestry more 

emphatically than they had done in the past, and the inauguration of 

the  lusus Troiae  may have been a by-product of that decision.  43   If viewed 

in this light, the Trojan festival was structured so as to forge a bond 

with the temple that towered over the festivities, thereby creating yet 

another network of symbiotic relationships: the cult’s Trojan origins 

were emphasized, as was Rome’s Trojan ancestry, and Cybele’s tem-

ple was pulled into the same legendary framework as the Palatine cave   

where the  Lupercalia      was staged.       

 Festivals such as these that enlisted memories of the past to ele-

vate the status of the present never lost their popularity, and are still 

a prominent feature of modern ritual. We now label them Sound and 

Light shows, set against such backdrops as the Pyramids of Giza, the 

Taj Mahal, or the Blue Mosque in Istanbul, but their function is really 

no different from what one would have found in antiquity.  44   Some of 

the architectural contexts exploited in ancient festivals still form the 

centerpiece of modern ritual, although the meaning of those contexts 

depends on the political/religious priorities of the sponsoring soci-

ety, and a new ritual can completely alter one’s perception of the old 

imagery. 

 Once again, Ilion and Athens are excellent cases in point. During the 

Panathenaia   the Athenian Acropolis served as a stage where Athena’s 

victory in the Gigantomachy was celebrated; and although the Acropolis 

remains the focus of the city’s current Sound and Light show, it is used 

primarily to illustrate armed confl ict with the east, such as Persians and 

Ottomans. 

 Similarly, visitors who travel to Ilion for the Troy festival can still hear 

the  Iliad  recited in front of the late Bronze Age fortifi cation wall  , and 

watch the restaging of the Judgment of Paris on the site where it alleg-

edly occurred. The costumes, architectural contexts, and activities are 
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not signifi cantly different from their ancient counterparts. What has 

changed is the interpretation of the rituals, and the role that they now 

play in political discourse. One of the arguments for Turkey’s member-

ship in the European Union is that Troy is located within the country’s 

borders, and the accounts of the citadel’s destruction, as preserved in 

the  Iliad  and  Odyssey , constitute the foundations of the Western literary 

tradition. When viewed in this context, the Troy festival and its scen-

ery become a diachronic chart of East-West interaction, not unlike the 

Athenian Sound and Light show, and both testify eloquently to the tran-

sitory meaning of any structure embraced by ritual.       
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  43.     Gruen  1990 , pp. 5–33; Gruen  1992 , p. 47; Roller  1999 , pp. 269–71; Rose  2002 .  
  44.     Rituals with political/religious overtones have experienced something of a 

revival during the last half century, as indicators of revived empires (the Shah’s 
neo-Persian festival in the ruins of Persepolis), or as evocations of resurgent 
religious traditions (the Shahbaniyah festival at the holy shrines of Iraqi 
Karbala).  
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     CHAPTER SIX 

 THE SAME, BUT DIFFERENT: THE 

TEMPLE OF JUPITER OPTIMUS 

MAXIMUS THROUGH TIME   

    Ellen   Perry    

     It is diffi cult to overestimate the importance of the Capitoline Temple 

of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in the lives of the people of Rome.  1   Most 

famously, triumphing generals sacrifi ce  d here at the end of the trium-

phal processions   that followed victorious military campaigns, and the 

temple stored war spoils that had been dedicated by victorious  generals.  2   

This temple was also where consuls and praetors sacrifi ce  d and made 

vows to the gods on their fi rst day of offi ce (Ov.  Pont.  4.4). During the 

Republic, consuls and praetors who were departing for their provinces, 

or to go to war, also made their vows here (  so, for example, Livy 12.63.7–9 

and 45.39.12)  .  3   And the Capitoline   Temple also came to be the starting 

point for the procession associated with the  Ludi Romani  ( Ludi Magni ), 

an annual cycle of competitions (equestrian, chariot, boxing, wrestling, 

theatrical, etc.) in honor of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. These games 

expanded in scope from a one-day event (13 September, the foundation 

date of the temple) in the fourth century  B.C.E.  to something like half the 

month by the reign of Augustus  .  4   The religious procession that kicked 

off the games followed a route that seems to have been a portion of 

the triumphal procession   in reverse: from the Capitoline Temple down 

through the Forum   and to the Circus Maximus  . It consisted of young 

men of military age on horseback and foot, charioteers, athletes, danc-

ers (serious and satyric – the latter literally, since they were dressed as 

satyrs), musicians (fl ute and lyre players), men with incense, carrying 

vessels of gold and silver and, fi nally, men carrying statues of the gods 

(D.H. 7.72.1–13).   As one scholar has written, “Successive rituals and 
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ceremonies repeatedly brought Roman society into contact with this 

sacred vessel of cultural and religious values.”  5   Moreover, this repeated 

contact was sustained for some nine hundred years, from the construc-

tion of the building at the end of the sixth century  B.C.E.  to sometime 

before it was quarried for materials in the fourth century  C.E.   

  The Temple 

 The Capitoline Temple also has great potential for illuminating our 

understanding of Roman ideas about imitation and emulation. There 

are several reasons for this – most famously, perhaps, the fact that, when 

it burned down, as it did in 83  B.C.E.  and in 69  C.E . – there was a clear 

imperative to rebuild it closely following the model of the original.  6   This 

imperative may have derived, in part, from the conservatism of Roman 

religion. This was a religion, for example, that took elaborate steps to 

assure that the formula of a particular prayer was precisely followed 

(Plin.  HN  28.10–11). For centuries, when a new ritual or foreign cult 

was introduced to Rome, a carefully delineated procedure involving the 

Sibylline Books   had to be followed in order to render the innovation 

acceptable. Yet religious conservatism can only be a part of the expla-

nation for the perception that the Capitoline Temple needed to remain 

“the same” throughout the ages. To judge from our sources, the need to 

reproduce the structure and contents of this particular temple was felt 

to an extraordinary degree.   Other Roman temples that burned down and 

had to be rebuilt do not appear to have been under the same stricture. 

They underwent design changes that seem radical by comparison, the 

Pantheon being, perhaps, the most famous example  .  7   Indeed, the very 

fact that ancient sources comment on the faithfulness of the Capitoline 

Temple reconstructions suggests that this was an exceptional structure. 

A similar place appears to have been reserved in the Roman imagina-

tion for the     Hut of Romulus, which was also repeatedly restored to its 

former condition. (The Hut of Romulus, however, was restored without 

 any  improvements, as we learn from Dionysios of Halikarnassos, D.H. 

1.79.) The fact that it was these two structures that were restored and 

reconstructed so conservatively suggests that it was, perhaps, the patri-

otic and legendary resonances of the temple that made accurate repro-

duction, or at least the perception of accurate reproduction, a priority.   
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 Our sources make it clear that some changes to the Capitoline Temple 

were, in fact, permitted – and even deemed necessary or praiseworthy. 

One purpose of this chapter is to track how faithfully the Capitoline 

Temple, its contents and the contents of the Area Capitolina   (the open 

area in front of the temple) were reproduced after successive destruc-

tions. Another is to determine the degree and kinds of changes that 

were permissible, and to consider what we know about the justifi cations 

and rituals that rendered those changes acceptable. For, to the Romans, 

a people who took elaborate steps to ensure that they did not deviate 

from the precise wording of a prayer, repetition was an essential mecha-

nism in the construction of sanctity. 

 Individual restorations and improvements were, of course, made to 

the temple throughout its history. For example, the thresholds were 

replaced with bronze in 296/5  B.C.E. , and a terracotta quadriga on the 

roof was replaced at the same time and with the same funding as the 

thresholds (Plin.  HN  28.16 and 35.157). The new quadriga may also have 

been of bronze, though the evidence is not clear on this point. Gilded 

shields were affi xed to the pediment of the temple in 193  B.C.E. ; in 179 

 B.C.E.  the columns   were whitened – probably with stucco; and inlaid 

pavement was put down at about the time of the Third Punic War   in 

149–146  B.C.E.  (  respectively Livy 35.10, Livy 40.51   and Plin.  HN  36). Still, 

it is the instances of complete destruction and subsequent reconstruc-

tion that allow us to detect an ideology; therefore, these moments will 

be the object of the present investigation. 

   We turn fi rst to the destruction of the temple in 83  B.C.E.  and its subse-

quent reconstruction by Sulla   and Q. Lutatius Catulus  .   Dionysios tells 

us that Sulla’s temple was built “on the same foundations” ( ⊂  ╉  ｔ   ̈   ╈  ῖ  ╋  
 ┺  Ｌ  ̈   ╈  ῖ  ╋   ╁  ┾  ╅  ┾  ╄  ｕ  ╈  ╂  ╋ ) as its predecessor, which is not terribly surprising 

because the reuse of original foundations will have been both practical 

and commonplace. More remarkable, though, is his assertion that the 

new temple differed from the old one only in the extravagance of the 

materials ( ̈   ょ   ╉  ╈  ╄  ‶  ̈   ┾  ╄  ┾  ｕ  ᾳ   ̈   ゆ  ╋   Ｑ  ╄  ╀  ╋   ╅  ｗ  ╆  ╈  ╆   ┽  ╂  ┺  ╄  ╄  ｏ  ̈   ̈   〉  ╆   ̈   ╈  ῦ   ■  ╊  ]  ┺  ｕ  ╈  ‶ , 

D.H. 4.61). In other words, Dionysios seems confi dent that the temple 

of his day was identical in plan to the original temple ( Fig. 6.1 ). Both the 

original and the fi rst reconstruction had, as he describes, three rows of 

columns   on the south front and one row on each of the fl anks, and there 

were three contiguous cellas for the three gods housed here (D.H. 4.61).   
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  From Livy we also know that Jupiter was in the center cella, Minerva in 

the right cella, and Juno in the left (Livy 7.3.5).      

     But if the temple was reconstructed “the same” after the fi re of 83 

 B.C.E.  it was, “the same but better.” For example, the material upgrades 

 6.1.      Rome, plan of the archaic Capitoline Temple. Drawing John North Hopkins, with his 

permission (after Mura Sommella 1998, Fig. 6).  
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to which Dionysios   refers included gilded bronze rooftiles   (Plin.  HN  

33.57).  8   In addition, a very good case can be made that the columns were 

replaced with marble.  9     At any rate, we read in Pliny the Elder that Sulla 

brought columns from the Athenian Olympieion   “for the Capitoline 

shrine” ( ex quo Sulla Capitolinis aedibus advexerat columnas:  Plin.  HN  36.45).   

Admittedly, there has been a great deal of debate about how precisely 

to interpret these seven words. Some have suggested that the columns 

came from the second century  B.C.E.  Olympieion   – that is, from the 

reconstruction designed by the Roman architect Cossutius   under the 

patronage of Antiochos IV  , and that they were in some way incorporated 

into this fi rst major reconstruction of the Temple of Jupiter Optimus 

Maximus.  10   Others, believing that it would have been too diffi cult for 

Sulla to dismantle columns that were already in place, have suggested 

that he only brought to Rome columns that had not yet been incorpo-

rated into the Olympieion  . In a third alternative, scholars suggest that 

only the capitals were taken, and that these ultimately served as the par-

adigm for the Roman Corinthian   order, which indeed closely follows a 

type exemplifi ed by the Olympieion   columns.  11     

   However, R. T  ö  lle-Kastenbein   and the authors of the topographical 

dictionaries have even argued that the temple that was reconstructed 

after the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  cannot have incorporated the Olympieion   

columns because it was clearly a Tuscano-Doric structure. Their chief 

evidence comes from denarii from 43  B.C.E.  depicting the temple with 

columns that do not appear to be Corinthian   ( Fig. 6.2 ). Starting from 

this numismatic evidence, they then suggest one of two explanations for 

the seeming contradiction of the textual and numismatic evidence. The 

fi rst is that Sulla actually brought limestone columns from the original, 

Peisistratid Doric temple.  12   This, however, seems unlikely: The mate-

rial from these columns had been cut up to go into the defensive wall 

that runs across the precinct of the Olympieion  . Moreover, the surviv-

ing column drums are unfi nished; presumably the capitals were also.  13   

The archaic limestone columns will, in other words, have offered poor 

construction material, particularly considering that this iteration of 

the Capitoline Temple was afterwards famous for its lavishness. These 

same scholars have also suggested that perhaps the marble columns of 

the Olympieion   were brought over by Sulla, who had every intention of 
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using them  capitolinis aedibus , but that in the end they were never actually 

used.  14         

 However, die cutters – and relief sculptors, as we shall see later – were 

largely interested depicting buildings so as to make them identifi able; 

neither had much interest in depicting them with complete accuracy. 

Therefore, “on many numismatic representations [sc. of buildings] the 

column style is indistinct.”  15   The allegedly Tuscano-Doric columns on 

the denarius of 43  B.C.E.  might well, therefore, simply be columns of 

indistinct order.   

   Perhaps, however, the most important evidence to adduce for the pre-

sent argument is that Pliny’s comment occurs in a passage of the  Natural 

History  devoted to the subject of marble. The temple Pliny describes, the 

one built by Catulus  , was the one that Pliny himself would have seen 

up close during many of the rituals listed at the beginning of this chap-

ter. He would have had many opportunities to examine the building up 

 6.2.      Denarius from 43 B.C.E. © The Trustees of the British Museum.  
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close and in person right up until it burned down again in 69  C.E.  Under 

these circumstances, the chances are slim that he will have been mis-

taken about the material of the columns. Even if he was incorrect about 

the story of their origin – and I do not believe he was – he is unlikely 

to have been incorrect about the fact that these columns were made of 

marble.   

   One can easily imagine why Sulla would have wanted to use columns 

from the Olympieion   in spite of any logistical diffi culties posed by 

their transportation. Having seized and sacked Athens only a few years 

before, he may have seen the transfer of building materials to Rome as 

an opportunity to incorporate a symbol of his conquest directly into 

the fabric of the Capitoline Temple. The message will have been fi t-

ting for two reasons. First, columns from Athens’s largest temple, ded-

icated to Zeus, will have become the columns of Rome’s largest temple, 

dedicated to Jupiter. Second, this transfer of columns will have suited 

perfectly the temple’s function as a symbol of Rome’s leading role in 

the world. That the Capitoline Temple served as a vivid representa-

tive of Rome’s imperial ambitions and patriotic pride requires little 

proof, since perhaps the best known function of the Temple was as the 

end point of triumphal processions  . However, the archives and collec-

tions of the temple reiterated this triumphal and hegemonic message. 

Either on or near the temple were posted bronze tablets recording trea-

ties between the Romans and foreign powers (Plb. 3.26; Suet.  Ves.  8). 

  Perhaps because they were the location for such treaties, the Capitoline 

Temple and the Area Capitolina were hotspots both for spoils of war 

and for dedications made by foreign cities and dignitaries.  16     The for-

eign dedications included statues depicting Roma and the Genius of 

the Roman People   (for which, see below), extravagant objects such as 

bejeweled candelabra, and golden crowns of a size and weight that 

would have made them impossible for mere mortals to wear (Cic.  Ver . 

2.4. 28–32;   Livy 2.22.6 and 43.6.6).    17   These massive gold crowns were 

dedicated during the Republic, but centuries later, upon the occa-

sion of the Armenian King Tiridates’   visit to Rome and submission to 

Nero, the emperor dedicated a laurel wreath to Jupiter. The message 

was clearly the same in the Empire as it had been during the Republic: 

Rome was and continued to be the acknowledged  caput mundi  (Suet. 

 Nero  12).  18   After the fi re of 83  B.C.E. , therefore, an incorporation of the 
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Olympieion   columns into the reconstructed Capitoline Temple will 

have allowed Sulla to make his own, impressive contribution to the 

message of Roman hegemony that was inextricably woven into the 

story of the Temple.   

 If the columns of the new temple were marble, however, the temple’s 

epistyle continued to be constructed of wood.   This is logical, given the 

temple’s proportions, and it is attested in Vitruvius (Vitr. 3.3.5) who, 

writing in the late fi rst century  B.C.E. , lists the Capitoline Temple among 

his examples of  araeostyle  structures, that is, structures whose intercol-

umniations are too broad to support a stone architrave.     

 The archaeological evidence suggests that, in the strictest sense, the 

changes after 83  B.C.E.  were not only in the extravagance of the con-

struction materials. At the very least, it seems that the podium of the 

building was raised by the addition of several courses of cappellaccio 

tufa.  19   We also have one literary testimonium to an attempt at improv-

ing the proportions of the temple after the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  Aulus Gellius   

reports that Catulus   wanted to lower the ground level beneath the Area 

Capitolina  , the open space in front of the temple, in order to make the 

podium higher and the proportions of the building more “correct.” He 

was hindered, however, by the existence of certain storage chambers 

( favisae ) beneath the area. These chambers, he tells us, were used to store 

statues that had fallen off of the temple, as well as other votive objects 

(Gell. 2.10). 

     Whatever the precise truth about substantive changes to the eleva-

tion of the temple, the crucial point is that the story the Romans told 

themselves was the one that we fi nd in Dionysios, namely, that the only 

changes to the temple after the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  were enhancements to the 

lavishness of its materials.     In the Verrine Orations, which were contem-

porary with this fi rst rebuilding of the temple, Cicero addresses Catulus 

in an apostrophe that expresses approval for these material enhance-

ments, even casting them as the reason why the gods allowed the temple 

to burn down in the fi rst place: 

 tibi haec cura suscipienda, tibi haec opera sumenda est, ut Capitolium, 

quem ad modum magnifi centius est restitutum, sic copiosus 

ornatum sit quam fuit, ut illa fl amma divinitus extitisse videatur, 

non quae deleret Iovis Optimi Maximi templum, sed quae praeclarius 

magnifi centiusque deposceret. 
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 You must take pains to ensure that, just as the Capitolium itself was 

restored more lavishly, so it may be adorned more abundantly. In this 

way, the fi re may seem to have had a divine origin, intended not to 

destroy the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, but rather to require 

a more brilliant and splendid one. (Cic.  Ver . 2.4.31)  

 This characterization of the new temple is, admittedly, colored by the 

fact that Cicero’s goal is to construct the most effective attack he can 

on the rapacious governor Verres, who had intercepted for himself 

a lavish candelabrum that a Syrian prince had intended to dedicate 

to Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Still, the passage suggests that, at least 

among some of Catulus’ contemporaries, the material enhancements 

to the temple were received positively. Not everyone saw them this way, 

though –  perhaps not even at the outset, and certainly not as time went 

on.     Pliny diplomatically tells us that the decision to gild the rooftiles 

after the fi re of 83, was “judged variously” [ varie existimaverit ] by Catulus’ 

contemporaries.     This remark refl ects the common Roman feeling that 

the increase of  luxuria  in the late Republic was to Rome’s moral detri-

ment.   Imperial writers clearly included the Capitoline Temple in this 

narrative: Seneca the Elder   explicitly says that “As paupers, we had qui-

eter times. When the Capitol was gilded  , we fought civil wars” (Sen.  Con . 

2.1.1).   And Ovid opines that, in the good old days, Jupiter barely stood 

in a narrow shrine ( angusta vix totus stabat in aede ) that he held a clay thun-

derbolt in his hand, and that the temple itself was decorated with leaves 

( frondibus ), rather than the gems ( gemmis ) of his day (Ov.  Fast . 1.201–203). 

From this imperial, moralizing point of view, the materially more mag-

nifi cent second Capitoline Temple was not “the same, but better;” it was 

actually “the same, but worse.”   

 The Capitoline Temple burned down again in the civil strife between 

the Flavians and the Vitellians in 69  C.E . Once again, the historical evi-

dence reveals a sense of the imperative to rebuild the temple in some 

way “the same” as before. Yet this narrative differs from the earlier one 

in interesting ways.         Tacitus tells us that the  haruspices , soothsayers of 

Etruscan descent who were brought in for the occasion, decreed that 

the new temple should be constructed “in the same tracks” ( isdem ves-

tigiis , Tac.  Hist . 4.53).   The  vestigia  of the temple embraced more than 

just what we might call the footprint – indeed, in contexts where lit-

erary imitation is the topic, the term often means something like 
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“exemplum” or “model.” So the  haruspices  were likely suggesting not 

just that the temple be rebuilt with a podium of the same dimensions, 

but that it be rebuilt in all respects following the previous temple as 

a model.         That this meaning is intended by Tacitus seems to be con-

fi rmed by his subsequent clarifi cation. The gods, he tells us, did not 

want the previous appearance ( veterem formam ) to be altered ( mutari ). 

This passage seems positively to argue against any change to this sec-

ond reconstruction of the temple – even a change in the lavishness 

of the construction materials.   Although piety will have required that 

the Flavian temple be as opulent as its predecessor, it is possible that 

decades of censorious reactions to the excessive  luxuria  of Catulus  ’ 

upgrades made it, for the time being, impossible to construct a build-

ing that was still more extravagant. 

   Tacitus does modify his initial statements about the sameness of 

the Flavian temple, however, and he does so in ways that might give us 

material with which to think: “Height was added to the temple”  ( altitudo 

aedibus adiecta ), he admits, because religious scruples permitted this 

alteration alone, and it was the feature deemed most to be missing from 

the grandeur of the earlier temple (Tac.  Hist . 4.53).   This weakness had 

evidently troubled the Romans for at least a couple of centuries, since 

Catulus was already trying to address it after the fi re of 83. Evidently, 

then, in spite of the imperative to rebuild the temple as much like its 

predecessor as possible, this reconstruction was also “the same, but dif-

ferent.” In this case, however, the salient difference permitted to the 

structure was thought to require an explicit exception, probably from 

the  haruspices      themselves. 

   The temple burned down yet again in 80  C.E . Unfortunately, we have 

no clear textual evidence that Domitian   had it rebuilt on the same plan 

yet again, although it seems probable that he did.   Plutarch, interestingly, 

saw the Pentelic marble columns of this last reconstruction before they 

ever left Athens – presumably while they were still in the quarry or while 

they were about to be shipped. He thought they were of fi ne proportion, 

but was subsequently surprised at how thin they looked when they were 

actually on the Capitoline Temple, a feature that he attributed to over-

smoothing (Plu.  Publ . 15.1–4).   It is not impossible, however, that it was 

the enormous dimensions of the temple and the wide spacings between 

the columns that made the columns look so thin  in situ .   
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   In this third reconstruction, increased material extravagance was 

apparently, once again, permissible, since Plutarch tells us that Domitian   

spared no expense in the gilding of the temple. The wealthiest citizen of 

Rome could not afford that gilding, which Plutarch reckoned at more 

than 12,000 talents.   

 Some of the best preserved depictions of the Capitoline Temple in 

relief sculpture represent the Domitianic reconstruction  .  Figure 6.3  is 

a Trajanic relief depicting sacrifi ce   in front of the temple;  Figure 6.4  is 

the well known panel relief of Marcus Aurelius, probably from a trium-

phal arch, also depicting a sacrifi ce   in front of the temple. We know that 

these reliefs depict the Capitoline Temple because on both of them the 

columns are recognizably Corinthian   and the building has triple cella 

doors. In addition, the temple’s pediment is preserved on the relief of 

Marcus Aurelius and includes, in the center, sculptures of Jupiter, Juno, 

and Minerva. Such depictions, therefore, offer a general notion of the 

building’s appearance. M. D. Grunow has reminded us, however, of the 

pitfalls of using such reliefs to propose architectural reconstructions. 

The variations of detail even between these two reliefs include the num-

ber of columns, the spacing of the columns, the height of the podium, 

and the size of the architrave relative to the rest of the building.  20   The 

 6.3.      Copy of a relief representing a religious ceremony in front of the Temple of Jupiter 

Optimus Maximus. American Academy in Rome, FU 13211, FU.Roma.IUPO.19.  
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sculptors of these reliefs clearly had goals – like aesthetics and legibil-

ity – that were more important than mere photographic accuracy. In 

fact, because the Capitoline Temple was so well documented in textual 

sources, it is easier, at least in this one case, to recover some sense of the 

 6.4.      Panel relief of Marcus Aurelius sacrifi cing before the Capitoline Temple, Musei 

Capitolini, Rome, Italy. © Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY.  
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dimensions and proportions of the building from the textual sources 

than from the visual representations.   From textual sources, we have a 

fairly precise notion of the temple’s footprint – a notion that, inciden-

tally, is largely supported by the evidence on the ground.   We also know 

that Romans generally felt that, before the fi re of 69  C.E , the temple was 

too squat for that footprint; and we know that, even after the Vespasianic 

reconstruction, the columns appeared overly skinny to some viewers.            

  Temple Contents 

 This fi xed interest in reproducing the essential elements of the temple 

“the same” actually extended to the contents and decoration of the sanc-

tuary. The Sibylline oracles   offer perhaps the most famous example of 

temple contents that were lost in a fi re and subsequently reconstituted. 

The original oracles were utterly destroyed in the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  along 

with Vulca  ’s terracotta statue of Jupiter   (Plut.  Mor  379D).   The Sibylline 

Books which, in legend, had been sold to Tarquinius Priscus   and in his-

tory had been consulted in times of civic crisis, perished despite their 

being stored underground in a stone box. 

       After this event, Dionysios of Halikarnassos and Tacitus both inform 

us that Sibylline oracles were collected from many places – from Italy, 

Sicily, Ilion, Samos, Africa, Erythrai, and Asia. Dionysios informs us 

that an embassy was sent to Erythrai to make copies of their oracles. He 

also informs us that oracles were collected from elsewhere, when private 

citizens sent them in. Naturally, all of this oracle-gathering occasioned 

anxiety about the authenticity of the newly gathered texts. The priests – 

presumably the  quindecemviri     , since they were in charge of the Sibylline 

Books – were given the task of identifying which oracles were real, as 

Tacitus says “to the extent that they were able by human means.” In this 

phrase, the sense of doubt about the results is palpable. Dionysios tells 

us that some of the verses were deemed unacceptable because they did 

not take the form of acrostics – a feature that was commonly taken as a 

sign of authenticity (D.H. 4.62, Tac.  Hist . 6.12).  21   Ironically, acrostic ora-

cles do not seem to pre-date the Hellenistic period, so none of the oracles 

that were judged authentic could have dated back to the sixth century 

 B.C.E. , when the original Sybilline Books are legendarily supposed to have 

been transferred to Tarquinius  .    22   As E. M. Orlin   has asserted, “There is 
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no hint in our sources that the Senatorial commission was trying to 

fi nd exact duplicates of the oracles which had been lost; rather it was 

searching for genuine Sibylline utterances. By the fi rst century it was 

the divine source, the Sibyl, which gave the scrolls their legitimacy, and 

not the particular hand of the old woman who had visited Tarquinius 

Superbus  . That set could be, and was, supplemented or replaced by any 

set of oracles which the Senate deemed to be authentically Sibylline.”  23   

Thus the oracles were replaced but, as a matter of necessity, not repro-

duced, and a body of religious offi cials had to be granted to authority to 

declare particular oracles authentic or inauthentic  .   

 Epigraphic evidence provides another probable instance of repro-

duction, this time of the sanctuary’s contents after the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  

That fi re must have destroyed, or at least badly damaged, many of the 

prestigious foreign dedications that had been made to Jupiter Optimus 

Maximus. These included a number of statues of the goddess Roma and 

of the Genius of the Roman People, which had been dedicated in the 

Area Capitolina  , the open space in front of the Capitoline Temple, by 

various cities of Asia. In the nineteenth century, T. Mommsen   gathered 

together a number of inscriptions attesting to these dedications, recog-

nized that they belonged together as a group, and dated the inscriptions 

to the Sullan period.  24   A sample inscription reads   

 [ – –POPVLVM R]OMANVM, COGNATVM, AMICVM, SOCIV[M] 

 [VIRTUTIS ET BENIVOLENT]IAEI BENEFICIQVE ERGA LVCIOS IN 

COMV[NE]  

 In fact, the physical similarities of the stone on which all of these dedica-

tions were inscribed (size, material, moldings, and lettering) later led A. 

DeGrassi   to conclude that the inscriptions all belonged to a single mon-

ument, a large travertine structure that stood in the Area Capitolina   and 

that may have served as a statue base for all of the dedications.  25   Finally, 

R. Mellor  , who agreed with his predecessors about everything except the 

date of the dedications, argued convincingly that, although the inscrip-

tions are Sullan in date, the contents actually refer to signifi cantly ear-

lier events. Some of the statues mentioned in the inscriptions were 

originally dedicated in the  second  century  B.C.E. , in gratitude for Roman 

benefactions of that period. This, in turn, means that although some 

of the fi rst-century  B.C.E.  dedicatory inscriptions on this monument 
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memorialize contemporary events, others are  re -inscriptions, copies of 

dedicatory inscriptions from the previous century.   It is, therefore, not at 

all unreasonable to suggest that the original dedications were destroyed 

or seriously damaged in the fi re of 83  B.C.E. , and that   Sulla or Catulus 

undertook to reproduce the dedicatory inscriptions on a new, replace-

ment monument that was erected near the new Capitoline Temple.  26   

This, in turn, raises the intriguing question – which may never be 

answered – of whether Sulla or Catulus also undertook to reproduce the 

statues, the actual depictions of Roma and of the Genius of the Roman 

People, that are referred to in the inscriptions, or whether they were sat-

isfi ed with reproducing the texts that had once accompanied those stat-

ues. Whether or not the statues themselves were replaced, the recreation 

of the inscriptions is consistent with the other evidence considered here 

and supports the assertion that the Romans felt a particular need to 

reproduce the contents of this sanctuary whenever they were damaged 

or destroyed.     

 The extreme lengths to which the Romans went to reproduce various 

contents of the Capitoline temple is further attested to after the fi re of 

69  C.E . Suetonius tells us that Vespasian undertook to replace the three 

thousand bronze tablets that recorded decrees of the Senate and infor-

mation concerning alliances and treaties from throughout the history 

of the city (Suet.  Ves . 8.5). As with the Sibylline Books   over a century and 

a half earlier, the Romans undertook a search for the original texts in 

other locations [ undique investigatis exemplaribus ] before they attempted 

to reconstitute the lost texts. One wonders whether some senatorial 

decrees and foreign treaties may have been invented anew through the 

accident of poor memory. 

   So, the Romans clearly went to some effort to replace the Sibylline 

oracles  , the statues to Roma and the Genius of the Roman People   (or 

at least their inscriptions), and the bronze tablets that recorded treaties, 

alliances, and senatorial decrees. There is even some evidence, admit-

tedly circumstantial, that the  imago,  or wax ancestor mask, of Scipio 

Africanus was replaced, with the blessing and aid of his descendants, 

after the major fi res. Oddly enough, Jupiter’s cella in the Capitoline 

Temple was also the location of this  imago  of Scipio, the great gen-

eral of the Second Punic War  . Most prominent families usually kept 

their ancestor masks in the atrium of the home, so Valerius Maximus 
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interprets the presence of Scipio’s imago in the Capitoline Temple as 

evidence that, in life, Scipio had considered the sanctuary to be a  second 

home (V. Max. 8.15.1).  27   If we consider that the Sibylline Books   perished 

in 83  B.C.E.  – although they were in a stone box, under ground and under 

guard – and that the original cult statue of Jupiter   made by Vulca   also 

perished in that fi re, what chance is there, then, that a wax mask would 

have survived this fi re, or any of the subsequent fi res? After all, the cult 

statue of Jupiter was in the very same room as Scipio’s mask. Yet Appian, 

writing in the second century  C.E ., says that it is still the case ( ╃  ┺  ｔ   ╆  ῦ  ╆   ∧  ̈   ╂ ) 
that the image of Scipio is carried from the Capitoline Temple in funeral 

processions (App.  Hisp.  89)! This is not as inexplicable as it might at 

fi rst seem: H. Flower  , in her recent book on ancestor masks, asserts that, 

“Any relative, either by marriage or by blood, would normally be entitled 

to keep Africanus’  imago  in his or her atrium.”  28   There must, therefore, 

have been a number of copies of Scipio’s ancestor mask to hand, and it 

would not have been diffi cult to replace, even to replace repeatedly, the 

one that was in Jupiter’s cella of the Capitoline Temple.    

    The Statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus 

 The cult statue of Jupiter is a striking exception to the general rule that 

every attempt was made to replace the contents of the sanctuary with 

the greatest possible accuracy. For, in this case, the Romans seem to have 

been happy to replace the original schema with a type that had the great-

est possible recognition around the Mediterranean world,   namely, the 

Olympian Zeus by Pheidias. Not much is known about the appearance 

of the original, sixth-century  B.C.E.  statue of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. 

  What we do know is that the original was made by the workshop of the 

Etruscan Vulca of Veii  , that it carried a thunderbolt, and that on festival 

days it was painted red with cinnabar or  minium  (Ov.  Fast.  1.201–203; 

Pliny  HN  35.157).  29     

 After one of the fi res, probably that of 83  B.C.E. , Vulca  ’s terracotta cult 

statue was replaced with a work that imitated the Olympian Zeus: it was 

enthroned, and held a scepter in its left hand, and its upper body was 

largely nude except for a mantle draped over the left shoulder. Also like 

the Olympian Zeus, this statue was chryselephantine.  30   The evidence is 

fragmentary but ultimately persuasive that the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  was the 
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occasion for the adoption of the new type. First, a few ancient sources 

may hint at the possibility.  31   Second, in this period the master sculptor, 

Pasiteles, produced an ivory statue of Jupiter for the Temple of Jupiter 

Stator in the Porticus Metelli (Plin.  HN  36.40). Apparently, some con-

temporary Romans had a taste for such statues, and the technical exper-

tise was available. In addition, because the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  was seen as an 

opportunity to use more extravagant materials for the temple itself, this 

seems the most likely occasion to abandon terracotta in favor of ivory 

and gold. 

 Two kinds of evidence are, however, particularly persuasive on the 

question of when the statue of Jupiter became Pheidian in its appear-

ance.   One is a denarius from Gaul, minted in 69  C.E.  but before the fi re 

that destroyed the Capitoline Temple in Jupiter of that year ( Fig. 6.5 ). 

The denarius gives evidence of the Pheidian disposition, with Jupiter 

depicted according to the Olympian formula, and the legend reads, 

“I(uppiter) O(ptimus) MAX(imus) CAPITOLINUS.”  32       Second, Pliny’s 

discussion of the use of  minium  on the cult statue suggests that the statue 

was already chryselephantine when he was writing the  Natural History .   In 

two passages, he mentions that the face of the terracotta Jupiter was 

painted on festival days. Citing Varro  , Pliny makes it clear with the word 

 ideo  that the ritual of painting the statue’s face was logically connected 

to the fact that the fi gure was made of terracotta,  fi ctilem eum fuisse et ideo 

miniari solitum  (Plin.  HN  35.157).   Elsewhere, he relies on Verrius’ quota-

tion of earlier authors “whom one must believe” ( quibus credere necesse sit ) 

for the fact that the censors undertook to have the statue colored (Plin. 

 HN  33.111). Pliny’s citation of earlier authorities, along with the asser-

tion that one must believe them, suggests that there is a great deal of 

chronological distance between him and the terracotta statue that was 

painted red on festival days.  33   He would surely not have cited Varro  , or a 

list of authors in Verrius, for a ritual that he could have witnessed him-

self, had the statue still been terracotta right up until the fi re of 69  C.E.      

Instead, it seems most logical to argue that the fi rst-century  B.C.E.  statue 

was already Pheidian in style and material, and that the change of mate-

rial had occasioned a change in ritual: neither the fi rst chryselephantine 

statue nor its successors were painted on festival days, for the obvious 

reason that this will have been an inappropriate way of treating a mate-

rial as precious as ivory.    
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 It appears, therefore, that one feature of the original, archaic temple 

that was  not  reproduced with fi delity after the fi re of 83  B.C.E.  was the 

terracotta statue by Vulca  . The impulse to abandon the old type and 

follow Pheidias’ example surely derived, in part, from the near-universal 

consensus that the Zeus at Olympia was a pinnacle of aesthetic achieve-

ment.   A passage in Chalcidius’ fi fth-century  C.E.  commentary on Plato’s 

 Timaeus  is striking for what it reveals about how a chryselephantine 

Jupiter was interpreted by later generations. Perhaps it can even give us 

some insight into the initial rationale for the adoption of the new type: 

 Ut enim in simulacro Capitolini Iovis est una species eboris, est item 

alia, quam Apollonius artifex hausit animo, ad quam directa mentis 

acie speciem eboris poliebat–harum autem duarum specierum altera 

erit antiquior altera: sic etiam species, quae silvam exornavit, secundae 

 6.5.      Silver denarius from Gaul, 69  C.E . Reverse legend: I O MAX CAPITOLINUS. © The 

Trustees of the British Museum.  
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dignitatis est. illa vero alia, iuxta quam secunda species absoluta est, 

principalis est species, de qua sermo habetur ad praesens. 

 For, just as in the image of Capitoline Jupiter there is one Form which 

is made of ivory, there is another, corresponding one which the artisan, 

Apollonius, imbibed with his soul, and with reference to which, by the 

direct vision of his mind, he gave fi nish to the ivory Form. Moreover, 

of these two Forms the one will be antecedent to the other: the Form 

which beautifi ed matter is of lesser honor. That other one, concerning 

which we currently speak, truly is the original one. (Chalcidius, 

commentary on Plato’s  Timaeus  338 C, p. 361, ed. Wrobel).  

 We do not know for certain if Chalcidius was describing the fi rst-

 century  B.C.E.  statue, as some believe, or if he was describing its Domitianic 

replacement, the one he would have been able to see.   Chalcidius’s lan-

guage and thinking in this passage refl ect the ancient theory of  phanta-

sia .  34   This theory held that particularly gifted artists created their works 

after their visions or visualizations, which were divinely inspired and, in 

some fundamental sense, even true.    35   In many ancient texts, it was the 

Pheidian Zeus that served to illustrate this theory.   Cicero, for example, 

had claimed that Pheidias, when he was creating his statue, “did not 

look at something from which he might trace a likeness; instead a vision 

of exceeding beauty settled in his mind. Examining this and remaining 

focused on it he guided his skill and hand” (Cic.  Orat.  9).  36       

 It was essential to  phantasia  theory that the artist’s vision be divinely 

inspired. If it was, and if the subject matter was a god, the result would 

necessarily be a beautiful work of art that inspired reverence.  37     We 

therefore fi nd Quintilian asserting that the beauty ( pulchritudo ) of the 

Olympian Zeus   actually added something to traditional religious feel-

ing ( adiecisse aliquid etiam receptae religioni videtur,  Quint.  Inst.  12.10.9)  . 

Therefore, Catulus   was not simply engaging in conspicuous consump-

tion when he commissioned a chryselephantine Jupiter; nor was his 

desire for a Pheidian type likely to have been “merely” aesthetic. Rather, 

the theories that associated beauty with divinity suggest that reverence 

was also a genuine motivation for adopting the new statue type. 

 The choice to follow a Pheidian model was clearly considered a happy 

one. After Vulca  ’s type was abandoned, subsequent replacements seem 

to have adhered to the Pheidian type. The evidence for the appearance 

of the cult statue after 69  C.E.  is secured by a sestertius of Vespasian   
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( Fig. 6.6 ) which depicts the Capitoline Jupiter in the basic, Pheidian schema 

described above, although with his right hand he holds a thunderbolt in 

his lap instead of the Nike that was in the hand of the Pheidian Zeus. 

Again, it is quite clear from the numismatic evidence that the cult statue 

after the fi re of 80  C.E. , presumably a replacement, generally followed the 

schema of the Olympian Zeus  . Once the Romans discovered the ideal for-

mula for depicting their best and greatest god, they did not abandon it.       

  Emulation and the Construction of Sanctity 

 A detailed examination of the textual, numismatic, and art historical 

evidence clearly demonstrates that, although the Romans felt strongly 

 6.6.      Sestertius depicting the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, reign of Vespasian. 

American Academy in Rome, FU 4265 F, FU.Roma.IUPO.15.  
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about the imperative to rebuild the Capitoline Temple in some signifi -

cant way “the same” as it was before, what this actually meant in prac-

tice turns out to have been quite complicated. After the fi re of 83  C.E. , 

the plan remained the same but Catulus   undertook to reconstruct the 

building in more lavish materials. By contrast, after the fi re of 69  C.E.  and 

in the wake of decades of discourse concerning the unfortunate  luxuria  

of the fi rst reconstruction, the  haruspices      allowed no alterations except 

to the one feature that had long been deemed lacking, the height of the 

building. After the fi re of 80  C.E. , Domitian   seems to have reconstructed 

the temple for the third and fi nal time in a manner that was even more 

lavish than its predecessors. 

   After each of these fi res, it was not just the temple itself that the 

Romans reproduced: many of its contents, and the contents of the 

Area Capitolina, were also piously replaced. Once again, some of these 

replacements were fairly “exact,” as was the case for the inscriptions 

from the Area Capitolina and probably for at least some of the bronze 

treaties.   Sometimes, however, the replacements necessarily deviated 

almost completely from the originals.   This must have been the case for 

the Sibylline Books: once these were lost, the imperative was to ensure 

that Rome’s ancient rituals could continue; and for this to happen, the 

ideal of replacing the books with exact duplicates had to be abandoned 

in favor of a looser policy that accepted any oracles that were deemed 

authentically Sibylline  . 

 All of this repetition – of architecture, cult furniture, and even, we 

should remember, of the annual and occasional rituals associated with 

the temple – goes to the heart of Roman identity. Repetition is, of course, 

a way of establishing and reinforcing shared identity in any culture. But 

it was a particularly important feature of Roman self-defi nition.   It is no 

accident that, in the city of Rome, it was precisely the Capitoline Temple 

and the Hut of Romulus that were legendary for the scrupulousness 

with which they were repeatedly restored. The rituals that took place at 

the Capitoline temple – for example, the annual vows of offi ce – under-

line the site’s central importance to Roman identity. A similar employ-

ment of repetition to express and reinforce traditional values can also 

been seen in Roman attitudes to family and ancestors. Rome, after all, 

was a civilization in which an appeal to the  mos maiorum      functioned as a 

sort of rhetorical trump card.   
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 The essence of  aemulatio      was to repeat praiseworthy models, while 

admitting those few changes that could be staunchly defended as 

improvements. In this light, the few dramatic alterations that were will-

ingly and wittingly introduced to the Capitoline Temple are particu-

larly interesting, since these help to give us some idea of how change 

was rendered acceptable in a context where sameness was so essential 

to Roman identity. The lavishness of the temple materials after the 

fi re of 83  B.C.E.  clearly occasioned discomfort and disapproval, appar-

ently among contemporaries and certainly among later generations. 

  By contrast, the Romans seem to have been relatively comfortable with 

the fact that Vulca  ’s original terracotta statue of Jupiter was not repli-

cated at all after it was destroyed. Instead, from the fi rst century  B.C.E.  on 

the statue in Jupiter’s cella followed the model of the Olympian Zeus  . 

The widespread acceptance of the new schema surely derives from the 

fact that Pheidias’ statue was, by the middle of the fi rst century  B.C.E. , 

already widely considered to be an exemplum of beauty, and therefore 

of religious piety. Similarly, the height of the temple was increased after 

the fi re of 69  C.E. , but only after a century and a half – at least – of dis-

cussion concerning the squat proportions of the building – and only 

after the  haruspices  approved of the change, specifying that it was the 

one feature of the building that might be altered. While the rhetoric of 

the Vespasianic reconstruction was all about how everything was recon-

structed the same, this particular change will have reinvented the build-

ing rather dramatically, rendering it even more dominant than it had 

been in the overall landscape of the city. Such changes underscore the 

fact that even a location as conservative as the Capitoline Temple and a 

religion as conservative as Rome’s allowed deviation from an original if 

that deviation was widely acknowledged as improvement  .    

    Notes 

  1.     I am grateful to all of the friends and colleagues who listened to or read early 
versions of these ideas and responded generously with their own sugges-
tions. These include especially Bettina Bergmann, Mary Ebbott, Elaine Gazda, 
Caroline Johnson Hodge, David Karmon, Barbara Kellum, Michael Koortbojian, 
Eugenia Lao, Miranda Marvin, Bill Mierse, and Bonna Wescoat. Thanks, too, to 
colleagues who responded to specifi c inquiries of mine, including Ken Harl, 
John Hopkins and Tom Martin. The following article came to my attention 
too late for me to take it into consideration: M. G. Sobocinski, “Visualizing 
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Architecture Then and Now: Mimesis and the Capitaloine Temple of Jupiter 
Optimius Maximus,” forthcoming in  A Companion to Roman Architecture , ed. R. 
Ulrich and C. Quenemoen.  

  2.     For a recent and comprehensive treatment of triumphal processions, see Beard 
 2007 .  

  3.     Orlin ( 1997 , pp. 39–40) considers the question of whether the vows on the fi rst 
day of offi ce are different from those taken before departing for war or for a 
province. He concludes that they are.  

  4.     Beard, North, and Price,  1998 , p.137.  
  5.     Stamper  2005 , p. 83.  
  6.     The temple also burned in 80  C.E. , but after this fi re our sources are less clear 

about the imperative to rebuild the temple along previous lines.  
  7.     There has been, admittedly, a great deal of debate about the precise plan of the 

Agrippan Pantheon, which makes it diffi cult to measure the degree of innova-
tion in the extant structure. For example, recent work strongly suggests that the 
Agrippan building had, like its successor, a north-facing fa  ç  ade, and that the 
columns of the  pronaos  had the same diameter and interaxial spacing as those 
of the later temple. Recent reconstructions have even suggested a round court-
yard on the site of the later rotunda, but posit that this courtyard was open 
to the sky and encircled by something that might have been an ambulatory. 
There are other clear differences with the later structure, including evidence of 
a projection towards the south and, – as we know from textual sources – bronze 
capitals and a series of caryatids by Diogenes the Athenian that may have dec-
orated the attic. For sources and a convenient summary of the evidence, see 
Haselberger and Romano  2002 , p. 188.  

  8.     This same passage informs us both that the interior ceilings were gilded after 
the fall of Carthage (146  B.C.E .), and that Catulus was responsible for gilding the 
rooftiles.  

  9.     For the evidence in favor of stone columns on the archaic temple, see Hopkins 
( forthcoming ).  

  10.     See, most recently, Coarelli  2007 , p. 34.  
  11.     Wycherley  1964 , p. 171. Winter  2006 , p. 26, also appears to prefer the sugges-

tion that only capitals were brought over. For a description of the particular 
features shared by the Olympieion   capitals and by the Roman Corinthian 
order, see Winter  2006 , p. 224.  

  12.     T  ö  lle-Kastenbein  1994 , p. 152, Platner-Ashby 1929, s.v. “Iuppiter Optimus 
Maximus Capitolinus, Aedes;”  NTADAR , s.v. “Iuppiter Optimus Maximus.” 
 LTUR , s.v. “Iuppiter Optimus Maximus Capitolinus Aedes (Fasi Tardo-
Republicane e di Et  à   Imperiale)” (S. De Angeli). G. Lugli ( 1946 , p. 23) even 
describes the columns on the denarius simply as “Doric” which, strictly speak-
ing, cannot be true, since they are clearly rendered with separately carved 
bases.  

  13.     I thank B. Wescoat (pers. corr.) for these observations.  
  14.     Indeed, there has been skepticism about whether the peristyle columns of the 

Hellenistic Olympieion   were too large even for the Capitoline Temple. This has, 
in turn, led to speculation that perhaps smaller columns from the cella of the 
Olympieion   were used. But at 1.92 meters in diameter, the peristyle columns of 
the Hellenistic Olympeion will actually have been a good fi t with current esti-
mations of the Capitoline column diameters. Hopkins ( forthcoming ) suggests 
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that the columns of the archaic temple were between 1.5 and 2.0 m. thick. And 
although it is tempting to try to make something of the plural  capitolinis aedibus , 
and to suggest that perhaps the Athenian columns were intended for use on 
other buildings, it is diffi cult to imagine any  other  Roman temple of that time, 
whether on the Capitoline Hill or anywhere else in the city of Rome, that would 
have been large enough to incorporate the columns of the Olympieion  .  

  15.     Grunow  2002 , p. 21.  
  16.     Indeed, the clutter of military dedications was such that, in 179  B.C.E.  a number 

of them, including shields that had been affi xed to the temple’s columns, had 
to be removed (Livy 40.51).  

  17.     The bejeweled candelabrum mentioned in Cicero was, of course, intercepted by 
Verres, and we do not know if it ever ultimately found its way to the Capitoline 
Temple. Cicero ( Ver.  2.4.30) makes it clear, however, that that candelabrum 
was just one of many foreign dedications that adorned the sanctuary “as the 
 majesty of the temple and the reputation of Rome require” ( ut templi dignitas 
imperiique nostri nomen desiderat ).  

  18.     On the symbolism of the Capitoline Hill as the head of Rome and therefore the 
 caput mundi , see Gowers  1995 .  

  19.     Gjerstad  1960 , pp. 176–7; Gjerstad  1962 , pp. 174–7.  
  20.     Grunow  2002 , p. 26.  
  21.     Dionysios tells us that the new Sibylline oracles were obtained from Italy, 

Erythrai and “private persons.” Tacitus also mentions Italy and Erythrai, and 
adds that the search encompassed Samos, Ilion, Africa and Sicily.  

  22.     Orlin  1997 , p. 80.  
  23.     Orlin  1997 , p. 80.  
  24.     Mommsen  1858 , p. 206.  
  25.     Degrassi  1962 , pp. 433–8.  
  26.     Mellor  1978 .  
  27.     For a consideration of the evidence, see Flower  1996 , pp. 48–52.  
  28.     Flower  1996 , p. 48.  
  29.     For a consideration of all the evidence for the appearance and treatment of the 

original statue, see O.-W. v. Vacano  1973 , pp. 531–3. Even less is known about 
the appearance of the original statues of Juno and Minerva.  

  30.     For evidence in favor of this suggestion, see Maderna  1988 , p. 27–28; Lapatin 
 2001 , pp. 123–4.  

  31.     For a summary of these, see Lapatin  2001 , pp. 123–4.  
  32.     RIC I, revised edition (1984) pp. 213–14, nos. 127–129. Illustrations: RIC pl. 

24.126 and BMCRE I, no. 70.  
  33.     It also indicates that the ritual of painting the bodies or faces of triumphing 

generals, mentioned in Plin.  HN  33.111, is in the far past. This has caused Beard 
( 2007 , pp. 232–4) to wonder about the accuracy of this passage as a source for 
the ritual of painting the triumphing general.  

  34.     Lapatin  2001 , p. 123.  
  35.     For detailed descriptions of  phantasia  theory see Birmelin  1933a , Birmelin 

 1933b , Cocking  1991 , and Perry  2005 , pp. 150–71.  
  36.     For another, even more detailed ancient example of the Pheidian Zeus as an 

illustration of  phantasia  theory, see Dio Chrys.  Or.  12.  
  37.     From the Hellenistic period on, many writers held that beauty in general, 

and the beauty of art specifi cally, symbolized the divine. See Rouveret  1989 , 
pp. 402–5.  
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     CHAPTER SEVEN 

 MAPPING SACRIFICE ON BODIES AND 

SPACES IN LATE-ANTIQUE JUDAISM 

AND EARLY CHRISTIANITY   

    Joan R.   Branham    

     The concept of “sacred space” has become a focal point for interdisci-

plinary inquiry in recent years, attracting the attention of historians 

of art, religion, gender, and ritual theory. A construct ripe for analy-

sis, sacred space raises questions about the agency of architecture in 

 choreographing ritualized bodies and the power of iconography in 

the formation of religious identities. Within the study of late-antique 

Judaism and Christianity, a number of scholars have shown that sanc-

tity is constructed by no single process, but rather through a complex 

constellation and convergence of elements depending on geographi-

cal location, time period, and tradition. The presence of holy texts and 

images, the physical remains of revered individuals, the practice of heal-

ing or magic, and the performance of sacred words and actions all act as 

variable vehicles, both discursive and nondiscursive, toward establishing 

sanctity.  1   

 In this inquiry, I would like to suggest an approach to the construc-

tion of sanctity by identifying one particular strategy operative and 

recurrent in late-antique Judaism and Christianity, and that is the tex-

tual and visual mapping of sacrifi ce from one sacred model to another 

distinct and disparate entity. I will argue that mapping, or theologi-

cal cartography, reconstitutes spatial and corporeal entities by creating 

new legends and guides for viewers, readers, and liturgical participants, 

thus enabling them to interpret reconfi gured spaces, bodies, and objects 

through alternative lenses. Late-antique Judaism and Christianity both 

draw upon formulations of sanctity, and more specifi cally sacrifi ce, 
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that derive from ancient biblical and Jewish prototypes, namely, the 

Jerusalem   Temple(s) and the Israelite Tabernacle  , with the latter act-

ing as an inherently portable and movable map particularly suited for 

mapping/colonizing new territories wherever it lands. While scholars 

in recent years have addressed examples of Tabernacle and Temple evo-

cation in late antiquity and beyond, three enigmatic and understudied 

examples drive this paper’s investigation of mapping sacrifi ce in these 

traditions.  2   

   Mosaics of a late-sixth-century ecclesiastical structure, the Theotokos 

Chapel at Mt. Nebo in Jordan ( Figs. 7.4 – 7.7 ), juxtapose  representations  

of sacrifi cial space from the Jerusalem Temple with  actual  sacrifi cial 

space in the Christian altar area. Such typological associations between 

ancient Jewish sanctuaries and early Christian institutions are a com-

mon iconographical and literary trope, particularly in Patristic litera-

ture, rendering the church as the New Temple that displaces, eclipses, 

or fulfi lls the mission of its Jewish forerunners. How, in this example, 

does the sacrifi cial map of the Jerusalem Temple act as an orientation 

key or code for interpreting Christian sacrifi cial territory? And in turn, 

how does Christian sacrifi cial ritual and space recreate and revise the 

Jewish map?    

 In the second example, early Christian typology takes on a perplexing 

twist when texts describe certain groups of women – virgins and wid-

ows in particular – as accoutrements from Jewish and Israelite sacrifi -

cial stage sets. A number of Patristic writings from roughly the second 

through fourth centuries interpret women’s bodies as Israelite sacrifi -

cial furniture or props, referring to women as “altars,” “altars of gold,” 

“altars of bronze,” or “incense on the altar.” What is at stake when sac-

rifi cial accoutrements from the Israelite Tabernacle   are superimposed 

onto female Christian bodies, correlating Christian women and sacrifi -

cial paraphernalia? 

 Finally, and perhaps the main interpretative goal of this study, is 

the intriguing fi fth-century Sepphoris   synagogue ( Figs. 7.8 – 7.13 ), exca-

vated by Zeev Weiss   and recently published in the fi nal  2005  excavation 

report. The structure’s mosaics explicitly depict Tabernacle sacrifi ce in 

the decidedly  nonsacrifi cial,  liturgical space of the synagogue. What strat-

egies are at play when the sacrifi cial map of the Tabernacle is superim-

posed on the nonsacrifi cial territory of the synagogue? 
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 While at fi rst take, these three examples may seem somewhat dispa-

rate and unrelated in nature, they are in fact linked by their explicit ref-

erence to a common authoritative map – the sacrifi cial arena of ancient 

Judaism. In all of these examples, we must ask how evocations of sacri-

fi ce from Israelite and Jewish prototypes work performatively and car-

tographically to redefi ne late-antique spaces and bodies. What creative 

overlaps, as well as disjunctures and lacunae, emerge when incongruous 

mappings take place?  3   

  Mapping.  To introduce the notion of mapping, I begin in 1931 

with the Polish-born mathematician Alfred Korzybski  , who coined the 

phrase “the map is not the territory.”  4   For Korzybski  , founder of the 

discipline of General Semantics, this phrase expressed a fundamental 

premise that the word is not the thing it defi nes, the symbol is not the 

thing it symbolizes, and the map is not the territory for which it stands. 

Our access to reality – or territory – is through a set of perceptions – or 

maps – that only provide legends and keys to those territories. They are 

not the  territories themselves. 

   This hermeneutical approach resonated with an array of contempo-

rary thinkers and artists who were also working out representational 

systems, such as Ren é  Magritte in his painting  La Trahison des Images  

( Fig. 7.1 ) of just two years earlier. Magritte’s famous titulus,  Ceci n’est pas 

une pipe,  boldly reminds the viewer that the image of a pipe is not the 

object itself, but a visual map to the territory or reality it represents. One 

might speculate that much of art, at least representational art, operates 

in this way. Image is to object as map is to territory. Representational 

art, in many cases, functions as map.        

   Korzybski  ’s thesis more directly infl uenced a number of historians 

of religion, most notably Jonathan Z. Smith in his  1978  groundbreak-

ing book,  Map is Not Territory,  named after Korzybski  ’s contribution. 

Integrating the map/territory dichotomy into the study of ancient cul-

tures, Smith asserts, “We need to refl ect on and play with the necessary 

incongruity of our maps before we set out on a voyage of discovery to 

chart the worlds of other men. For the dictum of Alfred Korzybski   is 

inescapable: ‘Map is not territory’ – but maps are all we possess.”  5   Here, 

Smith acknowledges the limits of the historian working with textual and 

material data – the maps – which function as intermediaries between the 

historian and the societies she examines – the territories.   

              

       



Joan R. Branham204 cdf

 The following year, and in homage to Smith, Jacob Neusner   in turn 

published his article, “Map without Territory: Mishnah’s System of 

Sacrifi ce and Sanctuary” in  History of Religions  (1979).  6   In it, he sets up the 

Mishnah – a set of Jewish writings redacted in the second to third cen-

turies  C.E.  – as a highly defi ned spatial and ritual road map to a territory 

now absent, the destroyed Jerusalem   Temple. Neusner writes: “Mishnah 

maps out nonsense . . . a territory wholly of the imagination, a realm of 

the unreal:  Not only is map not territory. Map is all one has, for now there is 

no territory . . . . Our task now is to ask what it means to make maps of a 

forbidden city, to refl ect upon an unattainable sanctuary, and to make 

rules on a sacrifi cial system none can carry out.”    7   In other words, why 

even make a map to a nonextent territory unless that territory is acting 

with some sort of authority?   

 It is within this discourse of mapping that I would like to offer a 

related yet distinct approach to map and territory. I suggest that late-

antique Jewish and Christian traditions construct sanctity through 

acts of textual and visual mapping that occur at subtle, multiple, and 

overlapping levels. At one level, mapping indicates the use of a sacred 

model – the map – as a guide or legend to another disparate entity – the 

 7.1.      Ren é  Magritte, La Trahison des Images (1929), oil on canvas. Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art. Digital Image © 2009 Museum Associates / LACMA / Art Resource, NY.  
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territory – in order to read, understand, and interpret that secondary 

territory. At another level, mapping superimposes a particular map on 

a distinct territory in order to transform and radically reconstitute that 

territory. And fi nally, what I call reverse or boomerang mapping emerges 

when, in the process of superimposing an authoritative map on a ter-

ritory, the original map itself undergoes reformulation in terms of the 

territory it occupies. Admittedly, these paradigms may seem quite com-

plex and opaque at fi rst, so I will try to unpack them in the following 

discussion. But the key here is that mapping is relational; the mapping 

of one entity by means of another redefi nes and reformulates spaces as 

well as the participants acting within them. Let us turn briefl y to the 

Tabernacle and Temple maps fi rst, and then to instances of iconograph-

ical and textual mapping manifested within territories of late-antique 

Christianity and Judaism. 

    The Tabernacle/Temple Map.  Biblical and rabbinic texts describe 

both the Tabernacle in the Wilderness, or Hebrew  mishkan , and the var-

ious Temple structures located in Jerusalem   – the Temple of Solomon 

in particular – as consecrated spaces with a number of characteristics 

in common.  8   They are defi ned by physical dividers that do a number 

of things: detach these sacred structures from surrounding profane 

space, create courtyards with gradational sanctity, and mark the loca-

tion of an ultimate sacred chamber – the Holy of Holies   – endowed 

with the divine presence of the Shekhinah  .  9   Exodus   25–28 and 35–40 

are primary passages that describe the Tabernacle, while additional 

texts portray the Tabernacle as a model for other constructions, such 

as the Temple of Solomon   (1 Kgs 6:2 and Chron.   3,4) and the temple 

vision of Ezekiel   (Eze. 40–42).  10   These textual traditions construct the 

Tabernacle as an inherently movable map, functioning as “the house 

of Israel at each stage of their journey” (Ex. 40:38), able to defi ne new 

territories wherever it drops anchor. The portability and sanctity of 

the Tabernacle allow the Israelites to place it anywhere, thus trans-

forming and reconstituting preexisting territories into a new, Israelite 

sacred space. The intrinsic mapability of sanctity associated with the 

Tabernacle renders it, in many ways, as an ideal protomap for late-an-

tique mapping strategies.                     

 In both the portable map of the Tabernacle and the station-

ary Jerusalem Temple versions, a clan of priests, male gendered and 
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hierarchical, governs liturgical systems, administering the primary rit-

ual of animal sacrifi ce.  11   The inventory of sacred objects populating 

the Jewish sanctuaries supports the practice of sacrifi ce, including a 

four-horned altar for burnt offerings, a golden altar for incense, a bra-

zen water laver, a table of showbread, a golden menorah, a veil, and the 

Ark of the Covenant    . A number of these elements have been represented 

 7.2a.      Nineteenth-century lithograph of the Biblical Tabernacle in the Wilderness. 

 ©Bridgeman Art Library.  

 7.2b.      Diagram of Tabernacle and sacrifi cial accoutrements. ©Arnold vander Nat.  
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in visual sources, such as the nineteenth-century lithograph of the 

Tabernacle and the more recent reconstruction of the Tabernacle plan 

( Figs. 7.2a  and  7.2b ), as well as three-dimensional models and plans of 

the Herodian Temple in Jerusalem ( Figs. 7.3a  and  7.3b ). As we will see in 

the three examples set forth for this study, these accoutrements emerge 

 7.3a.      Reconstruction of Herod’s Jerusalem Temple. Model by Alec Garrard. © 2010 Tim 

Dowley Associates, London, England.  
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 7.3b.      Jerusalem, plan of the Temple. Adapted from A. Edersheim,  The Temple , 1997. 

 ©2010 Tim Dowley Associates, London, England.  
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as important indices of sacrality in late-antique strategies of mapping 

spaces and bodies within Judaism and Christianity.   

  Ecclesiastical Mapping.  Typological strategies developed within 

Christianity act to appropriate, reinterpret, and reconstitute theologi-

cal prototypes from the Hebrew Bible in Christianity’s own key fi gures 

and stories. David   the King prefi gures Christ the King,   Solomon   the 

Judge anticipates Christ the Judge, Mary serves as an antidote to Eve, for 

some authors, and the whale that swallows Jonah and spits him up after 

three days predicts Christ’s tomb, spewing him up for  resurrection  .  12   

Typological readings take on particular power when they draw from 

sacrifi cial imagery. Isaac the sacrifi cial son foreshadows Christ the sac-

rifi cial son  13   and the High Priest who enters the Holy of Holies with ani-

mal blood heralds Christ the High Priest who offers his very own blood 

(Hebrews 9:7–12) – both of these latter examples serving as typologies of 

contrast and superiority, in the words of Harold Attridge  .  14   

 In addition to the rich tradition of viewing Hebrew Bible personages 

as archetypal models for New Testament   fi gures, a hallmark of early 

Christianity is the typological association of early church edifi ces with 

the Tabernacle   and Jerusalem Temple(s), rendering ecclesiastical space 

as a New Temple that alternately dethrones and supplants Jewish arche-

types of sacred space.   One such example appears in the late-sixth-cen-

tury fl oor mosaics of the Chapel of Theotokos at Mount Nebo in Jordan 

( Figs. 7.4 – 7.6 ).  15                  

 Positioned in the apse in front of the altar and behind chancel screens, 

is the outline of an architectural complex approached by bulls and 

gazelles. In his 1941 excavation report, S. J. Saller   interprets the build-

ing as a successor to the Israelite Tabernacle  , the “temple of Yahweh in 

Jerusalem” destroyed in 70  C.E .  16   Comparing it to a ground plan taken 

from Francis X. Kortleitner’s    1906  monograph on archaeology, Saller   

identifi es the large fi re as the Temple altar area set within a number of 

courtyards that also accommodate an inner edifi ce signifying the Holy 

of Holies ( Fig. 7.7 ).  17   A Greek inscription in the mosaics draws from 

Psalm 51, “Then they shall lay calves upon your altar,” and serves as a 

header for the entire composition, confi rming the sacrifi cial content of 

the scene.  18   These images of Jewish sacrifi cial offerings, priestly court-

yard, altar, and Holy of Holies, now embedded within a new Christian 

architectural context, function as interpretive maps or legends for 
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 7.4.      Mt. Nebo, Theotokos Chapel, detail of Jerusalem Temple in apse mosaic, late sixth cen-

tury. By permission Franciscan Press.  
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 7.5.      Mt. Nebo, Theotokos Chapel, apse mosaic, late sixth century. Courtesy of ACOR.  

 7.6.      Mt. Nebo, Theotokos Chapel, apse mosaic, late sixth century. Courtesy of Evelyn 

Bazalgette.  
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deciphering the territory of the Christian altar and endow the Christian 

edifi ce with an ancient, legitimate, and sacred pedigree. Moreover, the 

strategic positioning of the Temple mosaic – behind the chancel screens 

in Christian priestly space and underfoot as one enters the apse to stand 

at the altar – literally constructs an iconographical and theological plat-

form upon which the priest performs the Christian sacrifi ce.      

 Finally, reverse or boomerang mapping occurs, I would argue, in 

the mosaic’s depiction of Temple architecture. The Temple’s rectangu-

lar courtyards are presented to the viewer through a rounded Roman 

arch, thus morphing the outer framework and form of the Jewish map 

to echo, mimic, and cohere to the curvilinear shape of the Christian 

apse in which the Temple diagram appears. In this case, Mt. Nebo both 

appropriates and transforms the pre-existent map, recreating it in its 

own image. 

 While Mt. Nebo’s use of imagery to relate one sacrifi cial space to 

another provides us with what one might call relatively congruent 

 7.7.      Saller’s excavation report of Mt. Nebo comparing mosaic outline with Kortleitner’s plan 

of the Jerusalem Temple. By permission Franciscan Press.  
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mapping – correlating object to object and space to space – some early 

Christian strategies take a more incongruous approach, as evidenced 

in written sources.   Texts, like iconography, also function as guides to 

ritual and space, providing the religious participant with an alterna-

tive experience of religious architecture. In some cases, the same fun-

damental imagery of the Temple, altar, and sacrifi ce conveyed through 

visual means is also mediated via texts to serve as interpretative guides 

and maps for how human bodies can be read, moved, and under-

stood in early Christian spaces. In this essay examining the construc-

tion of sanctity through the mapping of sacrifi ce from one entity to 

another, I now turn to the second case study, to texts from late antiq-

uity that identify women’s bodies – particularly widows and virgins – 

as sacrifi cial appurtenances and equipment from the ancient Israelite 

Tabernacle  . 

 Christian texts from the second to the fourth centuries show vary-

ing degrees of association between women and sacrifi cial objects.  19   

    For example, the  Didascalia Apostolorum  recounts a detailed map of the 

Tabernacle sacrifi cial system from Numbers and then states, “widows 

shall be reckoned by you in the likeness of the altar,”  20   and widows “are 

the holy altar of God, of Jesus Christ  .”  21   The  Didascalia  also attempts to 

correlate the placement of the Tabernacle altar and the location of wom-

en’s altar-bodies within Christian social space by instructing widows not 

to go from one domestic setting to another: “Let a widow know she is 

the altar of God . . . the altar of God does not go wandering about every-

where, but it is fi xed in a single place.”  22   Ironically here, the  Didascalia  

subverts the Tabernacle altar arrangement, which  did  wander about in 

an itinerant system, thereby revising one of the defi ning characteristics 

of Israelite cult  .   

   The  Apostolic Constitutions  depict widows and virgins as typologi-

cal realizations of the Levitical priesthood,  23   but specify that widows 

represent “types” of the bronze altar that existed for burnt sacrifi ces in 

the Tabernacle  , while virgins represent “types” of the golden altar for 

incense. Furthermore, the text expands the inventory of sacrifi cial accou-

trements stating, “consider the virgins as a type of censer ( thymiat   ē   rion ) 

and the incense,”  24   thus portraying virgins as both the material vessel 

that accommodates the incense offering and the offering itself.   
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     Finally, Methodius of Olympus (d. 311) reports one of the most 

explicit mappings of widows and virgins in relation to Israelite altars:

  Since the Tabernacle   was a symbol of the Church . . . it is fi tting that the 

altars should signify some of the things in the Church . . . the brazen 

altar to the company and circuit of widows; for they are a living altar 

of God . . . but the golden altar within the Holy of Holies, before the 

presence of the testimony, on which it is forbidden to offer sacrifi ce 

and libation  , has reference to those in a state of virginity, as those 

who have their bodies preserved pure, like unalloyed gold, from carnal 

intercourse. . . . Therefore, also, it stands nearer to God within the 

Holy of Holies, and before the veil, with undefi led hands, like incense, 

offering up prayers to the Lord, acceptable as a sweet savour.  25        

 In this text a number of rhetorical strategies are at work. First, Methodius   

co-opts the sacred lineage of the Tabernacle   by mapping it onto Christian 

entities. But unlike the Mt. Nebo mosaics – which correlate Israelite altar 

with Christian altar – Methodius   creates an incongruous map, super-

imposing sacrifi cial spaces and objects onto the territory of women’s 

bodies. Second, this type of mapping reconstitutes and recreates wom-

en’s bodies, in this case establishing a female taxonomy by likening wid-

ows to the bronze or brass altar, but virgins to pure, unmitigated metal 

used in the golden altar (mistakenly located by Methodius  ) within the 

Tabernacle  ’s most sacred chamber, the Holy of Holies   – which also hap-

pens to wear a veil. Third, a simultaneous and reverse mapping occurs 

as Methodius   actually genders the Tabernacle altars by associating 

Christian women’s bodies with these objects. Finally, in all these texts, 

the metaphoric pairing of Christian women and sacrifi cial space stands 

in ironic opposition to the developing relationship of women’s  actual 

proximity  to literal spaces used for Eucharistic sacrifi ce – a relationship 

defi ned by growing exclusion and marginalization.  26   The texts set up an 

analogy between church altars, controlled increasingly by male bishops 

and presbyters, to widows and virgins, who – as symbolic altars – may be 

interpreted to fall under the same control and dominion as their inani-

mate counterparts.  27   

    Synagogue Mapping.  While early Christian authors and church 

builders stake out sacred ancestry through the appropriation and map-

ping of Hebrew Bible prototypes, the recapitulation of Tabernacle and 

Temple traditions in late-antique synagogues is a somewhat more com-

plicated endeavor. The late-antique synagogue has been interpreted 
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by many scholars as a radical shift in ancient Jewish worship, leaving 

behind the hierarchical and sacrifi cial system of the destroyed Temple 

for a more communal, nonsacrifi cial one. Instead of highly defi ned 

courtyards governed by purity regulations, gender, and priestly status, 

early synagogue architecture is often characterized as common assem-

bly space in a single hall where the reading of scripture, recitation of 

prayers, and delivery of sermons take place.  28   In the synagogue of late 

antiquity there is no priesthood, no altar, and no sacrifi ce. So what is at 

work when the sacrifi cial map of the Tabernacle is superimposed upon 

the nonsacrifi cial territory of the synagogue? How does the “memory” 

of sacrifi cial images work in the self-defi nition and identity formation 

of late-antique Judaism?  29          

   The fi fth-century Sepphoris synagogue ( Fig. 7.8 ) located in the 

Galilee   provides us with a thought-provoking example. In 1993 a bull-

dozer clearing a parking lot for a national park dug into the wall of the 

synagogue’s upper northeast section and revealed a rectangular syna-

gogue with a long congregational gathering space fl anked by an eastern 

side aisle. Participants would have entered through a door in the south-

west corner of the building ( Fig. 7.9 – 7.10 ) and moved in a longitudi-

nal direction toward the focal part of the building, the bema, or raised 

platform where the reading of Torah took place.  30     The discovery also 

uncovered extensive fl oor mosaics with fi gural representations, includ-

ing the Akedah or Binding of Isaac, a sun disk in the center of a zodiac, 

lions, menorot fl anking a, and – in an unprecedented manner – detailed 

sacrifi cial images from the Tabernacle tradition ( Figs. 7.11 – 7.12a – c ). 

  Prominently displayed in two large panels located close to the bema, 

Aaron, the High Priest, offi ciates at a four-horned altar with various sac-

rifi cial accoutrements including a water basin, incense shovels, fl our, 

oil, showbread table, and basket of fi rst fruits. Inscriptions cite textual 

passages from the book of Numbers identifying the animals as the fi rst 

and second sacrifi ces of the day within a narrative that consecrates the 

Tabernacle and priesthood of Aaron and his sons    .  31                                 

 The discovery of these elaborate synagogue mosaics has evoked com-

mentary from a number of scholars. The excavator Zeev Weiss   argues 

that all the panels make up a single and unifi ed iconographic theme of 

“God’s promise to Abraham  .” He states,  

  The . . . combination (of scenes) represents man’s basic needs – bread, 

fruit, and meat – and within the context of this structured iconographic 
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 7.8.      Sepphoris, synagogue, view of excavated fl oor mosaic, fi fth century. Courtesy of Prof. 

Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Photo Gabi 

Laron.  
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scheme, conveys a clear eschatological message. These elements were 

selected . . . to express the hope that just as God had fi lled the world 

with abundance in the past, by virtue of the Temple cult, so would 

He redeem His people in the future . . ., rebuild the Temple, cause the 

Shekhina   to dwell there, and return prosperity to the world. This 

eschatological message, which expresses the world view and religious 

aspirations of the Jews of the Land of Israel, is a theme that runs 

throughout the rich fabric of the entire mosaic.  32    

 Alternatively, Lee Levine   has suggested that no one overall program 

governs the fl oor, but that diverse registers may represent “a different 

sequence of ideas (covenant, creation, and redemption), a series of sep-

arate and independent themes, or certain liturgical motifs.”  33   Steven 

Fine   brings texts and images together and relates certain parts of the 

synagogue fl oor to liturgical poetry, piyyutim, but does not pursue the 

question of the sacrifi cial imagery.  34   Moreover, Fine   writes in 2005 of 

the Sepphoris mosaics, “We would barely notice the pavement below, 

covered with furniture and perhaps with reed mats,” literally sweeping 

the mosaics under the rug.  35   

 7.9.      Sepphoris, synagogue, view of reconstructed exterior and entrance, fi fth century. 

 Courtesy of Prof. Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, The Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. Drawing Balag.  

              

       



Joan R. Branham218 cdf

   Most treatments of the Sepphoris synagogue have surprisingly side 

stepped or neglected any in-depth inquiry into the function of explicit 

sacrifi cial imagery and its impact on synagogue space, or its relation-

ship to contemporary Christian practices of depicting Temple and 

Tabernacle sacrifi ce within liturgical spaces. Here I would like to offer an 

 7.10.      Sepphoris, synagogue, view of reconstructed interior, fi fth century. Courtesy of Prof. 

Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Drawing 

Balag.  
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 7.11.      Sepphoris, synagogue plan with highlighted sacrifi cial panels, fi fth century. 

 Courtesy of Prof. Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, The Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem. Drawing Pnina Arad.  
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examination of Sepphoris’s Tabernacle motifs within the larger theoret-

ical framework of mapping, as we have witnessed in other late-antique 

settings, to open a new set of questions for consideration  . 

 The Sepphoris mosaics employ discursive and nondiscursive ele-

ments – images juxtaposed with scriptural quotations – to map out the 

Tabernacle  ’s sacrifi cial system and priesthood of Aaron  . At one level, 

these prominent depictions might be interpreted as giving a seal of 

authority to ancient Tabernacle   traditions and priestly hierarchy, as well 

as their continued legitimacy into the late-antique period. A growing 

number of scholars – Jodi Magness  , Paul Flesher  , Beverly Mortensen  , 

 7.12a.      Sepphoris, synagogue, detailed drawing of central, sacrifi cial mosaic panels, fi fth century. 

Courtesy of Prof. Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 

Drawing Pnina Arad.  
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and others – have recently suggested that priestly infl uence was more 

extensive than thought before, especially after Julian the Apostate’s   

promise to rebuild the Temple in the fourth century  C.E.   36     They have 

shown that priests used visual art and Targumim   to establish their 

historic and future status in the local Jewish communities of ancient 

Palestine and in the Diaspora  . Indeed, a dedicatory inscription that sig-

nifi cantly appears directly beside the Tabernacle panel in the side aisle 

at Sepphoris cites a priestly family, “Remembered be for good Yudan 

son of Isaac the Priest and Parigri his daughter. Amen. Amen,” lending 

weight to priestly presence in this community ( Fig. 7.13 ).  37   This inter-

pretation of the Tabernacle map would posit the Sepphoris mosaics as a 

territory partially defi ned by priestly patrons and power in late-antique 

Galilee  . A performative-art theory approach would further nuance the 

ways in which images work and suggest that the  representation  of priestly 

 7.12b.      Sepphoris, synagogue mosaics, sacrifi cial panel with Aaron, altar, water basin, and sacrifi -

cial animals, fi fth century. Courtesy of Prof. Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, The Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem. Photo Gabi Laron.  
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sacrifi ce actually acts to  perform  priestly sacrifi ce in this space, which 

otherwise would be void of explicit sacrifi cial ritual. Actual sacrifi ce is 

absent, yet still made present iconographically. Tabernacle sacrifi ce is, 

one might say, under erasure, visually asserted, yet liturgically denied.  38   

This dichotomy of simultaneous affi rmation and absence could be seen 

as operating in a similar manner to Magritte’s representation of a pipe. 

The image of sacrifi ce evokes sacrifi ce, but is not sacrifi ce, it is a map to 

another sacrifi cial territory and reality.  Ceci n’est pas sacrifi ce.           

     Examining the Sepphoris mosaics within a comparative framework 

to contemporaneous Christian settings provides us with yet another 

reading of the iconography.  39     The Christian chapel at Mt. Nebo   and the 

 7.12c.      Sepphoris, synagogue, sacrifi cial animal and objects (incense shovels, fl our, oil, showbread 

table, basket of fi rst fruits), fi fth century. Courtesy of Prof. Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations, 

The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Photo Gabi Laron.  
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synagogue at Sepphoris – located just seventy-fi ve miles apart and dated 

to within a century of each other – both harness Temple/Tabernacle 

sacrifi cial iconography, but to new and distinct ends. First, there is a 

signifi cant difference in the placement or  mise-en-sc   è   ne  of Tabernacle 

iconography in these buildings. In the Christian sacrifi cial space, 

Temple iconography is set behind chancel screens where only priests 

tread, mutually reinforcing the exclusive character of both Jewish and 

Christian sacrifi cial space, further legitimating the hierarchy of the 

priesthood in the church. At Sepphoris, however, priestly and sacrifi -

cial iconography extends into the wider, communal, and altar-less space 

of the congregation. In this sense, the Tabernacle map lends its sacred 

memory and presence to the larger space of the late-antique synagogue 

itself. Mapping Tabernacle imagery in the synagogue does not merely 

provide a seal of approval to priestly heritage and power, it supplies a 

stamp of authority and sanctity to the emergent institution of the syna-

gogue, its space, liturgy, and nonpriestly offi ciants. The Tabernacle map 

provides a key for legitimizing and endorsing synagogue territory.  40   

 7.13.      Sepphoris, synagogue, dedicatory priestly panel of Yudan and Parigri, fi fth century. 

 Courtesy of Prof. Zeev Weiss, The Sepphoris Excavations The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 

Photo Gabi Laron.  
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 Unlike Christian Nebo, then, we imagine crowds of synagogue 

 participants accessing and standing on the foundational images of the 

Tabernacle and its priesthood, as well as other images from the Bible 

and liturgical texts, forging a new association among synagogue par-

ticipants, sacrifi cial iconography, liturgical space, and sacred scripture. 

Drawing from ritual theorists, like Catherine Bell  , we can interpret such 

sacrifi cial imagery as producing ritualized bodies “through the inter-

action of the body with a structured and structuring environment.”  41   

As synagogue participants without priestly origins occupy the image 

of Aaron  , they fi guratively fi ll the shoes of the old hierarchical priest-

hood, replacing them with more communal-oriented synagogue 

 systems. In the words of Shaye Cohen  , Temple “sacrifi cial cult could 

be supplemented or replaced by democratic alternatives” in the syn-

agogue.  42   Such occupation might also be read as reverse mapping, 

transforming and reworking ancient, elite Israelite models of worship 

by visually synthesizing/working them into the more communal, non-

hierarchical liturgy and structure of the synagogue. The strategic map-

ping of Tabernacle sacrifi cial imagery in communal, congregational 

space is theological cartography in action, that is to say, the actual 

organizing, defi ning, laying out, and identity-making of late-antique 

synagogue territory.     

     In this essay, I have attempted to tease out textual and visual strate-

gies of mapping as one method, among many, of constructing sanctity 

within late-antique Judaism and Christianity. The two examples from 

Christianity presented here reveal the employment and deployment of 

Tabernacle/Temple sacrifi cial motifs in an effort to interpret, reconsti-

tute, and forge new spaces and bodies within Christian communities 

in terms of sacred prototypes. Likewise, the Tabernacle sacrifi cial map 

also emerges in late-antique Judaism, reformulated through synagogue 

space, liturgical actions, texts, and prayers. Post-Temple Judaism, i.e., 

postsacrifi cial Judaism, deliberately utilizes sacrifi cial imagery for a 

variety of purposes as it struggles to defi ne itself in terms of its own 

sacred and sacrifi cial past, as well as its relationship to Christian 

neighbors who maintain sacrifi cial systems based on Hebrew Bible 

cdf
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prototypes – priesthood, altar, sacrifi ce – in nearby ecclesiastical struc-

tures. Synagogue imagery of Tabernacle sacrifi ce works to construct 

and reclaim its own sacred heritage by use of preexistent maps. Finally, 

we have seen that while mapping involves the identifi cation with and 

recapitulation of sacred histories, late-antique traditions employ reverse 

mapping by revising the original Tabernacle and Temple maps they are 

evoking in order to imprint them with new theological interpretations 

and realities.      

    Notes 

  1.     I am indebted to the Women’s Studies in Religion Program at Harvard Divinity 
School for support while writing this essay in 2007–2008, and to the Research 
Associates for their feedback on initial drafts. I also thank the following for pro-
viding further critical feedback: Jonathan Brumberg-Kraus, Michael Anthony 
Fowler, David Frankfurter, Sean Freyne, Andrew McGowan, Laura Nasrallah, 
Mariah Proctor-Tiffany, and Lawrence Wills.  

  2.     A number of scholars have addressed late-antique and medieval typological rep-
resentations of the Tabernacle and Temple within the visual arts. For example, 
see Lundquist  2008 ; Kessler  1990 –1991; Ousterhout  1990 ; K ü hnel  1986 –1987; 
Rosenau  1979 ; Comay  1975 ; Krinsky  1970 .  

  3.     This appropriation and reclaiming of ancient sacred histories might alterna-
tively be thought of, in the words of Eric Gruen, as “ancient identity theft.” 
Gruen comments, “. . . ancient societies reconstructed their past or conceived 
their cultural identity . . . by associating themselves with the history, achieve-
ments, and legends of other societies. . . . It discloses not how they distinguished 
themselves from other cultures and peoples but how they transformed or rei-
magined them in their own terms. The “Other” takes on quite a different shape. 
This is not rejection, denigration, or distancing, but rather appropriation. It 
represents a more ingenious, creative, and complex mode of fashioning a col-
lective image,” Gruen,  2007 , pp. 6–8.  

  4.     Korzybski’s paper, “A Non-Aristotelian System and its Necessity for Rigour in 
Mathematics and Physics,” was initially presented on 28 December 1931 for the 
American Mathematical Society meeting at the larger American Association for 
the Advancement of Science, and then later printed in Korzybski  1933 , p. 750.  

  5.     Smith  1978 , p. 309.  
  6.     Neusner  1979 .  
  7.     Neusner  1979 , pp. 110–12, emphasis is Neusner’s.  
  8.     See Hamblin and Seely  2007 ; Levenson  1986 ; Ritmeyer  2006 ; Goldhill  2005 ; 

Eliav  2005 ; Roitman  2003 .  
  9.     Branham  2006a .  

  10.     For a review of scholarly debates about the literary or historical basis for the 
Tabernacle, see Friedman  1980 , pp. 241–8; also Strong  1987 , pp. 8–10.  

  11.     See Wegner ( 1999 ) on spatial limits of women in the Tabernacle.  
  12.     On Christian typology and supersessionism, see, for example, Goppelt  1982 ; 

Skarsaune  2002 ; Charity  1987 ; Klawans  2005 .  
  13.     Levenson  1995 , p. 200.  
  14.     See Attridge  1989 , p. 36; also Salevao  2002 , p. 345; Coloe  2001 .  
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  15.     For earlier treatments of this mosaic, its relationship to chancel screens, and 
the employment of Tabernacle/Temple iconography, see Branham  1992 . For 
subsequent discussions, see Kessler  2000 ; Branham  2002 .  

  16.     Saller  1941 , p. 235. Also see Piccirillo  1993 , p. 151.  
  17.     Saller takes the plan from Kortleitner  1906 , p. 36. Kortleitner labels this plan the 

Temple of Solomon. But Saller identifi es it as the Jerusalem Temple destroyed 
in 70  C.E.   

  18.     Saller also traces these words to a fourth-century Greek liturgical text of 
Jerusalem. Saller  1941 , pp. 235–8, 254–5. See my discussion of this mosaic in the 
larger context of early Christian sacred spaces in Branham  1992 , pp. 381–2.  

  19.     I have discussed these and other texts in relation to early Christian women and 
ecclesiastical space in Branham  2006b . A few relevant texts include: Polycarp: 
“Our widows must be sober-minded . . . making intercession without ceasing 
for all men . . . abstaining from . . . every evil thing, knowing that  they are God’s 
altar, and that all sacrifi ces are carefully inspected ” (my emphasis). See  Epistle to the 
Philippians  4.3; Lightfoot  1885 , I, p. 585 and Camelot  1951 , pp. 208–9, n.3. 
Polycarp echoes 1 Timothy’s description of widows who offer supplications 
night and day, framing contemporary widows as intermediary agents between 
God and people, as sacrifi cial tables, and as offerings to be carefully examined 
for blemishes. See Gryson and Dani é lou on widows who receive alms and offer-
ings, like an altar, and send uninterrupted prayers to God just as smoke rises 
from sacrifi ce; Gryson 1976, p. 13, Dani é lou  1961 , p. 18. Also see Tertullian’s 
third-century comparison of ordained widows to the purity of sacrifi cial altars 
and dissuasion of widows from second marriages: “it behooves God’s altar to be 
set forth pure.”  Ad Uxorem , 1.7.4 ( CCSL  1.381); Coxe  1994 , IV, p. 43, also quoted 
in Gryson 1976, p. 21.  

  20.      Didascalia Apostolorum  2.26.8 (Syr. 9); Funk  1905 , p. 104; Connolly  1929 , p. 88.  
  21.      Didascalia Apostolorum , 3.10.7 (Syr. 15); Funk  1905 , p. 204, Connolly  1929 , 

p. 143.  
  22.      Didascalia Apostolorum  3.6.3 (Syr. 15); Funk  1905 , p. 190, Connolly  1929 , p. 133. 

See also Gryson 1976, p. 58.  
  23.     Gryson 1976, p. 58.  
  24.      Apostolic Constitutions,  2.26.8; Funk  1905 , pp. 104–5; Gryson 1976, p. 59.  
  25.      Apostolic Constitutions , 5.8.  
  26.     See Branham  2006b , pp. 373–82.  
  27.     See work of Cardman  1999 ; also see Osiek  1983 .  
  28.     Levine  2000 , p. 169.  
  29.     For an art historical approach to the ways in which self-defi nition and cultural 

identity are formed in the communities of Dura Europos, see Elsner  2007 , 
pp. 254–88.  

  30.     Weiss  2005 , pp. 40–3.  
  31.     Weiss  2005 , p. 55.  
  32.     Weiss and Netzer  1998 , p. 38. Also see a similar interpretation in Weiss  2005 , 

p. 255.  
  33.     Levine  2000 , 610.  
  34.     Fine  1999 .  
  35.     Fine  2005 , pp. 188–9.  
  36.     See Levine’s discussion ( 2000 ) of current scholarship on the priestly class and 

dominance, p. 520. Mortensen and Flesher argue that the priests came into 
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prominence because of Julian the Apostate, and that they wrote the fourth-
 century Targum Pseudo-Jonathan as a handbook for their own profession. See 
for example, Mortensen  2006 ; Flesher  2003 , pp. 467–508; also see Magness’ 
work in connection with the Dura synagogue in this volume.  

  37.     At Sepphoris, of the twenty dedicatory inscriptions preserved, a priest and a 
Levite are mentioned once. See Weiss 1998, pp. 203–4.  

  38.     For a full discussion of erasure and its usefulness in reading synagogue images 
and spaces, see Branham,  1992 .  

  39.     Some Christian remains have been discovered in Sepphoris, see Freyne  2000 ; 
also see Netzer and Weiss  1995 , pp. 164–76; Netzer and Weiss  1996 , pp. 
29–38.  

  40.     I have tried to show elsewhere that the endeavor to work out the relationship 
of synagogue space to ancient Tabernacle and Temple space involves a certain 
amount of anxiety and ambivalence, as manifested in rabbinic sources and syn-
agogue iconography. See Branham  1992 ,  1995 .  

  41.     Bell  1992 , p. 98.  
  42.     Cohen  1999 , pp. 162, 163, 168, 170.  
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     CHAPTER EIGHT 

 THE “FOUNDATION DEPOSIT” FROM 

THE DURA EUROPOS SYNAGOGUE 

RECONSIDERED   

    Jodi   Magness    

     Introduction 

 In the year 70 the Romans destroyed the Second Jewish Temple in 

Jerusalem.  1   In the centuries that followed, Judaism was transformed 

from a religion centered on a temple building where a sacrifi cial cult 

was conducted by a priestly caste to a religion consisting of community 

worship and prayer in synagogues. Although Jewish society after 70 was 

presumably no less diverse than it had been previously, nearly all of the 

evidence we have for this period relates to the rabbinic class.  2   The rabbis 

(or sages) preserved and codifi ed a mass of legal rulings on Judaism – 

most prominently the Mishnah   and   Talmud – that remain authoritative 

until today.  3   

 Although most of the existing literary and archaeological evidence for 

Judaism after 70 relates to Palestine, Diaspora   communities fl ourished 

around the Mediterranean, including in Egypt and North Africa, Asia 

Minor, Greece, and Italy.  4   Perhaps the most important Diaspora   popu-

lation was in Babylonia, descended in part from the Judean exiles of the 

late seventh and early sixth centuries  B.C.E.  The illustrious rabbis and 

academies in Babylonia produced the Babylonian Talmud, which is con-

sidered more authoritative than the Palestinian Talmud.  5   

 Aside from the Babylonian Talmud, little evidence of Babylonian 

Jewry in the fi rst fi ve centuries of the Common Era has survived.   

However, in the early 1930s an ancient synagogue decorated with a 

stunning cycle of wall paintings was discovered at Dura Europos 
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in modern Syria.  6   The paintings are preserved thanks to an earthen 

embankment piled along the inner face of the city wall, which bur-

ied the synagogue during the Sasanian siege in 256, when Dura was 

destroyed and abandoned.  7   The synagogue is located in a residential 

block next to the western wall of the town. It was originally a private 

dwelling that was converted for use as a synagogue, probably between 

165 and 200.  8   In 244/245 the building was remodeled and decorated 

with a new set of paintings.  9   The paintings on the west wall are pre-

served to their full height. On the north and south walls fewer than 

half of the paintings are preserved, and on the east wall only parts of 

the lowest registers are preserved.  10   

 The main hall or hall of assembly consists of a single room lined 

with benches and a Torah Shrine   in the center of the west (Jerusalem-

oriented) wall ( Fig. 8.1 ). The synagogue was accessed through an open 

courtyard surrounded by additional rooms that presumably served the 

Jewish community. The building had a fl at roof with wooden ceiling 

beams forming a framework for ceiling tiles.  11      

 The Dura synagogue provides important archaeological evidence 

for Diaspora   Judaism in the third century. Furthermore, in my opin-

ion it is the earliest surviving synagogue building with permanent 

liturgical furniture (a built Torah Shrine  ) and distinctive Jewish ico-

nography.  12   However, because Dura is located in Mesopotamia, far 

from the major Babylonian and Palestinian centers, scholars have 

long recognized the problems inherent in understanding the Dura 

synagogue and its community in light of rabbinic writings.  13   We sim-

ply do not know to what extent the Jews of Dura were familiar with or 

observed rabbinic law ( halakhah )   or whether the rabbis exercised any 

authority at Dura.  14   

 The extent to which rabbinic law ( halakhah )   was followed by the Jews 

of Dura has been an important factor in discussions of the synagogue 

and its paintings. In this paper I consider a fi nd that has also been 

viewed through the lens of rabbinic Judaism but has received much less 

attention than the paintings: a deposit of human bones buried under 

the threshold of the main doorway to the synagogue. Contrary to schol-

arly consensus, these bones would not have conveyed ritual impurity to 

those entering the building even if rabbinic law   was followed at Dura. I 
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propose that this deposit represents the remains of someone who the 

congregation hoped would intercede with God on their behalf, perhaps 

a priestly leader. To conclude, I review evidence for the prominence of 

priests in the Dura synagogue and consider the possibility that apoca-

lyptic expectations circulated among the Jews of Dura.  

 8.1.      Dura, plan of the synagogue. Kraeling  1956 , Plan VI; reproduced with permission of Yale 

University Press.  
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  The Bone Deposit 

   Carl Kraeling, the excavator of the Dura synagogue, described the bone 

deposit as follows:

  The doorpost [of the main doorway into the hall or House of Assembly] 

pivoted in the hollowed block and rested on the iron plate. Toward the 

east the cavity housing the socket had a noticeable extension. This lay 

under the doorsill itself, being gouged out of the rubble bedding upon 

which the sill was set. In the pocket of the cavity was found a collection 

of bones that are reported to have been parts of two human fi ngers. 

Their presence at this point cannot have been the result of an accident, 

because of the genuine inaccessibility of the pocket and because of the 

discovery of analogous remains in the socket of the south doorway. The 

bones, whatever their character, must therefore represent a foundation 

deposit of the kind known to us also at Dura from pagan structures.  15    

 According to Kraeling, these bones would have rendered the site and 

people approaching it impure.  16     Other scholars have made the same 

assumption. For example, Christopher Beall   recently suggested that 

the bones were deposited secretly by non-Jewish builders at the time of 

construction, in an attempt to curse or render impure those entering 

the building.  17   This suggestion is problematic because it assumes that 

non-Jews participated in the construction of the synagogue and that 

they understood Jewish purity laws. More problematic, however, is the 

more widespread assumption that these bones would have rendered 

those entering the synagogue ritually impure. In fact, the Mishnah and 

Talmud   stipulate that individual human bones without fl esh convey 

impurity only through direct contact:

  Two hundred forty-eight limbs [are] in man: thirty in the foot, six in 

each toe; ten in the ankle; two in the shin; fi ve in the knee; and one in 

the thigh; three in the hip; eleven ribs; thirty in the hand; six in each 

fi nger; two in the forearm; two in the elbow; one in the upper arm; four 

in the shoulder – one hundred one on one side, one hundred one on 

the other. Eighteen vertebrae are in the spine; nine in the head; eight 

in the neck; six in the breast; fi ve in the genitals. Each one conveys 

uncleanness through contact, and through carrying, and through the 

Tent. When? When there is on them an appropriate amount of fl esh. 

But if there is not on them an appropriate amount of fl esh, they convey 
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uncleanness through contact and through carrying but do not convey 

uncleanness in the Tent. (Mishnah Oholot 1.8)  18      

 The Babylonian Talmud   states: “For we have learnt: ‘A bone the size 

of a barley grain causes defi lement by contact and carrying, but not by 

cover’” (Tractate ‘Erubin 4a).  19   The Tosefta   discusses this passage as 

 follows: “Is it possible that the fl esh should render unclean through con-

tact, carrying, and Tent, while the limb should be clean? Said R. Simeon, 

‘I should be surprised if [under all circumstances] R. Eliezer declared it 

unclean. He declared it unclean only when there is on the limb appropri-

ate fl esh, so that this and this should render unclean through contact, 

carrying, and Tent’” (Ahilot 2:7).  20   

 These passages indicate that even according to rabbinic  halakhah  

(which may or may not have been followed at Dura), the human bones 

buried beneath the synagogue’s threshold would not have conveyed 

impurity.  

  An Apotropaic Deposit? 

 Kraeling   interpreted the buried bones as a foundation deposit, a com-

mon phenomenon in the ancient Near East.  21   However, he noted that 

the parallels for this practice come from pagan, not Jewish contexts.  22   

Near Eastern foundation and building deposits were generally built into 

the walls or placed under the fl oors of buildings (usually palaces and 

temples), and most of them are much earlier in date than the Dura syn-

agogue. Human remains are rare and consist mostly of infants, and the 

burial of individual human bones is unparalleled in Near Eastern foun-

dation deposits.  23   

 The placement of human bones under the threshold of the main 

doorway leading into the synagogue suggests apotropaic motivations.  24   

Richard Ellis   noted that the reasons for ancient Near Eastern foundation 

and building deposits included sanctifi cation and a desire to protect the 

building against hostile powers.  25   Similar practices are evident in the 

Jewish necropolis at Beth Shearim in Israel’s Galilee  , which is contem-

porary with the Dura synagogue. Symbols and inscriptions with apo-

tropaic value were placed on the archways of passages between rooms 

in the burial halls: an abecedary in Catacomb 1, Hall N;  26   two winged 
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fi gures in Catacomb 1, Hall G;  27   and an Eis theos boethei inscription in 

Catacomb 7, Hall A  .  28   Similarly, in the Christian baptistery at Dura   an 

Eis theos inscription was written on a doorjamb leading from the court-

yard and several abecedaries were written on the walls near doorways in 

the Christian building.  29   

 The possibility that the bones were buried for apotropaic reasons does 

not explain why such a deposit occurs in the Dura synagogue alone. 

Why would human fi nger bones protect the entrance to the building 

from evil or sanctify it?   A passage from the Babylonian Talmud may 

shed light on this phenomenon:

  Why do they go to the cemetery? With regard to this there is a difference 

of opinion between R. Levi b. Haman and R. Hanina. One says: [To 

signify thereby], we are as the dead before Thee; and the other says: In 

order that the dead should intercede for mercy on our behalf. (Tractate 

Ta ‘anith 16a)  

 This passage indicates that the dead were considered intercessors for 

the living.  30     Perhaps the bones buried under the threshold of the Dura 

synagogue represent the remains of someone who the congregation 

hoped would intercede with God on their behalf.  31   In this regard the 

Christian cult of the relics of saints might provide a better analogy 

than ancient Near Eastern foundation deposits.  32   Could it be that the 

buried bones belonged to a priest, who in this capacity acted as an 

intercessor for the congregation? Although this is admittedly spec-

ulative, it is interesting to note that there are depictions of priests 

elsewhere in the synagogue and that this congregation’s leader was a 

priest, as we shall see.  

  Evidence for Priests and Priestly Infl uence 

in the Dura Synagogue 

 Oded Irshai   has noted that the Babylonian priesthood preserved its 

status and occupied a leadership position that was recognized even by 

the Palestinian sages.  33   The Dura synagogue provides evidence for the 

prominence of priests (both past and contemporary), only a few exam-

ples of which I cite here.   The most important paintings in the synagogue 

are concentrated on and around the Torah Shrine, which was the focal 

              

       



The Dura Europos Synagogue Reconsidered 237cef

point of the building.     A large fi gure of Aaron – labeled with his name 

in Greek – is prominently represented in connection with the consecra-

tion of the Tabernacle and its priests, above and to the left of the Torah 

Shrine (Panel WB2). Aaron is clothed as a high priest and stands next to 

an altar in front of the Tabernacle, inside which the Ark of the Covenant   

can be seen. Kraeling   identifi ed the scene with the episode described in 

Exodus   40 and Numbers 7, when the Tabernacle was erected and Aaron, 

the high priests, and the Levites were installed in offi ce  .  34   

   Kraeling noted horizontal thematic connections between the panel 

depicting the consecration of the Tabernacle and the panel on the other 

side of the Torah Shrine, which shows a building that he identifi ed as 

the Jerusalem Temple (Panel WB3) ( Fig. 8.2 ): “What the Encampment 

and the Wilderness Tabernacle inaugurated only foreshadowed, from 

the later point of view, what Jerusalem   and its Temple brought to mon-

umental and perfect expression.”  35          

   There are also vertical thematic connections between the anointing 

of David to the right of the Torah Shrine and the panel above the Torah 

Shrine showing David as king over all Israel.  36   The panel immediately 

 8.2.      Dura, paintings on the north half of the west wall of the synagogue. Kraeling  1956 , Pl. XIX; 

reproduced with permission of Yale University Press.  
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above the Torah Shrine initially depicted a vine fl anked by a table and an 

empty throne, which Kurt Weitzmann   and Herbert Kessler   identifi ed as 

a celestial throne that is the seat of the future king ( Fig. 8.3 ).  37   This panel 

was repainted with an enthroned man representing David at the top cen-

ter of the vine ( Fig. 8.4 ). He is fl anked by two togate fi gures and a lion 

(referring to David’s ancestral tribe of Judah and by way of extension the 

 8.3.      Dura, original painting on the central area of the west wall of the synagogue (panel 

above the Torah Shrine). Kraeling  1956 , Pl. XVII; reproduced with permission of Yale 

University Press.  
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 8.4.      Dura, the Torah Shrine in the synagogue. Kraeling  1956 , Pl. XXIV; reproduced with per-

mission of Yale University Press.  
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genealogy of the messiah) underneath.  38   Kraeling   and others have iden-

tifi ed the two togate fi gures as David’s priests Zadok and Abiathar  , who 

represent the tribe of Levi.  39   Weitzmann   and Kessler   believe the fi gures 

are the priest Joshua ben Jehozadak   and Zerubabbel  , who rebuilt the 

Second Temple   after the return from the Babylonian exile.  40   Both pos-

sibilities emphasize the centrality of the Zadokite priests. Weitzmann   

and Kessler   suggested that the repainting of the panels above the Torah 

Shrine strengthened an eschatological message regarding the future 

arrival of a messianic king who would rebuild the Jerusalem Temple, 

countering Christian claims that the messiah had already come.  41               

 Not only do the Dura paintings emphasize the prominent role played 

by priests in the history of Israel, but Aramaic dedicatory inscriptions 

painted on ceiling tiles leave no doubt about the leadership role of 

priests in the Dura congregation. One inscription reads: “This house 

was built in the year 556, this corresponding to the second year of Philip 

Julius Caesar; in the eldership of the priest Samuel son of Yeda‘ya  , the 

Archon. Now those who stood in charge of this work were: Abram the 

Treasurer  , and Samuel son of Sapharah  , and . . . the proselyte . . . ”  42   

 A similar inscription on another ceiling tile (C) apparently referred 

to Abram the Treasurer   and Samuel bar-Sapharah   as priests.  43       Kraeling 

noted that the priest Samuel son of Yeda‘ya   “more than anyone else rep-

resents the community, and in his offi cial capacity as well as in his per-

sonal dignity gives expression to its character and purpose. . . . He is a 

man of high religious station, being proudly referred to as priest in all 

three Aramaic texts.”    44   Samuel’s family might be the same one known 

from the books of Chronicles  , Ezra  , and Nehemiah  .  45   He held the offi ces 

of presbyter (Aramaic  kashish ; Hebrew  zaken ) and archon.  46     According 

to Kraeling, “Samuel’s eldership is of such import for the historical 

and chronological life of the community that it is in effect eponymous, 

Samuel as Elder being mentioned in one breath, so to speak, with the 

Emperor Philip Julius Caesar    .”  47     

 Irshai   has suggested that apocalyptic and eschatological expecta-

tions increased among the Jews of Palestine and Babylonia during late 

antiquity, especially after the failed attempt to rebuild the Jerusalem 

Temple under Julian the Apostate  .  48   Jewish expectations were paralleled 

by similar apocalyptic anxiety among the Christian population, who 

anticipated the Parousia.  49   Jewish priestly circles apparently supported 

and perhaps promoted apocalyptic and eschatological expectations, 
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as the rebuilding of the Temple would have bolstered their leadership 

position.  50   The rabbis may have been ambivalent about such expecta-

tions, which if fulfi lled would have resulted in the loss of their status 

(as refl ected in their silence about the rebuilding of the Temple under 

Julian the Apostate   and their opposition to mystical practices).  51   

   The possibility that apocalyptic expectations circulated among the 

Jews at Dura fi nds support in a passage in the Babylonian Talmud 

(Tractate Sanhedrin 97a–97b), which lists dates and calculations of an 

eschatological nature:

  A. After the four hundredth year of the destruction of the Temple if 

someone offers you a fi eld worth a thousand dinars for just one do 

not buy it. B. After the four hundredth year of the destruction of the 

Temple if someone offers you a fi eld worth a thousand dinars for just 

one do not buy it after the year 4231 A.M. C. Elijah said to R. Judah, the 

brother of R. Salla the Pious: “The world shall not exist less than eighty-

fi ve jubilees and in the last jubilee the son of David will come.” He 

asked him at the beginning or at the end (of the jubilee)? He replied: “I 

do not know.” Shall this period be completed or not? “I do not know” 

he answered. R. Ashi said: “He spoke thus to him.” Before that do not 

expect him, afterwards thou mayest await him.  52      

 To conclude, the bone deposit might indicate that Jews at Dura 

believed the dead could act as intercessors for the living. In light of the 

evidence for priestly prominence in the Dura synagogue, I tentatively 

suggest identifying these bones as belonging to a priest. The presence of 

this deposit in a synagogue is surprising since according to Jewish law 

corpses are a source of ritual impurity.  53   In this regard Judaism stands in 

direct opposition to Christianity, which venerates saints and holy peo-

ple by burying their remains inside churches.  54   In other words, whereas 

in Christianity human burials consecrate sacred space, in Judaism they 

pollute it. No bone deposits have been found in other ancient syna-

gogues, making the Dura fi nd exceptional. Although this deposit might 

refl ect localized beliefs and practices among the Dura Jews, these bones 

did not convey ritual impurity even according to rabbinic Jewish law.    

    Notes 

  1.     All dates refer to the Common Era unless otherwise indicated.  
  2.     See, for example, Levine  1992 , p. 126: “Many of the Jewish sects that had played 

a central role in Jewish religious life during the fi rst century disappeared 
[after 70].” On the other hand, Goodman  1994 , pp. 348, 355, has observed, 
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“The standard assumption that these Jewish groups disappeared soon after 70 
is therefore no more than an assumption. Furthermore, the presuppositions 
which have encouraged the assumpution are so theologically loaded that his-
torians’ suspicions should be instinctive. . . My hypothesis is that groups and 
philosophies known from pre-70 Judaism continued for years, perhaps cen-
turies, after the destruction of the Temple.” Goodman’s observation may be 
supported by evidence for third century Galilean Jewish-Christians (Christians 
who were apparently ethnic Jews) with Pharisaic leanings; see Boyarin  1999 , p. 
29; Baumgarten  1992 , pp. 39–50. Also see Swartz  1996 , p. 11, “Recently, though, 
there has been increased recognition that ancient Palestinian and Babylonian 
Jewish societies were complex ones, encompassing tensions between circles 
within the rabbinic estate, and between the academy and other sectors of the 
population.” Even if Jewish groups changed or were reconfi gured after 70, the 
fact remains that rabbinic norms were just one of many and that different 
Jewish groups were in dialogue and tension with each other.  

  3.     For introductions see Cohen  1992 , pp. 216–23; Gafni  1992 , pp. 251–5.  
  4.     For surveys with bibliography see Levine  2000 , pp. 232–87; Barclay  1996 .  
  5.     See Gafni  1992 , pp. 226–7, 261–5.  
  6.     Kraeling  1956  remains the defi nitive study of the building and wall paintings.  
  7.     For the possibility that Dura Europos was occupied by the Sasanians in 253, see 

Kraeling  1956 , p. 337; Rostovtzeff  1943 , p. 53; Grenet  1988 .  
  8.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 327.  
  9.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 6.  

  10.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 39.  
  11.     Kraeling  1956 , pp. 12–15.  
  12.     Earlier synagogue buildings such as those at Masada and Gamala lack these 

features, and instead are simply Jewish congregational buildings in the most 
basic sense; for these synagogue buildings see Foerster  1981 ; Gutman  1981 ; 
Ma`oz  1981 ; Levine  2000 , pp. 42–73. Even if we assume that the building at 
Ostia functioned as a synagogue already in the fi rst or second centuries (an 
unfounded assumption, in my opinion), there is no evidence for the installa-
tion of permanent liturgical furniture (such as the Torah Shrine) and Jewish 
symbols before the fourth century. For the Ostia synagogue, see White  1997 ; 
Runesson  2001 .  

  13.     For example, Goodenough  1988 , p. 184: “We may question, however, that the 
Judaism of Dura ever resembled at all closely the Judaism of the Babylonian 
communities.”  

  14.     Fine  2005b , pp. 174–7, argues that a prayer (apparently related to the blessing 
after meals) found on a parchment fragment outside the Dura synagogue that 
displays similarities to rabbinic texts from late antiquity attests to rabbinic infl u-
ence at Dura. However, he ignores the fact that rabbinic literature is our only 
source of information for Judaism (at least, for the interpretation of Jewish law) 
in this period. The practices of groups other than the rabbis are not preserved. In 
other words, although this fragment could indicate rabbinic infl uence at Dura, 
Fine’s argument is based on circular reasoning; he associates the prayer (which 
was found outside the synagogue) with rabbinic Judaism, and by way of exten-
sion the paintings inside the synagogue with rabbinic Judaism. However, nonrab-
binic Jews presumably also pronounced blessings in connection with meals. In 
fact, many of the sectarian prayers and liturgies from Qumran display similarities 
and parallels with rabbinic tradition; see Schiffman  1994 , pp. 294–5.  
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  15.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 19.  
  16.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 19, n. 86.  
  17.     Beall  2005 .  
  18.     All translations of the Mishnah are from Neusner  1988 .  
  19.     Unless otherwise noted all translations of the Talmud are from the Soncino 

Talmud; see Simon  1960 –. The Soncino Talmud’s note to this passage states 
that “only a backbone, a skull, and the like cause the defi lement of a person in 
the same tent or under the same roof or cover”; Simon  1960 –, p. 19, n. 10.  

  20.     Translation from Neusner  1977 , p. 84.  
  21.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 19.  
  22.     In addition to the references cited by Kraeling  1956 , p. 19, n. 86, see Ellis  1968 .  
  23.     See Ellis  1968 , pp. 35–42.  
  24.     In fact, Kraeling  1956 , p. 361 suggested they were buried for magical purposes.  
  25.     Ellis  1968 , pp. 165–166.  
  26.     Mazar  1973 , p. 122.  
  27.     Mazar  1973 , pp. 80–81.  
  28.     Schwabe and Lifshitz  1974 , p. 89.  
  29.     Welles  1967 , pp. 95, 125; on p. 126 he discusses how this inscription and other 

elements in the Christian building attest to magical and apotropaic practices. 
For the abecedaries in the Christian building see Welles  1967 , pp. 90–92, nos. 
2, 3, 4, 5, 8. For abecedaries on the walls of the temples of Bel, Gadde, and 
Azzanathkona at Dura, see Welles  1967 , p. 89; on p. 90 he lists examples from 
secular contexts at Dura.  

  30.     Brown  1981 , p. 3 cites Midrash Tehillim (Midrash to Psalms) 16.2 to show that 
veneration of tombs or relics of saints existed also among late antique Jews (in 
this case, the Tombs of the Patriarchs in Palestine); also see p. 10.  

  31.     For this concept in late-antique Christianity, see Brown  1981 , p. 66.  
  32.     Brown  1981 , p. 4, notes that “the Christian cult of saints rapidly came to involve 

the digging up, the moving, the dismemberment – quite apart from the avid 
touching and kissing – of the bones of the dead, and, frequently, the placing 
of these in areas from which the dead had once been excluded.” By contrast, 
Sukenik  1947 , p. 187, n. 2 says there is no support for the suggestion that the 
Dura bones belonged to a saint who was buried there in order to sanctify the 
spot. I thank Hanan Eshel z”I for bringing this reference to my attention.  

  33.     Irshai  2004 , p. 81. Not all scholars accept the claims of priestly prominence or 
agree on the extent of priestly infl uence; see, for example, Fine  2005a .  

  34.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 130. This event took place on the fi rst day of the month of 
Nisan. Kraeling based his identifi cation of this scene on the fact that one bull 
and two lambs are included in the scene, animals which were sacrifi ced as part 
of the consecration of the priests as described in Exodus 29:1. The animal in 
the left foreground is a red heifer (Num. 19:1–13), the ashes of which were used 
to make the water of purifi cation necessary for the sprinkling of the Levites; 
see Kraeling  1956 , pp. 130–1. The fi rst day of Nisan was also the beginning of 
the year according to the solar calendar falling on the vernal equinox and on a 
Wednesday, the day the heavenly luminaries were created (as expressed in the 
book of Jubilees); see Elior  2004 , pp. 46–48, including n. 48.  

  35.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 131. The building in Panel WB3 likely represents the seven 
heavenly temples described in Jewish mystical literature; see Elior  2004 , p. 79, 
n. 77: “a wall painting on the western wall of the ancient synagogue at Dura 
Europos portrays a heavenly Temple with seven walls, each behind another, 
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surrounding a central sanctuary; perhaps there is some connection between 
this 3rd-century depiction and priestly traditions of septuples in the style of 
Heikhalot literature.”  

  36.     Kraeling  1956 , pp. 168, 225. Only seven (rather than eight) of Jesse’s sons are 
depicted in the anointing of David scene; Kraeling  1956 , p. 168. The highly 
charged symbolism of the number seven counters the claim by Weitzmann and 
Kessler  1990 , p. 81 that “there was simply not enough space for an additional 
fi gure.” Kraeling  1956 , pp. 168, 220 noted that the depiction of David in these 
panels is not just historical but expresses eschatological or messianic hopes. In 
contrast, Flesher  1995  argues against messianic and eschatological messages in 
the Dura synagogue paintings, mainly on the basis of his claim that David in 
the central panel above the Torah is not depicted as Orpheus.  

  37.     Weitzmann and Kessler  1990 , p. 160; on p. 158 they suggest that the fruitless 
vine must refer to the eschatological idea that the tree will bear fruit only when 
the Messiah comes. Also see Kraeling  1956 , p. 65, where he discusses the origi-
nal paintings in the panel immediately above the Torah Shrine and identifi es a 
possible theme of a messianic banquet. The repainting of this panel strength-
ened its eschatological message; see Revel-Neher  2004 , p. 74.  

  38.     Weitzmann and Kessler  1990 , p. 164. For the lions as a symbol of Judah and 
David’s ancestry, see also Kuhnel  1986 /87, p. 148. Flesher  1995 , p. 363 argues 
that the vine was painted over in the second phase.  

  39.     See Flesher  1995 , p. 362.  
  40.     Weitzmann and Kessler  1990 , pp. 165–6.  
  41.     Weitzmann and Kessler  1990 , p. 169.  
  42.     On Tile A, see Kraeling  1956 , p. 263.  
  43.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 268.  
  44.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 331.  
  45.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 331; for dedicatory inscriptions by priests in Palestinian syna-

gogues, see Amit  2004 , pp. 148–9.  
  46.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 331.  
  47.     Kraeling  1956 , p. 331.  
  48.     Irshai  2000 , p.142.  
  49.     Irshai  2000 , p. 151.  
  50.     See Irshai  2004 , p. 97; see also Goodblatt  1996 . Rajak  2002  argues against wide-

spread apocalyptic expectations among Jews in the late Second Temple period.  
  51.     See Irshai  2004 , pp. 97–98, n. 77; Irshai  2000 , p. 143. Irshai  2000 , pp. 128–9, 

notes that some rabbis engaged in eschatological computations, though after 
the Bar Kokhba revolt (132–135  C.E .) they attempted to tone down the mes-
sianic fervor. A passage in the Babylonian Talmud cautions: ‘Rabbi Shmuel 
ben Nahmani declared in the name of Rabbi Jonathan ‘blasted be the bones of 
those who calculate the End, for they used to say since the time of his arrival 
has arrived and he has not come he will never come’’ (Tractate Sanhedrin 97b); 
from Rajak  2002 , p. 166. On p. 167 Rajak suggests that the rabbis may have 
disapproved of apocalyptic expectations because of the relationship to mystical 
speculation, which they tried to limit. Elior  2004  and Irshai  2004 , p. 105, believe 
that the priestly apocalypticism of late antiquity (as expressed for example in 
Hekhalot literature) is related to the apocalypticism of the sectarian literature 
from Qumran.  

  52.     From Irshai  2000 , pp. 148–9, who notes that J. Neusner identifi ed the probable 
Babylonian messianic context of these statements.  
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  53.     For example, Leviticus 22:4.  
  54.     See, for example, Brown  1981 .  
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     CHAPTER NINE 

 SIGHT LINES OF SANCTITY AT LATE 

ANTIQUE MARTYRIA       

    Ann Marie   Yasin    

       The year is 386, the place Milan, and the bishop has just arranged for 

the disinterment of two corpses from a cemetery outside the walls of the 

city. The bodies had been revealed as those of two extraordinary men, the 

local saints Gervasius and Protasius  , and their relocation was intended 

to provide them with a more suitably grand resting place.  1     And majestic 

it was, for Ambrose, the bishop, moved them within the very walls of 

his newly constructed church, known as the Basilica Ambrosiana, for 

reburial under the altar. This is not the earliest known example of repo-

sitioning saints’ relics,  2   but it is particularly noteworthy because it is so 

well documented, and the surviving literary sources provide access into 

the way in which the event was justifi ed and orchestrated by the presid-

ing bishop.  3     

 Ambrose’s relocation of Gervasius and Protasius’s   bodies served to 

distinguish them from the ordinary dead. The special treatment of 

their physical remains and the honored location they would receive 

are emblematic of a period in which those who had suffered the ulti-

mate price for their faith were increasingly placed in a separate cate-

gory, apart from ordinary humans.  4   The burgeoning cult of martyrs 

was fueled by a belief that their trials had earned them a particular 

closeness to God and that their prayers were thus particularly effective.  5   

They had a special ability to intercede on behalf of those who vener-

ated them, and honoring them became an increasingly popular expres-

sion of Christian piety. By moving martyrs’ bodies from cemeteries to 

church buildings, tomb violation could be cast as an act of religious 
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piety. Ambrose’s actions were deemed praiseworthy both for having 

rediscovered the “lost” remains of saints deserving of veneration and 

for his ability to satisfy the desires of his congregation for patron saints 

of the new basilica.  6   

 At the same time, Ambrose also transformed the local sacred land-

scape. In repositioning the saints’ relics, the bishop not only steered the 

topographical trajectory of the martyrs’ veneration away from the cem-

eterial fringes and toward the institutional center of the Church, but he 

also forged a new spatial bond between two previously distinct types of 

sacred focal points – saint’s tomb and liturgical altar. Ambrose himself 

stressed the immediacy and perceptibility of this connection. His sermon 

following the transportation of the skeletons to the basilica underscored 

the power of his audience’s sight to act as witness to holiness within 

the space of the church building. “Behold to my right,” he said, “behold 

to (my) left the sacrosanct relics: you see men of heavenly abode . . .”  7   

The bishop thus demonstrated the sanctity of the martyrs by direct-

ing the gaze of the gathered congregation to the relics which fl anked 

him on either side, and he ensured the continued physical prominence 

of the saints’ remains by positioning them permanently under the 

altar.  8   The altar, then, stood as the visible marker of the holy relics 

buried below. 

 The kind of physical and visible connection between altars and saints’ 

relics that Ambrose created in Milan grew ever stronger over the course 

of the late fourth to seventh centuries across the Mediterranean.  9   An 

early fi fth-century piece of legislation from North Africa, for exam-

ple, called for the destruction of any altar which did not contain mar-

tyrs’ relics or sit atop a site where an event from a saint’s life or death 

occurred.  10       By the sixth and seventh centuries we fi nd abundant archae-

ological testimony for holes meant for the insertion of relics in altar 

bases or tables.  11   

             Running parallel to this trend, however, at many important late 

antique holy sites, liturgical altar and saint’s memorial occupied sepa-

rate architectural places within a common complex. For example, at the 

major fi fth- and sixth-century shrines of St. Felix in Nola, St. Thecla at 

Meryemlik, St. Euphemia at Chalcedon, St. Symeon at Qal‘at Sem‘an, 

St. Demetrios in Thessaloniki, and the pilgrimage complex in Tebessa 

(possibly originally dedicated to St. Crispina), saint’s  memoria  and altar 
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formed two distinct focal points. At these sites, the altar and relics were 

separated by architectural features such as elevation changes, framing 

devices and barriers in the form of stairways, columns, walls, or chan-

cels.     Thus, although a church such as Ambrose’s cathedral in Milan con-

fl ated altar and relics, others deployed various architectural means to 

segregate the site of saint veneration from that of the eucharist. Indeed, 

it has been a long-standing scholarly convention to divide the corpus of 

late antique churches into two categories, those which bring together 

altar and relics into a single holy locus, and those which insist upon 

their separation            .  12   

 How are we to understand such sites which seem to buck the trend of 

uniting liturgical focus and center of saintly veneration so fl agrantly? 

Building on recent work in late antique studies that has come to rec-

ognize the articulation of sanctity as increasingly visual, I suggest that 

we need to move beyond architectural plans and typologies to try to 

understand how church patrons sought to negotiate the relationship 

between the two types of ritual focal points and how visitors would 

have experienced the sacred spaces.  13   At many late antique shrines of 

saints the location of relics was made visually prominent, even, and per-

haps especially, when the saint’s memorial formed a sacred focal point 

distinct from that of the liturgical altar.  14   Sites such as those enumer-

ated above certainly do not neatly fi t the Ambrosian model of uniting 

altar and relics, but at the same time, I suggest, they were not wholly 

foreign to it either. Rather, the experience of visitors moving through 

and gazing around the architectural complexes would have constructed 

a spatial sanctity that bound together the two types of sacred centers. 

The architectural programs, in other words, provided visitors with an 

experiential and visual link between liturgical space and saint’s memo-

rial despite a physical separation between the two types of sacred focal 

points. In some cases, it is even possible to demonstrate that those 

responsible for the structures intentionally manipulated architectural 

features in order to forge a meaningful connection between the two 

types of sacred loci (one eucharistic and one martyrial) and construct a 

complex but coherent sacred space that embraced both saints’ memori-

als and eucharistic altars.  
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  Physical Separation and Visual Connection 

 I have examined elsewhere a number of cases in which relics are found 

within church complexes but  not  directly associated with the primary, 

liturgical altar.  15   This work stressed the way in which visitors’ attention 

shifted between the two centers of sacred power as they moved through 

the ecclesiastical complexes. Witnessing the martyrium site upon enter-

ing or exiting the church could spatially frame or “bookend” the liturgi-

cal experience. At the massive basilica at Tebessa   (Algeria), for example, 

the ornately decorated trefoil martyr shrine was approached from a 

staircase off the south aisle, just inside the main entrance from the nave 

( Fig. 9.1 ).  16   Dramatically different in architectural layout, but experien-

tially not entirely dissimilar, is the pilgrimage center built circa 480–490 

at Qal‘at Sem‘an in northwest Syria   around the site of the column of the 

stylite St. Symeon ( Fig. 9.2 ).  17   The cruciform plan of this church pivots 

around the saint’s relic-column at its center, but it was the east arm of 

the complex, the only one equipped with an apsidal end, that housed 

the liturgical altar ( Fig. 9.3 ). Access to the steeply positioned monastic 

 9.1.      Tebessa, Algeria, plan of the Basilica complex. John Marston, after J. Christern,  Das fr   ü   hchristliche 

Pilgerheiligtum von Tebessa. Architectur und Ornamentik einer sp   ä   tantiken Bauh   ü   tte in Nordafrika , Wiesbaden 

1976, fi g. 1.  
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 9.2.      Qal‘at Sem‘an, Syria, plan of the complex with Church of St. Symeon the Stylite. John 

Marston, after J.-L. Biscop and J.-P. Sodini, “Travaux  à  Qal‘at Sem‘an,” in  Actes du XIe congr   è   s inter-

national d’arch   é   ologie chr   é   tienne. Lyon, Vienne, Grenoble, Gen   è   ve et Aoste (21–28 Septembre 1986) , vol. 2. 

Vatican City 1989, p. 1676, fi g. 1.  
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complex was from the route leading from the nearby village of Deir 

Sem‘an (ancient Telanissos)   to the southwest; the cross-shaped struc-

ture’s south arm thus served as a monumental entranceway welcoming 

approaching visitors. Such an arrangement meant that to attend the 

liturgy   focused on the altar area within the east basilica, after entering 

from the south arm one would have passed beside and walked around 

the Stylite’s monumental column.  18   Here, too, therefore, encountering 

the saint’s memorial can be understood as spatially and experientially 

framing participation in the liturgical ritual.  19                     

 We might compare the major pilgrimage shine of St. Menas at Ab û  

M î n â    southwest of Alexandria where the saint’s shrine, located in a sub-

terranean hypogaeum, was approached from a stairway to the northeast 

of the early-fi fth-century church (the so-called Martyr Church).  20   With 

the construction of the large, new transept basilica (the “Great Basilica”) 

 9.3.      Qal‘at Sem‘an, Church of St. Symeon the Stylite, east arm, facing east. Photo Ann Marie 

Yasin.  

              

       



Ann Marie Yasin254 cdf

to the east at the end of the fi fth century and the replacement of the fi rst 

basilican Martyr Church by a tetraconch   structure in the Justinianic 

period (527–565), the saint’s shrine, with its access stairs located at the 

north end of the intermediate space joining the two churches, could be 

visited by pilgrims entering the ecclesiastical complex from the main 

courtyard to the north (not shown on plan) or passing between the two 

church structures ( Fig. 9.4 ).  21   One’s experience of the liturgy   performed 

at the altar of the Great Basilica would thus have been shaped by seeing 

or passing the entrance to the underground shrine as one moved into, 

out of, and through the church space. 

 In these examples, the relationship between the saints’ relics and the 

liturgical altar was understood and experienced spatially; they were 

connected through movement in and around the ecclesiastical com-

plex. Importantly, however, the spatial distinction between the two 

types of sacred centers was maintained, and physical barriers (walls, 

fl oors, doors) could prevent witnessing them simultaneously.  22   The 

ritual activities of taking part in the liturgy and of venerating the saint 

were architecturally linked, but fundamentally distinct. They occurred 

in separate spaces: the communal liturgy in the large, open space of the 

church, the saint’s veneration in the relatively narrow and more inti-

mate space of the martyrium.  23   The present essay takes a closer look 

at shrines in which architectural barriers are in some way breached 

 9.4.      Ab û  M î n â , Egypt, plan of Tomb Church (tetraconch to west) and Great Basilica (transept basilica to 

east) of St. Menas, Justinianic period. John Marston, after P. Grossmann,  Christliche Architektur in    Ä   gypten , 

Leiden 2002, fi g. 20.  
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or even obliterated altogether. These are sites that walk a fi ner line 

in negotiating the relationship between centers of saint veneration 

and liturgical performance by simultaneously maintaining separate-

ness while nonetheless allowing, even encouraging,  visual  connection 

between the two. 

     One of the most provocative instances of an overt orchestration of a 

visual link between separate liturgical and martyrological sacred cen-

ters is found at Meryemlik (Ayatekla) outside Anatolian Seleukia   (on the 

southern coast of modern Turkey). Here, the architectural arrangement 

of the church of St. Thecla, built in the second half of the fi fth cen-

tury, connected it to the place of the saint’s veneration in a subterranean 

grotto below.  24   Associated with the location of St. Thecla’s fi nal years 

as early as the late-second-century  Acts of Paul and Thecla     ,  25   since at least 

the late fourth century Seleukia   hosted a monastic center that was a 

popular stop for late antique pilgrims traveling to the Holy Land  .  26   The 

pilgrim Egeria  , for example, described visiting the shrine on her return 

from the Holy Land   in the 380s. She stayed for two days with the monas-

tics; at the martyrium itself, she wrote, “we had a prayer there and read 

the whole Acts of holy Thecla . . .”  27   

 Although little is known archaeologically of the earliest phases of the 

site, substantial remains of the enormous three-aisled church built in the 

second half of the fi fth century survive ( Fig. 9.5 ). Its construction, asso-

ciated with the Emperor Zeno  , was carried out on a lavish scale; as the 

excavators note, at 81 x 43 meters it could have easily enclosed Ravenna’s   

basilica of S. Apollinare in Classe.  28   The immense fi fth- century structure 

at Meryemlik surmounted a natural grotto into which a subterranean 

basilica, the so-called Cave Church, was also constructed.  29   The subter-

ranean martyrium was articulated as a space markedly distinct from, but 

also connected to the interior space of the above-ground basilica. The 

two superimposed basilicas were linked by a monumental staircase that 

led from a covered passage along the south exterior wall of the above-

ground basilica down to the Cave Church. Passing by the south fl ank 

of the main church, one could have reached the external staircase lead-

ing to the martyrium. From the massive above-ground basilica, in other 

words, visitors would have had to exit the building to reach the entrance 

to the Cave Church below.  30   At the same time, the church design also 

apparently allowed for direct visual access between the space of the 
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basilica above and martyrium below, for the excavators report a light 

well cut into the fl oor of the above-ground church’s south aisle, which 

united the two spaces.  31   From within either church, whether above or 

below ground, the stone-cut shaft would have signaled the direct, phys-

ical proximity of altar and martyrium and possibly even allowed for the 

visitor to peer from one space into the other.        

 Other sites could preserve the saint’s shrine and altar at the same 

elevation and maintain the separateness of the two cultic focal points 

while nevertheless allowing visual access between them.   Perhaps the 

most famous instance of this kind of arrangement is the late antique 

basilica of St. Demetrios in Thessaloniki (northern Greece) where the 

saint’s memorial was architecturally distinct from the liturgical altar 

but bound to it by visitors’ experience of the space. The main liturgi-

cal focus of the large mid-fi fth- to early-sixth-century basilica was the 

altar located at the east end of the longitudinal nave ( Fig. 9.6 ).  32   The 

centrality of the altar as primary ritual focal point is underscored by 

its position in the clerical area of the choir at the eastern end of the 

basilica, its axial alignment with the main church entrance, and 

 9.5.      Meryemlik, Turkey, plan of Basilica of St. Thecla, walls of above-ground fi fth-century church are indi-

cated in black, those of the subterranean “Cave Church” stippled. John Marston, after E. Herzfeld and 

S. Guyer,  Meriamlik und Korykos: Zwei christliche Ruinenst   ä   tten des rauhen Kilikiens  ( Monumenta Asiae Minoris 

Antiqua  2), Manchester 1930, fi gs. 6 and 7.  
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the architectural framing provided by the basilican apse. The saint’s 

memorial too was given distinct monumental prominence within the 

church. It consisted of a free-standing, hexagonal mausoleum-like struc-

ture, reportedly made of silver, which, as twentieth-century excavations of 

the base revealed, was located in the northwest part of the nave (see plan, 

 Fig. 9.6 ).  33     According to the archbishop of the city who compiled a 

 collection of St. Demetrios’  Miracles  at the beginning of the seventh cen-

tury, this ciborium was thought by many faithful to lie over the holy 

relics, although the ecclesiastical author himself remained skeptical.  34   

It was the site of popular prayer and veneration where, the  Miracles  

text relates, candles were offered and certain visitors who were allowed 

entrance reportedly saw the saint on his couch.  35     The saint himself was 

depicted standing before this very structure receiving the prayers of his 

pious followers in a set of mosaic images that adorned the upper walls of 

 9.6.      Thessaloniki, Greek plan of Basilica of St. Demetrios. John Marston, after G. Sotiriou and M. Sotiriou, 

  Ἡ     ┻┺′╂╄╂╃    ｒ     ̈ ╈    ῦ     Ἁ    ┼    ｕ    ╈‶ ┞╀╅╀¨╊    ｕ    ╈‶ ┢┾′′┺╄╈╆    ｕ    ╃╀╋  , Athens, 1952, p. 140, fi g. 59 and J.-P. Spieser,  Thessalonique 

et ses monuments du IVe au VIe si   è   cle: contribution a l’étude d’une ville pal   é   ochr   é   tienne , Athens and Paris 1984, p. 

185, fi g. 10.  
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the church ( Fig. 9.7 ).  36   The unusual form, large scale and gleaming, pre-

cious materials of the saint’s ciborium, as well as its prominent location 

toward the west (i.e., entrance) end of the basilica, would have ensured 

the shrine’s visibility to the church’s visitors. It localized the saint’s pres-

ence, serving as a place to exchange personal communication with him, 

while remaining fully embedded within the church space and in sight of 

the altar at the far end of the nave. The saint’s memorial thus adorned 

the larger liturgical space centered on the altar and simultaneously 

offered a distinct locus for personal veneration. Here, as at St. Thecla’s 

shrine at Meryemlik  , discrete spaces within the church complex were 

 9.7.      Thessaloniki, Basilica of St. Demetrios, detail of W. S. George watercolor of mosaics of north inner 

aisle (mosaic now lost) representing St. Demetrios before his ciborium. Reproduced with permission of the 

British School at Athens.  
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arranged to accommodate distinct cultic encounters, of the eucharist, 

on the one hand, and the saint’s veneration, on the other, but the sight 

line between them also ensured that the ritual experiences were spatially 

and sensorally linked.            

  Orchestrating Sight Lines 

 Indeed, textual sources confi rm that such a visual connection was 

understood as desirable and could even form an explicit goal of the 

architectural program. The  Ecclesiastical History  of Evagrius Scholasticus   

and the writings of Paulinus of Nola   articulate something of the aims 

and effects of employing such visual and architectural strategies. At the 

complex housing St. Euphemia’s memorial at Chalcedon   described by 

Evagrius   in the late sixth century and that built up by Paulinus   around 

the shrine of St. Felix   at Cimitile in the early fi fth century, the saint’s 

tomb lay within a structure distinct from the main basilican hall. Yet, 

both Evagrius   and Paulinus   expressly emphasized the way in which the 

architectural arrangements granted the visitor visual access between the 

two cultic focal points. 

   Situated directly across the Bosphoros from Constantinople, St. 

Euphemia’s martyrium was visited by the pilgrim Egeria in the late 

fourth century, and the church that stood there in 451 served as the 

splendid venue for the Council of Chalcedon  . Although the location of 

the church remains unknown, based on the description in Evagrius’s   

history, the martyrium that housed the silver casket containing the 

saint’s remains was one of three principal structures of the ecclesiasti-

cal complex, together with an open porticoed courtyard and a covered 

basilica.  37   The martyrium was apparently circular in plan, two stories 

high, and ringed with interior columns. It attached to the end of one of 

the basilica’s aisles and communicated with the side aisle at ground level 

as well as from an upper story gallery.  38   As part of his admiring ekph-

rasis, the author explained one function of the rotunda’s upper level: 

“so that from there it is possible, for those who wish, both to supplicate 

the martyr and to be present at the services.”  39   Evagrius   thus explicitly 

praised the spatial confi guration between Euphemia’s martyrium and 

basilica for allowing visitors to witness the eucharistic celebration and 

to venerate the martyr’s remains simultaneously. The arrangement, in 
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other words, allowed a visual connection between the different spaces 

and thereby facilitated a kind of ritual multitasking.   

   An analogous separation between cult center and liturgical focus is 

preserved in an important, early pilgrimage center in the heart of Italian 

Campania. Cimitile, the northern cemetery zone of Nola and home to 

the tomb of St. Felix, monumentalized its patron saint’s relics at the 

heart of the complex, but distinct from the liturgical center of the altar. 

Here we are fortunate to possess both literary and archaeological tes-

timony regarding the physical and symbolic organization of sacred 

space.   Indeed, the surviving textual attention the site received during 

Paulinus’s time at Nola (395–431), fi rst as monk and priest, later as 

bishop, is unique in the early Christian world.  40   

 By the time Paulinus’s tenure at Nola began, Felix’s late-third-

 century tomb had been enclosed within an early fourth-century single-

aisled structure, the so-called Aula Apsidata, which had a triple-arcade 

entrance on the south and an apse on the north ( Fig. 9.8 ).  41   Sometime 

probably in the third quarter of the fourth century, a small three-aisled 

church with an eastern apse was built to the east of the  Aula . This struc-

ture, dubbed the Basilica Vetus (to distinguish it from Paulinus’s later 

Basilica Nova or “New Basilica”), was certainly integrated with the  Aula , 

but many details of its architectural arrangement remain unclear due to 

the still-extant parochial church of Cimitile constructed on the site in 

the late eighteenth century. The altar of the Basilica Vetus would have 

been situated, as usual, at the east end of the structure before the apse.  42   

Therefore, the altar was certainly, at the minimum, separated from the 

site of Felix’s tomb in the  Aula  by that structure’s still functioning east 

wall.  43   It appears, therefore, that the earliest monumental cult structures 

at Cimitile were neither directly centered on the saint’s grave nor joined 

his tomb to a liturgical altar. Here the saint’s memorial was, within the 

context of the larger ecclesiastical and pilgrimage complex, linked to the 

liturgical space within the basilica proper by the trajectory of the visi-

tor’s path.    

 For his part, Paulinus was very clear that the altar at the heart of the 

monumental Basilica Nova he built at the beginning of the fi fth cen-

tury was not physically assimilated to St. Felix’s tomb ( Fig. 9.9 ). In fact, 

with Paulinus’s expansion of the complex, the saint’s  memoria  and the 
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new liturgical altar of the Basilica Nova were distanced by more than 

the entire length of that church’s nave. Excavations of the Basilica Nova 

have revealed its plan to be a three-aisled structure extending north from 

the area around Felix’s tomb.  44   The church’s main altar stood within a 

 9.8.      Cimitile, Italy, plan of Christian complex, third quarter of the fourth century; Grave of St. Felix is 

labeled “F.” John Marston, after T. Lehmann , Paulinus Nolanus und die Basilica Nova in Cimitile/Nola , Wiesbaden 

2004, fi g. 26.  
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 9.9.      Cimitile, Italy, plan of Christian complex, early fi fth century (including Paulinus’s construc-

tions); Grave of St. Felix is labeled “F.” John Marston, after T. Lehmann , Paulinus Nolanus und die 

Basilica Nova in Cimitile/Nola , Wiesbaden 2004, fi g. 27.  
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trefoil choir area at the northern end of the basilica, that is, at the oppo-

site end from the direction of the saint’s grave located across a narrow 

courtyard in the renovated Basilica Vetus to the south.    

 Although scholarship on Paulinus’s inventions at Cimitile have 

focused primarily on his promotion of Felix’s cult, it is clear from his 

material and literary attention to the relics under the altar of the Basilica 

Nova that the saint’s tomb was not the sole repository of sanctity at the 

site. On the contrary, Paulinus’s description of the complex at Cimitile 

explicitly emphasized that it possessed two sacred focal points. Writing 

in a letter to Sulpicius Severus  , another church-building cleric, Paulinus 

stressed the pair of holy sites: “The basilica, therefore . . . is venerable 

not only on account of the honor of blessed Felix, but also by virtue 

of the consecrated relics of apostles and martyrs under the altar within 

the trilobed ( trichora ) apse.”  45   Felix’s tomb and the liturgical altar of the 

Basilica Nova with its own deposit of relics provided Cimitile with a 

doubly rich sacred pedigree. 

 This duality, however, while here cast as a strength, could also be a 

potential source of discordance, and Paulinus repeatedly sought to 

counter this perception by underscoring the coherence and harmony of 

the complex as a whole. One mechanism he used to achieve this was 

the crafting of a visual dialogue between sacred focal points. The texts 

Paulinus left us reveal the signifi cant lengths he went to publicize the 

visual line he created between St. Felix’s grave and the altar of his new 

church. He writes, for example, of the renovations he carried out at the 

site which included the demolition of the apsidal wall of the old  Aula  

building: “For because the wall obstructed by the interfering apse of a 

certain monument would have cut off the new church from the old one, 

it was opened from the confessor’s side . . . and thus this wall gives a 

view . . . to those gazing from one church into the other . . .”  46   Paulinus 

thus replaced what had been a solid barrier between Felix’s tomb and 

the new basilica (cf.  Fig. 9.8 ) with a set of permeable triple-arched 

passage-ways, the southern one of which can still be seen at the site 

( Figs. 9.9  and  9.10 ).  47      

 Paulinus further emphasized the linking of the two sacred cen-

ters and the creation of a line of sight between them by monumental 

inscriptions that adorned the arches of the passageway between the two 

 structures.  48   For example, he drew attention to the visitor’s transition 
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from one space to another by positioning on one of the arches of the 

triple arcade he built between the Basilicas Vetus and Nova an inscrip-

tion that addressed readers directly (labeled “N” on the plan,  Fig. 9.9 ): 

“Leave the old hall of St. Felix, (and) cross to Felix’s new structure.”  49   

While this inscription underscored the spatial shift as viewers moved 

from “old” to “new” buildings, to those passing through in the opposite 

direction, from the Basilica Nova to the old basilica, the central opening 

(indicated “J” on  Fig. 9.9 ) spoke in overtly fl attering terms of eliminating 

barriers and creating union: “Just as Jesus  , our peace, opened the mid-

dle of the wall and, extinguishing (our) discord through the cross, has 

made two into one, so we see that, since the division of the old building 

has been destroyed, the new roofs are united by the marriage of (their) 

entrances . . .”  50   Similarly, he drove the message home with additional 

inscriptions placed on the side arches of the arcade between the Basilica 

Nova and Felix’s old basilica. One (at position “K” on  Fig. 9.9 ) read, “A 

new light is revealed to astonished eyes, and standing on a single thresh-

old one beholds simultaneously the twin halls,” and the other (at “L”) 

read, “Three times the twin halls are opened by twin arches, and they 

admire their own decoration from mutual thresholds.”  51   Paulinus thus 

 9.10.      Cimitile, Italy, Basilica Nova, view south along nave toward triple-arched entrance to the 

Basilica Vetus (left/east opening walled in). Photo Ann Marie Yasin.  
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crafted the martyrium complex so that it overtly and repeatedly encour-

aged visitors to take notice of the sight-line afforded between the old 

and new structures. The building complex was highly self-conscious, 

indeed proud, of its double centers. It celebrated the duality of its sacred 

focal points as well as the wonderment engendered by the experience of 

beholding both simultaneously.   

 At the same time, while forging a link between physically distinct 

memorials and altars, the architectural arrangement at this and other 

sites nevertheless can also be seen to have asserted a relative hierarchy 

between the two types of sacred loci. At Cimitile, the elevated sanctuary 

and wide, triple-lobed apse of the spacious Basilica Nova highlighted the 

liturgical altar’s prominence as a ritual focal point ( Fig. 9.9 ). Similarly, the 

longitudinal basilican plans of St. Demetrios’s church in Thessaloniki, 

of St. Thecla’s upper church at Meryemlik, and of the huge basilica at 

Tebessa pointed directly to the altar in each case (Figs. 9.1, 9.5, and 9.6). 

Likewise, at Qal‘at Sem‘an, while the cruciform plan of the complex does 

indeed focus attention on the column at its center, the structure is also 

overwhelmingly linear and hierarchical as one approaches the liturgical 

altar (Fig. 9.2).       The stylite’s column, in other words, was not  the  center 

of the complex, but  a  center. It dominated the space – and the visitor’s 

experience – immediately before the entrance to the east wing. But the 

east wing itself, which is in effect a semi-independent basilica structure, 

and specifi cally the altar situated before its apse, was the primary cen-

ter, the culmination of both the architectural program and the liturgi-

cal drama.  52   Distinct eucharistic and saintly focal points housed within 

a common complex, even when they were visually connected, were not 

necessarily on par.    

  More Relics Under the Altar 

 This kind of relative hierarchy also informs our interpretation of the 

complicated sacred topography of sites that housed multiple loci of 

saints’ presence within a single structure by incorporating a saint’s pre-

sumed tomb site  and  relics under the altar. In these cases, the architec-

tural arrangements crafted a spatial and visual relationship not only 

between two different kinds of ritual focal points – of saint veneration 

and eucharistic liturgy   – but also between two distinct manifestations of 
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saintly presence. The link between them was important, but so too were 

their distinctive roles in supporting an architecturally inscribed system 

of ecclesiastical authority. 

   Of the complexes discussed here, the sanctuaries of St. Demetrios 

and St. Felix   both offer evidence for multiple locales of saintly presence 

within the ecclesiastical complex. Returning to St. Demetrios’s basilica 

in Thessaloniki, we recall that the saint’s ciborium in the nave provided 

one venue for appealing to and encountering the saint. The ciborium, 

however, was not the only place in the late antique church which drew 

on the power of saintly presence.   At the east end of the nave the altar 

stood atop a reliquary deposit covered by a marble plaque and once 

accessible (presumably only to clergy) by a narrow set of three stairs at 

the altar’s southern side ( Fig. 9.6 ).  53   At the center of the small cham-

ber at the bottom of the steps, set within a conical masonry support, 

early-twentieth-century archaeological investigations unearthed a small 

marble box. Inside the box the excavators discovered an intact glass 

vial whose dark contents they identifi ed as dried blood.  54   These relics 

so carefully installed at the site under the altar no longer preserve an 

identifi cation, though the church’s patron saint Demetrios has been 

presumed  .  55     Comparison with the evidence from Paulinus’s church at 

Cimitile, however, reminds us that such an identifi cation is not a given. 

It attests to the possibility that an altar deposit could bring to the site a 

different set of sacred associations altogether, with relics distinct from 

the church’s patron saint. 

     The arrangement Paulinus effected with his ambitious building pro-

gram at Cimitile both glorifi ed Felix’s tomb and also put it into explicit 

relationship with the new liturgical altar located in the choir of the 

Basilica Nova (see  Fig. 9.9 ). This new altar was in its own right a spiri-

tually, architecturally, and politically critical element in the transforma-

tion of the sanctuary’s sacred topography. It not only formed the axial 

linchpin of the longitudinal basilica’s plan and center stage of the eucha-

ristic drama but also contained a valuable collection of newly acquired 

holy relics that connected Nola to a larger Christian world. Paulinus 

trumpeted the deposition of this new cache of relics under the Basilica 

Nova’s altar in a description of the church composed on the occasion 

of St. Felix’s feast day in 403, as construction on the Basilica Nova was 

nearing completion:
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  For the ashes even of apostles have been set beneath that table of 

heaven, and consecrated amongst other holy offerings they emit a 

fragrance pleasing to Christ from their living dust. Here is father 

Andrew, the fi sherman sent to Argos . . . and who later by shedding 

his blood brought condemnation to Thessalian Patras. Here, too, is 

John, who both preceded and baptized the Lord, who is both the holy 

gateway to the Gospel and the fi nishing point of the Law. . . . Nearby lies 

the doubter Thomas. . . . Here lies Luke  , a physician fi rst by profession 

and later by preaching. . . . Joined with these apostles in devotion and 

faith, power and honor, are the martyrs Agricola and Vitalis together 

with Proculus, and Euphemia   who as martyr in the area of Chalcedon 

marks and consecrates that shore with her virgin’s blood. . . . Here too 

is the martyr Nazarius, whom I received in humility of heart as a gift of 

faith from the noble Ambrose. . . .  56    

 This roster of apostles and martyrs is extraordinary both in terms of 

the saints’ importance as individuals and in terms of the great number 

of diverse fi gures whose bodily remains Paulinus managed to assemble 

into a single collection. 

 Paulinus also visually advertised the presence of these impressive rel-

ics in a monumental inscription on the wall behind the altar, the text of 

which he spelled out in a letter to Sulpicius Severus  :

This  titulus  indicates the holy of holies which has been deposited 

under the altar:

  ‘Here is the piety, here nourishing faith, here the glory of Christ; 

 here is the cross joined with its own martyrs. 

 For a little piece of the wood of the cross is a great pledge, 

 and the whole power of the cross is present in (even) a small piece of it. 

 This greatest good brought to Nola by the gift of Saint Melania 

 came from the city of Jerusalem.   

 The holy altar veils a double honor to God:

  it brings together the ashes of Apostles with the cross. 

 How well are the bones of the pious joined to the wood of the cross, 

 so that those who were killed for the cross, fi nd rest on the cross.’  57     

 This monumental text informed its readers of the sacred treasures cov-

ered by the altar, and it advertised Paulinus’s pride in Nola’s possession 

of both a fragment of the True Cross   as well as the relics of numerous 

apostles and saints. Like the passage from the feast-day poem quoted in 
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the previous paragraph, the inscription’s language stressed the place-ness 

of the these precious relics reiterating through the fourfold repetition of 

the deictic “hic” that they are “right here” in a single deposit under the 

altar before viewers as they stand in the newly constructed basilica. 

 The inscription, moreover, did not merely indicate the presence of rel-

ics, but put forth claims about their pedigree, provenance, and program-

matic rationale.   Conspicuously, it elaborated the Cross   fragment’s Holy 

Land   point of origin and its relocation to Cimitile-Nola thanks to the 

actions of Melania the Elder.  58   Melania herself was not only a formida-

ble holy fi gure whose asceticism made her, as one scholar has recently 

written, “a legend in her own lifetime,” she was also a well-connected 

aristocrat who, upon returning from her twenty-seven-year sojourn in 

the Holy Land  , visited Nola with a whole entourage of wealthy and infl u-

ential relatives in tow.  59   Indirectly the apse inscription, and the letter in 

which it was transcribed, thus also highlighted Paulinus’s role as patron 

whose connections to the likes of Melania made such an exchange of 

rare and precious sacred property possible.   

 In addition to stressing his community’s benefi t thanks to his own 

close relationships with other aristocratic and ascetic elites, Paulinus 

elsewhere emphasized that the collection of relics under the new basili-

ca’s altar placed Nola squarely within a larger network of cities blessed 

by God with saintly remains. In  Carmen  19, composed in honor of St. 

Felix’s feast day in 405, Paulinus explains the theological justifi cation 

for the translation of relics: “Since the faith had initially not been spread 

through the whole world alike, many areas of the earth were without 

martyrs. This I think is why Christ has both inspired princes . . . and 

acquainted His servants with His most generous decision to summon 

martyrs from their earlier homes and translate them to fresh lodg-

ings on earth.”  60   His poem goes on to cite the historical precedents of 

Bishop Ambrose’s   translation of martyrs in Milan and the emperor 

Constantine’s   relocation of the bodies of apostles Andrew   and Timothy   

to Constantinople.  61   Moreover, Paulinus casts Constantine’s actions as 

a divinely inspired strategy for elevating the new capital to the status 

of Rome: “. . . so Constantinople now stands with twin towers, vying to 

match the hegemony of great Rome, and more genuinely rivaling the 

walls of Rome through the eminence that God bestowed on her, for 

He counterbalanced Peter and Paul with a protection as great since 
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Constantinople   gained the disciple of Paul and the brother of Peter.”  62   

When therefore Paulinus’s verse then turns to praise Nola for its  own  col-

lection of apostles’ relics, it is in clear comparison with the preeminent 

centers of Milan, Rome, and Constantinople hailed in the immediately 

preceding section of the poem. Likening the particles of saints’ bodies to 

dewdrops from which fountains of holy grace spring, he writes, “From 

this source Christ’s abundance, so rich in its tiniest forms, has fallen on 

us also; for we too have received, in the form of a fragment of dust, the 

sacred tokens of the apostles’ fl esh . . .”  63   In other words, Paulinus pub-

licly cast the acquisition of fragments of apostles, martyrs, and the True 

Cross   as a development that placed Nola in the company of the most 

politically and religiously powerful cities of his day. 

 The promotion of the sacred relics that Paulinus deposited under the 

altar of the Basilica Nova throws into relief the embellishment of St. 

Felix’s tomb at the west end of the Basilica Vetus. While St. Felix’s cult 

site became increasingly monumentalized and glorifi ed by Paulinus’s 

interventions at Cimitile, in some way its status as holy center was also 

mediated by the new relation into which it was put with the relic-rich 

liturgical altar of the Basilica Nova. The altar, as site of the performance 

of the liturgy  , was the place at which the clergy’s status was most archi-

tecturally and ritually manifest. The altar relics and the monumen-

tal inscription that promoted them both served as a backdrop to the 

 clergy’s own ritual performance and declared the sanctuary’s (and its 

ecclesiastical patron’s) elevated position within a larger sacred and polit-

ical topography. In this way the altar relics presented a global counter-

part to Felix’s claims to local, home-grown sanctity at Cimitile.    

  Conclusion 

   The ecclesiastical complex and martyrium of St. Felix at Cimitile-Nola 

is unique in terms of the range and depth of surviving evidence, but the 

insight it offers into a cleric’s orchestration of sacred space may help 

us understand other sites’ spatial and decorative programs. In the fi fth 

and sixth centuries, the same period that saw the increased deposition 

of relics under altars, a wide range of other architectural and epigraphic 

devices were simultaneously developed to negotiate more complex spa-

tial relationships between distinct focal points of saint veneration and 
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liturgical ritual. At a number of sites which possessed multiple sacred 

focal points visitors would have linked the two ritual centers by virtue 

of moving into, out of, and gazing around the church complex. At these 

sanctuaries, the visual and spatial connection created between martyr-

ial and eucharistic nodes enabled the two types of ritual experiences to 

remain separate, but not completely so. Complexes such as those exam-

ined here facilitated a direct, personal encounter with an authentic, 

tangible, and place-bound (i.e., unique and local) holy site (the martyr-

ium) while simultaneously focusing attention on the collective, shared 

ritual experience led by ecclesiastical personnel at the altar. Indeed, as 

Paulinus’s case exemplifi es, it was at the liturgical altar that architec-

ture, ritual, and the presentation of relics came together most directly to 

underscore the authority of local church offi cials and the community’s 

connection to the universal Church.        

    Notes 

  Unless otherwise noted, translations are my own. For advice and assistance with 
various aspects of the article or images, I am grateful to Victoria Cain, Peter 
Grossmann, Cecily Hilsdale, Scott Johnson, Ja ś  Elsner, John Marston, Anne 
McKnight, Robert Ousterhout, Danny Richter, Sean Roberts, Galina Tirnani ć , and 
G ü nder Varinlio ğ lu.  
  1.     As the bishop Ambrose’s biographer, Paulinus of Milan, relates, relocating the 

bodies was justifi ed since in their original location the tombs were neither rec-
ognized nor protected, but profaned by the pedestrian traffi c to the tombs of 
Felix and Nabor: . . .  sed sancti martyres Nabor et Felix celeberrime frequentabantur, 
Protasii vero et Gervasii martyrum ut nomina ita etiam et sepultura incognita erat, in 
tantum ut supra ipsorum sepulcra ambularent omnes qui vellent ad cancellos perve-
nire quibus sanctorum Naboris et Felicis martyrum ab iniuria sepulcra defendebantur  
( V. Ambr.  14: Pellegrino  1961 , p. 70).  

  2.     The relics of Sts. Timothy, Andrew, and Luke were, famously, taken to 
Constantinople in the fourth century to be deposited in the Church of the 
Holy Apostles, but sources disagree on whether this occurred in 336 or 356–7 
(Mango  1990a  and id.  1990b ; Brandenburg  1995 , pp. 71–72; Woods 1991). 
St. Babylas’s corpse was moved from its third-century burial site, probably at 
Antioch, to Daphne between 351 and 354 and removed again on Julian’s order 
in 362 (Mango 1990a, p. 52; Downey  1938 ).  

  3.     Ambrose wrote a letter to his sister Marcellina ( Ep . 77[Maur. 22]) that includes 
the texts of the sermons he delivered in days following the translation of the 
relics,    and he also wrote a hymn for the occasion ( Hymn . 11). See also  Vit. Ambr.  
14, and Augustine’s  Conf.  IX.7.16 and  Serm.  318.1. On the literary sources see 
Bastianensen 1976; Den Boeft 1991; and Zangara 1981. On Ambrose’s promo-
tion of saints’ cults, see Dassmann 1975 and McLynn 1994, esp. pp. 209–19 and 
226–37. On the Basilica Ambrosiana (under the extant Romanesque structure 
of S. Ambrosio), see Krautheimer 1983, pp. 74, 77–9.  
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  4.     Brown 1981; Markus 1990.  
  5.     Yasin  2009 ; Y. Duval  1988 .  
  6.     McLynn  1994 , pp. 209–19. Ambrose’s discovery and translation of the bodies 

of Sts. Gervasius and Protasius is also an early example of a  topos  which was to 
gain considerable currency in following centuries, with subsequent medieval 
narratives capitalizing on the notion of the maltreatment or neglect of saint’s 
remains to justify relic theft (Geary  1990 ).  

  7.      Ep . 77[22].4:  Aspicite ad dexteram meam, aspicite ad sinistram reliquias sacrosanctas: 
videtis caelestis conversationis viros  (Zelzer  1982 , p. 129).  

  8.      Ep . 77[22].13. Dassmann in particular stresses the connection Ambrose created 
between the site of the martyrs’ remains and the liturgy (1975, pp. 53–55). The 
last stanza of Ambrose’s hymn to the two saints resounds with rejoicing at the 
relics’ most vital quality, the tangibility which both demonstrates their sanctity 
and justifi es their translation ( Hymn . 11.29–32).  

  9.     See Wieland  1912 ; and Stiefenhofer  1909 , esp. pp. 88–101; K ö tting  1965 ; 
Brandenburg  1995 ; Deichmann  1970 ; and the recent state of the fi eld overview 
on early Christian altars by N. Duval ( 2005 ).  

  10.      De falsis memoriis martyrum , Council of Carthage, 401  C.E.  (Munier  1974 , pp. 
204–5; Kemp  1948 , p. 15; Yasin  2009 , p. 153).  

  11.     Cf. N. Duval  1994 ; Braun  1924 , esp. pp. 125–227; Michaud  1999 , pp. 201–3; 
Ripoll and Arnau  2005 ; Michel  2001 , pp. 77–9.  

  12.     Grabar  1946 .  
  13.     Hahn  1997 ; James  2000 ; Schmitt  1999 ; on visuality and living holy men, see 

Frank  2000 ; on icons, see especially Belting  1994 ; Cormack  1997 . See now also 
the essays in Hourihane  2010 .  

  14.     Mitchell ( 2001 ) suggests that the asymmetrical position of certain features 
within religious architecture lends those features enhanced sacred power, but 
the author does not go on further to explore how this works or why this should 
be so.  

  15.     Yasin  2009 , pp. 151–89.  
  16.     Christern  1976 ; Yasin  2009 , pp. 161–4; MacMullen 2009, pp. 65–7.  
  17.     On the archaeology and dating of the complex, see Sodini  2001 ; Biscop and 

Sodini  1984 ; and Biscop and Sodini  1989 ; plus the older report of Krencker 
 1939  (whose reconstruction of the roofi ng system is nevertheless no longer 
accepted).  

  18.     Such a trajectory was, however, apparently only open to men; women, Evagrius 
tells us, were only allowed to look in toward the column from the threshhold of 
the entrance ( Hist. Ecc.  I.14; trans. Whitby  2000 , pp. 40–41).  

  19.     Sodini  2001 ; Yasin  2009 , pp. 170–2.  
  20.     Shortly after the constuction of the fi rst church, this stairway was enclosed by an 

annex built against the church’s eastern end (Grossmann  1989 , esp. pp. 49–50; 
see also the overviews of the site offered by Grossmann  1998 ; Grossmann  2002 , 
pp. 401–9; and McKenzie  2007 , pp. 288–93).  

  21.     Grossmann  1989 , pp. 70–73, 156, and 212. Note that the Great Basilica also 
went through multiple phases (Grossmann  2002 , pp. 405–9): depicted in  Figure 
9.4  is the second, enlarged structure as it appeared in the Justinianic period. For 
a plan of the surrounding complex showing the main pilgrimage road open-
ing onto the large courtyard to the west of the ecclesiastical complex over the 
saint’s tomb, see Grossmann  1998 , diagram 1; and the slightly updated version 
in McKenzie  2007 , p. 292.  
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  22.     Additional examples are presented in Donceel-Vo û te who, citing Severus of 
Antioch’s testimony of a monophysite vistor to a Chalcedonian martyrium, 
argues that the separation of martyrial and eucharistic space may have allowed 
visitors of diverse confessional persuations to venerate in the martyrium with-
out encroaching on the liturgical services held in the main church (1995, esp. 
p. 203).  

  23.     While most martyria spaces are fairly constrained and would have contrasted 
sharply with the spaciousness of the associated church interiors, this is less 
likely to have been strongly sensed by visitors to St. Symeon’s shrine where 
the complex provided generous room for moving and gathering around the 
column.  

  24.     Herzfeld and Guyer  1930 , pp. 1–46, esp. p. 8; Hild and Hellenkemper  1990 , v. 
1, pp. 441–3; Grabar  1946 , v. 1, p. 65; see also Davis  2001 ; and Dagron  1978 . 
Krautheimer follows Kautzsch in a date of circa 480 based on forms of the sur-
viving column capitals (1986, p. 472, n. 21; Kautzsch  1936 , pp. 87–88).  

  25.      Acta  43: “And when she had borne this witness she went away to Seleucia; and 
after enlightening many with the word of God she slept with a noble sleep” 
(Schneemelcher  1992 , p. 246). The mid-fi fth-century  Life of St. Thecla  specifi es 
that Thecla did not die (hence there are no bodily relics), but left the earth 
alive (on this critical “revision” of the earlier text, see Johnson  2006 ). The place, 
the author says, of her miraculous departure in the cave is “the very place of 
the . . . altar [of the Cave Church], gleaming with silver and surrounded by col-
umns” ( PG  85.559, quoted in Wilkinson  1971 , p. 292, n. 2, my interpolation). 
The authorship of this text is attributed in the manuscript tradition to Basil 
of Seleukia, bishop in the second third of the fi fth century, but modern schol-
arship has refuted this attribution preferring to refer to the author as Pseudo-
Basil (Dagron  1978 , pp. 13–19, and Davis  2001 , pp. 40–41; see also Delehaye 
 1925 , pp. 49–57, and Johnson  2006 ).  

  26.     Gregory of Nanzianzus,  In laudem Athanasii orat . 22 and  Carmen de vita sua  
545–51 (Herzfeld and Guyer  1930 , pp. 5–6; Maraval 2004, pp. 356–7).  

  27.     23.5 (translation Wilkinson  1971 , p. 122; see also Wilkinson  1971 , pp. 288–92).  
  28.     Herzfeld and Guyer  1930 , p. 17. The fi fth-century complex replaced an earlier 

structure on the same site, about which little besides the orientation of the apse 
is certain. The existence of a fourth-century basilica on the site is indicated by 
Egeria’s account of her visit and references by Gregory of Nanzianzus (see pre-
vious two notes as well as Hill  1996 , p. 217; and Hild and Hellenkemper  1990 , 
v.1, p. 442). There is debate over the identifi cation of the smaller church found 
during excavations of the eastern half of the above-ground, fi fth-century basil-
ica (the walls of which are indicated in grey on  Figure 9.5 ). The original excava-
tors considered it a later structure conforming to the reduced spatial needs of 
the shrine in the medieval period, possibly the turn of the millenium (Herzfeld 
and Guyer  1930 , pp. 34–38), though some recent scholarship has preferred a 
fourth-century date for this structure (Hill  1996 , pp. 218–19).  

  29.     For the date of the larger, above-ground structure, we have the testimony 
of Evagrius’s  Ecclesiastical History  (written in the late sixth century) that the 
emperor Zeno   had erected a church at Seleukia in honor of St. Thecla after 477 
( Hist. Ecc.  III.8). For the discussion of whether this passage refers to this large 
basilican church or the so-called Domed or Cupola Church of Meryemlik, both 
of which date to the late fi fth century, see Hill  1996 , pp. 225–34. Wilkinson has 
revised Herzfeld and Guyer’s plan of the Cave Church based on observations 
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of architectural features not visible at the time of their investigations. Most 
signifi cantly, he noted an in situ fragment of mosaic pavement, which was cut 
by the stylobate of the fi fth-century church and therefore indicated an earlier 
structure, which he suggests was a fourth-century church, on the site (1971, pp. 
288–92; note that this section with a reconstruction and commentary on the 
martyrium site has been omitted in the most recent edition of Wilkinson’s text 
[ 1999 ]). See also the summary in Hild, Hellenkemper, and Hellenkemper-Salies 
 1984 , pp. 228–36.  

  30.     On the arrangement of the south-side open entrance hall, see Hild and 
Hellenkemper  1990 , v.1, p. 442. Hill suggests that there may have been a direct 
means of access between the south side of the above-ground sanctuary and the 
Cave Church (1996, p. 223), but even so this would undoubtedly have been only 
accessible to the clergy.  

  31.     A photograph of the south-aisle light well taken from the Cave Church appears 
in Hild and Hellenkemper  1990 , v. 2, fi g. 385. The original excavators’ report 
indicates that two light wells were cut into the ceiling of the lower church below 
the upper church’s south aisle, but their statement that the light shafts “zugle-
ich auch eine Verbindung mit der oberirdischen Kirche herstellten” (Herzfeld 
and Guyer  1930 , p. 40) remains enigmatic. The plans published in the exca-
vation report are also inconsistent. On one plan of the upper church, there is 
one feature labeled “Lichtschacht zur Krypta” (Herzfeld and Guyer  1930 , fi g. 
6, fold-out facing p. 8; this is the light well reproduced here on Fig. 9.5), while 
two appear on the plan of the Cave Church (Herzfeld and Guyer  1930 , fi g. 39). 
Hahn suggests that the hole(s) could also have been used to create contact rel-
ics by facilitating the lowering of objects down into the grotto (1997, p. 1087).  

  32.     The chronology of the church, complicated by devastating fi res in the early 
seventh and twentieth centuries, is frought. Some scholars argue a late- fi fth-
century date (e.g. Cormack [ 1985 ]  1989 , pp. 52–58 and Krautheimer  1986 , pp. 
125–8 and p. 474, n. 49); others prefer an early-sixth-century foundation (e.g., 
Spieser  1984 , pp. 165–214 and Spieser [1992]  2001 , pp. 561–9; see also the sum-
mary in Skedros  1999 , pp. 7–40).  

  33.     The ciborium is described at the end of Book 1 of the  Miracles  (Bakirtzis  2002 , 
p. 176; see also Pallas  1979 ), and the base was revealed in the excavations con-
ducted after the massive fi re of 1917 (Soteriou and Soteriou  1952 , pp. 100–1).  

  34.     Lemerle  1979 –1981, and, importantly, Cormack  1985 , pp. 50–94. See also 
Mitchell  2001 , esp. pp. 213–14, and Brenk  1994 .  

  35.     Cormack [1969]  1989 , p. 35; Cormack  1989 , pp. 548–9; Bakirtzis  2002 , p. 178.  
  36.     Two late antique mosaics known from the church appear to depict the saint 

before his ciborium. One, from the north wall of the north inner aisle, was lost 
in a devastating fi re in 1917 but is documented by earlier photographs and 
watercolors (Fig. 9.7); the other remains in situ on the west wall of the south 
inner aisle (Yasin  2009 , pp. 174–5 and 234–7; Cormack [1969]  1989 ; Cormack 
[ 1985 ]  1989 ; Cormack [1969]  1989 ; Brubaker  2004 ).  

  37.      Hist. Ecc.  II.3 (full passage):  ┭  ╊  ┾  ῖ  ╋   ┽  ’   Ｍ  ╉  ┾  ╊  ╅  ┾  ┼  ｑ  ╁  ┾  ╂  ╋   ╈  ◯  ╃  ╈  ╂   ̈   ｖ   ̈   ｑ  ╅  ┾  ╆  ╈  ╋  ·   ┾  ０  ╋   ╅  ｐ  ╆  
 Ｍ  ╉  ┺  ｕ  ╁  ╊  ╈  ╂  ╋ ,  ⊂  ╉  ╂  ╅  ｓ  ╃  ┾  ╂   ̈   ょ   ┺  Ｌ  ╄  ょ   ╃  ┺  ｔ   ╃  ｕ  ╈  ′  ╂   ╉  ｏ  ╆  ̈   ╈  ╁  ┾  ╆   ╃  ╈  ′  ╅  ╈  ｙ  ╅  ┾  ╆  ╈  ╋ ,  ∨  ̈   ┾  ╊  ｗ  ╋   ̈   ’   ┺  Ｒ   ╅  ┾  ̈   ｎ  
 ̈   ╈  ῦ  ̈   ╈  ╆   ̈   ｗ   ̈   ┾   ┾  Ｒ  ╊  ╈  ╋   ̈   ｗ   ̈   ┾   ╅  ゆ  ╃  ╈  ╋   ̈   ╈  ｙ  ╋   ̈   ┾   ╃  ｕ  ╈  ╆  ┺  ╋   ╅  ╂  ╃  ╊  ╈  ῦ   ╉  ┺  ╊  ┺  ╉  ╄  ｓ  ′  ╂  ╈  ╋ ,  ╅  ｗ  ╆  ῳ  
 ┽  ｐ   ̈   ゾ   ⊂  ╉  ╂  ╃  ┾  ╂  ╅  ｑ  ╆  ῳ   ὀ  ╊  ｗ  [  ῳ   ┽  ╂  ┺  ╄  ╄  ｏ  ̈   ̈   〉  ╆  ·   ╈  Ｓ   ╃  ┺  ̈   ｎ   ̈   ｒ  ╆   ┻  ｗ  ╊  ┾  ╂  ╈  ╆   ╉  ╄  ┾  ‶  ╊  ｎ  ╆   ╉  ╊  ｖ  ╋  
 ἥ  ╄  ╂  ╈  ╆   ■  ╆  ｕ  ′  ]  ╈  ╆  ̈   ┺ ,  ╈  ◯  ╃  ╈  ╋   ╉  ┾  ╊  ╂  [  ┾  ╊  ｒ  ╋   ⊂  ╋   ╁  ｗ  ╄  ╈  ╆ ,  ┾  Ｒ   ╅  ｏ  ╄  ┺   ̈   ┾  ]  ╆  ╂  ╃  ソ  ╋   ⊂  ╇  ╀  ′  ╃  ╀  ╅  ｑ  ╆  ╈  ╂  ╋  
 ╃  ｕ  ╈  ′  ╂  ╆ ,  ἴ  ′  ╈  ╂  ╋   ̈   ｒ  ╆   Ｑ  ╄  ╀  ╆ ,  ἴ  ′  ╈  ╂  ╋   ̈   ｎ   ╅  ┾  ┼  ｑ  ╁  ╀   ╃  ┺  ╁  ┾  ′  ̈   ソ  ′  ╂  ╆   ∧  ╆  ┽  ╈  ╁  ┾  ╆   ╃  ‶  ╃  ╄  ╈  ｙ  ╅  ┾  ╆  ╈  ╋ .  Ὑ  ╉  ｖ  
 ̈   ╈  ｙ  ̈   ╈  ╂  ╋   Ｍ  ╉  ┾  ╊  ゾ  ｗ  ╆   ̈   ╂   ╅  ┾  ̈   ┾  〉  ╊  ｕ  ┿  ┾  ̈   ┺  ╂   Ｍ  ╉  ｖ   ̈   ｒ  ╆   ┺  Ｌ  ̈   ｒ  ╆   ὀ  ╊  ╈  [  ｓ  ╆ ,  ὡ  ╋   ▲  ╆   ╃  ■  ╆  ̈   ┾  ῦ  ╁  ┾  ╆  
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 ⊂  ╇  ょ   ̈   ╈  ῖ  ╋   ┻  ╈  ‶  ╄  ╈  ╅  ｑ  ╆  ╈  ╂  ╋   ♭  ╃  ┾  ̈   ┾  ｙ  ┾  ╂  ╆   ̈   ┾   ̈   ｒ  ╆   ╅  ｏ  ╊  ̈   ‶  ╊  ┺   ╃  ┺  ｔ   ̈   ╈  ῖ  ╋   ̈   ┾  ╄  ╈  ‶  ╅  ｑ  ╆  ╈  ╂  ╋   ╉  ┺  ╊  ┾  ῖ  ╆  ┺  ╂ . 
 ┟  ἴ  ′  〉   ┽  ｐ   ̈   ╈  ῦ   ╁  ｗ  ╄  ╈  ‶   ╉  ╊  ｖ  ╋   ̈   ｎ   ⊃  ゾ  ┺   ┾  Ｌ  ╉  ╊  ┾  ╉  ｓ  ╋   ⊂  ′  ̈   ╂   ′  ╀  ╃  ｗ  ╋ ,  ∧  ╆  ╁  ┺   ̈   ｎ   ╉  ┺  ╆  ｏ  ┼  ╂  ┺   ̈   ゆ  ╋  
 ╅  ｏ  ╊  ̈   ‶  ╊  ╈  ╋   ■  ╉  ｗ  ╃  ┾  ╂  ̈   ┺  ╂   ╄  ┾  ｕ  〈  ┺  ╆  ┺   ∧  ╆   ̈   ╂  ╆  ╂   ′  ╈  ╊  ゾ   ̈   ソ  ╆   ⊂  ╉  ╂  ╅  ｓ  ╃  〉  ╆  –  ╅  ┺  ╃  ╊  ｎ  ╆   ∧  ╆  ╂  ╈  ╂  
 ╃  ┺  ╄  ╈  ῦ  ′  ╂  ╆  –  ⊂  ╇   ■  ╊  ┼  ｙ  ╊  ╈  ‶   ┾  Ｒ   ╅  ｏ  ╄  ┺   ′  ╈  [  ソ  ╋   ⊥  ′  ╃  ╀  ╅  ｑ  ╆  ῃ .  ┤  ┺  ｔ   ▽   ╅  ｐ  ╆   Ｍ  ╉  ｖ   ̈   ゆ  ╋   ╉  ┺  ╆  ┺  ┼  ｕ  ┺  ╋  
 ⊂  ╉  ｕ   ̈   ╂  ′  ╂   ]  ╊  ｗ  ╆  ╈  ╂  ╋   ╁  ┺  ‶  ╅  ┺  ̈   ╈  ‶  ╊  ┼  ┾  ῖ  ̈   ┺  ╂ ,  ╉  ᾶ  ′  ╂   ┰  ╊  ╂  ′  ̈   ╂  ┺  ╆  ╈  ῖ  ╋   ∧  ╃  ┽  ╀  ╄  ┺  (Bidez and 
Parmentier  1898 , p. 40): “The precinct consists of three huge structures: one 
is open-air, adorned with a long court and columns on all sides, and another 
in turn after this is almost alike in breadth and length and columns but differ-
ing only in the roof above. On its northern side towards the rising sun there 
stands a circular dwelling with a rotunda, encircled on the interior with col-
umns fashioned with great skill, alike in material and alike in magnitude. By 
these an upper part is raised aloft under the same roof, so that from there it is 
possible for those who wish both to supplicate the martyr and to be present at 
the services. Inside the rotunda, towards the east, is a well-proportioned shrine, 
where the all-holy remains of the martyr lie in a lengthy coffi n – some call it 
a sarcophagus – which is very skillfully fashioned from silver” (trans. Whitby 
 2000 , pp. 63–64). In the seventh century, Euphemia’s remains were transferred 
to Constantinople (Berger 1988).  

  38.     Krautheimer  1986 , p. 105; Maraval 2004, pp. 364–5.  
  39.      Hist. Ecc.  II.3, see full passage quoted in n. 37.  
  40.     On Paulinus’s biography and career at Nola, see Trout  1991  and id.  1999 . 

Particularly valuable evidence for Paulinus’s building campaign at Cimitile and 
its promotion are his  Carmina  27 and 28 and  Epistula  32, which discuss the site 
explicitly (Goldschmidt  1940 , and importantly Herbert de la Portbarr é -Viard 
 2006 ).  

  41.     Unfortunately, archaeological remains of this so-called  Aula Apsidata  are 
scant, but recent work at the site has allowed the foundation wall of the apse 
to be mapped and dated relative to adjascent features (Lehmann  2004 , p. 45). 
Signifi cantly, even in this earliest monumental construction at the site, Felix’s 
tomb was neither centrally nor axially positioned, but in the current state of 
our knowledge it is not clear how the grave of the saint was made accessible to 
visitors in this phase (Lehmann  2004 , p. 46). See also Yasin 2009, pp. 181–3, 
and MacMullen 2009, pp. 91–3.  

  42.     Lehmann  1992 , p. 251; although later an altar was situated over Felix’s grave, 
there is no evidence for such an installation before the early sixth century (Korol 
1987, pp. 160–1).  

  43.     It is, however, possible that there was an opening in the Aula’s east wall that 
could have provided physical or visual access between the Basilica Vetus and 
Felix’s tomb (Lehmann  2004 , p. 48).  

  44.     Lehmann  2004 , pp. 53–119.  
  45.      Ep.  32.10:  Basilica igitur. . . reliquiis apostolorum et martyrum intra absidem trichora 

sub altaria sacratis non solo beati Felicis honore venerabilis est  (Hartel  1999b , p. 286); 
cf. Herbert de la Portbarr é -Viard  2006 , pp. 101–2; Goldschmidt  1940 , pp. 
38–9.  

  46.      Ep . 32.13 (full passage):  Nam quia novam a veteri paries abside cuiusdam monu-
menti interposita obstructus excluderet, totidem ianuis patefactus a latere confessoris, 
quot a fronte ingressus sui foribus nova reserabatur, quasi diatritam speciem ab utraque 
in utramque spectantibus praebet . . .  (Hartel  1999b , pp. 288–9); Herbert de la 
Portbarr é -Viard  2006 , pp. 168–78 discusses the diffi culties with this passage; cf. 
Goldschmidt  1940 , pp. 42–3.  

  47.     Ebanista  2003 , p. 138.  
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  48.     In  Ep.  32.13–15 Paulinus transcribed various inscriptions he had placed 
throughout the complex; see Herbert de la Portbarr é -Viard  2006 , pp. 186–208; 
and Lehmann  2004 , pp. 160–4. Though the actual inscriptions are no longer 
extant, Paulinus’s letter indicates their location with suffi cient clarity to allow 
them to be plotted onto the site plan (see Lehmann  2004 , pp. 179–88).  

  49.      Ep . 32.15:  Antiqua digresse sacri Felicis ab aula, in nova Felicis culmina transgredere  
(Hartel  1999b , p. 290; cf. Goldschmidt  1940 , pp. 44–45).  

  50.      Ep . 32.15:  Ut medium valli, pax nostra, resoluit Iesus / et cruce discidium perimens duo 
fecit in unum, / sic nova destructo veteris discrimine tecti / culmina conspicimus portarum 
foedere iungi. . .  (Hartel  1999b , pp. 288–9); Herbert de la Portbarr é -Viard  2006 , 
pp. 188–91; cf. Goldschmidt  1940 , pp. 42–43.  

  51.      Ep . 32.15:  Adtonitis nova lux oculis aperitur, et uno / limine consistens geminas simul 
adspicit aulas. In alio: Ter geminis geminae patuerunt arcubus aulae, / miranturque suos 
per mutua limina cultus  (Hartel  1999b , p. 290); cf. the translations of Herbert de 
la Portbarr é -Viard  2006 , p. 186 and Goldschmidt  1940 , pp. 44–45.  

  52.     Sodini  2001 ; Yasin  2009 , p. 171.  
  53.     Soteriou and Soteriou  1952 , pp. 61; Grabar  1946 , vol. 1, p. 455; Laskaris  2000 , 

p. 343; Sodini 1987; Mentzos 2006. The date of the sub-altar relic installation is 
not secure. Most scholars, myself included, see it as belonging to a late antique 
phase of the site. Mentzos (2006) argues that the pit postdates the seventh-
century reconstruction of the church and suggests that it could be as late as the 
early tenth century. He admits, however, that the relic vial and incised marble 
slab that surmounted the deposit likely came from an earlier iteration of a relic 
deposit on the site.  

  54.     Soteriou and Soteriou  1952 , pp. 58, 61–3; Laskaris  2000 , pp. 342–5; and Yasin 
 2009 , pp. 173–4. There was also a crypt with hydraulic installations (Bakirtzis 
 1995 , p. 65; Skedros  1999 , pp. 48–56; Bakirtzis 2002, pp. 185–6; Laskaris 2000, 
pp. 337–42), and later phases of the church also facilitated the saint’s cult 
through the production of fragrant oil ( myron ) from at least the mid eleventh 
century (Bakirtzis  2002 ).  

  55.     E.g., Soteriou and Soteriou  1952 , p. 58; Mentzos 2006, p. 268.  
  56.      Carm.  27.403–37: . . .  et apostolici cineres sub caelite mensa depositi placitum Christo spi-

rantis odorem pulveris inter sancta sacri libamina reddunt. hic pater Andreas, hic qui pis-
cator ad Argos missus . . . qui postquam . . . Thessalicas fuso damnavit sanguine Patras. hic 
et praecursor domini et baptista Iohannes, idem evangelii sacra ianua metaque legis . . . hic 
dubius . . . Thomas adiacet; . . . hic medicus Lucas prius arte, deinde loquella, bis medicus 
Lucas; . . . his socii pietate fi de virtute corona martyres Agricola et Proculo Vitalis adhaer-
ens et quae Calcidicis Euphemia martyr in oris signat virgineo sacratum sanguine litus . . . 
hic et Nazarius martyr, quem munere fi do nobilis Ambrosii substrata mente recepi . . .  
(Hartel  1999a , pp. 280–1; trans. Walsh  1975 , pp. 285–6). For the chonology of 
this and the other  natalicia , I follow Trout ( 1999 , summarized on p. xv).  

  57.      Ep.  32.11: . . .  hic titulus indicat deposita sub altari sancta sanctorum: Hic pietas, hic alma 
fi des, hic gloria Christi, / hic est martyribus crux sociata suis. / Nam crucis e ligno mag-
num brevis hastula pignus / totaque in exiguo segmine vis crucis est. / Hoc Melani sanctae 
delatum munere Nolam, / summum Hierosolymae venit ab urbe bonum. / Sancta deo 
geminum velant altaria honorem, / cum cruce apostolicos quae sociant cineres. / Quam 
bene iunguntur ligno crucis ossa piorum, / pro cruce ut occisis in cruce sit requies  (Hartel 
 1999b , pp. 286–7). The inscription described in this passage no longer sur-
vives. See Herbert de la Portbarr é -Viard  2006 , pp. 125–34; Goldschmidt  1940 , 
pp. 38–41; Trout  1999 , p. 140; Brandenburg  1995 , pp. 76–85; MacMullen 2009, 
pp. 92–3; and Yasin  2009 , pp. 183–5.  
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  58.     Saxer  1995 , p. 50.  
  59.     Mratschek  2001 , pp. 539–41. On Melania, see also Murphy  1947 . Compare 

the roster of aristocratic visitors to the celebration of Felix’s feast day in 407, 
including several of Melania’s relatives (notably her granddaugher Melania the 
Younger, her husband, and their family), on whom Paulinus lavishes praise and 
whose familial connections he emphasizes in  Carm.  21 (see Mratschek  2001 , pp. 
543–7; Trout  1999 , pp. 282).  

  60.      Carm.  19.317–24:  nam quia non totum pariter diffusa per orbem prima fi des ierat, multis 
regionibus orbis martyres afuerant, et ob hoc, puto, munere magno id placitum Christo nunc 
inspirante potentes . . . nunc famulis retegente suis, ut sede priori martyras accitos transfer-
rent in nova terrae hospitia . . .  (Hartel  1999a , p 129; trans. Walsh  1975 , p. 142).  

  61.      Carm.  19.320–37. See nn. 2–3. On Paulinus’s possible slippage, in this passage, 
of Constatine for Constantius, and his omission of St. Luke, see Mango 1990a, 
p. 53, and Mango. 1990b.  

  62.      Carm.  19.337–42:  geminis ita turribus extat Constantinopolis, magnae caput aemula 
Romae, verius hoc similis Romanis culmine muris, quod Petrum Paulumque pari deus 
ambitione conpensavit ei, meruit quae sumere Pauli discipulum cum fratre Petri.  (Hartel 
 1999a , p. 130; trans. Walsh  1975 , pp. 142–3).  

  63.      Carm . 19. 363–365:  inde in nos etiam stillavit copia Christi dives et in minimis; nam 
hoc quoque sumpsimus istic, carnis apostolicae sacra pignora pulvere parvo . . .  (Hartel 
 1999a , pp. 130–1; trans. Walsh  1975 , p. 143).  
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     CHAPTER TEN 

 THE SANCTITY OF PLACE AND THE 

SANCTITY OF BUILDINGS: JERUSALEM 

VERSUS CONSTANTINOPLE   

    Robert G.   Ousterhout    

       In  To Take Place , a provocative discussion of ritual theory, Jonathan 

Z. Smith   sets out some fundamental distinctions between medieval 

Jerusalem and Constantinople ( Figs. 10.1 – 10.2 ).  1   Because they could 

be regarded as two of the three most important Christian cities of the 

Middle Ages (Rome being the third), Smith  ’s argument merits further 

exploration. In both cities, sanctity – that is, the sanctity of place and the 

sanctity of buildings – appeared as part of a larger, politically inspired 

formulation that interwove power and status. And yet the construction 

and perception of sanctity remained remarkably different in each. This 

distinction is borne out by the analysis of the most important churches 

of these two cities, the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem   and the Hagia 

Sophia in Constantinople. The construction histories and the recorded 

responses emphasize their fundamental differences.         

 Simply put, in Christian Jerusalem sanctity was embedded in the 

topography, particularly in the sites associated with the Passion of Christ. 

Each  locus sanctus  was fi xed precisely where the event had occurred, and 

in Christian practice it was provided with a monumental frame and a 

ritual of commemoration. As Smith   explains, “the specifi city of place 

is what gives rise to and what is perpetuated in memorial.”  2   Within the 

context of its urban development, its sanctity was fi xed and immuta-

ble, and history, ritual, and  loca sancta  merged in the experience of the 

faithful. This is a constant theme in the accounts of early Christian 

visitors to Jerusalem. For example, St. Jerome   told of the effi cacy of wor-

ship within the holy places, where the events commemorated could be 
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 10.1.      Jerusalem, aerial view with the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in the foreground and 

the Dome on the Rock in the background. Photo Duby Tal, Albatross Aerial Photography, 

Jerusalem.  
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made spiritually present through ritualized veneration: “Whenever we 

enter [the Tomb of the Lord],” he wrote, “We see the Savior lying in the 

shroud. And lingering a little, we see again the angel sitting at his feet 

and the handkerchief wound up at his head.”  3   Because the exact loca-

tions of the Crucifi xion  , Entombment  , and Resurrection   were fi xed, set 

precisely where the sacred events had occurred, the faithful could expe-

rience there the “real presence” of holy persons and events; this belief 

gave the  loca sancta  power in the Christian imagination. The specifi city 

of place is emphasized in pilgrimage literature as a validation of the 

 scripture.  4   As Jerome   relates, following the psalm, it is the Christian 

obligation to worship “where his feet have stood.”  5     

 Constantinople, on the other hand, had no signifi cant Christian his-

tory prior to its refoundation as an imperial capital by Constantine   in 

324–330. In fact, prior to Constantine, it had  no  signifi cant history at 

all. Thus, in contrast to Jerusalem, Smith   emphasizes the novelty of 

Constantinople as a ritual site, which could be “deliberately crafted as a 

stage for the distinctive drama of the early Byzantine liturgy and for the 

later complex elaboration of imperial-Christian ritual.”  6   Yet, from the 

standpoint of ritual, although novelty may result in functional gain and 

freedom to innovate, it may also result in ideological loss and lack of 

 10.2.      Istanbul (Constantinople), view looking toward Hagia Sophia from Galata. Photo 

Robert Ousterhout.  
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resonance in the relationship of old and new. Because Constantinople 

did not suffer the restrictions of a memorialized past, it could, in effect, 

free-associate. In a recent study of the public sculptural displays in the 

early city, Sarah Bassett   emphasizes that Constantine’s city was very 

much an intellectual construct, consciously or even self-consciously 

crafted to resonate historically, mythically, and religiously. It could 

be New Rome, but it could also be celebrated as New Athens, or even 

New Troy.  7   All were potent metaphors, but none of these associations 

existed prior to Constantine’s refoundation. They were consciously 

constructed. 

 As with much of its historical and mythical symbolism, the sanctity of 

Constantinople was also consciously constructed. The city became head 

of the Orthodox Church through political means, rather than because 

of any previous sacred associations. The latter was obviously a matter of 

some concern and was compensated in several ways – most notably by 

the acquisition of relics, for which the city became famous. More than 

thirty-six hundred relics are recorded, representing at least 476 differ-

ent saints, most of which were imported.  8   It was thus celebrated as New 

Jerusalem as well.   We can trace the beginnings of the city’s imported 

sanctity to the Church of Holy Apostles, begun by Constantine   to be 

his place of burial. Both its early architectural history and the date of 

the arrival of relics at the site are highly contested. By mid-century, the 

church consisted of a cruciform basilica with an adjoining, centrally 

planned mausoleum containing the tomb of Constantine. Surrounding 

the altar, the basilica   housed twelve  thekai  representing the twelve 

Apostles, to which were added the mortal remains of Timothy  , Andrew  , 

and Luke  , brought in from different locations. Although rebuilt under 

Justinian   and destroyed in the fi fteenth century, one important message 

of the early building remains clear: with the possession of relics, any 

church could be a martyrium; any church could become the goal of pil-

grimage.  9   That is, holy sites and venerated tombs, whose locations may 

have been originally fi xed and immutable, could be relocated to more 

advantageous situations. This translation signals the beginning of a 

fl ood of holy relics into Constantinople  . 

     But few of the city’s important relics were site-specifi c. For example, 

St. Euphemia, one of the city’s few local martyrs, was originally venerated 

in the Asiatic suburb of Chalcedon, where a martyrium was constructed, 
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with her tomb in a chapel adjoining the sanctuary. In the troubled sev-

enth century, when the Asian shore was threatened by Persian attack, 

her  relics were transferred into the city by the Emperor Heraclius   for 

safekeeping, either in 615 or 626.  10     Eventually they came to be housed 

in a more centrally located church dedicated to her, by the Hippodrome, 

formerly the triclinium of the fi fth-century palace of Antiochos  . It is 

not entirely clear when this occurred, but once Euphemia   was estab-

lished near the Hippodrome, tombs and mausolea were added around 

the building as her cult grew in importance  .  11   Curiously, rather than 

being fi xed and immutable, her original place of burial seems to have 

been gradually forgotten. That is to say, the relics, wherever they were, 

assumed greater importance than her original place of burial.     Another 

telling example, the robe of the Virgin  , was kept at the Blachernai   Church 

since its arrival in Constantinople in the fi fth century.  12   Regarded as 

the sacred palladion of the city, its resting place was considerably less 

important than its activated presence. In its protective role, the robe was 

empowered by parading it along the city walls in times of crisis.  13   Indeed, 

the effi cacy of the relic as protector of the city seems to have depended 

on its movement through space. 

 Of course, architecture contributed to the construction of a spiritual 

landscape, but in Constantinople its role is primarily as ceremonial set-

ting; monumental buildings almost never appear as commemoration 

of place.   The Great Palace of the Byzantine Emperors, for example, was 

regarded as sacred because it was the home of Christ’s earthly repre-

sentative, but more specifi cally because it was the setting of the rituals 

and ceremonies that guaranteed  taxis,  the order of the well-governed 

Christian cosmos, as the  Ceremony Book      explains.  14   That is, rather than 

commemorating events that had occurred in a specifi c location in 

the historical or legendary past, its signifi cance as setting was directly 

related to universal – not site-specifi c – concerns of the present and 

future. The palace was also a great repository of relics, many of which 

fi gured prominently in court ceremonial.  15   Like the Blachernai relic, 

however, they seem to have been more important when activated in the 

rituals of the court than as markers of sacred sites. Moreover, site selec-

tion for the Great Palace ultimately depended on the location of the 

pre-existing Hippodrome   rather than any specifi c topographic associa-

tion. It had become standard by late antiquity for the imperial residence 

              

       



Robert G. Ousterhout286 cdf

to connect to a hippodrome, following the model established in Rome. 

One recalls that in Rome, the Domus Augustana on the Palatine   Hill 

was associated with the hut of the city’s legendary founder Romulus  , as 

well as the sites of a variety of other events in the urban mythology.  16   Its 

ceremonial association with the adjacent Circus Maximus   developed 

only gradually but ultimately set the model for situating the palace in 

Constantinople  .    17   

   Just as the meaning of Constantine’s city was consciously constructed, 

so too was the meaning of Justinian  ’s church of the Hagia Sophia 

( Figs. 10.3 – 10.4 ).  .   Hagia Sophia, the church of the Holy Wisdom, 

famously dedicated to a concept and not to a person, originally had no 

specifi c sacred associations and contained no important relic.  19   More 

correctly, at the time of its initial construction in the mid-fourth  century, 

the Holy Wisdom   had come to be identifi ed with the second person of 

the Trinity, that is, Christ. There were also other “conceptual” churches 

in Constantinople, dedicated to Eirene   (Peace), Dynamis   (Power), 

Homonia   (Concord), and Anastasis   (Resurrection  ).  20   One wonders if the 

choice of dedications might be considered part of a larger  intellectual  con-

struct in the formation of an urban identity for the new capital. When 

 10.3.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Hagia Sophia, as seen from west. Photo Robert 

Ousterhout.  
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the fi rst Hagia Sophia was rebuilt in 415, the relics of Joseph   (son of 

Jacob) and Zaccharias (father of John the Baptist)   were deposited at the 

dedication. But these were never particularly important. Hagia Sophia 

did not commemorate any specifi c site, nor any specifi c event.         

   Rebuilt by Justinian, it was in the words of Cyril Mango   a “gigantic, 

novel and ruinously expensive pile.”  21   The church of the Holy Wisdom 

was, more than anything, a symbol of the rule of Emperor Justinian, and 

its construction came at a critical point in his reign. In 532, the feuds 

between the various political factions in Constantinople culminated in 

a rebellion, called the Nike Rebellion   for the shouts of “Victory!” by the 

participants. Much of the city was set ablaze, including the old cathe-

dral. A new emperor was proclaimed by the rabble, and Justinian was 

said to have been on the verge of fl eeing but was rallied by the courage of 

his consort Theodora  . The riot was quelled, with thousands massacred, 

and Justinian   emerged secure in his imperial power. 

 Much of Constantinople had been devastated, and Justinian set about 

to rebuild the city in his own image, so to speak. The reconstruction of 

 10.4.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Hagia Sophia, interior looking east. Photo S é bah & 

Joaillier, ca. 1869, collection of Robert Ousterhout.  
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Hagia Sophia was his fi rst project. He engaged two architects with the-

oretical backgrounds,   Anthemius of Tralles and Isidorus of Miletus  , to 

create a unique monument. They designed a building that was more 

of a study in geometry than anything else. It is worth emphasizing the 

theoretical backgrounds of the architects, for no one with a practical 

background would have attempted such an experimental building on 

such a grand scale.    22   

 In plan, Hagia Sophia follows the model of an Early Christian basilica  , 

with a nave fl anked by side aisles, but it differs dramatically in elevation, 

with vaulting introduced throughout the building, framing an enor-

mous, centrally positioned dome  . Thus, in addition to the longitudinal 

axis of the plan, a centralizing focus is introduced into the interior. The 

great dome, 100 feet in diameter, is the dominant theme of the building’s 

design, as it soars 180 feet above the nave. We normally discuss Hagia 

Sophia today in terms of its structural system, but Justinian’s biogra-

pher   Procopius emphasized the quality of the space in Hagia Sophia.   He 

notes the effect of early morning sunlight, which gave the impression 

that the light is generated by the building itself. The original dome, as he 

describes it, was “. . . wonderful in its beauty yet altogether terrifying by 

the apparent precariousness of its composition. For it seems somehow 

not to be raised up in a fi rm manner, but to soar aloft to the peril of those 

who are in there . . . ”  23   His comments are not addressed to the structural 

system, but to the aesthetic effect of the interior.   The architects con-

sciously created a dematerialized impression in the interior, emphasiz-

ing the transcendental. All surfaces were lush and refl ective: the vaults 

were covered with more than four acres of gold mosaic, the walls and 

fl oors with “meadows” of many-colored marble revetments and inlays. 

Even the structural elements lose the appearance of support: the solidity 

of the piers vanishes behind such lavish coverings, and the lack of verti-

cal alignment in the nave and gallery colonnades denies their structural 

role and reduces them to decorative screens. The carved marble details 

encourage such an interpretation: capitals, spandrels, and decorative 

borders are heavily undercut, the vegetal patterns executed with a drill. 

The delicate and lacelike surface is emphasized, and these pieces seem 

unable to support anything of substance. The sense of weightlessness, 

despite the great mass of the building, led Procopius   to conclude that 
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great dome was not supported from below but suspended by a golden 

chain from heaven.  24   

 Hagia Sophia is all about architecture – a building, and the process 

of building as metaphor. It was a fl exible symbol that could be read 

in a variety of ways and whose meaning shifted with fundamental 

changes in Byzantine society. As a potent visual symbol of the sacred 

character of the city, it acted as a magnifi cent stage for the intersec-

tion of imperial and religious ceremonies that underscored Byzantine 

social order. It was through ritual that the sanctity of the building was 

invoked. The architecture of Hagia Sophia was meant to remove the 

ceremonies it housed from common existence, to transform them into 

heavenly dramas. By the tenth century, the  Ceremony Book      lists seven-

teen special events in which the emperor offi cially participated.  25   Set 

in the magnifi cent interior, the Kiss of Peace between the emperor and 

the patriarch would have emphasized the unity of church and state. In 

987, when the ambassadors of the Russian Prince Volodymir   attended 

the liturgical celebrations in Constantinople, they responded: “We 

knew not whether we were in heaven or on earth . . . we only knew that 

God dwells there among men . . . we cannot forget that beauty.”  26   It is 

a rare historical event when a nation is converted on the impression of 

a building. 

   In spite of damage and repairs, including the complete or partial col-

lapse of the great dome on three separate occasions, Justinian’s church 

retained its impressive appearance throughout the Byzantine period. 

With its great, gilded dome seeming to fl oat above its immense nave, 

the church still inspires awe, as well as metaphor. Justinian’s unique 

creation may have been meant to evoke the Heavenly Jerusalem  , or the 

Throne of God  , or the Temple of Jerusalem, or quite possibly all three.   

  Procopius writes, “Whenever anyone enters to pray, he understands at 

once that it is not by human power and skill, but by God’s will that this 

work has been so fi nely fi nished. His mind is lifted up to God and fl oats 

on air, feeling that God cannot be far away, but must especially love to 

dwell in this place, which He has chosen.”  27       Similar themes echo in the 

ninth- or tenth-century, semilegendary  Diegesis , which recounts that the 

bricks of the building were stamped with the verses of Psalm 45, reading 

“God is in her midst, she shall not be moved.”   Gilbert Dagron   extends 
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the metaphor to suggest that as Hagia Sophia increased in prestige, it 

came to be regarded as the new Temple of Solomon, thereby equating 

Constantinople with Jerusalem  .  28   Generations of Byzantine rhetoricians 

waxed eloquent on the subject of the meaning of the Great Church. I 

wonder sometimes if the interpretation of Hagia Sophia could have 

been a standard exercise in Byzantine schools of rhetoric, much as we 

assign our Art History students similar essays today.   

 The excavation and study of the church of Hagios Polyeuktos, built 

shortly before Hagia Sophia by Justinian’s political rival, Anicia Juliana  , 

encourage an Old Testament   interpretation.  29   As the excavator Martin 

Harrison   has argued, H. Polyeuktos replicated the Temple of Solomon   

in its measurements, translated into Byzantine cubits: measuring 100 

royal cubits in length, as was the Temple, and 100 in width, as was the 

Temple platform – following both the unit of measure and the measure-

ments given in Ezekiel  . Harrison estimates the sanctuary of the church 

to have been 20 royal cubits square internally, the exact measurement of 

the Holy of Holies. Similarly, the ostentatious decoration compares with 

that described of the Temple, if we let peacocks stand in for cherubim, 

we have cherubim alternating with palm trees, bands of ornamental net-

work, festoons of chainwork, pomegranates, network on the capitals, 

and capitals shaped like lilies ( Fig. 10.5 ).  30      

     A powerful noblewoman, Anicia Juliana was one of the last represen-

tatives of the Theodosian dynasty, who could trace her lineage back to 

Constantine  . When her son was passed over in the selection of emperor 

in favor of Justin I and subsequently Justinian, the construction of 

H. Polyeuktos became her statement of familial prestige. It was the larg-

est and most lavish church in the capital at the time of its construction. 

  The adulatory dedicatory inscription credits Juliana with having “sur-

passed the wisdom of the celebrated Solomon, raising a temple to receive 

God.”  31     In this context, Hagia Sophia could be seen as part of a larger, 

competitive discourse between political rivals. Justinian’s famous, if leg-

endary, exclamation at the dedication, “ Enikesa se Solomon! ” “Solomon, 

I have vanquished thee!” may have been directed more toward Juliana 

than toward Jerusalem.    32   In addition to the  double entendre , there might 

also be a pun here:  Enikesa : Anikia.  Procopius   uses similar Temple-like 

language about Hagia Sophia, insisting that God “must especially love 

to dwell in this place which He has chosen.”  33   The discourse, I would 
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argue, was ultimately more about the construction of divinely sanc-

tioned kingship than about sacred topography. Clearly, both Juliana 

and Justinian understood the symbolic value of architecture, with which 

they could make powerful political statements.     

 Recent studies have offered a more nuanced history to the architec-

tural discourse, suggesting that HH. Sergios and Bakchos   appeared as 

an intermediary between H. Polyeuktos   and H. Sophia, and revising the 

dates of the fi rst two churches.  34   Although the new chronology would 

place the initial construction into a somewhat different context than the 

rivalry between Juliana and Justinian, J. Bardill   insists that it “was doubt-

less intended to make a striking political and religious statement.”  35   

With all of its ostentation, however, H. Polyeuktos never fi gured prom-

inently in the sacred landscape of Constantinople. By contrast, the idea 

of a sacred presence at Hagia Sophia relied more on its scale and magnif-

icence than on any intended architectural symbolism. 

 In Byzantine accounts of Hagia Sophia, what is  not  said may be just 

as important as what is: no specifi c historic events are associated with 

the building; nor is there any explanation of why the building is situated 

 10.5.      Istanbul, (Constantinople) H. Polyeuktos, remains of decorated niche from the nave, 

with inscription, now in the Archaeological Museum. Photo Robert Ousterhout.  
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where it is.     At the Holy Sepulchre, it is exactly the opposite. Historic 

events and specifi c associations with place are precisely what give the 

building its meaning. Constantine’s biographer Eusebius   refers to the 

church as “witness to the resurrection  ,” “scene of the great struggle,” 

“the place of the saving sign,” a “memorial of eternal signifi cance,” and 

“a trophy of victory over death.”  36   Marking the sites of Christ’s 

Crucifi xion  , Entombment  , and Resurrection  , the spiritual signifi cance 

of the church of the Holy Sepulchre guaranteed the building a tumul-

tuous history. 

   As begun by Constantine   the Great in 326, the Holy Sepulchre iso-

lated the most signifi cant holy sites – Calvary and the Tomb – and 

established the basic architectural features to glorify them ( Figs. 

10.6 – 10.7 ). The complex of buildings included an atrium, a fi ve-aisled 

basilica   with its apse oriented to the west, a courtyard with the rock 

of Calvary in the southeast corner  , and, fi nally, the great Rotunda of 

the Anastasis   (Resurrection  ), housing the Tomb of Christ  .  37   Eusebius   

claimed that all remains of an earlier Roman temple had been 

removed to purify the site; in fact, as the archaeologist Virgilio Corbo   

has shown, several Roman walls and foundations were incorporated 

into the Constantinian complex, and these help to explain many of 

its irregularities.  38           

 Following its destruction in 1008, the church complex was rebuilt 

circa. 1048 with the fi nancial support from Byzantium.  39   As recon-

structed, the Holy Sepulchre followed Byzantine architectural ideas, 

 10.6.      Jerusalem, Holy Sepulchre, plan of fourth-century complex: (1) Patriarchate, (2) Anastasis 

Rotunda, (3) Tomb Aedicula, (4) Courtyard, (5) Calvary, (6) Constantinian Basilica, (7) Atrium. 

Robert Ousterhout with A. Papalexandrou.  
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probably directed by a master mason from Constantinople. Neither the 

basilica nor the atrium was reconstructed. The Anastasis Rotunda   was 

provided with an apse, and the courtyard was enveloped by numerous 

annexed chapels organized on two levels. Along its eastern perimeter, 

the chapels marked events from the Passion of Christ, including the 

Prison of Christ, the Flagellation, the Crown of Thorns, the Division of 

the Garments, and, in an elevated position, the   chapel of Calvary, above 

the so-called Chapel of Adam. Stairs led down to a grotto, identifi ed 

as the site of the Invention of the Cross. There were additional chapels 

on the gallery level, above Calvary.   

 With the conquest of Jerusalem at the completion of the First 

Crusade   in 1099, the complex was given a more unifi ed appearance, 

incorporating elements associated with Western European pilgrim-

age architecture ( Figs. 10.8 – 10.9 ). The crusaders’ project seems to have 

been motivated by the limited scale of the existing building.   William 

of Tyre noted that at the time of the First Crusade  , “ . . . there was only 

a rather small chapel here, but after the Christians, assisted by divine 

mercy, had seized Jerusalem with a strong hand, this building seemed 

to them too small. Accordingly, they enlarged the original church and 

added to it a new building of massive and lofty construction, which 

 10.7.      Jerusalem, Holy Sepulchre, interior of the Anastasis Rotunda, looking west toward the 

Tomb Aedicula. Photo Robert Ousterhout.  
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 10.8.      Jerusalem, Holy Sepulchre, plan of twelfth-century complex: (1) Patriarchate, (2) Anastasis 

Rotunda, (3) Tomb Aedicula, (4) Crusader Choir, (5) Chapel of St. Mary (eleventh century), (6) 

Subsidiary chapels (eleventh century), (7) Prison of Christ, (8) Ambulatory and radiating chapels, 

(9) Chapel of St. Helena, (10) Chapel of the Finding of the Cross, (11) Calvary, (12) Monumental 

entrance. Robert Ousterhout with A. Papalexandrou.  

 10.9.      Jerusalem, Holy Sepulchre, view toward the south transept fa ç ade. Photo Robert 

Ousterhout.  
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enclosed the old church and in marvelous wise included within its pre-

cincts the holy places . . . ”  40             

 Beginning circa 1114, the Cloister of the Canons   was built to the east 

of the Byzantine complex, on the site of the Constantinian basilica  . 

The subterranean chapel of St. Helena was built into its  foundations.  41   

  The Anastasis Rotunda was left in its eleventh-century form, but the 

Byzantine courtyard and its subsidiary chapels were replaced by a 

domed transept and pilgrimage choir, with its three apsidioles replacing 

the Byzantine chapels.   The chapel of Calvary was expanded, but con-

tained within the eastern portions of the south transept. To connect 

the crusader transept to the Anastasis Rotunda, the Byzantine apse was 

removed, and the portals to either side were enlarged.   The choir was 

dedicated (although certainly not completed) in 1149 to celebrate the 

fi ftieth anniversary of the conquest of Jerusalem.  42   For the fi rst time, all 

of the Holy Sites were both visually connected and housed under one 

roof. As one entered the building through the south transept, one could 

experience a panoramic view that swept from Calvary to the extreme 

right, across the crusader transept, and to the Tomb of Christ   on the left 

side, visible through the enlarged doors to the Rotunda. Nevertheless, in 

its fi nal form the Holy Sepulchre is as awkward as the Hagia Sophia is 

monumental. There is an old joke that a camel is a horse designed by a 

committee; in architectural terms, the Holy Sepulchre is a camel. 

 Throughout the Middle Ages, descriptions of the architecture of the 

Holy Sepulchre are at best vague and have led to all sorts of amusing 

reconstructions. When architectural references appear, they are meant 

to situate the reader in relationship to the holy places. The construc-

tion of the Holy Sepulchre never inspired detailed descriptions as the 

Hagia Sophia did. The architectural setting may have been appropriate 

to the sanctity of the site, but it was certainly  not  wonderful – it never 

inspired awe. If anything of the character of the building is emphasized 

in the historical accounts, it is the its venerable antiquity. But it was the 

awe-inspiring sacred contents – the Tomb of Christ   and Calvary – that 

gave the architectural setting its meaning, not the quality of its space.   

Moreover, because of the fundamental importance of the events it com-

memorates, the Holy Sepulchre does not allow any fl exibility to its inter-

pretation; it inspires no metaphorical fl ourishes, for the meaning of 

the building is fi rmly grounded in the Crucifi xion  , Entombment  , and 
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Resurrection  . Unlike Hagia Sophia, in which ritual invokes the sanctity 

of the building, at the Holy Sepulchre, it is the inherent sanctity of place 

that inspires ritual – and gives meaning to the architectural forms. 

 What the Holy Sepulchre shares in common with the Hagia Sophia is 

that in both buildings the very fabric came to be regarded as sacred, and 

that with the passage of time the church itself came to be treated as a 

holy object. In the accounts of Russian pilgrims to Constantinople, for 

example, they “visit” other churches, but they “venerate” Hagia Sophia.  43   

To be sure, Hagia Sophia acquired a collection of relics, including many 

associated with the Temple of Jerusalem, but they were clearly secondary 

to the architecture – that is to say, they were as important to the experi-

ence as the Guggenheim art collection is to Frank Geary’s   new museum 

in Bilbau  . The building speaks for itself. 

 In contrast, the architecture of the Holy Sepulchre came to be 

regarded as sacred by virtue of what is housed. In this respect it could 

be regarded as a venerable reliquary or perhaps more appropriately as a 

contact relic. This ultimately compromised the unity of design in medi-

eval rebuildings, in which as much as possible of the older building was 

maintained as new portions were added. The masons were obliged to 

balance aesthetic and structural decisions with spiritual concerns: the 

revered antiquity of the building constituted a more potent expressive 

force than the latest imported architectural features. I am reminded of 

Abbot Suger’s   explanation of his additions to the monastery church at 

St.-Denis  : to “respect the very stones, sacred as they are, as if they were 

relics.”  44   The architecture became an inextricable element in the experi-

ence and meaning of the place.   

   Within Constantinople, we may witness the construction of a sacred 

topography in many different ways, but it was not the topography of 

Jerusalem, and its sanctity was both constructed and perceived differ-

ently. Constantinople became “the city” ( he polis ) but it never became 

“the place” ( ho topos ). Like Gertrude Stein’s Oakland, there was no there 

there. As it gained in sacred character, it could be likened to Jerusalem, 

in its heavenly and earthly aspects, which it neither replicated nor 

replaced. The distinction becomes readily apparent when we examine 

the Byzantine attitude toward pilgrimage. Even the Byzantine termi-

nology marks the process as something different from the familiar, 

western medieval concept. Our word pilgrimage derives from the Latin 

              

       



Jerusalem versus Constantinople 297cef

 peregrinus , meaning stranger or foreigner, and thus  peregrinatio  implies 

travel to foreign lands. The equivalent Greek word for pilgrimage is 

 proskynesis  – the same used for prayer or veneration, and scholars have 

argued that after the Early Christian period, pilgrimage as we think of 

it was literally a foreign concept within Byzantium.  45   There is ample evi-

dence for veneration of relics, healing shrines, miraculous interventions 

of saints, and the like, but site-specifi c veneration was almost entirely a 

local phenomenon. 

 Henry Maguire   has noted the discrepancy between Byzantine and 

Western medieval attitudes toward pilgrimage in his comparative stud-

ies of Byzantine rhetoric and Latin drama. In Sicily, which had coexis-

tent Latin and Greek Christian populations, the interpretation of sacred 

texts could stand in sharp contrast.  46   For example, Christ’s appearance 

at Emmaus was popularly reenacted in the Latin Peregrinus Play, pre-

sented during the Easter liturgy. In the rubrics, Christ is described as 

a pilgrim, and in south Italian depictions of Christ’s appearance at 

Emmaus, he is dressed in pilgrim’s garb. As represented at S. Angelo 

in Formis  , for example, painted before 1086, Christ wears a cap and a 

shoulder bag and carries a double staff.  47   

 By contrast, in the sermons of the Greek Philagathos  , who preached 

throughout Sicily and southern Italy in the mid-twelfth century, the 

story of Emmaus is presented differently – and probably in response 

to the Latin drama. In his Emmaus homily, Philagathos   emphasizes 

the appearance of Christ: not recognized by his disciples, they take him 

to be a man from Jerusalem based on his outward appearance. As he 

feigns ignorance of the Crucifi xion  , the disciples question him, “Are you 

the only one to sojourn ( paroikeis ) in Jerusalem who does not know the 

things that have happened in these days?” As Maguire   notes, the Greek 

 paroikeis  is rendered in Latin as  peregrinus , which could mean pilgrim, 

and was elaborated thusly in the Latin play. Educated in the Byzantine 

cultural tradition, Philagathos   will have none of it, and his homily indi-

cates his disapproval of the Latin drama, the misinterpretation of the 

Gospel, and his lack of appreciation for the phenomenon of pilgrimage 

at this time.  48   

 Although we know of Byzantine pilgrims traveling to Jerusalem, we 

have virtually no evidence of a Byzantine ever going to Constantinople 

solely for the purpose of pilgrimage.  49   There is no genre of pilgrimage 
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literature in Byzantium, as developed in the West; most of our pilgrims’ 

guidebooks to Constantinople were written by Western Europeans or 

Russians, who came from a different tradition.  50   The concept of place, as 

locus of sanctity, is constructed differently in Byzantium.   For example, 

writing in the early thirteenth century, Nicholas Mesarites   recounted 

the adventures of his brother John, who had attempted secretly to make 

a pilgrimage to the Holy Land but was arrested and returned to the cap-

ital before he had traveled very far. His father subsequently reprimanded 

him: Why would he want to travel to the Holy Land when he could fi nd 

the same things in Constantinople? Christ’s tomb is there, but his 

shroud is in Constantinople; Golgotha is there, but Constantinople has 

the Cross  , the Crown of Thorns, the sponge, the lance and the reed. He 

concludes, “This place . . . is Jerusalem, Tiberias, Mount Tabor  , Bethany, 

and Bethlehem.”  51   The relics he mentions were all housed in the church 

of the Virgin of the Pharos  , located within the confi nes of the Great 

Palace  . To be sure, Byzantine criticism of pilgrimage appears as early as 

the fourth century, but here Mesarites   deconstructs the notion of place, 

condensing the entire Holy Land into the relic collection of a diminu-

tive palace chapel. Moreover, in Mesarites  ’s view, the relics represent the 

sanctity of the city, not a specifi c place.     

 In the Byzantine fi guration, architecture did not simply house holy 

objects, it symbolized the sacred presence. Meanings associated with 

place in Jerusalem and the Holy Land   came to be associated with 

church architecture in Byzantium. This might explain the popularity 

of the architectural  ekphrasis , by which detailed descriptions of build-

ings appear in texts to represent larger, abstract concerns.  52   From the 

Byzantine perspective, the journey to sacred topography was not nec-

essary because the church mystically represented sacred topography. In 

the often-quoted words of the eighth-century  Historia mystagogica     , attrib-

uted to Patriarch Germanos  ,  53    

  The church is a heaven on earth where in the heavenly God “dwells and 

walks.” It typifi es the Crucifi xion  , the burial, and the Resurrection  . It is 

glorifi ed above Moses’s   tabernacle of testimony. . . . It was prefi gured by 

the patriarchs, foretold by the prophets, founded by the apostles, and 

adorned by the angels.  

 The same text gives a decidedly topographical interpretation to the var-

ious parts of the church:

              

       



Jerusalem versus Constantinople 299cef

  The apse is after the manner of the cave of Bethlehem where Christ was 

born, and that of the cave where he was buried. . . . The altar is the place 

where Christ was buried, and on which was set forth the true bread 

from heaven . . . It is also the throne upon which God . . . had rested. At 

this table too he sat down at his Last Supper . . .  

    The idea that the Byzantine church could represent the Holy Land was 

developed by Otto Demus. He termed a common interpretation of the 

Middle Byzantine pictorial program the  topographical : the images of the 

so-called Feast Cycle, which depicted scenes from the lives of Christ and 

the Virgin Mary  , could transform architecture framework into sacred 

space ( Fig. 10.10 ). In other words, sacred places could be collapsed into 

sacred space. Demus wrote:     

  The building is conceived as the image of (and so magically identifi ed 

with) the places sanctifi ed by Christ’s earthly life. This affords the 

possibility of very detailed topographical hermeneutics, by means of 

which every part of the church is identifi ed with some place in the 

Holy Land. The faithful who gaze at the cycle of images can make a 

symbolic pilgrimage to the Holy Land by simply contemplating the 

images in their local church. This, perhaps, is the reason why actual 

pilgrimages to Palestine played so unimportant a part in Byzantine 

religious life  .  54      

 10.10.      Chios, Nea Moni Katholikon, interior, looking south, showing so-called Feast Cycle 

in the transitional zone. Photo Robert Ousterhout.  
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  What this passage suggests is that we should understand the Byzantine 

church as more representational than functional, more  symbolic than 

practical. While the meaning of the church building rendered the prac-

tice of pilgrimage unimportant, at the same time, when a Byzantine 

church housed a special, venerated object, there is little in its outward 

form to indicate a sacred presence. There does not seem to have been a 

distinctive type of Byzantine church architecture created in response to 

pilgrimage or to the special requirements of veneration, as is found in 

Western Europe, with crypts or chevets designed to accommodate the 

visits of the faithful to venerated tombs and relics. In fact, for Byzantium 

in general, we only have a vague idea of the setting for special venera-

tion – that is, where within the churches relics were kept and how they 

were displayed. The typology of Byzantine church architecture seems to 

depend more on scale than on function.  55     

     To sum up: In Jerusalem, sanctity was imbedded in its topography. 

Architecture could add validation to the  loca sancta , but it was clearly 

secondary to the experience of place itself. It is worth noting that the 

majority of holy sites memorialized in the fourth century came with 

distinctive topographical markers: the rock-cut Tomb, the cave of the 

Nativity, the cave of the preaching, the footprints in the rock at the site 

of the Ascension.  56   In Constantinople, by contrast, sanctity was intro-

duced and perpetuated within a complex system that interwove power 

and  status, and architecture functioned as a setting for the rituals that 

emphasized the interweaving.   God could choose to dwell in Hagia Sophia, 

just as he had chosen to dwell in Solomon’s Temple, because of the piety 

of its patron and the skill of its builders. As with Justinian’s   legendary 

outburst, “Solomon I have vanquished thee!” we are repeatedly invited 

to compare Hagia Sophia with the Temple. In both, if we discount pos-

sible angelic appearances, the building preceded and inspired the sacred 

presence, but both buildings could have been built anywhere.   

 Part of the meaning of the Holy Sepulchre also comes from its asso-

ciation with the Temple, but the relationship of the two is constructed 

differently. Eusebius   calls the Holy Sepulchre “the new Jerusalem, facing 

the far-famed Jerusalem of olden time.”  57   But here we are invited to con-

trast, not to compare. Constantine’s new church complex rose in visual 

juxtaposition to the ruins of the Temple, across the Tyropeon Valley  . An 

imposing new work of architecture could testify to the success of the 
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New Covenant, just as the empty and abandoned remains of the Temple 

opposite it could represent the failure of the Old Covenant. But place 

was always more important than building: it didn’t really matter what 

the church complex looked like. What mattered was the fact that the 

Holy Sepulchre was – both topographically and symbolically – exactly 

where it was supposed to be.          
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     CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 DIVINE LIGHT: CONSTRUCTING THE 

IMMATERIAL IN BYZANTINE ART AND 

ARCHITECTURE   

    Slobodan    Ć ur č i ć        

        When Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the two tablets of the 

testimony in his hand as he came down from the mountain, Moses did 

not know  that the skin of his face shone  because he had been talking with 

God. And when Aaron   and all the people of Israel saw Moses,  behold, the 

skin of his face shone , and they were afraid to come near him. But Moses 

called to them; and Aaron   and all the leaders of the congregation 

returned to him, and Moses spoke with them. And afterward all the 

people of Israel came near, and he gave them in commandment all that 

the Lord had spoken with him in Mount Sinai. And when Moses had 

fi nished speaking with them he put a veil on his face; but whenever 

Moses went in before the Lord to speak with him, he took the veil off, 

until he came out; and when he came out, and told the people of Israel 

what he was commanded, the people of Israel saw the face of Moses, 

 that the skin of Moses’ face shone ; and Moses would put the veil on his face 

again, until he went in to speak with him.  1    

 The quoted passage from the Book of Exodus   refers to the visible evi-

dence of Moses’ encounter with God atop Mt. Sinai – “the skin of his 

face shone.”       The following passage from the Book of Matthew describes 

the Transfi guration of Jesus atop Mt. Tabor  :

  And after six days Jesus took with him Peter and James and John 

his brother, and led them up a high mountain apart. And he was 

transfi gured before them, and  his face shone like sun and his garments 

became white as light . And behold there appeared to them Moses and 

Elijah talking with him. And Peter said to Jesus, ‘Lord it is well that we 

are here; if you wish, I will make three booths here, one for you and one 
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for Moses and one for Elijah.’ He was still speaking, when lo, a bright 

cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from the cloud said, ‘This is my 

beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to him.’ When the 

disciples heard this, they fell on their faces, and were fi lled with awe. 

But Jesus came and touched them, saying, ‘Rise and have no fear.’ And 

when they lifted up their eyes, they saw no one but Jesus only.  2        

  The quoted accounts of the two quintessential biblical theophanies 

are key reminders of the invisibility of God in both the Old   and the New 

Testament   traditions. In both instances it is  light  that appears as the only 

manifestation of divine presence. Refl ecting the Second Commandment 

that states: “You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any like-

ness of anything that is in heaven above . . .” (Ex.   20:4) in each of the two 

theophanies, a human being – Moses and Christ – became instruments 

of transmission of Divine Light for the benefi t of human perception. 

There is a fundamental difference between the two theophanies, how-

ever, that also must be underscored. While in both accounts it was the 

faces – of Moses and of Christ – that shone, in the case of Christ, his gar-

ments also “became as white as light.” Moses, we must remember, was 

a man  chosen by God ; consequently, we might say, he was “irradiated” by 

Him. Christ, by contrast, was God incarnate, made visible on earth by 

virtue of his fl esh and his distinctive, human form.     

 While in Judaism the message of the Second Commandment was 

clear and was universally observed, the Christian tradition grappled 

with the issue of representation of God for a long time with eventually 

differing approaches in the Eastern and Western Christian traditions. 

This paper cannot and will not presume the task of exploring the vari-

ous aspects and histories of the Christian debate regarding representa-

tions of divinity. It will only consider the role of certain specifi c means 

of representing Divine Light in the Eastern Christian or Byzantine 

artistic and architectural tradition. Specifi cally, I intend to explore 

how Byzantine painters and builders employed common symbolic lan-

guage – expressed in media as different as mosaic, fresco painting and 

brick and mortar – to convey the notion of Divine Light in physical 

terms.  3   What I hope to demonstrate is that the concept of “construc-

tion of sanctity,” to which this volume is dedicated and as it applies to 

this context, had not only the predictable symbolic, but also distinctly 
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tangible, even three-dimensional characteristics in art and architecture 

of Eastern Christendom.   

   The problem of depicting Divine Light arose already in the early stages 

of monumental Christian art. One of the earliest known representations 

of Christ, on a third-century vault mosaic in a mausoleum discovered in 

the necropolis under St. Peter’s   basilica in Rome, depicts Him glorifi ed 

by a halo and with an arrangement of rays emanating from his head in 

such a way that they could at once be understood as a  symbol  referring to 

his name ICOYC XPICTOC (Jesus Christ, in Greek), as well as a  depiction  

of rays of Divine Light.  4   Another fourth-century image image – from 

the Roman villa at Hinton St. Mary in Dorset  , England – while using 

the very same formula is a bit more intelligible, not to say “literal” – the 

Greek letters XP here made clearly visible ( Fig. 11.1 ).      

 The formula, as illustrated in the mentioned examples, is of interest 

because it appropriated a pagan idea of the radiant crown as a means 

of conveying the notion of divinity in the Christian context. Generally 

understood as coming from the East, the radiant crown became com-

monplace in the Roman world of the third century, appearing on statues 

 11.1.      Dorset, England, Hinton St. Mary, Roman villa. Floor mosaic, fourth century. Photo 

© The British Museum.  
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of oriental divinities, and eventually within the context of Roman impe-

rial iconography, linked to the growing signifi cance of the cult of Sun 

God, Helios  . Common on late-third- and early-fourth-century coinage, 

it appears also on the coinage of Constantine I  , as the coin minted in 

Siscia, now in the Belgrade City Museum, illustrates ( Fig. 11.2 ).  5      

   The importance of Divine Light in relationship to Christ became 

an issue of prime importance in the work of early theologians. Thus, 

according to the fourth-century Cappadocian Church Father, Gregory 

Nazianzos  , the light that illuminated Jesus on Mount Tabor   was  one  of 

the visible forms of Divinity. The sixth-century Byzantine artist, who set 

the famous apse mosaic of the basilica in the Monastery of St. Catherine 

on Mount Sinai  , must have relied on such a theological formula in mak-

ing one of the earliest known pictorial renditions of the event on Mount 

Tabor   ( Fig. 11.3 ).  6   Thus – as though illustrating Evangelist Matthew ver-

batim – he made Jesus garments “white as light.” Additionally, he chose 

eight linear rays to illustrate radiant energy emanating from the transfi g-

ured Jesus and affecting the present witnesses – the three fallen Apostles 

and the standing Prophets, Elijah and Moses  .   The iconographic model 

thus created, became a virtual norm in subsequent Byzantine art, as the 

Transfi guration mosaic in the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, executed by 

Byzantine mosaicists for the Norman King Roger II, around 1142–1143 

illustrates ( Fig. 11.4 ).  7   “Divine Light made visible” was here rendered 

 11.2.      Gold coin, minted in Siscia (after 330?). A. Constantine I wearing radiant crown 

(obverse); B. God Helios (reverse). Photo Belgrade City Museum.  
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even more emphatically – the rays having been given rigidly defi ned, 

almost metallic shapes. Finally, in the closing century of Byzantine artis-

tic production, an image of the Transfi guration demonstrates that its 

iconographic scheme was still faithfully maintained. Yet, the spiritual 

followers of the infl uential Hesychast mystic, Gregory Palamas  , also 

produced a new visual expression of “uncreated light,” or emanation of 

 11.3.      Mt. Sinai, Monastery of St. Catherine, Church, Christ Transfi gured; detail from apse 

mosaic, sixth century Photo Roberto Nardi.  
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“divine energy” as Palamas himself referred to it. The full-page illumi-

nation from the Theological Works of John VI Kantakouzenos  , now in 

the Bibliotheque National in Paris (Ms.Gr. 1242), painted circa 1370–

1375, effectively depicts the dramatic release of “divine energy.”  8   Despite 

the vastly increased complexity of the rays of light in this composition, 

their visual rendition would nonetheless have been intelligible to the 

beholders.           

 The last point was one of the key challenges of Byzantine art, in 

general given over to the central objective of communicating things 

immaterial, and therefore invisible, by visual means. This paradoxical 

aspect of Byzantine art is well known and hardly requires further elab-

oration. Yet, Byzantine scholarship is still far from having reached the 

level of full comprehension of the range of possibilities relative to the 

means by which Byzantine artists achieved this goal. In the remainder 

 11.4.      Palermo, Cappella Palatina, Transfi guration mosaic, 1142–1143. Photo Slobodan 

Ćurčić.  
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of this chapter, I intend to explore how Byzantine painters and  builders 

employed common symbolic language – expressed in media as differ-

ent as mosaic, fresco painting and brick and mortar – to convey the 

notion of Divine Light in physical terms. Though my remarks will be 

mostly limited to the Middle and Late Byzantine periods (roughly ninth 

through the fi fteenth centuries), we must bear in mind that the con-

ceptual framework for examples I will be considering was already fully 

articulated in late antiquity. 

     To set the stage for my exploration I will refer to two well-known 

monuments – the late-eleventh-century Katholikon of the monastery 

of Daphni and the twelfth-century apse of the Cathedral of Cefal ù  in 

Sicily. The dome of the main church of Daphni monastery contains 

the paradigmatic image of Christ the Pantokrator   (the Universal Ruler) 

( Fig. 11.5 ). Notwithstanding the controversy regarding the mosaic res-

toration that may have affected some of its details, the authenticity of 

the image of Christ depicted book in hand, within a rainbow mandorla 

against the background of gold tesserae, is not in doubt and, as such, 

it has been used in most general books on Byzantine art. The rainbow 

mandorla has also been noted as a paradigmatic image of the heavenly 

glory (H DOXA).  9   Its band made up of beautifully composed small 

squares organized in fi ve concentric rings, each of a different color, 

together producing the “rainbow” effect with its unmistakable allusion 

to the Divine Light emanating from Christ, its source. “I am the light of 

the World” – according to the Gospel by John   9.5 – are the words spelled 

out in Greek and in Latin on the opposite pages of the open book held 

by Christ in the famous apse mosaic from Cefal ù  ( Fig. 11.6 ), assuring us 

of the correct manner of interpreting this type of an image.  10   We should 

also note that both, the idea of the heavenly glory, and the manner of its 

representation at Daphni, have their unmistakable roots in late antique 

art, as the detail from the late fourth-century mosaic in the dome of the 

Rotunda in Thessaloniki   illustrates ( Fig. 11.7 ).  11   Though the order of 

colors varies in the two representations, the symbolic message in both is 

unquestionably the same – the circular rainbow frame  is  a rendition of 

Divine Light.                  

 As already alluded to in my earlier comments, complexities in the 

manner of depicting heavenly glory increase in later Byzantine art. One 

of the more characteristic forms of depicting the heavenly glory takes 
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the form of zigzag lines contained within a circular band outlining the 

medallion with a bust of Christ, the late-twelfth-century example from 

Lagoudera   in Cyprus being a good example of this scheme ( Fig. 11.8 ).  12   

Here, the zigzag pattern consists of a red and a blue band with individual 

elements that make up the bands given an illusion of  three-dimensionality  

by virtue of shading and by setting the “folded” band elements against a 

black background. Thus, the symbolic reference to the Divine Light – in 

this case — has been given a curious, almost paradoxical, illusion of the 

third dimension.    

 11.5.      Daphni, Monastery church, dome mosaic, circa 1100. Photo Wikipedia Commons 

(public domain).  

              

       



Constructing the Immaterial in Byzantine Art 315cef

   One of the most explicit manifestations of the phenomenon of “three-

dimensionality” of Divine Light is undoubtedly the thirteenth-century 

narthex fresco from Hagia Sophia at Trebizond (present Trabzon in 

Turkey) ( Fig. 11.9 ).  13   The unusually complex scene on the large cross 

vault of the central narthex bay depicts the hand of God at the apex 

of the vault, surrounded by a burst of Divine Light framed by the four 

Evangelist symbols each holding a jewel-studded Gospel Book. From the 

four corners of the Light-Burst emanate four streams of light depicted 

in the form of what may be described as “ three-dimensional rainbows.” 

The three-dimensional effect is achieved by using a folded-plate method 

of depiction, with one side of each of the folded-plate ridges rendered 

in darker tones than the opposite side, thus creating the desired illu-

sion of three-dimensionality.  14   This method of rendering a multicolored 

folded-plate illusion is also known from late antiquity, as may be seen in 

fl oor mosaics and other media.    

 In Hagia Sophia at Trebizond we note that, placed in a diagonal man-

ner, the four “streams” recall vault ribs. Spreading toward the bottom of 

 11.6.      Cefal ù , Cathedral, apse mosaic, Christ Pantokrator. Photo Wikipedia Commons 

(public domain).  
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the vault, they acquire an almost architectural character at its springing 

points. Thus, both in terms of their illusionistic rendition  and  by virtue 

of their placement, the four streams confront us with a contradictory 

impression – by conveying the notion of the intangible and uncontain-

able through the employment of artistic devices of two media – the 

 11.7.      Thessaloniki, Rotunda, dome mosaic, detail of mandorla and Archangel, circa 400. 

Photo 9th Ephoreia of Byzantine Antiquities, Thessaloniki.  
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 11.8.      Lagoudera, Panagia Araka, dome fresco, 1192. Photo Annemarie Carr.  

 11.9.      Trebizond, H. Sophia, narthex, vault fresco, thirteenth century. Photo Robert 

Ousterhout.  
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formal logic of architecture and the illusion-making potential of paint-

ing. Subject of a discussion in a recent publication by Antony Eastmond  , 

the four multicolored streams are described by him as “ . . . perhaps an 

attempt to match in paint the light-refl ecting quality of mosaic . . . ”  15   

While correct as an observation of physical realities, this assessment 

falls short of detecting the intent to convey the idea of Divine Light by 

relying on conventions of  two  visual media. 

 Discussing the mentioned fresco at Hagia Sophia at Trebizond and 

its origins, Eastmond   also made a passing comment regarding the 

possible “ . . . infl uence of the decoration of canon tables in contem-

porary Armenian manuscripts . . . ”  16     Beyond an example cited by him, 

we may profi tably turn to two other Armenian examples of special 

relevance in the context of our discussion. The fi rst is a canon table 

from the Gospels (Ms. 9422) in the Maten á dar á n collection   in Yerevan 

( Fig. 11.10 ).  17   Dated around 1280, the canon tables appearing on f. 8 is 

a work of an unknown, but accomplished painter.   The second canon 

table is from the Gospels in the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore (MS. 

W.539). Dated precisely to 1262, this canon table, in this case also on f. 

8, is the work of a distinguished Armenian illuminator, T’oros Roslin   

( Fig. 11.11 ).  18   Rigidly defi ned, and elaborately decorated architectural 

frames characterize both examples. Both feature prominent arches 

 11.10.      Canon Table, detail; Gospels (Ms. 9422), Maten á dar á n collection, Yerevan, circa 

1280, f. 8. Photo E. M. Korkhmazian.  
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whose faces are articulated by the familiar “three-dimensional” folded-

plate pattern executed in multiple colors with typical tonal shading cre-

ating the illusion of depth.         

 The Yerevan canon table arch is embedded within fi elds fi lled with 

scrolls of exotic plants populated by different creatures. In the geomet-

ric center of the arch we fi nd a small disc executed in stippled gold leaf, 

in imitation of mosaic technique. Its shimmering effect was clearly the 

goal of the illuminator whose objective was to allude to the source of 

light in this symbolic display. The Baltimore canon table features a per-

sonifi cation of the Sun in exactly the same position – the geometric cen-

ter of the arch – with undoubtedly the same symbolic massage. What 

furthermore distinguishes both canon tables is the elaborately lush 

depiction of exotic plants and animals in a clear allusion to Paradise. 

The Armenian manuscripts, then, may be said to combine the symbolic 

representations of Divine Light and of Paradise in a highly imaginative 

fashion.   

 The idea of a “three-dimensional” folded-plate, that I have attempted 

to defi ne, became a standard feature in Byzantine monumental paint-

ing, manuscript illuminations, icons, and so on during the thirteenth 

and fourteenth centuries. Used particularly in bands, featuring double, 

triple, or even multitiered arrangements this motif appears especially in 

 11.11.      Canon Table, detail; Gospels (Ms. W. 539) Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, f. 8. Photo 

T. F. Mathews.  
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horizontal bands. Treated in scholarship as elements of a distinct “deco-

rative vocabulary” and used for separating pictorial compositions, these 

motifs have been recorded, as a group from the Serbian thirteenth- and 

fourteenth-century churches illustrates ( Fig. 11.12  top).  19   An essen-

tially identical band from the Monastery of Chora   in Constantinople, 

painted ca. 1320, underscores the geographic spread of the motif, all of 

 11.12.      Fresco border details. Top Serbian churches, thirteenth century. After Z. Janc. Bottom 

Chora Monastery church, Constantinople, circa 1320. After D. Pugher.  
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its essential details included ( Fig. 11.12  bottom).  20   While the practice 

could be, and has been, discussed as evidence of the general reliance of 

painters on pattern books, the far more important question of the sig-

nifi cance and meaning of this motif has  not  been addressed.    

 The same motif, it should be noted, also appears regularly on the exte-

riors of Middle and Late Byzantine churches. Made of brick, and more 

rarely of stone, this motif has been ascribed a banal name in English – 

 dog-tooth , or  saw-tooth frieze  – and has thus suffered even greater ignominy 

than its painted interior counterpart. I would argue, in fact, that the two 

share not only similarities of form, but that they are bearers of the same 

symbolic meaning and should be associated with Divine Light. The 

term “dogtooth frieze,” under these circumstances reveals at once the 

initial inability of scholars to recognize the potential of meaning in 

what have been referred to as “purely decorative” forms, but also a press-

ing need to fi nd an alternative term that would adequately respond to 

the current investigation. Another term –  chevron  – used in writings on 

western medieval architecture, is also formally descriptive and fails to 

address the issue of symbolic intent.  21   For our purposes, therefore, I will 

adopt the term  “radiant freeze”  as a tentative solution to this dilemma. 

 The “radiant frieze” makes an early appearance on the facades of the 

tenth-century church of the Panagia at the monastery of Hosios Loukas   

in central Greece. Though perhaps not the earliest, this is certainly the 

best known of the monuments on which the feature in question was 

used extensively ( Fig. 11.13 ).  22   It appears characteristically in two dis-

tinctive ways – as a corbelled frieze below the roof eves and as multi-

ple recessed bands on the upper portion of the east and south facades 

of the church. The manner in which the bands wrap around the apses 

and windows of the eastern end of the church underscore the location 

of the “holy of the holies,” the church sanctuary, highlighting it, along 

with the dome, as the most important parts of the church building. 

The so-called Pseudo-Kufi c   letters that also appear on the east fa ç ade 

of the church have been subject of considerable scholarly attention. At 

the same time, the “radiant friezes” have been all but ignored. In my 

opinion, they are to be understood together, as references to the holy; 

the “radiant friezes” specifi cally underscoring the notion of illumina-

tion by the Divine Light.    
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 The clearest confi rmation of such an association comes from the 

appearance of the same motif in church interiors, in the context of their 

painting programs. One of the most prominent places where the motif 

commonly appears is on the face arches framing the entrance into church 

sanctuaries. Several churches in the G ö reme region of Cappadocia, for 

example, have arches in those positions decorated in just such a manner. 

Elmal ı  Kilise   and a parekklesion at K ı l ı  ç lar  , both from the eleventh cen-

tury, illustrate the point in very clear terms.  23   The motif also appears in 

the same position in the small, late-twelfth-century church of St. George 

at Kurbinovo   in the F.Y.R.O.M ( Fig. 11.14 ).  24   Treated more elaborately, 

 11.13.      Hosios Loukas Monastery, Church of the Panagia; east end, tenth century. Photo 

Slobodan Ćurčić.  
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here it relates to the scene of the Annunciation in which the Divine Light 

plays the central role.    

 The “radiant frieze” also appears in a curious “shorthand” sym-

bolic fashion in the scene of the Annunciation in the Psalter and New 

Testament   Ms., illuminated circa 1084, now in the Dumbarton Oaks 

Collection in Washington, DC.  25   Here a single “radiant frieze” band may 

be understood as a capping of the wall enclosing Virgin Mary  ’s house 

garden ( Fig. 11.15 ). At the same time, however, it links the blessing 

Archangel Gabriel   and Virgin Mary   as a substitution for the here curi-

ously missing ray of Divine Light and the dove commonly part of the 

Annunciation iconography.    

 Once introduced as an aspect of church fa ç ade articulation, the “radi-

ant frieze” became a common aesthetic feature, but its symbolic role has 

 11.14.      Kurbinovo, Church of St. George, Annunciation fresco, 1191. Photo L. Hadermann-

Misguich.  
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gone undetected in modern scholarship. Even a simple listing of monu-

ments where the motif appears would probably fi ll pages. Highlighting 

but a few more interesting ways in which the motif was employed during 

the Late Byzantine period will suffi ce. The east façade of the thirteenth-

 11.15.      Annunciation, illumination; Psalter and New Testament Ms. circa 1084, Dumbarton 

Oaks Collection, Washington, D.C. Photo Dumbarton Oaks.  
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century church of H. Vasileios at Arta  , in Epiros, displays the use of 

a single-banded “radiant frieze” under its roof eave and as a means 

of framing a window fl anked be two shallow niches that contain two 

ceramic icons ( Fig. 11.16 ).  26   Other decorative bands made of specially 

cut bricks produced for this purpose enhance the decorative character 

of the east fa ç ade and add to its symbolic reading as the enclosure of the 

holy of the holies. Below the window one notices the reduced version of 

the “rainbow band” a familiar reference to the Divine Light that we have 

encountered before.    

 An even more dramatic manifestation of this phenomenon may be seen 

on the east fa ç ade of the thirteenth-century church of the Archestrategos 

at Kostaniani   in Epiros. Here, the entire tympanum of the east fa ç ade is 

completely fi lled with multiple parallel bands of  “radiant friezes” – ten 

in all ( Fig. 11.17 ). The effect is stunning and may be conceptually lik-

ened with a fl ickering surface covered with gold mosaic. The church at 

Kostaniani   reveals another popular device related to the radiant frieze 

motif – a frieze of pitched bricks set in such a way that their thicknesses 

form a zigzag line of larger dimensions than a simple radiant frieze band. 

Its face within the wall plane, this motif is essentially two-dimensional, 

graphic, in nature.    

 11.16.      Arta, Church of H. Vasileios, east end; detail, gable, twelfth century. Photo Slobodan 

Ćurčić.  
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 The same motif, on occasion, acquired a three-dimensional quality 

by virtue of the fact that the areas surrounding individual bricks that 

form the zigzag line were not fi lled with mortar, thus creating dark 

voids against which the zigzag line appears in an even more emphatic 

way. Combined with the conventional “radiant frieze” band, as in the 

case of the thirteenth-century Panagia tou Vrioni at Arta  , and again 

concentrated on the east fa ç ade of the church, the motif is effective, 

leaving little doubt as to its symbolic message ( Fig. 11.18 ).  27   Coming 

even closer to the actual wall surface of the Panagia tou Vrioni we note 

that the theme of the zigzag line recurs – on a much smaller scale – on 

individual faces of each brick ( Fig. 11.19 ). With the help of a sharp tool, 

each visible fl at brick surface was incised before fi ring with a zigzag pat-

tern of its own. This miniaturized texturing, reminiscent of woodcarv-

ing in its effect, was clearly an aesthetic as well as a symbolic choice. It 

should be noted that among the rare preserved fragments of painted 

church fa ç ades we also fi nd the mini-zigzag motif, as for example that 

 11.17.      Kostaniani, Church of the Archestrategos, east end, thirteenth century. Photo Robert 

Ousterhout.  
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 11.18.      Arta, Church of Panagia tou Vrioni, thirteenth century; east end, detail, upper part of 

apse. Photo Slobodan Ćurčić.    

on the apse of the twelfth-century church of the Panagia at Asinou   in 

Cyprus ( Fig. 11.20 ).  28                

 Another related architectural motif that appears in the course of the 

Middle Byzantine period is a frieze consisting of large corbelled triangu-

lar elements each made of several rows of bricks of variable dimensions. 

These usually appear as corbel-table friezes below church roof eaves, on 

domes, and so on, as seen on the early fourteenth-century parekklesion 

of the Virgin Pammakaristos in Constantinople   and the Katholikon of 

Hilandar Monastery on Mount Athos  .  29   Their practical function in such 

positions is clear, but given our investigation of the symbolic meaning 

of certain architectural forms, such friezes should also be added to the 

list of features with a symbolic meaning related to the concept of Divine 

Light.   This is illustrated even more effectively by such features appear-

ing on church domes as, for example, on the twelfth-century church of 

Hagoi Apostoloi at Pyrgi on Chios ( Fig. 11.21 ).  30   Here the triangular ele-

ments are arranged radially in relationship to the arches above the dome 

windows, creating an effect resembling that of a radiant crown. The form 

of this zigzag arched band was in all likelihood plastered and painted, 
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as several later partially preserved examples suggest  . The partially pre-

served exterior painted decoration on the complex of churches of the 

Serbian Patriarchate at Pe ć    has been a subject of an important study 

that has provided invaluable insights into the probable appearance of 

these churches around the middle of the fourteenth century when their 

exteriors were evidently fully plastered over and painted. Reconstruction 

drawings of the dome on the Church of the Mother of God illustrate 

 11.19.      Arta, Church of Panagia tou Vrioni, thirteenth century; apse, detail, wall masonry. 

Photo Slobodan Ćurčić.    
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vividly the emphasis placed on the radially disposed “folded plate” 

multi- colored band with all the characteristic details ( Fig. 11.22 ).  31   The 

arched multi-colored band is echoed in a somewhat smaller, horizontal 

multicolored “radiant frieze” band. The third element in this composi-

tion is an arched arrangement involving intersecting palmette-bearing 

vines depicted against white background directly above each of the dome 

 windows. The motif is certainly a symbolic reference to Paradise. The 

pairing of this motif with that of the “folded-plate” multicolored band 

and its symbolic allusion to Divine Light was certainly no accident, as 

we have already seen in other contexts, such as the two Armenian canon 

tables referred to earlier.         

 Invaluable additional insights into this symbolic language may be 

gleaned also from the east fa ç ade of the twelfth-century Church of SS. 

Maria e Donato at Murano  , an island in the Venetian lagoon. In this 

case the entire fa ç ade is spanned with a double zigzag band situated 

at its mid-height. Partially restored, this double zigzag band still pre-

serves some of its original exterior revetment in the form of triangu-

lar marble slabs richly decorated with different patterns, all of them 

based on variations of vine-scrolls, palmettes and split-palmettes. 

 11.20.      Asinou, Church of the Panagia, twelfth century; apse, detail of preserved exterior 

painting. Photo Slobodan Ćurčić.    
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These elements have not been studied closely since the days of John 

Ruskin  , who lovingly recorded them in two drawings published in his 

 The Stones of Venice  ( Fig. 11.23 ).  32   We are reminded of the links between 

Venice and Byzantium in the course of the twelfth century.  33   The 

motif, here under investigation, has unmistakable aesthetic and sym-

bolic parallels in Byzantium, as another look at the arch framing the 

apse of Kurbinovo   will convince us ( Fig. 11.14 ). Despite the fact that 

the Kurbinovo   arch is internal and its face painted in fresco technique, 

the differences between its and the Murano   symbolic vocabulary are 

those between two dialects of the same language. This observation 

can be extended to include a great many Byzantine monuments of 

the twelfth and thirteenth centuries with their subtle variations on 

the same theme. Underlying these similarities and differences is the 

basically fi rm, geometric structure alluding to the notion of Divine 

Light, and an equally telling inclusion of the sinuous vine-scroll 

motifs alluding to the Garden of Paradise. As such, together, they echo 

early formulas that were being explored already by the sculptors in 

the age of Justinian  , as the superb capital now in the garden of the 

 11.21.      Pyrgoi, Chios, Church of Hagioi Apostoloi, twelfth century; dome exterior. Photo 

Slobodan  Ćurčić.     
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Archaeological Museum in Istanbul illustrates ( Fig. 11.24 ). This cap-

ital is also signifi cant because examples of exactly the same type exist 

in locations as widely scattered as Parenzo (modern Pore č )  , Venice, 

and Jerusalem. The universal Byzantine artistic language of abstract 

symbolism, therefore, much like the fi gural language that we are more 

familiar with, was clearly in the making already in the period before 

 11.22.      Pe ć , Serbian Orthodox Patriarchate, Church of the Mother of God, 1324–1337, single 

face of a dome drum exterior, reconstruction of painting. V. J. Djuric.  
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Iconoclasm  . Its fruition, as in the case of fi gural iconography, however, 

took place only during the Middle Byzantine period.         

 It was during the twelfth and the thirteenth century that the impact 

of this new symbolic language became major, its effects felt over a vast 

 11.23.      Murano, Church of SS. Maria e Donato, twelfth century; east fa ç ade, detail of  window 

arch. Watercolor by J. Ruskin.  

 11.24.      Istanbul Archaeological Museums, Byzantine capital, Constantinople, twelfth 

 century. Photo Slobodan  Ćurčić.     
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geographic territory from as far as Sicily and Calabria in the southwest, 

to Novgorod and Vladimir in Russia, in the northeast. The church of S. 

Giovanni Vecchio at Bivongi, near Stilo in Calabria, dedicated in 1122, 

for example, reveals uses of the “radiant frieze” that were completely 

consistent with the Byzantine practice.  34   On the exterior we fi nd such a 

frieze executed in brick wrapped around the upper part and the base of 

the apse, while inside we see a monumental three-dimensional version 

of the same motif executed in stone, prominently placed directly under 

the main dome ( Fig. 11.25 )  .    

   A similar attitude – using a large-scale “radiant frieze” depicted in 

fresco technique – is found in prominent places in the church of the 

Assumption at Volotovo Polye, near Novgorod in Russia.  35   Painted in 

1363, this remarkable ensemble of frescos was destroyed in 1941 dur-

ing World War II. Detailed records of the church have been published 

that illustrate practically all aspects of the original program. For our 

purposes, the monumental “radiant frieze” band demonstrates the sig-

nifi cance attached to this feature within the building interior.   Nearly a 

century later, frescoes in the church of Hag. Giorgios in Ap á no Symi at 

Monofatsi   on the island of Crete, painted in 1453, unmistakably speak 

the same visual language, despite enormous geographic and cultural 

 11.25.      Bivongi, Church of S. Giovanni Vecchio, 1122; domed bay, interior view. Photo M. 

Johnson.  
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distances that separate the two painted church interiors.  36   Associated 

with the Christological fresco cycle, the “radiant frieze” in both cases 

reverberates with the notion of “Christ, the Light of the World” with 

which my analysis began. 

 We should not leave these observations without noting an inter-

esting phenomenon of cultural appropriation of the “radiant frieze” 

motif that took place in the context of Ottoman religious architecture. 

Occurring in symbolically relevant places, the motif appears on exteri-

ors and interiors of many Ottoman mosques. Externally, it appears in 

familiar three-dimensional form on monuments such as the sixteenth-

century minaret of the Ibrahim Pasha Cammi  , a converted medieval 

church in the town of Rhodos. Internally, we see it employed at the 

dome base of the Mustafa Pasha Camii  , built in 1492 in Skopje. The 

painted variation of the radiant frieze motif appears here in the com-

pany of other distinctly Islamic elements, but it preserves its folded-

plate characteristics seen in many Byzantine churches in precisely the 

same position. What the eyes of the Islamic believers may have per-

ceived in this motif is unclear, but its visual and architecturally contex-

tual similarity with its Byzantine uses could hardly have been totally 

accidental. 

 My remarks have sought to demonstrate that certain so-called dec-

orative features in Byzantine architecture and painting were actually 

imbued with important symbolic messages. Prominent among these, 

as we have seen, was the “radiant frieze” used to convey the notion of 

Divine Light. Whether executed in paint, in brick and mortar, or some 

other material, the rendition of this symbol depended on the medium 

in which it was executed, but its ultimate visual effect, regardless of the 

medium, was invariably three-dimensional. The exact implications of 

this observation do not have a ready answer, though its appearance in 

the context of an artistic tradition that generally tended to play down 

the signifi cance of three-dimensionality is striking. Are we entitled to 

contemplate three-dimensionality in Byzantine art as a distinctive man-

ifestation, generally off-limits to humans, and therefore by extension – 

in its selective symbolic use – as an exclusive prerogative of Divinity? The 

question and its implications are too great to have received adequate 

treatment here. If the question that I have posed is the right question, 

then my goal for now will have been accomplished.  
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    Notes 

  1.     Exodus, 34: 29–35.  
  2.     Matthew 17:1–8.  
  3.     A different approach to the subject of “Divine Light” in the context of the 

Monastery of St. Catherine on Mt. Sinai was published recently by Nelson 
 2006 , pp. 1–38, who considers the issues of relationship between “natural” and 
“Divine Light.”  

  4.     Grabar  1968 , p. 80.  
  5.     Christodoulou  1998 , pp. 56–57.  
  6.     Andreopoulos  2005 . The apse of the basilica in the Monastery of St. Catherine 

has been a subject of several studies. Of particular relevance here is Elsner  1994 , 
pp. 81–102.  

  7.     Regarding the iconographic implications of the Transfi guration scene in the 
Cappella Palatina, cf. Kr ö nig  1956 ; also  Ćurčić     1987 , esp. pp. 127–38.  

  8.     Lowden  2004 , pp. 286–7; cf. also Andreopoulos  2005 , pp. 228–9 (“The 
Hesychastic Mandorla”).  

  9.     On the “mandorla,” see a useful overview with older literature in Andreopoulos 
 2005 , pp. 83–86.  

  10.     Demus  1949 , p. 11.  
  11.     Cleaned and conserved following the 1979 earthquake that damaged the 

Rotunda, the dome mosaics have not yet been published. For a brief overview 
with several good photographs cf. Kourkoutidou-Nikolaidou and Tourta  1997 , 
pp. 50–68.  

  12.     Stylianou and Stylianou  1985 , esp. p. 159, where the bust of the Pantokrator in 
the dome medallion is described without even a mention of the zig-zag band 
within the rim of the medalion frame.  

  13.     Eastmond  2004 , pp. 120–3, where special emphasis is placed on their icono-
graphic signifi cance in the fresco program as a whole.  

  14.     Eastmond  2004 , p. 120, where what I refer to as the “three-dimensional rain-
bows” is described as “ . . . perhaps an attempt to match in paint the light-
 refl ecting qualities of mosaic . . .,” a notion that ignores their sophistication of 
design and symbolic implications.  

  15.     Eastmond  2004 , p. 120.  
  16.     Eastmond  2004 , p. 120.  
  17.     Korkhmazian  1984 , pp. 132–9, fol. 8.  
  18.     Mathews and Wieck  1994 , pp. 149–50, and pl. 12.  
  19.     For the illustration of the Serbian examples cf. Janc  1961 , Tab. XVI, nos. 

100–1.  
  20.     Pulgher  1878 , pl. XXII, fi g. 16.  
  21.     Borg  1967 , pp. 122–40.  
  22.     Stikas  1970 , pp. 148–73, with several helpful photographs that illustrate the 

method of laying the masonry elements of the “radiant frieze.”  
  23.     Restle  1967 , vol. 2, pl. 160; Rodley  1985 , pl. 37.  
  24.     Hadermann-Misguich  1975 .  
  25.     Vikan  1973 , pp. 100–3, and fi g. 35.  
  26.     Papadopoulou  2002 , pp. 125–7. Trkulja 2004 (a revised updated version as a 

book is currently in preparation) is an important general contribution to the 
study of aesthetics and symbolism of decorative elements in Middle and Late 
Byzantine architecture.  
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  27.     Velenis  1988 , esp. pp. 279–80, with the basic information and older literature.  
  28.      Ćurčić     2000 , pp. 29–30, and fi g. 30.  
  29.     Vokotopoulos  1981 , esp. p. 558, who refers to the motif as “pendant 

triangles.”  
  30.     Bouras  1974 , pp. 42–45; esp. p. 44, uses the term “saw-tooth bands.”  
  31.      Ćurčić   2005 , esp. p. 25.  
  32.     Ruskin  1853 , vol. 2, pl. V (facing p. 45).  
  33.     Richardson  1988 , pp. 1–8, and passim.  
  34.     Romano  1988 , pp. 176–9, pls. 58–62.  
  35.     Alpatov  1977 , pl. 1; and a more detailed study: Vzdornov  1989 , pls. 65–66 

(Documentation)—Crucifi xion and Deposition frescoes.  
  36.     Gallas, Wessel, and Borboudakis  1983 , pp. 447–9; pl. 139.  
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     CHAPTER TWELVE 

 STRUCTURE, AGENCY, RITUAL, 

AND THE BYZANTINE CHURCH   

    Vasileios   Marinis    

   Byzantinists have tended to shy away from developments in modern 

theory, sometimes with good reason. Theories founded on premises 

bearing no demonstrable relevance to medieval or Byzantine reality 

contribute little more than an impression of methodological sophisti-

cation. The ideas applied by scholars in the observation of the ceremo-

nial systems of contemporary societies have little to offer to the study 

of Byzantine society’s ritual engagements; not least because, unlike the 

social models from which these theories are derived, Byzantine society 

can no longer be observed. By contrast, ritual theory does offer some 

useful tools that, properly adjusted for differences of context, may 

enable a deeper understanding of some of Byzantium’s structures and 

ritual expressions. Thus, I begin with some methodological clarifi ca-

tions. In this chapter I reiterate the basic dichotomy between belief and 

ritual.  1   Belief is a set of tenets accepted as true by a group of people. 

Ritual, on the other hand, enacts, performs, and objectifi es belief. To 

cite an example pertinent to the topic at hand, the Byzantines believed 

that the prayers of the living for the deceased functioned as appeals to 

God, who would take them into consideration during the fi nal judg-

ment of the souls. This is the belief. The ritual of memorial services 

performed adjacent to the tombs objectifi es and expresses this belief 

with an assortment of prayers and acts. There exists an aspect of ritual 

that is largely ignored, even though it is crucial: ritual is  situational .  2   

That is, much of what is important about ritual cannot be understood 

outside the specifi c context in which it occurs. Byzantine ritual usually 
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took place in a very specifi c framework – the actual church building 

and its environs – in which both belief and ritual found accommoda-

tion and were expressed through the architectural arrangement and 

interior decoration of spaces. Nevertheless, a Byzantine church was 

not a mere shell for ritual but rather an essential interlocutor in a con-

stant dialogue. 

 Several scholars have observed the interaction and integration of 

architecture and ritual in various contexts and eras.  3   In this paper I 

investigate the ways in which architecture, ritual, and belief intertwined 

in a single monastic complex, the monastery  tou Libos  in Constantinople 

( Figs. 12.1 – 12.6 ). I argue that the architectural forms of the monastery’s 

two surviving churches was the result of a negotiation between inher-

ited social, religious, and cultural structures and individual  agency.  4   

Structures entailed primarily canonical regulations, extended and 

informed by theological developments, which guided church building, 

as well as considerations for the accommodation of the ritual and sym-

bolic divisions of space; nonnegotiable architectural elements (such as 

an altar, a templon, a space for the congregation); and established deco-

rative and iconographic practices. Individual agency refers to the desires 

of patrons, masons, and artists, and their responses to such economic 

realities as budget and availability of materials.  5      

 12.1.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Monastery  tou Libos , from the southeast. Photo Robert 

Ousterhout.  
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 The complex is now located in the intersection of Adnan Menderes 

Vatan Bulvar ı  and Hal ı c ı lar Caddesi, southwest of the Fatih Camii. All 

the auxiliary buildings of a typical Byzantine monastery, including cells, 

a refectory, a circuit wall with a gatehouse,  6   a bath, and even a hospital,  7   

have disappeared, leaving only two churches and an outer ambulatory. 

The buildings were damaged by several fi res, which resulted in a number 

of reconstructions. Consequently, their original appearance has been sig-

nifi cantly altered. In 1929 Theodore Macridy  , then assistant curator of 

the Istanbul Archaeological Museum, undertook the fi rst serious inves-

tigation of the site.  8   In the 1960s the Byzantine Institute of America   and 

Dumbarton Oaks   restored the building.  9   It has been used as a mosque 

ever since. 

 The original foundation dates to the ninth century.  10   Constantine 

Lips  , a high-ranking military offi cial in the imperial army,  11   was 

the patron of the monastery, which he dedicated to the Theotokos   

( Figs. 12.1 – 12.3 ,  12.5 ).  12   Its consecration took place in 907, with the par-

ticipation of emperor Leo VI  .  13   The history of the monastery  tou Libos  dur-

ing the Middle Byzantine period is not well documented. It is possible 

 12.2.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Monastery  tou Libos , ground plan. After E. Mamboury in T. 

Macridy, “The Monastery of Lips (Fenari Isa Camii) at Istanbul,”  DOP  18, 1964, fi g. 5.  
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 12.3.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Monastery  tou Libos , Theotokos, plan at ground level (A), and 

gallery level (B). Drawing Robert Ousterhout, after Slobodan  Ć ur č i ć.   
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 12.4.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Monastery  tou Libos , Saint John, ground plan. After E. Mamboury 

in T. Macridy, “The Monastery of Lips (Fenari Isa Camii) at Istanbul,”  DOP  18, 1964, fi g. 8.  

that it followed the fate of many other religious foundations during the 

Latin occupation of Constantinople   (1204–1261) and was abandoned. 

At the end of the thirteenth century the dowager empress Theodora, 

widow of Michael VIII Palaiologos  , restored the monastic complex add-

ing a second church, dedicated to St. John the Baptist,   to the south 
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 12.5.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Monastery  tou Libos , Theotokos Panachrantos, interior. 

Photo Vasileios Marinis.  

 12.6.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Monastery  tou Libos , Saint John, interior. Photo Vasileios 

Marinis.  
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of the existing, tenth-century church ( Figs. 12.1 – 12.2 ,  12.4 – 12.6 ).  14   

An outer ambulatory, enveloping the two churches along the west and 

south sides, was added shortly after the completion of the church of St. 

John ( Figs. 12.1 – 12.2 ,  12.6 ).                      

   More than 350 years separated the two churches of the monastery  tou 

Libos . They differed from each other not only in terms of building tech-

nique, architectural style, and decoration but also, and most importantly, 

in terms of the interior articulation of spaces.   The north church of the 

Theotokos was a typical cross-in-square church   ( Figs. 12.2 – 12.3 ,  12.5 ).  15   

It was built with alternating bands of brick and ashlar stone up to circa 

5.5 meters from the fl oor. The arches and vault were constructed exclu-

sively of brick. The naos, or main part, was relatively large by middle 

Byzantine standards, measuring circa 15.5 meters from the sill of the 

western door to the inner wall of the central apse, and circa 9.4 meters 

at the full extent of the north and south cross-arms. It was divided into 

nine bays. The central bay, which was originally defi ned by four col-

umns, is the largest, measuring approximately 6 meters by 4 meters. The 

tripartite bema was located to the east of the naos. It comprised a large 

central apse, where the altar would have been, fl anked by two identi-

cal smaller apses, the prothesis to the north and the diakonikon to the 

south. The main apse was connected to the prothesis and diakonikon 

through doors in its lateral walls. To the west of the naos was the nar-

thex, a rectangular space measuring 9.1 by 3.2 meters; it is divided into 

three bays. The narthex was accessible through three doors on the west, 

of which the central one was the largest and opened into a small porch. 

 The most distinguishing feature of the church of the Theotokos was 

the six additional chapels, two at ground-level fl anking the prothesis 

and diakonikon and four on the roof ( Fig. 12.3 ). While the northern 

ground-level chapel has long since disappeared, part of the foundation 

of its apse has been excavated.  16   In the late thirteenth century, the chapel 

next to the diakonikon was incorporated into the south church to 

serve as its prothesis and was partially preserved. The four roof chapels 

survive in part. Their appearance today is largely due to the extensive 

reconstruction undertaken in the 1960s. The two western chapels were 

situated over the western corner bays of the naos. The western chapels 

were located over the diakonikon and prothesis at the east end of the 

building.   A staircase located in the square compartment in the south of 

the narthex provided access to the roof and the chapels (Fig. 12.3).  17   
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   In comparison to the north church, the plan of the south church of 

St. John differed signifi cantly ( Figs. 12.2 ,  12.4 ,  12.6 ).   This later church 

belonged to the ambulatory type, with the central bay under the dome 

separated from the rest of the church by columns and piers that cre-

ate a corridor surrounding the central bay on three sides  .  18   Its plan was 

affected by the fact that it was attached to the preexisting church of the 

Theotokos, while incorporating parts of it. 

 As it stands today, the interior of the south church’s naos gives the 

rather misleading impression of a very open space ( Fig.12.6 ). This is the 

result of alterations during the Ottoman period. The naos is a rectan-

gle, measuring 10.5 meters in length from the sill of the western door to 

the threshold of the bema, and 13.1 meters from the end of the south 

passageway to the end of the north passageway. The large central bay, 

defi ned by four piers in the corners, measures 8.1 by 7.5 meters. Between 

the piers on the north, west, and south sides were pairs of columns. All 

of them were removed after the building’s conversion into a mosque and 

replaced by large pointed arches. Nevertheless, the previous confi gura-

tion of the space is evident: on all three sides the remains of the original 

arches are visible. The masonry technique is apparent in the exposed 

interior wall surfaces. Bands from one to fi ve bricks are interspersed 

with single ashlar courses without exhibiting any regular pattern. The 

masonry turns to brick only above the marble cornice that marks the 

springing of the vaults. The bricks are long and thin, while the stones 

are roughly but regularly hewn. The interior was decorated with marble 

revetments up to the springing of the vaults, as indicated by the numer-

ous small holes in the masonry for the nails holding the marble panels 

together. The dome and the rest of the vaulting were decorated with 

mosaics. 

 Originally, the narthex in the church of St. John was truncated (8.6 by 

1.4 meters) due to the existence of the tenth-century staircase compart-

ment. A door in the west wall provided access to the narthex from the 

outer ambulatory: opposite it stands the single entrance into the naos 

of St. John. Another door to the naos was opened in the east wall of the 

tower. The narthex was crowned by a large dome. Finally, the outer ambu-

latory enveloped the complex on the south and west sides. The length of 

the south arm is approximately 22 meters; the west one approximately 

28 meters long; both are circa 3.50 meters wide. It is unclear whether the 

ambulatory extended to the north side of the complex.   
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 This brief description of the two churches in the monastery  tou Libos  

reveals the dissimilarities between them. Some of them, such as the dif-

ferences in the masonry techniques or in the decoration of the exterior 

walls, may be attributed to the distinct architectural styles of the tenth 

and thirteenth centuries. However, the fundamental differences lay in 

the architectural forms and particularly of the interior articulation of 

the two buildings. These differences refl ected the divergent functions 

of each church. But they were also the result of the negotiation between 

the wishes of the two patrons and what was theologically and socially 

acceptable. 

     The tenth-century church of the Theotokos is the earliest extant 

securely dated cross-in-square church in Constantinople.  19   Scholars 

still debate the origins of this type, which would become very popu-

lar both in the capital and the provinces in subsequent centuries. Very 

often the narratives have disintegrated into linear evolutionary formal-

ism, wherein older types beget new ones with the obligatory mediation 

of “transitional” buildings.  20   Regardless of its origins, examples of the 

type dating to as early as the eighth century are found in Bithynia, in 

northwest Asia Minor.  21   Because of its modest size and lack of internal 

divisions, the type was favored in monasteries, although there is also evi-

dence of its use in secular, specifi cally palatial contexts  .  22   

 Why did the cross-in-square type become so widespread? In part, the 

answer has to do with the particulars of the transmission of architec-

tural knowledge in medieval Byzantium.  23   A cross-in-square church did 

not pose any signifi cant structural challenges or demands beyond prac-

tical mathematics while at the same time, depending on the training and 

experience of the masons, it allowed for relatively large, tall, and elegant 

interior spaces and exterior façades. If the type was indeed transmitted 

from Constantinople and was associated with palatial structures (both 

religious and secular), an element of prestige was surely attached to it. 

 A further reason for the type’s popularity was certainly the fact that it 

provided a suitable setting for the celebration of the Divine Liturgy in the 

form that it acquired after Iconoclasm  .  24   During the Middle Byzantine 

period, and under the increased infl uence of monastic practices (which 

were, by necessity, self-contained), the Divine Liturgy   became intimate 

and introverted. All the action took place mostly inside the church, for 

the most part in the sanctuary. Two brief ritualized appearances of the 
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clergy constituted the dramatic high points of the service. Thus, during 

what became known as the First or Little Entrance, the clergy carried the 

Gospel book from the altar into the nave and then back to the altar. The 

second entrance, called the Great Entrance, consisted of transferring 

the eucharistic elements from the prothesis, the space where they had 

been prepared, to the altar, following a “U” path to the center of the 

main church and back to the sanctuary. 

 The cross-in-square type provided fi tting accommodation for these 

ritual entrances ( Fig. 12.3 ). The naos was a centralized, self-contained, 

and unifi ed space, interrupted only by the columns supporting the 

dome. The worshippers would have congregated in the corridor around 

the central bay and thus were able to see the celebration of the liturgy   

while at the same time leaving adequate space for the two processions. 

The bema, where most of the ritual took place, was visible from almost 

anywhere inside the naos. Furthermore, the clearly defi ned zones of 

holiness (sanctuary, naos, narthex on the horizontal axis) corresponded 

to the divisions of the people.  25   Because of the dome, such churches also 

had a vertical heaven-to-earth hierarchical axis often underscored by the 

iconographic program. This is not to say that other architectural types 

were not popular or even better suited for the celebration of the liturgy  . 

Nonetheless, it appears that the cross-in-square type offered an ideal 

combination of practicality in execution and suitability for ritual and 

decoration, as well as suffi cient size and prestige. 

 The north church  tou Libos      was surely an expression of such consider-

ations. It conformed to the exigencies of inherited structures pertaining 

to the accommodation of rituals and the symbolic divisions of space.   

And yet, aspects of the building manifested the wished and aspira-

tions of the patron, Constantine Lips  .   I have suggested elsewhere that 

the tombs uncovered by Macridy   in the narthex and the porch of the 

north church belonged to Constantine and members of his  family  .  26   

Most importantly, the Theotokos  tou Libos  was different from other 

comparable churches in its incorporation of six additional chapels, 

two at ground level fl anking the sanctuary and four more on the roof 

( Fig. 12.3 ). It is diffi cult to discern the function of these spaces.  27   There 

is clear evidence that most if not all chapels contained consecrated 

altars, but at least the chapels on the roof could not have been much 

frequented. Their existence should be seen as fulfi lling the wishes of 
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Constantine Lips   and associated with the Byzantine perception of the 

intercessory role of saints in a person’s salvation.  28   This is evident in the 

dedicatory inscription, parts of which still survive on the exterior walls 

of the sanctuary of the north church. From it we learn that Constantine 

offered the church to the Mother of God in the hope that she would 

grant him citizenship in heaven. This inscription also suggests that 

perhaps some of the chapels were dedicated to the Apostles.  29   Another 

source reveals that one chapel was dedicated to Saint Irene.  30   

   Let us turn now to the thirteenth-century church of Saint John 

( Fig. 12.4 ).   The ambulatory plan of this building presents some chal-

lenges when one considers the form of the liturgy  , which, as noted ear-

lier, was distinguished by a series of circular processions that started and 

ended in the sanctuary.   An opposed to a cross-in-square building, an 

ambulatory church is not well suited to this kind of ritual: the columns 

and piers that screen off the main bay not only would have inhibited 

the processional movement of the celebrants, but also hindered the view 

of the people attending the service. How then can we interpret these 

peculiarities?     

 Several scholars have traced the evolution of the ambulatory type.  31   

Apart from the fact that an evolutionary approach to Byzantine archi-

tecture has proven to be highly problematic,  32   an important functional 

aspect of the ambulatory churches in Constantinople has not been 

emphasized enough: its funerary character. Based on a theory fi rst put 

forward by Robert Ousterhout  ,  33   I have suggested that the emergence of 

the ambulatory type in the Middle and Late Byzantine period might be 

connected to its funerary function, a proposition confi rmed by some of 

the surviving ambulatory churches in Constantinople.  34     

     In the case of the monastery  tou Libos , Theodora’s foundation docu-

ment, (in Greek  typikon ), confi rms the funerary character of the church 

of St. John.  35   This document provides invaluable information regarding 

the life of the nuns and the administration of the monastery (including 

matters such as the length of the novitiate, division of labor, selection of 

the superior), along with the nuns’ liturgical duties.   More important for 

our purposes, the document makes it clear that the   church of St. John 

was to be used as the mausoleum for Theodora’s imperial family. There 

are some very specifi c instructions concerning the burials in the south 

church, including her own:
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  It is now time to be mindful of death, since there is no one “that lives and 

never sees death.” First I will make clear to my family and descendants 

my wishes concerning my own burial. The body of my daughter is 

buried to the right of the entrance to the church of [Saint John] the 

Forerunner. My tomb and that of my honored mother (for I cannot 

bear to be separated from her even after my death) should be built after 

the intervening door. In the future, any of my children or sons-in-law, 

who request during their lifetime to be laid to rest here, shall be suitably 

buried. The same shall apply to my grandsons and granddaughters, 

daughters-in-law, and the husbands of granddaughters, for all of 

whom there are to be annual commemorations. The opposite side, on 

your left as you leave for the old church of the Virgin, will be totally 

reserved for whatever purpose desired by my son the emperor.  36    

 From the information in the  typikon  and later sources we can compile a 

list of people buried in the monastery  tou Libos .   They included Theodora’s 

mother and Anna  , her daughter;  37     Constantine  , the younger brother of 

Andronikos II who died in 1304;  38   Eirene  , fi rst wife of Andronikos III, 

who died in1324;  39   Andronikos II   himself who died in 1332;  40   and Anna  , 

the Russian fi rst wife of John VIII Palaiologos, who died in 1418.  41   A 

funerary stele now in the Istanbul Archaeological Museum depicting a 

nun called Maria  , “the faithful sebaste and a daughter of Palaiologos” 

might have come from the monastery  tou Libos .  42   Evidently the south 

church was a popular place, since twelve masonry tombs and two ossu-

aries were discovered in the naos along with the seven masonry tombs 

located in the outer ambulatory.     

   Other ambulatory churches in Constantinople exhibit a similarly 

pronounced funerary character.     The church of Theotokos Peribleptos 

was built by Romanos III Argyros   (1028–1034) ( Fig. 12.7 );  43   shortly 

thereafter an adjoining monastery was added. Romanos   was buried in 

the church of Peribleptos. Later, Nikephoros III Botaniates   (1078–1081) 

restored the monastery and was also buried in the church. The exact 

location of the two tombs is unclear, but some information comes 

from Ruy Gonz á lez de Clavijo  , the Spanish ambassador who went to 

Constantinople in 1403 and visited the church of Peribleptos. Clavijo 

narrates that:     

  In the body of the church are fi ve altars, and the body itself is a round 

hall, very big and tall, and it is supported on jasper [columns] of 

different colors; . . . This hall is enclosed all round by three aisles which 
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are joined to it, and the ceiling of the hall and the aisles is one and the 

same, and is completely wrought in rich mosaic. And at the end of the 

church, on the left side, was a big tomb of colored jasper wherein lies 

the said Emperor Romanus.  44   And they say that this tomb was once 

covered with gold and set with many precious stones, but that when, 

ninety years ago [ sic ], the Latins won the city, they robbed this tomb. 

And in this church was another big tomb of jasper in which lay another 

emperor.  45    

 According to Clavijo the tomb of Romanos   was located in the north 

arm of the church’s ambulatory; the second tomb was undoubtedly that 

of Nikephoros Botaniates  .   Based on Clavijo’s description, Cyril Mango   

suggested that the church was of the ambulatory type.  46   The original 

building has disappeared but a recent investigation was carried out after 

a fi re had exposed some vaulted substructures: these were surveyed and 

photographed.  47   Based on the plan of the substructures one can very 

 12.7.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Theotokos Peribleptos, circa 1028–1034. After F.  Ö zg ü m ü  s Ç , 

“Peribleptos, Sulu, monastery in Istanbul,”  Byzantinische Zeitschrift  93, 2000, plan 2. Reproduced 

with permission of the author.  
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easily suggest that Peribleptos was indeed an ambulatory church, where 

at least one of the imperial tombs was placed in the ambulatory in a 

fashion not unlike the church of St. John  tou Libos .  48     

   The church of St. George  ton Manganon  ( Fig. 12.8 ) was built by 

emperor Constantine IX Monomachos   (r. 1042–1055), third husband 

of the empress Zoe.  49   Unfortunately only some substructures survive of 

this famous foundation. Mamboury   suggested that the church was of 

the ambulatory type, although other reconstructions are also possible. 

Constantine Monomachos   was buried in his foundation and close to his 

tomb he placed a sarcophagus for his mistress Skleraina  .    50      

   The katholikon of the Pammakaristos monastery also belongs to the 

ambulatory type and although some of its features are still debated, there 

is a general consensus that it is a Komnenian construction ( Fig. 12.9 ).  51   

From a now lost inscription we know that the church was built by a cer-

tain John Komnenos   and his wife Anna Doukaina  .  52   From a description 

 12.8.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Saint George ton Manganon, circa 1042–1057. Redrawn from E. 

Mamboury and R. Demangel,  Le quartier des Manganes et la premi   è   re r   é   gion de Constantinople , Paris, 

1939, pl. V.  

              

       



Vasileios Marinis352 cdf

of Pammakaristos contained in a document now in the Trinity College 

Library at Cambridge, it is very clear that the main church was used as 

a resting place for the founder’s family.  53   The document is vague about 

the exact location of the tombs  54   but the arrangement would have been 

similar to the south church  tou Libos .      

 12.9.      Istanbul (Constantinople), Theotokos Pammakaristos, twelfth century and later. Redrawn 

after H. Belting, C. Mango, D. Mouriki,  The Mosaics and Frescoes of St. Mary Pammakaristos (Fethiye 

Camii) at Istanbul , Washington, DC, 1978, fi g. 1.  
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   This brief survey of some ambulatory churches in Constantinople 

indicates that there are good reasons to link the plan with churches 

of predominantly funerary character.  55   But still, why the choice of this 

specifi c spatial arrangement to accommodate tombs? Burials occurred 

inside churches throughout the empire, despite explicit canonical pro-

hibition against the practice.  56   Very often this prohibition was circum-

vented by confi ning the tombs to spaces of secondary symbolic, liturgical, 

and spiritual importance, such as narthexes, chapels, crypts, and outer 

ambulatories as was the case with the tombs of the Lips Family in the 

church of the Theotokos. The narthex, for example, was not considered 

as holy as the naos or the sanctuary.  57   However, only rarely do we fi nd 

burials inside the naos, as it is the case with St. John  tou Libos .  58     

 I consider this another case of the negotiation between overarching 

structures (in this case the canonical framework regulating the func-

tion of a church, including the prohibition of burials) and personal 

agency – specifi cally Theodora  ’s desire to secure for herself and some 

members of her family the most spiritually benefi cial burial location. 

Scholars have interpreted burials inside churches as the continuation 

of early Christian  ad sanctos  burials, and connected it with the relics of 

martyrs deposited under the altar during the consecration ceremony.  59   

However, there may have been a different reason for this practice. First, 

the souls of the deceased were believed to benefi t from the prayers of 

monastics and visitors and from the frequent celebration of the liturgy  , 

in addition to regular memorial services.  60   The eagerness to preserve the 

memory of the deceased and to encourage prayer on his or her behalf 

is evident in the decoration of tombs. Although there is little evidence 

left in St. John,  61   the partially preserved tombs in the parekklesion of 

the Chora monastery (Kariye M ü zesi) offer some parallels: the tombs 

included funerary portraits, sculpted decorative frames, and extensive 

inscriptions that addressed the viewer directly and ask him or her for 

prayers on behalf of the souls of the deceased  .  62   By virtue of their promi-

nent position inside the naos, the fi gural and textual decoration of the 

St. John  tou Libos  tombs intended to take advantage of both the regular 

attendants and occasional visitors to the church. In addition, the loca-

tion of the tombs was another instance of the Byzantine preoccupation 

with proximity to holiness. The ambulatory created a space that could 

easily accommodate tombs and sarcophagi inside the naos and close 

to the bema, the holiest part of the church. In fact, Theodora  ’s tomb, 
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which according to the  typikon  was located in the southeastern arcoso-

lium in the church of St. John, was the one closest to the sanctuary.  63   At 

the same time, the main liturgical area – the central bay and the bema – 

remained separate. There is another reason for this separation of spaces, 

one connected with the practicalities of memorial rituals.   Memorial 

services usually took place alongside the tombs, and the ambulatory 

created the necessary space for the people to congregate around them. 

Following a process of creating zones of differing spiritual importance 

and function, the columns and piers in the naos of St. John separate 

spaces that served different purposes, with the liturgical core isolated 

from the funerary ambulatory. Therefore, the ambulatory plan, at least 

in Constantinople, can be interpreted as a solution that accommodated 

the juxtaposition of liturgical and funeral spaces within the same build-

ing. The distinction of these spaces was apparently very desirable.   

 Another functional and symbolic distinction of spaces occurred 

with the construction of the outer ambulatory. Even given the privi-

leged position of any tomb inside a church, there existed degrees of 

importance associated with location. Annexed structures, whether 

exonarthexes, ambulatories, or lateral aisles, built anew or added to 

preexisting buildings, were very common in the Palaiologan architec-

ture of the capital and its sphere of infl uence. The obvious purpose of 

the outer ambulatory in the monastery  tou Libos  was to provide space 

for further burials.  64   The burial niches are set into the thickness of the 

wall, and from the masonry it is evident that all of them were part of the 

original planning.   The funerary character of such spaces is reinforced 

by the primary sources.   Thus, the twelfth-century  typikon  of the con-

vent of the Mother of God Kecharitomene in Constantinople offered 

these instructions concerning the descendants of its founder, Empress 

Eirene Doukaina:    

  If ever any of our daughters or daughters-in-law or even of our 

granddaughters, to whom the  ephoreia  of the convent has been assigned 

and the use of the more sumptuous buildings, should choose to be 

buried in this convent (for it is not unreasonable to discuss this also), 

this will be possible for her if she has assumed the monastic habit, but 

not at all otherwise, and she will have a place in the exonarthex for 

the burial of her remains, making her own tomb according to her own 

wishes.  65      
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 Analogous directives concerning the burial and memorial service – 

this time of monks – in the exonarthex are given in the twelfth-century 

 typikon  of Athanasios Philanthropenos   for the monastery of St. Mamas 

in Constantinople  .  66   

   Because much of the archaeological evidence for the tombs at the 

monastery  tou Libos  has disappeared, it is impossible to know if the outer 

ambulatory was constructed after all the tombs within the church of 

St. John were fi lled. I believe that this was not necessarily the case. The 

outer ambulatory accommodated tombs of persons who were impor-

tant, but not as important as the ones inside the naos: this is evident 

from the surviving fragments of the decoration of the tombs. The arco-

solium of Theodora  ’s tomb was decorated with her mosaic portrait.  67   

However, all the decoration that has survived in the outer ambulatory is 

in fresco,  68   which was less expensive. It appears that the tombs located 

there were not considered as privileged as the ones inside the church 

because they were not located so close to the altar. Textual evidence also 

confi rms this distinction: Constantine, the younger son of Theodora  , 

a rather shady character, was condemned and imprisoned in 1293 and 

died in 1304. The relevant passage from the historian Pachymeres   men-

tions that Constantine “was buried like the common men in the outer-

most tombs [of the monastery  tou Libos ].”  69     The liturgical use of these 

spaces corroborates the idea that they were considered of lesser impor-

tance. According to monastic  typika , some minor service, such as com-

pline, were celebrated in narthexes and outer narthexes.  70   

 In conclusion, in both the church of the Theotokos and that of St. 

John at the monastery  tou Libos ,   the arrangement of spaces was the 

product of a negotiation between the beliefs and desires of the patrons 

and socio-cultural structures that dictated what was required and per-

missible in a church. Furthermore, architecture was used functionally 

and symbolically to indicate degrees of importance. Principal services 

were celebrated and eminent people were buried inside the churches; 

minor services and less important people found their place in the outer 

ambulatory.   

 The Byzantine world view was informed by a complex set of beliefs 

expressed in an intricate array of rituals that took place in a specifi c 

architectural setting. Belief is abstract and diffi cult to gauge, whether 

in the past or the present; ritual, while more recoverable, nevertheless 
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remains elusive. Architecture, as the locus of so much ritual practice 

in Byzantine society, can help us recreate, however imperfectly, ritual 

customs that have otherwise left no trace; by extension, it can help us 

gauge the beliefs that underpinned those rituals. Often these three 

areas – belief, ritual, architecture – are dealt with as separate subjects or 

their affi nities are denigrated by an explain-all “form follows function” 

formula. In the case of Byzantium, as in other cultures, belief, ritual, 

and architecture were intrinsically interdependent. The subtleties and 

ramifi cations of their interaction repay close attention.  
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365

     AFTERWORD   

    Bonna D.   Wescoat     and     Robert G.   Ousterhout    

   The construction of sanctity through architecture within the early his-

torical cultures of the Eastern Mediterranean forms the main theme of 

the essays in this volume. We take construction of sanctity in its dual 

sense to mean the way in which ancient and medieval patrons, archi-

tects, and masons physically shaped the environment in sacred cause, 

as well as in a metaphorical sense as the way in which ideas and situ-

ations generated by the built environment contributed to the cultural 

formulation of the sacred. Both meanings presuppose intimate human 

participation, and each informs the other. For the latter sense, human 

engagement in a sacred context fi nds its most recognizable expression 

through cult practice, which consists principally of structurally orga-

nized, repeated, privileged, performed actions or rites that signal to all 

involved that engagement with the divinity has been properly trans-

acted; in a word, rituals.  1   

 Ritual actions stand in service of belief; they are a constitutive part 

of religion. As Smith   succinctly explains, “Ritual is, fi rst and foremost, 

a mode of paying attention.”  2   Throughout the Orthodox Christian lit-

urgy  , for example, the offi ciant reminds the congregation of this fact: 

“Let us be attentive,” he instructs. In the cases discussed in this volume, 

architecture serves as a “focusing lens” – to use Smith  ’s terminology, 

although in many instances the relationship of action to setting is far 

from clear. Sometimes we have precise accounts of ritual movements 

that can be tied to specifi c places and buildings, such as that provided by 

the  typikon  of a Byzantine monastery or by the text of a pilgrims’ guide. 
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In other instances actions may be inferred from physical evidence that 

appears – at least to our eyes and minds – heightened or to stand out 

of the ordinary, as at the Theatral Circle at Samothrace or the monu-

mental stairs of so many ancient Greek sanctuaries. Without doubt, in 

the cultures under consideration here, events that may be defi ned as 

rituals occurred in contexts other than the sacred, and no doubt many 

actions in addition to those that can be called rituals occurred within 

sanctifi ed spaces. Indeed, private rituals of worship occurred within 

domestic settings during all periods under consideration. Markets and 

fairs overlapped temporally and spatially with religious festivals; sacred 

settings could also be employed for not-so-sacred activities. One need 

think, admittedly anachronistically, of St. Paul’s in London, which out-

side of service became a thoroughfare and a market. Moreover, as Rose   

makes clear in his essay, sacred rituals conducted within sacred space 

may be inextricably intertwined with political, social, and cultural aims.  3   

While all of the authors of this volume would agree that neither ritual 

nor sacred space is a neatly bounded concept, our focus has been the 

sacred aspects of sacred spaces that can be recognized and understood 

as such. 

 The architectural investigations offered here are micro-histories. As 

the authors point out in a range of ways, architecture is site-specifi c and 

ritual is situational. They attempt to explain the sacred parameters of 

particular spatial or architectural phenomena found in the archaeolog-

ical and architectural record of particular places. Taken together, these 

studies may begin to shape a dialogue that returns place to the center 

of studies regarding sacred experience, regardless of whether that expe-

rience was pagan, Christian, or Jewish. Although the case studies span 

multiple religious traditions over two millennia, certain themes recur 

with such frequency that they take on a defi ning function in our under-

standing of the construction of sanctity. They are worthy of review. 

  Shaped Actions: The Passage of the Body and Eye.  In the fi rst 

chapter to this volume, Ja ś  Elsner   warns of the dangers of inferring 

actions from architectural forms: “the material cultural frame of a rit-

ual center – architectural, topographic, decorative – may offer no clues 

at all as to what people choose to do liturgically with it.” To be sure, the 

confi guration of solids and voids will not ever allow us to recover all the 

actions that ever took place within sacred spaces, especially in places 

              

       



Afterword 367cef

of great accumulation. But “no clues at all” stands counter to the very 

nature of architecture, which, although itself chiefl y static, exists and 

serves to shape human actions. Ritual actions, while hardly exclusive 

to sacred contexts, lie at their core. It is thus no surprise that almost 

every paper presented here concentrates on movement and encounter 

within the architectural environment. Although not articulated as such, 

most of the essays have the phenomenological basis that architecture 

is understood through experience and that the two are not only insep-

arable but also mutually transformative.  4   The authors explore their 

 interconnectedness through a full range of sensory apprehensions. 

 Thus Hollinshead   begins her discussion of monumental stairs with 

the weight of the body and the tread of a foot; the difference of feeling 

and of seeing in the acts of going up or going down. In her overview of 

monumental stairs and ramps in Greek sanctuaries, she demonstrates 

just how tactile the management of the celebratory crowd would have 

been. Miles   tracks Pausanias   along the monument-littered 22-kilometer 

road between Eleusis and the City Eleusinion, the termini of which are 

framed by twin propyla. The physical and visual experience engendered 

by gathering in an architecturally constructed circle within the entrance 

of the Sanctuary of the Great Gods interests Wescoat  . Rose   recreates 

the route of the ancient tour guide around the highly charged memory 

monuments of Troy reinvented at Ilion. Perry   notes the formidable role 

of the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus as the ending point of tri-

umphal procession   and the starting point of the religious procession 

inaugurating the  Ludi Romani     . Yasin   asserts that we may understand the 

confi guration of the Late Antique martyria that explicitly separate altar 

and relic only by connecting the pilgrims’ twin experiences of physical 

passage and lines of sight. The portable Tabernacle  , with its capacity 

to reformulate place, provides for Branham   a model for mapping new 

territory, juxtaposing representational space with performance. And as 

Marinis   makes clear, Byzantine church design provides unobstructed 

space to accommodate the processional entrances of the liturgy   while 

allowing clear observation by the congregation. 

  Reciprocity of Architecture and Ritual, or Space, Building and 

Place.  By framing topography and shaping space, sacred architecture 

can establish the conditions for religious ritual; the two are, as Rose   says, 

mutually reinforcing. But each site examined here differs in signifi cant 
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ways; this point come through forcefully in Ousterhout  ’s comparison 

of the Holy Sepulchre   and the Hagia Sophia  , and in turn the places of 

Jerusalem and Constantinople. In the cultures under consideration, 

there is a clear language of sacred architecture. While the component 

forms do not differ so markedly from those used in secular architecture, 

in one or more categories of placement, composition, scale, material, 

elaboration, or decoration, they communicate a sacred or ritual setting. 

We have come to have such clear assumptions and can so readily recog-

nize a sacred “constellation” of features that sometimes that which is 

right before our eyes, so to speak, goes unrecognized.  Ć ur č i ć   ’s paper, for 

example, asks us to look again at some standard features of Byzantine 

architecture and architectural decoration as signifi ers of divine light. 

While not every dogtooth brick band or every zigzag pattern would fi t 

the bill, he argues convincingly that in select instances these decorative 

details should be read symbolically.   Similarly, Wescoat   argues for spe-

cial meanings of interiority and regeneration associated with the use of 

the Corinthian order at Samothrace. Again, not every application of the 

Corinthian order should be interpreted in this way, but its unique usage 

and special position in the Sanctuary of the Great Gods call out for spe-

cial consideration.   

  Social and Spatial Boundaries.  Just as there were zones of increas-

ingly sacred character and increasingly limited access at the Temple of 

Jerusalem, similar zones appear in many of the sites discussed here. In 

the church of the Monastery  tou Libos  discussed by Marinis  , these zones 

may be understood in relationship to both the liturgy   and to the priv-

ileged burials within the complex. In other examples, the distinction is 

between space within and space without, and efforts to fi nd meaning in 

architecture often center on the negotiation of boundaries. One way to 

construct sanctity is to set it apart. The root of the word temenos (sacred 

precinct) is in  temenein .  5   As with the Holy of Holies in the Temple, the 

bema of a Byzantine church or the naos of a pagan temple were areas of 

limited, privileged access. The threshold marks a zone of liminality. To 

be able to enter that space was a mark of status. In a like manner, cutting 

oneself off from the larger world and forging an alternate sacred com-

munity involves the establishment of boundaries. This is certainly what 

happens in the Theatral Circle   on Samothrace. In contrast, the Sacred 

Way between Athens and Eleusis and its framing propyla, are overtly 
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part of the urban fabric. While the propyla mark the transitions into 

temenoi, the road itself is a public thoroughfare; it becomes sacred space 

through its active engagement in processions. Processions similarly con-

nected the churches of Byzantine Constantinople  . While monasteries or 

churches marked sacred space, set off and treated differently from the 

world outside, they could be linked by means of ritual procession into 

a web of sanctity. The Great Palace   formed a separate, isolated zone of 

sanctity within the city, highlighted by its chapels, its relics, and the cer-

emonies that bound them together; clearly part of its sacred aura came 

from its isolation from the rest of the city. 

  Construction of a Sacred Topography.  In the cultures under 

 discussion, sacred experience can be linked directly to the extraordinary 

nature of a place. In the late nineteenth century, the Anatolian archaeol-

ogist and religious historian Sir William M. Ramsay had associated the 

concept of  religious awe  with special localities marked by distinctive nat-

ural features. As places that communicated with the divine, oracles were 

often associated with topographical phenomena. Similar themes emerge 

in the writings of Rudolph Otto  , Emile Durkheim  , and Mircea Eliade  . 

There are places on earth where natural forces interact to exude a numi-

nosity, and we might argue that Samothrace is one such place – or at least 

this is how it was perceived in Antiquity. In opposition to this view – and 

in specifi c reference to Eliade  , Smith   argues that sanctity is a political 

construct. Following his argument, we might post the question, is place 

inherently sacred, or is it made sacred by human response? Some places 

came to be regarded as sacred by the occurrence of an event regarded as 

holy, such as the sites of Christ’s Crucifi xion   and Resurrection  , or the 

place where the ascetic St. Symeon the Stylite lived atop his column. 

In these and other examples, architecture plays a signifi cant role. Both 

received distinctive architectural frameworks to heighten the experience 

of the place, such that architecture  becomes  place. Elsewhere, in many 

religious contexts, a sacred presence might have been introduced into 

an architectural setting by the mortal remains of a holy fi gure, as at the 

tomb of Felix at Nola   addressed by Yasin, or in a unique Jewish example 

discussed by Magness  , the enigmatic bone deposit at the synagogue of 

Dura Europos  . 

 Architecture may be used to both frame the experience of place and to 

establish between reciprocity between places that frame ritual experience. 
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In offering a new reconstruction for the Propylon to the Eleusinion in 

Athens, Miles   shows just how closely connected the two entrances ter-

mini graphically demonstrates the way in which architecture and its 

decoration mirrored.     Rose  , too, notes the “related design strategies” tap-

ping into the ancestral past at work on the Athenian Acropolis and the 

Ilion’s Athenaion and ties them to the shared Panathenaic festival and 

the structurally related traditions of the  arrhephoroi      in Athens and the 

Lokrian Maidens   at Ilion    . 

  History and Memory.  History and memory are powerful and essen-

tial instruments in the architect’s toolbox. For architecture to signify, it 

must appeal to shared instincts and experiences, even when exploring 

new territory. For ritual to mean anything, there has to be a collective 

memory of the action and its signifi cance, even as it is reconstituted with 

each enactment. Both are simultaneously fi xed and protean. Visual asso-

ciations, historical appeal, and cues to memory form central themes in 

several of the papers presented here.         Memory and historicism play a crit-

ical role in the crafting of sacred spaces investigated by all of the authors 

working in the Roman period. Miles   points to the intense historicism 

of the Second Sophistic   as a guiding idea in forging ritual experience 

between the gates of the Eleusinian sanctuaries, with the Athenian kary-

atids mirroring their sacred sisters in Eleusis. Twenty-two kilometers 

and six centuries separate the Propylaia on the Athenian Acropolis and 

the Greater Propylaia at Eleusis, but shared architectural forms collapses 

the distance conceptually and binds the two places; the iconography 

of the Lesser Propylaia and the new gate to the City Eleusinion erected 

in the second half of the second century  C.E . employ the same iconogra-

phy (here separated by only two centuries) to remind the participants of 

where they are and what the cult offers.         

 Rose   traverses an even greater panorama, exploring the weave of 

the ritual-historical ties between Ilion, Athens, and Rome through the 

invention, replication, and manipulation of architecture, landscape, and 

cult. For Perry  , the sanctity of the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus 

resides in the premise that the building, in each of its incarnations, 

recaptures enough of the original form to physically tie the building to 

the sacred foundations of the city. That it actually looked “the same” 

was, as Perry   demonstrates, far less important than the idea that it could 

be relied upon to encapsulate the historical memory and tradition of 
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Rome. The portable Jewish Tabernacle   holds the collective memory of 

the house of Israel, transforming each place it rests into the sacred cen-

ter of the tribe. Allusions to Tabernacle   sacrifi ce   and sacrifi cial imagery 

(either in metaphor or paint), become, for Branham  , a way for Jewish 

religious communities to map their post-Temple identity in meaningful 

historical terms. 

 On the opposite side of the spectrum, the fi xed and immutable loci of 

the events of the Christian passion form the historical armature for the 

sanctity of place in Jerusalem  , as Ousterhout   demonstrates. Of course, 

not all appeals to memory need be historically based; architects in the 

premodern Mediterranean rely on the powerful adhesive of familiarity 

to fi x recognizable actions, utterances, and forms into powerful new 

confi gurations in sacred landscapes. The monumental staircases of 

Hellenistic Greek sanctuaries both generate and facilitate procession; 

and when they are empty, the bear the memory of the processions past 

and those to come. In sum, by framing actions and creating social envi-

ronments, architecture shapes and maintains memory. 

  Iconography and Signifi ers.  If spaces were crafted with the express 

and nonneutral aim of shaping sacred experience in sacred settings of 

the eastern Mediterranean, the manner in which the framing walls, col-

onnades, windows and doors were adorned was equally, and to modern 

eyes, more obviously charged. Studies of pagan, Jewish, and Christian 

sacred iconography are legion, but the authors in this volume bring new 

vigor to the enterprise by concentrating more specifi cally on the interac-

tion of iconography, space, and movement. Perhaps the most overt dec-

laration of iconography interacting both with place and participants can 

be found in the karyatids representing Eleusinian priestesses that mir-

ror the procession of worshippers entering the sacred precincts of the 

City Eleusinion and the Sanctuary of Demeter at Eleusis, which Miles   

discusses. Equally declarative are the symbols of the cult –  myrtle, wheat  , 

boukrania  , kistai  , plemochoai  , phialai   – displaying in stone above the 

entrances the same objects that were plied back and forth by the cult per-

sonnel and participants. For Wescoat  , it is the act of departing through 

the remarkable Corinthian   fa ç ade of the Propylon of Ptolemy II in the 

Sanctuary of the Great Gods that gives the order meaning. Similarly, 

Magness   and Branham   focus on the direct interaction of iconic imagery 

with the liturgical space of the early synagogue. In so doing Magness   
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stands in sharp opposition to Elsner  ’s pessimism that the focus on 

priestly rituals in the Dura   paintings may have no connection with the 

activities within the building. 

 Other instances of iconographic signifi ers may be more abstract (to 

our eyes) but no less powerful, especially when surrounding windows and 

doors, the most volatile parts of a sacred structure.  Ć ur č i ć   , in an extraor-

dinary bold stroke, locates powerful theological meaning in one of the 

most ubiquitous decorative forms of Byzantine architecture, which he 

has now named “radiant light.” Magness   combines the painted imagery 

surrounding the Torah Shrine   at Dura   with the inscriptions on ceiling 

tiles to demonstrate priestly infl uence and connecting that, in turn, with 

the potential for apocalyptic expectations. Ousterhout   reveals the way 

the Hagia Sophia itself becomes the sacred object, even an iconic image. 

While containing no signifi cant relic and commemorating no impor-

tant event, by dint of its audacious architectural expression, it came to 

be venerated by pilgrims. Implicit in all essays stands the notion that 

iconography facilitates the formation of cultural and religious identity; 

Branham   draws these ideas out by exploring the way in which the strat-

egy of mapping sacrifi ce   from one object, person, or place to another 

transforms, reorients, and recreates early Christian and Jewish “theolog-

ical cartography.” 

  Architecture and Ritual Accoutrement.  Architecture does not oper-

ate independently of the humans who animate it and the accoutrement 

they use to communicate and accomplish sacred acts. The papers pre-

sented here do not focus on the archaeological accoutrement of cult, 

but in certain instances, the intersection of cult objects in archaeolog-

ical contexts provides essential evidence for interpreting sacred space. 

In establishing the evidentiary base for hero-worship at Ilion from the 

inception of the Iron Age city, Rose   points to the geometric pottery 

assemblages that signal feasting on circular platforms hard up against 

the Bronze Age wall of Troy.   Miles   combines the archaeological evi-

dence for the ritual vessels known as  plemochoai  discovered in the City 

Eleusinion with the iconography of the Ninnion plaque and the repre-

sentation of  plemochoai  on propylaia at both ends of the Sacred Way to 

establish a greater claim for the vessel in the rituals of the cult.   Wescoat   

seeks to make sense of the extraordinary quantity of curiously shaped 

conical bowls found in the region of the Theatral Complex as evidence 
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for cult activity in the entrance complex in the Sanctuary of the Great 

Gods. In a quite different trajectory, the lost accoutrement of ancient 

Jewish sacrifi ce   – altar, thymiaterion, and incense – resurfaces metaphor-

ically in the virtuous bodies of Christian widows and virgins. 

  Buildings, Actions, and Texts.  The authors refrain from engaging 

the once popular and largely rhetorical strategy of ‘reading’ the build-

ing. As architectural historians, they appreciate that the act of reading 

a text is fundamentally different from the experience of architecture, 

which requires a radically different engagement with time, motion, and 

sensory perception.  6    Ć ur č i ć   ’s contribution most closely approaches 

Elsner  ’s urging to look again to the ancient texts “as a series of theo-

logical proposals instantiated through liturgical performance and rit-

ual artifacts.” The nature of biblical theophany in both Old   and New 

Testaments   forms the theological proposal that  Ć ur č i ć    fi nds instanti-

ated in the three-dimensional “radiant frieze” framing fi rst painted pro-

grams and ultimately windows, doors, and the upper zone of Byzantine 

churches. Rabbinical texts provide the theological framework within 

which Magness   debunks notions that human bones in all contexts were 

impure. Yasin   charts the transformations in the early Medieval sacred 

landscape at Cimitile/Nola  , with its dual sacred focal points through 

the synchronized evidences of architectural forms, Paulinus’s   writings, 

and the inscriptions embedded in the fabric of the complex, which give 

directions to the pilgrims as to how to move, and where to look. The 

repeated textual invocation of sameness presented by ancient authors, 

set against literary description and archaeological evidence, leads Perry   

to question what is meant by sameness in a sacred context of the Temple 

of Jupiter Optimus Maximus, and why being the same matters to the 

construction of sanctity in Rome’s oldest and most defi ning temple. 

Mining the  typikon  for religious establishments allows Marinis   to iden-

tify the primary function of certain establishments, such as the church 

of St. John at the monastery  tou Libos     , and from there to conclusions 

regarding the divergent architectural designs within the monastery. 

  Architectural Process and the Cumulative Aspect of Sanctity.  By 

and large, our way of understanding architecture centers on its culmi-

nating moment; we often cannot resist fi nding the accomplished pro-

gram within the germinating idea. The classical Athenian Acropolis 

stands as a case in point, for the monuments are so artfully related that 
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scholars fi nd it hard to resist the idea that they must all have been part 

of a fully articulated ingenious master plan conceived c. 449  B.C.E. , which 

was then faithfully executed over the second half of the fi fth century, 

despite war, plague, and changing fi nancial circumstances. However, 

the authors of this volume repeatedly point out the cumulative nature 

of architectural thinking and practice. As one architectural idea builds 

upon another, ritual experience is shaped and recrafted. The several 

monumental stairs and stoas at Lindos and Kos   developed over two cen-

turies; similarly, the full potential of a seamless grandstand and closed 

orchestra in the Theatral Circle   at Samothrace was not realized until 

after the open plan had been built and experienced. The monuments 

and memorials that form the “fi ngerposts” for Eleusis accumulate over 

centuries to shape the path of the second century  C.E . initiate; those that 

defi ne “Holy Troy  ” reach back to the Bronze Age. 

 With the striking exception of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople (an 

outrageously bold and theoretically engendered project), Early Christian 

and Byzantine sacred places are in a constant state of architectural accu-

mulation. With each addition or revision we witness a combination of 

practical response to circumstance (the pilgrims need to venerate the 

dead or witness the eucharist), a striving to defi ne an idea (how to cre-

ate the right spiritual conditions for witness; how to combine the polar 

experiences of eucharist and saint veneration), and the intense desire to 

lay claim to sacred experience. Paulinus  , in fact, celebrates the virtue of 

accumulation by adding halls, joining buildings, and giving directions 

to the pilgrims that emphasize the rich experience of passing through 

and visually enjoying the several conjoined sacred spaces. The architec-

ture of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre   hardly survives the trauma of 

its accumulated sacredness. The point is that very few constructions of 

sanctity are found to be suffi ciently perfect in the experiences and minds 

of their users to remain untouched. They do not hold satisfaction for 

very long; not because they are incomplete ideas or inferior executions 

but because the construction of sanctity cannot remain static. It exists 

in a constant state of revalorization, accomplished by the reenactment 

of rituals as part of religious expression and by the need to take owner-

ship of sacred place and experience as a socially (Burkert   would argue 

biologically) defi ning aspect of being human.  7   Our interpretations, of 

course, contribute to that revalorization.  
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    Notes 

  1.     Much of Kyriakidis 2007 is devoted to the question of defi ning ritual, with very 
different views proposed. Elsner, here, addresses the fundamental concerns, 
and while he comes down on the somewhat more pessimistic side, we favor the 
more optimistic, e.g, Renfrew ( 2007 ). While fully recognizing that ritual plays a 
signifi cant cultural role in nonsacred settings (we have all just fi nished witness-
ing the inauguration of the forty-fourth president of the United States), it is 
possible to distinguish between daily habits and customs, on the one hand, and 
ritual actions, on the other.  

  2.     Smith  1987 , pp. 103–4.  
  3.     In his essay, Elsner notes the ritualization of things other than the sacred, e.g., 

power.  
  4.     The concept has a rich philosophical tradition explored by M. Heidigger and 

H.-G. Gadamer, but as Lindsay Jones ( 2000  p. 45) writes, “Whether deriving 
this insight from [R.] Ingarden, [H.-G.] Gadamer, reader-response criticism, or 
elsewhere, we need to accept the profound ramifi cations of conceiving of peo-
ples’ interactions with architectural works as dynamic, open-ended, interactive 
processes (or events) in which both buildings and beholders make substantial 
contributions and both are signifi cantly transformed.”  

  5.     Note the important study by Branham  1992 .  
  6.     See Lefebvre  1991 , pp. 7, 143–4; Sullivan  1990 . Reviewed by Jones  2000 , pp. 

121–33.  
  7.     Burkert  1996 .  
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