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Abstract 
 
The central material studied in this thesis is a representative group of the earliest 

surviving Christian icons from the collection of St Catherine’s Monastery in Sinai, 

all dated to the sixth or seventh centuries.   These are discussed specifically in 

relation to their possible sources within the preceding Greco-Roman tradition of 

portraiture.   While each of these sources is important to a full understanding of the 

Sinai icons’ visual languages, original functions and meanings, they have not 

previously been analysed alongside each other in a single study.   By doing so, the 

aim is to reconstruct a more complete artistic context for the icons’ production, as 

well as to arrive at a fuller understanding of the historical, social and religious factors 

that would have conditioned their reception.   Three categories of portrait-image are 

critically considered as possible sources for the Sinai icons in terms of technique, 

style, iconography and function:  Roman imperial portraiture (from the first to the 

sixth centuries);  the funerary portraiture of Roman Egypt (first to third centuries);  

and the corpus of sacred pinakes or ‘pagan icons’ produced in the Fayum region of 

Egypt (mainly second century).    

 

Following the Introduction in which recent scholarly literature on the topic is 

critically assessed and definitions of key terms are given, the opening chapter 

presents a detailed visual analysis of each of the eight selected Sinai icons.   

Questions of dating and geographical attribution are addressed, with previous 

proposals either revised or confirmed. 

 

In Chapter Two, Roman imperial portraiture is discussed, principally in terms of its 

meanings and functions, and comparisons are made with early portraits of Christ.   

Questions of the construction of likeness, and the complex relationship between a 

portrait (whether of an emperor or of Christ) and its prototype, are addressed.   It is 

argued that while early Christian portraits did adopt various elements of imperial 

iconography to convey a message of universal authority, at the same time they 

performed functions which were not shared by imperial portraits – for example, 

participating in intercessory and anagogical prayer. 
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Chapter Three analyses the techniques and styles used in the corpus of Romano-

Egyptian ‘mummy-portraits’, with correspondences and differences highlighted 

between these and the early Sinai icons, and also discusses the question of whether 

portrait-mummies performed a devotional function comparable to that of early 

Christian icons.   To this end, importance is again given to the question of the 

relationship between a portrait-mummy and its prototype (the soul of the deceased), 

as well as questions of audience, display and reception.   On the basis of this 

discussion it is argued that the portraits participated in a reciprocal ‘exchange of 

gazes’ with their intended viewers, and that this is likely to have been a key factor in 

the reception of some of the Sinai icons as well. 

 

Chapter Four discusses the smaller extant corpus of painted panels depicting pagan 

deities, produced in the Fayum concurrently with the portrait-mummies.   Some 

striking correspondences in terms of physical construction, technique and style are 

drawn between these and the early Sinai icons, and literary evidence is adduced to 

elucidate the role of the artist’s phantasia, or faculty of visualisation, in the 

construction of the likenesses of both pagan deities and Christian saints. 

 

In sum, it is argued that the formal characteristics of the early Sinai icons can all be 

derived from the non-Christian portrait-categories discussed above;  however, these 

forms were employed in the service of an expanded range of devotional functions in 

a Christian context.   In particular, the early Sinai icons invited a new mode of 

reception, characterised by an interpersonal, prayerful exchange with an icon’s 

prototype(s), which the portrait-image both stimulated and channelled. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

The earliest surviving Christian icons continue to pose major challenges of 

interpretation.   Since their publication in the mid-twentieth century, the sixth- and 

seventh-century icons from the collection of the Monastery of St Catherine, Sinai, 

which form the central material of this thesis, have been rightly acclaimed by 

Byzantine scholars as seminal examples of the nascent Byzantine icon tradition.
1
   

However, this thesis will focus on the artistic roots of these paintings – their 

indebtedness to various sources within the preceding Greco-Roman tradition of 

portraiture – rather than on their relationship to the later development of the 

Byzantine icon.   This focus has been chosen because, while each of these sources is 

important to a full understanding of the Sinai icons’ visual languages, original 

functions and meanings, they have not previously been analysed alongside each other 

in a single study.   It is hoped that by doing so, it will be possible to reconstruct a 

more complete artistic context for the icons’ production, as well as to arrive at a 

fuller understanding of the historical, social and religious factors that would have 

conditioned their reception. 

 

In particular, there are three categories of portrait-image which will be critically 

considered below as possible sources for the Sinai icons in terms of technique, style, 

iconography and function.   These categories are:  Roman imperial portraiture (from 

the first to the sixth centuries);  the funerary portraiture of Roman Egypt (first to 

third centuries);  and the corpus of sacred pinakes or ‘pagan icons’ produced in the 

Fayum region of Egypt (mainly second century).
2
   These have all been identified in 

previous scholarly studies as sources of this kind, but there appears to be no 

consensus as to their relative importance in this respect.   Therefore this introductory 

                                                 
1
 The first publication of the Sinai icons is G. and M. Sotiriou 1956-8; Weitzmann 1976 remains the 

most comprehensive catalogue of the material. 
2
 Other categories of portraits (or at least, images of the human figure) from the period – for example, 

wall-paintings and gold-glass portraits from the Roman catacombs and elsewhere, and manuscript 

miniatures – might also be considered as possible sources, but these have had to be mentioned in 

passing or omitted altogether, simply for reasons of space. 
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chapter will assess recent scholarly opinions on this question, as well as offering 

working definitions of critical terms employed in the line of argument.   

 

 

Assessment of Recent Critical Literature 

 

Of the three categories of portrait-image just mentioned, the Roman imperial portrait 

is by far the best documented in terms of primary sources, and its connections to the 

early Christian icon in terms of both form and function are also supported by literary 

evidence to a greater extent than the other categories.   Ernst Kitzinger, in his seminal 

1954 paper on the pre-Iconoclastic icon, summarised the functional connections 

between these two types of image, citing the acceptance of the veneration of imperial 

portraits on the part of fourth-century Christian theologians as the grounds for a 

transfer of such customs of veneration to images of Christian sacred figures.
3
   Hans 

Belting, in his equally seminal study, published in 1994, of the medieval sacred 

image, agreed that in both Rome and Constantinople the Christian icon appropriated 

ritual functions derived from those associated with the imperial image, and also 

argued that it borrowed a specific format, that of the clipeus or medallion portrait, in 

which to represent its sacred subjects.
4
   A third, highly influential study along these 

lines was André Grabar’s 1968 study of the origins of Christian iconography, which 

argued that the endorsement of Christianity by the Roman state led to a deliberate 

appropriation by Christian artists of the entire formal repertoire of imperial 

portraiture.
5
 

 

This dominant model of influence was subjected to radical criticism by Thomas 

Mathews in his account of the origins of Christian art entitled The Clash of Gods, 

published in 1993 and revised in 1999.   In Mathews’ view, the scholarly prestige of 

imperial portraiture had led to a distorting bias in the discussion of early Christian 

imagery, resulting in serious errors of interpretation.   Mathews regarded this bias as 

ideologically motivated, attributing to a number of scholars, including Grabar, what 

                                                 
3
 Kitzinger 1954,  pp. 122-26. 

4
 Belting 1994, pp. 102-114. 

5
 Grabar 1968, p. 41 (for the account of imperial influence as a whole, see pp. 5-54). 
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he called a ‘nostalgia for lost empire’ which was seen to have coloured their 

interpretations.
6
   He also criticised the formalistic approach of Kitzinger, claiming 

that it drew attention away from the innovative content of Christian iconography by 

emphasising instead its stylistic ‘recycling’ of pagan motifs.
7
    

 

In order to overthrow the perceived dominance of what he called the ‘Emperor 

Mystique’, Mathews posited the alternative theory that early images of Christ, the 

Virgin and saints were primarily designed to compete with, and supersede, images of 

pagan deities.   In support of this point of view he highlighted, in a later (2001) 

article, the small extant corpus of panel-paintings depicting pagan deities which were 

produced in the Fayum region of Egypt during the second century CE, arguing that 

they represented a hitherto neglected source for the Christian icon at least as 

significant as that of the imperial portrait.
8
 

 

This introduction of previously little-known material – the first comprehensive study 

of the corpus was published as recently as 2013 – into the scholarly debate has 

proved to be a very significant contribution.
9
    The deliberately controversial nature 

of Mathews’ argument in The Clash of Gods also performed the valuable service of 

challenging a somewhat entrenched consensus on the question of the origins of 

Christian iconography.   However, much of Mathews’ revisionist argument received 

serious criticism in its turn.   Annabel Wharton, for example, argued that Mathews’ 

polemical stance laid him open to similar charges to those he had applied to his 

predecessors – by denying any borrowing from imperial iconography in case-studies 

such as the apse mosaic of Santa Pudenziana, he was himself over-simplifying the 

inevitable complexity involved in the conception, production and reception of such 

images.
10

   As Peter Brown put it, Mathews’ account repeatedly presented his reader 

with ‘a peremptory either/or’:   either early images of Christ employed artistic 

conventions which reflected both the form and meaning of imperial court ceremonial 

                                                 
6
 Mathews 1999, p. 19.   Mathews (ibid., pp. 19-20) lists relevant studies, both pre- and post-war, by 

Kantorowicz, Alföldi, Grabar, L’Orange, Gerke, Kollwitz, Dvornik, Underwood and von Simson. 
7
 Mathews 1999, p. 12. 

8
 Mathews 2001, pp. 169-77. 

9
 Rondot 2013. 

10
 Wharton 1995, p. 1518.   Mathews’ interpretation of the Santa Pudenziana mosaic: 1999, pp. 98-

114. 
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and imagery, or they carried no such connotations at all.
11

   In the process of 

polarising the debate in this way, Mathews also ignored crucial textual evidence – for 

example, passages from early Christian theologians such as Basil of Caesarea which 

drew direct parallels between Christ and the emperor, and the ways in which their 

images were to be venerated (this evidence is discussed in Chapter Two below).
12

  

 

Despite the provocative elements of Mathews’ argument, he at least made a strong 

case for admitting other categories of late antique image as contributory sources for 

the early Christian icon in addition to the imperial portrait.   In particular he claimed 

that the votive panel-paintings of deities from the Fayum (discussed in Chapter Four 

below) feature so many correspondences with the early Christian icons in terms of 

physical construction and formal qualities that they can be seen as virtually 

continuous with the latter.   However, while some of these correspondences, 

particularly in terms of painterly techniques, are indeed striking, other connections of 

a more iconographic nature are considerably overstated by Mathews, as has been 

pointed out in a 2004 paper by Siri Sande.
13

    

 

At the same time Mathews is inclined to deny any such correspondences between 

early Christian icons and the so-called ‘mummy portraits’ of Roman Egypt, on the 

technical grounds that the latter should not be classified as pinakes or panel-paintings 

like the Fayum votive images, being produced specifically for insertion into a 

portrait-mummy rather than for framing and domestic display.   However, this 

argument disregards a more fundamental question of function (discussed in Chapter 

Three below), namely whether the subjects of the mummy-portraits were regarded by 

their contemporary audience as divinised, and whether the viewing of portrait-

mummies consequently may have taken on a devotional dimension comparable to 

that of the Christian devotional portrait.   Pace Mathews, a number of scholars have 

referred, as it were in passing, to some kind of connection, whether it be purely 

technical and stylistic or additionally in terms of function, between the mummy-

                                                 
11

 Brown 1995, p. 500. 
12

 Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit XVIII, 45. 
13

 Mathews 2001, pp. 173-5;  Sande 2004, pp. 90-1.   See further discussion in Chapter Four, pp. 224-

6 below.  
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portraits and the early Christian icons, but without analysing the nature of these 

connections in any detail.
14

    

 

Beat Brenk, by contrast, takes a decidedly negative view of such putative 

connections, stating that they are ‘purely coincidental due to their nature as 

archaeological materials.   The icon had no function whatsoever in the cult of the 

dead.’
15

   This opinion is in accordance with Brenk’s relatively narrow definition of 

the term ‘icon’;  for him, a portrait-image should only be classified as an icon if it 

was used purely for private devotion, as ‘an instrument of the present moment’, 

facilitating the viewer’s interaction in prayer with the portrait’s subject.
16

   It is not 

clear whether he also restricts the term to a Byzantine context;  however, his 

implication that no kind of devotional portrait was used in funerary cult may be 

questioned in the case of the mummy-portraits of Roman Egypt because of their 

unique religious context.   It will be discussed in Chapter Three to what extent the 

latter served a devotional function, at least for some of their patrons, and hence may 

even be classified as examples of pre-Christian ‘icons’ in Brenk’s sense of private 

devotional portraits. 

 

Brenk also takes pains to distinguish a devotional portrait from a votive portrait, 

whose function was ‘to express and commemorate personal thanks’ to the subject of 

the portrait (for example, a saint), ‘and to record a positive response from the saint in 

the past’ – in other words, a votive image was intended to do no more than record a 

completed spiritual transaction, and was not used as a medium for prayer in the 

present.
17

   As examples of ‘non-icons’ in this sense, Brenk cites the sixth- or 

seventh-century Egyptian panel-painting depicting Christ and Apa Menas (fig. 1), 

and a seventh-century mosaic from the Church of St Demetrius in Thessaloniki, 

depicting St Theodore, the Virgin and Christ (fig. 2).   In both these images, the 

sacred figures are shown making gestures which symbolise some kind of spiritual 

                                                 
14

 Parlasca 1966, pp. 209-12;  Weitzmann 1978, p. 8;  Rassart-Debergh 1990, pp. 39-69 (with specific 

reference to early Egyptian icons);  Belting 1994 pp. 88-101;  Doxiadis 1995, pp. 90-91;  Cormack 

1997, pp. 67-73;  Fleischer 2001, pp. 53-9;  Pozzi Battaglia 2012, pp. 21-6. 
15

 Brenk 2011, p. 130. 
16

 Ibid., p. 129. 
17

 Ibid. 
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interaction between them.   In the former, Christ lays his hand on the shoulder of Apa 

Menas as if to endorse the latter’s sanctified status.   In the latter, St Theodore, facing 

the viewer in the traditional posture of prayer, is understood to be receiving the 

petition of the viewer and passing it on to the Virgin, whose own gesture (as well as 

the inscription on the scroll she holds) signifies intercession on behalf of the viewer 

and directed towards Christ, who extends his arm towards the Virgin in response.
18

    

 

Since this kind of interaction is shown taking place within the image, so Brenk’s 

argument goes, such images are not open to further interaction with their viewers but 

serve merely as documents of completed interactions – in the former case, the 

monastic community of which Apa Menas had been the head commissioned an 

image which exalted the spiritual status of their leader, while in the latter the 

unknown donor of the mosaic commissioned a visual record of his gratitude for the 

efficacy of his patron saint’s prayers on his behalf.   In relation to their intended 

audiences, therefore, both images functioned more or less as propaganda, advertising 

the spiritual stature of their subjects, rather than as instruments of personal devotion.  

 

However, Brenk’s apparent wish to define the possible functions of these two images 

so categorically seems unnecessarily restrictive.   What would prevent a seventh-

century monk from using the image of Christ and Apa Menas as an aid in seeking his 

former abbot’s favour through intercession?   Certainly the way the abbot is depicted, 

facing the viewer and making a gesture of blessing, seems to invite the viewer’s 

continuing devotional interaction.   There is no a priori reason why other portable 

images of saints, such as the double-portrait of Saints Sergius and Bacchus originally 

in the Sinai collection (fig. 3), could not have served a two-fold role, firstly as 

images for private devotion (that is, qualifying as ‘icons’ according to Brenk’s 

definition) and later as votive offerings donated to a monastery or church (in which 

new context they could even have resumed their initial role).   Similarly, the formal 

arrangement of the figures in the mosaic from the Church of St Demetrius (with the 

notable absence of any donor figure which would have served to bind the image to a 

completed transaction) seems positively to encourage a devotional response from the 

                                                 
18 The scroll reads: ∆έησις Κύριε. Εἰσάκουσον τὴν φωνὴν τῆς δεήσεως µου ὑπὲρ τοῦ κόσµου 

δέοµαι…  (‘prayer.   My Lord God, hear the voice of my prayer …’). 
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viewer in the present – it is precisely the availability of St Theodore, and the 

continuing efficacy of his intercession, which is emphasised by the image as a whole. 

 

Other recent studies have shared Brenk’s concern to establish fine distinctions of 

function in order to support a particular line of argument.   For example, Leslie 

Brubaker, in a paper of 1998 which argues that Christian portrait-images did not 

function as cult-objects at all before the Iconoclastic period, attempts to differentiate 

between two responses to a portrait-image, ‘honouring’ and ‘venerating’.   Brubaker 

implies that the intention of the viewer was fundamentally different in these two 

cases, the former being restricted to the expression of gratitude to the subject of the 

portrait for a past benefit, while the latter concerned a direct interaction with the 

image as a conduit to the presence of the subject.
19

   In other words, it was the 

viewer’s belief as to whether the image provided a means of communication with its 

subject that was the decisive factor.   However, it cannot be ascertained in any 

particular case – certainly not from the visual evidence of an image in itself – 

whether this factor was operative or not.   I would concur with Katherine 

Marsengill’s criticism of Brubaker’s distinction that it is ultimately an example of ‘a 

modern imposition that emerges from our need to have clear boundaries and 

definitions.’
20

 

 

Marsengill, in the most recent scholarly study of Byzantine portraiture to date, 

identifies a ‘general reluctance’ on the part of her colleagues ‘to recognise continuity 

with the antique past’ in their recurring assertions that the Christian devotional icon 

was a distinct, later development which replaced the pagan commemorative 

portrait.
21

   Marsengill’s own account emphasises continuity rather than 

differentiation, arguing that the Byzantines themselves did not share the modern 

preoccupation with the classification of different types of sacred portrait.
22

   The 

subjects of Byzantine portraiture all belonged to a spiritual hierarchy which was 

                                                 
19

 Brubaker 1998, pp. 1215-54. 
20

 Marsengill 2013, p. 11. 
21

 Ibid., p. 296. 
22

 Mango (1963, pp. 65-6)  and Grigg (1984, pp. 397-408) both argue that, far from consciously 

rejecting Hellenistic naturalism, the Byzantines regarded their own art as lifelike and naturalistic, 

indicating that the definition of naturalism is culturally relative. 
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understood to be a kind of continuum – this means that images of saints, Marsengill 

argues, cannot be clearly differentiated from lesser but still venerable figures, either 

stylistically or in terms of their perceived function as potential intercessors.
23

    

 

Marsengill’s approach, as she admits, is less concerned with theoretical 

categorisations of images than with psychological considerations concerning their 

reception by their original audiences.   Consequently it is not difficult for her to 

extend this approach to a reconsideration, pace Brenk, of possible connections, in 

terms of their reception, between the icon and the funerary portrait.   Assuming that 

the latter could have functioned, at least for some audiences at this period, as ‘visual 

foci for communication with the deceased’, common ground between the two genres 

can be posited in that both kinds of portrait were ‘means by which the spiritual realm 

could penetrate the earthly realm.’
24

   Unfortunately, this kind of generalised 

hypothesis proves difficult to substantiate – in her concern to characterise the 

subjectivity of the viewing experience, Marsengill is tempted to exceed the limits of 

critical discourse:  ‘Although difficult to assess, veneration must also include 

instances when the sentiments or desires of the viewer were believed to be passed on 

to the subject of the portrait …   In these cases, viewing a portrait was as much about 

being seen as it was about seeing.’
25

   This thesis will seek to ascertain whether or to 

what extent this important idea of ‘reciprocal viewing’ is supported by material or 

documentary evidence for either early Christian icons or their non-Christian sources. 

 

Marsengill’s handling of a broad range of material is helpful in its concern to avoid 

and correct the anachronistic imposition of art-historical categories which have 

distorted our understanding of portraiture during the period in question.   This thesis 

will therefore address Marsengill’s argument that modern categorical definitions and 

distinctions, for example between ‘portrait’ and ‘icon’ and between 

‘commemoration’ and ‘veneration’, have been ultimately more of a hindrance than a 

                                                 
23

 Marsengill 2013, p. 111 ff. 
24

 Ibid., p. 102. 
25

 Ibid., pp. 85, 246-7.   Likewise, Elsner (2007, p. 23), in characterising the ritualised viewing of 

sacred images in the context of Greco-Roman pilgrimage, proposes that ‘the image does not just look 

back at the viewer’ but ‘the viewer has specifically made the journey in order that the image should 

look back’ (author’s italics). 
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help in coming to an understanding of the functions of late antique portraits, by 

giving individual consideration to each image selected for analysis, on the basis of 

what is known of its physical context and the expectations of its audience. 

 

 

The Original Contributions of this Thesis 

 

My original contributions to the interpretation of this extensive range of material will 

be three-fold.   Firstly, as already mentioned, these four genres of late antique 

portraiture have not, as far as I am aware, previously been comparatively analysed 

alongside each other in a single study in order to establish the actual extent of 

potential correspondences between them.   Secondly, my experience as a practising 

painter of portraits and Christian icons, currently learning for myself the traditional 

techniques of encaustic and tempera, will enable me to make more detailed formal 

analyses of the portraits in question than have been published hitherto, thus 

informing a more nuanced assessment of the nature of the stylistic continuities and 

discontinuities between the Sinai icons and their predecessors.    

 

Thirdly, this comparative stylistic analysis will be counterbalanced by a focus on a 

specific aspect of the reception of these portraits by their intended audiences which 

has not been given the critical attention it deserves (although it is suggested by 

Marsengill’s remarks just quoted) – namely, the formal emphasis, clearly evident 

across all four genres of portrait, on the depicted gaze, particularly the gaze that is 

oriented directly towards the portrait’s viewer.   I shall argue that this formal feature, 

in conjunction with other aspects of a portrait’s context of display, was indeed 

designed to facilitate an exchange of gazes between the portrait and its viewer, in 

other words a reciprocal viewing experience which intensified the viewer’s sense of 

the presence of the portrait’s subject via the image. 
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Definitions of Key Terms 

 

(i) Portrait 

 

 

Jerome Pollitt defines a portrait, in the context of the Greco-Roman tradition, as ‘an 

intentional representation of a person containing a sufficient number of specific 

features to make the representation recognisable to others.’
26

   In relation to the wide 

range of portraits studied in this thesis, this definition is useful to some extent but not 

wholly adequate.   It is useful in that it correctly emphasises the crucial importance 

of the recognisability of the subject, since in all the viewing contexts discussed in 

this thesis, a portrait, whatever its specific function may have been, would be literally 

of no use to the viewer if it did not present them with a likeness of a particular 

subject (or ‘prototype’, to use the Byzantine term
27

) which the viewer accepted as 

‘true’ or valid.   The idea of ‘likeness’ itself requires definition (see below), but it 

should be emphasised here that recognisability does not carry any necessary 

implications in terms of style, nor does it necessarily entail the accurate recording of 

an individual’s physical appearance.    Pollitt’s emphasis on the ‘intentional’ nature 

of portraiture is also helpful – the artist’s task, like that of a biographer, was to 

interpret the subject of the portrait, guided not only by his own impressions of the 

individual concerned but also, at least subconsciously, by the relevant values of his 

culture.
28

   The incorporation of a visual expression of social, religious or political 

ideals into a portrait image clearly implies some degree of idealisation of the 

portrait’s subject.   The question of the varying balance between idealisation and 

individualisation is addressed in the following section on the commemorative 

portrait, below. 

   

One important formal aspect of a portrait which is not made explicit in Pollitt’s 

definition is the overall composition of the image.   The subject of a portrait is 

normally depicted as not engaged in any kind of action beyond the taking of a certain 

                                                 
26

 Pollitt 1986, p. 59. 
27

 The relationship between a portrait-image and its prototype was a major issue in the Iconoclastic 

controversy – see discussion in Barasch 1992, pp. 268-76. 
28

 Pollitt 1986, p. 59. 
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posture or perhaps the making of a symbolic gesture – they are simply being 

presented to the viewer.   Conversely, if a figure is depicted in a narrative context, 

taking part in an action or event or interacting with other depicted figures so that the 

narrative itself becomes the principal content of the image, then, although the 

question of likeness remains important, it becomes doubtful whether the depiction of 

the subject in that context should be termed a portrait.    

 

A portrait serves the fundamental purpose of enabling the viewer to relate to the 

virtual presence of its subject (whether or not they literally believe the subject to be 

present in the image) – therefore the subject needs to appear ‘available’ to the viewer 

rather than ‘otherwise engaged’ in a narrative context.   However, in practice this is a 

distinction which cannot be strictly maintained – there are various images discussed 

below (portraits of the Virgin and Child, for instance, or a deceased person 

accompanied by a deity or patron saint) in which it is the relationship between two or 

more figures which is just as important as their individual identities.   In these cases, 

though this relationship may be expressed by means of physical contact, gesture and 

so on, the figures remain relatively static rather than engaged in dramatic action, so 

that it is their presentation to the viewer which remains the principal purpose of the 

image. 

 

Two of the terms of Pollitt’s definition also require some further elucidation: 

‘representation’ and ‘person’.   A representation of a specific figure could of course 

be effected through the craft-skills of a visual artist, by the rendering of facial 

features, hairstyle, clothing and other accessories, and posture, all of which served to 

signify either a particular individual or at least a generic type of figure, and their 

social or religious status.   However, ‘representation’ could also be of a more purely 

conventional kind, in the way that a person’s name, for example, ‘represents’ or 

stands for the person who bears it.   In fact, during the period covered by this thesis a 

representation was frequently constructed out of a combination of visual and verbal 

signifiers.   For the Byzantines, both a drawn image and an inscription were called 

graphē, and the verb grāphein could mean the act of painting as well as describing.
29

   

                                                 
29

 Dagron 1991, p. 23. 
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As we shall see, in many cases an inscription was perceived to be a necessary 

component of a portrait, confirming the identity of the subject, because the visual 

language used for the image was so idealised as to lack sufficient signifiers of 

individuality.   Therefore, a ‘representation’ should be understood in the sense of an 

adequate index of the subject, not necessarily relying solely on visual resemblance to 

the subject but also employing the purely conventional means of names and other 

verbal forms of identification and characterisation. 

 

Secondly, the word ‘person’ in Pollitt’s definition tends to carry the limiting 

connotation of a historical human being.   However, a large proportion of the 

portraits discussed in the thesis do not represent historical figures, but rather deities, 

angels or other supernatural beings, or personifications (of places, of virtues, and so 

on), in anthropomorphic form.   These latter types of figure are often depicted within 

the same composition or viewing context as historical figures, and in many such 

contexts there is no noticeable difference in their stylistic treatment.   Therefore it 

seems appropriate to extend the scope of the term ‘portraiture’ as broadly as possible, 

to include images of deities depicted in anthropomorphic form, non-historical figures 

such as angels and personifications, and images of human individuals whose 

personal appearance could not have been known at the time of production.    

 

In sum, for the purposes of this thesis, a portrait is defined as a representation of a 

particular human being, or another being in anthropomorphic form, without a 

narrative context, using any combination of visual and/or verbal signifiers, so as to 

achieve a recognisable likeness. 

 

 

 

(ii) Commemorative Portrait 

 

 

As the word itself suggests, the primary function of a commemorative portrait was – 

and still is – to remind the viewer of its subject, or to put it more positively, to 

honour and preserve the memory of the subject.   In some contexts, depending on the 

beliefs and expectations of the viewer, it could even function as a material substitute 
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for the physically absent subject, coming to be seen as an embodiment of their virtual 

presence.
30

   In all cases the commemorative portrait is a representation of a 

recognised historical individual – the term does not apply to images of super-human 

or fictional figures.    

 

Pliny the Elder (23-79 CE) states that the function of portraiture in his own day was 

‘to transmit through the ages extremely correct likenesses of persons.’
31

   However, 

such a specific function does not seem to have been consistently central throughout 

the Greco-Roman tradition as a whole.   While portraits from certain periods (for 

instance, the first century BCE in Rome)
32

 do indeed show a primary concern with 

recording particular physiognomies in veristic detail, most depictions of known 

figures were idealised to a greater or lesser extent.   The task of the portraitist was 

not only to capture an individual likeness, but also, as the discussion in Chapter Two 

will show, to present their subject (usually with the help of an inscription) as an 

idealised embodiment of a particular role that had high social or religious status.
33

  

 

This dual role of the commemorative portrait as both individual likeness and 

exemplary type carried clear implications in terms of stylistic treatment.   An 

appropriate balance between naturalism and idealisation had to be struck, a balance 

that could vary considerably both historically and across the geographical range 

covered by this thesis, and also according to the wishes of individual patrons (an 

emperor supervising the design of a coinage issue, for example, or a son 

commissioning a funerary portrait of a parent). 

 

In sum, a commemorative portrait may be defined as an image of a recognisable 

historical individual which is more or less idealised so as to honour not only the 

individual’s memory but also the cultural values which they were seen to embody.
34

   

                                                 
30

 For example, Evagrius, author of the seventh-century vita of St Pancratius of Taormina, states that 

he made a portrait of the saint, ‘exactly as he was, and when I see him in the image, I think that he is 

alive and I am in his company.’   (Translation in Mango 1986, p. 138.) 
31

 Pliny, Natural History XXXV, II. 4:  ‘…imaginum quidem pictura, qua maxime similes in aevum 

propagabantur figurae.’    
32

 For example, the portrait of Cicero, fig. 64. 
33

 See pp. 70-4 below. 
34

 Pollitt 1986, pp. 59-60. 
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However, its precise function vis à vis the viewer is less easily defined, in fact it is 

particularly difficult to draw a clear dividing line between commemorative and 

devotional portraits in this respect.    

 

The principal variable factor determining the function of a portrait is not any of its 

formal qualities, but the nature of the relationship between its viewer and its 

subject.
35

   If the subject was believed to be superior to the viewer in terms of 

spiritual status, and even to be able to respond to the viewer’s petitions, the response 

of the viewer to the subject’s image would be more likely to take on the character of 

veneration.
36

   In this case a portrait-image, without its formal appearance needing to 

change in any way, could shift in its function from a commemorative one to a 

devotional one.   Hence the definitions of these two terms necessarily retain an 

indistinct boundary between them. 

 

 

 

(iii) Devotional Portrait 

 

 

The first criterion for defining a devotional portrait is that its subject is seen as 

worthy of veneration or worship by the viewer.   In other words the viewing of the 

portrait is informed by a clearly perceived difference in spiritual or ontological status 

between the viewer and the subject of the portrait, and it is the response of the viewer 

to the portrait, their attitude towards it and use of it, rather than any formal or 

stylistic characteristics of the image, which are the determining factors.   Of course, 

at such a historical distance viewers’ responses cannot be directly ascertained,
37

 but 

may be reasonably inferred in cases where archaeological evidence indicates that the 

image was displayed in a context with clearly devotional connotations, such as a 

temple or a monastic oratory, or where literary evidence indicates that the image was 

the object of  ritualised physical actions such as bowing (proskynesis), the offering of 

flowers, garlands, incense and so on.   In such contexts the devotional portrait can be 

                                                 
35

 Marsengill 2013, p. 47. 
36

 Belting 1994, p. 82. 
37

 In very rare instances, viewers’ responses have been recorded by an observer, for example Diodorus 

Siculus’s account of the viewing of Egyptian mummies in the first century BCE by the relatives of the 

deceased (discussed in Chapter Three, pp. 188-90 below). 
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said to have functioned as a cult-image.   It is also known from surviving inscriptions 

that at least some devotional portraits functioned as votive offerings (see definition 

below), and, as already argued above, it would have been quite possible for the same 

portrait to perform both functions in succession – it may have been used as a focus 

for private devotion, and later donated to a temple or church as a sign of the donor’s 

thanksgiving or petition. 

 

However, if evidence is lacking concerning the image’s original context of display 

and ritual use, it is more difficult to ascribe the epithet ‘devotional’ to any specific 

portrait from the period with such confidence, for two reasons.   Firstly, what I have 

just called the difference in ontological status between viewer and subject is not 

always obvious from the historical evidence available.   In the case of the portrait-

mummies of Roman Egypt, for example, it needs to be remembered that, according 

to traditional Egyptian belief, the soul of the deceased passed to the after-life and in 

the process became divinised, and this belief was articulated in the decoration of 

many of the mummies.   However, there is insufficient independent evidence to 

indicate to what extent the patrons of the portrait-mummies actually subscribed to 

this belief, which means that we cannot be sure whether they viewed the portraits of 

their deceased relatives with a devotional attitude, or whether the portraits were 

principally commemorative in function – the truth of the matter may have varied 

from one patron to another.   (This particular question is further discussed in Chapter 

Three.) 

 

Secondly, in the absence of a known context, as already implied in the discussion of 

commemorative portraits, there are no specific formal qualities in the construction of 

a portrait-image which necessarily connote a devotional function.   It might be 

proposed, for example, that a frontal presentation of the subject, and a depicted gaze 

which directly engages that of the viewer, indicate that the portrait is designed to 

invite or facilitate a devotional response.   However, while a portrait which can be 

confidently identified as devotional on the combined grounds of identity of the 

subject, known context of display and evidence of use will indeed most often feature 

frontality and a direct depicted gaze, the latter features cannot be considered defining 
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characteristics in themselves, since they also appear in portraits which clearly have 

no devotional connotations.    

 

Hence, my working definition of a devotional portrait is two-fold:  firstly, it is one 

whose subject is seen as either divine, divinised or sanctified and is also believed to 

be either virtually present within the image or at least accessible via the image;  

secondly, it is one which functions either as an object of ritual veneration or 

sacrifice, or as a channel for the viewer’s prayers.   In this regard it will be argued 

that, even if the viewing of the portrait was not accompanied by outwardly visible 

acts of devotion, its function remained the same so long as the attitude of the viewer 

towards the subject was one of religious reverence.   Since the function of such an 

image depended so much on what the viewer brought to it or projected onto it 

through gazing upon it, it follows theoretically that an image intended as a 

commemorative portrait could nevertheless take on the function of a devotional 

portrait as a result of the intensity of a viewer’s devotional response. 

 

 

 

 

(iv) Icon 

 

 

Although the Greek word eikōn during the early centuries CE had the very general 

meaning of ‘image’ (and still does in Modern Greek), the art-historical concept of the 

‘icon’ has not only become much more specialised, but is frequently used 

inconsistently and with different preconceptions in mind, and hence can be confusing 

when applied to a particular historical context.   For example, it can be taken to mean 

specifically a panel-painting (although eikōn did not originally imply any particular 

artistic medium or scale), in which case it is seen as equivalent to the alternative 

Greek term pinax, used in Chapter Four to denote Egyptian late antique panel-

paintings of pagan deities. 

 

However, in the scholarly literature already discussed and with specific reference to 

the pre-Iconoclastic period, ‘icon’ is usually used in the sense of a Byzantine 

devotional portrait-image, most often but not exclusively in the form of a panel-
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painting.   Opinions differ as to when the early Christian devotional portrait produced 

in the eastern Mediterranean region can be said to have become the fully-fledged 

Byzantine icon.   This development could be located in the later sixth and seventh 

centuries, when the veneration of devotional images appears to have significantly 

intensified as an accompaniment to the cult of relics, and the Byzantine Church 

began to regulate rather than oppose such veneration.
38

   Alternatively, it could be 

located in the ninth and tenth centuries, in the aftermath of the Iconoclastic period, 

by which time the theological doctrines underpinning the Christian devotional image 

were crystallising and the production of such images becoming more regulated and 

standardised.
39

 

 

Clearly both of these historical developments had highly significant consequences 

for the form and function of the Christian devotional image;  however, the first of 

these only occurs at the very end of the historical scope of this thesis, while the 

second falls entirely outside it.   As will be shown, the argument that the Byzantine 

‘icon’ was a distinct development which replaced or superseded the Hellenistic 

‘portrait’ by the beginning of the Iconoclastic period does not stand up to a stylistic 

analysis of the surviving material.   Even examples from the seventh century still 

show a wide range of visual languages, from relatively naturalistic to relatively 

schematic, being adopted concurrently, with no evidence to support any evolutionary 

model of stylistic development.
40

   It was only after the reinstatement of the 

Byzantine devotional portrait, from the ninth century onwards, that various aspects of 

its form and materiality became more prescribed (the apparently sudden and 

complete abandonment after the seventh century of the encaustic medium, which was 

directly associated with pre-Christian portraiture, may be an example of this). 

 

It is also debatable whether ‘icon’ can be legitimately applied to non-Christian 

devotional portraits from this period.   For example, it is tempting to refer to the 

                                                 
38

 This alleged intensification of icon-veneration during the sixth and seventh centuries, postulated by 

Kitzinger (1954) and accepted by many scholars since, is not in itself indubitable;  as Elsner (2012, p. 

372) has argued, it may be that what actually increased was the ‘textual noise’ concerning image-

veneration in the surviving literary sources.  
39

 For arguments in favour of this later period, see Brubaker and Haldon 2011, pp. 50-1, 63.  
40

 See Kitzinger 1977, p. 113. 
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pinakes depicting pagan deities discussed in Chapter Four as ‘pagan icons’ (as does 

Mathews).
41

   However, this is potentially misleading if, as will be argued in that 

chapter, their functions were in fact not necessarily the same as those of a Christian 

icon. 

 

In short, the term ‘icon’ does not carry any usefully distinctive meaning for the 

period covered by this thesis.   However, it will be convenient to use it, in a Christian 

(principally Byzantine) context, as a synonym for ‘devotional portrait’ in line with 

the definition of the latter proposed above.   Hence there is no need to take issue with 

the conventional identification of the early Sinai material as ‘icons’. 

 

 

 

 

(v) Votive Portrait 

 

 

The general theoretical distinction between a portrait used as a medium for prayer (or 

other form of devotional interaction) and a votive portrait has already been 

mentioned in connection with Brenk’s definition of ‘icon’ discussed above.   The 

function of a votive portrait is perhaps the easier of the two to define.   A portrait-

image was commonly commissioned, both in antiquity and throughout the period of 

this thesis, as a votive offering, that is to say, an object donated to a temple, church 

or other religious building as a material expression of the commissioner’s 

relationship to the deity or holy person whom they venerated.   In both pagan and 

Christian contexts, this act of donation was frequently associated with pilgrimage to 

holy sites.   Greco-Roman sanctuaries associated with healing, for instance, 

accumulated large numbers of portrait-images in this way.
42

   The collection of pre-

Iconoclastic icons at the Monastery of St Catherine at Mount Sinai has likewise been 

characterised as ‘a compilation of votive offerings deposited individually for a 

variety of reasons.’
43

 

 

                                                 
41

 Mathews 2001, pp. 168 ff. 
42

 See Petsalis-Diomidis (2005, 2006) for accounts of the role of votive images in the healing 

sanctuaries of Asclepius and Amphiaraos. 
43

 Mathews 2006, p. 43.    
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Any event or circumstance in which a devotee perceived, or desired, the beneficent 

intervention of a deity or saint could form the occasion for a votive offering, and 

perhaps the most common type of offering was an image of the deity or saint in 

question.
44

   Brief inscriptions on such images sometimes specify the spiritual 

intentions of their donors, which could be either thanksgiving or petition – 

particularly common in Roman Egypt was the pious abbreviation ἐπ’ ἀγαθῷ (‘for a 

benefit’).
45

 

 

Thus a votive portrait may be defined as a particular kind of devotional portrait 

(since the subject was always superior in spiritual status to its commissioner), one 

which performed a central role in a ritualised form of pious exchange between the 

deity or holy person depicted and their devotee.   At the same time, this particular 

role did not necessarily exclude the possibility of the same image being used as a 

medium for private devotion either before or after the act of donation.   Its ritual 

function did not entail any particular stylistic treatment of the subject – it was the 

inscription, rather than any formal features of the image, which unambiguously 

identified it as a votive image.    

 

 

 

 

(vi) Likeness 

 

 

Since it has already been stated that the definition of ‘portrait’ in this thesis will be 

extended to refer to deities and other supra-human or non-historical figures, the 

question of how a likeness was established in a portrait is conceptually complex, and 

may be discussed as a quite separate question from that of the style of the portrait.   

Rather, it depends on a certain understanding, ascribable in each case to a portrait’s 

audience, of the relationship between the image and the prototype it portrays.   The 

understanding of the prototype itself (whether this was an emperor, a deceased 

individual, a pagan deity, or Christ) was informed by religious beliefs and other 

                                                 
44

 The classic study of votive offerings in Greek religion is Rouse 1902.    
45

 Mathews 2006, p. 44.  
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ideological considerations, and these in turn need to be appreciated in each case 

before an interpretation of the likeness can be made. 

 

In the case of a historical figure whose physical appearance was known (such as an 

emperor, or a recently deceased person), a likeness was achieved, as already 

described, by a combination of recognisable traits and various kinds of idealisation 

(including verbal signifiers) which conveyed a sense of that individual’s exalted 

identity.   However, in the case of many portraits considered in this thesis, there was 

no record of the subject’s physical appearance or the subject was non-historical 

anyway.   In these cases, likeness declares itself more explicitly as a symbolic 

construction, which may be based on scriptural or literary descriptions or simply – in 

the case of a Greek or Egyptian deity, for instance – a more or less faithful 

reproduction of already existing models, the ‘original’ likeness being unknown.   (At 

the same time, however, as will be seen in various examples, such purely 

conventional likenesses could still be significantly modified or inflected in the 

meanings they conveyed to their audiences by the stylistic choices made by the 

artist.)   Hence the notion of likeness can be defined as a construction of visual (and 

sometimes verbal) elements of a figurative nature, assembled according to a received 

conceptual understanding of the prototype’s identity. 

 

 

 

(vii) ‘Late Antique’ and ‘Early Byzantine’ 

 

A further question of definition which immediately arises from an art-historical 

approach to the early Sinai icons is whether these images should be categorised as 

‘early Byzantine’, or as products of late antiquity.   The question is problematic 

because their historical context – the sixth and seventh centuries CE – was one of 

transition, in which Roman artistic traditions were still highly influential, particularly 

in artistic centres such as Constantinople, Alexandria, Ravenna and Rome itself, and 

the Byzantine icon had not yet emerged in its mature form, either theoretically or 

artistically. 
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Since the term ‘late antiquity’ itself denotes a period of transition, it is not surprising 

that opinions differ as to its duration, particularly as to when it may be said to have 

come to an end.   Its beginning is usually linked to the disintegration of the Principate 

around the second quarter of the third century CE;  however, while Jaś Elsner, for 

example, takes the period to extend to ‘at least’ the mid-fifth century,
46

 others, such 

as Peter Brown, have placed its end around 750, a difference of three centuries.
47

   In 

the Eastern Mediterranean, the rise of Islam in the seventh century, and the 

reorganisation of the Eastern Empire under Heraclius at the same period, are often 

cited as critical factors, although it may be doubted whether these events had any 

direct effect on the visual culture of the region.
48

 

 

For the purposes of this thesis, it is the visual culture of the Eastern Mediterranean 

that provides the immediate context for most of the material discussed, and from this 

point of view, the continuity of Greco-Roman artistic traditions appears remarkably 

resilient and durable, despite the major political repercussions of the establishment of 

Christianity as the state religion, for example, or indeed the dramatic expansion of 

Islam three centuries later.   Perhaps the one historical event which can be directly 

connected to a deliberate break with, or at least revision of, those artistic traditions is 

the beginning of the Iconoclastic period around 730.    

 

Taking this event, therefore, as marking the end of late antiquity for our purposes, the 

early Sinai icons may be regarded as both ‘late antique’ and ‘early Byzantine’, and it 

is precisely this dual connection – to the past as well as to the future of the devotional 

portrait, to Greco-Roman traditions as well as to the iconography of what was to 

become known as Orthodoxy – which needs to be borne in mind in seeking to grasp 

their full historical significance.   If they are classified as specifically early Byzantine 

images, there is a danger of misinterpreting their original functions and meanings by 

viewing them retrospectively through the lens of the later, post-Iconoclastic 
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 Elsner 1998, p. 2. 
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antiquity, see Inglebert 2012, pp. 3-28. 
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development of the icon.   On the other hand, if they are categorised purely as 

products of late antiquity, the significant iconographic innovations which 

characterise the inception of Byzantine art, and which may be identified in these 

icons, can be equally seriously underplayed.    
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CHAPTER ONE 

A Group of the Earliest Christian Icons from the 

Collection of the Monastery of St Catherine, Sinai 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter analyses a selected group of eight encaustic icons of the pre-

Iconoclastic period (figs. 4 – 11) which all originally belonged to the Monastery of St 

Catherine at Mount Sinai, although three of them were removed to Kiev in the 

nineteenth century.
49

   They are all dated to the sixth or seventh centuries, and are 

generally assumed to have entered the monastery’s collection soon after they were 

produced.   Those still at the Sinai monastery were first published by Georges and 

Maria Sotiriou in 1956-8;
50

  however, the most comprehensive scholarly treatment of 

these icons as a group, including those now at Kiev, remains the catalogue published 

by Kurt Weitzmann in 1976, and it will be convenient to make use of the numbering 

system from that catalogue in referring to the icons in this discussion.
51

   Following 

some introductory remarks concerning the selected group as a whole, a visual 

analysis of each icon is given, in the course of which questions of dating and 

geographical attribution are addressed.   At the same time, the icons have been 

grouped into three iconographic categories – images of Christ (Weitzmann nos. B1, 

B6 and B16), followed by images of the Virgin and Child (B2 and B3), followed by 

images of saints (B5, B9 and B11) – so as to highlight connections and differences 

within these sub-groups.   Concluding the discussions of each of these categories is a 

series of questions raised by the analysis, indicating the general direction of the 

topics to be addressed in the following chapters.      

 

                                                 
49

 The Russian archimandrite Porphyrius Uspensky acquired the icons in either 1845 or 1850 and 

displayed them in the Ecclesiastical Academy of Kiev;  in 1940 they were transferred to the present 

museum.       
50

 Sotiriou, G. and M. 1956/8. Icônes du mont Sinaï. 2 vols. Athens. 
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Apart from these eight representative examples, Weitzmann lists a further twenty-

seven icons (all in encaustic) in his catalogue of the Sinai collection which he also 

dates to the pre-Iconoclastic period, i.e. the ‘seventh or eighth century’ or earlier.
52

   

However, these icons will not be discussed individually, for one or more of the 

following reasons:   

i) they are not portrait-icons but depict biblical narrative subjects and so fall 

outside the scope of this thesis;  or 

ii) they are in such a fragmented or ruinous condition that they would not 

contribute significantly to the discussion of stylistic or iconographic 

features;  or 

iii) they belong to one of the three iconographic categories mentioned above, 

and do not significantly add to the stylistic or iconographic range already 

represented by the selected examples. 

 

However, it is worth noting before proceeding that, with the exception of Elijah, 

none of the subjects of the pre-Iconoclastic icons carries particular Sinaitic 

associations (unlike the mosaic-scheme in the monastery’s basilica, dated 548-60, in 

which both Moses and Elijah feature prominently).   This would tend to support the 

idea that all the icons from this period were produced elsewhere and donated to the 

monastery.   There is no evidence of a workshop for the production of icons amongst 

the sixth-century structures discovered in or around the fortified monastic complex, 

nor any other evidence that any of these early icons were made there.
53
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 See ibid., pp. 21-61.   The subjects depicted in these twenty-seven icons are as follows (each is 

depicted once, unless indicated otherwise in brackets):  the Virgin, with or without the Christ-Child 
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and the Sacrifice of Jephthah’s Daughter. 
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 The remains of two enclosures, perhaps contemporary with the fortification of the monastery in the 

sixth century, have recently been excavated about 30m outside the monastery walls.   The smaller of 

the two is thought to have been a cluster of workshops, servicing both the larger structure (possibly a 

hospital) and the monastic fortress itself (Mourelatos 2005).   However, no material evidence for icon-

production has been discovered. 
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General Remarks on the Selected Group 

 

The early Sinai icons are the only Christian panel-paintings to have survived from 

the pre-Iconoclastic period, apart from approximately thirty panels of Egyptian origin 

(some of which are briefly discussed in Chapters Three and Four), and four icons of 

the Virgin and Child produced for churches in Rome.
54

   The survival of the Sinai 

material is partly due to the fact that the monastery lay outside the Byzantine Empire 

at the time of the iconoclastic campaigns of destruction in the eighth century.   It 

should be acknowledged at the outset that there is no documentary evidence of where 

the icons were produced or who commissioned them, neither are there any monastic 

records as to when they entered the collection.   It is generally assumed that most or 

all of the pre-Iconoclastic icons (including all eight of the select group) were donated 

to the monastery as votive offerings or imperial gifts, although, as will be discussed, 

it is quite possible that they also performed other functions prior to, or following, 

their donation.
55

   Very little inscriptional evidence has survived to indicate the 

identities of the donors.   The icon of Christ in Majesty (fig. 6) has retained most of 

its original frame, on which the larger part of a votive inscription has survived 

(discussed below).   It appears from the unpainted borders of many of the other icons 

in the select group that they too would have been fitted with similar frames, which 

may also have carried inscriptions.   There is also no documentation to indicate how 

or where pre-Iconoclastic icons were originally displayed within the monastery.   The 

worn surfaces of the lower parts of some of the larger panels (especially B1 and B5) 

indicate a history of physical veneration in the form of kissing and touching, 

suggesting in turn that they were, at least periodically, readily accessible to the 
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 These latter are generally dated to the seventh or eighth centuries and so fall slightly outside the 
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monastic community or to pilgrims, but this does not necessarily indicate that they 

were displayed in the monastic church.    

 

Of the five icons from the select group still at Sinai, four are currently displayed in 

museum-standard conditions in the old sacristy of the monastery now converted into 

a small picture-gallery, where I have been able to study them at first hand and make 

drawings from them;  the three best-known ones (B1, B3 and B5) form a kind of ad 

hoc triptych occupying one wall.
56

   Their presentation in three identical glass cases 

draws attention to their unequal proportions, which indicates that they were probably 

not intended for insertion into any kind of ecclesiastical framework such as a 

templon.
57

    

 

The absence of any decisive evidence on which to base either a date or a place of 

production for any of the icons in this group, means that proposals for these must be 

made on the strength of stylistic comparisons with the very limited range of other 

surviving paintings of the period, either within or outside the Sinai collection, or else 

by reference to iconographical correspondences with works in other media.    

Weitzmann relies primarily on identifying the presence or otherwise of Hellenistic 

stylistic features for his judgements – in general, the more of these he can detect, the 

earlier he believes the painting to be – but this cannot be taken as a reliable criterion 

with regard to either date or place.   No evolutionary model of stylistic development 

is adequate to the material evidence from this period – on the contrary, as will be 

shown at various points in this thesis, artists were evidently able to select from a 

range of available visual languages, on a continuum from Hellenistic naturalism to 

schematic abstraction, according to the requirements of a particular commission.   

Contrasting styles could even be juxtaposed in the same composition, as we shall see 

is demonstrated by The Virgin and Child Enthroned (B3) and the icon of St Peter 

                                                 
56

 The icon of Christ in Majesty (B16) is also displayed in the same room.   The second icon of Christ 

Blessing (B6) is not on public display, and was considered to be in too fragile a condition to be 

viewed during my visit in August 2011. 
57

 Paul the Silentiary’s sixth-century description of coherent set of silver-relief panels depicting Christ, 
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Paul the Silentiary, Descriptio Sanctae Sophiae (recited in 563 after the second consecration of Hagia 

Sophia), section 682, trans. Mango 1986, p. 87. 
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(B5).   In the early seventh century, for example, as Kitzinger has shown, an 

impressionistic, painterly style, reminiscent of Pompeian frescoes, is evident in wall-

paintings in Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome (probably produced by Greek artists), 

which are exactly contemporary with the markedly flat, linear abstract style 

represented by the mosaics of St Demetrius in Thessaloniki and S. Agnese in 

Rome.
58

    Therefore the predominance of certain stylistic features in any particular 

painting is no sure indication of date, especially in the context of such a fragmented 

corpus. 

 

Again, with regard to geographical attribution, so few comparanda survive from any 

of the major artistic centres of the eastern Mediterranean, and so little is known about 

particular workshop traditions of training at this period, that stylistic features, or 

quality of execution, can only speculatively be adduced as criteria for attribution.   

For example, Weitzmann assigns The Virgin and Child Enthroned (B3) to 

Constantinople partly because it shows ‘a complexity and richness’ which he 

believes could not have been achieved anywhere other than the imperial capital, but 

there is no way of ascertaining whether this would not also have been true of 

Alexandria, for example.   Weitzmann and others have also taken the hypothesis that 

some of the eight icons were donated by the imperial court as supporting a 

Constantinopolitan attribution.
59

   However, even if this hypothesis could be 

substantiated, it would not necessarily follow that the icons in question were 

produced in Constantinople.   Large-scale building projects in the provinces of the 

empire are likely to have involved the recruitment of different kinds of craftsmen 

from different artistic centres.
60

   Justinian may have sent mosaicists to the Sinai 

monastery from Constantinople, for instance, while commissioning encaustic icons 

from Alexandria or elsewhere. 

 

Analysis of more technical features of the selected icons may be a more promising 

way of indicating possible connections in terms of workshop practice.   For example, 
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 Kitzinger 1977, p. 113. 
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 Weitzmann 1976, pp. 20-1; Galavaris 1990, pp. 91-3; Mathews 2006, p. 51. 
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 An example of this procedure from Justinian’s reign is the construction of a church or ‘cathedral’ at 
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Manolis Chatzidakis
61

 identified three technical and stylistic features shared by B1, 

B3 and B5 which support the idea that they were produced in the same workshop: 

(i) the cruciform lines within the nimbus of Christ in B1 consist of a different 

treatment of gold-leaf from the ground of the nimbus, and this is also true 

of the nimbus of the Christ-child in B3; 

(ii) just inside the rim of the nimbus of Christ in B1 is a circular succession of 

small rosettes punched into the gold surface (fig. 12), which recurs in all 

four nimbi of B3 (fig. 13); 

(iii) the nimbi of all three icons show the same kind of craquelure, suggesting 

the same recipe was used for the preparation of the gold leaf in these 

areas. 

 

Chatzidakis also notes a fourth feature, namely that the nimbi of all three icons are 

enclosed by a broad dark blue border – however, this is also true of B2, B9 and B11, 

suggesting that this particular feature was relatively widespread and not limited to a 

single workshop.   Still, the evidence of the other three features – which is reinforced 

by other shared stylistic features, described below – may have an important bearing 

on the dating and attribution of B1, B3 and B5, since a connection drawn between 

any one of the icons with a likely date or place of production would then have 

implications for the other two.    

 

 

Christ Blessing (Weitzmann B1).   84.5 x 44.3 cm (fig. 4).
62

 

 

This large panel has been cropped at the top and at both sides, since an unpainted 

border only survives along the bottom edge.   Weitzmann argues that Christ’s arms 

must originally have been fully visible, and that, if it can be assumed that the 

circumference of the nimbus was originally equidistant from both sides, then a wider 

strip has been lost from the left than from the right.
63

   A reconstruction published by 
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Chatzidakis shows a drawing of the estimated original composition (fig. 14).
64

   The 

unpainted border at the bottom is between 1 and 2 cm in width – this is too narrow 

for a frame to have been nailed to it, and there are no nail holes.   Instead, the panel 

was probably fitted with a grooved, overlapping frame in the same way as The Virgin 

and Child Enthroned (B3 – see below.) 

 

Apart from paint-loss towards the bottom edge apparently caused by rubbing, which 

as already indicated can be explained by a history of proskynesis involving touching 

and kissing, the paint surface is in good condition.   Weitzmann reported that upper 

layers of pigment, especially on the hands, were ‘somewhat flaked’, but remarked 

also that this kind of damage was difficult to assess in the case of the multi-layered 

paint-film characteristic of encaustic technique.
65

  

 

During the restoration of B1, B3 and B5 in 1962 it was discovered that the draperies 

and background of this panel had been overpainted in tempera – Christ’s himation 

had been painted blue, ‘rendered in thick, soft folds lacking any distinguishing 

stylistic features’, while the background was a greyish-green colour.
66

   The nimbus 

had been coated with a brown varnish and the monogram, IC XC, had been inscribed 

in large red letters in the spandrels.   The only areas not to have been overpainted, in 

the restorers’ view, were the hands, most of the face, and most of the codex held in 

Christ’s left hand.   A black-and-white photograph of its overpainted appearance is 

given in Chatzidakis’ record of the restoration (fig. 15).
67

   The resulting stylistic 

incongruities had evidently confused the Sotirious when they studied the panel in the 

1950s, eventually assigning it to the thirteenth century.
68

   As Weitzmann comments, 

such a date could only be understood as ‘an attempted compromise between the old 

and new features of the icon.’
69
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The decision of the restoration team to leave the face largely untouched raises the 

question of whether its present appearance is in fact original (although no such 

question has been raised in the literature).   Apart from its remarkably good state of 

preservation, one feature which might seem particularly suspect is the marked 

difference in general colouration between the yellowish facial complexion and the 

reddish hues of the hands.   No X-ray photography has been carried out to ascertain 

whether overpainting has occurred or not, and it is unfortunately highly unlikely that 

the equipment required to do this could be readily transported to the monastery’s still 

very remote location, or even that the monastery would permit it to be used.
70

 

 

However, the balance of probabilities does appear, when carefully scrutinised, to be 

in favour of the present appearance of the face being its original one, for several 

interrelated reasons.   Firstly, it was proved during the restoration, by means of 

chemical analysis and a microscopic examination of cuttings taken from the paint-

layer, that the icon is painted in the encaustic medium.   B3 and B5 were also 

analysed in the same way, with the same result – in all three cases, a gesso ground 

was overlaid with ‘a bed of white wax mixed with resin containing particles of 

colour.’
71

   It is moreover evident to the naked eye, as I have been able to note from 

direct observation, that the tactile qualities of the painting’s surface texture are such 

as cannot be replicated by the more liquid medium of tempera.    

 

It is also clear that the restorers were readily able to identify the difference between 

this wax medium and the paint used for the overpainting, since, as Weitzmann 

reports, ‘a large area of Christ’s hair on his left side, including the left ear and 

extending to the shoulder’ had been ‘filled in with modern paint’, perhaps by the 

same painter responsible for the overpainting of the draperies and background, and 

the restorers removed this.
72

   The paint-surface in the areas which the restorers left 

untouched – face, hands and codex – has a clearly visible relief, as does the rest of 

the surface now that the tempera overpainting has been removed, and the same range 
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of surface textures as is displayed in this painting is equally clearly evident in the 

other encaustic icons in the collection.
73

    

 

However, despite the widespread practice of the encaustic technique in late antiquity, 

its use appears to have become almost completely discontinued by the end of the 

Iconoclastic period.   There are no extant panel-paintings in encaustic dated later than 

the eighth century, and the latest known example of encaustic painting in any form is 

an underlayer of a mural depicting the Annunciation in the western semi-dome of the 

Church of Holy Virgin in Deir al-Surian, Egypt, which has been dated c.900.
74

   

Therefore the likelihood of overpainting having been carried out in encaustic (which 

is undoubtedly the medium used for the visible layers of the facial area) at any point 

after the ninth century is vanishingly small.
75

  

 

A further point in favour of the originality of the face is stylistic rather than 

technical.   In the rendering of the eyes we are confronted with a highly unusual 

combination of two abruptly contrasted visual languages.   First, the tonal modelling 

of the eye-sockets, the eyelids (particularly the sculptural quality of the lower lids) 

and the eyeballs is in keeping with the naturalistic treatment of the rest of the face.   

However, the artist evidently then made the decision, apparently as a final 

‘statement’ superimposed (to judge by the extra thickness of the paint film) on top of 

this illusionistic layer, to outline the eyelash-lines and irises with black, fill in the 

irises with an unmodulated gold-brown colour, and apply a flat dot of black for each 

pupil (fig. 16).   In other words, instead of creating a consistent illusion of a pair of 

naturalistic eyes, this artist created linear signs for eyes of the simplest, most 
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economical sort, signs which are nevertheless highly expressive – this incongruous 

touch of abstraction has the effect of emphasising the painted gaze of Christ, which 

forms the visual focus of the portrait.  

 

The reason why this stylistic trait is very probably original is that the only other 

portrait-icon of which I am aware in which it occurs is the icon of St Peter, B5 

(detail, fig. 17).   The authenticity of the current surface appearance of the face of St 

Peter is not in doubt (although it has become just as well known as the face of Christ 

Blessing), possibly because the former features various paint-losses and so its overall 

state of preservation does not raise such suspicions.   Again, the likelihood of an 

overpainter in a later century making the artistic decision to render the eyes of Christ 

in this extraordinary way, either by consciously reproducing the effect of the St 

Peter, or through pure inspiration – or for that matter, the chances of both icons being 

overpainted in the same manner – would seem to be negligible. 

 

There remains the question of the chromatic discrepancy between the face and the 

hands – the hands show a predominance of reddish pigment similar to that found in 

the face and hands of St Peter.   There is literary evidence from the icon’s probable 

period of production to suggest that the distinctively pale and yellowish complexion 

of the face of Christ is itself an indication of authenticity – Patriarch Epiphanius of 

Constantinople (d. 535) described Christ’s skin as σιτόχρους (‘corn-coloured’).
76

   

Moreover, the discrepancy between face and hands is not unique to this icon within 

the group – a comparable difference can be observed in the icon of St John the 

Baptist (fig. 10) between the grey-olive face colour and the light pink of the arm and 

hands.
77

   In all three of the icons which may be products of the same workshop (B1, 

B3 and B5) it is notable that hands seem to be more perfunctorily treated than faces – 

the difference is particularly marked in the cases of the Virgin in B3 and St Peter in 

B5.   This would not be surprising in the context of a prestigious workshop in which 

Hellenistic techniques of portraiture were transmitted from master to pupil – one 
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would expect there to have existed a range of proficiencies, and of levels of 

inspiration, within such a training structure, and the collaboration of master and 

pupils in the creative process would naturally result in such stylistic discrepancies 

within the same painting.   Klaus Parlasca adduces evidence to support the idea of a 

division of labour in the workshop by citing a sixth-century papyrus which refers to 

the co-operation of different artists in painting ‘the portrait of our Lord.’
78

   

Weitzmann, though he does not rule out the possibility of such collaboration, 

remarks that ‘greater care in the execution of the heads [than other parts of the 

painting] is quite normal, even where only one artist was engaged.’
79

 

 

In sum, while it would clearly be desirable for this icon to be subjected to further 

scientific analysis, in the absence of this it is necessary to place more reliance on the 

kind of technical and stylistic observations made above in order to arrive at a 

judgement regarding the authenticity or otherwise of the facial area.   The stylistic 

analysis that follows depends on such a judgement, namely that the balance of 

probabilities remains in favour of this authenticity. 

 

 

Style and Technique 

 

Two aspects of technique and visual language of complementary importance in the 

case of Christ Blessing are the draughtsmanship and the handling of the encaustic 

medium.   Firstly, the composition as a whole is underpinned by a quasi-geometrical 

armature of linear forms which gives the portrait an abstract quality of rhythmical 

unity.   This is analysed in detail in Chapter Three and compared to similar 

underlying structures detectable in some of the mummy-portraits.   Secondly, the 

artist’s handling of colour, and of the encaustic medium itself, is no less distinctive.   

I agree with Chatzidakis’ remark (following the 1962 restoration of the icon and the 

re-emergence of its original colours) that the artist’s ‘sensitivity towards colouristic 

effects of light’ serves as an index of originality, not dependent on the formulae of 
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workshop practice.
80

    In the current museum display, in which the icon is placed 

centrally between B3 and B5, the overall colour temperature of Christ Blessing 

appears relatively warm, appearing to eschew altogether the range of cool greys that 

play such a prominent role in the colour-schemes of the flanking icons (except in the 

sky, where it is used as a foil to the warmth of the nimbus).   The purple of Christ’s 

himation is somewhat warmer in hue than that of the Virgin in B3, although the use 

of directional brushwork to model its folds is very similar in both cases.   Christ’s 

hair also retains an element of the same purplish hue, a complementary contrast in 

colour as well as tone with the subtly modulated creamy pale yellows on the 

forehead, cheeks and neck, which register from a distance with a unified luminosity 

that almost matches the gold of the nimbus.   The paint has evidently been applied 

with brushes, indicating that the wax medium must have been emulsified in some 

way so that it could be used unheated.
81

   This quality of malleability, the fact that it 

did not harden quickly, was essential to achieving the subtle inter-meshing of layers 

and softening of contours, particularly in the head and neck.   This naturalistic 

handling of the medium is also analysed in more detail in Chapter Three. 

 

However, as described above, the rendering of the eyes themselves is anomalous in 

relation to this otherwise consistent illusionism, and additionally the asymmetry of 

the eyes is so marked and evidently deliberate that some expressive or even symbolic 

significance seems to be intended.   Chatzidakis notes that each eye ‘acquires a 

slightly different nuance of expression:  the right eye is more calm, while the left, 

larger, is more lively,’ and suggests that this ‘intentional deviation from symmetry’ 

reflects ‘an intense interior existence.’
82

   However, the contrast of ‘calm’ and 

‘lively’ is too imprecise to do justice to the artist’s intention here.   The two eyes are 

not only different in shape but different in orientation, so that they seem to be 

looking in different directions, the one on the viewer’s left apparently gazing just 

above the viewer, or as if looking up at the viewer from slightly below, bearing a 

mild, almost submissive expression, while the right-hand eye seems more severe 

(largely because of the agitated eyebrow shape) confronting the viewer head-on or as 
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if slightly from above.   Thus the viewer is faced with a remarkably ambiguous, 

almost fluctuating gaze, which seems to preclude a straightforwardly devotional 

response in the viewer.    

 

In fact, it is not only the eyes that appear intentionally asymmetrical;  the lower area 

of the face (including the lower half of the nose, the moustache, lips and beard) has 

also been constructed with a curious lack of consistency as to the relative orientation 

of these features (fig. 18).   The contours of the right side of the nose suggests a 

slight orientation towards the right, whereas the lips, framed by the differing angles 

of curvature of the moustache, appear to be slightly off-centre in the opposite 

direction;  finally, the beard is again not symmetrical but sweeps down to the right of 

centre.   The instability of orientation applies to the whole face – the head of Christ is 

not essentially static but dynamic, as if actively turning its gaze to address the 

viewer.   The same suggestion that Christ is turning to face the viewer is also notable 

in the medallion portrait in the icon of St Peter (fig. 9). 

 

Stylistically, certain affinities may be noted with the treatment of the apostles’ faces 

in the apse mosaic of the Church of Sts Cosmas and Damian in Rome, dated 526-

30.
83

   In particular, the heads of St Peter (fig. 19) and St Paul show a similar 

combination of convincing organic solidity of form with expressive irregularity of 

the features (including a certain asymmetry in the eyes), and even a comparably 

naturalistic treatment of the fall of light.   The extra emphasis on outline in the 

mosaic portraits can be explained by their need to be legible from a much greater 

distance.
84

 

 

 

Iconographic Comparisons 

 

The facial type and posture adopted in this icon is often characterised as a variant of 

the Pantocrator type, although such a label is strictly speaking anachronistic, the 
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term not appearing earlier than the ninth century.
85

   The posture is an early example 

of the ‘closed’ variant of this type, meaning that both of Christ’s hands are positioned 

within the outer contour of the himation rather than extending beyond it as in the 

‘open’ type, of which the icon of Christ in Majesty (fig. 6) is an example.   Christ’s 

right hand emerges from a fold in the himation while remaining close to the chest, 

palm facing the viewer, in a gesture of blessing;  similarly his left hand holds the 

Gospel book close to the chest instead of away from the body. 

 

Both the closed posture-type and the facial type are clearly echoed in the coinage 

issue of Justinian II produced between 692 and 695, the first portrayal of Christ in 

monetary iconography (fig. 20).   Such official usage of the type implies the prior 

existence of a prestigious model on which it is based, perhaps on public display in 

Constantinople, in which case the Sinai icon may also have derived from the same 

model – this hypothesis would support an attribution of the Sinai icon itself to 

Constantinople.   Whatever this model may have been, it appears to have been 

known in the sixth century as far afield as Rome, to judge from the portrait of Christ 

in the Pontian catacomb dated to that period (fig. 21), which is a close iconographical 

match for the Sinai panel (except for its more symmetrical gaze).
86

   This Roman 

variant features the small double lock of hair on Christ’s forehead, which is also 

evident on Justinian’s coin and may well have been a feature of the original model;  

however, it is notably absent from the Sinai icon. 

 

To sum up, the stylistic and iconographical features discussed above indicate that a 

date in the sixth century is most probable.   The likelihood that the painting was 

produced in the same workshop as B3 and B5 also strengthens the case for the sixth 

century since there are similar iconographical connections pointing in the same 

direction in the case of those two icons, as will be discussed below.   However, a date 

in the seventh century, closer to the coinage issue of Justinian II, is not impossible.   

Regarding its place of production, Weitzmann’s arguments in favour of 

Constantinople – namely, ‘its exceptionally high quality’, the fact that the facial type 

was also used on imperial coinage, and that it was ‘not unlikely’ that the icon was a 

                                                 
85

 Mathews 2006, p. 52. 
86

 Belting 1994, p. 133. 



 37 

gift from Justinian to the Sinai monastery – are not very convincing in themselves.    

With respect to the icon’s quality of execution, an attribution to Alexandria may be 

equally possible, although nothing comparable from the period has survived which 

can be assigned to that city with any certainty.   A case might be made for Egypt on 

the basis of stylistic correspondences with the more naturalistic examples among the 

encaustic mummy-portraits (despite the chronological gap of at least three centuries), 

although there are significant differences in this respect too, as discussed in Chapter 

Three.
87

    

 

Is the encaustic technique in itself a significant pointer in favour of an Egyptian place 

of production?   Encaustic portraits (e.g., fig. 22) from Egypt have survived from as 

late as the eighth century, although these, like the handful of comparable examples 

from the fifth, sixth or seventh centuries (such as figs. 23 and 24) do not display 

anything like the degree of naturalism evident in B1.   The dominant medium in 

surviving Egyptian Christian images from this period is tempera, allied to a generally 

more schematic visual language (examples of these are discussed in Chapters Three 

and Four).   Still, material evidence for the use of encaustic has survived only in 

Egypt.
88

   It can be argued that this is solely due to accident of climate, but it is 

difficult to ascertain from the patchy literary evidence to what extent the technique 

was being practised elsewhere in the Mediterranean region during the period in 

question.
89

   The account of the history of painting in Pliny the Elder’s Natural 

History (c.77 CE) contains only two brief mentions of the encaustic technique, both 

in relation to earlier periods than the author’s own.
90

    

 

In short, the icon’s technique may (or may not) point to Egypt, while iconographical 

factors may (or may not) point to Constantinople.   The consideration which might 

tip the balance in favour of the latter is the strong possibility already mentioned that 

it, B3 and B5 are all products of the same workshop.   The close iconographical 
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connections between B5 and some of the consular diptychs produced in the imperial 

capital (discussed below) can be taken as indirectly reinforcing the hypothesis that 

the facial type of Christ was derived from a prestigious Constantinopolitan model.  

 

 

Christ Blessing (Weitzmann B6).   35 x 25 cm (approx.) (fig. 5).
91

 

 

This panel, now in a relatively ruinous condition, originally possessed a frame 

consisting of four separate bars nailed to the front surface of the panel.   Weitzmann 

reported that the original topmost layer of encaustic survives only on the blessing 

hand, the edge of the Gospel book, and parts of the drapery.   He also noted that in 

the area of the face and neck an irregularly shaped piece of canvas had initially been 

laid onto the panel, perhaps to give better adherence to the more substantial layers of 

waxy pigments applied in that part of the portrait.   The current degree of paint-loss 

is such that virtually nothing can be ascertained about the original treatment of the 

facial area.
92

   However, the somewhat triangular head-shape, the pointed beard and 

the hairstyle consisting of a double row of curled locks, all appear to be relatively 

intact. 

 

The iconographic similarities of the closed-type posture, the right hand’s gesture of 

blessing and the left hand holding the Gospel book indicate that the subject is again 

Christ;  however, the facial type, described by Weitzmann as ‘semitic’, is clearly 

radically different to the one used in B1.
93

   This alternative facial type is also found 

on the second coinage issue of Justinian II, dated 705 (fig. 25), suggesting it too may 

have derived from another highly revered model in Constantinople, of which no 

record survives.
94

   However, the type was also commonly adopted in Syria and 

Palestine – for example in the Crucifixion and Ascension scenes on the lid of a sixth-
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century reliquary box from the Holy Land (fig. 26).
95

   Other extant manifestations of 

this type can plausibly be dated to the same period as Justinian II’s second coinage 

issue, including a wall-painting of the Crucifixion in the church of Santa Maria 

Antiqua in Rome (fig. 27) and a fresco in the church of the Panagia in Drosiani on 

the island of Naxos (fig. 28).
96

  

 

The icon is in too poor a state of preservation to propose any attribution or date on 

stylistic grounds.   Weitzmann assigns it to Constantinople, partly because of the 

iconographic connection to Justinian II’s coinage, but this is unconvincing in view of 

the wider currency of its facial type.   It seems more likely, in view of the few 

comparanda available, that this icon was produced in Syria or Palestine, perhaps in 

the seventh or even early eighth century. 

 

 

Christ in Majesty (Weitzmann B16).   76 x 53.5 cm (fig. 6).
97

 

 

This relatively large panel (slightly larger than The Virgin and Child Enthroned, B3) 

is unique within the group in retaining most of its original frame (only the bar fixed 

to its bottom edge is a later replacement).   Along the original three sides of the 

frame runs a votive inscription in Greek, which Weitzmann reconstructs as:  ΗΠΕΡ 

(sic) ΣΟΤΗΡΙΑC (sic) ΚΑΙ ΑΦΕΣΕΟ (sic)   [Σ Α]ΜΑΡΤΙΟΝ (sic)  [… ΤΟΥ ∆ΟΥ]  

ΛΟΥ ΣΟΥ ΦΙΛΟΧΡΙΣΤΟΥ (‘For the salvation and remission of sins of your servant 

the Christ-loving …’).
98

   Weitzmann suggests that the inscription would have 

continued along the bottom bar and may have included the name of a donor;  

alternatively, Mathews has proposed that the term Philochristos (‘Christ-loving’) 

was in fact the donor’s name, perhaps adopted on his becoming a monk at Mt Sinai, 

and speculates that the icon may have been his own votive gift to the monastery.
99
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The portrayal of Christ is very different from that in either B1 or B6.   Here a figure 

with white hair and beard is shown seated on a rainbow within a dark blue, star-filled 

mandorla, which contains a partially visible inscription, Ε[ΜΜΑ]ΝΟΥΗΛ 

(‘Emmanuel’).   This inclusion of an identifying inscription – common practice in 

later Byzantine icons – is unique amongst the selected group.   His feet rest on top of 

a sphere, the surface of which is indicated by white striations.   His right hand is 

raised in a gesture of blessing, while his left holds an open codex, of whose 

inscription little remains visible, but which Weitzmann reconstructs as:  Ε[ΓΩ Ε]ΙΜ 

[Ι ΤΟ ΦΩΣ ΤΟΥ ΚΟΣΜΟΥ] – (‘I am the Light of the World’).
100

   Christ’s seated 

posture is that of the full-length Pantocrator, and the rainbow and sphere can be 

taken as references to a specific verse from Isaiah:  ‘the heaven is my throne and the 

earth is my footstool.’
101

   His ochre-coloured robes are animated by a dynamic 

curvilinear pattern of folds in a reddish-brown colour – this would originally have 

been overlaid with gold striations, of which only small areas remain, for instance 

below the proper right knee.   The head of Christ is framed by a nimbus with 

inscribed cross, with a red border;  the face is completely frontal, with the painted 

gaze slightly averted towards the right.   The features are quite crisply delineated in a 

reddish-brown pigment, with black also used to emphasise the outlines of the eyes 

and the eyebrows.    

 

Four figures of cherubim were originally arranged around the mandorla, of which 

only one at the upper left is still largely visible.   This figure consists of a pair of 

green wings with white highlights and dotted with eyes (derived from Ezekiel 10: 12 

– ‘their wings … were full of eyes round about’), out of which emerges a human 

head in three-quarter view.   Similar figures of cherubim, though less naturalistically 

depicted, appear in Egyptian Christian niche-paintings from the sixth or seventh 

centuries, such as that found in cell 6 at the Monastery of Apa Apollo in Bawit (fig. 

26).  

 

Despite the hieratic simplicity of its composition, B16 is unusually complex in its 

iconographical content.    Various elements, such as the mandorla, the rainbow and 
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the winged creatures, as well as the white-haired figure itself, derive from biblical 

descriptions of prophetic visions of God.   For example, in the Book of Revelation 

(1: 13–14) John sees ‘one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a 

golden girdle round his breast; his head and his hair were white as white wool, white 

as snow’, and later (4: 1–7) writes that ‘a throne was set in heaven, and one sat on the 

throne. […] and there was a rainbow round about the throne […]. And before the 

throne there was a sea of glass […] and in the midst of the throne and round about 

the throne were four beasts full of eyes before and behind.’ 

 

The white-haired figure is also described in the Book of Daniel (on which the Book 

of Revelation was partly based), where he is referred to as the ‘Ancient of Days’ – 

the only use of this term in the Bible: ‘I beheld until the thrones were set, and the 

Ancient of Days sat; and his raiment was white as snow, and the hair of his head, as 

pure wool: his throne was a flame of fire, and his wheels burning fire.’
102

   This icon 

is thus often referred to as a representation of Christ as the Ancient of Days.   

However, as already mentioned, a partly preserved inscription within the mandorla 

on either side of the head identifies the figure as Emmanuel.   This is a reference to 

the description of the birth of Christ in the Gospel of Matthew, which in turn refers to 

a prophecy in Isaiah (7: 14):  ‘All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had spoken 

through the prophet, “Behold a virgin shall conceive in the womb, and shall bring 

forth a son, and thou shalt call his name Emmanuel” (which means, God with us).’
103

 

 

These iconographical and scriptural references indicate that the icon represents a 

conflation of three different aspects of Christ’s identity – the Pantocrator, the 

Ancient of Days, and Emmanuel – in one image.
104

   The possible exegetical 

meanings of the image in the context of contemporary Christological debate, 

particularly the arguments of Cyril of Alexandria (378 – 444), are discussed in 

Chapter Two below. 
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Of the selected group, this icon is the one most likely to have been produced in 

Egypt.
105

   Stylistically, it does not display the relative naturalism of the draperies in 

the St John the Baptist, nor the painterly, tonal treatment of the faces seen in the 

icons of Christ Blessing and St Peter.   Rather, the treatment of the draperies is 

similarly decorative (if more sophisticated in its execution) to that of the niche-

painting from Bawit (fig. 29), and stylistic and iconographic connections can also be 

drawn with the surviving fragment of an Egyptian icon of Christ, dated to the sixth or 

seventh century and now in the Benaki Museum (fig. 30), which includes the 

inscription ‘Emmanuel with us’, as well as a votive inscription in Coptic beside the 

head of Christ, which may be translated as: ‘Brother Timothy, remember him before 

God twofold’.
106

   The connections which can be drawn between its iconographical 

content and the theological arguments of Cyril of Alexandria may also be seen as 

strengthening the case for an Egyptian attribution.   Comparisons with other images 

attempting to represent the two natures of Christ in one person (in keeping with 

Cyril’s teaching, officially endorsed at the Council of Chalcedon in 451), which are 

discussed in Chapter Two below, suggest a possible date at any point between the 

sixth and early eighth centuries. 

 

 

Topics for Further Discussion (i): B1, B6 and B16 

 

The radical inconsistency of the facial appearance of Christ in these three portraits 

clearly requires some interpretation.   Chapter Two in particular will contextualise 

these images within the range of divergent likenesses of Christ produced between the 

fourth and seventh centuries.   To what extent do these three portraits echo pre-

Christian images of gods and emperors in their facial types and/or iconographical 

features?   What meanings and associations did the facial types carry for late antique 

audiences? 
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Comparisons with Roman imperial iconography in Chapter Two will also serve to 

investigate the underlying relationship between image and prototype in these 

portraits.   In both cases this relationship was ambiguous at best, and in the case of 

the visual portrayal of the Incarnate God, intensely problematic from a theological 

point of view at this period.   Can helpful analogies yet be drawn between the 

imperial prototype and that of Christ, in relation to the images which were designed 

to represent them? 

 

Thirdly, the range of functions these three icons may have exercised is also discussed 

with reference to parallels and contrasts with imperial portraiture.   What kinds of 

function could the Christian images perform which were not shared by imperial, or 

other non-Christian types of portrait?   How might different audiences have used or 

responded to these three portraits, particularly in their likely viewing context of the 

monastery at Mount Sinai?    

 

A more specific question arising from the analyses above concerns the asymmetrical 

painted gaze of Christ Blessing (B1) – what evidence from the period might help to 

indicate a possible interpretation of this?   The discussion in Chapter Three of the 

function of the painted gaze in the mummy-portraits will also be pertinent in this 

respect. 

 

 

The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Sts Theodore and George and 

two Archangels (Weitzmann B3).   68.5 x 49.7 cm (fig. 7).
107

  

 

This icon features the most complex composition within the group, consisting of a 

symmetrical arrangement of six figures which articulates a clear sense of spiritual 

hierarchy.   All four sides of the panel have unpainted borders of a similar width to 

those in B1 and B5, and Weitzmann notes that a recess has been carved all round the 

reverse of the panel, of about the same width as the unpainted border.   This suggests 
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that a grooved frame fitted around the panel, flush with the reverse side but 

projecting in front (see diagram, fig. 31).
108

   There is one major area of paint-loss, 

about halfway up the figure of the right-hand saint, where a fairly crude continuation 

of the drawing has been applied to the bare wood by a later hand. 

 

The Christ Child (fig. 32) is appropriately positioned at the centre of the 

composition, his golden robe and nimbus emphasised by their contrast with the 

surrounding dark indigo-grey of the Virgin’s himation.   His seated posture is 

naturalistically child-like, while his forehead is enlarged – it is not clear whether this 

combination of contrasting modes of depiction carries any symbolic meaning.   

Weitzmann speculates that it might be intended to signify the combination of 

Christ’s two natures.
109

   Unfortunately, the face of the Child is much the least 

distinct of all the figures owing to surface deterioration, to such an extent that it is 

unclear in what direction the painted gaze is oriented.   At any rate, the Child’s lack 

of definition does not attract or arrest the viewer’s eye as powerfully as the three 

faces immediately above it.    

 

The figure of the Virgin is depicted with a subtle use of contrapposto, her robe being  

rendered with impasto brushwork that appears to follow the forms of a solid body 

beneath, but the narrow tonal variation of the folds (also evident in the himation of 

Christ Blessing, B1) tends to diminish a naturalistic sense of volume.   The Virgin’s 

disproportionately large face (fig. 33) is convincingly modelled in light and shade, 

while the painted gaze seems very precisely designed, the eyes being large and 

asymmetrical like those of Christ Blessing, but in this case the left eye is positioned 

slightly higher than the right, serving to accentuate the sideways direction of the 

gaze.   Interestingly, the same asymmetrical positioning of the eyes occurs in the icon 

of the Virgin and Child produced c.609 for the church of Santa Maria ad Martyres in 

Rome (fig. 34), and it is also evident in the medallion portrait of the Virgin in the 

mosaic-scheme (c.550-60) in the basilica of the monastery at Mount Sinai (fig. 35).   

As in the case of the icon of Christ Blessing (B1), such repetition of an apparently 

idiosyncratic detail raises the possibility of reliance on a common model, now lost. 
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The two soldier-saints (figs. 36 and 37), wearing the ceremonial costume of the 

imperial guard,
110

 stand slightly below and forward of the base of the throne, thus 

occupying a spatial level that seems to open into the viewer’s space, and their feet 

cast shadows on the ground.   However, their robed bodies are rendered with a 

greater degree of abstraction than the figure of Mary:  although the vertical folds of 

the robes are indicated by tonal modelling, and there is even a minimal indication of 

contrapposto in the shadow-areas included beneath each saint’s left knee, the 

pervading flatness of both figures is emphasised by the continuous geometric 

patterns clothing them from head to foot.   In this respect they are stylistically 

reminiscent of the seventh-century full-length mosaic portraits of St Demetrius in 

Thessaloniki (such as fig. 38).   The possible metaphorical significance of this lack of 

corporeality is discussed in Chapter Four.
111

  

 

The upper zone of the composition features another, more abrupt stylistic shift.   

Squeezed into the shallow pictorial space behind the three principal figures are two 

archangels, identified by the sceptres they hold (fig. 39).   This space is somewhat 

separated colouristically from the foreground space of the other four figures – the 

archangels’ space is virtually monochromatic, in cool, receding shades of grey, by 

contrast with the warmer light in the rest of the composition.   The archangels are 

painted with impressionistic, energetic brushwork, and their heads, tilted and 

foreshortened in space, are shown turning in space, in radical contrast to the formal 

frontality of the other heads.   This tilting and foreshortening in particular link the 

archangels’ heads directly to the Hellenistic tradition of figurative painting 

exemplified by the frescoes of Pompeii and Herculaneum, such as that of Chiron and 

Achilles (fig. 40).
112
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The archangels lean outwards from behind the Virgin’s nimbus while twisting their 

heads to look upwards beyond the upper limit of the composition, thus directing the 

viewer’s attention also towards the transcendent presence of the divine sphere, 

indicated by the lower rim of a dark blue circle most of which is out of sight.   From 

this the hand of God descends, dispensing a ray of heavenly light, outlined in gold, 

which illuminates the faces of all the figures in the painting.
113

   The confinement of 

the pictorial space is intensified by the niche-wall rising almost to the top of the 

composition;  nevertheless, within this space a complete spiritual hierarchy is 

articulated, from the barely visible circle of the Divine Realm to the earth on which 

the saints stand, the various levels being connected and unified by the diffusion of 

divine light. 

 

Again, scholarly opinion has varied as to this icon’s possible date.    Weitzmann 

proposed a sixth-century date on the basis of its putative connection to Justinian;
114

 

Mathews and George Galavaris have supported this hypothesis, but without adducing 

any further evidence.
115

   Kitzinger favoured a date in the first half of the seventh 

century on the basis of stylistic comparisons with figures in Santa Maria Antiqua in 

Rome, but he admitted these were ‘tentative’, since he was only able to view 

photographs of the Sinai icon.
116

   More generally, images of the enthroned Virgin 

before the sixth century usually included saints and/or donors flanking the throne, but 

in the sixth century the presence of a pair of archangels predominates instead.
117

    In 

this way the icon can be linked to other images which can be relatively securely 

dated to the sixth century, such as the Constantinopolitan ivory panel now in Berlin 

(fig. 41)
118

 and the Egyptian tapestry icon now in Cleveland (fig. 42).
119

   Again it is 

possible that all three images are variants derived from a common model, now lost;  
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on the evidence of the courtly connotations of the iconography, one may speculate 

that this could have been located in the Byzantine imperial palace.
120

   

 

The most commonly cited iconographical comparison, however, is with the so-called 

Madonna della Clemenza in S. Maria in Trastevere in Rome (fig. 43),
121

 which is 

also of doubtful date.
122

   This composition is similarly hieratic and courtly in nature, 

with the Virgin’s throne again flanked by a pair of archangels.   On the other hand, 

there are significant differences:  apart from the inclusion of a donor figure (now 

almost invisible) at the Virgin’s feet, the Virgin herself is considerably more 

splendidly attired, bejewelled and crowned with a diadem like a Byzantine 

empress.
123

   Her painted gaze seems to be directed above or through the viewer, 

instead of being averted to one side. 

 

In sum, a sixth-century date for B3 is most likely on the strength of the 

iconographical comparisons cited.   Such considerations do not help in determining a 

place of production, however, as the comparanda in question are attributed to Egypt, 

Constantinople and Rome.   It has been claimed that the facial type used here for the 

Virgin bears a significant resemblance to that evident in second- and third-century 

portraits of pagan goddesses produced in Egypt (figs. 44 and 45).
124

   These will be 

compared in more detail in Chapter Four;
125

  however, although the facial types are 

indeed similar, nothing conclusive can be deduced from this regarding an Egyptian 

origin for the Sinai icon once other depictions of the Virgin from the period are taken 

into account, since the facial types in sixth- and seventh-century portraits from Rome 

(such as figs. 34 and 43), for example, bear just as much resemblance to the Sinai 

icon as do the Egyptian portraits of pagan goddesses. 
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As his principal arguments in favour of a Constantinopolitan origin for the icon 

Weitzmann cites its remarkable stylistic diversity, and the courtly elements of the 

iconography.
126

   Again it is arguable that its range of visual languages was not 

beyond the scope of Alexandrian artists, for instance, but there is no independent 

evidence for this.
127

   It is also not so clear whether it can be assigned to the same 

workshop as B1 and B5, which are much closer to each other in both format and 

stylistic features than they are to B3, although the technical features of the nimbi, 

mentioned above, remain a valid consideration.   Ultimately, in the absence of any 

strong iconographical pointers, there are no conclusive factors in favour of either 

Constantinople or Alexandria – both appear equally feasible attributions. 

 

The Virgin and Child (Weitzmann B2).   35.4 x 20.6 cm (fig. 8).
128

 

This panel has suffered a good deal of surface damage, and has been cropped on all 

sides except the right hand side, where an unpainted border is still visible, indicating 

that it was probably originally fitted with the same kind of grooved frame as B1, B3 

and B5.   The current gable shape of the panel suggests that it could have been 

cropped to fit a Gothic-type frame, perhaps during the Crusader period.
129

   

Weitzmann reported that the panel had been cleaned in Kiev shortly before his 

examination of it, and ‘restored several times’ before that, and found that the 

uppermost layers of pigment were unstable.
130

   Certainly there are considerable 

losses on the right-hand side of the Virgin’s face and around the hair and face of the 

Child, making it difficult to compare the handling of the encaustic medium with that 

of other portraits in the group.   In the present state, the Virgin’s face appears 

strongly lit from the left, while the enlarged eyes are schematically drawn, and the 

direction of the painted gaze is somewhat indeterminate.   Her hands appear 
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disproportionately large, as if considerably nearer to the viewer than the head. 

Weitzmann observed a number of technical and stylistic resemblances between this 

icon and Christ Blessing (B1).   These include:  closely similar colours used for the 

irises of the eyes, for the lips, and for the draperies;  and the rosette pattern punched 

into the Virgin’s nimbus, which matches that on Christ’s nimbus.   The Virgin’s 

chiton of yellow ochre with fine gold striations to indicate highlights also resembles 

the robe of the Christ Child in The Virgin and Child Enthroned.
131

   It is not clear 

whether the two nimbi are bordered with the same dark blue colour as appears in the 

other icons assigned to Constantinople, but it may be visible where the Child’s 

nimbus cuts in front of the Virgin’s headdress.   Thus there are some grounds for 

arguing that it could have been produced by the same workshop as B1, B3 and B5, 

but the poor state of preservation of this panel, and the fact that it is not known how 

widespread these technical and stylistic features may have been at the time, make 

this no more than a possibility. 

Perhaps the most striking stylistic feature of this icon, which is not paralleled in any 

of the other icons of the group, is the rhythmic vitality generated by the curvilinear 

drapery folds as they flow across the shoulders, chest and arm of the Virgin.   These 

are delineated more boldly than those of Christ’s himation in Christ Blessing or the 

Virgin’s maphorion in The Virgin and Child Enthroned, and give a powerful sense of 

contrappostal mobility to the figure of the Virgin which is relatively lacking in the 

equivalent figure in B3. 

A large part of the interest of this icon is precisely the absence of any close 

iconographical parallels.   A comparison may be drawn, purely in terms of the 

disposition of the two figures, with the early icon of the Virgin and Child in Santa 

Maria Maggiore in Rome (fig. 46), in particular the outstretched right arm of the 

Child (although the hand gesture is different), but the Roman icon has been so 

repeatedly overpainted that no stylistic affinities can be identified.
132

   It should also 

be borne in mind that there is no way of knowing how much of the original 

composition of B2 has been cropped or how much of the figure of the Virgin was 
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originally included.   It has been suggested, on the basis of the turn of the Virgin’s 

head towards the left and the Child’s extended hand pointing in the same direction, 

that the two figures may have originally been located on the right-hand side of a 

much larger composition, perhaps an Adoration of the Magi.
133

   However, given the 

evidence of a sixth-century ivory relief from Constantinople depicting this subject 

(fig. 47), in which a strictly centralised and symmetrical composition is adopted, it 

seems very unlikely that the Virgin and Child would have been placed in such an off-

centre position as would be implied by the extension of this panel towards the left.
134

 

Compared with the hieratic frontality so emphasised in B3, both Virgin and Child in 

B2 are given more mobile, asymmetric postures, and appear relatively informal in 

their actions.   The Virgin’s movement can be seen as realistically maternal, while 

the gesture of the Child’s open palm also seems more natural than the conventional 

gesture of blessing included in B3 and the icon from Santa Maria Maggiore.   The 

Child’s nimbus is also lacking the cruciform motif which seems to have been 

introduced during the sixth century and which is visible in B1 and B3.
135

   These 

features suggest a stronger connection with pre-Christian Hellenistic painting than 

with the post-Iconoclastic Byzantine icon, and a date no later than the sixth century 

seems most likely.   On the strength of the stylistic correspondences with B1 noted 

above, Constantinople would again seem the most likely place of production. 

 

Topics for Further Discussion (ii): B3 and B2 

The significant stylistic shifts evident within the composition of B3 are further 

discussed in Chapter Three in the broader context of the range of techniques and 

visual languages associated with the encaustic medium, as found in the mummy-

portraits as well as the early Sinai icons.   The question of how the stylistic diversity 

of B3 may have been interpreted by contemporary audiences is also discussed in 

Chapter Four in the context of a more general discussion of the role of the artist in 

                                                 
133

 Weitzmann 1976, p. 17. 
134

 S. Boyd in Weitzmann (ed.) 1979, pp. 531-2. 
135

 The earliest securely dated appearance of a cruciform nimbus for Christ is in the consular diptych 

of Justin II of 540 (Spain 1980, p. 155). 



 51 

constructing likenesses of sacred figures at this period.   What aspects of this icon 

can be ascribed to the artist’s own powers of creative imagination? 

Secondly, as with the icons of Christ, the likenesses of the Virgin in particular in 

these two icons need to be contextualised within the range of other distinct likenesses 

of the Virgin current at this period.   This question is also addressed in Chapter Four, 

along with an investigation of their possible connections to portraits of Isis and other 

pre-Christian goddesses. 

Thirdly, the likely meanings and functions of these two icons are discussed, again 

bearing in mind their possible uses in the context of the Sinai monastery.   For 

example, does the compositional complexity of B3 indicate a more exegetical 

function for this icon than B2?   What theological teachings of the period might help 

us to interpret the hierarchy of sacred figures and levels of being which B3 

articulates?   These questions are addressed in Chapter Four, in comparing the 

possible functions of the group of Sinai icons with those of the Fayum pinakes 

depicting pagan deities. 

 

 

Saint Peter with Three Medallion Portraits of Christ, the Virgin and St 

John (Weitzmann B5).   93 x 53 cm (fig. 9).
136

  

 

This panel shows many small areas of paint-loss through which the wood of the 

support is visible.   Most of these lacunae had been filled in, again probably in recent 

times, with additions in oil paint, and most of this restoration was subsequently 

removed in the 1962 cleaning.   However, Weitzmann reports that the 1962 team of 

restorers decided not to alter ‘some of the earlier restored areas … especially large 

sections in the mantle, in order not to disturb the artistic unity.’
137

   This does seem a 

somewhat idiosyncratic artistic judgement on the part of the restorers, since the 
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current appearance of the draperies, with their relatively schematic treatment, seems 

at odds stylistically with the naturalism of the saint’s head. 

 

There are clear compositional resemblances between this icon and B1.   However, 

although both St Peter and Christ are depicted approximately life-size, half-length 

and situated within niches, the subtler differences within this general format are 

worth noting.   In both cases the shoulders are slightly angled in relation to the 

picture plane, but whereas Christ’s head appears to turn towards the viewer, adopting 

an almost completely frontal orientation, the head of St Peter does not do this, but 

remains oriented at exactly the same angle as the shoulders, thus not quite facing the 

viewer directly.   In other words, the sensation of mobility conveyed by the head of 

Christ in B1 is lacking in the image of the saint.   The head of St Peter also occupies 

a lower position within the composition than that of Christ.   This is clearly 

necessitated by the inclusion of the three medallion portraits in the upper zone, and 

has the consequence that the relative positions of head and niche are inverted: 

whereas the head of Christ rises up above an inconspicuous shoulder-level niche, the 

head of Peter, while still raised erect on its shoulders, is enclosed within a taller and 

more eye-catching niche, gilded and decorated with classical ornamental motifs, 

which occupies more of the pictorial space.   Nevertheless, the dramatic tonal 

contrast between the dark olive colour of the niche’s interior and the luminous 

nimbus serves to frame the saint’s head as the striking focal point of the image. 

  

It is difficult to judge the original effect of the painted gaze, because of paint-loss in 

the area of the right eye (fig. 48).   All that can be said in this respect is that the left 

eye of St Peter – in which the same technique of outlining the eyelash-line and iris 

has been used, as in Christ Blessing, to accentuate the gaze – is certainly fixed on the 

viewer, while what is visible of the right eye suggests that it may be slightly averted 

to the viewer’s left.   In other words, the painted gaze appears to be divergent rather 

than convergently focused, so that a direct exchange of gazes is only partially 

invited. 
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An overall colour harmony is created through the use of grey-green tones – in the 

hair and beard, draperies and keys, for instance – which are complementary to the 

warmer range of reddish hues in the flesh areas.   Within the head itself, the quality 

of execution appears somewhat inconsistent.   The forehead, for example, like that of 

Christ in B1, shows the use of multi-layered directional brushwork to mould the 

forms of the head with tactile immediacy.   The hair and beard likewise are rendered 

with considerable rhythmic vitality in the mark-making.   On the other hand, it is 

notable that both ears are somewhat ineptly positioned, perhaps indicating a less than 

secure grasp of the head as a fully three-dimensional form.    

 

As already indicated, the treatment of the draperies is less naturalistic than in the 

other icons in the group (fig. 49), and the handling of the encaustic medium is 

audacious – broad brushstrokes of a semi-transparent white have been applied with 

great confidence and energy, animating the surface of the figure but with little 

concern to suggest a volumetric body beneath.   Indeed, the length of some of these 

strokes suggests that the paint must have been in a relatively liquid state, which is 

unusual (though not impossible) for encaustic and more typical of tempera.   In this 

case it cannot be discerned by the naked eye which medium has actually been used 

here.   Thus, in the contrast of this degree of abstraction with the naturalism of the 

head, we have, ostensibly, another example of an abrupt change of technique and 

visual language within the same composition – however, from Weitzmann’s account 

it appears that on this occasion it may simply be the result of unremoved 

overpainting.    

 

The three medallion portraits ranged across the top of the composition represent a 

stylistic contrast which can be more confidently attributed to the artist’s intention, 

although again the collaboration of another hand cannot be ruled out (fig. 50).   With 

their golden yellow grounds and white and blue borders they formally echo the 

nimbus of St Peter, but the faces are considerably paler in colouration and feature 

very little tonal modelling.   The head of Christ in the central medallion is turned 

towards the viewer from angled shoulders – this suggestion of naturalistic movement 

distinguishes Christ from the completely frontal heads of the Virgin and St John, 

which seem more passive in comparison.   It should be noted here that Brubaker and 
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Haldon disagree with these identifications of the two flanking portraits, electing to 

see the woman as an anonymous donor commissioning this icon as a votive offering 

in gratitude for the healing of her son, the young man depicted.
138

   However, the 

connotations of authority conveyed by the medallion format would not have been 

appropriate for donor portraits.
139

   Moreover, the clear iconographic and 

compositional parallelism between this icon and the consular diptych of Anastasius 

(fig. 51), discussed in Chapter Two, seems to me to constitute a deliberate 

borrowing;
140

  these seem more compelling factors in the interpretation of the 

identities and roles of these figures.   All three medallion portraits make direct eye-

contact with the viewer more unequivocally than does St Peter, and their stylistic 

idiom appears closer to that of the two warrior-saints in the Virgin and Child 

Enthroned, although the relatively neutral facial expressions of the medallion 

portraits are less compelling.   While these remain recognisable but relatively 

uncharacterised types, the face of St Peter has a degree of fleshly solidity and 

individuality which may be more associated with funerary portraiture, in particular 

the encaustic mummy-portraits – comparisons with these are discussed in Chapter 

Three.
141

     

 

As just mentioned, a direct iconographic connection can be drawn between this icon 

and the ivory diptych depicting the consul Flavius Anastasius (fig. 51), produced in 

Constantinople in 517, particularly in the hierarchy of interrelationships introduced 

by the medallion portraits in each case.   This parallel is discussed in detail in 

Chapter Two, but here it can be taken as the strongest argument for the icon having 

been produced in the imperial capital, as a single ivory diptych would probably have 

had a very restricted audience during the period in question, its iconographical 

particularity unlikely to have been disseminated beyond the immediate circle of its 

recipient(s).
142

   Alternatively, an Egyptian origin might be argued on the basis that 

the stylistic treatment of the saint’s head is perhaps closer to that of some of the 
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encaustic mummy-portraits than any of the other portraits within the Sinai group.   

However, there is no independent evidence that the workshop tradition of naturalistic 

encaustic painting represented by second-century funerary portraits was still 

flourishing in the sixth century, and there is no a priori reason why artists should not 

have been trained in the encaustic technique in Constantinople to just as high a 

standard as in Alexandria.   The connection with the diptych of Anastasius is also the 

strongest indication of a sixth-century date – Weitzmann dates it ‘a little later’ than 

B1 largely because of the St Peter’s more schematic treatment of the draperies, but, 

as we have seen, this difference is likely to be the result of overpainting and so can 

be discounted.  

 

  

Saint John the Baptist, with Medallion Portraits of Christ and the 

Virgin (Weitzmann B11).   46.8 x 25.1 cm (fig. 10).
143

 

  

This panel, considerably smaller than that of St Peter, has retained its original 

dimensions, but has suffered more extensive paint-loss than any other panel in this 

group except B6.   The full-length figure of the saint is depicted in a relatively agile, 

contrappostal stance, dressed in a long brown tunic and himation of the same colour, 

the folds of which are delineated with crisply painted highlights in a yellow colour.   

On his shoulders he also wears a cape of sheepskin known as a melote, fastened in a 

knot over the chest – this is painted in a olive-brown mid-tone with a pattern of white 

highlights, the brushwork of which renders its texture naturalistically.   The same 

mid-tone serves as the underlying colour of the facial area, on which are 

superimposed darker brown brushstrokes and white highlights to characterise the 

features.   The treatment of the saint’s face is distinctive amongst the group as a 

whole for the expressiveness of its naturalism (fig. 52).   The fluency of the dark 

brushstrokes rendering the hair, eyebrows, moustache and beard, and the boldness 

and irregularity of the highlights, even on such a small scale, create a sense of 

animation, even pathos, in the way the saint’s head turns towards Christ.   The right 

                                                 
143

 Weitzmann 1976, pp. 32-5; Corrigan 1988; Belting 1994, 113, 132, 142; Nelson and Collins (eds.) 

2006, p. 125. 



 56 

arm and the hands, by contrast, are a light pink colour, outlined in a dark red.   In his 

left hand the saint holds a scroll, the inscription on which reads: Ε[Ι∆Ε]  Ο 

ΙΑΜ[ΝΟ]Σ  ΤΟΥ  [ΘΕΟ]Υ Ο [ΑΙΡΩ]Ν [ΤΗΝ]  Α[ΜΑ]ΡΤΙ[AΝ]  ΤΟΥ ΚΟΣΜΟΥ 

(‘Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world’).
144

   Surviving 

patches of blue-grey tones in the background indicate that the saint is depicted within 

a landscape setting.   The two medallion portraits in the upper corners of the panel, 

painted the same yellow as the saint’s nimbus, depict Christ and the Virgin in three-

quarter views, both facing inwards towards the saint.   The facial features of each are 

quite perfunctorily indicated, although the painted gaze of Christ is clearly directed 

towards that of the saint. 

 

Dating and attribution are particularly difficult in the case of this icon.   Weitzmann 

believes it could be the earliest of all the icons in the group and assigns it to the late 

fifth or sixth century on stylistic grounds, taking the ‘relaxed stance and torsion of 

the figure’ as evidence of ‘as freedom of movement soon to be superseded by a more 

rigid frontality.’
145

   As examples of such rigidity he cites the figures of the four 

evangelists depicted on the covers of the Freer Gospels (fig. 53) – these are painted 

in encaustic, assigned an Egyptian origin and dated to the seventh century.   The 

relative flatness and immobility of these figures and the more decorative treatment of 

the draperies are certainly typical of Egyptian visual language of this period, and 

would seem to rule out an Egyptian origin for the icon of St John the Baptist.   

Weitzmann proposes a Palestinian origin, on the basis of stylistic similarities with the 

figures of the apostles in the eighth- or ninth-century icon of the Ascension of Christ, 

also in the Sinai collection (fig. 54), but these similarities seem overstated – the 

saint’s draperies are more naturalistic and less decorative in conception, the 

treatment of the face is much less stylised than those in the Ascension icon.
146

  

Kathleen Corrigan also more persuasively argues for a Syrian or Palestinian 

attribution on the basis of a comparison with figures in the full-page miniatures of 

the Rabbula Gospels (such as fig. 55), which have been most recently dated to the 
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first half of the sixth century.
147

   Overall the sense in the saint’s portrait of a solid 

figure occupying an atmospheric pictorial space suggests a Hellenistic naturalism 

associated with Constantinople, although there are no clear parallels with the other 

icons assigned to that centre, other than the common use of dark blue borders for the 

nimbi and medallions. 

 

Dating is also especially problematic.   Weitzmann’s suggestion that it could be as 

early as the fifth century seems unlikely in view of the cruciform nimbus of Christ, 

whose earliest securely dated appearance, as already stated, is mid-sixth-century.
148

   

Corrigan has argued that, as with the portrait of St Peter, a more promising pointer 

may be suggested by its iconographical content.   St John’s scroll is inscribed with 

words attributed to him from the Gospel of John (‘Behold the Lamb of God who 

takes away the sins of the world’), while his right arm is raised towards the 

medallion portrait of Christ in the upper left corner of the panel, which is also the 

object of the saint’s upward gaze.   Gesture, gaze and inscription all emphasise the 

saint’s role as the pre-eminent witness to Christ, pointing out the sacrificial saviour 

of humankind.
149

    

 

However, the biblical symbol of the Lamb of God was most commonly represented 

in early Christian art as a lamb – for instance, in a panel from the cathedra of 

Archbishop Maximian in Ravenna (produced in the sixth century, probably in 

Constantinople), St John the Baptist is depicted in a similar standing pose with his 

right arm raised, but his left hand holds a disk containing an image of a lamb (fig. 

56).   Corrigan argues that, in terms of contemporary Christological debate, the 

contrasting decision in this icon to depict Christ in human form may be of particular 

significance, pointing out the congruency between this decision and the prescription 

of Canon 82 of the Quinisext Council (692) – ‘the Lamb … should henceforward be 

set up in human form on images also, in place of the ancient lamb, inasmuch as we 
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… are guided to the recollection of His life in the flesh, His Passion and His salutary 

death …’.
150

 – and on this basis argues for a seventh-century date for the icon.
151

    

    

However, Corrigan’s argument is somewhat undermined by the fact that examples of 

Christ depicted in anthropomorphic form with the gesturing St John have survived 

from before the Council of 692.
152

   Mathews has also pointed out the similarities 

between this image and those of prophets in landscape settings which appear in the 

mid-sixth-century mosaics of San Vitale in Ravenna.
153

   On balance the stylistic 

argument for a sixth-century date for this icon seems a little more persuasive than the 

iconographic argument for the seventh century.    

 

 

Saints Sergius and Bacchus with Medallion Portrait of Christ 

(Weitzmann B9).   28.4 x 41.8 cm (fig. 11).
154

 

 

A horizontal split in this panel has caused paint-loss around the upper part of the face 

of St Sergius (on the left), and Weitzmann reported that ‘a large area of the lower 

part of the face and the right eye’ of St Bacchus has been retouched;  otherwise the 

surface of the panel is in relatively good condition.   Both the frame and the inscribed 

saints’ names in the upper corners of the panel are later additions. The panel is of a 

modest, portable size (similar to that of St John the Baptist), and so may have been 

used for private devotion while on pilgrimage – Ihor Sevčenko asserts that the panel 

was originally protected by a lid.
155

   It may well have entered the Sinai monastery’s 

collection as a pilgrim’s votive offering.   The cult of the relics of this pair of 

martyred soldier-saints originated in Syria in the fifth century, and would have led to 

a demand for small-scale, privately used images of this kind.
156
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Sergius and Bacchus are iconographically distinguished from other youthful military 

saints by the gold torque, known as a maniakon, which each one wears round his 

neck, here decorated in both cases with three large cabochon stones – the crosses of 

martyrdom held in their hands are the same golden colour.
157

   The saints are 

presented frontally against a plain pale blue ground, wearing courtly costume of 

chiton and chlamys comparable to that worn by Saints Theodore and George in The 

Virgin and Child Enthroned, featuring gold striations on the clavi.   Their facial 

proportions, features and hairstyles are almost identical, and only a difference in hair 

colour sets them apart.   There is a degree of resemblance between these faces, in 

both their shape and expression, and that of St George in The Virgin and Child 

Enthroned.   The saints’ eyes are enlarged and their gazes are intense, although 

surface damage and retouching around both pairs of eyes makes it difficult to 

determine how focused the two gazes were in the direction of the viewer.   Their 

large nimbi carry a punched pattern of six-pointed stars alternating with circles and 

double points, similar to the patterns in B1 and B3, and their dark blue borders are 

also similar.   In this case the two nimbi are interconnected by a central medallion 

portrait, visually resembling a third, smaller nimbus, depicting a frontally oriented 

Christ rather than the three-quarter portraits which features in the icons of St Peter 

and St John the Baptist.   This medallion portrait is also more schematic than the 

image of Christ in the icon of St Peter, in which his head is shown turning towards 

the viewer.   Though the facial type is similar, here the head and neck of Christ 

appear disembodied, leading Belting to speculate that the image may have been 

intended as an indirect quotation of the miraculous image of Camuliana, which was 

said to have appeared in the mid-sixth century.
158

   At the same time the shape of 

Christ’s head seems to closely echo those of the two saints on either side, as if to 

emphasise the martyrs’ heroic imitation of the example of Christ. 
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The stylistic and technical correspondences already noted between this icon and B1 

and B3 led Weitzmann to propose a Constantinopolitan origin for this icon, and there 

do not seem to be any stronger pointers to any other place of production.   

Weitzmann’s proposal of a seventh-century date is based on the greater stylisation of 

the saints’ faces in comparison with those in B1 or B5, but again this distinction 

implies an evolutionary development which is questionable.   An alternative sixth-

century date may be argued on the grounds that the cult of Sergius and Bacchus was 

at its height at this time.   Justinian dedicated a large monastery church to the two 

saints in the grounds of his palace complex in Constantinople, probably in the mid 

520s, and also made improvements to their shrine at Resafa in Syria, to which he also 

donated a jewelled cross, and which became a major pilgrimage centre in the sixth 

century.
159

 

 

 

Topics for Further Discussion (iii): B5, B11 and B9 

 

These three icons are compared, both stylistically and in terms of function, with the 

mummy-portraits of Roman Egypt in Chapter Three, while Chapter Four includes a 

general discussion of how the likenesses of saints were constructed at this early 

period.   Again the possibility that non-Christian iconographies or facial types were 

adapted to this end is considered.   The inclusion in all three icons of a clipeate 

portrait of Christ, depicted on a smaller scale than the principal subjects, is also 

interpreted in relation to the possible intercessory function of these images. 

 

Chapter Three also includes further discussion of the question raised in the 

Introduction, namely whether funerary portraits (either pagan or Christian) and 

martyrs’ portraits should be regarded as separate categories of image in late 

antiquity, or whether the commemorative function of the former and the devotional 

function of the latter actually belonged to a continuum of response. 
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Summary of Datings and Geographical Attributions 

 

As the foregoing discussion has shown, the dearth of documentary evidence 

constrains us to base judgements on probabilities.   Bearing this limitation in mind, 

previous judgements, made principally by the Sotirious, Weitzmann and Kitzinger, 

may now be reassessed.   Firstly, the generalised assertion of the Sotirious that all of 

the pre-Iconoclastic icons at Sinai originated in ‘Hellenic centres of Egypt and 

Syria,’ while geographically plausible, is not supported by stylistic analysis and 

seems highly questionable.
160

  Works which are more securely assigned to Egypt, for 

example, from the period of the sixth and seventh centuries show virtually no 

stylistic affinities with any of the selected group, except arguably with Christ in 

Majesty (B16).   Although a continuity of workshop training in Egypt may plausibly 

be posited to connect the mummy-portraits of the first, second and third centuries 

with icons of the sixth and seventh, there is equally no reason why such training 

should not have continued elsewhere as well.   Therefore, the Sotirious’ assertion that 

the icon of St Peter (B5) ‘constitutes a unique specimen of Alexandrian painting of 

the fifth and sixth centuries’ seems to be quite unfounded.
161

   

 

Secondly, Weitzmann assigns a number of the pre-Iconoclastic icons to Palestine, 

and more specifically Jerusalem, pointing out that the Sinai monastery, located in 

what was formerly Palestina Tertia, depended primarily on Jerusalem for its 

ecclesiastical ties.
162

    However, his attribution of the icon of St John the Baptist to 

Palestine on the basis of stylistic similarities with the eighth- or ninth-century icon of 

the Ascension of Christ seems dubious.   It may be assumed that Jerusalem at least 

possessed an active workshop, but virtually nothing is known about what it may have 

produced.   The icon of St John the Baptist seems the most difficult of the group to 

assign even a probable place of production, Jerusalem and Constantinople being 

equally possible but with no more positive indication either way.    
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With regard to possible Constantinopolitan attributions, I concur with Weitzmann’s 

judgements that the Virgin and Child (B2) and Sts Sergius and Bacchus (B9) are 

likely to have been produced in the imperial capital.   I also agree with a 

Constantinopolitan origin for the three best-known icons, B1, B3 and B5, although it 

cannot be demonstrated from a purely stylistic point of view that these icons are 

necessarily from the capital.   Instead, I give more weight than Weitzmann does to 

iconographical factors such as the connection between the St Peter and the consular 

diptych of Anastasius, and to the likelihood of all three being products of the same 

workshop.   The second Christ Blessing (B6) is in too poor a state of preservation for 

any stylistic affinities to be drawn – the main iconographical parallels in terms of 

facial type are Syrian and Palestinian, while the link to the second coinage issue of 

Justinian II is the only pointer, and not necessarily a strong one, in the direction of 

Constantinople. 

 

Datings are yet more difficult to judge than attributions, particularly if style is taken 

as the main criterion.   In many cases it is iconographical factors, as discussed above, 

which seem to be (at least potentially) more promising pointers.   These take several 

different forms:  iconographic parallels with other more securely dated works (as in 

the cases of B1, B3 and B5, for example);  the possibility of deliberate allusion to 

particular Church doctrines in the context of Christological debate (B11 and B16);  

and, perhaps most speculatively, considerations of possible patronage, particularly 

the notion that the imperial court donated some of these icons as founding gifts to the 

monastery.   However, taking these factors into account, my opinions are as follows:  

B1, B3 and B5 should be dated no later than the mid-sixth century, for reasons given 

above – I believe these outweigh the stylistic grounds for the generally later dates 

proposed by Kitzinger on the basis of comparisons with the wall-paintings of Santa 

Maria Antiqua, particularly since Kitzinger himself has pointed out the tenuousness 

of stylistic criteria of dating for this period generally.   B2 is probably equally early 

(largely because of its unusual, non-standardised freedom of composition and 

drawing), while B11 may also be considered sixth-century because of the height of 

the popularity of the cult of Sergius and Bacchus at that time.   B6 may be assigned 
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to the seventh, or even early eighth century on the basis of the link to Justinian II’s 

coinage and other images of Christ using the same facial type from the same period.    

 

The two datings most difficult to estimate are St John the Baptist (B11) and Christ in 

Majesty (B16).   With regard to the former, the iconographical argument that it 

should be associated with the Quinisext Council of 692 seems unpersuasive;  instead, 

the similarities with figures in the miniatures of the Rabbula Gospels, and the blue 

borders of its nimbus and medallions (shared with B1, B3, B5 and B9), suggest a 

date in the sixth century.   The more complex iconographical content of B16, on the 

other hand, may well be associated with Christological debate, but other images 

ostensibly depicting the two natures of Christ with which it could be compared range 

in their dates from the sixth to the early eighth centuries, and any point in this period 

would be possible for this icon. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Roman Imperial Portraiture from Augustus to 

Justinian 
 
 

 

Introduction 
 

 

In considering the range of possible sources, within the medium of painting, for the 

early Sinai icons, the great majority of the material evidence is from Egypt, the only 

province of the Roman Empire where panel-paintings from the period have 

survived.
163

   This material is analysed in Chapters Three and Four.   Within the 

specific genre of portraits of Roman emperors, only a single panel-painting survives 

– a small tondo, again of Egyptian origin, depicting Septimius Severus (r. 193 – 211) 

and his family (fig. 57).   Therefore, in contrast to the Egyptian material discussed 

later, which displays various correspondences to the Sinai icons in terms of physical 

construction, styles and techniques, there is very little scope for making the same 

kinds of comparison with Roman imperial portraits.   However, it is a different 

matter when it comes to questions of function and meaning – in this respect, there is 

a good deal more textual evidence on which to base a comparative analysis than 

there is with regard to either Roman Egyptian funerary portraiture or panel-paintings 

of pagan deities.   This chapter will therefore necessarily take a somewhat different 

approach from the following ones:  although questions of stylistic variation will be 

addressed to the extent that they are pertinent to the general argument, these will 

inevitably be less directly relevant to the Sinai icons, simply because of the different 

media of the surviving material.   Instead, there will be a greater emphasis on 

questions of iconography, meaning and function, and it will be argued that in these 

respects significant comparisons can be made between the imperial image and the 

early Christian icon, particularly in terms of their perceived relationships with their 

prototypes.    
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The chapter begins with a detailed comparison in terms of technique and style 

between the Severan tondo and the Sinai icon of St Peter.   This is followed by a 

more general discussion of the balance between naturalism and abstraction in 

imperial portraiture over the period in question, with an emphasis on the Tetrarchy 

(293 – c.313), because of the important changes during that period not only in the 

visual language of the imperial portrait but also in its underlying rationale, 

developments which were consolidated during the so-called ‘Christianisation’ of the 

imperial image from the later fourth century onwards.   This section also includes an 

analysis of certain compositional formats which are common to both imperial 

portraiture and the Sinai icons, and which articulate political and/or spiritual 

hierarchies.    

 

These formal analyses serve to introduce the complex question of how a recognisable 

likeness (of an emperor, or of Christ) was achieved, followed by the still more 

complex question of how the relationship between such portrait-images and their 

prototypes was understood by contemporary audiences.   In the highly controversial 

case of the portrayal of Christ, this requires some understanding of the Christological 

debate concerning the person and natures of Christ as it evolved throughout the 

fourth, fifth and sixth centuries. 

 

Finally, questions of function are addressed.   What powers were attributed to the 

imperial portrait, and how was its performance related to that of the emperor 

himself?   To what extent were comparable powers attributed to Christian portraits in 

the pre-Iconoclastic period?   The nature of the veneration paid to imperial images is 

discussed, and this is contrasted with the range of functions of Christian devotional 

portraits, with particular reference to the Sinai icons. 
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Technique and Format: the Severan Tondo and the Sinai 

Icon of Saint Peter 

 

The painted portrait in tondo format of Septimius Severus (r.193-211) and his family 

(fig. 57) can be dated to the time of the imperial family’s eighteen-month stay in 

Egypt in 199-200, and is said to have been found in a private house in the Fayum.
164

    

The upper half of the composition is occupied by the emperor, aged about fifty-three, 

to the right and his wife Julia Domna to the left, both frontally oriented towards the 

viewer.   The face of the emperor is depicted with a relatively high degree of 

naturalism – the flesh appears to be quite deeply tanned, and the hair is rendered with 

fine calligraphic marks in both black and white to indicate that the dark hair has 

become streaked with grey.   The form of the nose is indicated purely by means of 

tonal modelling, with no use of line.   The shapes of the eyes, complete with white 

highlights, and eyebrows are very subtly asymmetric to give a more animated effect.   

The head is crowned with an imposing golden wreath with large inset jewels.   The 

empress has a much paler complexion in keeping with the ideal of Mediterranean 

upper-class women, her coiffure is again rendered with detailed patterns of fine 

brushstrokes, and her lunate diadem, apparently of gold inset with pearls, is one 

typically associated with the Severan imperial house.   However, her face is drawn in 

a somewhat different style from that of the emperor:  the left-hand eye in particular is 

considerably more schematic, with no tonal modelling or highlights, and both eyes 

appear elongated laterally, while the nose is indicated by a conventional stripe of 

shadow up one side, and the cheeks and forehead are flatter than those of the 

emperor, with minimal use of hatching to suggest the volume of the chin, for 

instance. 

 

In front of the imperial couple in the lower half of the composition are their two sons, 

Caracalla to the right, and Geta, whose face has been obliterated, to the left, who 
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would both have been about ten or eleven years old at the time of the painting.
165

   

The especially strong connection between Septimius and Caracalla, his eldest son 

and co-emperor, is indicated by the fact that the latter wears the same kind of 

jewelled wreath, the hair assumes a similar shape, and the facial features are treated 

very similarly – the two left-hand eyes, in particular, appear almost identical in 

shape.   Rather than presenting an ideally ageless ruler (as in portraits of Augustus, 

for example),
166

 this family portrait emphasises the continuity of the imperial 

succession, symbolised by the sceptres held by all three male members of the family.   

An iconographic parallel to the painting is provided by an aureus struck in 202, in 

which again all four figures are included (fig. 58).   The obverse shows the emperor 

in profile with a similar hairstyle to that in the painting, while the reverse shows the 

empress’s frontal portrait flanked by the two sons, Caracalla (to the left) wearing a 

wreath like his father’s. 

 

It is not known where or how the painted panel was displayed.   Hannestad’s 

suggestion that it may have been carried in procession during a ceremonial entry into 

an Egyptian town or city during the imperial visit seems unlikely considering its 

small size and lack of legibility at a distance.
167

   However, it could equally have 

been one of innumerable such painted portraits produced for display in public 

buildings to represent the surrogate presence of the emperor, or even, given its find-

spot in a private house, displayed in a domestic context to demonstrate a household’s 

loyalty to the imperial family.   The possible functions of such painted imperial 

portraits are further discussed in the final section of this chapter below. 

 

The Sinai portrait of St Peter (fig. 59) shows closer resemblances to the Severan 

tondo, in terms of painting technique and visual language, than any of the other icons 

in the group, although significant differences are also evident in this regard.   Firstly, 

differences in scale and medium need to be taken into account.   The head of St Peter 

(fig. 60) is approximately 25 cm high, almost three times the size of the head of 

                                                 
165

 The erasure of Geta’s portrait is an example of the practice known as damnatio memoriae – see 

discussion below, pp. 100-1. 
166

 See pp. 70-2 below. 
167

 Hannestad 1988, p. 261. 



 68 

Septimius (fig. 61), which is roughly 9 cm high.   The larger scale of the St Peter has 

enabled a wider range of brushmarks to be used, with a larger brush evidently used to 

model broader areas such as the forehead, while much thinner strokes are visible in 

areas of the beard and moustache.   By contrast, most of the head of Septimius, in 

areas of flesh as well as hair, appears to be constructed entirely out of relatively thin 

brushstrokes, which have not been blended together due to the rapid drying of 

tempera.   This medium lends itself to the almost calligraphic mark-making evident 

in all the Severan heads (particularly the beard and hair of Septimius, for example), 

but the variety of brushmarks within the head of St Peter indicates that the artist must 

also have been able to liquify the consistency of his wax-based paint to some extent – 

particularly within the beard and moustache there are patterns of thin strokes made 

with a comparable rapidity and lightness of touch.
168

    

 

The most striking similarities between the two panels are found in the rendering of 

the facial features of Septimius and St Peter.   A sophisticated use of naturalistic 

tonal modelling is evident in both faces.   The frontal protrusion of the nose is 

rendered entirely by means of tone, with no outlines used even to indicate the base of 

the nose;  the three-dimensional effect is more pronounced in the St Peter because of 

the stronger tonal contrast between the ridge of the nose and the two sides.   The two 

pairs of lips are very similar in their thickness and proportion relative to the nose.    

The two right-hand eyes are remarkably similar in shape, the upper and lower eyelids 

of each one showing the same thickness and curvature, the upper one catching the 

light while the lower one is in shadow.   The size and position of the iris within the 

eye is also similar, with a good deal of the white of the eyeball also visible.   Even 

the eyebrows are drawn with the same trajectory relative to the eye-shape.   

However, the painted gazes are significantly different, both in direction (that of 

Septimius directed slightly upwards and towards the left, while that of St Peter 

appears to be directed more or less towards the viewer), and in the fact that 

Septimius’s eyes have been given sharp white highlights, which St Peter’s eyes lack.   

This absence of highlights in the eyes is common to all the portraits in the Sinai 
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group, and the possibility of a symbolic significance to this absence is discussed by 

comparison with the mummy-portraits in Chapter Three.
169

 

 

In sum, there are some striking correspondences of technique and visual language 

between these two particular portraits, despite the interval of more than three 

centuries between them.   As stated in Chapter One, the most likely provenance for 

the St Peter icon is Constantinople (for iconographic reasons) rather than Egypt, 

which would in turn suggest that the Hellenistic naturalism evident in the Severan 

tondo (and also in the mummy-portraits of the same period, as we shall see in 

Chapter Three) is likely to have been practised with comparable competence 

throughout the Eastern Mediterranean, even though there are no survivals outside 

Egypt.   However, although we can be confident that these portraits exemplify two 

types of image which were commonly produced at the time, the lack of surviving 

comparanda means that we cannot be sure how typical they are in terms of style or 

quality of execution.   Still, a comparison of the two enables a more nuanced 

appreciation of the stylistic qualities specific to the early Sinai icons, and further 

comparisons of this nature with the mummy-portraits in the next chapter will also 

help to define these characteristics more clearly.   

 

 

Stylistic Variation in Imperial Portraiture during the 

Principate and Dominate 

 

A general survey of stylistic variations in imperial portraiture over the period in 

question reveals that a very broad range of visual languages were adopted, locatable 

on a continuum from naturalistic individualisation, through various degrees of 

idealisation, to a highly schematic abstraction.   Stylistic shifts, which could occur 

more or less abruptly from one reign to another, or even within the same reign, 

cannot be understood according to any evolutionary model of development but were 

to a large extent due to ideological motivations in the promotion of a particular self-
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image, and also to a lesser extent due to the techniques required by different media.   

This section will not attempt to follow these shifts chronologically.
170

   However, the 

conventional division of this period into the Principate (27 BCE – 284 CE) and the 

Dominate (284 – 565) is useful here, in that the most radical transformation arguably 

occurred during the Tetrarchy (293 – 313), which marks the transition between the 

two, a transformation with considerable significance for the character of Christian 

devotional portraiture as it first emerged during the Dominate. 

 

Statues of the emperor erected in public spaces during the Principate, both in Rome 

and in the provinces, served as the most direct way in which a Roman citizen could 

obtain a notion of their ruler’s identity.   In contrast to most of the imperial portrait-

images on Roman coinage, for instance, which depicted the emperor in profile, 

statues were intended to be viewed frontally so that the emperor’s distinguishing 

facial features could be closely observed.
171

    At the same time, it is notable that 

such statues were often displayed in the same civic space as statues of eminent 

citizens, deities, and personifications of virtues, without any apparent hierarchical 

distinctions in their arrangement.
172

    In this respect the imperial portrait, like those 

of other subjects, functioned not only as a likeness of an individual but as an 

embodiment of certain abstract qualities, its attributes and iconographical features 

articulating the exemplary character and values to which every Roman citizen was 

expected to aspire. 

 

The individual likeness of an emperor during this period was obtained by the 

modification of idealised facial types.   The strict adherence to these facial types, and 

the ideological associations underpinning these types, are exemplified by the 

portraits of Augustus.  From the time of the emperor’s inauguration of the Principate 

in 27 BCE, Augustus’s portraits began to adopt a classicising style, which was still 
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retained in portraits of him produced over forty years later during the reign of his 

successor Tiberius (fig. 62).   This style was inspired by models from classical 

Greece such as the portrait of the Athenian leader Pericles produced in the fifth 

century BCE (fig. 63).   Such classical portraits were based on the canon of 

proportions attributed to Polykleitos at the same period, the adoption of which led to 

a suppression of individualised physiognomy in favour of a relatively anonymous 

ideal of physical perfection.
173

   Augustan ‘neo-classicism’ thus effected an abrupt 

contrast with the veristic style characteristic of late Republican portraits such as that 

of Cicero, produced only a few decades earlier (fig. 64), a shift which can be related 

to the emperor’s political ambitions, in that the classicising style was intended to 

evoke a cultural golden age of the past, associated with a political stability which he 

aimed to restore.
174

    

 

This meant that any sculptor producing a portrait of Augustus would have been 

required to adhere closely to a standardised facial type.   All surviving portraits of 

Augustus (about two hundred and fifty in number, from all regions of the Empire) 

conform to one of three types, the earliest dating from the 30s BCE, the other two 

superseding it during the following decade.
175

    The idealisation inherent in the 

Augustan facial types ensured that the emperor continued to appear in his prime, as if 

preserved by the status of the imperial office itself.   As the Principate continued, the 

importance of lineage in the establishment of imperial authority reinforced the 

consistency and continuity of facial types, evident not only within a single reign but 

also sometimes from one reign to the next.  To adopt a facial type which strongly 

resembled that of an illustrious predecessor was to assert an ideological alignment 

with that predecessor and to appropriate their imperial renown.
176
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Within the conventions of such a facial type, the identification of an individual 

emperor’s physiognomy could be achieved by the distinctive modification of certain 

features, but such modification had to be easily reproducible.
177

   The feature most 

often selected for this purpose was the hairstyle – in particular, the precise 

arrangement of locks of hair on the forehead distinguishing him from otherwise 

similar-looking portraits of private citizens.
178

   For example, typical portraits of 

Claudius and Trajan (figs. 65 and 66) feature hairstyles which are clearly mutually 

related and yet distinct – and both of these can be compared with the predecessor 

with whom they claimed ideological alignment, namely Augustus (fig. 62), whose 

own hairstyle, with its easily recognisable ‘crab-claw’ arrangement of forelocks, was 

equally carefully reproduced in innumerable portraits. 

 

An imperial portrait-statue of the Principate period typically combined this relatively 

individualised facial type with a generic body-type.   The limited repertoire of body-

types signified different kinds of imperial qualities or virtues:  the cuirassed type and 

the equestrian portrait denoted the emperor’s prowess as a military commander;  the 

nude statue associated the subject with the Greek gods;  finally, the togate portrait 

emphasised the emperor’s roles as model citizen and magistrate.   Thus a statue of 

Augustus as pontifex maximus (‘high priest’ of the Collegium Pontificum in Rome), 

showing the emperor performing a sacrifice with head covered (capite velato) in 

conformity with ritual rules (fig. 67), carried the message that the ruler also 

functioned as a role model (in this case, of piety) for his subjects.    

 

The head of this statue was carved from a separate block of higher-quality marble 

than the body, and evidently produced by a more accomplished sculptor – at the 

same time, the head is unnaturally small in proportion to the body, indicating that 
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inaccurate measurements may have been used during the production process.
179

   

These technical features indicate the beginnings of mass-production of the imperial 

image, necessitated by the desire to distribute the emperor’s likeness throughout the 

Empire as a primary sign of political unity.
180

   Body-types, being completely 

formulaic and never adapted to the physique of any specific emperor, could be easily 

replicated as the main components of statues, to which the more individualised – or 

at least ‘customised’ – heads could be attached.   This could result in striking stylistic 

discrepancies within the same portrait, for example in the over-life-sized heroic nude 

statue of Vespasian found in an imperial shrine in the provincial town of Misenum 

(fig. 68), in which a relatively veristic visual language was adopted for the head of 

the emperor.   However, this apparent incongruity would presumably not have 

constituted a problematic viewing experience for a contemporary audience, if the 

body-type was read purely as a symbol to which the recognisable features of the 

individual ruler were attached. 

 

A third component making up the imperial likeness was the inscription which 

normally featured on the statue’s base.   As well as identifying the patrons of the 

statue and their motivation for honouring the emperor in this prestigious way, these 

more or less formulaic inscriptions consisted of a selection of names and titles which 

indicated how the emperor was regarded by the statue’s patrons, adhering to a 

conventional framework of (often more or less fabricated) family relations, offices 

held and military achievements.
181

   In other words, this verbal component of the 

imperial likeness served a similar function to the body-type selected for the statue, 

namely to reiterate the paramount importance of the exalted office to which the 

individual emperor was indissolubly bound. 

 

The amalgamation of a generic body-type with a relatively individualised facial type 

can be seen as corresponding to the dual nature of the imperial identity.   The 

‘emperor’ as a prototype comprised two elements:  not only the historical person, but 
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also the imperial institution itself and its associated ideals.
182

   An imperial portrait 

combined both these elements of the prototype in one image – on the one hand, the 

body-type encapsulated a particular aspect of the cultural and political values 

associated with Roman imperial rule;  on the other, the facial type was constructed to 

give the consistent impression of a recognisable personal ‘likeness’ of the current 

holder of the office, though this did not necessarily entail a naturalistic record of his 

physiognomy.    

 

The brief period of the Tetrarchy (literally, ‘rule of four’), instituted by Diocletian in 

293 and lasting until the accession of Constantine in 313, marks a major shift, not 

only in the visual language of the imperial portrait but arguably in its underlying 

rationale.   Diocletian’s establishment of this collegiate system of government, in 

which the imperial office was shared by two senior rulers, the augusti, and two junior 

rulers, the caesars, served to restore political stability to the Empire by means of an 

authoritarian regime characterised by increased regulation and bureaucratisation.
183

   

As regards the status of the emperor, there was no longer any official restraint on the 

part of the Senate (now greatly weakened in its influence) on the emperor’s 

assumption of absolute power.   The historian Aurelius Victor (c.320 – c.390) 

commented that Diocletian was the first emperor ‘to permit himself to be called 

“Lord” in public, and to be worshipped and addressed as a god’, something that 

would not have been tolerated during the first two centuries of the Principate.
184

   

Indeed, Tetrarchic rule invoked a rudimentary kind of theology, in that the augusti 

were presented as the earthly agents of Jupiter and the caesars as those of Hercules – 

the role of the caesars in implementing the policies of the augusti was analogous to 

Hercules acting at the behest of his father Jupiter.   This implied not only close co-

operation between the four rulers but also between the emperors and the gods.
185

    

 

This new level of authoritarianism is arguably reflected in a radical change in the 

visual language of the imperial image, which was subsequently to become prevalent 
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throughout the late antique and early Byzantine periods.   This is illustrated by a 

small number of surviving portraits of Tetrarchs carved in porphyry, such as the bust 

found at Athribis in Lower Egypt (fig. 69), and the head found in the imperial palace 

at Felix Romuliana in present-day Serbia (fig. 70).
186

   The bust employs a facial 

type, with military hairstyle and stubbly beard, familiar from the third century, but 

the stylistic treatment shows a complete abandonment of the relatively naturalistic 

elements evident throughout the Principate.   Instead both head and draperies are 

entirely schematically conceived, a strongly geometric arrangement of curves being 

deployed for both.   In terms of facial expression, the result is powerfully compelling 

– for the first time in the history of the imperial portrait, the eyes are markedly 

exaggerated in size, also appearing unnaturally wide open, with the curvature of the 

eyebrows adding to the sense of an aggressive stare.    

 

It is not known which of the Tetrarchs is represented in either of these portraits – 

indeed the degree of abstraction makes any attempt at identification somewhat futile 

– and it is likely that each would have been originally accompanied by one or 

perhaps three similar portraits to form a unified group.   A complete group of four 

Tetrarchs survives in a pair of porphyry sculptures, produced c. 300 and probably 

installed in Constantinople after 330 (fig. 71).   In their original context of display 

each pair of rulers would have surmounted a column erected in a public space, in 

similar fashion to another porphyry statue, depicting Diocletian, which originally 

surmounted a red granite column (now known as Pompey’s Pillar) erected by the 

prefect of Alexandria inside the entrance to the Serapeum.
187

   Each pair of figures 

consists of an augustus, distinguishable by his beard, shown embracing his junior 

partner in power, a clean-shaven caesar.   They are probably meant to represent the 

members of the first Tetrarchy who reigned from 293 to 305, namely the augusti 

Diocletian and Maximian and the caesars Constantius Chlorus and Galerius.   

However, their facial features, particularly the strongly outlined eyes and the 

geometrical division of the foreheads, are rendered with the same degree of 
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schematism as the bust from Egypt, so that any sense of individuality seems to be 

deliberately denied (fig. 72).     

 

The choice of material in these sculptures is significant for various reasons.   

Porphyry was a rare stone, quarried solely from Mons Porphyrites, located in the 

Egyptian desert between the Upper Nile and the Red Sea.
188

   It was clearly valued 

for the imperial associations of its purplish hue, and was reserved for imperial 

portraiture alone.
189

    Its chromatic symbolism suggests that, unlike marble, which it 

largely replaced as the medium of choice for imperial statues at this period, porphyry 

may not have been painted.
190

    However, it was also exceptionally hard and 

resistant to carve, and this raises the question:  to what extent was the radical 

simplification of form evident in these Tetrarchic images due to such practical 

considerations, and to what extent was it designed to convey an ideological message? 

 

A valuable literary source is available as an aid to the interpretation of this shift in 

visual language, namely the Latin Panegyrics, a collection of twelve speeches by 

Gallic orators in praise of the tetrarchs and emperors of the period, most of which 

were delivered in the ruler’s presence.
191

   As elaborate verbal ‘portraits’, these 

panegyrics are very little concerned with individualisation;
192

  rather, each one 

presents a composite picture of an ideal ruler and his qualities, to such an extent that 

it makes little difference, in relating these speeches to portrait images of the period, 

to whom a particular speech was addressed.   In other words, the institutional aspect 

of the imperial prototype is emphasised at the expense of the personal aspect.   The 

orators proclaim the visible, beneficent presence of the emperor as symbolic of a 

more abstract, quasi-timeless notion of imperium. 
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Thus the uniformity of these Tetrarchic portraits can be interpreted as representing 

the strict equality of the four co-rulers in terms of authority, and the ideal of 

similitudo of character imputed to them, as emphasised in the Latin Panegyrics:  

‘because of this very similarity in your characters the harmony between you is ever 

increasing, and you are brothers in virtue, which is a surer tie than any tie of 

blood.’
193

   However, it should be noted that the apparent absence of individuality in 

the porphyry portraits does not carry over into medallions and coins of the period, in 

which such schematic facial types could be personalised by the inclusion of 

particular physiognomical features.
194

    This may support the argument that the more 

schematic style of the carved heads is at least partly attributable to the relatively 

intractable nature of porphyry already mentioned. 

 

On the other hand, the intensity of the depicted gaze in these porphyry heads also 

corresponds to a common topos of the Panegyrics, namely an emphasis on the 

emperor’s vision and vigilance.   Imperial eyes were described as ‘flashing’ (fulgor 

oculorum), and characterised by an ‘imperial burning gaze’ (imperatorius ardor 

oculorum).
195

   The emperor could see more than anyone else, could see into the 

future (thus exercising the imperial virtue of providentia), and perceive supernatural 

visions.
196

   This power of panoptic vision connected the emperor with divinity:   

‘since you saw all these things … what did you have as counsel if not a divine 

power? (quid in consilio nisi divinum numen habuisti?)’
197

     

 

This emphasis on the intensity of the imperial gaze was not in itself an innovation.   

It also occurs, though achieved by different artistic means, in the head of Augustus, 

probably also of Egyptian production, found at the Kushite capital Meroë in northern 
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Sudan (fig. 73).
198

   Probably dating from the beginning of Augustus’s reign, it 

formed part of an over life-size bronze statue, and in its proportions and degree of 

idealisation conforms closely to the third of the facial types of the emperor 

mentioned above.   However, it is unusual among surviving Augustan portraits in 

that the eyes, though not enlarged, are made of highly contrasting materials – the 

whites of the eyes are of limestone, while the irises are of a greenish calcite and the 

pupils are black glass, set in metal rings (eyelashes of serrated copper or bronze were 

also originally added, and tear ducts indicated by reddish glass paste).
199

    

 

Though the techniques involved are ostensibly highly naturalistic, the visual effect is 

to artificially accentuate the power of the imperial gaze through the dramatic tonal 

contrast of the white limestone with the bronze ‘flesh’ and the dark irises and pupils.   

A later, verbal description of the portrait’s subject again suggests that this effect may 

have carried symbolic meaning – the historian Suetonius (70 – 130 CE) described 

Augustus’s gaze as follows:  ‘He had clear, bright eyes, in which he liked to have it 

thought that there was a kind of divine power, and it greatly pleased him, whenever 

he looked keenly at anyone, if he let his face fall as if before the radiance of the 

sun.’
200

   In other words, the imperial gaze was thought to be so overwhelmingly 

powerful as to be intimidating.   Since it is not known what type of statue the head 

belonged to, or what its precise display location was, the original impact of the 

depicted gaze of the Meroë head can only be guessed at (the same is true of the 

Tetrarchic busts and statues).   However, the artistic emphasis on the power of the 

gaze is just as evident in these Egyptian imperial portraits as it is in the Roman 

Egyptian funerary portraits and Egyptian Christian portraits analysed in Chapter 

Three below. 

 

In the case of the Tetrarchic gaze there is a danger of over-interpretation, since the 

porphyry portraits’ lack of individualisation could partly be explained, not only by 

the intractability of the medium, but by other more pragmatic factors in their 
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production:  the unusually rapid turnover of rulers at the time, for example, and the 

consequent lack of distinctive models to which provincial workshops could refer.   

Nevertheless, the fact that busts and reliefs, all executed in porphyry and closely 

related stylistically, have been discovered in a range of locations including Syria, 

Egypt and the Balkans, does suggest some centrally co-ordinated distribution;  in 

which case the visual language of the portraits may indeed have been intended to 

reinforce the imposition of authoritarian legislation characteristic of the new political 

regime.   At any rate, the ideological congruence between the expressive, yet 

impersonal visual language of the surviving porphyry portraits and the imperial 

panegyrics concerning the same subjects would seem to carry more weight in 

accounting for the new style than the purely practical factors mentioned above. 

 

In the medium of painting, too, the tetrarchs were depicted in a markedly hieratic 

visual language, as is shown by wall-paintings which decorated the apse and all four 

walls of the imperial cult room set up in c.300 by Diocletian’s troops as part of the 

conversion of the temple of Amenhotep III (1403-1364 BCE) at Luxor into a castrum 

(military camp).
201

   Although most of these painted images are now lost, there exists 

a visual record of them in the form of nineteenth-century watercolours made by J. 

Gardner Wilkinson.
202

   These show that the apse (at the centre of the south wall) was 

occupied by over-life-size painted portraits of Diocletian and Maximian, the two 

augusti, flanked by Galerius and Constantius Clorus, the two caesars (fig. 74).   All 

four figures were presented frontally, nimbed and wearing cloaks draped over nude 

torsos, Jupiter-fashion, but also wearing sandals, unlike Jupiter who was usually 

depicted barefoot.   Between the augusti was depicted a bust of Jupiter, while the 

vault of the apse featured the eagle of Jupiter against a blue ground bearing a wreath 

of oak leaves, the imperial corona civica.   On either side of the apse on the south 

wall were a pair of symmetrical adlocutio scenes in two registers, in which one of the 

augusti was shown enthroned with one of the caesars at his side, receiving honour 

from military officers depicted in the lower register, while the east and west walls 
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featured processions of soldiers, again in two registers, shown moving towards the 

south wall, perhaps alluding to the adventus ceremony.
203

    

 

The surviving fragments and Wilkinson’s watercolours indicate considerable stylistic 

variation within this iconographical scheme:  the soldiers in procession and the 

military officers were relatively naturalistically depicted, mostly in three-quarter 

view and with a sense of movement (fig. 75), in other words implicitly situated in 

historical time, while the augusti and caesars were presented in a hieratic, ahistorical 

mode – frontal, immobile and more schematic.   This stylistic separation of the rulers 

from their subjects carried symbolic connotations of quasi-divine status, and reflects 

the historical moment of the Tetrarchy at which the rulers of the empire began to 

present themselves in sacralised form through their portraits, as living gods, in a way 

that most of the emperors of the Principate had refrained from doing – the apse 

fresco at Luxor is the earliest occurrence of the nimbus as an imperial attribute.
204

    

The fact that such a hieratic style is consciously adopted here as a signifier of god-

like status serves to reinforce the argument that the schematic nature of the porphyry 

busts was also a deliberate stylistic choice rather than being dictated by the demands 

of the medium. 

 

The radical adherence to schematic formulae characteristic of the Tetrarchy 

continues to inform much imperial portraiture throughout the Dominate, although a 

reversion to the degree of individualisation typical of the Principate could occur if an 

emperor wished to assert their ideological connection to illustrious predecessors from 

that period.   For example, portraits from the beginning of the reign of Constantine 

(r.306-337) adopted a clean-shaven facial type asserting a personal connection 

between himself and revered predecessors such as Trajan and Augustus.   However, 

Constantine’s later portraits, from about 325 onwards, were more schematised and 

frequently conceived on a monumental scale, such as fig. 76, probably made as part 

of a full-length statue that would have been around three metres tall.
205

   The 

proportions of the head here are markedly altered from his earlier portraits, with the 
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temples widened and the lower half of the face elongated to form a wedge shape.   

The enlargement of the eyes has been retained from Tetrarchic portraiture, and the 

incised outlines of the irises and pupils show that the depicted gaze is averted 

upwards (as it is in the numismatic portraits issued at the beginning of Constantine’s 

sole reign in 324-5), suggesting an aloof detachment from the viewer.   The thick cap 

of hair arranged in symmetrical comma-shaped locks, as well as the clean-shaven 

jaw, continue to declare a self-identification with the Trajanic era of the empire 

(compare the hairstyle of the portrait of Trajan, fig. 66).   However, the elements of 

physiognomical individuality which were retained in Principate portraits are here 

suppressed.   Instead of the impression of relative accessibility given by earlier 

imperial images – the implication that the emperor occupied the same human world 

as his subjects – the Constantinian image asserts a sense of transcendent separation.    

 

This is also the impression given by the better-known colossal head (fig. 77), which 

is however somewhat anomalous in the degree of individualisation evident in the 

hooked nose and deeply cleft chin.   This head formed part of an enthroned statue, 

probably set up in an exedra of the Basilica of Maxentius in Rome – fig. 78 shows 

how the complete statue may have appeared in that setting.   It was thus designed to 

be viewed frontally, perhaps in a similar fashion to cult-statues of deities in the cellae 

of Greek temples, such as Phidias’s great statue of Zeus (c. 435 BCE) in the Temple 

of Zeus at Olympia.    

 

This emphasis on frontality, and the possibility that this facilitated a sense that the 

emperor or god was able to look back at the viewer, is evident in a passage from 

Vitruvius’s De Architectura (c. 15 BCE) in which the author recommends that the 

statue installed in a temple should be located at the eastern end of the temple facing 

west, in other words facing approaching devotees, so that when people approach the 

altar to make offerings or sacrifices ‘they will gaze at once upon the temple, on the 

sun rising in the eastern sky, and on the images themselves that seem to rise in the 

east along with the sun and gaze back upon those making praying and making 
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sacrifices’ (ipsaque simulacra videantur exorientia contueri supplicantes et 

sacrificantes).
206

    

 

Whether this last statement is more than a rhetorical flourish and can be taken as 

corresponding to the belief of the devotees themselves is debatable.
207

   In the case of 

the colossal head of Constantine, the depicted gaze is again slightly averted, not 

appearing to look back at the viewer at least from close range.   It might be thought 

that because of the statue’s great height there would have been no possibility of an 

actual exchange of gazes;  however, the colossal scale of such a statue – whether it 

represented a deity or a divinised emperor – and its location directly opposite the 

entrance to the temple or basilica, may have been designed to impose a sense of 

being under the gaze of the all-powerful figure immediately on entering the sacred 

space.
208

   The same topos of the sun-like power of the imperial eyes which was used 

by Suetonius of Augustus (quoted above) is also used of Constantine by his 

biographer Eusebius (263-339).
209

   As we shall see, the all-encompassing gaze as a 

metaphor for universal power was also attributed to Christ, and an experience of 

reciprocal viewing was arguably an important factor in the design and reception of 

early portraits of Christ as well.    

 

To sum up, between the reigns of Augustus and Constantine, a general development 

can be discerned in the way portraits of emperors represented the two-fold imperial 

prototype.   During the Principate the individualisation of the imperial face (albeit 

always more or less idealised) was a reflection of the importance of lineage and 

personal achievement in the identity and authority of the ruler.   By contrast, from the 

Tetrarchy onwards, and particularly following the Christianisation of the Roman 

state, it was the other aspect of the emperor’s prototype, the imperial role itself, 
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which was given greater emphasis, as a result of the increased schematisation of the 

imperial face.    

 

The consistent purpose of the imperial portrait – to project an impression of supreme 

power – was not contingent upon the style of the portrait, which as we have seen 

varied widely over the course of the period in question.   Rather, since a key aspect 

of that power (as expressed in literary descriptions of emperors from Augustus to 

Constantine, including the Tetrarchs) was a quasi-divine omnivoyance, it is not 

surprising that one of the artistic means by which this quality could be most 

effectively conveyed was the treatment of the imperial gaze.   Artists in different 

regions of the empire evidently found ways to exploit the inherent properties of each 

available medium – porphyry, bronze, limestone, and so on – to this end.   It should 

be remembered in this connection that naturalistically proportioned imperial portraits 

in marble, in which the eyes today appear blank and inexpressive, were originally 

painted, the use of colour being another means by which the vividness of the 

depicted gaze could be enhanced.   Despite a lack of evidence as to the exact contexts 

of display in many cases, the examples described above, combined with the literary 

evidence cited, serve to identify this aspect of the construction of the imperial image 

as crucial to its meaning and function.   As we shall see later in the chapter, a similar 

emphasis on the depicted gaze is evident in some of the early portraits of Christ, and 

a comparable meaning can be attributed to it. 

 

 

Visual Articulations of Political and Spiritual Hierarchies 

 

Much of the surviving imperial portraiture from the later fourth, fifth and sixth 

centuries is in the form of small-scale luxury objects, made for an elite audience, 

rather than public statuary, and the iconography of these objects frequently 

emphasises a hierarchy of relationships between the depicted figures.   In this 

section, examples of objects which feature such hierarchical compositions are 

compared with some of the Sinai icons, in order to demonstrate how the iconography 
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of early Christian portraits adapted the depiction of imperial power structures so as to 

articulate new hierarchies which were theologically determined. 

 

There is remarkably little imperial portraiture in the round extant from the mid-fourth 

century onwards, and it is difficult to identify the subjects of surviving examples 

(such as figs. 79 and 80), so formulaic had the prevalent facial type become, 

characterised by the geometric design of face-shape, hair, diadem and features and 

the somewhat vacuous gaze of the enlarged eyes.   Similarly hieratic portrayals are 

found in the ivory consular diptychs produced in Constantinople and Rome in the 

fifth and sixth centuries, which offer the most nuanced articulation of such 

hierarchical relationships.   These were commissioned by consuls to mark their 

appointment to that office, being distributed as commemorative rewards to those who 

had supported their candidature or might support them in future.   These official 

images therefore had a very restricted audience, affirming a set of personal 

relationships within the imperial elite.
210

    

 

The diptych of Flavius Anastasius, dated 517, articulates a hierarchical distribution 

of power by including clipeate portraits of the emperor (in this case also named 

Anastasius), his empress (Ariadne) and the incumbent co-consul in its composition 

(fig. 81).   These bust-portraits in medallion format echo the portrait-shields (clipei) 

which were attached to military standards (e.g. fig. 82) and which became known as 

laurata (after the laurel wreath which frequently framed them) or official state 

images – soldiers swore an oath of allegiance to the standards, which were kept in 

the camp sanctuary when not in use.
211

   The clipeate format was thus especially 

honorific, denoting the supreme authority of the depicted subject.
212

    

 

Consul Anastasius is depicted wearing the trabea, an elaborately decorated 

ceremonial costume, seated on a lion-legged, backless throne within an aedicula, and 

flanked by winged Victories standing on globes.   His left hand holds a short sceptre, 

while his right hand ceremoniously raises the mappa circensis - a ceremonial textile 
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which was dropped to signify the start of the games.   The scenes in the lower zone 

of the panel (which only survive in fragmentary form), showing small figures 

engaged in leading horses and other activities, may depict the games themselves.    

The complex assemblage of symbolic figures and attributes surrounding the figure of 

Anastasius emphasise the significance of the office while minimising the 

individuality of the consul.
213

   Indeed, the inclusion of the clipeate portraits 

emphasises that the consul’s very identity is defined by his position within the 

imperial hierarchy. 

 

Other consular diptychs from the first half of the sixth century replace the clipeate 

portrait of the emperor with either the symbol of the cross – as in the diptych of 

Clementinus, dated 513 (fig. 83)
214

 – or a clipeate portrait of Christ, as in the diptych 

of Justinus, dated 540 (fig. 84).
215

   This transposition indicates the emergence of an 

elite acknowledgement of Christ as the new supreme authority within the 

Constantinopolitan imperial hierarchy, although this was not reflected in coinage 

issues until the first reign of Justinian II (685-95). 

   

This iconographic installation of Christ in place of the emperor underlies the striking 

correspondences which can be drawn between the iconographies of the consular 

diptych of Anastasius and the Sinai portrait-icon of St Peter (fig. 59).
216

    Both 

figures are situated within niches, and are haloed (an unusual feature in consular 

portraits) – however, the most significant correspondence lies in the relationship in 

the icon between the figure of the apostle and the three clipeate portraits arranged 

symmetrically across the top of the composition.   Just as in the diptych the consul’s 

identity cannot be viewed independently of his position within an imperial hierarchy 

signified by the clipeate portraits of the emperor, empress and co-consul, so in the 

icon the apostle appointed by Christ as the founder of his Church is not to be viewed 

in isolation but in relation to a Christianised version of the imperial hierarchy, 
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consisting of Christ, the Virgin and (probably) the apostle John taking the role of 

principal co-apostle.   The attributes of authority in the two portraits even appear 

pointedly contrasted so as to suggest a polemical statement of ideology:  whereas the 

mappa and sceptre in the consul’s hands symbolise his secular powers (by that date 

reduced to a more or less ceremonial role),
217

 the cross and the keys to the Kingdom 

of Heaven in the apostle’s hands indicate that the latter has divinely-appointed 

jurisdiction over a kingdom that is both earthly and heavenly.  

 

The Sinai icon of St John the Baptist (fig. 85) also features medallion portraits 

signifying a spiritual hierarchy, in this case Christ in the upper left hand corner of the 

composition and the Virgin at upper right.   Since the gesture of the saint’s raised 

right hand and the direction of his gaze indicate that he is communicating specifically 

with Christ, the additional presence of the Virgin’s image may appear somewhat 

redundant.   However, it is notable that the same trio of sacred figures form a 

symmetrical arrangement in the sixth-century apse mosaics of the Sinai basilica 

(Christ appearing in the centre in the form of the Lamb of God), which has similar 

connotations of intercession and prefigures the later Byzantine iconography of the 

Deesis, the liturgical prayer of intercession.
218

   The double-portrait of Saints Sergius 

and Bacchus (fig. 86) features the same idea of a hierarchy of intercession in more 

abbreviated form by means of a clipeate portrait of Christ placed between the saints’ 

portraits. 

 

During the fourth century, as Christianity was first legalised by Constantine in 313 

and eventually established as the state religion by Theodosius I in 380,
219

 images of 

Christ which sought to proclaim His supreme universal authority frequently 

appropriated imperial iconography in order to do so.   This is clearly evident, for 

example, in the sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, made in Rome in 359.
220

   In the 

central image of its upper register, the figure of Christ adopts the pre-Christian 
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traditio legis pose, enthroned as divine teacher between Sts Peter and Paul, 

delivering the Gospel as the New Law in the form of philosopher’s scrolls (fig. 

87).
221

   The imperial model for this iconography is that of the adlocutio, in which 

the emperor was depicted performing a public ritual of receiving or dispensing gifts 

of various kinds.
222

   This is the subject of the silver missorium produced either in 

Rome or Constantinople in celebration of the decennalia of Theodosius I in 388 (fig. 

88).
223

   In this symbolic representation of the imperial court, the emperor, haloed 

and enthroned within a niche, is flanked by his co-emperors Valentinian II and 

Arcadius and their bodyguards (the three frontally-oriented imperial heads being 

virtually undifferentiated from each other), and is shown handing a codicil to a senior 

court official.    

 

In the sarcophagus the role of divine teacher, symbolised by the distributing of the 

scrolls, is combined with the role of cosmocrator or universal ruler, indicated by 

Christ’s feet resting on the head of Coelus, a personification of the heavens.   This 

was a title which theologians began to apply to Christ following the Peace of the 

Church in 313, for example Eusebius of Caesarea in his Ecclesiastical History 

(c.324).
224

   The motif is again borrowed from imperial models, for example the 

relief depicting Diocletian and Maximian on the Arch of Galerius in Thessaloniki, 

dated c.299-303, in which the enthroned rulers’ feet rest on personifications of the 

sky and earth respectively (fig. 89).   Other images of Christ teaching or dispensing 

the law to Peter and Paul show him enthroned not over the figure of Coelus but over 

the four streams of Paradise, an image originating in the Book of Genesis which 

denoted the universe.
225

   An equivalent motif sometimes used in imperial art was a 

globe;  in the apse-conch mosaic in San Vitale in Ravenna (c.526-47) these two 

motifs are combined (fig. 90).   The cosmological imagery in the Sinai icon of Christ 
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in Majesty (fig. 91), although it is derived from scriptural theophanies,
226

 may 

nevertheless have echoed iconographical features in imperial images now lost, such 

as the posthumous painted portrait of Constantine, described by Eusebius, which 

depicted the emperor ‘resting … above the vaults of heaven.’
227

 

 

On either side of the traditio legis image on the sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, scenes 

of miraculous acts of healing reinforce the message that Christ’s teaching carries 

divine authority and thus supersedes the pagan philosophical tradition.
228

   At the 

same time the image of Christ the divine teacher in the upper register is directly 

juxtaposed with the central image of the lower register depicting the Entry of Christ 

into Jerusalem (fig. 92).   The gospel accounts of this event interpret it as the 

fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies regarding the appearance of the Messiah,
229

 

and for Christian theologians this triumphal episode carried eschatological meaning;  

the historical entry was described by the same term – ἀπάντησις – as was Christ’s 

Second Coming.
230

    

 

At the same time, such early Christian depictions of this episode can be regarded as 

intentional iconographical references to Roman images of the adventus or ceremonial 

arrival of the emperor in Rome or another city of the empire.
231

   Just as a historical 

adventus could carry metaphorical connotations of the universal scope of the 

imperial presence, so Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (a city ascribed eschatological 

connotations in the New Testament) was interpreted as a prefiguration of his eternal 

triumph in heaven, as it is depicted in the scene immediately above on the 

sarcophagus.
232

   The direct juxtaposition of these two iconographies of imperial 

derivation can thus be read as a carefully articulated visual statement of Christ’s 

sovereignty over both heaven and earth.
233
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In sum, during the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries – the period between the 

legalisation of Christianity and the production of the early Sinai icons – an 

iconographic convergence takes place between the imperial image and the image of 

the new universal ruler, Christ.   Ivory diptychs produced for a small, courtly 

audience shared a common currency of symbolic imagery with ecclesiastical mosaics 

designed as public statements of ideology.   A prime example of the latter is the 

mosaic-scheme in the sanctuary of the Basilica of San Vitale in Ravenna (dated to 

the second quarter of the sixth century), in which depictions of imperial processions 

featuring portraits of Justinian and Theodora (figs. 93 and 94) are inserted into an 

elaborate articulation of an early Byzantine theological hierarchy, culminating in the 

image of Christ cosmocrator in the apse-conch (fig. 95).
234

   This kind of visual 

discourse of hierarchical distributions of power was familiar to Christians and non-

Christians alike, and so the ideological implications of a deliberate Christianising of 

such iconography (as seen in the Sinai icon of St Peter) would have been readily 

comprehensible.   In this respect the function of the Christian compositions of this 

type was perhaps as much exegetical as devotional.   However, the visual attributes 

of sovereignty are arguably the least problematic elements in the portrayal of Christ 

at this period.   We now need to turn to the more complex question of how early 

portraits of Christ attempted to represent another kind of two-fold prototype, 

comparable to that of the emperor but one which was subject to a great deal of 

theoretical controversy – that of the Incarnate God. 

 

 

Different Likenesses of Christ 

As Christianity’s secular status was transformed during the fourth century, the 

Church faced the new and urgent task of publicly articulating its ideology through 

images, including portrait-images.   In particular, it became necessary to visualise in 

artistic form the figure of Christ, of whose personal appearance there was no 

historical record.
235

    As mentioned above, it would perhaps be expected that the first 
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images of Christ which were intended as public proclamations of his supreme 

authority – located for the most part in apse mosaics, the earliest surviving example 

being that in S. Pudenziana in Rome, c.400 (fig. 96)
236

 – should have borrowed from 

Roman imperial iconography in order to consolidate and articulate the new earthly 

authority the religion had now acquired.   To some extent this is so;  however, as will 

be shown, imperial iconography was not the only source from which early likenesses 

of Christ were derived.   

 

In theoretical terms the portrayal of Christ, because of its theological implications, 

was much more problematic than the portrayal of saints.   The Sinai portrait of St 

Peter, for example, is a type of image which purported at least to be a likeness of a 

historical human individual, and as such developed relatively seamlessly from 

funerary portraits of martyrs.
237

   By contrast, the very idea of a likeness of the 

Incarnate God evoked different categories of image altogether, namely cult-images 

of Greco-Roman deities, and therefore was inherently more controversial from an 

ideological perspective because of Christianity’s roots in Judaism, the visual 

representation of the Hebrew God being absolutely forbidden.
238

 

The lack of any scriptural reference to Christ’s physical appearance, and the 

consequent prolonged lack of consensus throughout late antiquity concerning his 

portrayal in visual form have been discussed by Mathews, Bacci and others.
239

   

While the canonical gospels contain several references to Christ not being recognised 

by his disciples and others, suggesting an inconsistency of appearance, passages from 

apocryphal scriptures give positive emphasis to the indefinability of Christ’s identity 

in human terms.   In the Acts of Peter, for example, the apostle describes Christ as 

this Great and Small One, this Beautiful and Ugly One, this Young Man and 

Old Man, appearing in time, yet utterly invisible in eternity;  whom a human 

hand as not grasped, but is now held by his servants;  whom flesh has not seen 

and now sees […] glorious, but low among us;  homely looking, yet 

attractive.
240
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Such texts also emphasise Christ’s ability to adapt his appearance to the subjectivity 

and perceptual limitations of anyone who beheld him.   In the Acts of John, for 

example, Christ appears simultaneously to different viewers as a child, an adult and 

an old man,
241

 while in the Acts of Paul and Thecla, Paul’s disciple Thecla ‘saw the 

Lord sitting in the likeness of Paul.’
242

   The Alexandrian theologian Origen (185-

254) saw no theological difficulty in such apparent polymorphism:  ‘although Jesus 

was one, he had several aspects … his appearance was not just the same for those 

who saw him, but varied according to their individual capacity.’
243

   At the end of the 

seventh century, by which time portrait-images of Christ were being promoted by the 

Byzantine Church as official statements of its ideology, two completely different 

likenesses of Christ (discussed below) were still being presented as equally 

prestigious, on the evidence of the coinage issues from the two reigns of Justinian II 

(685-95 and 705-11).   This particular instance may be attributed to personal 

motivations on the part of the emperor;
244

   however, it may also be indicative of a 

persistent and more general concern to preserve some kind of multiplicity of aspect 

in acknowledgement of Christ’s unique illimitability as a prototype. 

However, a small number of facial types of Christ rapidly came to predominate 

throughout the Eastern Mediterranean during the fourth and fifth centuries.   Some of 

the earliest references to portraits of Christ occur in non-Christian texts, which 

suggest that he was sometimes depicted as a holy sage in the Pythagorean mould.
245

   

The facial type of such a figure was characterised by long hair and a full beard, as 

shown in some late antique busts of philosophers (such as fig. 97), and is also evident 

in some surviving images of Christ from the fourth and fifth centuries, such as the 

ceiling painting depicting Christ with Saints Peter and Paul and four martyr-saints in 

the Catacomb of Saints Peter and Marcellinus in Rome (fig. 98).
246

   Though the 
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facial type of long hair and beard carried connotations of holiness and wisdom, the 

hierarchical composition exemplified by this wall-painting simultaneously implies 

quasi-imperial rulership in the same way as the traditio legis image on the 

sarcophagus of Junius Bassus (fig. 87). 

 

On the sarcophagus, however, as in many fourth-century Christian sarcophagi, the 

facial type used for Christ is that of a beardless youth, reminiscent of pagan gods 

associated with healing, such as Asclepius – the message of such funerary 

iconography is again that of Christ’s triumph, this time in terms of thaumaturgic 

power, over pagan competitors.
247

   Both these facial types occur in clearly separated 

iconographical contexts in the mosaic scheme depicting a sequence of Gospel scenes 

in the originally Arian basilica of S. Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna (520-30).
248

   In 

scenes from his earthly ministry, on the north wall, Christ is depicted as a beardless 

youth (e.g., fig. 99), while in scenes from his Passion and Resurrection on the south 

wall he appears instead as the long-haired and full bearded type (e.g., fig. 100).   

Since in other respects – Christ’s purple tunic and pallium with gold clavi, and his 

cruciform and bejewelled nimbus – the depiction of Christ remains consistent 

throughout both halves of the sequence, the contrast between the two facial types is 

clearly not an accident of production (the result of different workshops being 

employed with different preconceptions of Christ’s appearance, for instance) but 

suggests a deliberate visual statement concerning the two natures of Christ.
249

    

 

In Rome, it is the long-haired and bearded type which seems, on the basis of 

surviving images, to have become predominant by the end of the fourth century.   

One of the earliest images of Christ that qualifies as a self-sufficient portrait without 

a narrative context or accompanying figures is the one painted on the ceiling of the 

Cubiculum Leonis in the Catacomb of Commodilla, dated to the late fourth century 

(fig. 101).
250

   Christ is depicted in bust-format, the prominent letters Alpha and 

Omega on either side of the head alluding to a verse from the Revelation to St John 
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(1: 8) referring to his divinity.
251

   The same long-haired and bearded type is also 

used in the apse-mosaic of S. Pudenziana, dated c.400 (fig. 102);  however, here, in 

the more public context of the apse-mosaic, the connotations of divine wisdom 

carried by the portrait-type of Christ as a holy philosopher teaching his disciples have 

been conflated with a new emphasis on divine kingship – the jewelled throne and the 

robes of imperial purple and gold now also evoke images of Zeus or Jupiter.
252

   A 

homily on the Gospel of Matthew composed by St John Chrysostom (c.349 – 407) 

includes a description of a similar vision (including a ‘towering’ cross of victory, 

carrying the same symbolic meaning as the large crux gemmata in the mosaic), 

which typifies the receptiveness of contemporary theologians to topoi of imperial 

triumph: 

 

You will see the king himself, seated on the throne of that unutterable glory, 

together with the angels and archangels standing behind him, as well as the 

countless legions of the ranks of the saints.   This is how the Holy City appears 

… In this city is towering the wonderful and glorious sign of victory, the cross, 

[…] the spoils of war of our king.
253

 

 

That this resemblance to the facial types of the supreme Greco-Roman gods was 

acknowledged at the time (indeed sometimes objected to) is indicated by an episode 

originally recorded in the early sixth-century Ecclesiastical History of Theodorus 

Lector (and elaborated in the eighth century by John of Damascus), in which 

Patriarch Gennadius of Constantinople (458-71) healed the hand of a painter which 

had been withered as a divine punishment for his having produced a portrait of Christ 

in the likeness of Zeus, with the long hair parted in the middle and combed back 

from the face.   The commissioner of the portrait was a non-Christian who wished to 

continue to venerate Zeus while appearing to venerate Christ.   Gennadius, having 

healed the artist, admonished him to refrain from depicting Christ in any other form 
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than ‘the authentic one’, with ‘short, frizzy hair.’
254

   This latter type perhaps 

corresponds to the one described by Weitzmann as ‘semitic’, which is adopted in the 

smaller Sinai icon of Christ Blessing, B6 in Weitzmann’s catalogue (fig. 103).
255

    

As already noted in Chapter One, it is striking that the pair of early icons of Christ 

Blessing in the Sinai collection contrast with each other in a very similar way to the 

two facial types on Justinian II’s coinage (figs. 104 and 105).
256

   This double-pairing 

suggests the hypothesis that the two apparently incompatible likenesses might in fact 

be intentionally complementary in their Christological meanings;  Weitzmann and 

Grabar, for example, both propose that B6 is intended to emphasise the humanity of 

Christ, B1 his divinity.
257

   The two coin-portraits can also be interpreted on the basis 

of physiognomical treatises from late antiquity.   The portrait with long centrally 

parted hair and full beard (‘Type A’) is an example of ‘leonine’ physiognomy that 

had been traditionally employed in portraits of Zeus.
258

   The correlation between a 

leonine mane of abundant hair and a royal and magnanimous nature was first drawn 

in the pseudo-Aristotelian Physiognomonica (c.300 BCE) and reiterated in similar 

treatises throughout late antiquity.
259

   This, combined with other features such as a 

‘blunt, broad and fleshy’ nose, a round face and a wide mouth, are all exemplified by 

Type A as depicted on Justinian II’s coinage.
260

 

 

Type B, by contrast, can be linked to the conventional facial appearance of the tragic 

hero in Greek theatre.
261

   The principal characteristics which support this 

interpretation are:  (i) a slender, somewhat vertically elongated face-shape tapering 

towards a triangular, scantily-bearded chin (typical of the proportions of a tragic 

mask);  (ii) a pair of thick eyebrows, often grown together to form a continuous 
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double-arc;
262

  and (iii) a compact mass of curly hair, often piled in a double row of 

coils above the forehead to further extend the vertical axis of the head.
263

   One other 

prominent characteristic of Type B as it appears on Justinian II’s coinage is the 

emphasis given to the eyes, which are larger and more focused than those of Type A.  

 

The two facial types used in Justinian II’s coinage issues would presumably have 

been recognised by their contemporary audience as bearers of specific symbolic 

associations of this sort, perhaps being linked in their minds with celebrated public 

images from which they derived.   However, it is notable that the two Sinai icons do 

not correspond to the facial types of the coinage in all respects.   Icon B6, adopting 

the more ‘semitic’ likeness of Christ, displays the characteristic facial shape and 

hairstyle and to this extent does bear a close resemblance to the coin-portrait, 

although eyes, eyebrows and other facial features have been lost.   On the other hand, 

B1, while it clearly adopts the Zeus-like mane of hair, in other respects does not bear 

such a close resemblance to the characteristics of the Type A coin-portrait.   Instead 

of the rounded face-shape, that of the icon is slender and vertically oriented;  the 

nose is not broad and fleshy but thin and tapered;  above all, the eyes are more 

emphatically prominent, strikingly asymmetric, and arresting in expression.   In other 

words, if the two coin-portraits are themselves essentially faithful to a pair of well-

established models (as seems likely), then the artist of B1 may be credited with an 

original re-interpretation or conflation of those models – however, in the absence of 

further comparanda this must remain speculative. 

 

At the Sinai monastery, the Zeus/Jupiter type is powerfully asserted not only in B1 

but also in the figure of Christ at the centre of the sixth-century mosaic depicting the 

Transfiguration in the apse of the monastery’s basilica.   In terms of its underlying 

draughtsmanship, the mosaic portrait (fig. 106) has a more schematic structure than 

the painted icon, in that all the main components of the head – the double rounded 

arch of the hairline and the outer contour of the head, and the direct echoes of these 

roughly circular curves in the (more symmetrical) eyebrows, eyes and moustache – 
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echo on a smaller scale the architectural forms of the apse-conch, in which it is 

positioned as a focal point.   There is also a marked contrast between this strictly 

frontal, impassive countenance and the much more expressive features of the prophet 

Elijah in three-quarter pose alongside (fig. 107).   The emphasis on human emotion 

in the prophet’s depicted gaze highlights by contrast the divine dispassion of Christ, 

which is also indicated by the relative immateriality of Christ’s body (fig. 108).   In 

short, the adoption of a divine facial type was reinforced by a minimising of human 

facial expression in order to give a more complete impression of divine authority.   

(This is also detectable in classicising imperial portraits emphasising an impassive 

kind of sovereignty, such as those of Augustus, although in the case of marble 

images this impression may be partly a result of the loss of the original painted 

surface.) 

The Christ of the Sinai apse mosaic is also a prime example of the association of 

supreme power with omnivoyance, already discussed above with reference to 

portraits of Augustus, the Tetrarchs and Constantine.   A sixth-century pilgrim 

stepping into the Sinai basilica would have been immediately struck by the frontal 

image of the transfigured Christ directly facing him, just as a fourth-century visitor to 

the Basilica of Maxentius in Rome would have been confronted by the enthroned 

figure of Constantine.   The topos of the all-seeing eye is found in the Judeo-

Christian scriptures as well as in the speeches of Roman panegyrists:  the book of 

Ecclesiasticus, for example, asserts that ‘the eyes of the Lord are ten thousand times 

brighter than the sun, observing every aspect of human behaviour, seeing into the 

most secret corners.’
264

    

By contrast with the impassivity of the face of Christ in the Sinai apse, the face of 

Christ in the Sinai icon (fig. 109), far from appearing expressionless, seems to 

articulate an unusual complexity of emotional expression by means of its 

asymmetrical painted gaze.   This suggests that this portrait was not designed as a 

somewhat remote, transcendent figure like the one in the Sinai apse, but on the 

contrary was intended to function in a more private context of devotion, inviting its 
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viewer to participate in a one-to-one exchange of gazes.
265

   In the gospels the power 

of Christ’s gaze is shown to carry a peculiarly intimate moral charge, in exposing the 

truth of the motives of an individual disciple or would-be disciple.   For example, 

when a ‘rich young ruler’ asks Jesus what he should do to be saved, Mark says that 

‘Jesus, looking at him, loved him’ before exhorting him to get rid of all his 

possessions, a challenge to which the ruler was unable to rise.
266

   Similarly, after 

Jesus predicts that Peter will betray him three times, the cock crows and Luke 

records that ‘the Lord turned, and looked upon Peter.   Then Peter remembered the 

word of the Lord … and he went out, and wept bitterly.’
267

  

 

In sum, the marked variability of Christ’s likeness in pre-Iconoclastic portraits 

should not be seen simply as evidence of disagreement concerning his earthly 

appearance;  it is also the result of ascribing to him a range of divine attributes in 

symbolic form – wisdom, universal sovereignty, miraculous powers, and so on – 

through the adaptation of pre-Christian portrait types such as the Pythagorean holy 

philosopher as well as pagan deities, which a late antique audience would have easily 

recognised.   These images offered this audience answers to the question, ‘who was 

He?’ rather than ‘what did He look like?’
268

   In some pictorial schemes, such as the 

mosaics of S. Apollinare Nuovo, the deliberate juxtaposition of two contrasted facial 

types suggests an awareness of Christological teachings concerning the two natures 

of Christ and an attempt to accommodate this duality inherent in the prototype.   The 

various likenesses of Christ evident in the group of early Sinai icons can also be 

interpreted along these lines.   However, any such attempts to articulate pictorially 

the duality of the prototype of Christ were fraught with theoretical difficulties, as the 

following section will discuss. 
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The Relationship of Portrait to Prototype 

 

As the foregoing discussion has shown, in terms of the contemporary reception of 

both imperial portraits and portraits of Christian sacred figures, the question of 

likeness was not restricted to notions of visual resemblance, but was bound up with a 

more conceptual relationship perceived to exist between the image and its prototype.   

Hence this section is concerned with the varying theoretical understandings of this 

relationship in the case of both imperial and Christian portraits, while the final 

section of the chapter discusses the practical consequences in terms of the veneration 

of the images concerned. 

 

 

(i) The Dual Nature of the Imperial Prototype 

 

It has already been proposed that the prototype of the emperor can best be envisaged 

as an amalgamation of the historical person and the imperial office itself.   During 

the Principate, a persistent strain of anti-monarchical ideology, at least in Rome, 

effectively prevented the living emperor from being ascribed the same powers as the 

gods;  nevertheless, a quasi-divine status was ascribed to the imperial office which he 

assumed.
269

   This distinction informed the veneration of the imperial image which, 

at least during the Principate, was directed ultimately towards the abstract ideal of 

imperium rather than the person of the current ruler.
270

   This ideal underlay the 

concept of the imperial genius or genius augusti, the veneration of which was at least 

periodically promoted from the early Principate onwards, since it avoided too overt a 

manifestation of imperial hubris.
271

   The innovation of introducing the genius 

augusti into the Roman pantheon was effectively an extension into the public arena 

of the traditional domestic veneration of the genius of the paterfamilias by his 
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household.
272

   Crucially, the presence embodied by the imperial image was 

understood to be not literally that of the emperor himself, who after all could not be 

omnipresent like the gods, but that of the imperial genius, which was seen to be 

attached to any imperial image.
273

   This conception underpinned the authority 

ascribed to the imperial portrait in its various legal and civic functions, as described 

in the following section below.  

 

It has already been shown how the various forms of idealised treatment of the 

imperial image effectively expressed the supreme power of the imperial prototype, 

seen for example in the metaphorical significance attached to the depicted gaze.   By 

means of a combination of such stylistic idealisation and the use of iconographic 

signifiers associated with divinity, the image was able to concentrate the impression 

of imperial power and give it a sense of unchanging permanence, in ways that even 

the living ruler himself could not easily emulate.   Imperial portrait and living 

emperor were equally manifestations of the imperial prototype, and in some ways the 

portrait could be the closer approximation of the two to the imperial ideal – at least, 

some descriptions of the emperor engaged in ceremonial actions suggest that the 

human ruler endeavoured to imitate the epiphanic qualities of his own portraits.   For 

example, the description of Constantius II’s adventus in Rome in 357, composed by 

Ammianus Marcellinus: 

 

The emperor as he proceeded was saluted as augustus by voices of good omen 

… amid which he preserved the same immovable countenance which he was 

accustomed to display in his provinces.   And though he was very short, yet he 

bowed down when entering high gates, and looking straight before him, as 

though he had had his neck in a vise, he turned his eyes neither to the right nor 

to the left, as if he had been a statue … nor was he ever seen even to move a 

hand.
274
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Ammianus was not actually present at this adventus (although he had probably 

witnessed similar ceremonies on other occasions),
275

 and his description is of a 

similar nature to the Tetrarchal panegyrics discussed above, being a constructed 

‘portrait’ of the emperor just as rhetorically idealised as the sculpted portraits of the 

period.   If the ritual of the adventus had indeed created the sense of epiphany which 

the passage invokes, it would have required the collusion of the spectators who, by 

being willing to view their ruler as a perfect image of imperium, would have 

effectively acquiesced in the mystique of ‘iconic’ power which the emperor’s 

performance sought to project.
276

 

 

Conversely, in cases of the destruction or obliteration of an imperial image as an 

official act of damnatio memoriae – such as the effacement of Geta’s portrait from 

the Severan tondo (fig. 57), for instance – the image was associated specifically with 

the historical person, not the institutional ideal.
277

   The mutilation of imperial 

portraits is often recounted in highly anthropomorphic terms – Pliny the Younger 

(62-114 CE), for example, describes the destruction of bronze images of Domitian as 

if they were alive and sentient, writing that the portraits were assaulted as if ‘blood 

and pain would follow every single blow.’
278

   Although such acts took place after 

the subject had been murdered or otherwise removed from power, the desire to 

obliterate the portrait indicates that something of the continuing presence of the 

subject was believed to reside in the image, and also needed to be removed.
279

     

 

On the other hand, it is also significant that such mutilated portraits were often not 

removed from public view – the obliteration of the face was itself to remain visible, 

as a reminder not only of the victim’s ignominy but also of the corresponding 

triumph of those who disposed of him.   In the case of the Severan tondo, the erasure 

of the figure of Geta soon after Geta himself was murdered by his brother Caracalla 
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would have served as a tribute to the latter, whose reputation at the beginning of his 

reign was relatively positive.
280

   A similar meaning was conveyed by the frequent 

re-cutting of portraits of condemned rulers so as to represent victorious successors;  

portraits of Nero, for example, were re-carved into images of Galla, and those of 

Domitian re-cut into images of Nerva and Trajan.
281

   Since the reigns of both Nero 

and Domitian came to ignominious ends, such re-carving would have carried 

symbolic significance and was not simply a matter of expediency.
282

   The concept of 

memory sanctions was thus intrinsic to an understanding of the imperial likeness.   

Re-carving was an act that effectively reaffirmed the impersonal aspect of the 

imperial prototype as well as highlighting the mutability of the identity of its human 

representatives – the basic imperial form was retained, onto which a different 

emperor’s likeness was applied.
283

    

 

To sum up, the relationship between the imperial portrait and its dual prototype was a 

conceptually stable one, as long as the prototype was not reduced by being equated 

with the person of the emperor alone.   A portrait could be the object of veneration 

on the understanding that it was the divine status of the imperial ideal, as manifested 

in the genius augusti, not the human ruler per se, which was so honoured.   In a sense 

the person of the emperor and his portrait both functioned as parallel representations 

of the imperial ideal, and the idealised nature of the portrait enabled it to express the 

transcendent aspect of the prototype in a more potently concentrated fashion.   

During the Principate the consistent idealisation of facial types and the use of 

standardised body-types were artistically effective means of ensuring that the 

continuity of the imperial prototype was affirmed even as one individual emperor 

was replaced by another.   In the Dominate the normative ‘depersonalisation’ of the 

imperial portrait, described above, conveyed the same message even more explicitly. 
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(ii) Theological Implications of the Portrayal of Christ 

 

The first appearance of portrait-images of Christ during the fourth and fifth centuries 

coincides significantly, not only with the newly exalted political status of the 

religion, but also with the prolonged theological controversy concerning the person 

and natures of Christ.
284

   In fact, the freely evolving iconography of Christ’s likeness 

during the first six centuries of the Church, as described above, appears in striking 

contrast to the profound theological problems concerning the very legitimacy of the 

portrayal of Christ as they were continually articulated by the ecclesiastical elite 

during the same period.   Opposition in principle to the portrayal of Christ was 

persistently influenced by a profound current of anti-iconic ideology;  as already 

mentioned, the roots of the practice of portraiture in Greco-Roman culture made it 

arguably incompatible with the theological roots of the Church in Judaism, which 

proclaimed an invisible, un-portrayable God.
285

   Hence, before discussing the Sinai 

icons of Christ Blessing and Christ in Majesty (along with other images of Christ 

from the same period) as attempts to give artistic expression to a doctrinally 

acceptable understanding of the prototype, it is necessary to give an outline of the 

theoretical issues at stake. 

 

The doctrine of the duality of natures inherent in the person of Christ raised 

apparently insuperable problems, at least in some ecclesiastical quarters, when it 

came to the artistic depiction of Christ in anthropomorphic form.   In the early fourth 

century Constantia, the sister of Constantine the Great, wrote to Eusebius of 

Caesarea (c.263 – 339) asking him to send her a portrait of Christ.   This request, and 

the bishop’s reply, can be taken as evidence both for the growing appetite for sacred 

portraits amongst Christians after the legalisation of Christianity in 313, and also for 

the profoundly antipathetic attitude towards them on the part of at least some of the 
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theological elite.   Eusebius sets out the arguments against the portrayal of Christ 

with such conviction that the letter became a locus classicus for the iconoclast cause 

for centuries to come.
286

   He begins by asserting that Christ ‘has two forms’, divine 

and human – in other words, a dual prototype.   The divine form is presumably not 

what Constantia is requesting, he writes, since it is quite impossible to circumscribe 

Christ’s divinity in visible form.   However, the human form too was ‘mingled with 

the glory of his divinity so that the mortal part was swallowed up by Life’ (Ἀλλὰ καὶ 

τοῦτο τῇ δόξῃ τῆς θεότητος ἀνακεχρᾶσθαι µεµαθήκαµεν, καὶ καταπεπόσθαι τὸ 

θνητὸν ὑπὸ τῆς ζωῆς), as was revealed at the Transfiguration:  ‘Who, then, would be 

able to represent by means of dead colours and inanimate delineations (σκιαγραφίᾳ) 

the glistening, flashing radiance of such dignity and glory?’   If, on the other hand, 

Constantia is requesting ‘the image, not of his form transformed into that of God, but 

that of the mortal flesh before its transformation’ (Ἀλλ' εἰ µὴ τῆς εἰς Θεὸν 

µεταβληθείσης µορφῆς, ἀλλὰ τοῦ πρὸ τῆς µεταβολῆς σαρκίου αὐτοῦ δὴ τοῦ 

θνητοῦ τὴν εἰκόνα φῂς παρ' ἡµῶν αἰτεῖν), this would constitute a transgression of the 

Second Commandment, ‘that no likeness should be made either of what is in heaven 

or what is in the earth beneath’ – such images were ‘banished and excluded from 

churches all over the world.’
287

 

 

Eusebius’s fundamental objection is twofold:  a material image of the human 

likeness of Christ would fail to do justice to the divine aspect of the prototype (which 

had been revealed at the Transfiguration), and any such image would also violate the 

Second Commandment and inevitably invite an idolatrous mode of viewing.   

However, elsewhere in his writings Eusebius makes less censorious references to 

images of Christ.   For example, in his Life of Constantine he mentions, with evident 

approval, an image of the Good Shepherd which the emperor had had erected to 

adorn a well in the marketplace of Constantinople.
288

   In his Ecclesiastical History 

he describes in more detail a sculpture depicting Christ healing the Woman with a 

                                                 
286

 There has been a good deal of scholarly debate on the possibility that this letter is a forgery dating 

from the Iconoclastic period.   For a summary of the arguments on both sides, see Gero 1981;   I 

concur with Gero’s conclusion that ‘inauthenticity has no single powerful argument in its favour, and 

a host of reasons, specific and general, against it’ (ibid., p. 470). 
287

 Eusebius of Caesarea, Epistola ad Constantiam Augustam.   In Migne, J.-P. (ed.), Patrologia 

Graeca XX: 1545 ff.   Trans. Mango 1986, pp. 16-18. 
288

 Eusebius of Caesarea, Life of Constantine III, 49. 



 104 

Haemorrhage which he saw in Paneas, remarking that ‘it is not at all surprising that 

Gentiles who long ago received such benefits from our Saviour should have 

expressed their gratitude thus,’ and adding that he has heard of painted portraits of 

Christ, St Peter and St Paul which had a similar votive function.
289

   This apparent 

inconsistency of attitude on Eusebius’s part in fact indicates an important implicit 

distinction between different kinds of image of Christ.   Symbolic or narrative 

depictions of Christ such as the two just mentioned were regarded as acceptable and 

edifying – what was objectionable was the claim implicit in the kind of portrait 

requested by Constantia that the form of the portrait was identical with the true form 

of the prototype.    

 

The subsequent development of Christological doctrine can be traced through the 

Third, Fourth and Fifth Ecumenical Councils (at Ephesus in 431, Chalcedon in 451 

and Constantinople in 553), the last of these coinciding with the most likely time of 

production of the Sinai icon of Christ Blessing.   Over the course of this period, the 

attitude of the ecclesiastical elite towards the image of Christ is transformed from the 

denial of its legitimacy (as expressed in the letter of Eusebius to Constantia) to a 

positive promotion of its ideological potency.   The intense controversy surrounding 

the question of Christ’s two natures reached some degree of resolution at the Fourth 

Ecumenical Council at Chalcedon in 451, at which it was decreed that Christ was 

both ‘perfect in Godhead and perfect in manhood’, being both ‘one-in-essence with 

God and one-in-essence with us.’   He was ‘known in two natures’ which were 

simultaneously united and distinct, ‘without confusion, change, division or 

separation’.
290

    

 

This definition was intended as a rebuttal of two ‘heretical’ alternatives, namely the 

teaching of the Church of the East,
291

 which argued that Christ was an amalgamation 

of two sons, the divine Son of God and the human son of Mary, the former inhabiting 

the latter, and secondly the teaching (associated with the archimandrite Eutyches and 
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his followers, later called Monophysites) that Christ consisted of only one nature, in 

which the human aspect had been suppressed by or absorbed into the divine 

aspect.
292

   Of the four terms of the Chalcedonian definition, two (‘without division 

or separation’) were directed against the Church of the East, and two (‘without 

confusion or change’) against the Monophysites.
293

   However, while the influence of 

the Church of the East’s teaching subsequently receded due to its geographical 

withdrawal outside the borders of the empire, Monophysite teaching continued to 

flourish after Chalcedon, particularly in Egypt and Syria, and by the reign of 

Justinian was seen as a significant threat to the empire’s spiritual and political 

unity.
294

   Justinian himself appears to have been motivated to quell this threat by 

personally participating in the Christological controversy as an advocate of the 

Chalcedonian formula, composing (or at least signing) a number of theological 

works and sponsoring debates, in particular convoking the Fifth Ecumenical Council 

in 553. 

 

The writings attributed to Justinian reiterated a principle which had been first 

articulated by Cyril of Alexandria in his attack on the teachings of the Church of the 

East at the time of the Third Ecumenical Council in 431 and which had been 

included in the Chalcedonian formula, namely that Christ was ‘known in two 

natures’.   This referred to a mode of knowledge not derived from sense perception 

but achieved by means of theoria (‘spiritual contemplation’) and epinoia 

(‘conceptualisation’).   Cyril had argued that just as the human person was perceived 

to be a single entity but understood by the mind to be a union of two elements, body 

and soul, so the person of Christ was indeed a single entity at the level of human 

perception but His two natures could nevertheless be discerned by a process of 

spiritual reflection and discrimination.   In short, the truth regarding the person of 

Christ could only be perceived ‘with the eyes of the soul.’
295
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The practice of theoria (by Clement of Alexandria and Origen in the second and 

third centuries, for example) had originally focused on scriptural exegesis, in 

particular on perceiving the hidden meaning of scripture, the ‘spirit within the letter’ 

(cf. 2 Corinthians 3: 6), but it now came to encompass the mystery of the 

Incarnation, the presence of the invisible in the visible, in a more general sense.   

From this point of view, according to Cyril’s argument, Christ could now be depicted 

in a visual image since he had appeared on earth, but the truth concerning the duality 

of his prototype remained concealed from sensory perception, and so in principle 

could not be adequately encapsulated in any visual image.   This would seem to 

suggest that any image which made an explicit attempt to portray the two natures of 

Christ (such as those discussed below) constituted a violation of Cyril’s injunction 

‘not to divide the one Christ into two, picturing a two-faced Emmanuel.’
296

    

   

 

(iii) Early Depictions of the Two Natures of Christ 

 

Despite the persistence of the theoretical problems outlined above, images of Christ 

continued to proliferate in both private and ecclesiastical contexts from the fourth 

century onwards, and can be seen, as Mathews suggests, as ‘a way of thinking out 

loud on the problem of Christ’ on the part of Christian communities of the period.
297

   

As already mentioned, attempts to articulate the dual nature of the prototype of 

Christ in visual form were made as early as the mid-fourth century in a funerary 

context, for example in the sarcophagus of Junius Bassus (figs. 87, 92).   Another 

fourth-century example from a funerary context, which is more closely related in its 

iconography to the Sinai icon of Christ in Majesty, is a mosaic located in a lunette 

above a tomb in the catacomb of Domitilla (fig. 110).
298

   Christ, his outstretched 

right hand making a gesture of teaching, is flanked by Sts Peter and Paul, all three 

seated on high-backed thrones;  at Christ’s feet is placed a capsa or leather bucket 

containing scrolls, indicating Christ’s role as a teacher of divine wisdom.   However, 
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the most visually striking element of the composition is the circular aureole or 

mandorla, bright green in colour, surrounding the whole figure of Christ.   The 

derivation of this motif is unclear;
299

  however, it prefigures the use of the mandorla 

in later mosaic-images of Christ in which the revelation of his divinity is emphasised, 

such as the fifth-century apse mosaic of Hosios David in Thessaloniki (fig. 111) and 

the sixth-century mosaic of the Transfiguration of Christ in the Sinai basilica (fig. 

112).   That this motif was intended to signify the divinity of Christ, complementing 

the human nature represented by his anthropomorphic form, is indicated in the 

catacomb mosaic by a prominent inscription along the upper border, which reads:  

Qui filius diceris et pater inveneris (‘You are said to be the Son and are found to be 

the Father’).   Although this statement is not biblical, it is reminiscent of the verse 

from the Gospel of John (14: 9), ‘He who has seen me has seen the Father.’ 

 

A seventh- or early eighth-century fresco in the central dome of the Church of 

Panagia at Drosiani on the island of Naxos attempts to convey a similar message by 

resorting to the unusual expedient of including two Christ figures in the same 

‘portrait’.   Although the painting is in a ruinous condition, it can be seen that Christ 

is depicted both as a mature man with full beard, and as a beardless youth, the two 

figures positioned as it were back to back within a medallion format (fig. 113).   If, 

as Constas argues, this image was produced at the instigation of the pro-

Chalcedonian Pope Martin I at the time of his period in exile on Naxos in the year 

653,
300

 it may be regarded as another kind of deliberate attempt to encapsulate the 

doctrine of the two natures of Christ in visual form.   However, Bacci has pointed out 

that another wall-painting in the same church features a further portrait of Christ, this 

time featuring the ‘semitic’ facial type (fig. 114), and argues that the decorative 

scheme as a whole should be dated to the second reign of Justinian II (705-11) on the 

basis of epigraphic analysis of a dedication inscription in the dome which probably 

included the name of that emperor, later erased as an act of damnatio memoriae.
301

   

Whatever the correct date, the visual formula used in the dome painting evidently 
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failed to establish itself more widely, perhaps because it seemed to contradict the 

Chalcedonian emphasis on the unity of the person of Christ, and may well have 

caused confusion in the context of public devotion.
302

 

 

The Sinai icon of Christ in Majesty (fig. 115) can be seen as a more sophisticated and 

complex iconographical alternative to the Drosiani dome painting.   As already 

indicated in Chapter One, the iconographical and scriptural references included in 

this icon constitute a conflation of three different aspects of Christ’s identity – the 

Pantocrator, the Ancient of Days, and Emmanuel – in one image.   As such the 

image is unparalleled in surviving pre-Iconoclastic art, and may even represent 

something of an iconographical experiment on the part of its artist and/or patron.   As 

Grabar has argued, such an attempt to represent artistically a theophany on the basis 

of biblical accounts of prophetic visions was fraught with theological problems, not 

least because of the assertions found elsewhere in the Bible that to see God was an 

impossibility for humankind.
303

    

 

Other depictions of Christ in Majesty from this period feature the biblical beholder of 

the vision as an integral part of the composition, as if to emphasise that the vision 

was exceptional and located within a unique narrative episode, for example the apse 

mosaic in the oratory of Hosios David in Thessaloniki already mentioned (fig. 111).   

This composition is again a conflation of different biblical accounts of prophetic 

visions, showing a beardless Christ seated on a rainbow and surrounded by a round 

mandorla that overlaps the four winged creatures.   Two prophets, of uncertain 

identification, flank this vision as witnesses, one bowing down with hands raised to 

his face, as if shielding himself from the divine radiance, while the other also does 

not look at the vision but rather studies an open book on his lap, as if to emphasise 

that the scene is based on scriptural revelation.  

 

By contrast, in the Sinai icon the figure of Christ in Majesty is presented to the 

viewer in isolation, without the mediating presence of any depicted witness, and can 
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be interpreted, not as an illustration of biblical narrative but as a sophisticated 

attempt to articulate complex theological ideas concerning the humanity and divinity 

of Christ in visual form.
304

   Biblical motifs such as the white haired figure, the 

rainbow, the four winged creatures and the golden robes are all associated with the 

revelation of divinity, but these are combined with iconographical signifiers of the 

incarnate Christ, such as the cruciform nimbus, the book with its inscription, and 

even the figure’s posture.   The inclusion of the inscription ‘Emmanuel’ also 

indicates an awareness of the theological implications of such an attempt to depict 

both natures of Christ in the one figure.   The term Emmanuel (a Romanised Hebrew 

name meaning ‘God-with-us’, derived from the prophecy of the birth of the Messiah 

in Isaiah 7: 14) was frequently used in rebutting the teachings of the Church of the 

East during the fifth century, for example by Cyril of Alexandria (c.376 – 444) and 

Theodoret of Cyrus (c.393 – c.460), as an appropriate way to affirm that the 

incarnate Word remained fully divine as well as human.
305

    

 

A consideration of the Sinai icon of Christ Blessing (fig. 116) from the 

Christological point of view is also clearly relevant at this juncture.   In particular, 

the clearly intentional duality of the painted gaze in this portrait, already highlighted 

in Chapter One, might be interpreted as a more sophisticated attempt than the related 

images discussed above to convey the teaching of the two inseparable yet distinct 

natures.
306

   There is no textual evidence to substantiate such an interpretation, and it 

would seem to contradict the clearer association of the facial type as a whole with 

divinity.   If such an intention nevertheless happened to be the case, however, then 

from a theological point of view this would cast doubt on the idea of the portrait 
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being sponsored by Justinian’s court, since, as already argued, the Chalcedonian 

Christological formula based on the teachings of Cyril of Alexandria, to which 

Justinian had demonstrated his personal commitment, implied a rejection in principle 

of any attempt to represent both the humanity and divinity of Christ in a single visual 

image.   A portrait such as the Sinai icon could still have been accused of negating 

the unity of the person of Christ at the level of sensory perception.    

 

It has already been described in Chapter One how the two eyes of Christ in this icon 

can be read as expressing contrasting emotions – the proper right eye appears mild 

and submissive, while the proper left eye appears more assertive and severe.
307

   An 

alternative theological interpretation of the gaze’s ambiguity has proposed that it is 

an attempt to embody the two contrasting divine attributes of judgement and 

mercy.
308

   The coexistence of these two attributes was the subject of numerous 

patristic commentaries.   For example, John Chrysostom argues that the unity of 

mercy and judgement proclaimed in Psalm 101 (‘I will sing of mercy and 

judgement’
309

) is the revelation of a theological first principle – on the one hand, it 

announces the infinite mercy of God which offers salvation in Christ, but at the same 

time it points prophetically to the final judgement of God.
310

   A treatise attributed to 

Justinian (dated 543) concerned with refuting the controversial teachings of Origen is 

also relevant in this respect.   In contrast to Origen’s ahistorical account of the fall 

and restoration of humanity as events which occur on a purely spiritual plane outside 

time, the treatise reasserts the eschatological doctrine that each human life moves 

forwards in time towards an ultimate end, with its actions resulting in an eternal 

consequence of either salvation or perdition.   The treatise argues that the Origenian 

doctrine encouraged irresponsibility with regard to the Last Judgement as it was 

described in the Gospels: 

 

Such a doctrine completely contradicts the words of our Great God and 

Saviour.   For in the Holy Gospel he himself teaches that the impious will be 

sent away into eternal punishment, but the righteous will receive life eternal.   
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Thus to those at his right, he says: ‘Come, O blessed of my Father, and inherit 

the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world’ [Matthew 25: 

34].   But to those on his left, he says:  ‘Depart from me, you cursed, into the 

eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels’ [Matthew 25: 41].
311

 

 

 

In the light of the parable quoted in the above passage, it seems significant that it is 

Christ’s right eye in the icon which can be characterised as ‘merciful’ (since the 

saved souls in the parable are located to his right), while his left appears to express 

judgement.   In the context of the intense eschatological controversy in which this 

Justinianic treatise participated, it is conceivable that an artist associated with the 

imperial court may have produced an icon of Christ evoking the parable in 

question.
312

   This can be no more than conjecture, not least because, as already 

discussed, there is no proof that the icon was made in Constantinople.   Still, the idea 

that a portrait of Christ could have been designed during this period so as to 

incorporate the traditional biblical polarity of divine mercy and justice, which had 

long been a topic of patristic teaching, is at least a possibility.   No firm conclusion 

can be drawn as to the symbolic meanings of the portrait, but this latter interpretation 

seems more plausible than the idea that it is another attempt to embody the two 

natures of Christ in one image. 

 

In sum, various attempts were made between the fourth and seventh centuries to 

construct a portrait-image of Christ which presented an adequate reflection of its 

two-fold prototype, or at least gave expression to Christological doctrine in this 

regard.   Like the imperial portraits discussed in this chapter, these images are 

essentially conceptual, using a range of iconographic signifiers – some associated 

with pagan deities, others with emperors and philosophers – to assert the claim that 

Christ surpassed and superseded all other gods, rulers and teachers.   The Sinai icon 

of Christ Blessing is unusual amongst these examples in that the painted gaze in 

particular seems to have been used as a kind of iconographic signifier in its own 

right, perhaps designed to express a duality of divine attributes.   The creative visual 

thinking evident in all these images of Christ sets them apart from another category 
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of images of Christ which also appeared during the sixth and seventh centuries, 

known as acheiropoietai (literally, ‘not made by hand’).   These images of 

supposedly miraculous origin constitute a completely different kind of attempt to 

overcome the theoretical problems at stake by invoking the magical paradigm of 

presence which underpinned the cult of relics.
313

 

  

 

Functions of the Imperial Portrait and the Christian Sacred 

Portrait 

 

Having expounded the conceptual and ideological underpinnings of portraits of the 

emperor and of Christ, it remains to assess to what extent these shared similar 

functions during the period in question.   What powers were attributed to these two 

kinds of image?   In what different ways might contemporary audiences have made 

use of the three Sinai icons of Christ, and to what extent did these purposes and 

expectations differ from those associated with the imperial image? 

 

Although it was the political authority of the imperial prototype which undoubtedly 

constituted the prime meaning of imperial portraiture, this is not to say that its 

religious connotations were secondary to its political functions.
314

   The Roman 

imperial cult, in which the emperor’s portrait played an essential role,
315

 harnessed 

deep-rooted religious impulses in Greco-Roman culture, which had previously been 

manifested in two principal forms before the period of the Principate.   The first of 
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these was the veneration, already mentioned, of the ancestral genius embodied in the 

paterfamilias, the head of every Roman household;
316

  the second was the tradition 

of worship of Hellenistic kings, originating with Alexander the Great, in the Eastern 

provinces of the Empire, itself modelled on divine cult.
317

   

 

During the Principate, the commissioning and public display of a statue, whether it 

represented a deity, an emperor, or any eminent citizen, served a consistently 

honorific purpose – that is to say, the subject of the portrait was honoured in this way 

as a mark of gratitude for some form of benefaction, although the formal honours 

involved were hierarchically graded.   The imperial portrait participated in the 

highest form of honours, known as caelestes honores, which was also reserved for 

the gods, and in the setting of a temple dedicated to the imperial cult this involved 

sacrificial rites (either animal sacrifice or the offering of wine and incense) to the 

emperor.   However, these honours differed in degree, not in kind, from other 

honours offered to eminent citizens.
318

   In this respect it is significant that the term 

religio, apart from its reference to an ensemble of rites and ceremonies of worship, 

did not connote a set of beliefs so much as a general attitude of reverence, directed 

not only towards the gods but also human superiors.
319

 

 

Although, as already stated, the ubiquity of the emperor’s image effectively 

conveyed a potent sense of his ruling presence throughout the empire, the function of 

the image would have varied according to the physical context in which it appeared.   

Firstly, images of a new emperor were promptly commissioned at the time of 

accession to be presented to, and receive obeisance from, co-rulers or subordinates in 

outlying provinces of the empire, and accept gifts and sacrifices on the new 

emperor’s behalf.
320

   Secondly, such images played a daily role in presiding over 

judicial hearings, enforcing laws and guaranteeing oaths with the authority of the 
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emperor himself.
321

   They could also serve as a form of legal protection for 

individual citizens, according to a traditional right known as ad statuas confugere.
322

   

Even after the Christianisation of the Empire in the fourth century, the imperial 

image continued to act as a recognised embodiment of the emperor’s supreme earthly 

authority – as Severian of Gabala wrote (c.400): 

 

Since an emperor cannot be present to all persons, it is necessary to set up the 

statue of the emperor in law courts, market places, public assemblies, and 

theatres.   In every place, in fact, in which an official acts, the imperial effigy 

must be present, so that the emperor may thus confirm what takes place.
323

 

 

Some manuscript illustrations from the period featured depictions of painted imperial 

portraits indicating their legal function.   For example, a fifteenth-century copy of an 

illustration from an early fifth-century document called the Notitia Dignitatum (‘List 

of Offices’), showing the insignia of the praetorian prefect of Illyricum, features a 

book of mandates bearing the emperor’s portrait displayed on a table and flanked by 

four candles, as well as a four-horse chariot and a pillar including another image of 

the emperor or emperors (fig. 117).
324

   The inclusion of the imperial portraits in this 

illustration implies that the praetorian prefect’s role of dispensing justice in the 

emperor’s name was authorised by the presence of the imperial image.   The same 

meaning is conveyed by a narrative illustration from the sixth-century Rossano 

Gospels depicting the interrogation of Christ by Pilate (fig. 118).
325

   The governor’s 

role of dispensing justice is given due authority by his physical position between a 

pair of stands, each of which bear portraits of the co-emperors – as in the 

iconography of the consular diptychs, the presence of the imperial image is essential 

to a fully functioning hierarchy of power.    

 

Various literary references have survived testifying to a more devotional function of 

painted imperial images now lost.   For example, on each of the five days of the 
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imperial festival at Gytheum in Laconia during the reign of Tiberius (14 – 37 CE), 

painted images of the deified (divus) Augustus, his wife Livia and the reigning 

emperor were carried in procession from the temple of Asclepius and Hygeia, via the 

imperial shrine and the agora where animal sacrifices were carried out, to the theatre, 

in which they were displayed with incense offered on a table in front.
326

   A list of 

temple offerings submitted by the priests of several temples at Oxyrhynchus in 213-

17 mentions painted images of Caracalla, his mother Julia Domna, and his deified 

father Septimius Severus, from the temple of Neotera, thus indicating that the 

surviving tondo of the Severan family group may be representative of a type that was 

commonly produced.
327

   Nothing can be inferred from such references as to the 

stylistic character of the paintings in question, but they indicate that painted imperial 

images, like statues and busts, could be used for cultic veneration, and as votive 

offerings.    

 

During the Dominate (284 – 565) the public reception of imperial images, for 

example in adventus ceremonial, became increasingly ritualised.   Diocletian and his 

successors became more proactive than previous emperors in sending out new 

imperial images to all corners of the Empire, and also instituted new regulations 

prescribing how they were to be ceremonially received with due veneration by 

provincial populations.
328

   This ceremony is described in the tenth-century Book of 

Ceremonies in connection with the reception of a portrait of the Western Roman 

emperor Anthemius when it was presented to Leo, the ruler of the Eastern Empire, in 

Constantinople in 467.
329

   According to a panegyric delivered by Procopius of Gaza 

(c.465 – 528) on the occasion of the erection of a statue of the emperor Anastasius, 

‘our city … received her benefactor himself by [receiving] his image.’
330

 

 

Christian theologians of the fourth century were prepared to accept the legitimacy of 

venerating the imperial image, now that the emperor was at least nominally 
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Christian.   St Gregory of Nazianzus (329-90), for example, comments on ‘the 

customary honours of the sovereign’ by conceding that emperors 

 

must needs have adoration through which they may appear more awesome – 

and not merely that adoration which they receive in person, but also that 

received in their statues and pictures, in order that the veneration may be more 

insatiable and more complete.
331

    

 

Some of Gregory’s contemporaries began to articulate theological justifications of 

such veneration, implying in the process that the veneration of equivalent Christian 

images was also acceptable in principle.   For example, Basil of Caesarea (330 – 379) 

writes: 

 

[…] As regards the distinction of persons we think of them [the Father and the 

Son] severally, but as regards community of nature they are both one.   How, 

then, if we think of them severally, can we say they are not two gods?   

Because we speak of a king and the portrait of a king, but not of two kings, and 

the power is not divided, nor the glory distributed.   For as the sovereignty and 

the authority over us is one, so also we have one doxology, not many, because 

the honour paid to the portrait extends to the original.
332

 

 

 

Basil uses the analogy of the veneration of the imperial image to demonstrate that the 

Son (the ‘image of the invisible God’ according to St Paul’s Epistle to the 

Colossians)
333

 and the Father are not two different gods, while also – in the famous 

final clause of the above excerpt – emphasising that veneration of an image 

effectively channels, but at the same time is not to be confused with, veneration of its 

prototype.   This last principle was not a distinctively Christian one (indeed Basil is 

not alluding to Christian images here);  the non-Christian emperor Julian (r. 361-63) 

upheld a long tradition of scepticism amongst the Greco-Roman intellectual elite 

regarding an animistic attitude to images of deities when he wrote: 
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For our fathers established images and altars … as symbols of the presence of 

the gods, not that we may regard such things as gods, but that we may worship 

the gods through them.[…]   Therefore, when we look at the images of the 

gods, let us not think they are stones or wood, but neither let us think they are 

the gods themselves;  and indeed, we do not say that the statues of the 

emperors are mere wood and stone and bronze, but still less do we say they are 

the emperors themselves.
334

 

 

 

However, elite pronouncement on the veneration of images (whether pagan or 

Christian) was one thing, popular practice was another.   Unfortunately, much of the 

evidence for the latter in connection with Christian devotional portraits before the 

Iconoclastic period is of doubtful authenticity – it is difficult to assess which, if any, 

hagiographic accounts from the fifth, sixth and seventh centuries are not forged 

interpolations composed by iconophiles during the period of the Iconoclastic 

controversy.
335

   For example, Theodoret of Cyrus’s account of the life of St Symeon 

the Elder (purportedly composed c.440) mentions that the saint ‘became so 

celebrated in the great city of Rome that at the entrance of all the workshops men 

have set up small representations of him, to provide thereby some protection and 

safety for themselves.’
336

   However, it is doubtful whether this passage was part of 

the original work;
337

  even if genuine, this early evidence for an apotropaic function 

for a Christian portrait is virtually unique before the second half of the sixth 

century.
338

    

 

Perhaps the earliest reliable literary evidence of a cult of saints’ images is provided 

by the Dialogue of the Monk and Recluse Moschos concerning the Holy Icons, dated 
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by Alexakis to the second third of the fifth century,
339

 in which is found the 

following assertion:    

 

Every believer, by seeing … in the pictorial representation, and by listening to 

the historical narrative of their contests and the likeness of their figure, is 

instigated to bravery, emulation, desire, and compunction and beseeches God 

to grant him the same calling, fate, and salvation, for he, moreover, witnesses 

miraculous cures accomplished through their relics and images.
340

    

 

According to this text, portraits of saints could perform two principal functions in the 

context of lay devotion:  they could serve to provoke a desire to emulate the holiness 

of the subjects, and as a channel for healing and other miraculous benefits.   In the 

latter respect they took on the same function already performed by saints’ relics.
341

   

Healing powers were also ascribed to certain emperors and their images;
342

  whether 

the second function mentioned here, that of inspiring the devotee-viewer to emulate 

the subject’s holiness, could also be ascribed to the imperial image is more doubtful, 

although it was believed that the emperor’s genius embodied a series of civic virtues 

– Concordia, Salus, Victoria, and so on – which every subject was expected at least 

to honour.
343

 

 

From the second half of the sixth century dates the earliest evidence of the Byzantine 

Church beginning to promote the veneration of images – at least those deemed to be 

of miraculous origin – after the manner of imperial image-veneration.
344

   An 

example of this transference of customs is found in an anonymous Syriac 

compilation dated 569, in which it is recorded that between the years 554 and 560 a 

copy of the miraculous image of Camuliana was carried by priests in procession 
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through various cities in Asia Minor.
345

   The text indicates that this quasi-imperial 

ritual involving an icon of Christ (which is even referred to as a lauraton, the 

technical term for the official image of a basileus) was indirectly endorsed by 

Justinian himself.
346

   Certain acheiropoietai also came to take on the role of Roman 

urban palladia – statues with apotropaic powers which embodied the soul of a 

city.
347

 

 

However, the three possible functions of Christian portraits so far mentioned, namely 

as channels of miraculous power, models for imitation and emblems of religio-

political authority, were not the only ways in which such images were used during 

the pre-Iconoclastic period, and it is doubtful whether the Sinai icons should be 

categorised in any of these functional terms.   As far as the first of these functions is 

concerned, it is significant that there is no textual evidence for any acheiropoietai or 

miracle-working icons having been a focus of pilgrims’ veneration at Sinai (clearly 

the presence of the Burning Bush satisfied this devotional need).
348

 

 

Might the icons have exercised any kind of didactic or exegetical function at the 

monastery?   We know from texts such as the journal of the fourth-century pilgrim 

Egeria that monks of the Sinai community welcomed and guided pilgrims who 

visited the Holy Mountain and the Burning Bush.
349

   The mosaic-scheme of the 

monastery’s basilica also seems to have been expressly designed to locate those 

objects of pilgrimage within a fuller theological context.
350

   Thus it might appear 

plausible that certain icons – Christ in Majesty, for example, or the Virgin and Child 

Enthroned – could have been used for purposes of instruction as well as devotion, 

although there is no textual evidence for Christian images serving this function 

before the seventh century.
351
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Apart from their probable use as votive offerings, what other functions might the 

Sinai icons have exercised?   Literary evidence pertinent to this question is extremely 

rare, and some items which have been adduced in previous studies are of doubtful 

authenticity.
352

   One text, roughly contemporary with the likely period of production 

of the icon of Christ Blessing, which does seem to be both genuine and of particular 

relevance is an epigram composed by Agathias Scholasticus (c.536 – c.582), 

describing an encaustic icon in Constantinople which depicted the Archangel 

Michael.
353

   Although this icon is not extant, another portrait of the same subject, 

assigned to the sixth century by Cormack, has survived in the form of a fragment of a 

wall-painting from the theatre at Aphrodisias (fig. 119);
354

  this, despite the 

difference in medium, may be taken as representative of the type of portrait to which 

Agathias refers, because of its frontality and the consequent emphasis on the painted 

gaze, which the epigram also highlights.
355

   The epigram may be translated as 

follows: 

 

ἄσκοπον ἀγγελίαρχον, ἀσώµατον εἴδεϊ µορφῆς, 
ἆ µέγα τολµήεις κηρὸς ἀπεπλάσατο: 

ἔµπης οὐκ ἀχάριστον, ἐπεὶ βροτὸς εἰκόνα λεύσσων 

θυµὸν ἀπιθύνει κρέσσονι φαντασίῃ:  

οὐκέτι δ᾽ ἀλλοπρόσαλλον ἔχει σέβας, ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ἑαυτῷ 

τὸν τύπον ἐγγράψας ὡς παρεόντα τρέµει: 
ὄµµατα δ᾽ ὀτρύνουσι βαθὺν νόον; οἶδε δὲ τέχνη 

χρώµασι πορθµεῦσαι τὴν φρενὸς ἱκεσίην. 

 

 

With great daring, wax has formed an image of the chief of the angels, who is 

both invisible and essentially incorporeal. 
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But it is not without grace;  for a man looking at the image directs his mind to a 

higher imagining. 

No longer does he venerate something unknown and strange, but imprinting the 

image in himself he trembles as if he [the archangel] were present. 

His gaze stimulates deep thought – and so the art of colours is able to transmit 

the prayer of the soul. 

 

 

The first two verses state that the material image possesses a certain grace which 

enables its viewer to draw near to the prototype, the archangel himself – this 

prototype was previously ‘unknown’ in the sense of unfamiliar (ἀλλοπρόσαλλον), 

but now is no longer so.   It is as if the prototype becomes present (παρεόντα) to the 

viewer as the exchange of gazes (assuming the icon’s painted gaze made direct eye-

contact with the viewer) serves to imprint or engrave (ἐγγράψας) the image (τύπον) 

within the viewer’s soul.   It is significant that agency is here attributed primarily to 

the viewer as the one who activates this spiritual exchange.   At the same time, the 

epigram ascribes a positive role to the material image itself, which is seen to clarify 

or focus the presence of the prototype as an imprint on the soul of the viewer.    

 

In the fourth verse, ‘his gaze stimulates deep thought’ (ὄµµατα δ᾽ ὀτρύνουσι βαθὺν 

νόον) is a peculiarly ambiguous turn of phrase;  whose gaze is meant, that of the 

viewer, or the painted gaze of the archangel?   Both seem possible.
356

   On the one 

hand it could be the viewer’s gaze, initiating a prayerful exchange with the 

prototype;  yet the gaze is at the same time a receptive action, a taking in of the 

image through the eyes.   This deliberate ingesting or internalising of the image 

enables the grace borne by the image – and communicated primarily through the 

painted gaze – to become active within the viewer’s soul.   The concluding verse 

summarises the spiritual efficacy of the material sacred image:  the ‘art of colours’ 

(τέχνη χρώµασι) serves as a means to transmit or ‘launch’ the viewer’s prayer, set it 

in movement, support or facilitate its going forth.
357
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The relevance of this epigram to the functions of the early Sinai icons depends on a 

sense of how representative the epigram is of sixth-century attitudes to devotional 

portraits in general.   This is inevitably difficult to ascertain at such a historical 

distance;  however, the epigram is not a unique text, but one of a group collated in 

the Greek Anthology (vol. I, nos. 32-6), all of which refer to painted portraits of the 

Archangel Michael, and one of which (no. 32, attributed to Nilus Scholasticus) 

similarly asserts that the image ‘beckons us to spiritual recollection of heavenly 

beings’ (εἰκὼν ἐς νοερὴν ἀνάγει µνῆστιν ἐπουρανίων). 

 

A somewhat defensive tone has been detected in Agathias’s epigram, which might be 

attributed to the fact that the depiction of angels had long been specifically rejected 

by opponents of sacred images.
358

   Indeed, Brubaker and Haldon argue that the 

epigram should not be taken as the basis for any generalisations as to a portrait-

icon’s performance as a vehicle of the presence of the prototype at this period, 

because in their view it is specifically addressing the problematic issue of the 

depiction of angels in human form.
359

   However, this seems debatable – certainly, 

angels were regarded as essentially immaterial beings, invisible to normal human 

perception;  but sacred figures from the New Testament, or deceased saints, were no 

less removed from human sight unless they were made visible by means of an image, 

and the process described by the epigram is arguably equally applicable in such 

cases.    

 

The portrait described in the epigram is evidently seen as facilitating a response of 

‘prayer’ (ἱκεσίην), but does this necessarily mean specifically intercessory prayer?   

Certainly there is other literary evidence that the Archangel Michael was popularly 

approached as a heavenly intercessor at this period.
360

   On the other hand, the overall 

emphasis of the epigram seems to be on the viewer’s mind, stimulated by the image, 

being directed to a ‘higher imagining’ (κρέσσονι φαντασίῃ) – in other words, the 
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image arouses an anagogical aspiration, a desire to experience the real presence of 

the prototype, more than it promises to channel a response to petitionary prayer.   

Although there is nothing to connect the epigram to a monastic context, anagogical 

prayer is especially relevant to the goal of the monastic vocation, namely to attain a 

personal vision of God.
361

 

 

The statement in the third verse that the viewer ‘trembles as if [the archangel 

himself] were present (ὡς παρεόντα τρέµει)’ is echoed in a sermon ascribed to St 

Symeon the Younger (521-597):  ‘When we see the Invisible through the visible 

picture we honour Him as if He were present’ (Ὁρῶντες τὸν ἀόρατον διὰ τῆς 

ὁρωµένης γραφῆς, ὡς παρόντα δοξάζοµεν).
362

   The same kind of response is also 

indicated in a passage from the seventh-century vita of St John Chrysostom by 

Palladius (as cited by John of Damascus):  the saint is said to have possessed an icon 

of St Paul, which, ‘while he read Paul’s epistles he would gaze at intently, and would 

hold as if it were alive, and bless it, and direct his thoughts to it, as though the apostle 

himself were present and could speak to him through the image.’
363

 

 

It could be argued that the rhetorical device evident in all three examples – rendered 

in English by the phrase ‘as if’ – is little more than literary sleight of hand to avoid 

the admission of a fully animistic attitude to the image.
364

   However, in fact it 

expresses a vital psychological difference between this anagogical function of the 

devotional portrait and the miracle-working function referred to above.   As the 

epigram states, the exchange of gazes ‘stimulates deep thought’ – in other words, it 

arouses an emotional response in the viewer which effectively simulates the response 

he would have to the presence of the prototype itself.   However, the careful phrasing 

of the Greek confirms that the viewer simultaneously remains aware that the image is 

not to be literally equated with the prototype, but is merely a channel of the grace of 

the prototype – therefore he is not tempted to regard the material object as a 

supernatural agent in its own right.  
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In thus articulating the experience of venerating a Christian devotional portrait, the 

epigram echoes the fourth-century summary of an elite ‘pagan’ attitude to image-

veneration composed by the emperor Julian (part of which has been quoted above), 

which explicitly includes the idea (only implicit in the epigram) that devotional 

portraits were ascribed the capacity to ‘look back’ at the viewer: 

 

He then who loves the emperor delights to see the emperor’s statue, and … the 

one who loves the gods delights to gaze on the images of the gods and their 

likenesses, and he feels reverence and shudders with awe of the gods who look 

at him from the unseen world.
365

 

 

 

In sum, the meaning of a Christian devotional portrait, like that of an imperial image, 

is the result of a certain collusive rapport established between image and viewer.   

Although this relationship was not formally theorised at this period, both Agathias’s 

and Julian’s texts indicate that the viewing of a sacred portrait could be experienced 

as a reciprocal encounter which gave rise to a sense of the presence of the prototype, 

and that this devotional interaction was distinct from an animistic mode of viewing 

which confused the image with the prototype itself.
366

    

 

 

Conclusions 

 

In order to adequately represent the imperial prototype, the construction of a Roman 

emperor’s likeness was required to strike a certain balance between individualisation 

and idealisation.   However, the degree of individualisation declined markedly from 

the Tetrarchy onwards, and even during the Principate was normally subordinate to 

the visual rhetoric of the imperial ideal, articulated by a combination of idealised 

facial types, generic body types and conventional inscriptions.   To a large extent 
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both image and human ruler ‘represented’ the imperial prototype in parallel, their 

range of official functions being more or less identical.   

 

A likeness of Christ was likewise a largely symbolic construction.   Following the 

legalisation of Christianity it did adopt, and adapt, the visual language of Roman 

imperium, but did so in order to assert the supremacy of the Christian God over all 

competing deities and religious teachings as well as earthly authorities.   To this end 

it not only assimilated imperial iconographies but also invoked other portrait-types 

such as the ‘holy philosopher’ and pagan deities.
367

    At the same time, the uniquely 

paradoxical prototype, established by the Council of Chalcedon as consisting of two 

natures in one person, meant that ecclesiastical acceptance and eventual promotion of 

the image of Christ only gradually overcame profound theological objections to its 

legitimacy. 

 

With respect to their functions, imperial and Christian portraits overlapped 

considerably but did not entirely coincide.   Portraits played a vital role in the 

imperial cult, whose own raison d’être was not merely politically expedient but drew 

upon deep-rooted instincts of piety in Greco-Roman culture.  Legal powers were also 

ascribed to imperial images, which Christian portraits did not assume.   However, 

once Christianity became the state religion, it was inevitable that its own sacred 

images should have emulated imperial ones in some of their functions:  at the level of 

private devotion, the religious instincts represented by votive images and images 

credited with healing powers would have been easily transferred from a polytheistic 

context to a Christian one;  in relation to state ideology, by the later sixth century, 

certain privileged images (to which a supernatural origin had been ascribed) were 

performing ceremonial, even military roles virtually indistinguishable from those of 

the imperial lauraton.    

 

However, two further potential functions of Christian portraits began to emerge by 

the sixth century which were not shared by their imperial counterparts:  an 

intercessory one, inviting a petitionary approach to the prototype;  and an anagogical 
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one, stimulating and supporting an aspiration to be admitted to the real presence of 

the prototype.   Crucial to both of these functions was the articulation of new 

hierarchies of power, both ecclesiastical and heavenly, which seemed to offer an 

extension of the range of possibilities in the reception and use of sacred images.   

Whereas portraits invoking the old imperial hierarchy of authority, such as the 

consular diptych of Anastasius, served primarily to remind their audience of their 

social, political and religious obligations in relation to their superiors, the Christian 

hierarchy, as depicted in the Sinai icon of St Peter, additionally offered its viewer a 

potential route to personal salvation by means of intercessory prayer.   While the 

viewer of the consular diptych might have been motivated by a pious sense of 

allegiance to pray for the emperor, the viewer of the icon was invited to pray to the 

saint, who in turn would intercede with Christ on the viewer’s behalf.   This was 

perhaps the prime significance, for its original viewers, of the new theological 

content with which the pre-Iconoclastic Byzantine icon was invested, no matter how 

many iconographical and stylistic features, and outward functions, it may have 

shared with the imperial portrait. 

   

Finally, an emphasis on the power of the depicted gaze is evident in both types of 

portrait (for example, the Meroë head of Augustus, the porphyry heads of Tetrarchs, 

and the Sinai icons of Christ Blessing and St Peter), and there is also some literary 

evidence to suggest a symbolic connection between this formal feature and the 

supernatural percipience associated with divine authority – the excerpts from 

Vitruvius and the emperor Julian cited above suggest that this percipience could be 

ascribed to portraits of gods and emperors as well as their prototypes.   In the case of 

early Christian icons, the epigram of Agathias indicates that a potential ‘exchange of 

gazes’ between portrait and devotee-viewer was also crucial to the icon’s function in 

facilitating a prayerful interaction with the prototype.   This connection between the 

depicted gaze and the meanings which sacred portraits held for their contemporary 

audiences is further explored in the following chapters.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

‘Mummy-Portraits’ and other Funerary Portraiture 

from Roman Egypt 

 

 

Introduction 

 
 

During the period of Roman rule in Egypt, certain social groups, notably in the 

Fayum region but also at other centres, began to commission painted funerary 

portraits of their deceased relatives on thin wood panels, which were incorporated 

into the exterior of the mummy at the position of the head.   They thus functioned as 

an alternative to the traditional Egyptian death mask, and hence are most commonly 

called ‘mummy-portraits’.   Approximately a thousand examples are extant today, 

the earliest being thought to date from the reign of the Emperor Tiberius (14-37 CE), 

some two generations after the Roman conquest of Egypt, with production gradually 

declining during the third century.
368

   In addition to this corpus, this chapter will also 

discuss a small number of related painted portraits on panel which have also survived 

from the same period and place of production, as well as larger scale, full-length 

portraits on linen, which may have functioned as burial shrouds or funerary wall-

hangings – some examples of these from Antinoopolis are dated as late as the fourth 

century.
369

    

Many of the portraits exhibit a naturalistic style linked to the Macedonian tradition;  

when the Macedonians settled in Egypt during the Ptolemaic period (323 – 30 BCE) 

the artistic techniques they brought with them would have formed the foundation of 

what is known as the Alexandrian school.
370

   Unfortunately there is very little 

surviving evidence of what the Alexandrian school produced, but what there is – 
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such as the monumental portrait in mosaic of Berenike II (d. 221 BCE), the wife of 

Ptolemy III (fig. 120) – suggests that portraiture was a highly developed genre within 

the school, and that naturalistic techniques would have been an available option in 

painters’ workshops in the Fayum and elsewhere in the country.
371

   Thus the corpus 

of mummy-portraits provides rare surviving evidence of the Greco-Roman tradition 

of portrait-painting, although this is significantly modified by the Egyptian context of 

production, and in fact, as will be shown, the corpus embraces a wide range of 

techniques and visual languages.  

Outside the Fayum, mummy-portraits have also been discovered in smaller numbers 

at other sites, notably Antinoopolis, Saqqara and Thebes (see map, fig. 121).   These 

examples do not display any particular stylistic characteristics that are distinct from 

each other or from the Fayum sites.   Virtually nothing is known about the artists 

concerned, but there is some papyrological evidence to indicate that they pursued 

their livelihood in itinerant fashion, working at more than one site;  there are also 

papyri which identify named individuals as painters (ζωγράφοι), although their 

particular expertise is never specified.
372

     

It is important to note at the outset that, ever since they were discovered towards the 

end of the nineteenth century, the mummy-portraits have been effectively separated 

from their original context, in most cases literally by being detached from the 

mummies of which they formed an integral part, and that this has inevitably tended 

to distort our understanding of the meanings they may have held for their original 

viewers.   For example, the collection of about ninety portraits which the Austrian 

collector Theodor Graf exhibited in Europe and America in 1887 (and whose 

provenance was undocumented) included only a single intact portrait-mummy.
373

   

The following year the pioneering Egyptologist Sir William Flinders Petrie began his 

much more conscientious excavations at Hawara, the cemetery attached to Arsinoe, 

the principal city of the Fayum.   However, of the eighty-one portrait-mummies 
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discovered in the 1888-9 campaign, Petrie left only twelve intact, removing the 

portrait from the mummy in all other cases.   In his later excavation in 1911, about 

sixteen out of sixty-five mummies left the site complete with their portraits.
374

   

Today, almost one hundred, or roughly 10% of the surviving portraits are still 

incorporated into their mummies.
375

   

 

The relative convenience of transporting the portraits alone without the bulky 

encumbrance of the mummies may have contributed to the decision to violate the 

integrity of the objects in this way.   However, it is also clear that a relative 

devaluation of non-naturalistic elements of this funerary art began with Petrie 

himself, who gave up looking for traditional Egyptian death-masks found during his 

excavations in favour of finding more mummy-portraits, which he regarded as 

superior in terms of cultural, as well as material, value.
376

   The studies of the corpus 

by Klaus Parlasca and Günter Grimm in the 1960s and ’70s were pioneering 

contributions in their concern to establish a system of dating by means of stylistic 

comparisons with Roman art, but again this focus entailed a setting apart of the 

portraits from the rest of the funerary material culture to which they belonged.
377

    

 

Because of this history of separation, both literal and conceptual, of the portraits 

from their funerary context, both at the time of their excavation and since, it is 

important to reconsider the original inseparability of each portrait from the mummy 

of the individual in question.
378

   Once the portraits are reinstated in the context of 

Egyptian beliefs concerning the continuing life of the soul of the deceased in the 

afterlife, the question of whether they carried more than purely commemorative 

meanings may be reappraised.
379

   Since it was traditionally believed that the soul of 

the deceased was transformed after death into a higher level of being through 

assimilation to Osiris or other deities, it is at least conceivable that portrait-mummies 
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functioned as objects of veneration as well – this issue will be critically investigated 

below.    

 

On this question of a possible devotional aspect to the mummy-portraits themselves 

there seems to be no scholarly consensus.   Since the portrait-mummies are stylistic 

hybrids resulting from a meeting of two great artistic traditions underpinned by 

contrasting attitudes to the funerary sphere, it is only to be expected that the relative 

weighting given to commemorative or devotional functions will vary according to 

whether they are approached more from a Roman point of view or an Egyptian one.   

Of course, these two emphases are not necessarily mutually exclusive, and it may 

well be that their relative importance is variable within the corpus as a whole, 

different patrons making use of funerary art for different personal ends.    

 

One avenue of interpretation concerning the portraits is a Romano-centric one, such 

as that proposed by Susan Walker, who regards the corpus as ‘one of a series of 

regional developments within Roman provincial art’ in which the Roman custom of 

commemorative portraiture of the deceased was ‘translated into a local idiom [i.e. in 

this case, the Egyptian mummy].’
380

   Comparable developments in funerary 

portraiture from the same period are marble bust-portraits from the neighbouring area 

of Cyrenaica, and the limestone relief-busts produced at Palmyra – in both these 

cases, again, local elites adopted Roman styles and techniques in order to expand the 

range of meanings within a traditional local form. 

 

However, an undue emphasis on the Roman contribution to the funerary arts in such 

local contexts can lead to an extremely secularised interpretation of the portraits 

themselves.   Hence, Walker describes the mummy-portrait as simply ‘a record of the 

physical appearance and the place of an individual within contemporary society’, 

which reveals ‘very little about the beliefs concerning death’ – the latter function, 

Walker believes, is restricted to the mummy to which the portrait is attached.
381

   

This approach seems to perpetuate, at a conceptual level, the separation of portrait 

from mummy which has so hampered the interpretation of the portrait-mummy as a 
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whole object.   This chapter seeks to qualify such a purely secular interpretation as 

Walker’s by paying due attention to the Egyptian aspects of the corpus. 

 

At the same time, other interpretations which have placed much greater emphasis on 

the Egyptian context also stand in need of substantial qualification in some respects.   

For example, Lorelei Corcoran, who emphasises the cultic significance of the 

portraits almost exclusively, argues that the portraits do not ‘reveal … an intimate 

acquaintance with an historic individual’ and so should not even be classed as 

portraits ‘in the modern sense of the word’;  rather, they functioned as ‘visualisations 

of a belief in a cosmic renewal of life within a divine framework.’
382

   Such an 

uncompromisingly Egyptianising interpretation as Corcoran’s, while it certainly 

provides a counterbalance to the entirely secularised interpretation of Walker and 

others, seems itself gratuitously extreme, neglecting the powerful evidence of the 

portraits themselves that at least part of their meaning lay in the artistic 

commemoration of beloved individuals.  

 

As already noted in the Introduction, the mummy-portraits (at least those in the 

encaustic medium) have also been frequently acknowledged in the scholarly 

literature as displaying various technical and stylistic similarities to the early Sinai 

icons.
383

   However, these correspondences have not hitherto been analysed in detail, 

as they will be below.   Additionally, the suggestion has been mooted that the corpus 

of portraits might constitute a ‘source’ for the emergence of the Christian devotional 

portrait in general.   For example, Belting remarks in passing that ‘the icons of saints 

… make use of the possibilities of the funeral portrait, their predecessor,’ although he 

is referring to funerary art in a more general sense rather than the Fayum corpus in 

particular.
384

   Maggy Rassart-Debergh draws specific correspondences between the 

mummy-portraits and early Egyptian Christian icons discovered at Bawit and 

Saqqara.
385

   On the other hand, there has also been a scholarly tendency to rule out 
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any kind of conceptual overlap between Roman Egyptian funerary art in general and 

early Christian devotional portraiture, summed up by Brenk’s assertion already 

quoted in the Introduction:  ‘The icon had no function whatsoever in the cult of the 

dead.’
386

   Mathews has also emphasized the differences of format between portrait-

icons and mummy-portraits, arguing that the typically framed, half- or full-length 

format of the portrait-icon makes it a ‘different kind of object’ from the unframed 

head-and-shoulders format of the mummy-portrait, which he regards as a product of 

‘the undertaker’s trade, never seen except in the tomb.’
387

      However, this last 

remark seems to betray an ignorance of the fact that portrait-mummies were kept 

accessible and viewable for some time before burial, as will be discussed below.   

The crucial question of how the two kinds of object were viewed by their intended 

audiences has been overlooked, and a comparative study of their function and 

reception in their different viewing contexts clearly deserves attention. 

    

The chapter covers four main areas of discussion.   Firstly, technical and stylistic 

correspondences and differences – particularly in the handling of the encaustic 

medium – between the mummy-portraits and the early Sinai icons are analysed in 

detail.   Secondly, questions of likeness and the relationship between portrait and 

prototype are discussed with regard to the funerary art of Roman Egypt as a whole – 

in particular, the question of to what extent the evident idealisation of the deceased 

subject’s likeness should be related to the idea of the divinisation of the soul of the 

deceased in the after-life.   This leads, thirdly, to a weighing up of the arguments as 

to whether the function of portrait-mummies was primarily commemorative, 

concerned with secular ideas of self-representation, or whether they had a more or 

less devotional function as well.   This last point clearly has a bearing on whether the 

corpus of mummy-portraits can be regarded as a source for early Christian 

devotional portraiture, and the early Sinai icons in particular, at the level of function 

as well as that of style and technique.   Finally, examples of Egyptian Christian 

funerary portraits, as well as the Sinai portraits of saints from the selected group of 

icons, are compared with the mummy-portraits in terms of the importance assigned 

to the painted gaze in each case. 
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Materials and Techniques 

 

(i) Different Uses of Encaustic 

 

Most of the portraits discovered in the Fayum came from two principal sites, Hawara 

and er-Rubayat, the cemeteries connected to the towns of Arsinoe and Philadelphia 

respectively.   Nearly all the portraits from Hawara (e.g., fig. 122) were painted in an 

encaustic technique using pigments suspended in beeswax with resins and gums 

added, often producing a relatively thickly textured surface comparable to oil 

painting, while those from er-Rubayat (e.g., fig. 123) were mostly executed in 

tempera, a water-based medium using animal glues or egg yolk as a binder, 

producing a thinner, watercolour-like paint-film.
388

   Most of the panels from Hawara 

are of limewood, while most of those from er-Rubayat are of oak – neither of these 

woods is native to Egypt and so would have been imported from elsewhere in the 

Mediterranean.
389

   Nearly all the panels from both workshops are less than 1 cm 

thick, most of them about 0.5 cm or less, with their upper corners typically cut off so 

as to facilitate their incorporation into the wrappings of the mummy.
390

   A small 

number of portraits from each site are painted directly on the linen shrouds covering 

the bodies rather than on panels.
391

   Because of these differences in materials and 

techniques between the paintings from the two sites, it seems likely that each site 

possessed its own workshop.    

An investigation of the range of techniques associated with the encaustic medium is 

necessary before making stylistic comparisons between the mummy-portraits and the 
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Sinai icons.   The principal literary evidence for the use of the encaustic technique in 

antiquity is the thirty-fifth chapter of the Natural History by Pliny the Elder (23 – 79 

CE), but the information given there is somewhat perfunctory and ambiguous;
392

  

hence various modern experiments have been undertaken to ascertain the tools and 

techniques used in the mummy-portraits.
393    These have led to the conclusion that 

many of the portraits were painted using the classical tetrachromy or four-colour 

palette, which according to Pliny had previously been employed by Apelles and his 

contemporaries in the fourth century BCE.
394

   These four colours were white (either 

chalk or lead white), yellow (yellow ochre), red (red ochre, haematite or minium – 

i.e., red lead), and black (carbon, or what Pliny called atramentum).
395

    

The remarkable chromatic range obtainable from ingenious mixing of these is 

demonstrated by many of the more naturalistic portraits.   For example, despite the 

absence of a blue pigment, grey hues obtained by mixing white and black can 

nevertheless appear optically bluish when juxtaposed with adjacent flesh colours, as 

can be seen in the backgrounds of figs. 122 and 123, and the draperies’ shadows in 

fig. 124.   In fact, more than one kind of black pigment was available: burning ivory 

produced a brownish soot, for example, whereas burning the dry dregs of wine 

produced a far more bluish soot.
396

   In the Portrait of a Bearded Man (fig. 124), all 

the flesh tones have been obtained from subtle mixtures of the four colours of the 

tetrachromy palette.   For example, a cool, olive-green mid-tone (in the shadow 

beneath the beard and elsewhere) could be obtained by mixing the yellow pigment 

with smaller quantities of black and white, while warmer, darker shades (the shadow 

on the right side of the nose, and the line between the lips, for instance) could be 

obtained by a mixture of the red and black pigments.   This portrait also shows a 

typical way of rendering a mass of dark hair in two layers, a flat cap of colour, 

usually a dark grey, being applied first to establish its area, followed by a more 

animated, almost calligraphic application of a slightly darker tone, sometimes with 

highlights added, to enhance the illusion of three-dimensional form.    
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By the Roman period other more exotic pigments had become available, but these 

seem to have been relatively sparingly used in a minority of the portraits, where they 

are reserved mainly for clothing and jewellery.
397

   For example, a portrait of a 

woman from Antinoopolis (fig. 125) shows the use of a cool pinkish-red, probably 

rose madder (derived from the root of the madder plant), for the lips and cheeks, as 

well as blue, green and purple pigments in the draperies.   Recent technical analysis 

of a group of fifteen portraits, excavated at Tebtunis in the south of the Fayum 

region, has shown that the ancient manufactured pigment known as Egyptian blue 

was used in six of the paintings in addition to the four pigments of the tetrachromy, 

but only in the underdrawing and as a component of mixtures of colour, in other 

words not in ways visible to the naked eye.
398

    A later stage of the same research 

project has used an imaging algorithm called photometric stereo in order to obtain 

quantitative measurements of brush and tool marks, and also to identify the 

separately applied layers of paint used to build up the image.   As a result of these 

findings the research team claims to have distinguished the work of individual hands 

within the Tebtunis workshop.
399

 

If the beeswax medium was used without any additional ingredients it would have 

had to be kept in a soft, workable state by artificial heating, and would have hardened 

very rapidly as soon as it was laid onto the panel.   However, if it was emulsified by 

the addition of an alkali such as sodium bicarbonate, it could be applied unheated and 

would have remained workable for considerably longer.   This latter form of the 

medium is often referred to as Punic wax.
400

   This difference in temperature would 

clearly have affected the speed at which painters had to work – Seneca (d. 65 CE), a 

contemporary of Pliny, mentions that the process of applying paint was carried out 

rapidly, suggesting a heated medium.
401

   Many of the more naturalistic portraits do 
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indeed show a notably rough, unblended kind of brushwork, often described as 

‘impressionistic’, which may be ascribed to the rapidity of execution necessitated by 

the medium.
402

    This is evident, for example, in the expressive portrait from Hawara 

of a mature man with a Trajanic haircut (fig. 126) – the paint in the facial area is 

unusually thick and has been applied by some kind of hard implement, whereas the 

background has been applied by brush.   Pliny mentions in this connection a metallic, 

a spatula-like tool called a cauterium, which may have been used to blend colours 

already applied by brush, producing the uneven, almost corrugated surface and the 

mottled appearance, particularly in areas of flesh, which are noticeable in many of 

the portraits.
403

   For example, in the portrait of a young woman from Hawara known 

as the ‘Jewellery Girl’ (fig. 127) small jagged marks, made by some kind of blunt, 

hard tool, occupy nearly all the flesh-areas of the face, although they are not evident 

in the eyes, for instance, where the paint appears brushed on.   In fact, this flesh 

texture could equally well have been produced by a brush which became hardened as 

the wax it carried solidified, and it may be doubted whether metallic tools need have 

been used at all.
404

  

 

From close observation of the range of marks used in the encaustic portraits it 

appears that the artists concerned were adept at combining the use of metallic tools 

and brushes (or hard and soft brushes), and at varying the consistency of the wax-

based paint.   In many cases it is thus difficult to tell whether the wax was applied hot 

or cold.   For example in the Portrait of a Bearded Man from Hawara (fig. 128) the 

paint has been applied quite thickly in the facial area, being constructed out of 

closely-packed dabs and hatchings which could have been made either with a 

cauterium or with small, relatively blunt brushes, or both, with different flesh tones 

blended into each other while still soft.   By contrast, the more peripheral areas of the 

portrait – clothing, background, and the outer parts of the hair – are more thinly 
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painted, evidently with a brush.   The forms of the head are constructed purely by 

means of tonal modelling – this method is so thorough-going that the tip of the nose 

and the lips, for instance, are not delineated by any contour-line.    

The tempera technique, by contrast, consisted of thin, quick-drying layers applied 

entirely by brush, with brush-marks allowed to stand exactly as they were made 

rather than being blended together.   This did not lend itself so easily to the degree of 

naturalism commonly found in the encaustic portraits, but rather to a more linear 

mode of constructing the forms of the head and the facial features, with tonal 

modelling often being relatively perfunctory (as shown in fig. 123).   However, a 

minority of the tempera portraits show that a refined degree of tonal modelling could 

be achieved by a complex technique of hatching, i.e. building up sequences of 

closely packed parallel lines with fine-pointed brushes (as are visible on the cheeks, 

lips and nose in fig. 129).  

   

Although this is yet to be confirmed by scientific analysis, it appears from close 

observation of the paint-film of the panels themselves that a minority of the encaustic 

portraits were probably produced entirely using Punic wax (which could be 

supplemented with egg yolk or linseed oil), showing a more fluid, ‘creamy’ 

consistency of paint which could easily be applied entirely by brush.   This allowed 

for some of the delicacy of mark-making achievable with tempera, as is evident, for 

example, in the Portrait of Artemidorus from Hawara (fig. 130), in which a refined 

degree of naturalistic tonal modelling is achieved by very fine cross-hatching using a 

pointed brush, with other broader marks such as the sweep of the shadow under the 

eye demonstrating a certain confidence of execution.    

The artists of the early Sinai icons demonstrate a comparable versatility in their 

handling of the encaustic medium.   In all eight of the icons selected for analysis, the 

paint appears to have been applied by various kinds of brush rather than by any 

metallic tools.   This strongly indicates that the beeswax medium had been 

emulsified and so retained its malleability for longer, thus enabling the artists to 

achieve the subtlety of tonal modelling which, particularly in the icons of Christ 

Blessing (fig. 131) and St Peter (fig. 132), produces the illusion of a continuously 
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moulded surface to the flesh.   For instance, in the portrait of Christ the artist has 

modelled the forms of the forehead and the cheeks by using very closely calibrated 

mixtures of white and yellow pigments, some of which are perhaps thinned (or the 

proportion of wax to pigment increased) so as to obtain a translucency of hue, others 

of which are thicker and more opaque.   These are applied with a surprisingly broad 

brush at first, a finer brush being reserved for stippled highlights, and the brushwork 

itself is flexibly directional, articulating the surface by following the form (of brow, 

cheekbone, etc), echoing the contours of the area in question.   This is particularly 

effectively done, for instance, in the forehead of the portrait of Christ, in which 

broad-brush white highlights immediately above the eyebrows both enhance the 

facial expression and help to prevent the eyebrows themselves from looking two-

dimensional.  

 

However, the consistency of this emulsified medium could evidently be varied 

considerably.   The portrait of St Sergius, for example (fig. 133), shows a more 

viscous and more opaque consistency of paint in the facial areas, as well as a less 

flexible brushwork technique.   It is also notable that the procedure for painting hair 

is different in this portrait from that followed in most of the mummy-portraits, the 

lighter tones being gradually built up in layers on top of a dark ground.    This degree 

of viscosity of paint is also evident in the faces of the Virgin (fig. 134) and St George 

(fig. 135) in the icon of the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels, 

which also show a similar kind of chalky pallor in the facial complexions, suggesting 

an increased quantity of white pigment in the paint.   Stylistic variation amongst the 

group of Sinai icons is analysed in the following section. 

 

In sum, the areas of overlap in terms of encaustic technique between the two corpora 

are considerable.   In both cases the painters concerned demonstrate collectively a 

remarkable versatility in their handling of the medium, which is also sometimes 

evident within a single painting.   The basic range of colours available appears to be 

the same in both corpora, with a limited use of less readily available pigments also 

evident in both cases.   The range of tools used appears different in that hard tools are 

used in tandem with brushes in the mummy-portraits, whereas brushes alone have 
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been employed in the Sinai icons.   The technical assurance of all the examples cited 

above (which are representative of the majority of extant examples in both cases) 

suggests that the encaustic technique was already well-established in the Eastern 

Mediterranean by the first century CE, and that a continuity of training was 

maintained at least until the sixth or seventh century. 

 

 

(ii) The Use of Under-Drawing in Both Mummy-Portraits and 

Christian Icons 

Although an initial viewing of the mummy-portraits, especially the more naturalistic 

ones, might suggest that they were produced from direct observation of living 

subjects, this impression needs to be treated with caution.   For example, it is easy to 

underestimate how capable these artists may have been in constructing a convincing 

likeness from memory, perhaps aided by verbal descriptions.  This hypothesis is 

suggested by a unique unfinished portrait panel which has survived as an ink sketch 

(fig. 136), excavated by Grenfell and Hunt in cemetery VII or VIII at Tebtunis.
405

   It 

has been argued that this could be a preparatory study for an encaustic portrait, from 

the same excavation, which has survived in fragmentary form (fig. 137), although the 

face-shape of the latter appears to be somewhat more tapered.
406

   The reverse side of 

the sketch panel bears traces of primer, gesso and paint, as well as residues of resins 

used in mummification, suggesting that this was originally a painted portrait which 

was rejected or replaced, and the back of the panel was then re-used for sketching.
407

   

The ink sketch captures some sense of individualisation through the drawing of the 

enlarged eyes and eyebrows, and shows a recognisable Antonine hairstyle, which 

indicates a date of around 150 CE.
408

   

The same ink has also been used for annotations in Greek jotted down, presumably 

by the artist, in the spaces on either side of the head.   The word πορφύρα (purple), 

written to the left of the neck, may refer to the colour of the clavus visible 
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immediately below the word (the text above this is not legible).   On the other side of 

the head are the words ἀλύσιον ἔχαι διά χληρον (‘she wears a green necklace’ – the 

word διά meaning either completely or interspersed with green).   Above this is a 

partially legible inscription concerning the eyes (τοὺς ὀφθαλµούς);  to the right of the 

chignon appears the word παχή (‘thick’) followed by an illegible line; and finally in 

the upper left corner of the panel is a reference to ‘two colours’ (χρῶµα δύο).  

These annotations were presumably made as aides-mémoire for the later completion 

of the painting.   Cannata suggests that the artist in this case may never have set eyes 

on the subject of the portrait, and had to rely on a verbal description given by a 

relative.
409

   Alternatively, it might be conjectured that in the period of a few days 

before the embalmers collected the corpse there might have been time to make such a 

sketch but not to complete a painting to the degree of finish displayed in many of the 

portraits.
410

   However, since this is a unique survival, it is not known how common a 

practice it was to make preparatory studies in this way.    

There is some evidence (mainly literary) to suggest that this kind of under-drawing 

also played an important role in the making of Christian portraits.   The earliest 

example of such evidence is a description of the making of a second-century 

Christian portrait of the apostle John in the apocryphal Acts of John, which seems to 

provide a close parallel to this procedure of capturing an initial likeness in the form 

of an under-drawing;  a sketch was made from observation on the first day, and the 

painting was completed the next.
411

    

The fifth-century Christian author Diadochos of Photiki (d. c.500) confirms the 

continuity of this procedure in stating that ‘painters establish the portrait’s 

resemblance to the model clearly by first tracing the outline in one colour and then 
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fill it in little by little with different colours.’
412

   Τhe essential likeness of the subject 

was, in theory, captured in the under-drawing (σκιαγραφία), before pigments were 

applied;  this is clearly indicated by an episode from the Vita of St Nikon Metanoeite 

(930-998) in which an artist was commissioned after the saint’s death to make a 

portrait of him from a verbal description.   The artist failed to create a satisfactory 

likeness until the saint himself appeared to him in the guise of a monk, at which point 

the artist discovered the saint’s likeness had miraculously appeared on the panel;  this 

image is described as a ‘formed’ or ‘impressed likeness’ (ἐκτυπωθεῖσα ἐµφέρεια), to 

which the artist ‘added the remaining colours’ in order to complete the icon.
413

   The 

likeness may thus be identified with the preliminary drawn outline;  Andrew of Crete 

(b. 650) also refers to the ‘underlying shadowy outline’ (τὸ ὑποκείµενον 

ἀποσκίασµα) which was then brought to life by the application of colours.
414

  

A tenth-century icon in the Sinai collection features a very rare example of a 

preparatory drawing surviving on its reverse side (fig. 138), which appears to be a 

study for the figure of the Virgin in the scene of the Deposition of Christ on the front 

of the panel.
415

   It is clear that lines have been drawn in red pigment or ink as well as 

black;  the red lines seem to constitute a re-statement of the pose, perhaps intended to 

render it with greater economy and grace.    

In sum, although there is far less material evidence of the practice of under-drawing 

(for obvious reasons), the literary evidence cited above supports the conclusion that 

this practice was probably a widespread, if not essential, aspect of the process of 

production in both the mummy-portraits and the Sinai icons.   In the following 

section, the Sinai icon of Christ Blessing and two mummy-portraits are analysed in 

terms of the rhythmical repetition of certain types of contour-line, which gives the 

image a quality of formal unity in both cases – it is likely that this more abstract 

armature for the portrait-image was established at the under-drawing stage. 
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Stylistic Variation:  The Balance between Naturalism and 

Abstraction 

 

In studying a representative sample of the portraits, it quickly becomes evident that 

there is a very wide stylistic range across the corpus as a whole, and that technical 

accomplishment is also highly variable.   This diversity has been interpreted in 

different ways since the portraits were discovered.   Petrie, for example, regarded the 

more naturalistic examples as relatively early productions, based on the assumption 

that the Roman period was ‘a time of continuous decline in art’, while the proportion 

of more schematic and generalised portraits increased over time.
416

   However, such a 

rudimentary model of ‘negative evolution’ is not borne out by the most fruitful 

means of dating individual portraits so far proposed, namely by reference to the 

hairstyles depicted, which are assumed to be imitations of the current imperial 

fashion and thus expressive of Roman allegiance.
417

   Details of costume and 

jewellery have also been comparatively analysed more recently in the same way, and 

these have been found to support the dates proposed on the basis of hairstyle.
418

   

According to these criteria, it is clear that both naturalistic and schematic portraits 

were made throughout the period of production as a whole. 

This section will demonstrate the stylistic range by means of a sequence of examples, 

all of which are representative of a broader group, and a comparable range will also 

be demonstrated within the group of Sinai icons.   However, it is also important to 

make the preliminary observation that, in contrast to the stylistic variability, both the 

scale (a little smaller than life-size) and the compositional format of the mummy-

portraits are remarkably consistent.   There are two principal features of this format:  
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firstly, the shoulders are usually depicted at a slight angle relative to the picture 

plane, as if to increase the sense that the face, always shown frontally, has turned to 

address the viewer personally, the painted gaze being consistently directed towards 

the viewer.   Secondly, the background is usually completely plain and flat, painted 

in a pale, neutral and unmodulated tone (or, occasionally, gilded), offering no 

indication of a represented space.   The relevance of these two fundamental features 

in interpreting the possible meanings of the portraits is discussed later in the chapter. 

The Portrait of a Bearded Man from Hawara (fig. 139) bears all the hallmarks of the 

most naturalistic style associated with the workshop at that cemetery.
419

   The four-

colour palette is handled in a masterly way to model the three-dimensional forms of 

the head in light and shade, for example in the way the warm stripe of dark shadow 

to the right of the nose is contrasted with a much paler and cooler mid-tone to the left 

of it, the stripe of white down the ridge of the nose being a characteristic stylistic 

device to emphasise the direction of the fall of light (usually from the left).   Features 

such as the bristly texture of the hair and beard, the asymmetry of the eyes and 

eyebrows, and the softness of the contours rendered without the use of outlines all 

combine to give a vivid impression of an individual, directly observed physiognomy 

(whether or not the artist actually did observe the physiognomy).   The illusionistic 

treatment of the eyes – the lit edges of the lower eyelids, the individually rendered 

eyelashes, and above all the pin-pricks of white to create an effect of shine and so 

intensify the sensation of a living gaze – is especially convincing in this respect.    

At the same time, this portrait is not without a degree of schematisation, most 

notably in the unmodulated stripe of shadow to the right of the nose-ridge already 

mentioned.   This particular stylistic trait is very commonly used throughout the 

corpus (figs. 124, 125, 129, 130 and 137, for instance) – it is even a prominent 

feature of the ink sketch (fig. 136).   The portrait of Artemidorus (fig. 130) features 

an additional stripe of shadow, this time following the contour of the right-hand 

cheek, which is a less widespread trait but no less formulaic in its abstraction.   Such 

elements of abstraction suggest that each portrait was essentially a construction 

rather than the result of direct observation, with enough subtle variation given to a 
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standard set of features to convince the viewer of the uniqueness of an individual. 

The relative thinness of the paint-film in the flesh areas of the Portrait of a Young 

Man, also from Hawara (fig. 140), indicates that this is likely to be an example of the 

Punic wax technique, perhaps mixed with egg and oil (although this has not been 

tested), and there has been very little retouching of the surface.
420

   The brushwork, 

while considerably thicker in the hair, is very subtly controlled within the facial area, 

with particularly delicate grey lines on the upper lip indicating the beginnings of a 

moustache, and flecks on the tip of the nose indicating pores in the skin.   Larger 

areas of flesh – forehead and cheeks, for instance – are also modelled with great 

sensitivity.   At the same time, the drawing of the features is a little more schematic-

looking than those of the Portrait of a Bearded Man (fig. 139).   The regularity of the 

wavy line between the lips, for instance, suggests that the mouth could just as well be 

a formulaic invention as the result of observation.   In fact, the more graphic, linear 

elements of this portrait such as the lips, eyelids and eyelash-lines bear a closer 

resemblance to the style of many of the tempera portraits than to that of the majority 

of encaustic portraits, and may indicate the hand of an artist well-practised in both 

media. 

 

The tempera Portrait of a Woman from er-Rubayat (fig. 141) illustrates clearly how 

the compositional format – the slightly angled shoulders, frontal face and direct 

painted gaze, and plain background – was typically retained despite the marked 

differences in style and technique.
421

   The facial features are yet more schematic 

than those of the Portrait of a Young Man (fig. 140), but the tonal modelling of the 

face is still delicately modulated, and the heavy black outlining of the eyes and 

brows, together with the conventional white highlight in each eye, still serves to 

create a powerful painted gaze.   At the same time the fluidity of tempera has enabled 

this artist to emphasise outline and so give very crisp definition to the details of the 

woman’s costume and jewellery, which thus form a secondary visual focus to the 
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portrait.   The portrait is very typical product of the er-Rubayat workshop in terms of 

the treatment of facial features.
422

   Both male (e.g., fig. 123) and female portraits 

show regular, almond-shaped eyes boldly outlined in black or dark brown with 

eyelash-hairs individually delineated. 

The portrait of Artemidorus (fig. 142) exemplifies a common feature shared by many 

of the encaustic portraits, namely a conjunction of two radically contrasting visual 

languages in the form of a gilded wreath-crown which has been superimposed on the 

painted hair.
423

   The symbolic significance of such a crown is discussed in the 

section on iconographical features below;
424

  however, it is notable at this point that 

it is represented in a flat, Egyptian style, strictly speaking incongruous with that of 

the painting, and yet not appearing visually jarring – in fact it makes an effective 

formal link between the portrait panel and the rest of the gilded decoration on the 

red-painted stucco casing, particularly the second wreath and broad ornamental collar 

that frame the portrait. 

Gilding is also used in a number of other portraits, most often restricted to the 

depiction of a wreath-crown, but more occasionally applied to jewellery and 

clothing.   It is also sometimes applied to body-parts, such as lips (as in fig. 143) or 

feet, in which cases a symbolic meaning associated with the after-life is clearly 

intended.
425

   In some cases gold leaf was applied to the background of the portrait, 

often after the panel had been inserted into the mummy-wrappings (since the gold 

leaf does not extend to the edges of the panel), as can be seen in fig. 144.   This 

emphasises the painting’s surface, its absence of pictorial depth, even more strikingly  
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than the flat plane of painted colour normally used, quite apart from its symbolic 

associations.
426

 

 

 

Stylistic Variation within the Group of Early Sinai Icons 

 

The group of Sinai icons also displays a broad stylistic range, the same medium of 

encaustic being adapted to varying degrees of naturalistic and schematic 

representation.   In the most naturalistic portraits of the group, those of Christ 

Blessing (figs. 131, 145) and St Peter (figs. 132, 146), the confident and flexible 

handling of the wax-based medium already described results in a convincing 

rendering of the three-dimensional forms of the head.   This flexibility of brushstroke 

is allied to a positive concern with asymmetry in the rendering of details such as 

eyebrows, and to a constant tonal variation which both preserves a sense of mobility 

to the face as a whole and suggests a responsiveness of its surface to an external light 

source.    

 

In the case of the portrait of Christ, this external illumination comes from the upper 

left, with corresponding white highlights added to the left-hand cheekbone, the left-

hand edge of the nose-ridge, and the left-hand side of the neck, and with quite 

pronounced shadows along the right-hand side of the nose and under the right-hand 

cheekbone.   In the case of the St Peter, the face appears to be illuminated from 

almost directly in front but still slightly to the left, with highlights distributed more 

evenly across the face, and shaded areas limited to the two sides of the nose (the 

right-hand side being slightly darker) and the far right-hand side of the forehead.   It 

is not difficult to find close equivalents amongst the mummy-portraits for each of 

these variants in the distribution of light and shade, for example, the Portrait of a 

Woman (fig. 125) for that of Christ, and the Portrait of a Bearded Man (fig. 128) for 
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that of St Peter (or indeed, for the latter, the head of Septimius Severus from the 

third-century tondo analysed in Chapter Two, fig. 57).
427

 

 

In the treatment of the areas of hair, moustache and beard in both icons, repeating 

patterns of brushstrokes convincingly imitate a hair-like texture, while the tonal 

variation incorporated in these patterns (particularly in the case of the St Peter) 

reinforce the sense of an underlying three-dimensional form.   It should be noted that 

the hair of Christ is treated differently from the moustache and beard – the former is 

rendered as a relatively schematic linear pattern (and also seems more closely related 

chromatically to the purple robe), while the latter are given a more naturalistic 

texture and colour.    

 

By contrast, in the treatment of the face and figure of Christ in the icon of Christ in 

Majesty (fig. 147) there is no attempt to suggest an external source of illumination.   

This is in keeping with the schematic nature of the whole composition, the facial 

features being defined in purely linear fashion;  what tonal variation there is in the 

facial area does not serve to render a sense of three-dimensional form (fig. 148).   

This degree of abstraction may have been a deliberate stylistic choice in view of the 

cosmic dimension of the subject – whereas the relatively naturalistic lighting in both 

Christ Blessing and St Peter, and the depicted niches and sky-like tones of blue in 

these icons’ backgrounds, suggest that they are presented as if still inhabiting the 

physical world, this is clearly not the case with Christ in Majesty.   The orientation of 

the head of Christ in the latter icon is completely frontal and symmetrical, but the 

slightly averted painted gaze does not engage that of the viewer, and the overall 

sense of encounter is less intimate than in the other two icons.   Amongst the 

mummy-portraits, this head of Christ is more closely related to the purely frontal, 

relatively two-dimensional tempera portraits from er-Rubayat – such as the Portrait 

of a Bearded Young Man (fig. 123) – except for the painted gaze, which in the latter 

are invariably directed towards the viewer.  
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This more schematic treatment is also evident in the double-portrait of Saints Sergius 

and Bacchus (fig. 149).   Despite the fact that two historical individuals are being 

depicted, it is immediately notable that the two portraits are only very subtly 

differentiated from each other – we are presented with a distinctive facial type to 

which each of the saints appears to be perfectly conformed.   Again there is no 

attempt to suggest a naturalistic source of illumination or to render the heads as fully 

three-dimensional forms, neither are the figures located in a pictorial space with any 

sense of spatial depth.   In the treatment of the facial features, idealisation takes the 

form of distortions of natural proportions:  the eyes are enlarged, the noses are thin 

and elongated, the lips are somewhat compressed, and little space is given to the rest 

of the facial area.   The flesh of the faces is also very pale and chalky in its 

colouration, with cool olive-grey mid-tones at the contours of the cheeks, contrasting 

with the luxuriant warm-coloured curly coiffures which frame both faces.   There are 

remarkable similarities at the level of drawing between these saints’ faces and that of 

a woman painted in tempera on a third-century shroud from Antinoopolis (fig. 150), 

in the enlarged eyes, thin nose, the ovoid regularity of the face-shape, and even the 

inclusion of a torc-like necklace in gilded stucco. 

 

The icon of the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels (fig. 151), as 

already described in Chapter One, is a remarkable example of stylistic variation 

being deployed within a single composition.   The five principal faces in this painting 

(the face of the Christ Child being omitted from consideration because of the 

deteriorated surface in that area) all show a confidence of execution comparable to 

that of the icons of Christ Blessing and St Peter, but of a different nature.   In the 

faces of the Virgin and the two saints (fig. 152), each no more than 5 cm high, the 

mark-making is of a consistently sophisticated quality – both remarkably bold for the 

small scale (to accentuate the stripe of light on the nose-ridge, for example), so as to 

maximise the faces’ visual impact at a distance, but also exceptionally delicate in the 

tonal modelling at close quarters.   The technique is entirely tonally conceived – any 

mark that appears to be a line in fact functions as an accentuated tonal contrast 

(edges of cheeks, for example).   The flesh of the Virgin’s face (fig. 153) appears 

somewhat unnatural in its colouration, virtually white in the illuminated areas, with 
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mid-tones of olive-green and purplish-brown used for tonal modelling of the nose, 

eye-sockets and cheeks, and a cool red used at full strength on the lips and the side of 

the right-hand cheek.   In contrast to a typical naturalistic mummy-portrait such as 

fig. 154, in which the subject appears lit by natural light, the Virgin is more 

conceptually illuminated by the divine source of light at the top of the icon’s 

composition.   The other notable difference between these two portraits lies in the 

treatment of the eyes.   Both pairs of eyes lack highlights, but those of the mummy-

portrait are very carefully drawn so as to give a strong sensation of a gaze directed 

straight at the viewer;  by contrast, the Virgin’s eyes are flatter, with very little tonal 

modelling, and more schematically drawn, with bold outlines given to the irises and 

both eyelash lines.   The painted gaze, too, is sharply averted, which has a distancing 

effect, especially when compared with the effect of intimacy created by the gaze of 

the mummy-portrait. 

 

The two warrior-saints on either side of the Virgin are strongly contrasted with each 

other by means of colour and paint-handling.   The face of St George (fig. 155) is 

rendered in a similar style to that of the Virgin (and also Sergius and Bacchus), but 

the face of St Theodore (fig. 156) is tonally deeper and warmer in its colouration, 

which enables the white highlights on the forehead and nose to stand out very 

forcefully.   The face as a whole appears more animated, less impassive than that of 

his fellow-saint, the painted gaze if anything yet more intensely fixed on the viewer. 

The painterly boldness of the brushmarks in this portrait, particularly the emphatic 

white strokes for the highlights, is paralleled in one of the few mummy-portraits to 

depict an elderly subject, fig. 157, although the latter shows more linear definition 

around the eyes, nose and mouth.  

 

As already noted in Chapter One, the two archangels (fig. 158) are painted with 

exceptional impressionistic freedom and transparency of brushwork, creating a sense 

of energetic movement in contrast to the intense stillness of the Virgin and saints, 

and suggesting a more immaterial level of being.  Their heads, tilted and 

foreshortened in space, are depicted in a virtuoso classical style of draughtsmanship 

that is radically distinct from the strict frontality of the other heads.   I concur with 
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Kitzinger’s proposal that stylistic choices in this icon may be said to carry a kind of 

iconographical significance – the archangels’ Hellenistic impressionism, for 

example, functions as an ‘attribute’ distinguishing their mode of being from that of 

the earthbound figures beneath them.
428

    

 

 

 

Some Stylistic Correspondences and Differences between the Two 

Groups of Portraits 

A general comparison can be made between certain examples of both the corpus of 

mummy-portraits and the early Sinai icons with respect to the rhythmic quality of 

their draughtsmanship.   In some of the mummy-portraits, it is noticeable that the 

construction of the head has acquired an abstract quality of rhythmic unity by means 

of the repetition of a distinctive unit of contour – I have made line-drawings from 

two examples to demonstrate this (figs. 160 and 162).  Firstly, in the Portrait of a 

Woman from er-Rubayat (figs. 159 and 160) a graceful, fairly shallow curve – most 

noticeable around the edges of the shadow areas in the region of the eye-sockets – is 

repeated on a larger scale in the jawline and hairline, and on a smaller scale in the 

eyelids and the ear.   A contrasting example is the third-century Portrait of a 

Bearded Man from Antinoopolis (figs. 161 and 162) – here the repeated form is 

angular rather than curved, the key example being the pronounced V-shape in the 

centre of the upper lip.   This formal ‘motif’ is again echoed throughout the head 

with variations of scale and angle, for example in the ear, the hairline, the right-hand 

eyebrow, the tip of the nose, the neck and the draperies.    

In the case of the icon of Christ Blessing, the whole composition has likewise been 

constructed by means of an almost geometrical vocabulary of forms.   Again while 

making a line-drawing of the composition in front of the icon itself (fig. 163), it 

became increasingly evident that the artist must have established an underlying 

rhythmical linear structure for the composition as the first stage of the creative 
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process.   Here, three categories of contour-line may be distinguished (identified 

numerically in the drawing).  

The first of these is a curve which is evenly shallow and extended (labelled ‘1’ in the 

drawing);  the two largest-scale examples of this are the two edges of Christ’s 

himation springing up from the heel of his right hand and terminating on either side 

of his neck.   The two sides of his head clearly echo these;  examples of subtler 

echoes on a smaller scale would include the cheekbones, moustache contours, outer 

edges of the beard, the shadow-line at the base of the neck, the outer contour of the 

right thumb, the right-hand edge of the gold clavus, and so on.   There is also a 

secondary family of curves (labelled ‘2’) that conform more or less closely to the 

circular curve of the nimbus contour.   These include the top of the head and its 

slightly accentuated echo in Christ’s right shoulder, the contour of which continues, 

at least in two-dimensional terms, as the top-edge of his chiton.   On a smaller scale 

there is the rounded edge of the tip of the nose, the double curves of the upper 

eyelids, the irises, and the various gemstones on the cover of the codex.    

As if to stabilise these predominantly curvilinear rhythmic patterns, straight edges 

are introduced (labelled ‘3’), not only in the codex and its echoes in the architectural 

structure above Christ’s shoulders, but importantly on both sides of his neck.   The 

abstract form of the area of flesh below Christ’s beard, constructed as it is out of 

examples of all three kinds of contour (and also rendered particularly solid-looking 

through the modelling of the flesh tones) seems to function as a kind of ‘keystone’, 

holding the whole compositional structure together.   The same kind of quasi-

geometrical armature is evident, albeit to a lesser extent, in the portrait of St Peter 

(fig. 146):  a large-scale shallow curve is clearly repeated in the framing of the facial 

area, echoed in the outer contours of the beard and many of the folds of the draperies.    

Another notable kind of formal correspondence between the Sinai icons and the 

mummy-portraits concerns the treatment of light and pictorial space.   In the most 

naturalistic of the mummy-portraits, such as figs. 125 and 139, the painterly handling 

of the encaustic medium is combined with a masterly control of tonal colour to give a 

convincing sense that the subject is bathed in natural light.   There are also some very 

rare instances (such as the ‘Jewellery Girl’, fig. 164) in which the background is also 
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tonally modulated, so as to give a minimal suggestion of an illusionistic space for the 

subject to inhabit.   Much more commonly, although an impression is still given of 

light from an implied external source falling across the facial contours, the tonal 

modelling is in fact of a more formulaic kind, limited to the more or less convincing 

rendering of volume.   Moreover, the normally plain and flat grounds of the portraits 

tend to contradict even this degree of illusionism – as a result, the image of the 

subject is seen to be located on the surface of the painting, rather than within an 

illusionistic pictorial space.    

These points are also relevant, to a variable extent, to the early Sinai icons.   In 

general, they all show at least some concern to give a sense of solidity to the forms of 

the head by means of tonal modelling, however naturalistic or schematic this may be, 

and this would logically imply some notion of an external light source.   At the same 

time, however, the consistent absence of highlights in the eyes (which are usually 

included in the mummy-portraits), and the way the Sinai heads are framed by the 

unearthly light of nimbi, are indications that the Christian subjects are not conceived 

as being illuminated by natural light.   However, the relation of figure to pictorial 

space is more variable within the Sinai group.   In the icon of St John the Baptist (fig. 

165), the figure of the saint seems (as far as can be made out from the deteriorated 

surface) to be located within a naturalistic space, even a kind of landscape setting.    

Sergius and Bacchus (fig. 149), by contrast, are surrounded by a depthless ground 

very similar to that of the mummy-portraits – combined with the dominant geometric 

forms of the three overlapping nimbi, this emphasises the flat surface of the panel, 

upon which the saints are located.   The icon of Christ in Majesty (fig. 147), as 

already discussed, possesses a similar, predominantly two-dimensional design.    

A compositional motif shared by the three icons of Christ Blessing, St Peter and the 

Virgin and Child with Saints and Archangels – but which does not feature in any of 

the mummy-portraits – is the depiction of a niche which serves as a framing device 

for the figures.   In all three cases this niche is relatively illusionistically painted to 

look like a three-dimensional structure, but its prominence within the three 

compositions varies considerably:  in the icon of St Peter (fig. 146), it is boldly 

ornamented in red and gold, and takes up a large portion of the upper half of the 
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painting, being taller than the saint himself;  in the icon of the Virgin and Child (fig. 

151) it again extends almost to the top of the composition and again appears gilded, 

but is more subdued in colour and so less eye-catching;  in the icon of Christ (fig. 

145) it is easily overlooked altogether, appearing very muted in colour and 

unadorned, and only extending as far as Christ’s shoulders.   However, in all three 

cases it is clear that the sides of the niche do not appear to protrude as far forward as 

the figures – on the contrary they are located entirely behind the figures, thus having 

the effect again of propelling the figures forward pictorially, as if onto the surface of 

the painting. 

These comparative analyses enable us to summarise a sense of the continuities and 

discontinuities, in terms of technique and style, which can be identified between the 

two types of portrait.   The encaustic medium is handled with remarkable versatility 

and assurance by both groups of artists, and a similarly broad stylistic range across a 

spectrum from naturalism to abstraction is also evident in both corpora – both these 

factors suggest a flourishing continuity of training across the period in question.   At 

the same time this versatility suggests that individual artists were able to develop a 

personal style, or even a repertoire of styles, within the confines of a given format 

(especially in the case of the mummy-portraits), and this should qualify any 

generalisations one may wish to make regarding the stylistic features of either group.    

Still, some general observations seem valid:  for example, the apparently exclusive 

use of brushes to apply the paint in the case of the Sinai icons suggests that these 

artists routinely emulsified the wax medium to keep it in a more malleable state, 

whereas in many of the mummy-portraits the medium is likely to have been 

sometimes heated and applied with harder implements, either the cauterium or 

hardened brushes.   One significant correspondence in terms of artistic practice is 

that in both corpora an individual likeness was initially captured by the under-

drawing, and the paint-layers superimposed on this served to render a more or less 

naturalistic sense of tonally modelled flesh.    

Perhaps the most significant discontinuity is not purely stylistic, but is to do with the 

degree of characterisation in the treatment of the subjects, and follows from the fact 

that the likenesses presented in the Sinai portraits are necessarily symbolic 
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constructions, being based on types rather than direct observation of individual 

physiognomies.   With the majority of the mummy-portraits, by contrast, even 

though it is doubtful that many (or any) of them were actually painted from direct 

observation,
429

 the elements of idealisation in their depiction are balanced by a more 

powerful sense that these are images of unique historical individuals.    

Overall, the same technical and stylistic repertoire is common to both groups of 

artists, and to that extent the mummy-portraits can be seen as a source for the icons.   

On the other hand, the question of the functions of the two kinds of portrait – 

whether these functions overlapped, or were quite different – requires a good deal 

more contextual analysis, to which much of the rest of the chapter will be devoted.   

However, it is worth reiterating here what is perhaps the most striking 

correspondence of all between the two groups of portraits from a stylistic point of 

view:  in many cases, the eyes are enlarged even when the rest of the facial 

proportions are relatively naturalistic, and the painted gaze, almost invariably 

directed towards the viewer, is frequently so arresting as to form the visual focus of 

the portrait.   Whether this marked formal correspondence is merely fortuitous, or 

whether it can be said to imply a further connection between the two groups of 

portraits in terms of function and meaning, is discussed later in the chapter.
430

    

 

Tempera Mummy-Portraits and Egyptian Christian Portraits 

Although the stylistic links between the encaustic mummy-portraits and the early 

Sinai icons form the main topic of discussion here, it should also be noted at this 

point that some formal features of the more schematic mummy-portraits in tempera 

correspond to those of Egyptian Christian portraits of the sixth and seventh centuries.   

For example, the tempera Portrait of a Bearded Man (fig. 166) – a fairly typical 

product of the workshop at er-Rubayat (compare the rendering of the facial features 

with those of fig. 141) – may be stylistically compared with the portrait of Brother 

George the Scribe found at the Monastery of Apa Apollo at Bawit (fig. 167).
431
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Since the latter has suffered a good deal of paint-loss from its surface, a close 

comparison of the handling of the tempera medium is not possible, but there are 

significant correspondences at the level of drawing.    

Firstly, the compositional format is very similar – in both cases the shoulders and 

face are presented completely frontally, rather than the shoulders being angled to the 

picture-plane as is more common in the mummy-portraits.   The mummy-portrait is 

unusual in that the subject’s hands are included, holding attributes – a folded wreath-

crown and a small glass, perhaps containing wine – which are commonly found in 

other funerary portraiture from Roman Egypt.   Brother George’s hands are not 

shown, but his profession is indicated, not only by the inclusion of the title sah 

(Coptic for ‘scribe’) in the panel’s inscription but also by the depiction of the top of a 

pen-holder, containing five reed pens, in front of his left shoulder.    

The facial proportions of each portrait are quite naturalistic, except that both pairs of 

eyes are enlarged (those of Brother George slightly more so).   The eyes are drawn 

according to a very similar schema, consisting of an almond-like eye-shape which 

frames a brown iris boldly outlined in black, and above which an eyelid line is drawn 

in red, echoing the curve of the eye-shape.   Neither pair of eyes features naturalistic 

highlights, but the painted gaze in each case is designed to make direct eye-contact 

with the viewer.   The ears are carefully outlined, those of the monk in black while 

those of the mummy-portrait are in red, with more detail of their contours included.   

The hairline at the top of each forehead is a similar shape, dipping in the middle, but 

again the artist of the mummy-portrait takes a more detailed approach, being more 

concerned to render the texture of the hair.   The most obvious difference between 

the portraits is the very conspicuous nimbus which frames the monk’s head, but the 

wreath-crown held by the deceased in the mummy-portrait may have carried a 

comparable symbolic significance, as will be discussed below.
432

    

Other Christian portraits from sixth- and seventh-century Egypt painted on panel 

include the portrait of Bishop Abraham of Hermonthis (fig. 168) – ostensibly a 

commemorative portrait and yet haloed – and one which also appears to represent a 

bishop (because of the costume) but which is identified by inscription as St Mark the 
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Evangelist (fig. 169) – both show the same predominance of linear contour with 

minimal tonal modelling.
433

 

In Chapter Four, further examples of sixth- and seventh-century Egyptian Christian 

portraiture are compared with a particular sub-group of the corpus of second-century 

pinakes from the Fayum – these depict the god Heron and associated deities and, like 

many of the tempera mummy-portraits from er-Rubayat, are characterised by a 

relatively schematic, linear style.   Although there is no space to analyse this other 

possible strand of continuity in any detail, it is worth noting that two lines of stylistic 

continuity seem to emerge from the combined corpora of Fayum mummy-portraits 

and sacred pinakes from the same region:  one connecting the encaustic, relatively 

naturalistic mummy-portraits (and the more Hellenistic of the pinakes) with the Sinai 

icons;  the other connecting the more schematic, tempera mummy-portraits (and the 

sub-group of pinakes) with early Egyptian Christian portraits. 

 

Iconographic Features of Romano-Egyptian Funerary 

Portraiture 

Having discussed the technical and stylistic correspondences between the mummy-

portraits and the Sinai icons, we can now begin to approach the question of possible 

connections between the two at the level of function.   Clearly this first of all requires 

an assessment of the possibility of a devotional function for the mummy-portraits 

themselves, and this may firstly be addressed by a consideration of iconographic 

signifiers within the broader corpus of Romano-Egyptian funerary portraiture as a 

whole.    

Since nearly all the mummy-portraits depict only the subject’s head and shoulders, 

such signifiers are usually limited to hairstyle, costume and jewellery.   Therefore, 

while these are undoubtedly important in themselves, it will be helpful in this section 

to cite other examples of funerary portraiture from Roman Egypt in a less restricted 
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format, since these include signifiers of other meanings more associated with 

Egyptian religious beliefs.   For example, as well as the portrait just described (fig. 

166), a third-century portrait of a young man, of unknown provenance and now in 

the Getty collection (fig. 170) – which must have been originally framed for display 

(because of its unpainted borders) rather than incorporated into a mummy – also 

features typical funerary attributes held in the subject’s hands, in this case a folded 

garland and two sprigs of olive leaves.   This is also the place to discuss the elaborate 

imagery frequently included in the decoration of the body of the mummy in cases 

where this has survived. 

Firstly, it has already been shown that many of the mummy-portraits feature 

hairstyles which imitate current Roman imperial fashions and so signify a sense of 

Roman identity, or at least loyalty to the imperial family, amongst the subjects and 

patrons of the portraits.
434

   Many of the portraits also display strong markers of 

Greek cultural identity;  beards, for instance, as well as items of clothing such as the 

chiton (tunic) and the himation (mantle), while common throughout the Empire at the 

time, would have been associated with the cultivation of Greek language, education 

and values.
435   A sub-group of about fifty portraits within the corpus (for example, 

figs. 142 and 144) depict male adolescents wearing wreath-crowns, some of them 

bare-shouldered, who may have been members of the ephebate, the elite group of 

youths selected to be educated at the gymnasium, where the paideia, the traditional 

Greek educational curriculum, was taught.
436

    

 

The occasional inclusion of an inscription could also signify cultural status or 

religious allegiance.
437

    For example, in the well-known portrait-mummy now in 
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Cambridge (fig. 171), the subject’s name and profession are inscribed in Greek to the 

left of the portrait’s neck:  Ἑρµιόνη Γπαµµατική (‘Hermione, teacher of [Greek] 

grammar’).   This profession carried with it an elevated social status in the Greek-

speaking provinces of the Eastern Empire, where grammatikoi played a key role in 

preserving and promoting Hellenic cultural traditions on behalf of local elites such as 

the patrons of the portrait-mummies.
438

   The inscription included in the portrait of 

Eutyches (fig. 172) is more ambiguous in its significance – a three-line text is written 

across the subject’s tunic, of which slightly differing readings can be proposed.   The 

deceased is identified as ‘Eutyches freedman of Kasianos’, and this is followed by a 

statement that this fact has been ‘countersigned’ or ‘authorised’ (σεσηµείωµαι) by 

either ‘son of Herakleides, Evandros’ or ‘Herakleides son of Evandros’.   The 

deceased boy’s change of status from slavery to freedom was perhaps felt to be so 

significant in the context of his entry into the after-life that it was officially reiterated 

in this unusual way.
439

 

When the portraits are seen in isolation, such verbal signifiers suggest that for some 

of their patrons, the display of portrait-mummies may have served a primarily secular 

purpose, serving to reinforce the sense of family identity or social status, rather than 

having much to do with any genuine concern for the spiritual destiny of their 

deceased relatives.
440

   In this respect they may be interpreted as carrying similar 

meanings to painted portraits of this period from elsewhere in the Roman Empire.   

For example, the first-century fresco of a woman holding writing implements (fig. 

173) and the double portrait of Terentius Neo and his wife painted on the wall of 

their house (fig. 174), both found at Pompeii, are comparable in the attention paid to 

the cultural signifiers of costume, hairstyle and jewellery.
441

   In all three faces the 

eyes are similarly somewhat enlarged, and the painted gaze of the woman in fig. 173 

unequivocally makes direct eye-contact with the viewer (this is not quite so clear in 

the case of the married couple).    
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However, in both these portraits the viewer’s attention is to some extent drawn away 

from the painted gazes to the objects that the figures are holding in their hands.   The 

wax tablet and stylus held by the two women, and the rotulus held by the man, were 

all associated with learning and the social and political status that education afforded.   

The double portrait – being prominently displayed within the couple’s home in such 

a position that it would have been seen by employees and clients entering the house 

by means of the corridor leading from the bakery owned by Terentius – was no doubt 

intended to function as a reminder of the householders’ superior social standing.
442

   

Thus this portrait is primarily a social document;  recognition, respect, and possibly 

commemoration, would have been the limits of the intended viewers’ response to 

such an image.   The portrait of the single woman may appear to have more in 

common with the mummy-portraits in conveying a strong sense of one-to-one 

encounter through the combination of frontality with a plain background, but the 

woman’s facial type may be considered more generic, and the image may not even 

have been intended as an individual likeness.
443

   Also, the more worldly sphere of 

meaning this image inhabits is clearly shown by the fact that the subject’s hands are 

shown holding attributes relating to her social status and accomplishments, rather 

than symbolic objects associated with the after-life. 

 

The Portrait of a Young Woman from Hawara (fig. 164) – known as ‘The Jewellery 

Girl’ since it was so dubbed by Petrie – makes an interesting comparison in this 

connection, as it is formally anomalous within the corpus as a whole in two respects.   

Firstly, as already mentioned, the tonality of the background has been modulated so 

as to suggest an illusionistic space behind the subject – thus, instead of being brought 

forward up to the picture plane, the figure is slightly set back from it, occupying its 

own space.   Secondly, the woman’s gaze does not fully meet that of the viewer but 

appears as if distracted to one side, and this effectively creates a subtle distance 

between viewer and subject.   The viewer’s gaze, instead of being held by the 

returning gaze of the subject, is more likely to be drawn to secondary features such 
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as the jewellery, and so be led to appreciate the subject’s social status.   An emphasis 

on secular identity is doubtless present here.  

Such iconographic signifiers as hairstyle, costume and jewellery, as well as some of 

the surviving inscriptions, tend to support the argument of some scholars that the 

mummy-portrait as a formal innovation in Egyptian funerary art was indeed 

primarily designed to give greater emphasis to the self-representation of its patrons in 

a purely secular sense.
444

   However, as already pointed out, this avenue of 

interpretation is problematic in that it places undue emphasis on the painted portraits 

alone, whereas in fact they were not the only means used by their patrons to 

articulate a sense of personal or cultural identity in a funerary context.   Once the 

mummy-portrait is viewed – or at least conceptually reinstated – as an integral part 

of the Roman portrait-mummy, it becomes clear that other visual features such as the 

traditional symbolic iconography of the mummy’s decoration, and indeed the 

ritualised preparation and presentation of the mummy, would also have functioned as 

signifiers in this respect.
445

   In other words, the possible meanings and functions of 

the portraits cannot be determined by considering them in isolation. 

An outstanding example of a portrait-mummy which has survived intact is that of 

Artemidorus already referred to (fig. 175).
446

   Beneath the ornate gilded collar 

framing the portrait and an inscription reading simply, Ἀρτεµίδωρε εὐψύχι 

(‘Farewell, Artemidorus’), are three scenes of mythological narrative depicting 

symbolic aspects of traditional funerary ritual (fig. 176).   Reading from the top, the 

first of these shows the jackal-headed god Anubis, the traditional supervisor of 

mummification, attending the mummy laid out on a lion-shaped bier, flanked by the 

goddesses Isis and Nephthys;  the middle register shows the falcon-headed Horus 

and the ibis-headed Thoth paying homage to Osiris in the form of the fetish 

associated with his cult-centre at Abydos;  and in the third scene we see Osiris in 

mummy-form, rising up from the bier as if awakening from the dead (this last scene 

may have been intended as an indirect representation of Artemidorus in his divinised 

state).   Finally, between the images of Artemidorus’s feet at the bottom of the 
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mummy is an image of an atef, a plumed and horned crown associated with Osiris;  

this is depicted upside-down, in other words facing the deceased himself as if 

attributed to him.
447

   In short, this portrait-mummy uses symbolic imagery to convey 

its patrons’ understanding of Artemidorus’s transformed identity in the after-life. 

 

These symbolic scenes are repeated with great regularity across the corpus as a 

whole.   Every one of the surviving decorated portrait-mummies includes the 

mummification scene featuring Anubis, while the majority of accompanying scenes 

represent the worship of Osiris in his various manifestations, or the deceased as 

symbolically visualised in the after-life.
448

   Corcoran’s detailed study of twenty-

three intact portrait-mummies in Egyptian museums (about a quarter of the total 

number which have survived) has convincingly demonstrated that the iconography of 

their decoration is remarkably consistent and in accordance with the pharaonic 

belief-system concerning the after-life, and that this iconography had not degenerated 

by the Roman period into mere ornamentation whose significance was no longer 

understood by their patrons.
449

   It should also be noted that many of the intact 

portrait-mummies do not feature any figurative iconography of this kind, the surface 

of the mummy instead consisting of a purely geometric pattern of diagonally 

interwoven linen bandages, as in the example in the collection of the National 

Museum of Scotland (fig. 177).   However, this design is itself an iconographical 

reference to Osiris, whose mummiform body was traditionally depicted with the 

same pattern.
450

   

An exceptionally richly ornamented portrait-mummy, nicknamed the ‘Golden Girl’ 

(fig. 178),
451

 bears a similar sequence of symbolic scenes to that of Artemidorus, 

although here these occupy only about half the complete length of the mummy, its 

upper half consisting of the torso and arms of the subject, moulded in gilded 
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stucco.
452

   In this case we have iconographical signifiers indicating an allegiance to 

the cult of Isis on the part of its patrons:  the girl’s hair is arranged to one side in 

imitation of the hairstyle attributed to the goddess herself, and the fringed shawl over 

her shoulders would have been an equally recognisable sign, as would the sheaf of 

wheat in her left hand, indicating that Isis had assimilated characteristics of the 

Greek goddess of fertility Demeter.
453

    

Likewise, the bearded man depicted in fig. 128 can be identified as a devotee of 

Serapis because of the seven-pointed gold diadem on his forehead and the corkscrew 

locks of hair immediately below this – the latter also feature in images of the god 

himself.
454

   Several portraits of boys (e.g. fig. 179) feature the so-called Horus lock, 

a reference to the divine offspring of Osiris and Isis, who in Hellenised form was 

known as Harpocrates.   This lock of hair was ritually cut off during the ceremony 

known as the mallokouria, a rite of passage restricted to members of the 

gymnasium.
455

   However, such features do not unequivocally indicate active cultic 

participation on the part of the subject – the Horus lock may simply have been 

fashionable amongst a particular urban elite at the time. 

Many of the subjects of the portraits are depicted wearing a crown or wreath, usually 

gilded like that of Artemidorus.   It has already been noted that the small number of 

portraits which include the subject’s hands also frequently feature a similar kind of 

wreath-crown folded and held in the hand (as in the case of the ‘Golden Girl’), 

usually red or pink in colour.
456

   The attribute of a wreath-crown is relatively non-

specific in its cultic associations.   Crowns played a symbolic role in Greek and 

Roman funerary ritual, denoting the heroisation of the deceased,
457

 and the act of 

coronation was likewise an essential aspect of Egyptian ritual relevant to the passage 

of the soul to the after-life.   As part of the traditional funerary rite a wreath was 
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bound on the brow of the deceased – this was known as the ‘wreath of justification’ 

in reference to the myth of Osiris, the god of the underworld, who was vindicated by 

his son Horus against his enemies.
458

    

Thus the wreath was seen to symbolise its recipient’s acceptance into the company of 

the gods, and their attainment of divinisation, in accordance with Spell 133 of the 

Book of the Dead:  ‘Then the gods shall see him as one of themselves, the dead shall 

see him and fall on their faces.’
459

   This is the implicit meaning of an inscription in 

Demotic written across the painted surface in the region of the neck in the mummy-

portrait of a woman named Eirene (fig. 180).   This takes the form of a prayer, which 

may be translated as: ‘Eirene, daughter of S… May her soul rise before Osiris-Sokar, 

the Great God, Lord of Abydos, for ever.’
460

   It is notable that the wreath-crowns 

depicted in the mummy-portraits are normally either red or gold in colour, as are the 

ground colours of fully decorated portrait-mummies themselves – in both cases these 

colours have solar connotations, again relevant to the mythological dimension of 

Egyptian funerary ritual.
461

 

Another panel-painting, from the Fayum and dated to the second century, which 

would have been framed rather than incorporated into a mummy, appears to be a 

funerary portrait of an enthroned young man in divinised form (fig. 181).
462

   

Iconographic elements such as the particular design of throne (decorated with uraei 

or sacred serpents), the throne’s foot-rest, the nimbus and the crown of leaves all 

feature in several contemporary panel-paintings from the Fayum representing deities 

– the throne, for example, is very similar to the one depicted in the double-portrait of 

Sobek-Re and Pramarres from the same place and period of production (fig. 182).   

However, none of these attributes in itself has more than a generic connotation of 

divinity – no specific deity seems to be implied.   The type of foliate crown attached 

to the head here is not the type most often associated with the funerary sphere – 

however, the figure also holds in his hand the type of folded wreath-crown already 
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described, which does unmistakably belong to funerary iconography.   The young 

man’s face appears somewhat less individualised than those of many of the mummy-

portraits, but this could be partly explained by its much smaller scale, and it does not 

preclude the possibility that this was intended as a funerary portrait of a particular 

individual. 

 

This image seems to represent a kind of synthesis or fusion of two artistic genres, the 

funerary portrait being given here all the trappings of a cult-image, such as fig. 182.   

Unfortunately, the panel’s provenance is unknown and so its context of display and 

precise function can only be conjectured.   There is also no way of knowing how 

common or uncommon this kind of sacralised funerary portrait was.
463

   However, 

the iconography of this panel seems to constitute further evidence that at least some 

of the Hellenised elite in the Fayum retained a belief in the divinisation of the 

deceased in the after-life, in this case choosing to have it expressed in the form of a 

pinax or sacred panel-painting – in other words, in the same format as the pagan 

‘icons’ discussed in the next chapter – rather than that of the portrait-mummy with its 

own traditional connotations of post mortem transformation. 

 

One further funerary portrait not designed to be incorporated into a mummy may be 

compared with the Sinai icon of Saints Sergius and Bacchus in its iconographic 

reference to religious affiliation.   This is the so-called ‘Brothers Tondo’ (fig. 183), 

discovered by the Egyptologist Albert-Jean Gayet during his excavations of the 

necropolis at Antinoopolis in 1898-9, and dated to the mid-second century.
464

   The 

composition consists of two semi-circular panels, their two vertical edges joined at 

the centre.   The tondo format is unique within a Roman Egyptian funerary context, 

but suggests a connection with the honorific connotations of the clipeate format 

described by Pliny.
465

   The portraits are executed on a similar scale to the mummy-

portraits, and the two figures are posed in the usual way, with the figures’ costumes 
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playing a more prominent role in the composition.   The plain background is here 

occupied by two diminutive figures of deities, in the form of statuettes, depicted 

above the shoulders of the deceased – the one on the right has been identified as 

Hermanubis, the syncretised Greco-Egyptian form of Hermes Psychopompus and 

Anubis, while the one on the left is thought to be another hybrid figure, Osiris-

Antinous – both deities associated with death and the passage to the after-life.
466

   In 

this case it is possible that the portraits were produced during the lifetimes of the 

subjects, the panel later being adapted for funerary use by the addition of the divine 

figures.   However, this must remain conjectural since it is not known where or how 

the painting was displayed.   

  

A correspondence of both composition and iconography may be noted between this 

double-portrait and the Sinai icon of Sergius and Bacchus (fig. 149) – not only is a 

pair of physiognomically similar faces presented frontally and making direct eye-

contact with the viewer in each case, but their religious allegiances are indicated by 

the inclusion of divine figures on a smaller scale in the vicinity of the faces.   

Moreover, in both cases the divine figures are shown in the form of pre-existing 

images:  statuettes in the case of the tondo, while the medallion portrait of Christ in 

the icon depicts the head as disembodied – unlike the medallion portraits of Christ in 

the icons of St Peter (fig. 146) and St John the Baptist (fig. 165) – indicating that it 

may be a deliberate reference to miraculous portraits of Christ such as the image of 

Camuliana which appeared during the sixth century.
467

  

To sum up, when the mummy-portraits are studied in isolation from their original 

context, their iconographical features indicate a primarily secular range of meanings 

concerning self-representation, and thus would seem to share the same kind of 

functions as other private portraits produced elsewhere in the Empire during the 

period.   However, as soon as they are reinstated within the specific context of 

Egyptian funerary practices and beliefs (as articulated by the portrait-mummy as a 

complete object, and also by other examples of Romano-Egyptian funerary 

portraiture), it becomes clear that a whole range of other iconographical features 
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come into play which signify a belief in the divinisation of the deceased.   Therefore 

both dimensions of meaning, secular and sacred, need to be borne in mind when 

considering the question of how the likeness of the deceased was understood by the 

patrons of the portrait-mummies. 

 

Questions of Likeness 

Having already discussed the broad stylistic range of the mummy-portraits from 

naturalism to abstraction, it is now important to consider the balance between 

individualisation and idealisation in the depiction of their subjects.   What was the 

relative importance of these two essential factors in the construction of the likeness 

of the deceased?   Also, to the extent that idealisation does play a role, what 

meanings should be attached to this? 

Since the corpus as a whole represents the juxtaposition and, to some extent, the 

amalgamation of two contrasted artistic traditions, it should first of all be emphasised 

that the Egyptian portrait tradition did not share the same understanding of personal 

likeness as the Greco-Roman tradition.   Although idealisation was a very important 

element in both traditions, the Egyptian system of visual representation was the more 

purely conceptual and consistently formulaic of the two.   The human form was 

invariably schematised so as to encapsulate its essential character, avoiding (in 

painting) optical effects such as foreshortening which would have detracted from its 

ideal completeness.
468

   Similarly, in a funerary context, the Egyptian portrait-mask 

was predominantly an abstract construction based on a generic conception of the 

deceased, and did not usually attempt to suggest a personal likeness.   However, it 

should be noted that there were periods in ancient Egyptian portraiture in which a 

greater degree of individualisation was achieved, particularly from the sixth century 

BCE onwards, in other words before the Ptolemaic period.   This should qualify the  
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assertion that the degree of naturalism in the mummy-portraits is entirely a result of 

imported Greco-Roman techniques.
469

    

The question of the degree of idealisation of the subjects of the mummy-portraits 

depends partly on one’s understanding of the process of their production, and on this 

point there has been much scholarly disagreement.   As already mentioned, the idea 

that the mummy-portraits were painted from life, as straightforward visual records of 

their subjects’ physical appearance, is highly debatable.   Even within this specialised 

sub-category of funerary art, the circumstances of production probably varied from 

one case to another.   As already suggested, portraits could have been made 

immediately after death, perhaps by a combination of direct observation and memory 

(even sometimes aided by verbal description), before the body was collected for 

embalming.    

Some scholars have argued, however, that they could have been produced at some 

earlier point in the subject’s life.
470

    One argument in support of this hypothesis is 

the fact that most of the people represented seem to be in the prime of life, showing 

no signs of illness or old age.   However, there are various ways of accounting for 

this:  either (i) the portraits were originally commissioned not for funerary use but to 

commemorate some earlier occasion in the subject’s life, and so may have been 

displayed in the home, before eventually being ‘recycled’ by being cropped and 

inserted into the mummy;
471

  or (ii) it was felt desirable to idealise the likeness of the 

deceased, either for religious reasons (for example, because the portrait was 

attempting to show the person in a divinised state in accordance with beliefs about 

the after-life), or simply in accordance with a cultural ideal of beauty of the period;  

or (iii) the preponderance of relatively youthful likenesses may simply be explained 

by the fact that the average life expectancy in Egypt at this period was about thirty-

five.
472

 

In support of the first theory, namely that the portraits were previously displayed 

during the subjects’ lifetimes, is the fact already mentioned that many of the panels 
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appear to have been cropped, the panel’s corners being roughly cut off so as to fit it 

more easily into the linen wrappings of the mummy.   However, artists may simply 

have used panels of a standard rectangular format even though they knew that the 

periphery of the painted surface would not eventually be visible – this is suggested 

by the fact that the draperies painted on the subjects’ shoulders and upper torsos are 

often relatively cursorily treated, the brushmarks petering out before reaching the 

sides of the panel (e.g. figs. 143, 172 and 184).   Also, many of the portraits are 

painted on extremely thin panels, facilitating their incorporation into the mummy-

wrappings – the portrait of Artemidorus, for example, which is still attached to its 

mummy, has clearly been somewhat warped for this purpose (fig. 185).   Panels of 

such thinness would seem to be too fragile to have been previously framed and hung 

on walls – Sande claims that they must have had frames precisely because of their 

fragility, but this merely prompts the question of why more substantial panels were 

not chosen in the first place.
473

    

Evidence for the extent to which painted portraits were displayed in domestic 

contexts in Roman Egypt is inconclusive – material evidence is extremely scanty.   

Petrie discovered one tempera portrait (fig. 186), complete with frame and even 

some thin rope attached, leaning against a mummy that did not have an incorporated 

portrait-panel.
474

   This may well have been previously hung in the home, but it is 

considerably smaller in scale than a mummy-portrait, and so would not have been 

suitable for such funerary recycling.   There are a small number of papyrological 

references to portable portraits, suggesting that the possession of such objects may 

not have been uncommon, but these references tend to be unspecific with regard to 

medium.   For example, in the second century CE a man named Apion wrote to his 

family at Philadelphia to say that he had sent them a small portrait of himself, but the 

letter contains no description of it, and the word used for ‘portrait’ – eikōnin – does 

not necessarily indicate a painting.
475

 

 

The third argument, that most of the likenesses appear youthful simply because most 
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people died at a relatively young age, presupposes that the portraits must have been 

painted from direct observation.   However, there is no textual evidence for the 

portraits having been produced in this way, and the ink sketch already discussed 

would seem to support the idea that artists, even if they were able to observe the 

subjects directly, had to rely on memory and perhaps on their ability to incorporate 

individual characteristics into relatively generic schemata.    

Perhaps most conclusively, the unvarying scale and compositional format of most of 

the portraits, as well as the thinness of the panels and the fact that they are frequently 

not painted to the panel’s edge, converge to indicate that these were, at least for the 

most part, images produced specifically for the funerary context, and therefore most 

likely immediately after death.   If this is the case, then apart from a few portraits, 

such as figs. 157 and 187, which show more elderly subjects, idealisation in varying 

degrees is likely to have been a major factor of their visual language, thus accounting 

for the fact that so many of the subjects are depicted in the prime of life, even in 

cases when the physical remains within the mummy itself indicate that the subject 

died at an advanced age.   A striking example of this anomaly is the exceptionally 

naturalistic Portrait of a Bearded Man (fig. 188), painted in encaustic directly onto 

the linen covering of the head of the mummy and therefore highly unlikely to have 

been produced during the subject’s lifetime – analysis of the mummy itself found 

remnants of a white beard attached to the skull.
476

    

As mentioned above, this element of idealisation could be interpreted in either of two 

ways:  it may have been motivated by religious beliefs concerning the ideal 

completeness of the deceased in the after-life, or by the more worldly desire to 

conform to a cultural standard of beauty, or perhaps a combination of both.   There is 

little evidence from studying a wide range of the portraits that any particular facial 

types were favoured by the community of patrons to the extent that individual 

physiognomies might have been ‘adapted’ so as to conform more closely to them.   

On the contrary, the remarkably wide variety of physiognomies encountered in the 

corpus as a whole would seem to be a mark of the relative naturalism of this 

Hellenisation of Egyptian funerary art.   The emphasis given to individualisation 
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(whether or not this was achieved by drawing or painting from life) indicates that it 

was the recognisability of the subject, at least as much as conformity to an ideal of 

youthful beauty, which was a priority for the relatives who commissioned the 

portrait.   The alternative, religious explanation for the idealisation of the portraits is 

discussed in the following section. 

In sum, elements of individualisation and idealisation both appear equally essential 

to the meanings the mummy-portraits carried for their intended audience (as indeed 

was the case in the Hellenistic portrait tradition in general).   However, one 

additional formal feature of the corpus as a whole which perhaps owes more to the 

Egyptian tradition, and which in my opinion increases the emphasis on idealisation, 

is the consistent and intense focus on the painted gaze of the deceased.   Whatever 

the distinctive features of the subject, and whatever the style of the portrait, the 

(often enlarged) eyes gazing back at the viewer constitute a crucial common factor.   

This feature is shared with more traditional death-masks (such as fig. 189) which 

continued to be produced at the same period, and indeed was a perennial 

characteristic of pharaonic funerary portraiture.    

If, as appears to be the case, this emphatic, somewhat impersonal gaze has indeed 

been intentionally and consistently applied across this population of otherwise 

relatively individualised faces, what meanings could be ascribed to it?   It has already 

been noted that the same feature is notable, although arguably to a less potent degree, 

in first-century painted portraits from Pompeii (figs. 173 and 174), thus casting doubt 

on the idea that this emphasis on the direct gaze should be interpreted solely in 

Egyptian terms.   Nevertheless, further investigation of the religious context of the 

production of the portrait-mummies, particularly the beliefs associated with 

mummification, will serve to clarify how this gaze may have been understood to 

function by its intended audience.    
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The Relationship of Portrait to Prototype 

 

(i) The Transformation of the Deceased in Romano-Egyptian 

Funerary Portraiture 

In Chapter Two I argued that, in the cases of Roman imperial portraits and portraits 

of Christ, the notion of likeness was inextricably bound up with the complex 

question of the relationship between the portrait and its prototype, and the same is 

true of the Romano-Egyptian portrait-mummy. 

The conceptual foundations of Greco-Roman portraiture have been discussed in the 

Introduction above.   A portrait-image was understood to be a representation of a 

recognisable individual, which also conveyed something of the cultural values of the 

society in which it was produced by means of varying degrees of idealisation.   The 

concept of representation implied the absence of the image’s referent, thus 

precluding (at least in theory) any kind of quasi-animistic confusion between image 

and prototype.   By contrast, a traditional Egyptian mummy could not be classified as 

a portrait of the deceased in the Greco-Roman sense of a representation.   Rather, the 

mummy was identified literally with the person of the deceased, and regarded as 

providing a new body for the soul of the deceased, with the mask functioning as the 

face of his divinised identity.
477

    

In this connection, it should be recognised that the traditional Egyptian conception of 

the human soul also differed considerably from that of Greek philosophy, and this 

again may well have conditioned the meaning of the portrait-mummies for their 

original viewers.   There is not the space here to do justice to the complexity of this 

conception of the soul;
478

  however, two key elements relevant to the present 

discussion are the ka and the akh.   It was the ka which corresponded most closely to 

the conception of the person represented in commemorative Roman portraiture.   For 
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the Egyptians, the ka was a kind of ‘genetic material’ which connected the deceased 

with their ancestors and descendants;
479

  it included not only a person’s name and 

physical appearance, but also their biography, career, and moral qualities.   In short, 

it was the ka of the deceased, and the values they may have embodied, which could 

survive in the memory of the living.
480

    

In order to give a true representation of the ka, it was important, for example, that 

mummies should be clearly gendered in their design, since sexual maturity and 

fecundity were regarded as an integral part of the transfigured state of being in the 

after-life.
481

   A mummy of a young girl (fig. 189), thought to have been between five 

and seven years old when she died, features an idealised portrait mask of a sexually 

mature woman, complete with naked breasts.   The mummy was buried with grave 

goods carrying connotations of fertility, including a faience statuette of the infant-

god Harpocrates, and a small panel sketch of a naked woman apparently giving 

birth.
482

   It might be argued that the choice of a traditional death mask, bearing no 

resemblance to the girl’s earthly appearance, was necessitated by her death occurring 

too unexpectedly for a naturalistic portrait to have been made.   However, relatively 

individualised portraits have survived of other children, sometimes painted directly 

onto the mummy wrappings.
483

   The great care devoted to the presentation of the girl 

as the fulfilled woman she might have become – and perhaps could still become in 

the after-life – speaks of a deliberate choice and expression of belief on the part of 

her parents, and perhaps indicates a metaphysical dimension to the ideal of visual 

completeness already mentioned.   The concern that earthly and social roles should 

be perpetuated beyond the grave was evidently considered more important than that 

the deceased’s personal likeness should be naturalistically recorded.    

However, in Egyptian belief the deceased was not merely restored to a state of 

completeness by their passage to the after-life (specifically by means of the rites and 

spells associated with mummification).   Their soul could also be transformed, taking 
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the new form of an akh (‘illuminated one’) – a state of being that transcended the 

mortal state of humanity.   Papyri from the Ptolemaic period record mortuary rites 

relevant to this transformation, such as the ritual of opening the mouth of the corpse 

at the funeral, so that it could breathe, speak and eat again in the next life.   These 

texts, such as the Liturgy of Opening the Mouth for Breathing from which the 

following quotation is taken, indicate how the transfigured soul of the deceased, the 

akh, embodied in the mummy, was expected to be able to perform in relation to the 

living.  Since it had attained a divine state of existence, it was now ascribed the 

power to cross back and forth between the present visible world and the hidden realm 

of the after-life.
484

   One aspect of this empowerment was their ability to 

communicate with their surviving relatives and to hear prayers and exhortations 

addressed to them by their family or a priest;  in the following example, already 

transformed souls address the deceased from the next world: 

May your body live, your bones be soundly knit, and your limbs be firm.   May 

your eyes see for you, your feet go for you, and your ears be open for you.   

May your tongue be open for you and your throat be open for you.   May your 

lips speak for you.   May your heart create perfection for you similar to our 

own.   May you awake together with Osiris and be renewed in the presence of 

the lord of the gods.
485  

 

Osiris, the god most associated with the after-life, served as a model for emulation by 

the deceased;  just as Osiris had been restored to life by Isis, and also justified in a 

tribunal against his murderer Seth, so the deceased hoped to be both revived and 

declared free of all wrongdoing, by virtue of the rites of mummification.
486

   From 

the New Kingdom (c.1550-1070 BCE) onwards, the deceased’s name was prefixed 

by ‘the Osiris’, thus affirming the successful passage of the deceased to the after-

life.
487

   Later, from about 400 BCE onwards, the names of deceased women were 

prefixed by ‘the Hathor’ (after the cow-goddess) or ‘the Osiris-Hathor’ rather than 

‘the Osiris’, suggesting that it came to be thought that female souls retained their 
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gender in the after-life.   Alternatively, the deceased’s name could be followed by a 

phrase usually translated as ‘justified’, but literally meaning ‘true of voice’, which 

carried the same connotation of transformation.
488

   (As already mentioned, the red or 

gilded wreath-crown conveyed the same meaning visually.)   Whatever the exact 

wording used, the implication seems to have been, not that the deceased’s identity 

was merged with that of the deity, but that he or she acquired an ‘Osiris-aspect’ by 

becoming an akh, ‘perfect of face and perfect of sight’, like Osiris or Hathor 

themselves.
489

 

 

How was such a transformation given visual articulation?   It has already been shown 

that both the Egyptian and Greco-Roman systems of representation carried 

distinctive conceptual associations in themselves, and it appears from the 

iconography of various Romano-Egyptian funerary images that when these two 

visual languages were combined or juxtaposed in the same object they could serve to 

formulate the idea of a transition from the mortal state of being to a divinised one.   

A second-century CE painted wooden bier (fig. 190), probably from Thebes, 

illustrates this transition particularly clearly, depicting a deceased woman in both 

Egyptian and Greek forms at different stages of a visual sequence narrating her 

passage to the after-life.
490

   In the first scene (reading from right to left) the woman 

is depicted, escorted by Anubis, approaching the threshold of death.   Anubis is 

drawn in conventional Egyptian form, but the woman herself is represented in the 

Greek style, standing contrapposto with the folds of her fringed mantle and stole 

naturalistically drawn and her hairstyle imitating that of the empress Faustina Minor, 

thus indicating a date of production between the 150s and 180s.491    A recognisable 

individual has been depicted, albeit only 16cm high.   The following scene shows the 

weighing of the woman’s heart, after which the deceased reappears in three more 

scenes:  once again led by Anubis, then kneeling to receive a libation from the 

goddess in the sycamore fig tree, and finally standing before Osiris and Sokar with 

her hands held in front of her chest, representing the completion of her journey of 
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transformation to join the company of the gods.   In these three latter scenes the 

deceased is drawn according to Egyptian conventions, head and feet in profile, 

shoulders and arms shown frontally;  her hairstyle and clothing have also been 

changed into a bag-shaped wig and an Egyptian knotted costume respectively, which 

symbolise her transformed state.492   In short, a consciously archaic visual language is 

reserved for the depiction of the deceased’s transformed state, whereas the classical 

system of representation is used for their earthly, temporal appearance.493  

The process of the soul’s assimilation to divinity in the after-life is also given visual 

expression in a group of six painted hangings, sometimes referred to as burial 

shrouds, discovered at Saqqara and dated to the first or second century CE.
494

   All 

six hangings feature a similar composition, representing the deceased in the Greek 

style as a full-length and almost life-size standing figure, flanked by two gods 

depicted in Egyptian style – Anubis, in profile, escorting the soul of the deceased to 

the next world, and Osiris facing the viewer, in mummy-form.   The production of 

such large-scale paintings on linen seems to have been an innovation of the Roman 

period.
495

   Although some scholars believe they were used as shrouds, their 

composition bears no practical relation to the form of the mummy (unlike painted 

shrouds of the period, such as fig. 191), and it seems more likely that they functioned 

primarily as wall-hangings, perhaps displayed at feasts held on the anniversary of 

death (just as the portrait-mummies may have been).
496

   In two cases (figs. 192 and 

193), the portraits of the deceased have evidently been painted on separate pieces of 

cloth which have been inserted into their respective hangings, rather as a painted 

portrait-panel was incorporated into the decoration of a mummy.   This would 

suggest that the hangings were produced in advance and portraits (possibly painted 

by another hand) were simply added when required.
497
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In the painting now in Moscow (fig. 192), the portrait of the deceased is painted in a 

Hellenistic style, the face finely modelled by means of cross-hatching, which 

contrasts markedly with the flat Egyptian profile of Anubis.   At the same time the 

deceased’s enlarged, staring eyes resemble those of Osiris, whose face is more 

generic than that of the deceased but also more Hellenistic than that of Anubis.   The 

head of the deceased is framed by a temple gateway, symbolising the liminal position 

of the figure, depicted as if crossing the threshold to the after-life – even his 

contrapposto stance gives the impression that he is in mid-step.    

The related hanging now in Paris (fig. 193) depicts the deceased standing on a 

rudimentary plinth with his right arm held in a sling-like fold of his mantle;  this 

posture serves to indicate that the figure is based on an idealised sculptural type from 

the Greek tradition.
498

   Such types were in common use at this period in honorific 

statues, publicly displayed alongside statues of rulers and gods in the cities of the 

Hellenised Eastern Mediterranean (though little material evidence of these has 

survived).
499

   In this version, the apparent mutual permeability of mortal and 

immortal realms is also suggested by the treatment of the portraits themselves (fig. 

194).   The complexion of Osiris is slightly pinker than that of the deceased, but the 

noses and lips are modelled in the same schematic fashion and the eyes are very 

similar in shape, size and orientation.   The closeness of this facial resemblance 

seems intentional on the part of the artist, and may arguably have served as an 

alternative visual expression of the idea that the deceased was to be assimilated to the 

divine through death.
500

  

 

(ii) The ‘Heavenly Likeness’ in Early Christian Portraits 

 

How do the examples of funerary portrait just described, and the religious, 

transformational interpretation offered here of their idealisation, compare with early 
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Christian portraits in terms of their underlying conception of likeness?   In the case of 

Christian portraits the same kind of idealisation can be linked to textual references to 

portraiture which cite theological principles derived from the New Testament.   An 

illuminating example is the correspondence, dated c.402-4, between Paulinus of Nola 

and his close friend and colleague Sulpicius Severus.    When Severus requests that a 

portrait of Paulinus be produced to be displayed in the former’s baptistry, Paulinus 

raises the question of the degree of idealisation involved in his self-presentation:  

‘What image of myself would you like me to send – the earthly or the heavenly 

man?’
501

    

 

The extent to which Christian portraiture could already at this period be subject to 

theological considerations is indicated by Paulinus’s reference in the same letter to St 

Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians – the bishop expresses an aspiration to be 

‘transformed … into the new man who is created according to God and whose image 

is the heavenly one’ and to ‘put off the old man who is corrupted according to the 

desire for error.’
502

   Since the portrait in question has not survived, it is not known 

what kind of balance was eventually struck between the ‘earthly’ and ‘heavenly’ 

aspects of the bishop’s facial appearance.   Still, the correspondence implies that the 

portrait must have involved at least some degree of idealisation at a practical level, 

since it seems to be assumed by both correspondents that it was to be produced on 

the basis of a verbal description given by Severus, without the bishop having to sit 

for an artist;  Paulinus writes, ‘you will be able to describe my appearance to 

painters, however inexperienced or ignorant, by sketching my outline which 

dominates your mind.’
503

   As already discussed, it is possible that some mummy-

portraits were likewise constructed on the basis of a verbal description. 

 

In fact, a large component of the ‘likeness’ of Paulinus would likely have consisted 

of a set of attributes and other iconographic conventions corresponding to the 

concept of an ideal bishop – other conventions were to be developed in Byzantine art 
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which served to identify various categories of saint.
504

   The depiction of sanctity in 

late antiquity was additionally conditioned, as we have seen, by the idea (ultimately 

derived from physiognomical principles) that a saint’s facial features directly 

expressed the state of the subject’s soul;  Sulpicius Severus himself wrote of St 

Martin of Tours, for instance, that ‘nobody ever saw him angry, disturbed, morose, 

laughing:  he was always the same.   Displaying a sort of heavenly joy in his face, he 

seemed beyond human nature.’
505

   This facial immutability is a familiar topos from 

hagiographical accounts of pilgrims’ visits to desert saints, collected for example in 

the Historia Monachorum in Aegypto (c. 400).
506

   The face of a holy ascetic in such 

texts is presented as a perfect representation of the virtuous life – a ‘heavenly 

likeness’ – and so to see such a face at first-hand could confer powerful spiritual 

benefit.
507

    

 

A clear and well-preserved example of the display of ‘heavenly likenesses’ in an 

ecclesiastical context from this early period is the group of martyrs’ portraits in the 

cupola mosaics of the Rotunda of St George at Thessaloniki, dated some time 

between the late fourth and early sixth century.
508

   Allowing for the difference in 

medium, these bear a close stylistic resemblance to the Sinai icon of SS. Sergius and 

Bacchus, the mosaic portraits being carefully distinguished from each other by 

means of hairstyle as well as inscriptions giving name, profession and month of 

commemoration, so as to affirm their individuality (figs. 195 and 196).    

There is also a possible parallel, both technical and conceptual, between these 

portraits and imperial statues of the Principate discussed in Chapter Two.   Just as the 

heads of the latter were often produced separately and then joined on to a ready-

made body, so the saints’ heads in the mosaics consist of smaller tesserae than the 

bodies, suggesting they may have been made by specialist portraitists over generic 
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bodies already in situ in the cupola.
509

   It is significant that likeness is once again 

constructed out of the three components of idealised face, symbolic body and 

inscription.   What individualisation there is in the mosaic portraits may have been 

due to the artists being able to refer to funerary portraits of the martyrs concerned, 

though this cannot be proved – it is equally possible that differentiation was achieved 

by purely fictitious means.
510

   However, these are not what Paulinus might have 

called earthly likenesses – rather, their visible transfiguration can be taken as an 

illustration of St Paul’s exposition of the eschatological meaning of the resurrection 

in his First Epistle to the Corinthians:  ‘as we have borne the image of the earthy, we 

shall also bear the image of the heavenly.’
511

    

 

In view of the prevalence of a late antique visual piety exemplified by contemporary  

descriptions of saints’ faces mentioned above, I agree with Marsengill’s contention 

that portraits of saints at this period (such as those in the Rotunda mosaics) were 

likely regarded by Christian devotee-viewers, not as the products of a process of 

stylistic idealisation (as they may appear to modern viewers), but on the contrary as 

accurate visual records of faces which had already been transformed by 

sanctification.
512

    Marsengill adopts the Greek term χαρακτῆρ to identify this kind 

of sanctified likeness, and bases the following definition of this term on a letter 

written by Basil of Caesarea to Gregory of Nyssa:  ‘the physical circumscription, or 

visual, material expression of that person’s unique spiritual existence.’
513

     

 

To sum up this section, taking into account the broader context of Roman Egyptian 

funerary art as a whole, there is some textual evidence and considerable visual 

evidence to suggest that the subjects of funerary portraits were regarded as divinised 

by their audience.   This evidence supports the appropriateness of a religious 

interpretation of the idealisation evident in the mummy-portraits, one which bears a 

strong conceptual resemblance to early Christian understandings of ‘heavenly 
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likeness’, as indicated by the writings of Paulinus of Nola and the mosaic-portraits 

from the Rotunda of St George.   However, it has already been pointed out that the 

production and reception of the portrait-mummies can be associated with a specific 

community of patrons, and it is clearly desirable to ascertain, if possible, the beliefs 

and practices of this community, as well as the portrait-mummies’ context of display, 

before coming to any conclusions about the functions of these objects in particular. 

 

 

 

 

Questions of Function and Audience 

 

(i) The Community of Patrons 

 

In seeking to identify a particular social group that may have commissioned the 

mummy-portraits, it should be remembered that, according to Petrie, no more than 1-

2% of the mummies he excavated possessed portraits of this type;  the painted 

portrait-panel was clearly only a minority option, among other more traditional 

representations, such as the schematic death-mask, which it did not replace.
514    We 

may assume, firstly that the patrons had to be exceptionally affluent to afford not 

only the considerable cost of mummification but also the fees of accomplished 

portrait-painters;  and secondly, as suggested above, that they subscribed, with no 

doubt varying levels of devotion, to the religious beliefs associated with 

mummification and its rituals.
515

 

 

In the case of the Fayum region (see map, fig. 121), much of the rich agricultural 

land of the fertile basin surrounding Lake Moeris was allocated to Greek military 

veterans from Macedonia at the beginning of the Ptolemaic period.
516

   Their direct 

descendants, still living in the Fayum during the Roman period, referred to 
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themselves formally as the ‘6,475 katoikoi’(settlers, or colonists), and enjoyed a 

relatively privileged status in the hierarchical division of Egyptian society imposed 

by the Romans.
517

   As such they formed an elite within the society of the 

metropoleis, the principal towns of the nomes or administrative districts into which 

the country was divided.
518

   In Hermopolis and Oxyrhynchus this group was referred 

to as ‘those of the gymnasium’ in reference to their educational and recreational 

centre, which in Roman Egypt remained the exclusive point of entry into that 

community and its cultural traditions.
519

    

The Roman government for its part identified this group as capable of local 

administration on behalf of the state – surviving papyri indicate a direct connection 

between them and the emperor himself, including a letter by Nero dated 55 CE, 

confirming the privileged status which had been originally conferred by Claudius.
520

   

When Hadrian set up the new Roman town of Antinoopolis in the mid-second 

century, members of the 6475 katoikoi were selected to settle there – and, on the 

evidence of hairstyle-based dating, Antinoopolis immediately became another source 

of naturalistic mummy-portraits.
521

   It is also notable that the dates of surviving 

papyrological references to this group (from the letter of Nero up until 245 CE) 

coincide quite closely with the period of production of the mummy-portraits.
522

   

Unfortunately, there is scarcely any textual evidence regarding the religious affinities 

of the 6475 colonists.   However, one study that may be indirectly indicative of these 

is Roger Bagnall’s analysis of the names of all known male members of the group.
523

   

This reveals that a surprisingly large proportion (47%) are Greek derivations of the 

names of Egyptian gods, suggesting that this community of patrons, while clearly 

belonging to the more strongly Hellenised parts of the Egyptian population, 

nevertheless should not be seen as purely ‘Greek’ in either an ethnic or cultural sense 

– they were presumably at least sympathetic to the indigenous religious traditions of 
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Egypt.
524

   Local elites within the empire at this time typically participated in both 

the culture of their immediate environment and the wider imperial culture, and it is 

likely that the 6475 were no exception in this respect.
525   It is not difficult to imagine 

an individual belonging to this cultural elite who could have acted as a ‘Greek’ in 

relation to the gymnasium’s system of education, for example, as an ‘Egyptian’ in 

relation to religious practice, and as a ‘Roman’ in relation to administrative or 

military duties.   Individuals could often bear two names, one Greek or Latin and the 

other Egyptian, and the use of one or the other could depend on the social contexts in 

which they found themselves.
526

 

This idea of a community of patrons sharing a plurality of cultural allegiances seems 

to be reflected in the direct juxtaposition of contrasting visual languages which is 

evident in the portrait-mummies which have survived intact.
527

   For the 

commissioners of a decorated portrait-mummy such as that of Artemidorus (fig. 

175), the juxtaposition of the portrait’s Hellenistic style of naturalistic representation 

with the conceptual, diagrammatic style of traditional Egyptian religious symbolism 

would not have appeared incoherent, but on the contrary would have successfully 

articulated a particular combination of cultural values to which they would have 

subscribed.528    The availability of the two contrasted systems of representation 

constituted a broadening of options in terms of self-representation which would have 

been considered valuable in itself.   Patrons, and the artists they employed, had 

become skilled at selectively combining elements of both the Greek and Egyptian 

systems of representation, because they each carried different but complementary 

connotations of power.
529

   While the forms of Greek art represented cultural ideals  

actively promoted by the Roman state, Egyptian iconography invoked an 

authoritatively ‘timeless’ tradition of sacred art and learning.
530

   Portrait-mummies 

thus served as an effective artistic means by which their patrons were able to 

articulate a nuanced sense of personal and cultural identity:  mummification itself, 
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and the Egyptian iconography associated with it, embodied their hopes (on behalf of 

the deceased) for survival in the after-life, while the naturalistic portrait served (at 

least partly) to reinforce their sense of social and cultural affiliation and ensure a 

different kind of survival in the memory of the community.
531

    

 

(ii) Greco-Roman and Egyptian Traditions of Commemorating 

and Venerating the Deceased 

As already discussed, the formal innovation of the portrait-mummy coincided with 

the period when the Hellenised urban elites in Egypt – to which the patrons of the 

portrait-mummies belonged – were adapting to the ways in which Roman society 

used funerary art to assert a sense of cultural identity.   In such a shifting, multi-

cultural situation, the fact that these patrons elected to have their deceased relatives 

mummified does not necessarily mean that they wholeheartedly subscribed to the 

associated beliefs concerning the after-life – we may reasonably posit a spectrum of 

attitudes in this respect from outward conformity to indigenous tradition to a full 

investment in the religious dimension of the practice.  

For patrons less concerned with a belief in the after-life, funerary portraiture may 

have served the same kind of function as is described in literary accounts of Greco-

Roman funerary practices from slightly earlier periods.   For example, the Greek 

historian Polybius, writing in Rome in the second century BCE, describes how 

Roman death-masks, ‘reproducing with remarkable fidelity the features and 

complexion of the deceased’, were displayed in shrines in the home for some time 

after the subject’s burial.   They were also brought out on the occasion of the funeral 

of a descendant, when they were worn during the funeral procession by actors who 

bore a close resemblance to the original subject in stature and bearing.   Polybius 

concludes, ‘there could not be a more ennobling sight for a young man who aspires 

to fame and virtue.’
532

   Pliny the Elder gives a similar description of the edifying 

role of death-masks during the Republican period.   He mentions that alongside these 
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portraits were displayed genealogies and records of the subjects’ careers, which seem 

to have functioned as necessary commentaries on the portraits, reinforcing the 

celebratory nature of the commemoration of the individual in which they 

participated.
533

    

Alternatively, patrons of the portrait-mummies who did fully subscribe to traditional 

Egyptian beliefs concerning the after-life would have drawn on quite different 

funerary traditions in their personal approach to and use of these objects.   Images of 

the deceased as an akh, symbolising their transition from the mortal state to a divine 

one, were venerated at earlier periods.   Anthropoid limestone busts (such as fig. 

197), discovered at Deir el-Medina and dated between 1500 and 1000 BCE, 

represented the deceased in a transfigured form called an akh iker en Re (literally, an 

‘effective spirit of Re’), which was believed to be able to participate in the cyclical 

journey of Re the sun-god, having been mystically identified with Re by means of 

transformation spells.
534

    These busts are thought to be connected to other evidence 

of ancestral cult excavated at the same location, where steles, offering-tables and 

libation-basins have been discovered in domestic as well as public contexts.
535

    

About sixty steles have survived from the later New Kingdom (c.1295-1069 BC) 

which depict veneration of such images.   One example (fig. 198), found by Petrie in 

the first court of the mortuary temple of Merenptah (c. 1213-1203 BC) at Thebes, 

depicts a deceased individual named Ptah-hesy (‘favoured-of-Ptah’) in the classic 

pose of the ‘effective spirits’, seated and holding a lotus blossom to his face in one 

hand, while his other hand holds an ankh – the sign of ‘life.’   The text above this 

recipient of veneration reads: ‘The effective spirit of Re, Ptah-hesy, justified’, while 

the inscription above the venerating figure identifies him as Pen-renut of Thebes, a 

‘guardian’ of the temple in which the stele was found.
536

 

There is no clear evidence of a domestic ancestral cult, such as the pharaonic one 

described above, continuing into the Ptolemaic or Roman periods, but this could be 
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due to a lack of excavations from these periods, and also to a relative lack of 

academic attention having been paid to aspects of popular religion, as opposed to 

temple religion.
537

   One possible exception is an unusual object related to the corpus 

of mummy-portraits:  a small household shrine or aedicula including a medallion 

portrait of a youth, of unknown provenance and datable to the first half of the third 

century (fig. 199).
538

   The tempera portrait is unusual in style, combining a boldly 

linear statement of the facial features, an effective use of hatching to render volume, 

and markedly unnatural proportions in the very large eyes and very small torso.   

There is no inscription, but the sense of an individualised likeness is enhanced by the 

inclusion of writing implements depicted on either side of the head.   The portrait is 

enclosed by a circular border decorated with a wreath motif, the panel forming the 

rear wall of a small shrine-like space, 15 cm deep, framed by a pair of columns.   

These stand on top of a hollow box of the same depth, which could have served as a 

receptacle for the kind of food offerings depicted on its front outer surface.   This 

indicates that the ritual offering of food to an image of the deceased may have 

survived into the Roman period.  

In sum, the various funerary traditions outlined above represent a range of possible 

attitudes to the honouring of the deceased, all of which are theoretically imputable to 

the patrons of the portrait-mummies.   We can now proceed to an assessment of the 

archaeological and literary evidence concerning the use of the portrait-mummies 

themselves. 

 

(iii) The Display and Viewing of Portrait-Mummies 

One significant development in Egyptian funerary practice that seems to have 

occurred during the Roman period was the introduction of an extended interval of 

time between the completion of mummification and eventual burial.
539

   Some 

mummy-labels give evidence of this, indicating that periods of several months or 
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longer elapsed between death and burial (considerably longer than the seventy days 

required for mummification), but there is no recognisable pattern to the various 

lengths of time recorded.
540

   In some cases burial may have been delayed to such an 

extent, in order that the family could visit the mummies of their departed relatives 

whenever they wished.    

Several Roman-era authors attest to the Egyptian custom of delaying the burial of 

their mummified dead for a certain period.   Silius Italicus’s epic poem Punica (late 

first century CE), for example, includes an assertion that the Egyptians ‘enclose their 

dead, standing in an upright position … and worship it;  and they admit a bloodless 

spectre to their banquets.’
541

    The translator of this passage asserts that the last 

clause of this description refers to the ‘skeleton at the feast’ which is previously 

mentioned by the Greek historian Herodotus (c.484-c.425 BCE);
542

  this custom may 

have involved the participants at a funerary banquet passing round a wooden model 

of a skeleton as a kind of memento mori.
543

   However, the first part of the 

description clearly does not refer to this, but unequivocally indicates a devotional 

response to the mummy, which was displayed upright.    

Cicero (106-43 BCE), Lucian (125-80 CE) and Sextus Empiricus (160-210 CE) also 

mention briefly the custom of keeping mummies accessible, whether or not banquets 

were held in their presence.   Cicero ambiguously states that ‘the Egyptians embalm 

their dead and keep them in the house (domi).’
544

   Domus has a range of meanings 

including both ‘home’ and ‘tomb’, while the verb servare can mean both ‘to guard or 

watch over’ or ‘to pay cultic observance to.’
545

   Sextus Empiricus’s reference is so 

similar as to appear derivative:  ‘the Egyptians take out their entrails and embalm 

them and keep them above ground with themselves.’
546

   Lucian, claiming to be an  
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eye-witness, states that ‘the Egyptian … after drying the dead man makes him his 

guest at table.’
547

    

Whether such literary references constitute objective evidence is debatable;  the 

references in Silius Italicus, Sextus Empiricus and Lucian all belong to rhetorical 

accounts of non-Roman burial customs which are presented indiscriminately as 

barbarous in comparison with Roman ones.
548

   However, these authors’ assertions 

are supported rather than contradicted by the available archaeological evidence for 

the function of portrait-mummies prior to burial. 

Petrie, observing how damaged many of the mummies were when he discovered 

them, believed they must have been kept ‘exposed for a long time before burial’, 

perhaps in the open courtyard of the family home.
549

   He also noted that the 

shoulders of many of the mummies were coated with bird droppings, indicating they 

had been displayed upright.
550

   However, the notion that the mummies were kept in 

the home has been questioned in the light of more recent excavations of domestic 

architecture in the Fayum.   In Karanis, for example – one of the more affluent 

towns, and also the best excavated – there is no evidence for mummies being kept in 

domestic space, and the rooms of most homes would simply have been too small to 

accommodate even a single mummy for any length of time.
551

 

Instead, they are more likely to have been kept in specially designed funerary 

chapels, such as the large underground chamber, discovered in a Roman hypogeum 

at Kom el-Shaqafa in Alexandria, which was furnished as a dining-room and from 

which burial chambers were accessed (fig. 200).
552

   Remains of similar chapels have 

also been found at Hawara.
553

   Another large-scale hypogeum was discovered in 

1987 at Marina el-Alamein, west of Alexandria.   Thought to have been built in the 

mid-first century CE, it consisted of a ground-level rectangular pavilion connected 

by a descending staircase to an open-air court, seven metres deep, containing an altar 
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and a well-shaft;  beyond this court was a funerary chamber with two large benches 

cut out of the rock along the side walls, in which a small offering-table and amphora 

fragments were found.   It appears that when this court had become filled with sand 

to a level above the door of the funerary chamber, two new chambers were hollowed 

out of the rock on either side of the staircase, in one of which four portrait-mummies 

were discovered, which had probably all been buried at the same time.
554

 

Thus both literary sources and archaeological evidence indicate that relatives held 

memorial meals in honour of the deceased after mummification, possibly as an 

annual event on the anniversary of death, and that mummies were physically present 

on these occasions.   It is also indicated both by textual sources and the evidence of 

the bird-droppings on their shoulders that the mummies were stood upright rather 

than laid horizontally (as they are often displayed in modern museums);  Herodotus 

states that mummies ‘were placed erect against a wall.’
555

   The upright position 

would have enabled viewers, when standing themselves, to contemplate the portraits 

of the deceased at eye-level, ‘face to face’.   We might also legitimately imagine the 

effect of ambient light on the viewing experience in such funerary chapels.   Whether 

they were fully enclosed spaces or partially open to the sky,
556

 candles or other forms 

of firelight would have been required at certain times by visitors, and such flickering 

light playing across the variegated surfaces of the portrait-mummies would no doubt 

have enhanced a sense of animation in the mummies’ faces, whether these were in 

the form of painted portraits or traditional masks. 

A particularly evocative account of this kind of viewing is given by the Sicilian 

historian Diodorus Siculus, who visited Alexandria between 60 and 56 BCE.
557

   

Diodorus’s description explicitly indicates the kind of emotional experience which 

this ritualised encounter with the presence of the deceased may have stimulated: 

[After embalming] they return [the body] to the relatives of the deceased, 

every member of it having been so preserved intact that even the hair on the 

eyelids and brows remains, the entire appearance of the body is unchanged, 

and the cast of its shape is recognisable.   This explains why many Egyptians 
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keep the bodies of their ancestors in costly chambers and gaze face to face 

upon those who died many generations before their own birth, so that, as they 

look upon the stature and proportions and the features of the countenance of 

each, they experience a strange enjoyment, as though they had lived with 

those on whom they gaze.
558

 

 

The description’s emphasis on every detail of the deceased’s head being exactly as it 

was in life is perplexing – bearing in mind that Diodorus was writing a few decades 

before the earliest naturalistic mummy-portraits were produced (and assuming such 

portraits were not produced earlier), the viewers he describes surely cannot have 

been contemplating the corpse itself, and so were presumably looking at relatively 

schematic death-masks.   It is also unlikely, as we have seen, that mummies of 

relatives ‘who died many generations before’ would still have remained unburied.   

These anomalies may seem to cast doubt on the veracity of the account;  however, 

although much of Diodorus’s account of Egyptian customs (including the description 

of a funeral which follows the above passage) is indeed second-hand at best, there is 

some scholarly consensus that the chapter on embalming, from which this passage is 

taken, is more likely to be based on the author’s direct observations.
559

   The 

immediacy of the final sentence of this passage in particular leads me to accept it as 

such. 

The occasion seems to have been an opportunity, not necessarily for veneration in a 

cultic sense, but certainly for absorbed contemplation of the deceased, even to the 

point of communion with them.  Two phrases seem particularly significant in this 

respect.   Firstly, κατ’ ὄψιν ὁρῶσι (‘face to face’) can be literally translated as ‘with 

their eyes onto their faces’, suggesting that an exchange of gazes took place.   

Secondly, the phrase ‘experience a strange enjoyment’ is an attempt to translate the 
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word ψυχαγωγίαν, which has no direct equivalent in English, but can be described as 

a spell-like rapture associated with communication across the divide between the 

living and the dead.   Most often associated with the grieving process, it evokes an 

intermingling of satisfaction and pain, rather than any straightforward kind of 

‘enjoyment’ – grief, in other words, would have been offset by a strong belief in the 

continuing presence of the soul of the deceased via the mummy.
560

    

Diodorus’s description suggests that portrait-mummies, once these began to be 

produced a few decades later, would have provided their patrons with a strong sense 

of the continuing presence of their deceased relatives, for as long as this was felt to 

be desirable.   At any rate, any cult of the dead still practised in the Roman period 

must have taken place before the burial of the mummy, in view of Petrie’s account of 

the carelessness with which the mummies were eventually interred.   Once the 

subjects depicted ‘had passed out of memory’, the mummies were discarded in pits, 

frequently several together ‘shoved in roughly’, and these crude burials were 

unmarked by any kind of stele or mound.
561

 

 

 

 

(iv) The Function of the Painted Gaze and the Experience of 

‘Reciprocal Viewing’ 

It has already been argued that the Egyptian funerary context of the mummy-portraits 

should be given at least as much weight as their predominantly Hellenistic style in 

arriving at a balanced interpretation of the varying meanings they would have carried 

for their original audience.   A fundamental question remains to be addressed:  to 

what extent were such Hellenised portrait-images required to function differently 

once they were inserted into this new, Egyptian context?   Did their patrons 

contemplate these images in accordance with a Greco-Roman paradigm of 

representation, as precisely representations of the deceased which sustained the 

memory of the subjects in the minds of their relatives?   Or did they view them  
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according to an Egyptian paradigm of representation, informed by the belief that the 

subjects had become divinised, and that the portrait-mummies embodied their 

continuing presence?   To consider the latter possibility seriously entails a problem of 

apparent incompatibility between style and performance:  how could the Greco-

Roman visual language of naturalism, as employed in the portraits, have supported 

such a quasi-animistic function?    

In the pharaonic tradition, the completely schematic style of a death mask was 

appropriate to its meaning, in conveying a belief in the soul’s assimilation to Osiris 

in the after-life.   However, as Borg has argued, the newly adopted naturalism of the 

mummy-portrait would seem to have ‘diminished the magic powers of the Osirian 

form … for which new value might they have replaced the old one?’562   In other 

words, if a portrait in a Hellenistic visual language was intuitively understood to be 

merely a representation of an absent referent and not an embodiment of presence, 

how could it now be expected to perform as a presence?   A mummy-portrait had to 

be endowed with a ‘new value’, or rather a new form of visual potency, so that it 

might retain the traditional function of the Egyptian death-mask as a symbol of 

transformation.   It is my contention that this potency can be identified with what has 

already been described as the most immediately striking formal feature of all the 

portraits irrespective of style, namely the compelling visual focus of the painted 

gaze. 

The formal qualities of a typical mummy-portrait that enable its gaze to perform so 

powerfully have already been identified:  the absence of any sense of depth in the 

plain background, the consequent projection of the depicted face as if onto the 

surface of the panel, and above all its frontality, with the depicted gaze directly 

engaging that of the viewer.   Firstly, the abstract nature of the pictorial space around 

the painted head, devoid of any suggestion of depth, seems to somewhat contradict 

the sense of volume in the figure, which, as already observed, is often relatively 

conventional rather than fully naturalistic.   This lack of stylistic correspondence 

between figure and ground has the effect of removing the subjects from any spatial 

or temporal context – they address the viewer, so to speak, out of nowhere.   This 
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sensation is enhanced by the unvarying and emphatic frontality of the presentation of 

the subject – there is nothing to distract the viewer from the encounter with the 

painted gaze, with its power to initiate a kind of reciprocal viewing experience.    

 

The distinctive character of the expression of the painted gaze in many of the 

portraits has frequently been remarked.   Marsengill, for example, claims that the 

‘large eyes […] convey a sense of deep spirituality and wisdom’ and that such 

‘serene faces undoubtedly calmed the anxieties of the living about the after-life.’
563

   

One possible way to interpret this generic painted gaze is that it symbolises the 

attainment by the deceased of a certain spiritual ideal – the portraits may have 

functioned not only as likenesses of remembered individuals but also as 

personifications of that divinised state to which their patrons aspired.  

 

The portrait-mummy as a conceptual construct, combining an idealised yet 

individualised likeness of the deceased with a symbolic iconography articulating a 

belief in their divinisation beyond death, effectively encapsulates a two-fold, 

human/divine prototype – its two elements corresponding to the Egyptian 

conceptions of the ka and the akh – in a single, multivalent image.   To some extent 

this is comparable to the duality of the Roman imperial prototype discussed in 

Chapter Two – a statue such as that of Vespasian from Misenum (fig. 201) also 

combines an individualised head with a generic body symbolic of divine status.   In 

the case of a mummy-portrait, the painted gaze is the formal feature which 

constitutes the crucial connection between the two elements of the prototype of the 

deceased, being an integral part of the human individual’s face as it appeared on 

earth, yet at the same time giving a generalised expression to the divinised state to 

which the deceased had been assimilated.   

 

In sum, it must be acknowledged that the precise nature of any devotional interaction 

with the portrait-mummies remains difficult to reconstruct, partly because of the 

inadequately documented archaeological contexts.
564

   Nevertheless, archaeological 
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and literary evidence indicates that Roman portrait-mummies, innovatively, were 

displayed, upright, for various lengths of time before eventual burial, most probably 

in specially constructed funerary chapels furnished with dining areas, which 

surviving relatives would have visited periodically.   We may also infer from this 

evidence (particularly the account of Diodorus), as well as the visual evidence of the 

portrait-mummies themselves, that their patrons were motivated to contemplate these 

complex objects for a certain period before they were interred, and that this 

motivation was underpinned by a religious belief that these objects were able to 

embody the presence of the divinised soul of the deceased.   The returning gaze of 

the portrait, in this context, functioned as a potent means of stimulating a sense of 

this presence.  

 

 

 

The Mummy-Portraits and the Early Sinai Portrait-Icons of 

Martyrs and Other Saints – a Comparison of Functions 

 

It remains to return to the question raised at the outset of this chapter, namely 

whether any correspondences can be drawn between the mummy-portraits and the 

early Sinai portrait-icons, not only at the level of technique and style, but also in 

terms of function.   In order to address this question it will be helpful to take as a 

case study a Christian funerary portrait which bears a number of formal similarities 

to both the mummy-portraits and the Sinai icon of Saints Sergius and Bacchus (fig. 

149) – namely, the portrait of Brother George the Scribe from the Monastery of Apa 

Apollo in Bawit (fig. 167), datable to the seventh or eighth century, which has 

already been compared in stylistic terms with a tempera mummy-portrait from er-

Rubayat.
565

   This monastic portrait is particularly closely related to the mummy-

portraits in terms of funerary genre, medium, technique and Egyptian context of 

production.   The question is, can a correspondence of function be legitimately 

inferred from these formal similarities, despite their very different cultic contexts?     
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The portrait of Brother George is one of three portraits of monks, all executed in 

tempera on panel, which were discovered together at the Bawit monastery.
566

   Since 

two of them are named by inscriptions, and all three are depicted as relatively 

individualised likenesses, it is most likely that they were made as commemorative 

portraits of members of the monastic community, their nimbi indicating their 

accession into the communion of saints in heaven.
567

   They are so similar in 

dimensions, technique and visual language that they were probably produced as a 

group, perhaps forming part of a frieze of portraits mounted onto a wall, either in a 

monk’s cell or in one of the two monastic churches at Bawit;  a digital reconstruction 

of the possible appearance of the frieze has been published by Dominique Bénazeth 

(fig. 202).
568

 

 

Within the strictly frontal compositional format the portraits show a similar degree of 

individualisation to some of the tempera mummy-portraits (such as fig. 166).   The 

portrait of Brother George has already been described above;  the portrait of Brother 

Mark (fig. 203) features a leaner face, and a gaze that is averted sideways and 

slightly upwards, while the third portrait (fig. 204) shows a slightly older man, bald 

but bearded, with a powerful direct gaze individualised by arched asymmetrical 

eyebrows.   The backgrounds in all three portraits are completely plain, the first two 

being the same dull pink colour, while the third was originally a green colour which 

has mostly been lost, presumably along with the inscription that would have been 

added to it.
569

 

 

The hypothesis that the portraits were displayed in the oratory of a monk’s cell is 

supported by the discovery of similar portrait-friezes painted directly onto the walls 
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of oratories within the same monastic complex.
570

   Part of one such wall, the east 

wall of cell 12, was recorded at the time of excavation in a watercolour by Clédat 

(fig. 205).
571

   It shows a frieze containing three clipeate portraits of saints, 

positioned above another frieze of busts in the same format representing 

personifications of Virtues.   Two of the saints are identified by inscription as 

Phoibamon and Philotheos,
572

 both portrayed as young and beardless, wearing 

mantles fastened on the right shoulder with a fibula;  the Virtues below are identified 

as Faith, Hope, Charity and Patience.
573

   On the evidence of the watercolour, the 

saints and the personifications seem to have been depicted similarly as generic types.   

Above the portraits were larger-scale figurative scenes occupying the upper parts of 

all four walls – the principal scene in the apse of the east wall, of an enthroned Christ 

flanked by archangels and prophets, effectively interrupted the frieze due to its 

greater height.   Pairs of full-length standing figures of prophets were also included at 

intervals in the upper space of the decorations.
574

    

 

Because of the problematic nature of the second-hand visual evidence, it cannot be 

ascertained whether or to what extent portraits of members of the monastic 

community were more individualised than those of long-dead saints in the same 

decorative scheme.   However, it appears that in both cases they would have been 

displayed in frieze-format at an intermediate height on the walls, between the lower 

dado, consisting of abstract geometric patterns, and the larger-scale figurative scenes 

on the upper walls.
575

   This context of display symbolically locates the portraits of 

both saints and deceased monks at a threshold between the earthly and spiritual 

realms.   This in turn suggests that both kinds of portrait – though they may be 

categorised as belonging to different genres – shared the same function in this 
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devotional context, namely as intermediaries in intercessory prayer.   Moreover, their 

position on the oratory wall close to eye-level would have enabled a direct exchange 

of gazes between themselves and the monastic viewer who aspired to be admitted to 

the heavenly company of the portraits’ subjects.
576

   It has already been established 

that a mummy-portrait, too, would have been viewable at roughly eye-level since 

portrait-mummies were displayed in an upright position.   Hence an exchange of 

gazes would have been facilitated by the contexts of display in both cases, at the 

same time accompanied by a wealth of religious imagery, surrounding the portraits 

themselves, which potentially supported a devotional response to them. 

.    

Another correspondence is of an iconographic nature, in that two motifs commonly 

included in these portraits – the nimbus and the wreath-crown – arguably carry an 

equivalent meaning.   None of the funerary portraits discussed in this chapter features 

a nimbus, with the exception of the portrait of an enthroned young man (fig. 181), 

but many of them, such as that of Artemidorus (fig. 175), feature a gilded wreath-

crown, whose significance in a funerary context has already been discussed.   The 

nimbus in early Christian portraits was not an index of sainthood in a canonical 

sense, as it was in later periods – the one in the portrait of Bishop Abraham of 

Hermonthis, for instance, produced c.600 while the subject was still alive (fig. 168), 

probably simply expressed the reverence of the local audience for whom the image 

was made.
577

   The nimbi which feature so prominently in the monks’ portraits from 

Bawit and the early Sinai portraits of saints carried an honorific significance not 

dissimilar to that of the wreath-crown – in both pagan and Christian contexts the 

deceased is shown as having made a successful transition from the mortal state to the 

heavenly realm.  

 

The respective audiences of these two types of portrait – a monastic community 

unified by a shared faith, and an urban elite about whose religious beliefs little is 

known – were of course very different, and their functions therefore differed also.   

We know, for instance, that Egyptian Christian saints’ portraits were used as 

channels for intercessory prayer – this is indicated by written prayers which have 
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been found scratched into the surfaces of these painted portraits, prayers which the 

monk wished their subjects to direct to God on his behalf. 
578

   There is no evidence 

of any such prayerful interaction in connection with the portrait-mummies.   The 

saints’ portraits may also have served a more specifically monastic function by 

inspiring their viewers’ ascetic endeavours:  a monk in his oratory, surrounded by the 

continuous presence of exemplars of sanctity in the form of portraits, may have 

aspired to imitate them as models.
579

   Such a function would not seem remotely 

applicable in the case of the portrait-mummies.  

 

Nevertheless, the connections in terms of formal characteristics and context of 

display – above all the facilitation of an exchange of gazes – are significant too.   In 

both cases we have commemorative portraits of beloved or revered individuals being 

displayed and contemplated in a visual context which also included other images of a 

more explicitly religious nature – scenes of pharaonic funerary ritual in the case of 

portrait-mummies, images of Christ, the Virgin and biblical and local saints in the 

case of the monastic oratory or chapel.   A belief in the continuing presence of these 

individuals via their portraits, and a belief that this presence could be accessed by 

means of an exchange of gazes, could reasonably be deduced from the religious 

meanings of the iconographic schemes into which the portraits are inserted. 

 

To broaden the discussion:  what can the depicted gaze, and particularly the varying 

directions of that gaze, tell us more generally about the comparative functions of the 

mummy-portraits and early Christian portraits, particularly the early Sinai icons?   

Frontality combined with enlarged eyes seem to be invariable stylistic characteristics 

of ‘heavenly likenesses’ such as the mosaic-portraits in Thessaloniki in an early 

Christian context;  however, the direction of the depicted gaze is not so consistent.   

Of the fifteen surviving portraits in the Rotunda of St George, many have averted 

gazes.   With regard to the group of Sinai icons, of the eighteen faces depicted in the 

eight paintings, nine are shown with a painted gaze which is directed towards the 

viewer:  Christ in B1 (fig. 145), the two warrior-saints in B3 (fig. 151), St Peter and 

the three medallion portraits in B5 (fig. 146), and the two martyrs Sergius and 
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Bacchus in B9 (fig. 149).   In all these cases there seem to be varying degrees of 

potential for a reciprocal viewing experience to be initiated.  

   

The depicted gaze of St Peter, for instance, appears relatively unfocused, as if the 

saint is looking through or past the viewer rather than at them, but this may be an 

accidental effect of paint-loss in the area of the eyes.   The gazes of the three 

medallion portraits in the same icon are more clearly directed towards the viewer, but 

within the composition as a whole they are somewhat peripheral presences, and do 

not serve as the devotional focus of the icon.   The peculiarly direct painted gazes of 

the two pairs of soldier-martyrs, Sts Theodore and George in B3 and Sts Sergius and 

Bacchus in B9, could indicate an intercessory function, inviting the devotee-viewer 

(by catching their eye, so to speak) to address their prayers to them in the first 

instance, although the central placement of the Virgin and Child in B3 and the 

medallion portraits of Christ in B5, B9 and B11 show that the depicted saints are but 

intermediaries, relaying the prayers of the devotee to their spiritual superiors.   

Finally, the painted gaze of Christ in B1 is uniquely – and intentionally – complex in 

terms of the reciprocal viewing experience it provokes, since the two eyes are so 

contrasted with each other in their emotional expression. 

 

To sum up, whereas in the mummy-portraits the orientation of the painted gaze 

directly towards the viewer is almost invariable, and the exchange of gazes this 

facilitates seems to form the crux of their function, this is not always the case in early 

Christian portraits of saints.   In some cases, such as the Sinai icon of St John the 

Baptist, the saint’s averted gaze effectively directs the devotee-viewer’s eye towards 

a superior focus of devotion, namely the clipeate portrait of Christ in the upper left 

corner of the composition.   This image-within-the-image is very small and relatively 

undefined compared to the vivid visual presence of the full-length saint, and so could 

not very effectively perform as the devotional focus of the icon.   Rather, the verse 

from the Gospel of John – ‘Behold the Lamb of God, which takes away the sin of the 

world’ – displayed by the saint emphasises that this is a primarily instructional image 

concerning precisely the act of devotional looking.   The figure of St John directs the 

devotee-viewer’s attention away from himself, implicitly exhorting them to 
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contemplate instead the identity of Christ as revealed in the scriptures.   Christ is also 

manifestly present (albeit in the same, visually understated way) in the other two 

saints’ portraits, B5 and B9, but the more uncompromising frontality of St Peter and 

Saints Sergius and Bacchus seems to invite the prayers of the initiate-viewer more 

directly, so indicating a primarily intercessory function for both these icons.   

Possible interpretations of the diverse directions of the painted gazes in the Virgin 

and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels are discussed in the next chapter.
580

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Technical and stylistic correspondences between the mummy-portraits and the early 

Sinai icons have been analysed in some detail above.   Although there is no 

chronological overlap between the two corpora, the techniques involved are so 

closely related – and the Sinai icons so accomplished in their execution – that it 

seems highly likely that some artists in the Eastern Mediterranean continued to be 

trained in the same Hellenistic tradition of encaustic portrait-painting throughout late 

antiquity and at least up to the reign of Justinian.    

 

Generally speaking, both genres show a concern to strike a stylistic balance between 

naturalistic effects and adherence to schematic conventions, between 

individualisation and idealisation, and this reflects a certain expressive tension 

between commemoration of the historical individual and a belief in their 

transfiguration in the next world which is common to both.   In this connection it 

seems undeniable that the mummy-portrait only assumes its full meaning when 

reinstated in the context of the Egyptian cult of the dead, which clearly continued to 

exert a powerful influence in the Roman period.    

 

Again in terms of iconographical content, the symbolic attributes included in the two 

groups of portraits clearly belong to quite separate belief-systems, although some 
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degree of equivalence of meaning may be claimed in the case of the Christian 

nimbus and the Romano-Egyptian wreath-crown.   The principal difference at the 

level of function is that a saint’s portrait was explicitly presented as a medium for 

intercessory (or, in a monastic context, anagogical) prayer within a theologically 

defined hierarchy:  in the Sinai icons in question, this is indicated visually by the 

inclusion of the clipeate images of Christ in close proximity to the figures of the 

saints (and also by the central positioning of the enthroned Virgin and Child between 

the two martyrs in B3).   There is no evidence to indicate that the portrait-mummies 

participated in any such clearly formulated prayerful interaction.     

However, this is not to say (as Brenk has argued) that there can be no conceptual 

overlap of any kind between mummy-portraits and early Christian portrait-icons in 

the way these images performed.
581

   For example, the portraits of monks from Bawit 

share with the mummy-portraits an evident concern to perpetuate the memory of 

known individuals, and this desire to commemorate was not of a purely secular 

nature in either case, but was itself inflected by the religious culture out of which the 

portraits emerged.   The monks’ nimbi indicate that they were regarded by their 

fellow monks as sanctified, while the deceased portrayed in the portrait-mummies 

were understood by their surviving relatives to be divinised.   Both kinds of portrait 

functioned at a threshold between earthly and heavenly realms, stimulating in their 

audiences a sense of their subjects’ continuing presence.  

Ultimately the most important aspect of the two groups of portraits in which a 

connection can be drawn is to do with the innovative features of the visual language 

which they largely share.   The artists of the Fayum effected an innovative adaptation 

of Hellenistic naturalistic portraiture by introducing into it a greater emphasis on 

frontality and the painted gaze (at least partly derived from the pharaonic artistic 

tradition), thus emphasising reciprocal eye-contact with the viewer.   Although we 

cannot be sure how this adaptation was interpreted by their immediate audience, it 

was clearly taken up by early Byzantine artists in their development of a distinctively 

Christian sacred portraiture.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Panel-Paintings of Pagan Deities from the Fayum 
 

 

Introduction 

 

A small corpus of sacred pinakes, or panel-paintings depicting pagan deities – all 

produced in the Fayum during the same period as the portrait-mummies discussed in 

Chapter Three – has received increased scholarly attention in recent years.   By far 

the most comprehensive and detailed account is that by Vincent Rondot, published in 

2013, which analyses fifty-four panels, most of which are in a more or less 

fragmentary state.   The size of this corpus is considerably smaller than that of the 

mummy-portraits, but this can be partly explained by the fact that they were 

discovered not in tombs but in buildings originally above ground, the likelihood of 

survival being therefore much lower.   It is not known whether such paintings were 

just as widely produced in Egypt at the time as funerary or other commemorative 

portraits, but they evidently formed part of a larger visual culture of sacred art in the 

Fayum at this period.   These panels now represent the only surviving examples of a 

major Hellenistic art form, the portable framed painting on wood, and they also 

augment our knowledge of the Hellenistic representation of Egyptian gods, which 

was previously known through statuary, reliefs, terracottas and coinage.
582

     

 

There is no conclusive archaeological evidence to indicate a precise date for any of 

the Fayum pinakes, neither has any dendrochronological testing yet been undertaken.    

Therefore, an estimated period of production for the corpus as a whole has to be 

deduced from comparisons with iconographically or stylistically related material, as 

well as a small amount of palaeographic evidence.   One surviving panel-painting 

that bears a close resemblance to the corpus from the stylistic point of view is the 
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tondo portrait of Septimius Severus and his family already discussed in Chapter Two 

(fig. 206), which can be securely dated to the early third century because of the 

erasure of the image of the emperor’s younger son Geta, corresponding to his 

damnatio memoriae in 211-12.
583

   Images of a similar range of deities can be found 

on Alexandrian coinage issues from the first half of the second century, although the 

two iconographies, that of the coins and that of the pinakes, do not entirely 

coincide.
584

    Finally, two panels (Providence 59.030, and Etampes) include short 

inscriptions on the painted surface, which have been dated by means of 

palaeographic analysis to the second or early third century.
585

   These various strands 

of evidence all point to a pivotal period of the second century for the corpus as a 

whole, with a possibly later continuation of the genre into the first half of the third 

century.
586

   This happens to correspond quite closely to the period of production of 

the mummy-portraits in the Fayum.   As will be shown, the visual language of the 

pinakes is just as completely Hellenistic as that of the majority of the mummy-

portraits.   This smaller corpus thus provides another instance of the meeting of two 

powerful artistic and religious traditions in a Romano-Egyptian context of 

syncretism.   

 

As for the relevance of this corpus in the present context as a possible source for the 

early Sinai icons, this has been given very little attention in the critical literature to 

date.
587

   Many of these pinakes have only recently been published – Mathews listed 

only twenty-two items in his brief introductory survey published fourteen years 

before Rondot’s study.
588

   Of the better-known examples, it is probably fair to say, 

as Mathews contends, that they have been relatively overlooked in studies of the 

emergence of the Christian icon – they have certainly received much less critical 

attention in this respect than the imperial portrait and the mummy-portraits. 
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This chapter will firstly analyse technical and stylistic features of representative 

examples of the Fayum pinakes and present comparisons with the group of early 

Sinai icons.   Can any significantly close correspondences of this kind be detected 

between the two corpora?   This will be followed by a discussion of iconographical 

features of the pinakes in the context of the religious syncretism of the period, 

including a critical assessment of Mathews’ claim that some of these features are 

significantly closely related to those of early Christian icons.   In particular, 

depictions of the Virgin in the Sinai icons are compared to images of goddesses from 

the Fayum corpus, and the iconography and composition of the Virgin and Child 

Enthroned with Saints and Archangels (B3) are analysed – how does its hierarchical 

arrangement of sacred figures compare to those featured in some of the Fayum 

pinakes? 

 

This will lead to a discussion of the relationship between the portrait of a pagan deity 

and its prototype, which builds on the discussion already begun in Chapter Two by 

considering the role of the artist’s phantasia in the construction of a pagan deity’s 

likeness.   Literary evidence is also considered to assess whether a comparable 

faculty of visualisation played a role in the depiction of Christian sacred figures at 

the period of the production of the Sinai icons.   Finally the questions will be 

addressed of how the Fayum pinakes may have functioned for their intended viewers 

– which entails some discussion of their possible archaeological contexts – and how 

these functions compare with those of early Christian icons. 

 

 

Materials and Techniques 

 

The practice of painting on portable panels during this period is illustrated by a 

unique painted image, dated to the late first century CE, found on the interior wall of 

a sarcophagus from Kerch in the Crimea, which depicts a painter at work in his 
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studio (fig. 207).
589

   The painter is shown seated beside his large, compartmentalised 

palette mounted on a column-like stand, next to which is presumably a heater of 

some sort containing his softened wax medium.   It is not clear whether the tool 

which the painter is holding out towards the heater is a brush or a cauterium.
590

   To 

the right of the palette stands an easel bearing a rectangular panel, whose surface is 

apparently blank but which is already provided with a distinctive eight-pointed frame 

of the sort also found in the Fayum.   On the wall of the workshop are displayed three 

portraits, two in medallion format with decorative borders and one in a square format 

with another eight-pointed frame like the one on the easel. 

 

A number of Roman wall-paintings of the ‘sacred landscape’ genre in the second, 

third and fourth styles (that is, produced between the first century BCE and 79 CE) 

also include depictions of similar-looking panel paintings.
591

   One example is a wall-

painting from the so-called House of the Surgeon at Pompeii (VI.1.10), in which a 

young woman is shown mixing colours for her panel-painting of a herm of Dionysus;  

a cupid holds the panel, which has an eight-pointed frame (fig. 208).
592

   There are 

several references in Pliny’s Natural History to such pinakes (or tabulae in Latin) 

depicting gods individually in a non-narrative format – these could be displayed 

either in temples or private homes.   Specific compositions are not described, though 

several instances of enthroned figures suggest a frontal format.
593

   In one case Pliny 

emphasises the effect of the portrait’s painted gaze:  about an image of Minerva 

painted by Famulus he comments that it ‘continued to face the viewer no matter from 

what angle he looked at it.’
594
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Physical Construction of the Panels, Including Types of Frame 

 

The surviving pinakes from the Fayum can be categorised into two physical formats 

– single framed panels, and door-panels originally attached to other panels or shrines 

which are now lost.   All the single panels originally consisted of a number of planks 

of wood arranged vertically and held together by a frame, although in most cases the 

frame has been lost and planks have become separated;  consequently few of the 

panels remain complete.   The presence of an unpainted border round the edge of 

panels that have lost their frames indicates that the panel was assembled and framed 

before painting began (as also implied by the Crimean coffin-painting, fig. 207).
595

   

Four of the Fayum paintings retain complete eight-pointed frames, of the same type 

as those depicted in the Crimean coffin-painting and Pompeiian wall-paintings.
596

   

In these cases, the vertical planks are fitted into a groove running along all four inner 

sides of the frame, these four lengths being interlocked at the corners by means of 

mortise and tenon joints, and their ends extending a little beyond the corners.    

 

This type of frame, which was evidently used in various regions of the Empire at this 

period, has also survived on the unique example of a framed portrait of a woman 

discovered by Petrie in a tomb at Hawara (fig. 209), indicating that this type of frame 

was not reserved in Egypt solely for images of deities.
597

   On the other hand, none of 

the early Sinai icons has such a frame, although some of them (B1, B3 and B5 in 

Weitzmann’s catalogue) have unpainted borders which are too narrow to have been 

fitted to any other kind of frame than a grooved one, which in Weitzmann’s view 

would have ‘extended considerably beyond the limits of the icons.’
598

   However, it 

cannot be ascertained whether these were of the eight-pointed type or not.   The only 

surviving original frame on an early Sinai icon – that belonging to Christ in Majesty 
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(fig. 210) – is indeed grooved, but its four bars meet at the corners without extending 

beyond them;  three of the corners are mitred, while at the upper left corner the two 

bars meet at right angles.    

 

Another panel from the Fayum corpus, depicting two enthroned deities – Berlin 

15978, destroyed during the Second World War (fig. 211) – exhibited a variant of 

this type of construction in that it possessed a double-grooved frame, the second 

groove probably designed to accommodate a sliding lid.
599

   A double-grooved frame 

is also found in some of the early Sinai icons, such as the Ascension of Christ (B10 in 

Weitzmann’s catalogue), the double-portrait of St Platon and an unidentified female 

martyr (B15) and the icon of the Three Hebrews in the Fiery Furnace (B31).
600

   The 

function of a ‘cover’ in the form of a sliding wooden lid may have been at least 

partly protective, particularly in the case of smaller, easily portable panels.   

However, both the martyrs’ portrait (B15) and the Egyptian pinax in question are 

relatively large (54.2 x 48.2 cm and 62.5 x 59.5 cm respectively) and so less easily 

portable.   An alternative possibility is that an icon’s lid may have served primarily to 

conceal the image until it was ritually revealed.   The act of removing the cover, like 

that of opening the wing-panels of a triptych or pulling back a curtain to reveal a 

cult-statue, would have heightened the sense of epiphany in the act of viewing the 

depicted deities or saints.
601

   

 

Three of the Fayum panels were equipped with a simpler type of frame construction 

in which four separate bars were cut to the dimensions of the panel and fixed to it 

with dowels.   A photograph of one of these, formerly in the collection of the 

Ashmolean Museum in Oxford but now lost, shows that it was the only one of the 
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three to have one of its bars still attached (fig. 212).   This type of frame construction 

is also found in some of the early icons at Sinai:  for example, an icon of the standing 

figure of Christ (B12 in Weitzmann’s catalogue) retains three sides of its frame, 

which has mitred corners, while the smaller version of Christ Blessing (B6) has a 

broad unpainted border containing dowel holes showing where the frame would have 

been fixed.
602

   The icon of Christ in Majesty (B16) (fig. 210) has also retained three 

of the bars of its frame, which bear an original inscription, while the fourth bar at the 

lower edge is a replacement from a later date.   In sum, although this is the only type 

of frame attested in the early Sinai material, the sample is too small to make firm 

inferences about the whole corpus. 

 

 

The Use of Tempera 

 

The medium of all the surviving Fayum pinakes is assumed to be tempera.   To my 

knowledge this has not been explicitly ascertained for each individual case;  

however, in most cases this can be sufficiently clearly inferred from visual analysis 

of reproductions, and from the specific technical and stylistic traits described below.   

This will also provide the occasion to show the range of stylistic variation within the 

corpus and also enable close stylistic comparisons to be made with the early Sinai 

icons. 

 

As already described in connection with the mummy-portraits, tempera is a relatively 

fluid, water-based medium, consisting of a combination of pigment and a binder 

usually derived from egg or other animal protein, applied entirely by brush.   The 

consistency of this fluid can be varied to some extent in order to obtain more opaque 

or more transparent marks, but the average consistency would approximate to that of 

single cream.   Crucially, it is a quick-drying medium – a brushmark is dry within a 

few seconds of being applied, and subsequently can only be modified or removed 

with some difficulty.   The other principal factor in the quality of mark-making 

would have been the kind of brush used.   No brushes have survived from the period, 
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but it can be seen from the panels themselves that different types must have been 

available, capable of finer or broader lines and other marks. 

 

Because of the technical challenges posed by the medium, particularly its quick-

drying nature, a major factor in the training of painters in the Hellenistic tradition 

would have been the development of an ability to depict faces, hair, clothing, 

furniture, and so on in what may be called an abbreviated style.   That is to say, each 

of these pictorial motifs needed to be configured by a series of brushmarks that was 

as economical as possible while still capturing the essence of the form concerned.   

Each of these marks needed to be made with a certain boldness and conviction, 

knowing that it could not be easily modified (as it can be in oil painting, for 

example), and this presupposed a confident grasp of form, both in terms of shape and 

also, to a greater or lesser extent, volume.    

 

Two variants of tempera technique may be compared here with regard to the 

illusionistic rendering of volume (figs. 213 and 214).   In the torso of the figure of 

Harpocrates from Cairo JE 31586 (fig. 213),
603

 a convincing sense of solidity is 

created by means of a relatively elaborate series of cross-hatchings, i.e. repetition of 

small-scale, directional marks made with a fine-pointed brush and relatively thin 

paint, which follow the contours of the volume being described.   The tones of these 

cross-hatchings are also carefully calibrated, with slightly darker marks immediately 

adjacent to the right arm, for instance, indicating shadow, and lighter marks 

approaching the small areas towards the centre of the torso which are left more or 

less white.   That these cross-hatchings were made briskly is suggested by the way 

some of the marks are not separate but appear to have joined up into a kind of 

delicate ‘scribble’.  

  

By contrast, a detail of the throne and drapery from Ann Arbor 88617 (figs. 214 and 

215),
604

 shows a larger scale of mark-making using a broader brush, and a 

schematically simplified technique of tonal modelling.   The cylindrical form of the 

throne’s leg, for instance, is rendered with three tones only, the yellow ochre 
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functioning as a mid-tone, with bold stripes of white and dark brown superimposed 

on this to indicate highlights and shadows.   The pale violet fabric draped around the 

throne leg is rendered in a similar manner, with a range of contour lines of different 

thicknesses in a dark grey colour being interspersed with marks of a paler grey which 

function as a mid-tone, the pale violet being the lightest colour of the three. 

 

These two contrasted uses of the medium are both commonly found within the 

corpus.   Finer brushwork is generally reserved for faces and other flesh areas, with 

broader brushwork confined to draperies and other accessories.   Further examples of 

both techniques are discussed in the next section.  

 

 

 

Stylistic Analysis and Comparisons with the Sinai Icons 

 

Rondot’s study prioritises questions of iconography and contains relatively little 

discussion of technique and style.   However, the analyses that follow will focus on 

the latter, in order to emphasise stylistic connections which may be drawn with the 

early Sinai icons.   The Fayum corpus as a whole exhibits some degree of coherence 

so far as visual language and artistic execution are concerned.
605

   All the paintings of 

the corpus can be dated to a relatively limited period of between one and two 

hundred years, and give the impression of being the products of a well-established 

system of artistic training.   With few exceptions there is an assurance of execution 

evident throughout the corpus, with no instances of maladroit handling of the 

medium, or of miscomprehension of iconographical motifs.   This would again 

indicate that the surviving paintings are but a small remnant of a large-scale 

production of such images, in which techniques and compositional conventions were 

well understood and consistently adopted. 
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In making the following stylistic comparisons between this corpus and the early 

Sinai icons (focusing specifically on treatments of draperies and faces), it must be 

acknowledged first of all that there is no overlap in terms of medium – the Fayum 

paintings appear to be entirely tempera, the Sinai icons entirely encaustic.   However, 

it has already been shown in Chapter Three that encaustic techniques available to the 

painters of the mummy-portraits included the use of a relatively fluid version of that 

medium, producing effects comparable to those obtained in tempera.   The following 

analyses of stylistic aspects of some of the early Sinai icons will show that encaustic 

could be used in this more fluid manner by sixth-century Byzantine painters as well. 

 

 

(i) Draperies 

 

Two examples of details of drapery from the pinakes will serve to illustrate the 

typical stylistic convention in this corpus for rendering folds in light and shade:  a 

detail of the chiton and himation worn by the goddess depicted in Cairo JE 38250 

(figs. 216 and 217),
606

 and part of the white robe falling across the thigh of the 

enthroned deity in Alexandria 22978 (figs. 218 and 219).
607

   In both cases a much 

simplified range of two or three tones are juxtaposed so that the lightest tones read as 

highlights while the darkest, often applied in quite broad strokes, function both as 

shadows and contour-lines.   It is notable aspect of this technique that all these tones 

are applied with relatively liquid colour in calligraphic brushstrokes which are 

unblended and so retain their rhythmic vitality.   In some areas the tonal contrasts are 

bold and dramatic, made with opaque marks, whilst in others the contrasts are more 

muted, with the use of thinner, semi-transparent areas of colour. 

 

Details of drapery from three of the early Sinai icons may be adduced as 

comparisons:  the Virgin and Child (B2), St John the Baptist (B11) and St Peter (B5).   

The first two of these (figs. 220 and 221) show a remarkably similar way of 

articulating passages of drapery to that demonstrated by the Fayum painters, with 

bold, fluent brushstrokes in three tones of the local colour – a highlight, a mid-tone 
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and a shadow-tone – being rhythmically juxtaposed with very little blending.   This 

correspondence in paint-handling is particularly remarkable because of the difference 

in medium – encaustic, being workable for longer, would have enabled such adjacent 

tones to be blended together, but the artists have refrained from doing so.   On the 

other hand, the directional brushstrokes in the Sinai examples also serve to render a 

sense of the volumes of the body beneath the drapery, perhaps to a greater extent 

than in the Fayum examples.    

 

The treatment of St Peter’s robe (fig. 222), however, appears somewhat different in 

technique.   Long brushstrokes of a cool white colour in the upper layer have been 

applied with varying degrees of translucency over a warmer mid-tone ground to 

suggest an almost diaphanous texture.   A similar quality of rhythmic energy is thus 

created, but the marks seem to be more schematically conceived and patterned than 

in figs. 220 and 221.   In some ways this kind of configuration is more akin to post-

Iconoclastic Byzantine treatments of drapery (for example, the tenth-century portrait-

icon of St Philip from the Sinai collection, fig. 223).   Indeed, as already mentioned 

in Chapter One, it is likely that the robe of St Peter is an area of overpainting which 

the 1962 restoration team decided not to remove.
608

 

 

(ii) Faces 

 

The portrait of a Dioscurus, Cairo JE 87191 (fig. 224),
609

 is a very accomplished 

example of the characteristically Hellenistic ‘abbreviated style’.    The Dioscurus is 

depicted as a full-length standing figure with part of his horse visible behind him, 

and is the only surviving fragment of a larger composition which probably included 

the second Dioscurus.   The face (fig. 225) is in three-quarter view, slightly turned 

towards the left, as is the painted gaze.   The flesh tones of the face and neck are 

subtly modulated (as they are on the naked part of the visible leg), while the features 

are very confidently delineated in abbreviated fashion to give a naturalistic effect 

even on such a small scale (the face measures about 4 cm wide).    The flesh consists 

of a patchwork of light hues ranging from yellow ochre to terracotta and pink.   
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Interspersed with these is a darker terracotta, serving as a mid-tone, and boldly 

applied accents of white and dark brown, all of which are evidently applied with 

conviction and energy so as to give a sense of animation to the head as a whole.   The 

hair is yet more calligraphically treated, using the same range of hues as appear in 

the face.  

 

The face of St John the Baptist in the icon now in Kiev (fig. 226) is shown in a 

similar three-quarter view turned to the left.   As with the face of the Dioscurus, the 

combined disposition of eye-shapes and eyebrow angles give vivid definition to the 

figure’s purposefully directed gaze.   The overall face shapes are dissimilar, the 

saint’s cheeks being more gaunt and concave rather than the roundedness of the 

lower half of the Dioscurus’s face – this is appropriate to the saint’s asceticism as 

portrayed in the Gospel accounts.   Otherwise the painterly treatment of the two faces 

is remarkably similar, the features being articulated by a range of fluid, quasi-

calligraphic marks, including very bold highlights on the foreheads, which capture a 

sense of movement and even of light flickering across the features.    

 

A similar comparison can be made between the head of Serapis in Malibu 74.AP.21 

(fig. 227)
610

 and that of St Theodore in the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints 

and Archangels (fig. 228).   The head of Serapis is more frontal than that of the 

Dioscurus, though retaining a very subtle inclination to the left, with the painted gaze 

directed more firmly in that direction as well as upwards.   The treatment of the eyes 

and nose is more schematic in conception, with the eyes more exaggerated in scale 

and more clearly delineated, the curves of the eyelids, for example, being more 

carefully plotted, while the nose is simplified to a wedge shape (with no indication of 

nostrils) which nevertheless looks convincingly three-dimensional.   Again light and 

shade are articulated by means of three tones, the basic flesh colour being the 

lightest, a warm purplish-grey functioning as the mid-tone and black used for dark 

accents (eyebrows, eyelash lines and pupils).   Subtle accents of pure white are also 

added to the eye-balls to increase the visual impact of the painted gaze, and the flesh 

of the forehead area appears remarkably ‘impressionistic’ in the way dabs of slightly 
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lighter and darker hues are incorporated into the basic flesh tone.   The bushy texture 

of the beard is vividly rendered by the same technique.   These dab-like marks 

contrast with the more regular, diagonal cross-hatching used in the cheeks, this again 

being applied with a much finer brush.    

 

The head of St Theodore (fig. 228) is again leaner than that of the pagan god, the 

facial area amounting to a long tapering inverted triangle, whereas the face and beard 

of Serapis approximate to an almost perfect oval with straightened vertical sides.   

The saint’s face is more strictly frontal, and perhaps the most striking difference 

between the two portraits lies in the direction of the painted gaze – while the pagan 

deity’s gaze is loftily averted, that of the warrior-saint is acutely focused on that of 

the viewer.   At the same time, however, both portraits show a similar concern to 

render the volumes of the nose, cheeks and forehead by means of a simplified 

articulation of planes, and a similar technique of tonal modelling (the brushwork in 

the saint’s face is much rougher, but this can be partly accounted for by the 

differences in both scale and medium). 

 

The bust-length portrait of a goddess, Assiout 82 (fig. 229),
611

 displays an 

exceptional degree of naturalism in the treatment of the face, although other details, 

such as the goddess’s delicate necklace and the rose garland draped over her 

shoulder, are executed in the conventional abbreviated style.   The illusionistic tonal 

modelling of the face has been achieved by a particularly painstaking version of the 

impressionistic technique in which few discrete brushmarks can be detected (at least 

in reproduction).   It thus appears closer in style to some of the Hawara mummy-

portraits than it does to any of the Sinai icons, and it is quite possible that this panel 

was produced by an artist who also made mummy-portraits.
612

    However, it belongs 

to a small sub-group of portraits of goddesses, including Malibu 74. AP.22 and 
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Berlin 14443, which share a similar facial type, one which is compared below with 

images of the Virgin in the group of Sinai icons.
613

 

 

The five portraits described above, three from the Fayum and two from Sinai, all 

share the Hellenistic visual language of abbreviated or simplified naturalism which 

predominates in both groups of portraits:  a grasp of the three-dimensional form of 

the head is shown by the use of tonal modelling which is descriptive of volume 

(albeit to a rudimentary degree in some cases) rather than simply decorative;  at the 

same time, facial features, particularly eyes, are usually accentuated by means of 

bold, sign-like brushmarks, sometimes of an almost calligraphic nature, which give 

expression and sometimes a sense of movement to the face.   These formal qualities 

remain quite consistent despite the range of scales on which the faces in question are 

depicted. 

 

 

(iii) The Sub-Corpus of Pinakes Depicting Heron and Associated Deities 

 

As already mentioned, a sub-group of panels depicting Heron and other military gods 

of foreign, probably near-Eastern origin, differs stylistically from the rest of the 

corpus:  these display a more schematic conception of drawing, with no concern to 

render volume.
614

   Rondot’s hypothetical explanation for the stylistic distinctiveness 

of this sub-group is that this group of imported gods brought with them, so to speak, 

a specifically appropriate visual language with which they were to be depicted, and 

the makers of these icons consciously preserved this.
615

   For example, many of the 

gods in this group are depicted in a stereotyped ‘walking’ posture (exemplified by 

the left-hand figure in fig. 230).   In Rondot’s view this may simply indicate the 

preservation of an imported custom of representation proper to these deities.
616

   

(Conversely, the use of contrapposto in full-length depictions of other deities such as 

the Dioscuri (fig. 224) can be recognised as a reliable marker of Hellenistic style.)    

                                                 
613

 See pp. 230-3 below. 
614

 See Rondot 2013, pp. 336 ff. for suggestions as to the geographical origins of this group of deities. 
615
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However, the stylistic comparisons which follow indicate an alternative possibility, 

namely that a distinctively Egyptian visual language was still current in late antiquity 

alongside the predominant Hellenistic one.   This hypothesis has already been raised 

in Chapter Three in relation to comparisons between mummy-portraits from the 

Hawara (more Hellenistic) and er-Rubayat (more Egyptian) workshops.   In the 

present context, this survival of a more or less indigenous visual language is notable 

not only in this sub-group of pinakes but also in Egyptian Christian icons of the sixth 

and seventh centuries. 

 

The most complete panel in the Fayum sub-group is Brussels E 7409 (fig. 230), 

which features a typical depiction of Heron (to the right) in the act of making a 

libation, in the presence of a serpent, assisted by a diminutive black servant.   The 

scroll in his right hand can be seen as containing prayers relevant to the ritual being 

carried out.   He is accompanied by another warrior-god (to the left, also attended by 

a servant) who is identified by Rondot on the basis of contemporary coinage issues 

as Lycurgus, the mythical king of Thrace who persecuted the god Dionysus.
617

   This 

double-portrait is executed in an expressive and essentially two-dimensional style, 

with virtually no tonal modelling of forms.   As in other paintings of this sub-group 

(such as Etampes, fig. 231), the gods’ heads appear disproportionately large, and the 

faces are drawn with boldly delineated features, the enlarged eyes staring back at the 

viewer.   Both figures wear a crown of leaves, the ties by which it is fixed hanging 

down below the ears, and a pale pink nimbus is just visible surrounding each crown.   

The complexion of the face of Lycurgus is slightly ruddier than that of Heron, and 

the facial expression appears more aggressive, with powerfully staring eyes (the 

irises separated from the eyelash-line, unlike Heron’s) and agitated shapes given to 

the eyebrows.    

  

A comparable set of formal characteristics is notable in Egyptian Christian panel-

paintings of the sixth and seventh centuries.   For example, the tempera double-

portrait of Christ and Apa Menas, discovered at the Monastery of Apa Apollo at 

                                                 
617
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Bawit (fig. 232), features a similar composition of two nimbed, frontal figures 

standing side by side, although in this case they seem to be located in (or rather, in 

front of) a rudimentary kind of landscape setting.
618

   The disproportionate 

enlargement of the heads in relation to the bodies is also similar in both panels, being 

even more marked in the case of Christ and Apa Menas, whose heads account for 

almost a third of their whole height.   Although not depicted in an act of ritual 

performance like Heron, the hand gestures of both Christ and Apa Menas carry 

symbolic meaning:  the former extends his right hand around the right shoulder of 

Apa Menas in a gesture of both protection and endorsement, while the latter holds a 

scroll in his left hand (like Heron) and makes a gesture of blessing with his right 

hand.   However, at the level of drawing this composition as a whole differs from the 

Fayum panel in that all the curvilinear forms which constitute the faces and drapery 

are more geometrically conceived in order to form an abstract rhythmic unity.   This 

degree of schematicism extends to the treatment of the facial features – the curves 

outlining the eyes are both more regular and more sharply delineated, their gazes 

appearing less expressive and less clearly directed at the viewer.    

 

Still closer correspondences, iconographic as well as stylistic, can be drawn in the 

case of two sixth- or seventh-century portrait-icons of the soldier-martyr St 

Theodore, which can both be readily assigned to Egypt.
619

   The first, now belonging 

to the Sinai collection (fig. 233), originally formed one half of a diptych or the wing-

panel from a triptych in which he was probably paired with a fellow warrior-saint 

such as St George or St Demetrios.
620

    The second (fig. 234), found at the 

Monastery of Apa Apollo in Bawit, is also part of an originally larger composition, 

and is painted over an earlier depiction of a local monastic saint named by a still 

visible inscription as St Phib (Phoibamon?).
621

   In both cases the soldier-saint is 

presented to the devotee-viewer in the same full-length format, on roughly the same 
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 For a detailed study of this painting and its monastic context see Rutschowskaya 1998. 
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pintles at its right corners which have since broken off. 
621

 This panel is double-sided, the reverse carrying a half-length portrait of the Archangel Gabriel, and 
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scale, and in a similarly linear visual language to that in which Heron and Lycurgus 

are depicted in Brussels E 7409, although the bodily proportions of the saints are 

more naturalistic.   The spear held by the saint in each icon has been subtly 

transformed into a cross.   The treatment of the eyes in the Sinai icon in particular is 

remarkably similar to that of the eyes of the pagan gods, and the painted gazes in 

both icons are vividly directed back at the devotee-viewer, in the same way as those 

of Heron and Lycurgus.    

 

 

(iv)  Summary 

 

It is difficult to assess how much significance should be attached to the stylistic 

correspondences identified above, simply because so few other paintings from the 

period have survived from outside Egypt in good enough condition to make more 

general comparisons.   However, portraits of standing figures which are comparable 

to those in both the Fayum and Sinai corpora have survived from the third-century 

synagogue at Dura Europos in Syria (for example, fig. 235)
622

 and from the early 

Christian catacombs of Rome and Naples (for example, fig. 236).
623

   Both these 

examples, despite their widely differing dates and locations, also display stylistic 

features which can be broadly defined as Hellenistic – the use of contrapposto, a 

relatively naturalistic sense of anatomical proportion, and a treatment of draperies 

which is partly decorative, partly descriptive of underlying volumes – although the 

Neapolitan figure seems a little more schematic than the Syrian one in these respects.   

The treatment of the faces also falls within the stylistic range described above – a 

more or less formulaic application of tonal modelling combined with a sign-like 

rendering of the facial features.   These examples indicate that such stylistic 

characteristics may have been widespread throughout the Roman Empire over a 

period of several centuries, in which case it is disputable whether all the stylistic 

correspondences between the Fayum pinakes and the Sinai icons noted above are 

significantly close. 
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 For the identification of this figure as Isaiah, and the symbolism of light in the image, see Kessler 

1990, pp. 171-2. 
623

 Fasola 1975; Jensen 2005, pp. 50-1. 



 218 

 

Nevertheless, some of the stylistic features of the pinakes do correspond closely to 

those of both the Sinai icons and early Egyptian Christian icons, to a degree that is 

surprising given their so widely differing chronological and religious contexts.   To 

be more specific, it is the sub-group depicting Heron and other military gods which 

shows more resemblances to the Egyptian Christian images, while the rest of the 

corpus shares more similarities with the Sinai group.   Despite the fact that the 

pinakes are tempera paintings and the Sinai icons are executed in encaustic, these 

two groups of artists can be seen to have shared certain identifiable stylistic habits.   

One example of this (also evident in fig. 235, however) is the simplification of tonal 

contrasts, especially in the folds of draperies, to a very small number of tones (often 

three) which are then applied in discrete, unblended brushmarks.   Also with regard 

to the rendering of facial features, the above analyses indicate that the Fayum 

pinakes are in some ways stylistically closer to the early Sinai icons, produced some 

four centuries later, than they are to many of the mummy-portraits produced in the 

same historical and geographical context. 

 

 

 

Iconographic Features of the Corpus  

 

The wide range of deities, and groupings of deities, depicted in this corpus of pinakes 

is indicative of a highly pluralistic religious culture in the second-century Fayum.  In 

terms of iconography, the corpus can be divided into five categories of sacred 

figures, as follows: 

(i) Deities from Pharaonic Egypt, in which a traditional indigenous 

iconography is more or less preserved, despite the Hellenisation of the 

visual language; 

(ii) Closely related to (i) in terms of iconographic signifiers are two examples 

of deceased individuals in divinised form;
624

  

                                                 
624

 One of these, Ann Arbor 88617, has been discussed in Chapter Three, since it may also be 

classified as a funerary portrait – see pp. 163-4 above.   The other, Cairo JE 31569, is in a more 
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(iii) Deities of the Hellenistic world – these are often problematic in terms of 

precise identification, but would have been ‘imported’ during the 

Ptolemaic and Roman periods; 

(iv) Heron and other ‘foreign’ deities of uncertain, probably Near-Eastern 

origin – these are also imported, and form a distinctive sub-group, both 

iconographically and stylistically, within the corpus as a whole; 

(v) Hybrid deities indicating Greco-Roman/Egyptian or near-

Eastern/Egyptian syncretism.   

 

This iconographic diversity is effectively unified stylistically, as described above, by 

the pervasive Hellenism of the techniques and visual language used, with the 

exception of category (iv) already discussed.   The predominance of a Hellenistic 

style is not surprising, given the evidence of the corpus of mummy-portraits also 

produced in the Fayum over the same period.   Thus the imported Greco-Roman 

custom of depicting deities on portable panels brought with it a correspondingly 

Hellenistic visual language, to which the appearance of all these deities, of whatever 

origin, was adapted to a greater or lesser extent.
625

   The only figure in the corpus 

which is still depicted with some adherence to Egyptian schematicism is the standing 

figure on the left-hand side of Moscow 6860 (fig. 237), identified by Rondot as 

Pramarres, a divinised form of the Middle Kingdom pharaoh Amenemhat III (c.1860 

– c.1814 BCE).
626

    While iconographical signifiers have been retained to ensure 

recognition of this figure by its devotees, the use of subtly graded tonal modelling in 

the flesh tones and draperies, as well as the typically ‘abbreviated’ treatment of the 

facial features, are nevertheless characteristically Hellenistic.  

 

One innovative aspect of the corpus is a number of panels which feature the 

syncretistic amalgamation of deities’ identities.   For example, the enthroned god on 

the left-hand side of Alexandria 22978 (fig. 219) can be identified with some 

certainty as Sobek – because of the crocodile in his lap – syncretised with Cronos, 

                                                                                                                                          
ruinous condition, but shares some of the same iconographical characteristics – see Rondot 2013, p. 

260 for discussion. 
625
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recognisable by means of the hood formed by the himation around his head, and also 

by the sickle-like motif at the end of his sceptre.   Another example is the portrait of 

Harpocrates, Cairo JE 31568 (fig. 238).   While previous commentators have 

identified the young boy either as Harpocrates or as Dionysos, Rondot persuasively 

argues that the figure is to be regarded as a composite of both, and that this hybrid-

figure became one of the central members of the Fayum pantheon;  the visual 

evidence of related terracotta figurines supports this claim.
627

   The double crown of 

ivy leaves and flowers is a recognisable attribute of Dionysos, while the finger at the 

lips is enough to clearly denote Harpocrates, though his seated posture, the bunch of 

over-sized grapes, and the accompanying dog are also typical features of his 

iconography.    

  

Such syncretistic amalgamation of deities’ identities was evidently a frequent 

occurrence in the devotional culture of the Fayum at this period, and indicates an 

aptitude amongst the artists concerned for making iconographic as well as stylistic 

innovations in the visualisation of their divine subjects, thus catering no doubt to the 

specific devotional preferences of their patrons.   This capacity for visualisation, 

known at this period as the phantasia of the artist, is discussed later in the chapter.
628

    

 

Different juxtapositions of deities within the same composition would also have 

further refined a painting’s devotional meaning for its intended viewers.   In this 

respect some general correspondences can again be noted between the Fayum 

pinakes and early Christian icons regarding the arrangement of their sacred figures in 

pictorial space.   Of the eight known pinakes which have survived more or less intact, 

six depict a pair of deities side by side in a roughly symmetrical arrangement.
629

   To 

these may be added a number of other panels which have survived as fragments but 

whose original dimensions and compositions have been plausibly reconstructed by 

Rondot on the basis of surviving plank-widths and by comparing the fragments 

iconographically with intact panels – most of these compositions, again, are likely to 
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have featured a pair of deities.
630

   In all these cases the two figures are, or would 

have been, presented as roughly equal in scale and prominence, and so appearing to 

be of equal spiritual status.   This kind of arrangement is clearly also used in the 

Sinai icon of Saints Sergius and Bacchus (fig. 239), as well as another portrait-icon 

depicting St Platon and an unidentified female saint (B15 in Weitzmann’s catalogue), 

also now in Kiev and of similar date (fig. 240).   In both icons, however, it is 

significant that a hierarchical dimension, lacking in the double-figure pinakes, is 

introduced by the inclusion, in a central position between the two saints, of a clipeate 

portrait of Christ (in the icon of Sergius and Bacchus) and a jewelled cross (in the 

icon of St Platon and a Female Saint), thus emphasising the subordinate, intermediate 

roles of the saints themselves in the economy of intercession in which the icons 

would have participated. 

 

In Fayum wall-paintings of the same period as the pinakes, on the other hand, there 

can be found more of a suggestion of hierarchy in symmetrical arrangements of 

deities.   One example is an image of Isis and Harpocrates (fig. 241), found in a niche 

of house B50 at Karanis, which has frequently been discussed out of its 

archaeological context.
631

   An archive photograph (fig. 242) shows that this image 

was originally flanked by a figure on horseback, sometimes identified as Heron but 

more probably (because of the characteristic star motif attached to his head) 

representing one of the Dioscuri (fig. 243) – it is probable that a similar image of the 

second Dioscurus would have originally flanked Isis on the other side.
632

   A 

comparable composition has survived in the form of a niche-painting from a temple 

in Theadelphia (fig. 244) – here, a central, unidentified goddess stands between the 

two Dioscuri (also standing, though accompanied by horses), this trio flanked in turn 

by the smaller figures of Harpocrates on the left and Hermouthis (?) on the right.
633

   

 

A more hierarchical disposition of figures is also implied by the Fayum panels 

identified by Rondot as vantaux or door panels, including the well-preserved pair 
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depicting Serapis and a goddess, Malibu 74.AP.21/22 (figs. 245 and 246).   The 

identities of the deities which these panels flanked can only be conjectured, nor is it 

known whether their images took the form of painted panels or statuettes;
634

  

however, the function of the vantaux was presumably to alternately conceal and 

reveal the central image by being closed or opened.
635

   The two Malibu panels have 

retained pintles by which they were originally inserted into the frame of a central 

panel (now lost), and which would have enabled them to swing open and shut.   The 

reverse side of each of these panels also features a circular hole, about 1 cm in 

diameter, into which handles or doorknobs of some sort were fixed to the reverse of 

the panels to enable them to be opened.   This is sufficient to indicate that the two 

portraits were designed to be visible when the doors were opened, not when they 

were closed.
636

   Therefore, when the central panel of such a three-panel ensemble 

was visible, it was most likely intended to be viewed in conjunction with its flanking 

images simultaneously appearing on the opened door-panels.   The tripartite 

composition which would have been produced by this arrangement has been found 

reproduced in other media.   For example, there are numerous steles depicting a god 

(often Harpocrates) flanked by a pair of agathodaemons (spirits bringing good luck) 

in the form of serpents.
637

    

 

Fragments of pinakes have also survived featuring multi-figure compositions, in 

which a hierarchy is indicated by the differing scales of the figures.   This is clearly 

evident in Cairo JE 31571b (fig. 247), for instance, which shows part of a large bust-

portrait of a god with a smaller-scale figure of a goddess (accompanied by a dog) 
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standing to the left of the head, and a row of even smaller standing figures, all 

carrying weapons, below the bust.
638

   A comparable use of widely differing scales to 

convey hierarchical meaning in the Sinai group of icons is the quartet of winged 

creatures (of which only one is still visible) flanking the figure of Christ in the icon 

of Christ in Majesty (fig. 210). 

 

Many of the pre-Iconoclastic icons at Sinai can be related to the Fayum door-panels 

in that they also originally formed component parts of triptychs.   For example, a 

double-sided panel depicting the standing figure of Elijah on the front and one half of 

a design of a jewelled cross within a mandorla on the back (B17 in Weitzmann’s 

catalogue) is a wing-panel with its pintles still intact, while the fragment depicting St 

Theodore and the decanos Leo (B14) is part of a centre panel whose wings have been 

lost.
639

   This triadic arrangement typically represents the idea of a hierarchy of 

sacred figures in its simplest form, the superior figure being always centrally 

positioned with subordinate figures on either side, and this is likely to have been so 

in the case of the door-panels from the Fayum corpus.    

 

This symmetrical, hierarchical juxtaposition of sacred figures is equally notable in 

Egyptian Christian wall-paintings found in monastic oratories and chapels from the 

sixth and seventh centuries, such as the niche painting found in the oratory of cell 6 

at the Monastery of Apa Apollo at Bawit (fig. 248).
640

   A comparable arrangement 

of figures also plays a key role in the articulation of theological meaning in the Sinai 

icon of the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels, as is discussed 

below.   In a funerary context, however, the central position is often taken by the 

figure of the deceased rather than by their spiritual superiors, and it is the former 

rather than the latter whose depicted gaze engages that of the viewer.   This is seen, 

for instance, in the second-century funerary painted hangings produced at Saqqara 
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(such as fig. 249), already discussed in Chapter Three, as well as the fifth-century 

wall-painting of Theodosia flanked by local saints, from Antinoopolis (fig. 250).
641

    

 

Overall, although a symmetrical arrangement of figures is commonly adopted in the 

Fayum pinakes, this only occasionally carries with it a sense of spiritual hierarchy.
642

   

By contrast, in the Sinai icons depicting more than one figure – the Virgin and Child 

Enthroned, St Peter, St John the Baptist, Saints Sergius and Bacchus, and Christ in 

Majesty – formal symmetry and spiritual hierarchy tend to go together. 

 

As already mentioned in the Introduction, Mathews has claimed that the early 

Christian icon owes more in an iconographical sense to this corpus of pagan ‘sacred 

portraits’ than it does to Roman imperial portraiture.   He notes a series of 

correspondences of iconography and compositional format which in his view 

establishes some degree of continuity between the two groups of images.
643

   These 

are:  (i) the typically static, frontal presentation of figures with no pictorial context or 

narrative content;  (ii) the fact that superior sacred figures are often enthroned as well 

as flanked by subordinate figures;  (iii) the affinity between the military gods of the 

Fayum pantheon and Christian military saints such as Saints Theodore and George;  

(iv) the occasional inclusion of ‘donor figures’, often on a relatively diminutive 

scale, in both groups of images, as well as a few examples of votive inscriptions 

added to the frame or the panel itself;  and (v) the pronounced tendency in both 

groups of images to repeat canonical compositions. 

 

However, I agree with Sande’s general criticism of Mathews’ argument here, namely 

that the significance of these correspondences is weakened by the fact that many of 

these features are characteristic of late antique images in general and not peculiar to 

the two groups of icons in particular.
644

   Firstly, relatively static figure-compositions 

without narrative action were a common feature of Greco-Roman panel-painting, as 
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indicated by the descriptions in Pliny’s Natural History already referred to above. 
645

   

The predominant adoption of frontality in the presentation of the sacred figures in 

both the Fayum pinakes and the Sinai icons is certainly notable, and in the context of 

Egyptian painting this may be considered a major innovation.
646

   However, it is just 

as salient a feature of other forms of Roman and early Byzantine portraiture that have 

survived, notably the mummy-portraits and the consular diptychs.   The same is true 

with regard to Mathews’ final point – the artistic principle of repeating, imitating or 

adapting canonical types or compositions may also be considered to be standard 

practice in the art of antiquity.    

 

Secondly, as stated above, most of the compositions of the Fayum pinakes are not 

necessarily hierarchical in structure.   However, hierarchical compositional 

arrangements of an enthroned figure flanked by subordinate figures did have a 

general currency in late antiquity.   For example, a fourth-century taurobolium altar 

from Athens associated with the cult of the mother goddess Cybele (fig. 251) 

depicting Cybele and Demeter enthroned, flanked by Persephone Kore and Iacchus, 

uses such an arrangement, which was also commonplace in imperial art, such as the 

fourth-century missorium of Theodosius I (fig. 252) discussed in Chapter Two.
647

 

 

With regard to military gods and saints, it has already been mentioned that a small 

number of images of warrior-saints, particularly in early Christian Egyptian icons 

(e.g. figs. 233 and 234), do bear a striking resemblance to the pinakes depicting 

Heron and his associates, but, again, the association of military prowess with 

sacralised power – as expressed in numerous imperial portraits such as the first-

century statue of Augustus from Prima Porta (fig. 253) – occurs more generally in 

Roman and late antique art.  

 

As for ‘donor figures’ in the Fayum corpus, it is difficult to identify any with 

certainty – the only figures which might qualify as such are the tiny companions to 
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Heron and Lycurgus which appear in Brussels E 7409 and Etampes (figs. 230 and 

231), but these are more likely to represent ritual assistants to the deities.
648

   For that 

matter, donor figures also appear to be fairly rare in the early Egyptian Christian and 

Sinai icons.
649

   Surviving votive inscriptions are also very few in both groups:  as 

already mentioned, two of the Fayum pinakes (Etampes and Providence 59.030) 

feature standard inscriptions on the painted surface, while of the Sinai icons only the 

icon of Christ in Majesty (fig. 210) retains a votive inscription.  Mathews argues that 

a difference in tone can be detected between the pagan and Christian inscriptions:  

the former ‘are always in the indicative with quasi-legal overtones,’ while the latter 

‘are often addressed personally’ to the subjects depicted in the icon, ‘with requests 

formulated in the imperative mode’, thus resembling prayers.
650

   This difference, if 

true, might carry significant implications for the way the two groups of portrait-

images were viewed by their respective audiences.   However, as a generalisation it 

is not necessarily warranted by such a small range of surviving examples. 

 

In sum, it is difficult to adduce any more specific correspondences between the two 

groups in terms of iconography, and in fact it is easier to identify significant 

differences.   For example, as Mathews himself points out, examples of erotic 

imagery in the pinakes – the god Min holding his phallus in Alexandria 22978 (fig. 

219), Harpocrates displaying his genitals in Cairo JE 31568 (fig. 238), as well as a 

third panel, Moscow 4233/I Ia 5786, in which Aphrodite is shown revealing her 

breast to her lover Ares – are conspicuous by their absence in the Christian corpus.
651

   

Another difference concerns the inclusion of biblical texts in two of the Sinai icons 

(St John the Baptist and Christ in Majesty), as well as the prominent codex in both 

icons of Christ Blessing – these visual references to the authority of scriptural 

revelation, while typical of Byzantine iconography, have no equivalent in the corpus 

of pinakes.   
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Stylistic and Iconographical Comparisons between 

Portraits of Isis and Mary 

 

The evident facility of the Fayum artists in modifying inherited iconographical 

conventions in order to construct Hellenised or even hybridised likenesses of pagan 

deities in accordance with the devotional requirements of their patrons, prompts the 

question to what extent the same kind of iconographic adaptations can be detected in 

an early Christian context.   The derivation of different likenesses of Christ from 

non-Christian models has already been discussed from this point of view in Chapter 

Two.   Here we shall discuss the emergence of a more or less standardised likeness of 

the Virgin Mary in relation to the portraits of goddesses from the corpus of Fayum 

pinakes.   In particular, what kind of connections can be legitimately drawn between 

the iconographies of the Virgin and of Isis, the latter being perhaps the most 

ubiquitous of goddesses throughout the Empire during the late Roman period?
652

 

 

During the Roman period Isis came to represent above all the ideal of nurturing 

motherhood, and in Egypt was frequently depicted seated with Horus/Harpocrates on 

her lap – not necessarily enthroned, since she herself constituted the throne for the 

divine child.
653

   Thus the divine mother and child are depicted in the second-century 

wall-painting from Karanis already mentioned (fig. 241) – here, Isis is shown, not 

suckling her child, but pointing to her breast as the source of divine nourishment 

which, according to the relevant mythological narrative, Horus needed to survive and 

flourish.   The child himself is typically depicted with his finger at his lips, alluding 

to the same meaning.
654
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The question of how much early images of the Virgin owed to the iconography of 

Isis is debatable.
655

   It is unnecessary, and arguably misleading, to ascribe to the Isis 

cult any direct influence in the development of the cult of Mary, either in Egypt or 

elsewhere, since the roots of the latter can be traced to the canonical Gospels 

themselves and to apocryphal scriptures such as the second-century Protevangelium 

of James.
656

   The term Theotókos (‘God-Bearer’) has sometimes been associated 

with Isis;
657

  however, this particular title is not ascribed to Isis in any surviving 

primary source.
658

    According to Socrates Scholasticus, the title was first applied to 

Mary by Origen (185-254) in the first book of his Commentary on Romans.
659

   

Elsewhere in his writings as well, Origen adumbrated the theological basis for 

Marian veneration, which was further developed by fourth-century theologians and 

eventually resulted in the official declaration of Mary as Theotokos at the Council of 

Ephesus in 431.
660

   Thus the meaning of this title of the Virgin in relation to the 

doctrine of the Incarnation can be shown to be derived entirely from biblical 

exegesis, owing nothing to the cult of Isis (unless perhaps Origen himself could be 

shown to have implied or been aware of such a connection). 

 

This is not to deny that Egyptian artists seeking to establish a recognisable likeness 

for the Virgin may have borrowed from Isiac imagery.   The iconography of Isis 

pointing to her own breast as the source of divine life (exemplified by the Karanis 

wall-painting) seems to be echoed in one of the earliest variants of the Virgin and 

Child image, known as the Hodegetria (‘showing the Way’, i.e. Christ, to the 

devotee-viewer) because of the similar disposition of the figures and the pointing 
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gesture of the Virgin.
661

   At any rate, such a resemblance would surely have been 

noted by pagan audiences, and it seems likely, as McGuckin suggests, that such 

images as the Hodegetria type could have been promoted by the Egyptian Church for 

proselytising purposes, since potential converts might have been attracted by the 

resonance of such images with the corresponding imagery of divine motherhood with 

which they were already familiar.
662

 

 

However, the idea that such iconographic parallels between portraits of Isis and Mary 

necessarily imply some kind of cultic continuity between the two should be treated 

with caution.   In terms of the specific parallel between the iconography of Isis 

suckling Horus/Harpocrates and the characteristically Egyptian iconography of the 

Virgin suckling her divine Child (known as the Galaktotrophousa, or Maria lactans 

in Latin), there is in fact no chronological overlap between them – the latest 

examples of the former are dated to the fourth century, while the earliest examples of 

the latter are dated to the sixth or seventh centuries.
663

   Although the 

Galaktotrophousa images, such as fig. 48, may seem to reflect the innovative quality 

of such syncretistic iconographies as feature in the Fayum pinakes, the ‘message’ of 

such Christian images was not itself intended to be syncretistic.    

 

Elizabeth Bolman has argued that the Galaktotrophousa represents the 

Christianisation of an iconography originating in the Ptolemaic period which 

appeared in reliefs decorating the walls of mammisi or ‘birth houses’.
664

   These were 

subsidiary buildings added to temple complexes from the fourth century BCE into 

the Roman period, and were dedicated to various child-gods, including 

Horus/Harpocrates at Philae.
665

   To the extent that the ruling pharaoh was associated 
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with the child-god to whom the mammisi was dedicated, the royal cult was also 

celebrated in this context.
666

   For example, a relief from the second-century mammisi 

at Dendera shows the ritual re-birth of the Pharaoh, depicted in the guise of Hathor’s 

divine son Ihi being suckled by the goddess (fig. 255).
667

 

 

However, the borrowing of an iconographical motif, as may be exemplified by the 

Galaktotrophousa, does not necessarily imply a continuity or equivalence of 

meaning.   Bolman cites Clement of Alexandria to support her argument that, just as 

the act of consuming the goddess’s milk was thought to enable the Pharaoh to 

assimilate to the young god, and also gave him the authority to rule, the Christ Child 

in the Galaktotrophousa image was also seen to be imbibing divine nourishment 

rather than the milk of a human mother.
668

   However, the reverse has also been 

argued, namely that the Christian patrons in question wished to emphasise in such an 

image the humanity of Christ, who did indeed need the milk of a human mother.
669

   

Since the doctrinal identity and role of the Virgin had been fully developed by the 

time of the production of the Galaktotrophousa images, it seems most likely that this 

is a case of a borrowed iconographical motif (with a universal resonance) being used 

as a convenient receptacle into which a distinctive theological content, concerning 

the full humanity of Christ, is poured – a content bearing little relation to the motif’s 

traditional Egyptian meanings. 

 

 

Isis and the Virgin:  A Shared Facial Type? 

 

Mathews has proposed that early Christian artists in Egypt attempting to establish a 

likeness for the Virgin Mary must have borrowed the facial type associated with Isis 

and other indigenous goddesses in order to do so.
670

   Stylistic comparisons between 

portraits of goddesses from the Fayum corpus of pinakes and the two portraits of the 
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Virgin in the group of Sinai icons will serve to assess this proposition.   The facial 

type in question is evident in three portraits from the Fayum corpus – the first of 

these is Assiout 82 (fig. 229), already described above.   The second is Malibu 74. 

AP.22 (fig. 246), the companion panel to the portrait of Serapis also described 

above.
671

   The face of this goddess (fig. 256) is full and supported by a broad neck, 

the curvature of the jawline echoed by that of the two necklaces below.   The eyes 

are enlarged like those of Serapis, with quite heavy black eyebrows and a deep 

purplish mid-tone used both above and below the eyes to give even more emphasis to 

the painted gaze, this being again averted, both upwards and to one side.   The nose 

is also similarly rendered as a curiously abstract-looking wedge shape.    

 

The face of the Virgin in The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and 

Archangels (fig. 257) differs from that of her pagan counterpart in being more 

completely frontal, shoulders and face both directed towards the viewer, but 

unusually the painted gaze is averted sharply towards the viewer’s right – the 

Virgin’s left eye is also positioned somewhat higher than her right, perhaps to 

accentuate the sense of movement in this sideways glance.   The fullness of the face-

shape is similar, although the lower half of the Virgin’s face is a little more 

attenuated than that of the pagan goddess, and the area including the tip of the nose 

and upper lip is more delicately drawn.   Strong accents of a cool red colour are used 

for the lips, the chin and the proper left cheek, such as are absent from the goddess’s 

face.   On the other hand the distribution of shading is similar, with the darkest 

shadow tones, again of a purplish hue, being reserved for the side of the nose and the 

eye-sockets, the jaw-line being relatively lightly shaded.  

 

                                                 
671

 This figure has usually been identified in the scholarly literature as Isis, who became the consort of 

Serapis, but Rondot (2013, pp. 261-5) has cast some doubt on this by proposing that the pair of panels 

may have been intended to represent two agathodaemons or ‘good genies’ who are depicted in this 

subordinate, flanking role in a number of steles, both from Alexandria and the Fayum.   In most of 

these steles, Serapis is accompanied not by Isis but by Hermouthis (the latter being a hellenised 

adaptation of Renenutet, an Egyptian god of good fortune represented as a cobra).    However, since 

agathodaemons were usually depicted as upright serpents (sometimes with human heads), it remains 

to be explained why the deities on this pair of door-panels should have been depicted as portrait-busts 

rather than in serpent form.   For this reason Rondot’s suggestion seems unconvincing, and I am 

inclined to accept the more usual identification of the goddess as Isis.   



 232 

The third figure from the Fayum corpus exemplifying this facial type is the goddess 

depicted in Berlin 14443 (fig. 258).
672

   Again the face (fig. 259) is carefully 

modelled in a subtle range of flesh tones, with the quick-drying brushstrokes on the 

proper left cheek deftly interwoven rather than blended.   The nose again appears 

both relatively schematic as a form and convincingly three-dimensional.   The eyes 

are again enlarged, and here heavily outlined in black in a manner that evokes a 

traditional Egyptian death-mask, with the painted gaze in this case being averted 

towards the left and slightly downward.    

 

A comparison of this face with the face of the Virgin in the sixth-century icon now in 

Kiev (Weitzmann B2, fig. 260) shows some striking similarities, although it should 

be borne in mind that the latter, according to Weitzmann, has been restored several 

times, the right-hand side of the face in particular has suffered a good deal of paint-

loss and it is difficult to be sure how much of the current surface is original.
673

   

Nevertheless the close relationship between the two faces lies mainly at the level of 

the underlying drawing rather than the paint-handling.   Both feature a subtle turn of 

the head to the left to counterbalance the orientation of the neck to the right, with the 

gaze in both cases also averted to the left.   The eyes of the Virgin are again clearly 

outlined in a dark pigment, and are given a more schematic almond-like shape which 

is accentuated by the repeated curve of the eyelids and the greater emphasis given to 

the whites of the eyes.   Even bolder dark outlines are applied to the contours of both 

sides of the face, and these form part of a graceful rhythm of such curvilinear 

contours flowing around the Virgin’s headdress and maphorion.   By contrast, as 

with the previous comparison, the shading in the jaw area of both these portraits is 

particularly light and subtle – in both cases we are given the sense of looking slightly 

up at the underside of the jawline. 

 

A further comparandum in this context is the sixth-century Egyptian tapestry icon 

now in Cleveland, which features a similarly symmetrical composition to the Virgin 
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and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels, minus the pair of saints (fig. 

261).
674

   The Virgin here is given a distinctly full, oval face-shape, although the fact 

that exactly the same shape is given to the archangels’ faces as well weakens the 

significance of this.   However, the thickness of the neck characteristic of goddesses 

in the Fayum pinakes (and the Virgin in the Egyptian tapestry icon) is not evident in 

the Sinai portraits.   The facial shape of the latter is more tapered towards the chin, 

with a more slender neck (also evident in the medallion portrait of the Virgin in the 

icon of St Peter).   In these respects what we might call the Sinai facial type of the 

Virgin is closer to that of other sixth- and seventh-century portraits outside Egypt – 

for example, the fresco in the Catacomb of Commodilla commemorating the widow 

Turtura, dated c.530 (fig. 262), and the icons in S. Maria in Trastevere (fig. 263) and 

the Pantheon in Rome (fig. 264).   In sum, despite the striking similarities between 

figs. 259 and 260 (which may be partly a fortuitous result of overpainting of the 

latter), the overall correlation between the facial types of the Fayum goddesses and 

the Sinai Virgins does not seem significantly close, and so, as already argued in 

Chapter One, does not support an argument for attributing the Sinai portraits of the 

Virgin to Egypt. 

 

 

 

Theological Meanings of the Hierarchical Composition of 

The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels 

 

The iconography of this painting (fig. 265), whose composition is the most complex 

amongst the group of early Sinai icons, has already been discussed in Chapter One, 

and its stylistic diversity has been discussed in Chapter Three.   However, the 

meanings this image may have held for its original, sixth-century viewers deserve 

further investigation here in the context of theological teachings of the period – these 

will serve to distinguish this icon in terms of meaning and function from the non-

                                                 
674

 Shepherd 1969.  



 234 

Christian devotional images considered in this chapter which ostensibly share a 

comparable arrangement of sacred figures. 

 

Firstly, it is notable that the averted nature of the Virgin’s gaze in the Sinai icon, 

which seems unusual and difficult to account for, is also found in two of the portraits 

of pagan goddesses described above (figs. 256 and 259), but more examples would 

be needed to infer a significant connection in this respect.   Whatever specific 

connotations this feature may have carried, the divergent directions of the various 

painted gazes in the Sinai icon are a significant aspect of its complexity of meaning.   

The composition represents a quasi-courtly setting, like that of the Madonna della 

Clemenza (fig. 263) with which it has already been compared in Chapter One.
675

   

However, compared to the monumental grandeur of the Roman icon this is a 

considerably smaller image which seems to invite a more intimate kind of 

communication with the viewer, in some ways more akin to the portable icon (B2) 

just described.   At the same time it presents a more complex hierarchy than the 

Roman icon, comprising both saints, whose gazes make direct eye-contact with the 

viewer, and archangels, whose gazes are drawn beyond the upper limit of the 

composition altogether.
676

    

 

As has already been discussed above, such a complex hierarchical organisation of 

sacred figures is largely unknown amongst the Fayum pinakes, except for five 

examples (all in a very fragmented condition) which feature groups of military gods 

who are clearly subordinate in both scale and position relative to a principal god – 

the closest equivalent is the fragment Cairo JE 31571b already mentioned (fig. 

247).
677

   In other instances where a central deity is flanked by apparently secondary 

figures, as in the temple wall-painting from Theadelphia (fig. 244), the arrangement 

is frieze-like, without any vertical differentiation. 
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The diversity of gazes in the Sinai icon gives rise, as Charles Barber points out, to an 

ambiguity in terms of a devotee-viewer’s ‘entry point’ into its pictorial space.
678

   

Perhaps, in the absence of any depicted donor or devotee, the space left vacant before 

the Virgin’s throne could be read as an implicit invitation to the devotee-viewer to 

participate directly in the economy of intercession represented by the composition.   

However, the notion of a symbolic ‘internal topography’, which Belting has detected 

in the composition of the Madonna della Clemenza,
679

 could be usefully applied to 

this icon too.   In the Roman icon, the angels in their sky-coloured garments 

represent (in Belting’s view) heavenly eternity, while the figures of Mother and 

Child, depicted in more earthy colours, manifest a divine epiphany within history, 

and a third level in the spiritual hierarchy is represented by the donor-figure (often 

identified as a pope), which for Belting connects the image to the depicted moment 

of devotion as an intersecting point of history and eternity.
680

    

 

Belting contends that such a topographical dimension is found in no other surviving 

icon;
681

  however, the Sinai icon seems to represent a further development of a 

similar concept.   In this composition, the hierarchical relationships between the 

sacred figures arguably indicate a ‘route’ for the prayer of the devotee-viewer to 

take, and the various directions of the painted gazes might also provide some 

guidance in following this.   However, it cannot necessarily be assumed that the 

gazes are unambiguously legible in this respect;  Cormack, for example, asserts that 

the Virgin’s gaze ‘echo[es]  that of the two archangels’ in looking ‘towards an 

unseen vision’, and yet she is clearly not looking in the same direction as they.
682

 

 

Some interpretations of the icon’s composition have emphasised the priority given to 

the Mother of God in a hierarchy of intercession;  Belting, for example, states that 

she is ‘raised above’ the two warrior-saints for this reason, and painted with greater 

freedom than they.
683

   Weitzmann likewise claims to detect a significant difference 
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in the treatment of the three faces:  while those of the saints are more ‘lifelike’, the 

pallor of the Virgin’s face emphasises ‘her unreality and therefore her divinity.’
684

   

These observations are subjective and may be disputed;  it seems to me that, despite 

her being enthroned, the Virgin is not at all raised above the level of the saints, but 

that on the contrary the three heads are carefully positioned in a strictly horizontal 

arrangement.   Also, from making a drawing from the icon of the three faces together 

it became evident that the visual language is relatively consistent throughout – the 

artist has constructed three frontal portraits with a similar colouration and emphasis 

on tonal modelling;  it is the direction of the painted gazes that is clearly a more 

significant difference between them.
685

 

 

So, why is the Virgin’s gaze directed neither at the viewer (as in the Madonna della 

Clemenza) nor raised above the viewer (as in the portrait of a pagan goddess, Malibu 

74.AP.22) but averted sideways?   Before addressing this question directly, it will be 

helpful to relate the icon’s hierarchy of levels of being to the theological teachings of 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (fl. c.500), which exerted a profound influence in 

the development of a fully-fledged Byzantine theory of the icon during the 

Iconoclastic period.
686

   Pseudo-Dionysius articulated a Christianised adaptation of 

the Neo-Platonist cosmological theory of a hierarchy of levels of being emanating or 

‘processing’ from the ultimate simplicity of the Good to the lowest level of 

multiplicity, that of matter;  these emanations he calls ‘Rays of God.’
687

   A passage 

from his treatise titled The Divine Names is worth quoting at length for its 

description of the relationship of the Good to the angelic hierarchy, couched as it is 

in terms of symbolic rays of light: 

 

our sun … by the very fact of its existence … gives light to whatever is able to 

partake of its light, in its own way.   So it is with the Good.   Existing far above 

the sun, an archetype far superior to its dull image, it sends the rays of its 

undivided goodness to everything with the capacity, such as this may be, to 
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receive it.   These rays are responsible for all intelligible and intelligent beings, 

for every power and every activity.   Such beings owe their presence and their 

uneclipsed and undiminished lives to these rays, owe them their purification 

from corruption and from death […] They are understood as bodiless and 

immaterial, and as minds they too understand, although in a supra-mundane 

way […] Their longing for the Good makes them what they are and confers on 

them their well-being.   Shaped by what they yearn for, they exemplify 

goodness […]
688

 

 

This description of ‘the Good’ distributing the ‘rays of its undivided goodness’ is 

reminiscent of the image of the hand of God in the icon, which itself proceeds from 

the lower rim of a mostly invisible dark blue circle (the same colour as the rims of 

the nimbi), symbolising the transcendent Godhead.   Just as the angels yearn to rise 

to the level above, the ‘transcendent Good’, so human souls, on the level below, 

‘strive towards angelic life’:  ‘By means of the angels as good leaders, [souls] can be 

uplifted to the generous Source of all good things and, each according to his 

measure, they are able to have a share in the illuminations streaming out from that 

Source.’
689

 

 

Pseudo-Dionysius, likening the hierarchy of levels of being to ‘a great shining chain 

hanging downward from the heights of heaven to the world below’, exhorts his 

audience to participate in this cosmic pattern of aspiration to higher levels of being 

by means of anagogical prayer:  ‘so let us stretch ourselves prayerfully upward to the 

more lofty elevation of the kindly Rays of God.’
690

   Later in the same treatise 

Pseudo-Dionysius rephrases the same idea in the more biblical language of 

redemption: ‘Salvation … redeems from the passions, from impotence and 

deficiency anything which has gone astray toward error or disorder or has suffered a 

failure to reach its proper virtues.
691

   The idea of redemption from passions lay at the 

heart of the ascetic vocation pursued by the members of the monastic community at 

Mount Sinai, which we may reasonably posit as the location of this icon from the 

sixth century onwards.    
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In this particular devotional context, the icon of the Virgin and Child Enthroned 

should be understood as presenting not a static hierarchy, but what might be called an 

‘upwardly mobile’ one, in which both human and angelic beings are drawn into an 

anagogical aspiration – this upward movement is depicted literally in the case of the 

two archangels.   In the case of the two warrior-saints, the somewhat disembodied 

effect created by the abstract treatment of their robes is unusual in the depiction of 

military saints.   These, at least in post-Iconoclastic icons, were typically depicted 

with a pronounced sense of corporeality and movement corresponding to the 

perceived virtues of such saints – by contrast, it was monks and ascetics whose 

bodies were normally rendered as immobile and immaterial to symbolise their 

achievement of ἀπάθεια (‘passionlessness’).
692

   This apparent stylistic anomaly 

suggests the possibility that the icon was produced with a monastic audience (such as 

that at Mount Sinai) in mind, for whom the exploits of warrior-saints would have 

been interpreted metaphorically in terms of asceticism.
693

    In monastic ‘spiritual 

warfare’ it was victory over the passions (ἀπάθεια), and the achievement of purity of 

heart, which alone made possible a personal vision of God.
694

   Hence the intensity of 

the saints’ depicted gazes could be taken to express that ascetic vigilance which was 

required to repel passionate impulses and so ensure their spiritual ‘ascent’. 

 

How does this interpretation take account of the figures of the Virgin and Child 

themselves?   They take their conventional place at the centre of the composition, 

and this would normally indicate that they functioned as the focus of the viewer’s 

devotion – more specifically, it is to them that the viewer’s prayers would be directed 

in the economy of intercession.   As in the cases of the Madonna della Clemenza or 

the Turtura fresco, one would expect this role to be affirmed by the establishment of 

direct eye-contact in particular between the Virgin and the viewer.   The fact that the 

Virgin’s gaze here avoids this connection seems to put this function in doubt – it 
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 Maguire (1996, pp. 66-87) has analysed the body-types associated with ascetics, military saints, 

bishops, and apostles and evangelists in the Byzantine tradition in general, although he does not refer 

to pre-Iconoclastic examples. 
693

 ‘Spiritual warfare’ was a central task of the monastic vocation, as described in the best known 

Sinaitic text of the period, the Ladder of Divine Ascent by St John Climacus (c.579-c.659).   The most 

relevant scriptural text is Ephesians 6: 11-17 (‘Put on the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to 

stand against the wiles of the devil…’).   For a recent commentary on the Ladder, see Chryssavgis 

2004.  
694

 Cf. Gospel of Matthew 5: 8: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.’ 
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seems to deflect the viewer’s attention away from herself, as if to deny the normal 

identification of her as an object of veneration or petition.   Instead, the viewer’s 

attention is attracted to the reciprocal gazes of the two saints, who thus seem to 

constitute at least an initial focus for intercessory prayer.   In this respect their 

function is similar to that of St Theodore in the seventh-century votive mosaic in the 

Church of St Demetrius in Thessaloniki (already described in the Introduction), in 

which the route of intercession is made clear by means of hand gestures as well as 

the directions of depicted gazes (fig. 266). 

 

However, while this intermediary role in an economy of intercession may indeed 

have formed part of the warrior-saints’ function in this icon, they seem to me to be 

exercising an additional role of at least equal importance, namely as exempla of the 

‘spiritual warfare’ which was characterised in contemporary Sinaitic devotional 

literature such as the Ladder of Divine Ascent (composed by St John Climacus, an 

abbot of the Sinai monastery in the seventh century) as an essential aspect of 

anagogical prayer.
695

   The two saints thus model the stillness and vigilance which a 

sixth-century monastic viewer of the icon would have aimed to acquire.   The 

composition as a whole maps out the cosmological context of this aspiration to the 

‘angelic life’ referred to by Pseudo-Dionysius.   No other icon from the period 

features such a complete spiritual hierarchy, ranging from martyr-saints to the hand 

of God, and the clear resonance between the imagery of Pseudo-Dionysius and the 

icon’s own symbolism indicates a specifically anagogical as well as intercessory 

function for the icon.   Although the precise use of the icon by its monastic audience 

must remain conjectural, it is not difficult to imagine an ascetic viewer reading the 

image as an exhortation, not so much to petition the Virgin and Child as objects of 

worship, but to re-engage in his own inner warfare.  

 

Theological or devotional texts, such as those of Pseudo-Dionysius quoted above, 

which may have informed the possible function of this icon as a stimulus to 

intercessory or anagogical prayer, seem to be largely lacking in the non-Christian 

                                                 
695

 For example, Ladder of Divine Ascent 28, 34: ‘War reveals the love of a soldier for his king, and 

the time and practice of prayer show up a monk’s love for God.   So your prayer shows where you 

stand.   Indeed, theologians say that prayer is a monk’s mirror.’ 
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context of the Fayum pinakes.   Perhaps the nearest equivalent to such theological 

teachings are the aretalogies composed in praise of Greco-Roman and Egyptian 

deities – the best known of these are in honour of Isis and mostly dated between the 

second century BCE and the fourth century CE.
696

   These texts were recited by 

priests of the relevant cult, and sometimes inscribed in stone and set up in sanctuaries 

as votive offerings.   They consist mostly of elaborate enumerations of the powers 

and qualities of the deity concerned, expressed either in the first person (the ‘I am 

Isis…’ type) or in the second person (the ‘You are Isis…’ type).   Both types could 

have had a performative and possibly initiatory function in a ritual context, and their 

recital may have complemented the veneration of images of the same deity.   

However, the nature of the devotee’s engagement with the deity implied by these 

texts seems to be limited almost exclusively to praise and veneration – they give little 

suggestion that the deity (or his or her image) could stimulate other kinds of 

prayerful interaction such as intercession or anagogical aspiration.   Thus what 

literary evidence we have suggests that images such as the Fayum pinakes would 

have elicited a somewhat narrower range of response than sixth-century Byzantine 

icons produced in a cultural context characterised by a rich theological and 

devotional literature. 

 

In sum, the distinctive iconographic features of the icon of the Virgin and Child 

Enthroned with Saints and Archangels, as well as its remarkable stylistic diversity, 

clearly indicate an innovative adaptation of whatever model(s) the artist may have 

referred to, an adaptation which is able to accommodate a nuanced theological 

content.   If the ‘models’ inherited by a sixth-century Byzantine artist can be said to 

include motifs ultimately derived from non-Christian images (such as Isis suckling 

Horus/Harpocrates, or the Dioscuri as possible forebears of pairs of warrior-saints), 

such derivation can only have been very indirect, even if similar images continued to 

be produced in the early Byzantine period.
697

   The meanings, if not the forms, of 

                                                 
696

 The information in this paragraph is taken from Martzavou 2012, pp. 267-71. 
697

 The Fayum ceased to be a centre of artistic production after a period of socio-economic upheaval in 

the third century (Walker 1997a, p. 16).   Images of pagan deities continued to be produced elsewhere, 

possibly as late as the seventh century, the date of a rare survival cited by Mathews (1999, p. 187) 

depicting Anthousa, the tutelary deity of Constantinople.   According to Malalas’s chronicle, Justinian 

initiated a campaign in 561 against pagan cults and cult-images in Constantinople, in which ‘their 
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such motifs had undoubtedly been altered out of all recognition in the intervening 

period by the gradual crystallisation of theological doctrine. 

 

The artist’s powers of visualisation evident in the Sinai icon of the Virgin and Child 

Enthroned raises the question, to what extent can such innovation, iconographic as 

well as stylistic, be attributed specifically to the artist in an early Byzantine context?   

The following section discusses how the creative process in constructing such divine 

portraits may have been understood, both in relation to late antique images of pagan 

deities and the early Byzantine context of this icon. 

 

 

 

Questions of Likeness, and the Relationship between 

Portrait and Prototype 

 

The Role of the Artist’s Phantasia in Constructing the Likeness of a 

Pagan Deity 

 

The theological problems inherent in the notion of producing a portrait of Christ, as 

they were articulated by the Byzantine ecclesiastical elite between the fourth and 

seventh centuries, have already been discussed in Chapter Two.   However, the 

theoretical problematising of what might be called ‘divine portraiture’, or the 

construction of likenesses of deities and other super-human figures, was not peculiar 

to Christian theology alone, but is also expressed in non-Christian contexts during 

the period in question.   A key factor in the making of a divine portrait, according to 

the Hellenistic tradition to which the makers of the Fayum pinakes evidently 

belonged, was a particular capacity for visualisation attributed to its maker, which 

was thought to play a crucial role in making possible an epiphanic encounter with the 

portrait’s prototype.   This imaginative faculty of the artist was known as phantasia, 

                                                                                                                                          
books were burnt … together with pictures (eikōnes) and statues of their loathsome gods.’ (John 

Malalas, Chronographia XVIII: 136). 
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the term being derived from φαίνω, meaning to ‘bring to light’ or ‘make to 

appear’.
698

 

 

The literary source of most direct relevance to the Fayum pinakes in this respect is 

the third-century biography of the Pythagorean sage and miracle-worker Apollonius 

of Tyana (c.15-c.100 CE), composed by the Athenian author Philostratus (c.170-

c.247 CE).
699

   In Book Six of this work the author gives an account of a theoretical 

dispute between Apollonius and an Egyptian philosopher called Thespesion 

concerning images of the gods.   Thespesion, defending the validity of the schematic, 

theriomorphic images of pharaonic art, is critical of the anthropomorphic images of 

deities produced by the Greek tradition, arguing that the assertion of an identity 

between a divine prototype and its mimetic representation (characteristic of 

Hellenistic naturalism) is inevitably undermined by the status of such a 

representation as a product of subjective human artistry.   He suggests mockingly to 

Apollonius that the greatest practitioners of Greek mimesis must have actually taken 

casts of deities’ bodies in order to secure this identity with the prototype, and 

challenges him to justify the claim in some other way: 

 

‘Your Phidias, your Praxiteles, they did not go up to heaven and make a cast of 

the god’s forms before turning them into art, did they?   Was it not something 

else that set them to work as sculptors?’
700

 

 

 

Thespesion thus casts doubt upon the validity of the model-copy theory of sacred 

portraiture intrinsic to the concept of mimesis.   In response, Apollonius does not 

attempt to justify a mimesis-based approach to sacred portraiture, but instead 

proposes an altogether different model of the process of representation: 

 

                                                 
698

 Pollitt (1974, p. 53) proposes ‘intuitive insight’ as an alternative translation to ‘imagination’ so as 

to emphasise the quality of direct vision independent of physical eyesight.   For discussions of 

phantasia in relation to visual art in late antiquity see Pollitt 1974, pp. 52-5 and 203-5; Watson 1988, 

pp. 63-72;  Elsner 1995, pp. 26-7;  and Platt 2011, pp. 321-9. 
699

 Philostratus, The Life of Apollonius of Tyana. Ed. and trans. C. Jones. London and Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005. 
700

 Philostratus, Life of Apollonius, VI, 19:  “οἱ Φειδίαι δὲ … καὶ οἱ Πραξιτέλεις µῶν ἀνελθόντες ἐς 
οὐρανὸν, καὶ ἀποµαξάµενοι τὰ τῶν θεῶν εἴδη, τέχνην αὐτὰ ἐποιοῦντο, ἢ ἕτερόν τι ἦν, ὃ ἐφίστη 

αὐτοὺς τῷ πράττειν;”   (Trans. Jones 2005).  
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‘It was,’ [replied Apollonius], ‘and something supremely philosophical.’ 

‘What is that?’ [asked Thespesion];  ‘for you cannot mean anything but 

Imitation [mimesis]?’ 

‘Imagination [phantasia] created these objects,’ [replied Apollonius], ‘a more 

skilful artist than Imitation.   Imitation will represent what it knows, but 

Imagination will also create what it does not know, conceiving it with 

reference to the real.’
701

 

 

The ‘real’, to which the artist’s phantasia gained access, might be taken here to refer 

to the Platonic idea of the intelligible world, as opposed to the material world, which 

was of a lower degree of reality.
702

   In that case, Apollonius would seem to be 

implying that the great artists of the classical period (and presumably those 

subsequently trained in that tradition as well) were credited with the power of direct 

perception of this intelligible world.   Aristotle (384-322 BCE) had already 

conceived of what he called a ‘form in the soul’ (εἶδος ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ) by which an artist 

or craftsman was guided to produce an object or image.
703

   However, if the 

manufactured image was effectively a copy of a perceived form (whether that form 

was externally or internally perceived), then the operative faculty could still be 

characterised as a mimetic one, and Philostratus’s dialogue implicitly rejects that 

model of artistic production altogether, at least in the case of the portrayal of 

divinity.    

 

According to Apollonius’s speech just quoted, the relationship between deity and 

image did not rely on the mimetic faculty at all, but on a ‘supremely philosophical’ 

faculty.   Indeed, phantasia had previously been an important concept in Stoic 

philosophy.   Zeno (332-262 BCE), in an attempt to establish a reliable criterion for 

philosophical truth and thus avoid sceptical relativism, proposed the notion of a 

phantasia katalēptikē, sometimes translated as ‘comprehensive representation’ or a 

first-hand apprehension of truth, which surpassed discursive reasoning.
704

   

Quintilian (35-100 CE) also emphasised the exceptional nature of such experiences, 

                                                 
701 Ibid.:  “ἕτερον” ἔφη “καὶ µεστόν γε σοφίας πρᾶγµα.” “ποῖον;” εἶπεν “οὐ γὰρ ἄν τι παρὰ τὴν 

µίµησιν εἴποις.” “φαντασία” ἔφη “ταῦτα εἰργάσατο σοφωτέρα µιµήσεως δηµιουργός. Μίµησις µὲν 

γὰρ δηµιουργήσει, ὃ εἶδεν, φαντασία δὲ καὶ ὃ µὴ εἶδεν, ὑποθήσεται γὰρ αὐτὸ πρὸς τὴν ἀναφορὰν τοῦ 

ὄντος ...” (Trans. Jones 2005).   
702

 Elsner 1995, p. 27.  
703

 Aristotle, Metaphysics VII. 7, 4 (1032 b1 and 23).    
704

 Stoicum Veterum Fragmenta.   Cited in Pollitt 1974, p. 54.     
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‘what the Greeks call phantasiai (let us call them visions), by which the images of 

absent things are presented to the mind in such a way that we seem actually to see 

them with our eyes and have them physically present to us.’
705

   This again seems to 

emphasise a relatively passive reception of an internal vision which appears from 

some unspecified source, rather than seeing it as generated by the imaginative faculty 

itself.   

 

Rhetoricians such as Quintilian and Cicero (106-43 BCE) would naturally have 

expressed the content of such a vision verbally, but Cicero, like Philostratus, ascribes 

the same process of inspiration to the visual artist, at least to an exceptional one such 

as Phidias: 

 

The great sculptor, while making the image of Jupiter or Minerva, did not look 

at any person whom he was using as a model, but in his own mind there dwelt 

a surpassing vision of beauty [species pulchritudinis eximia];  at this he gazed, 

and all intent on this he guided his artist’s hands to produce the likeness of the 

god … There is something perfect and surpassing in the case of sculpture and 

painting – an intellectual ideal [cogitatem speciem] by reference to which the 

artist represents those objects which do not themselves appear to the eye.
706

    

 

However, Apollonius departs not only from a mimesis-based theory of sacred 

portraiture, but also from the Stoic notion of phantasia (which the quotation from 

Cicero exemplifies) as the more or less passive reception of an intelligible form such 

as the appearance of a god.   Instead, he emphasises the role played by human agency 

in generating an internal mental concept of divinity.   He points out that the Zeus of 

Phidias relies for many of its characteristics on the image of Zeus created in Homeric 

poetry, and argues that the latter remains a superior kind of image:  Homer’s Zeus is 

presented in many forms and so ‘is a more wonderful creation than the image made 

of ivory;  for the latter is seen only here on earth, but the former is an ideal presence 
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 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, VI. 2.29:  ‘quas φαντασίας Graeci vocant (nos sane visiones 
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dirigebat…’   Trans. H. M. Hubbell 1971. 
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imagined everywhere in heaven.’
707

   Apollonius therefore proposes a synthetic mode 

of visualisation which incorporates every aspect of the god’s identity derived from 

the literary and philosophical tradition, not just its anthropomorphic appearance – the 

resulting image is generated by the application of sacred knowledge as well as sense-

perception: 

 

Doubtless if you envisage the form of Zeus, you must see him together with the 

heaven, the seasons and the planets, as Phidias ventured to do in his day.   If 

you are planning to portray Athena, you must think of armies, intelligence, the 

arts, and how she sprang from Zeus himself.
708

 

 

In sum, the approach to constructing a divine likeness proposed by 

Apollonius/Philostratus emphasises the role of the active, informed imagination of 

the artist.   It is argued that a mimesis-based theory of sacred portraiture is radically 

flawed, because its implicit claim that an image of a god is a faithful copy of the 

god’s appearance is undermined by the inevitable subjectivity of human 

manufacture.   Instead, phantasia is characterised as precisely a constructive faculty 

informed by philosophical insight, in which a personal response to literary imagery 

seems to be involved, as well as the imitation of already existing models.   This was 

not a theory of artistic production peculiar to Philostratus – he is one of a number of 

authors of the Second Sophistic period (which largely coincided with the period of 

production of the pinakes) for whom the endeavour of visualising the divine was 

profoundly mediated by, and even dependent upon, models provided by previous 

cultural production, literary and philosophical as well as artistic.
709

 

 

                                                 
707 Philostratus, Life of Apollonius, IV, 7:  Ὁµηρείου ∆ιός, ὃς ἐν πολλαῖς ἰδέαις Ὁµήρῳ πεποίηται 
θαυµασιώτερον ξυγκείµενος τοῦ ἐλεφαντίνου. Τὸν µὲν γὰρ ἐν γῇ φαίνεσθαι, τὸν δὲ ἐς πάντα ἐν τῷ 

οὐρανῷ ὑπονοεῖσθαι.   (Trans. Conybeare 1912). 
708

 Ibid., VI, 19:  “∆εῖ δέ που ∆ιὸς µὲν ἐνθυµηθέντα εἶδος ὁρᾶν αὐτὸν ξὺν οὐρανῷ καὶ ὥραις καὶ 
ἄστροις, ὥσπερ ὁ Φειδίας τότε ὥρµησεν, Ἀθηνᾶν δὲ δηµιουργήσειν µέλλοντα στρατόπεδα ἐννοεῖν καὶ 
µῆτιν καὶ τέχνας καὶ ὡς ∆ιὸς αὐτοῦ ἀνέθορεν ...”.   (Trans. Jones 2005). 
709

 Platt 2011, p. 8.   Other relevant texts in this respect include the Olympian Oration of Dio 

Chrysostom (40 – 120 CE), the Description of Greece by Pausanias (c.110 – c.180), the Sacred Tales 

of Aelius Aristides (117 – 181), and the second-century Oneirocritica of Artemidorus .   For 

discussion of these in terms of the relationship between visionary encounters with divinity (for 

example, in dreams) and literary description, see Platt 2011, pp. 226-8 (Dio Chrysostom), 253-92 

(Pausanias, Aelius Aristides and Artemidorus).  
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It has already been proposed that the artists of the Fayum pinakes can be credited not 

merely with the Hellenisation of indigenous deities but with the invention of hybrid 

sacred figures not existing before (although the latter admittedly cannot be known for 

sure).   As in the case of the mummy-portraits, there is little evidence to indicate 

what beliefs or philosophical attitudes coloured the reception of these sacred images 

– again a range of responses on the part of their patrons may be posited, from 

uncritical devotion to a kind of aesthetic appreciation.   However, given the 

Hellenised cultural milieu in which these images functioned, it seems reasonable to 

hypothesise that the model of phantasia outlined above could have provided an 

underlying rationale for the artistic innovations evident in the pinakes.   The 

following section will investigate whether this understanding of phantasia can be 

regarded as applicable to the early Byzantine context of the production of Christian 

portraits such as the group of Sinai icons. 

 

 

The Construction of the Likenesses of Christian Saints 

 

There is no direct evidence to indicate whether or not the practice of visualisation 

outlined above was actually followed as a creative procedure by artists in the making 

of material images, either pagan or Christian.   Basil of Caesarea (330-379) 

emphasises the mimetic reproduction of already existing material images:  ‘painters 

when they paint icons from icons, looking closely at the model (παράδειγµα), are 

eager to transfer the character (χαρακτῆρα) of the model to their own work.’
710

   As 

noted in Chapter Three, the term χαρακτῆρ was given a specific meaning by Basil, to 

do with the visual embodiment of the spiritual identity of the icon’s prototype (rather 

than their earthly appearance).
711

   However, this does not answer the question of 

how the likeness of a sacred figure was arrived at in the first place.   A fuller but 

                                                 
710 Basil of Caesarea, Epistles, II. 3:  ...οἱ ζωγράφοι, ὅταν ἀπὸ εἰκόνων εἰκόνας γράφωσι, πυκνὰ πρὸς 
τὸ παράδειγµα ἀποβλέποντες, τὸν ἐκεῖθεν χαρακτῆρα πρὸς τὸ ἑαυτῶν σπουδάζουσι µεταθεῖναι 
φιλοτέχνηµα.   Basil uses this observation as an analogy for the acquisition of virtue by imitating the 

saints.   It may nevertheless constitute additional evidence that Christian icons were being produced in 

the fourth century. 
711

 Basil of Caesarea, Epistles, XXXVIII: 19-25.    See also Marsengill 2013, p. 16. 
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somewhat later account of the theory of icon-production from the writings of 

Theodore the Studite (759-826) provides an instructive comparison here: 

 

The crafted icon modelled after its prototype brings the likeness of the 

prototype into matter and participates in its form by means of the thought of the 

artist and the impress of his hands.   This is true of the painter, the stone carver, 

and the one who makes images from gold and bronze;  each takes matter, looks 

at the prototype, receives the imprint of that which he contemplates, and 

presses it like a seal into his matter.
712

 

 

Theodore’s account, summarising a revised, ‘official’ understanding of the icon that 

emerged towards the end of the iconoclastic period, appears to describe the artist’s 

phantasia as an ‘imprint’ received directly from the prototype, which is then 

transmitted directly into the passively receptive matter of his chosen medium.   In 

other words, the role of the artist appears reduced to that of a passive conduit, with 

little scope for the exercise of his subjectivity (although it is acknowledged that ‘the 

thought of the artist’ participates in the process).   Theodore’s use of the metaphor of 

a seal and its imprint is strongly reminiscent of the mimetic paradigm of image-

creation criticised by Thespesion in Philostratus’s dialogue (discussed above);  it is 

also an analogy which informs sixth-century accounts of miraculous images ‘not 

made by hand.’
713

    

 

In the sixth-century epigram of Agathias on the subject of a portrait-icon of an 

archangel (already discussed in Chapter Two),
714

 a similarly limited degree of 

creative agency is attributed to the artist: 

 

With great daring, wax has formed an image of the chief of the angels, who is 

both invisible and essentially incorporeal.   But it is not without grace;  for a 

man looking at the image directs his mind to a higher imagining.   No longer 

does he venerate something unknown and strange, but imprinting the image in 

himself he trembles as if he [the archangel] were present.
715
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 Theodore the Studite, Second Refutation of the Iconoclasts, 11.   Trans. C. Roth 1981, p. 49. 
713

 See Chapter Two, p. 112 above. 
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 Greek Anthology, I. 34.   See discussion in Chapter Two, pp. 120-3. 
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 ἄσκοπον ἀγγελίαρχον, ἀσώµατον εἴδεϊ µορφῆς,ἆ µέγα τολµήεις κηρὸς ἀπεπλάσατο: ἔµπης οὐκ 

ἀχάριστον, ἐπεὶ βροτὸς εἰκόνα λεύσσων θυµὸν ἀπιθύνει κρέσσονι φαντασίῃ: οὐκέτι δ᾽ 
ἀλλοπρόσαλλον ἔχει σέβας, ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ἑαυτῷ τὸν τύπον ἐγγράψας ὡς παρεόντα τρέµει: 



 248 

Here agency is initially attributed to the wax itself rather than the work of the artist in 

bringing the grace of the prototype into clearer focus – the presence of the angel, 

which was previously unfamiliar (ἀλλοπρόσαλλον), is now enabled to materialise in 

the mind’s eye of the devotee-viewer.   Above all, however, it is the agency of the 

viewer, ‘imprinting the image in himself’, which Agathias seems to highlight.   There 

is no explicit reference to the constructive powers of the artist’s phantasia, such as is 

found in Philostratus.    

 

However, there is another kind of textual evidence relevant to the putative operation 

of phantasia in a Christian context, which has been discussed at length by Dagron in 

particular – namely, the late antique literary genre known as eikonismos.
716

   This 

was a form of abbreviated description of an individual, usually about a hundred 

words in length, which was employed in legal and other official documents, and was 

based on a system of classification of facial types associated with physiognomical 

and astrological ideas.
717

   This form of verbal ‘portraiture’ was adapted by both 

pagan and Christian writers in order to assign a physical appearance to Homeric 

heroes and sacred figures from the New Testament respectively, as if to compensate 

for the lack of visual information in the original texts in which these figures 

appear.
718

    

 

Dagron has argued that a principal motivation for the production of Christian sacred 

portraits from the fourth century onwards was simply to satisfy ‘an immense desire 

to visualise’ the biblical figures who symbolised the faith on the part of converts who 

were already accustomed to portrait-images of non-Christian deities and heroes.
719

   

The cults of martyrs and other saints also required the creation of recognisable 

likenesses for the same kind of reason, whether or not these figures had ever been 

seen by their devotees in the flesh.   However, the ways in which ‘true’ or 
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 Dagron 1991, pp.  25-8, and 2007, pp. 155-78. 
717

 Dagron 1991, p. 25.   For a survey of eikonismos in pagan contexts, see Evans 1969.   For imperial 

examples of the genre, see Head 1980.  
718

 A collection of nine descriptions of Church Fathers, whose composition is dated by Dagron (2007, 

p. 156) to the late fifth or sixth century, is preserved in a tenth-century manuscript (Vladimir 108, in 

the Synodal Library in Moscow) attributed to ‘Ulpius the Roman’.   For verbal portraits of Homeric 

heroes attributed to Dictys of Crete see ibid., pp. 124-35. 
719

 Dagron 1991, p. 25. 
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authoritative likenesses of saints were established differ in various respects from the 

establishment of imperial likenesses (discussed in Chapter Two).   For example, 

hagiographical sources from late antiquity seem to emphasise the validation of a 

saint’s likeness simply by reference to the expectations of its viewers.   In these 

cases, a saint typically appears to a devotee in a dream or waking vision, and is 

recognised on the basis of a portrait of the saint which the devotee has already seen – 

in other words, the dream-vision and the painted image are seen to mutually ratify 

each other.   Whereas one might expect further corroboration to be required to accept 

this mutual validation – an assurance that the portrait was based on historical record, 

for instance – this does not seem necessary in the hagiographical context.   For 

example, an account written by Nilus of Ancyra (d. c.430), in which a father prays to 

St Platon for the release of his imprisoned son and the son recognises the saint from 

having seen his portrait, was endorsed at the Second Council of Nicaea in 787 as 

follows:   ‘this clearly illustrates that it is because he had seen the martyr’s icon 

before, that he was able to recognise the martyr when he came to save him.’
720

   A 

variation of this topos is exemplified by an episode from a life of Constantine in 

which the emperor sees two saints in a dream whom he cannot identify, until Pope 

Sylvester shows him icons of St Peter and St Paul, whereupon he duly recognises 

them.
721

 

 

From such accounts it appears that saints’ likenesses were not necessarily gradually 

established on the basis of prior visionary experiences of devotees, since an already 

existing portrait could equally well serve to authenticate a personal vision.   

Likewise, the visual characteristics which distinguished one saint’s likeness from 

another were not so much derived from any direct record of their physical 

appearance but rather proposed as the signs by which the saint could be recognised.   

For example, it was already commonly accepted in the fourth century that St Peter 

was to be depicted as ‘an old man with hair and beard cut short.’
722

   However, this 

very generalised kind of likeness still left scope for some variation when it came to 

details, as can be seen in cases where portraits and eikonismoi of the same subject 
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can be compared.   For example, the chronicler John Malalas (c.491-c.578) 

elaborated on the appearance (and character) of St Peter as follows:  ‘old, of medium 

height, with a receding hairline, white skin, pale complexion, eyes dark as wine, a 

thick beard, big nose, eyebrows that met, an upright posture, intelligent, quick-

tempered, changeable, cowardly, inspired by the Holy Spirit, a worker of 

miracles.’
723 

 

 

In this example it is notable, firstly, that many of the distinguishing features are not 

to do with the saint’s physiognomy at all but refer to virtues or psychological 

characteristics derived from scripture or tradition.    Secondly, a comparison of this 

description with the Sinai portrait of St Peter (fig. 267), probably produced roughly 

contemporaneously with Malalas’s writings,
724

 reveals that discrepancies between 

these painted and written ‘icons’ outnumber their similarities.   In both cases, 

however, a process of visualisation may have taken place akin to that proposed by 

Apollonius in Philostratus’s account.   The painter of a Christian portrait-icon could 

have referred to scriptural texts (rather than epic poetry), perhaps supplemented by 

eikonismos-type descriptions, as well as already existing material images, as the basis 

for an authentic phantasia of the portrait’s subject. 

In general, the degree of individualisation achieved by both the composer of 

eikonismoi and the portrait-painter depended on the inflection of a general type by 

means of distinguishing details.   For example, the eye-catching flame-like hair of St 

Andrew readily distinguishes him from his otherwise generic-looking fellow-apostles 

in the niche-painting from the oratory of Cell 6 at Bawit (fig. 268).   This is clearly 

comparable to the technique of individualisation by means of hairstyle in imperial 

portraits, Augustus for example being recognisable by the ‘crab-claw’ arrangement 

of his forelocks.
725

    

Over a period of time the collective desire to visualise particular saints would thus 
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have resulted in a gradual standardisation of their likenesses.
726

   It is not clear how 

this kind of consensus was arrived at, or to what it extent it may have been directed 

by the Church;  it might have depended partly on the kind of ‘evidence’ gleaned from 

hagiographical accounts, and partly on the judgement of bishops in whose diocese a 

saint’s cult was developing.   However, once this process was complete, the image 

thereafter had only to resemble itself, and so was no longer dependent on quasi-

historical, verbal testimonies – eikonismos may thus have been rendered somewhat 

redundant as an aid to the artist’s phantasia, although likenesses may have continued 

to be disseminated by verbal as well as visual means.
727

    

As the collections of verbal ‘thumbnail sketches’ of sacred figures were preserved 

and disseminated from one generation to another, it seems likely that they would 

have lost their original ostensible status as testimonies and become used instead 

simply as sets of direct instructions or aides-mémoire for icon-painters.
728

   The 

emergence of supposedly miraculous portrait-icons – whether acheiropoietai or 

attributed to ‘eye-witnesses’ such as St Luke – which were promoted by the 

Byzantine church during the sixth and seventh centuries as supernaturally 

authoritative models for artists to copy, would no doubt have hastened the 

redundancy of eikonismos all the more effectively.
729

  

Of course, the possibility still cannot be ruled out that some saints’ portraits were 

produced from life.   However, Marsengill’s claim that two eighth-century portraits 

of St Basil, one in S. Maria Antiqua in Rome, the other in the Sinai collection, are 

‘likely’ to have been based on a fourth-century portrait done from life simply 

because they ‘are remarkably alike and lifelike’ seems somewhat dubious, 

considering what has already been discussed regarding the construction of likeness 

both in this chapter and in the discussion of the mummy-portraits in Chapter 
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Three.
730

   On the other hand, Marsengill’s other suggestion, that such a close 

correlation between portraits of the same saint might imply the dissemination of their 

likeness by means of portable panels seems more plausible, although we have no 

direct evidence to support this;
731

  still, the existence of eikonismoi indicates that 

even this expedient would not have been necessary to achieve an acceptable degree 

of consistency in the portrayal of an individual saint. 

 

In sum, the construction of the likeness of a Christian saint did not fundamentally 

differ from that of a pagan deity – in both cases the operation of the artist’s 

imagination is likely to have been more or less closely guided by literary references 

as well as already existing models.   However, whether this means that the 

relationship of portrait to prototype was also understood in similar ways, despite the 

significantly different religious contexts, is another question.   Sande argues that the 

two types of portrait-image in question do radically differ from each other in this 

respect, in that the prototypes of the Christian icons (with the exception of angels) 

were believed to have been historical human beings, while those of the pagan images 

were not.   Whereas Zeus, according to literary tradition, could appear to mortals as a 

man, a bull, an eagle or a swan, and therefore could be depicted in any of these 

forms, the depiction of Christ (despite the widely varying notions as to his facial 

appearance) was necessarily limited to showing differences due to ordinary human 

development from child to adult.
732

    

 

It follows, in Sande’s opinion, that images of the Christian prototypes were, at least 

in theory, restricted by a requirement of personal likeness to the same extent as 

imperial portraits.   Images of the pagan prototypes, by contrast, were theoretically 

not so restricted – indeed, the instability of the prototypes made it difficult to 

visualise a god, and some devout pagans objected to images being made of them.
733
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Christian apologists also objected to pagan ‘idols’ partly on the grounds that they had 

no true prototypes.
734

   At any rate, images of pagan deities were perhaps able to 

partake of the less stable, even polymorphous nature of the prototypes themselves.
735

   

This would certainly account for the apparent ease with which deities such as 

Harpocrates and Dionysos could be imaginatively amalgamated in hybrid-portraits 

(such as Cairo JE 31568) which reflected the particular devotional affinities of the 

Fayum audience. 

 

However, this theoretical distinction seems somewhat redundant in view of the way 

the images themselves were produced, since, as discussed above, the likenesses of all 

the principal Christian prototypes, including saints, were in fact arrived at by a 

process of collective consensus rather than being based on any historical evidence as 

to their appearance.   To this extent Christian portraits were just as artificial in their 

construction as images of pagan deities, to a large extent dependent (perhaps 

increasingly so with the passage of time) on established iconographic conventions, 

but nevertheless allowing a Hellenistic artist some degree of creative freedom, if only 

in the stylistic aspects of their depictions.    

 

It should be noted that this mode of constructing likenesses in a Christian context 

was forcefully opposed by some ecclesiastical authorities as soon as images of saints 

became more widespread in the fourth century.   Epiphanius of Salamis (310-403), 

for example, protested in a letter to the emperor Theodosius that artists who dared to 

make portraits of Christ and the apostles on the walls or curtains of churches were 

effectively liars, in that they represented these figures ‘according to their whim … 

intruding into things which they have not seen.’
736

   The appearance of miraculously 

authenticated portraits in the sixth and seventh centuries may have served indirectly 
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to regulate this problematic subjectivity inherited from the Hellenistic tradition of 

sacred portraiture.
737

 

 

With regard to the limitations subsequently placed on the role of the artist in the 

creation of Christian sacred images, the Acts of the Seventh Ecumenical Council 

(787) include a statement which is often regarded as definitive for the art of the 

Byzantine icon, at least in the post-iconoclastic period: 

 

The making of icons is not the invention of painters, but [expresses] the 

approved legislation of the Catholic Church […] The conception and the 

tradition are therefore theirs and not of the painter;  for the painter’s domain is 

limited to his art, whereas the disposition manifestly pertains to the Holy 

Fathers.
738

 

 

One implication of this statement is that the role of the painter’s craft – his visual 

language and technique – was, by the eighth century, thought to be negligible with 

respect to the meaning of an icon, which was precisely a matter of its iconographic 

content, and as such had been pre-determined by theologians.   This may indeed be 

true of many or most Byzantine icons of the post-iconoclastic period, insofar as 

visual language and technique became more prescribed.   However, the edict itself 

might be taken as implying the persistence of an alternative, much older view 

concerning the artist’s powers of visualisation, which has been outlined above and is 

exemplified by texts such as Cicero’s remarks on the Zeus of Phidias, and 

Philostratus’s dialogue between Apollonius and Thespesion.   The ineluctable 

subjectivity associated with this late antique understanding of phantasia was 

ultimately rejected (at least in theory) by the Byzantine Church, whose final 

justification of the icon (as represented by the record of the Seventh Ecumenical 

Council) involved distancing itself once and for all from the pre-Christian, Greco-

Roman paradigm of the making of sacred portraits. 

 

In any case, however, the edict would seem to represent a profound under-estimation 

of the capacity of the formal qualities of an icon – that is, its maker’s artistic 
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decisions – to affect the viewer’s response to the image.   This is all the more true in 

the pre-Iconoclastic period, when Christian portraiture had not yet detached itself 

from the techniques, formal conventions and theoretical paradigms of the Greco-

Roman tradition of portraiture, within which it first emerged.   As Agathias’s 

epigram succinctly describes, the devotional response which an icon could evoke 

remained inextricably linked to the creative handling of materials which constituted 

the ‘painter’s domain.’    

 

In sum, the production of devotional portraits of pagan deities and Christian saints 

followed similar artistic procedures.   However, it is in the reception and use of the 

images by their respective audiences of devotees that significant differences are more 

likely to be found – this question of function and audience is the subject of the next 

section. 

 

 

 

The Possible Functions of the Fayum Pinakes  
 
 

Archaeological Contexts 

 

The question of the precise function of the Fayum pinakes depends largely on the 

contexts in which they were used – temples, private chapels or homes – hence the 

importance of their archaeological find-spots.   However, many of them were not 

discovered during official excavations, and their find-spots remain unknown.   

Roughly half of the panels come from a named site, but in many of these cases (for 

example, the excavations carried out at Tebtunis by Grenfell and Hunt in 1899-1900 

and by Rubensohn in 1902) the documentation is imprecise as to the location and 

type of building in which they were found.
739

   In fact, only nine of the paintings 

have a fully documented archaeological provenance, and even in the most 

comprehensively documented of these cases the context given is inevitably where the 

panel was abandoned, not where it was used – this is clearly a major hindrance to the 
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interpretation of their function.
740

   Paintings with well-preserved iconographies, 

such as Ann Arbor 88617, Cairo JE 38250 and Moscow 6860, are of unknown 

provenance, and this must put in doubt any assumptions as to the role and theological 

significance of the depicted deities in any particular local context.   A lack of precise 

provenance also prevents a clear appraisal of the use of each icon, whether as cult 

object or votive offering.   Rondot rightly urges particular caution on the question of 

whether a ‘domestic’ context can be established for any particular panel.   Mathews 

asserts that four of the best-documented examples were found in ‘houses’, but in fact 

the original use of such buildings – whether private or some kind of communal cult-

site – cannot be determined simply on the basis of their physical size or design.
741

    

 

 

Cult Objects and/or Votive Offerings? 

 

Nevertheless, given that the corpus of pinakes, with its nuanced iconographic 

complexity and stylistic sophistication, indicates a high degree of local 

differentiation in devotional affiliation and cultic practice at the time, it is tempting 

to wish to visualise how different members of the community of patrons would have 

used these images, which seem to reflect the hopes and concerns of individuals or 

households, whether they were placed in a tomb, offered at a temple or shrine or 

acquired for display on a domestic altar.
742

   Some of the pinakes could have 

functioned as objects of worship, others as votive offerings, or the same image could 

even have functioned in both of these ways on different occasions.    

 

There is some literary evidence, albeit undetailed, for the veneration of cult-images 

in a domestic context.   A fifth-century Coptic panegyric in honour of Macarius of 

Tkôw briefly describes some villagers who ‘worship an idol called Kothos which is 

mounted in the niches of their houses.   And when they go inside their doors, they are 

                                                 
740

 Ibid., p. 27. 
741

 Mathews 2001, p. 175; Rondot 2013, p. 32. 
742

 As argued by Frankfurter 2012, p. 322. 



 257 

accustomed to bow down their head and worship him.’
743

   This kind of private 

gesture of veneration is also indicated in a letter included in a second-century 

papyrus from Oxyrhynchus, whose author describes himself as performing 

‘devotions [proskynēma] before the god, the […] Lord Serapis.’
744

   Proskynēma, 

etymologically related to proskynēsis, may have involved a combination of formal 

utterance and gesture, as well as perhaps some kind of simple offering.
745

 

 

Further basic ingredients of image-veneration – candles or lamps lit in front of the 

image, and garlands or flowers presented to it – can also be inferred from 

descriptions in Christian texts, in which the same acts of veneration on the part of 

Christian devotees are criticised precisely for being typical of pagan practice.   For 

example, Irenaeus describes how Marcellina, leader of the Carpocratian sect in Rome 

during the papacy of Anicetus (c.154-66), venerated icons of Christ on which she 

hung wreaths and ‘observed other rites that are just like those of the pagans.’
746

   In 

an episode from the second-century Acts of John (already mentioned in Chapter 

Three)
747

 the praetor Lycomedes keeps a portrait of his patron, the apostle John, in 

his bedroom and venerates it by decorating it with garlands and lighting candles 

before it.   When John himself discovers the portrait, he censures his disciple for 

reverting to pagan customs. 

 

There is also a slender amount of evidence to support the hypothesis that the Fayum 

pinakes could have functioned as cult-objects in much the same way as statues in 

niches, either in homes or temples.   In the case of Alexandria 22978 (fig. 219), the 

find-spot was recorded as the first court inside the temenos (sacred precinct) of the 

Temple of Soknebtynis in Tebtunis;  the identities of the two deities depicted 

(Soknebtynis/Cronos and Min) are confirmed by a chapter from a priestly manual of 

the period known as the Book of the Fayum, which lists the deities worshipped at 
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each cultic location in the region.
748

    Thus this painting provides perhaps the most 

likely example within the corpus of such an image playing a role in temple ritual.
749

    

 

Evidence for the panel-paintings serving as votive offerings is also somewhat 

meagre.   Two of the surviving panels (Etampes and Providence 59.030) bear Greek 

inscriptions typical of votive images – in the case of the Etampes panel we know the 

name of the donor, which is written above Heron’s shoulder:  Παθῆβ[ι]ς Ἑριέως ἐπ’ 

ἀγαθῷ (‘Pathebis, son of Hereios, for a benefit’).   Sande argues that the numerous 

pinakes depicted in Roman wall-paintings are most often shown not as objects of 

worship in themselves, but votive gifts to a deity venerated in the form of a statue, 

sacred stone or pillar.
750

   However, the majority of these do not depict deities, and so 

may have been expected to have a different function.
751

   Some close parallels to the 

iconography of the Fayum pinakes are provided by lararia (small domestic shrines) 

with painted back walls preserved at Pompeii, on which are depicted standing or 

seated deities with the same frontality of pose.   In the example from the House of 

the Vettii (fig. 269), two lares or guardian deities flank the togate figure of the 

Genius of the paterfamilias, who holds a libation bowl and incense box, his head 

covered as if for sacrifice.
752

   Sande speculates that the Fayum pinakes could have 

been displayed in such lararia, in which case they may have functioned as cult-

objects in their own right.
753

   However, as already stated, the find-spots of most of 

the panel-paintings are not known, and so this possibility remains conjectural. 

 

Likewise, the probable function of the early Sinai icons as votive offerings to the 

Sinai monastery does not rule out their performing other roles beside this, and as has 

already been argued in Chapters Two and Three, the potential functions of Christian 
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icons at this period were considerably more various than those of the Fayum pinakes 

are likely to have been.   In the case of the panels depicting Heron and St Theodore 

discussed above (figs. 230, 231, 233 and 234), for example, it is quite possible that 

both pagan and Christian devotees appealed to such ‘sacred warriors’ for divine 

protection.   However, images of warrior-saints displayed in a monastic context, such 

as fig. 233, may have been interpreted metaphorically in relation to the monastic 

practice of spiritual warfare (as the quotation from John Climacus above suggests),
754

 

and so additionally served as an exhortation to spiritual imitation.    

 

As with the mummy-portraits, the predominant use of frontality in the depiction of 

both the Fayum deities and the Sinai figures is particularly noteworthy, not this time 

as an example of any special correspondence between the two corpora but because it 

may paradoxically highlight a fundamental difference concerning the use of the 

portraits in relation to prayer.   It is not known whether the Fayum audience believed 

they could actually communicate with the deities they worshipped via their images.   

However, there is no textual evidence with respect to the Fayum pinakes which can 

be cited as any kind of equivalent to the epigram of Agathias, which clearly indicates 

that early Christian icons could serve as a visual aid to prayer:    

 

[…] a man looking at the image directs his mind to a higher imagining. 

No longer does he venerate something unknown and strange, but imprinting the 

image in himself he trembles as if he [the archangel] were present. 

His gaze stimulates deep thought – and so the art of colours is able to transmit 

the prayer of the soul.
755

 

 

The final sentence of the epigram, as already discussed, also suggests that the icon’s 

specific function of stimulating and channelling a prayerful response can be related 

to the depicted gaze of the portrait’s subject.   As already discussed in relation to the 

Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels, it is not simply the frontal 

presentation of a sacred figure which serves to invite a direct interaction with the 

prototype, but the fact that the figure’s depicted gaze directly engages the viewer’s 
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gaze.   It seems significant in this respect that, as already noted, half of the faces 

depicted in the eight Sinai icons have a painted gaze directed towards the viewer.
756

   

By contrast, the Fayum corpus contains forty-seven depictions of faces in which the 

direction of the painted gaze can be discerned – of these, twelve appear to have a 

gaze directed towards the viewer, that is to say roughly a quarter of the total.   The 

relative frequency of direct painted gazes in the group of Sinai icons (itself typical of 

pre-Iconoclastic Christian portraits) arguably aligns them more closely than the 

Fayum pinakes to the mummy-portraits, in which, as already argued in Chapter 

Three, the direct painted gaze seems to be a crucial aspect of their function.    

 

 

Conclusions 

 

It has been shown that there are various striking similarities between the Fayum 

pinakes and the early Sinai icons in terms of technique and visual language.   Firstly, 

there are notable correspondences in their physical construction and methods of 

framing, as described above.   A relatively sophisticated kind of frame, found in both 

groups, designed to accommodate a removable cover or lid, is more specifically 

relevant as a connection, since it suggests that the function of such a lid may have 

been ritualistic as well as protective.   Another physical format shared by both groups 

of objects is that of a central image (which in the pagan context could have been a 

three-dimensional figure instead of a painting) flanked by a pair of ‘door-panels’ or 

‘triptych-wings’.    

 

Secondly, stylistic comparisons between the two groups have also revealed some 

significant correspondences, summarised above.   Some of the more schematic of the 

pinakes, such as those of Heron and his associates, show a closer stylistic 

resemblance to Egyptian Christian icons (also painted in tempera), while those 

employing a more naturalistic Hellenistic style can be related more closely to the 

early Sinai icons in encaustic, despite the difference in medium in the latter case.   In 

both sets of comparisons, such connections are being made across a chronological 
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gap of some four or five centuries, with an unfortunate dearth of material evidence 

from Egypt for the intervening period.   Nevertheless, it seems a reasonable inference 

that the artists of the early Egyptian and early Sinai icons were trained in the same 

painterly techniques as those of the Fayum pinakes.   Whether this can be taken as 

evidence to support the argument that the Sinai icons were themselves produced in 

Egypt is another question, since it depends on how widespread the same techniques 

and stylistic features were outside an Egyptian context, and there is too little 

surviving material from which to draw definitive conclusions. 

 

In sum, the Hellenistic tradition of sacred pinakes, panel-paintings depicting pagan 

deities without narrative content, may be seen as a parallel artistic phenomenon to 

that of the emerging Christian icon, rather than a source for it.
757

   On the one hand, 

the panel-painting as a specific vehicle for devotional imagery was clearly taken up 

by Christian converts willing to maintain the traditional use of this particular type of 

artefact for the purposes of veneration.   With regard to iconographical parallels, 

however, the idea of direct correspondences between the two groups of images is less 

convincing – the general claims made by Mathews in this respect are largely over-

stated.   Instances of apparently direct iconographical borrowing, such as the Virgin 

Galaktotrophousa discussed above, are not surprising in the context of the gradual 

Christianisation of Egypt during the period in question, and may even have been 

undertaken with deliberate proselytising intent.   Nevertheless, the adoption of a 

certain motif or compositional format does not necessarily imply a continuity of 

meaning for that motif or format in its new theological context.   Similarly, the 

likenesses of Christian sacred figures are akin to those of pagan deities in that they 

were ultimately determined by the kind of socio-religious consensus described by 

Dagron.
758

   At the same time, however, images of Christian sacred figures were 

believed to be true likenesses of historical human beings, and to this extent would 

appear to belong, at least conceptually, to the Greco-Roman tradition of portraiture 

of historical figures, unlike the images of pagan deities. 
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The capacity of theological texts such as those of Pseudo-Dionysius to illuminate a 

visual articulation of Christian hierarchy such as the Virgin and Child Enthroned 

with Saints and Archangels serves to reinforce the argument made in previous 

chapters that early Christian icons could function as sites for prayer – both 

intercessory and anagogical in the case of this example – in ways not paralleled by 

any of the non-Christian genres of sacred portrait discussed.   There is no literary 

evidence to support the idea of such a function being applicable to the Fayum 

pinakes, even though a small number of compositions of that corpus also seem to 

articulate a spiritual hierarchy. 

 

Arguably the most important common element in the production of both pagan and 

Christian sacred figures during the period in question was the exercise of the artist’s 

phantasia.   The Fayum pinakes demonstrate the revitalising of an ancient 

iconographic tradition of sacred portraiture through the introduction of the 

techniques of Hellenistic panel-painting, their innovations being not limited to 

stylistic adaptation, but also extending to a kind of iconographic hybridisation in 

which new, syncretised deities seem to have been invented, presumably in response 

to the particular devotional requirements of their patrons.   These radical 

modifications of well-established iconographic conventions (perhaps partly inspired 

by reference to literary sources, for instance, as suggested by the model of phantasia 

articulated by Philostratus) may be attributed to the creative visualisation of the 

artists themselves.    

 

There seems to be no reason why the artists of the Sinai icons may not also be 

credited with the exercise of this faculty of visualisation.   In contrast to the 

standardisation of Byzantine portraits of Christ, the Virgin and the saints evident 

after the Iconoclastic period, the early Sinai icons show a more exploratory approach 

to the problems inherent in creating likenesses of sacred but historical figures, of 

whose actual appearance there was no record.   Comparisons of the portraits of the 

Virgin and St Theodore in the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and 

Archangels with other images of the same two figures made around the same time, 

for example, demonstrate a comparable readiness and ability to modify inherited 
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conventions, often by sophisticated stylistic means, so as to convey nuances of 

theological content or devotional meaning in sustaining a kind of dialogue with the 

expectations of their audiences. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 

In seeking to draw general conclusions from the extensive range of material 

discussed in this thesis, it seems appropriate to follow roughly the same sequence of 

considerations as I have used in each of the last three chapters – that is, to proceed 

from matters of technique and style, via iconographic features, to questions of 

likeness, context (both physical and theoretical) and function.   The two central 

questions threaded throughout these chapters have been:  what kinds of continuity 

can be established between the various genres of non-Christian portraiture discussed 

and the early Sinai icons?   And, how were these non-Christian sources adapted in 

the production of the Sinai icons?   As well as summarising my answers to these, I 

should like to return to further questions of meaning which follow from them:  to 

what extent do the early Sinai icons distinguish themselves from their non-Christian 

antecedents in the portraiture of late antiquity at the level of the meanings which they 

conveyed to their original audiences? 

 

Firstly, it is not difficult to demonstrate the indebtedness of the early Sinai icons to 

non-Christian portrait-painting at the level of physical construction (the Fayum 

pinakes) and painterly techniques (both the Fayum pinakes and the mummy-

portraits).   The evidence for this kind of continuity can be gleaned from direct 

comparisons made amongst the surviving material objects.   At the same time, it is 

difficult to assess the more general significance of these perceived correspondences, 

since it has to be borne in mind what a tiny proportion these survivals probably 

represent of the overall production of painted portraits over the period in question.   

This is also the main reason why these correspondences cannot necessarily be taken 

as supporting an Egyptian attribution for any of the Sinai icons.   The climate of the 

Egyptian desert may well sufficiently explain why paintings on wood panels of this 

period have survived there and nowhere else in the Eastern Mediterranean.   

 

Still, we may infer two general points from the manifold technical correspondences 

of this kind which have been noted in Chapters Three and Four above.   Firstly, there 

must have been some kind of continuity of training in encaustic painting across the 
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Eastern Mediterranean region during the period in question, although this cannot be 

reconstructed in full;  the sheer quality of execution of the Sinai icons, as well as the 

close stylistic correspondences with the mummy-portraits and Fayum pinakes, 

strongly imply this.   Secondly, as literary evidence from the second century onwards 

shows (the episode of Lycomedes in the Acts of John, and the comments of Eusebius 

of Caesarea, for example), communities of Christian patrons – many members of 

which, at this early period, must have been more or less recent converts from ‘pagan’ 

beliefs and practices – were willing to continue the use of this specific type of pre-

Christian artefact (the pinax) as a suitable vehicle for specifically Christian 

devotional purposes. 

 

In terms of iconographic conventions, the portrayals of Christ, the Virgin and 

Christian saints in the early Sinai icons also show an evident indebtedness to certain 

aspects of Roman imperial portraiture as well as to images of non-Christian deities 

such as Zeus, Isis and Heron.   Certain motifs – postures, gestures, attributes – are 

appropriated in order to construct likenesses which convey a sense of divine, or at 

least sacred power and authority.   Compositional arrangements of figures, usually 

symmetrical, often hierarchical, are adapted to the same end (the St Peter icon’s 

appropriation of the compositional format used in the consular diptych of Anastasius 

being perhaps the clearest example).   To a large extent this kind of appropriation 

may be attributed (the more obviously so in the cases of public statements of 

ideology such as apse-mosaics) to ecclesiastical patronage, which knowingly 

engaged in an already well-established discourse of images so as to assert the 

universal supremacy of the new official religion of the Roman Empire.
759

   The 

appropriation of ‘pagan’ iconographic motifs, familiar from the prevailing visual 

culture of the Eastern Mediterranean, served virtually to enact the way in which 

Christ, the Virgin and the saints were seen to have superseded the pre-Christian 

pantheon, and even the charisma of the imperial prototype, as symbols of ultimate 

authority.    

                                                 
759

 For an account of how this discourse of images, as a ‘game’ in which the players (competing 

religions, for example) could oppose each other while still abiding by a certain set of  ‘rules’ regarding 

the role of images, continued to be played out for at least a millennium up until the outbreak of 

Iconoclasm in the eighth century, see Elsner 2012. 
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In short, all three of the sources for the early Sinai icons studied in this thesis did 

play demonstrably significant roles in shaping the emergence of the Christian 

devotional portrait.   The format of the panel-painting clearly connects the Sinai 

icons and the Fayum pinakes particularly closely as devotional objects (although the 

nature of the devotional praxis in which they participated was not the same), while 

the emphasis on the painted gaze as a potent means of stimulating a sense of the 

subject’s presence seems to be more indebted to the mummy-portraits.   In the case 

of the imperial portrait, the connections are primarily iconographical and theoretical, 

to do with the relationship between image and prototype, and are particularly 

pertinent to the use of portraits by ecclesiastical patrons for the purposes of 

ideological propaganda. 

 

I have also argued for a more fundamental continuity between all four types of 

portrait with respect to the creative role of the artist, as it was understood in the 

Hellenistic visual culture of late antiquity.   In this respect an important distinction is 

to be made between pre-Iconoclastic and post-Iconoclastic icons.   In the revised 

discourse of images which emerged during and after the Iconoclastic period, the 

parameters of image-production were set and monitored more exclusively by the 

Byzantine Church with a view to reinforcing ‘orthodox’ doctrine, according to a 

paradigm of ‘seal and imprint’ – a portrait of a sacred figure was only ‘true’ insofar 

as it faithfully reproduced an officially authenticated ‘original’.   But this model of 

production does not hold for the period up to the seventh century covered by this 

thesis.   Looking at the emergence of the Byzantine icon from the point of view of its 

antecedents, rather than teleologically in relation to its later, ‘mature’ form, has the 

advantage of highlighting the contribution of the artist, as well as the patron, to the 

construction of meaning in the early Christian icon.    

 

The pre-Iconoclastic model of production, as we see it manifested in the selected 

group of Sinai icons as well as their sources, owes more to the late antique 

understanding of the phantasia of the artist, as articulated most clearly by 

Philostratus in his Life of Apollonius.   According to this paradigm, a portrait did not 
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derive its efficacy from an alleged fidelity to a pre-established model of supernatural 

origin: on the contrary, ‘an “authentic” portrait’ (in Dagron’s words) was ‘an 

imagined portrait and therefore alive.’
760

   It is my contention that artists in the late 

antique period – whether they were producing likenesses of emperors, deities, 

Christian sacred figures or even the ‘ordinary deceased’ – possessed the skills and 

were credited with a ‘philosophical’ faculty which enabled them to participate 

proactively in the current discourse of images by virtue of the artistic choices they 

made – stylistic, compositional, even sometimes iconographic – in order to render 

their own visualisation of their subject in material form.
761

   Comparisons of the 

selected Sinai icons with other images of Christ, the Virgin and saints from the same 

period indicate a readiness to modify inherited iconographic conventions so as to 

give a new inflection to their meanings, a readiness also evident in the Fayum 

pinakes.   In this light, the Sinai icons of Christ Blessing and St Peter represent as 

much an end as a beginning, their mode of production being in many ways more akin 

to that of the Fayum pinakes, or even the mummy-portraits (despite the radical 

differences in the underlying belief-systems concerned) than to the post-Iconoclastic 

portrait-icon. 

 

From a stylistic point of view – in other words, in terms of the ‘painter’s domain’ as 

manifested in workshop practices across the Eastern Mediterranean – it is clear that a 

full range of visual languages, from the most illusionistic kinds of naturalism to the 

most formulaic kinds of abstraction, remained ‘in play’ and available to artists 

throughout the period in question, whether their subjects were Christian or not.   

There seems to be no question of any evolutionary stylistic development in any 

particular direction.   However, at the same time it is possible to discern – across all 

the genres discussed, whether imperial, funerary or Christian – a deeper underlying 

consistency, to a large extent irrespective of stylistic choices, in the way the concept 

of likeness was understood.   A certain balance between individualisation and 

idealisation seems remarkably prevalent in the construction of the likenesses of 

                                                 
760

 Dagron 1991, p. 33 (my italics). 
761

 In this I concur with Kitzinger (1955, p. 146), who wrote that ‘form’ was the ‘most intimate 

contribution’ of the artist;  while all the cultural influences of his day were ‘imposed on him from 

outside’ (via the instructions of his patron), nevertheless these influences, once ‘absorbed by the artist 

… undergo the alchemy of all creative action to reemerge from his brush as shape, line and colour.’ 
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historical individuals during the period in question, and to some extent this can be 

linked to the conceptual understanding of the prototypes which these images 

represent.    

 

A portrait of ‘the emperor’ characteristically aims to incorporate both components of 

the imperial prototype, the historical person and the transcendent ideal of imperium 

(although the balance between the two was undoubtedly struck quite differently at 

different times);  a portrait-mummy from Roman Egypt attempts to integrate the 

personal traits of a beloved relative with a more symbolic embodiment of their 

transformed or ‘divinised’ existence in the after-life (although again the importance 

attached to each of these aspects may well have varied in the minds of their patrons);  

a portrait of Christ endeavours to express the unity of humanity and divinity in the 

Incarnate God, while portraits of saints, as imitators of Christ, endeavour likewise to 

strike a balance between their earthly and heavenly likenesses.   Perhaps only in the 

Christian context do we have textual evidence which serves to underpin this kind of 

conceptualised duality specifically in relation to portraiture.   However, the clearest 

available account of this intermingling of the particular and the ideal in the 

imagination of the portrait-artist remains that of Philostratus/Apollonius, already 

summarised above. 

 

Finally, the meanings of a late antique portrait were not simply the result of decisions 

made by patrons and artists, but also depended on the active role of the portrait’s 

audience.
762

   For example, a portrait-image produced with a purely commemorative 

purpose in mind could nevertheless be ascribed a devotional function by its viewer if 

the latter happened to believe in the real presence of its subject in the image.   There 

was no necessary connection between the visual language of such an image and its 

function in this respect, and the fact that a devotee-viewer’s response was largely 

beyond the control of the producers (patron and artist) of the image, was one factor 

which aroused concerted opposition to sacred portraits in some ecclesiastical quarters 

both before and during the Iconoclastic period. 
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 Maguire (1996, p. 196) discusses the ‘continuous dialogue’ between saints’ portraits as symbolic 

constructs and the expectations of their Byzantine viewers, both parties being able to take an active 

role in such a dialogue. 
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Such questions of reception are important for understanding the factors that 

distinguish the early Sinai icons from their non-Christian antecedents, but at the same 

time this is perhaps the one area in which concrete evidence is most frustratingly 

lacking.   An obvious case in point is the issue of the religious beliefs of the patrons 

of the portrait-mummies, and this is a prime area for future research.   In terms of the 

ritual practices connected with devotional portraits, the absence of documentary 

evidence for the Fayum pinakes seems to be similarly almost complete.   Tantalising 

texts such as Diodorus’s account of the viewing of mummies in the first century 

BCE, and the sixth-century epigram of Agathias, do seem to offer rare insights into 

the reception of such images, but it is debatable to what extent they constitute 

‘evidence’ of this.   The sense of meaning which can be extracted from them remains 

somewhat ambiguous, since the viewing experience they ostensibly treat has 

inevitably been mediated by more or less rhetorical language or some other kind of 

authorial intent. 

 

Nevertheless, as I have argued in each of the preceding chapters, the innovative 

nature of the Sinai icons can be discerned, not in terms of physical format, technique 

or style but in the unprecedented range of functions they were able to exercise.   I do 

not disagree with the consensus view that all these icons were most probably donated 

to the monastery as votive offerings;  it is their other functions which are of greater 

interest by comparison with their pagan antecedents, even if these are harder to 

substantiate with documentary evidence.   Some functions which are ascribed to 

Christian images in the contemporary literature do not seem to have applied to the 

Sinai icons.   For example, there is no evidence for any miraculous powers being 

ascribed to them, or for their being used ceremonially as symbols of divine authority 

– in other words, sharing the same function as the imperial lauraton.   A didactic 

function for at least some of the selected icons in relation to pilgrim-visitors to the 

Sinai monastery is plausible but unproven. 

 

However, it is the participation of early Christian portraits in the prayers of their 

devotee-viewers which is most clearly indicated by the available material and literary 
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evidence – the prayers scratched into the wall-paintings in Egyptian monastic 

oratories, and the epigram of Agathias, for instance – and there is no reason to think 

that this function is not applicable to the Sinai icons.   These prayers are likely to 

have been of two kinds.   Firstly, the icons would have served as channels for 

intercessory prayer (whether or not their audience believed the portraits could serve 

as vehicles for the real presence of their prototypes).   In the case of portraits of 

saints (such as B5, B9 and B11), a chain of intercession is depicted, the saint acting 

as an intermediary between the viewer and Christ.   This intercessory function may 

conceivably have been shared by portraits of pagan deities, and even by portrait-

mummies, but there is no clear evidence for this in either case.   In the case of 

imperial portraits, prayers were normally made for the emperor rather than to him, 

although the latter practice is not entirely unknown.    

 

The second kind of prayer would have been anagogical, the portraits arousing a 

desire in the devotee-viewer to emulate the holiness of the depicted subject, and 

supporting the aspiration to attain to a personal vision of the subjects themselves, to 

be admitted to their heavenly presence.   This function would perhaps normally be 

limited to an ascetic, monastic context, but that is after all the most likely context for 

the icons from the time of their production onwards.   As demonstrated in the 

analysis of the Virgin and Child Enthroned (B3), a hierarchical arrangement of 

sacred figures can be seen in this context as inviting the viewer to aim to ascend from 

earthly to heavenly levels of being.   This dimension of an early Christian portrait, 

offering as it were a channel to personal salvation through prayer, does not seem to 

be paralleled by any of the other genres of portrait of the period.  

 

As noted in the Introduction, Marsengill and Elsner have each proposed that late 

antique devotee-viewers of sacred portraits approached them with a mind-set which 

led them to believe that the subject of the portrait was able to look back at them via 

the depicted gaze of the image itself.
763

   Examples of all the genres of portrait have 

been presented in which the formal emphasis given to the depicted gaze strongly 

evokes the power of the subject’s own, more or less supernatural percipience, and for 
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 Marsengill 2013, pp. 85, 246-7; Elsner 2007, p. 23. 
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the imperial and funerary examples as well as the Christian ones texts have also been 

cited (Vitruvius, the Latin Panegyrics, Suetonius, Diodorus, Agathias) which appear 

to underscore the same meaning.    

 

It might be argued that at this point – the subjective experience of an exchange of 

gazes – speculation finally exceeds the bounds of critical discourse.   Nevertheless, 

the consistent emphasis on the depicted gaze in the construction of a range of 

likenesses which were seen to straddle earthly and heavenly realms is fundamentally 

significant.   I interpret it as an artistic device which proposed, and enabled, an 

interpersonal encounter with the portrait’s subject as the key function of the image.   

In the light of this basic purpose, attempts to apply modern distinctions between 

‘commemorative’ or ‘devotional’ functions, or between responses of ‘honouring’ or 

‘venerating’, seem less important.   Indeed, for late antique and early Byzantine 

patrons, artists and viewers (with the exception, perhaps, of certain members of the 

ecclesiastical elite),
764

 such distinctions would appear to have been beside the point.   

What mattered to them was that the returning gaze of the revered or beloved 

individual depicted in the portrait was able to arouse in them the same emotional or 

spiritual response as the actual presence of that individual would have done.    

 

I have attempted to explain the theological meanings which the early Sinai icons 

articulate, and to show that it is these meanings, rather than any of the icons’ formal 

qualities, which distinguish them from their non-Christian antecedents.   This 

theological dimension is undoubtedly crucial in interpreting the icons’ functions, but 

at the same time it is a truism that theological doctrine and devotional praxis do not 

necessarily conform to each other.   In the Sinai icons the relatively new meanings 

which we may attribute to them on the basis of theological teachings of the period 

have nevertheless been added, or superimposed, onto a much older, simpler and more 

intuitive visual experience, which operated independently of ideological context, and 

which Christian artists seem to have readily adopted and exploited – namely the 

belief, or sensation, that a portrait could look back.  

                                                 
764

 Church authorities may well have attempted to regulate the viewing of sacred portraits, by 

replacing the response of an adorator with that of a lector (Brown 1999, p. 26), but this does not seem 

to have begun until the very end of the period covered by this thesis. 
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* * * 

 

Various avenues for further research suggest themselves, particularly with regard to 

areas of my argument which have so far had to remain relatively speculative.   It has 

been acknowledged, for example, that the meanings which the mummy-portraits held 

for their intended viewers depend to a large extent on the religious or philosophical 

beliefs to which these viewers subscribed.   Assuming these viewers to have 

belonged to the 6475 katoikoi, any textual or archaeological evidence that may come 

to light concerning their intellectual culture or devotional practices, either in the 

Fayum or in Antinoopolis, would be of immense value.    

 

Further archaeological fieldwork at the Egyptian monasteries of Bawit and Saqqara, 

as well as elsewhere in the region, would likely reveal more examples of devotional 

portraiture in the form of both wall-paintings and painted panels.   This again could 

greatly increase our understanding of the role of sacred portraits in the visual culture 

of Egyptian monasticism during the period in which the Sinai icons were produced, 

and further connections between the two corpora in terms of iconography and 

function could potentially be made. 

 

The recent research carried out by Northwestern University and the Phoebe A. Hearst 

Museum of Anthropology on the materials and techniques of mummy-portraits 

(briefly mentioned in Chapter Three) is exciting in terms of potentially 

reconstructing in detail the practicalities of the painting process.   An application of a 

similarly scientific approach to the production of the early Sinai icons would clearly 

be highly desirable (despite the considerable logistical problems it would entail), 

both to establish whether any later overpainting is still present in the icons of Christ 

Blessing and St Peter, and also to ascertain how much continuity there is with the 

mummy-portraits at that level of technical detail. 

 

Not all the possible directions for further research are purely academic.   Some 

aspects of my argument carry curatorial implications for the display of sacred 
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portraits from this period.   If portrait-mummies, for example, were indeed displayed 

in funerary chapels in an upright position so that an exchange of gazes was made 

possible, it would seem to be a logical move to display them upright in museum 

collections rather than horizontally as many of them currently are.   This also raises 

the question of appropriate lighting:  if the museum visitor is to be given any idea of 

the potential for the quasi-animation of such portraits which was created by their 

original conditions of lighting, curators need to address the problem of how this 

might be conveyed through more imaginative kinds of mise-en-scène. 

 

Another practical way in which my research may be applicable is related to my own 

continuing work as both artist and educator.   As a practising painter still learning the 

traditional techniques of icon-painting in both encaustic and tempera for myself, and 

as a teacher interested in passing these techniques on to others, I have become aware 

of a major problem of authenticity.   A widespread revival of traditional icon-

painting techniques is currently taking place on an international scale and regardless 

of denominational affiliations, but much of this activity is effectively limited to 

copying earlier models more or less mechanically.   It strikes me that this problem 

could be better understood and addressed through becoming aware of the potential of 

the artist’s phantasia as it is characterised in Philostratus’s Life of Apollonius.   

There, too, a purely mimetic approach to the construction of sacred portraits is 

criticised as inauthentic, and a much richer artistic process is proposed as an 

alternative, in which a meditation on the identity and attributes of the prototype 

(inspired by literary descriptions) informs a deep engagement with the material – 

wax, egg tempera, pigments – in which the artist’s visualisation is to be embodied. 
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http://www.harvardartmuseums.org/art/219609 

 

Fig. 126.   London, British Museum (EA 74708).  

Image after Doxiadis 1995: pl. 71, p. 78. 

 

Fig. 127.   Detail of Fig. 164. 

 

Fig. 128.   London, British Museum (EA 74174).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 46, p. 69. 

 

Fig. 129.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (81.AP.29).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 96, p. 103. 

 

Fig. 130.   Detail of Fig. 175. 

 

Fig. 131.   Detail of Fig. 4. 

 

Fig. 132.   Detail of Fig. 9. 

 

Fig. 133.   Detail of Fig. 3. 

 

Fig. 134.   Detail of Fig. 7. 

 

Fig. 135.   Detail of Fig. 7. 
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Fig. 136.   University of California Berkeley, Phoebe Hearst Museum of 

Anthropology (6/21378b).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 118, p. 122. 

 

Fig. 137.   University of California Berkeley, Phoebe Hearst Museum of 

Anthropology (6-21375).  

Image after Walker 2000: p. 121. 

 

Fig. 138.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 

Image after Nelson and Collins 2006: p. 164. 

 

Fig. 139.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (CG 33259).  

Image after Doxiadis 1995: pl. 5, p. 6. 

 

Fig. 140.   London, British Museum (EA 74711).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 24, p. 49. 

 

Fig. 141.   Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland (1902.70).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 93, p. 101. 

 

Fig. 142.   Detail of Fig. 175. 

 

Fig. 143.   Cleveland, Ohio, Cleveland Museum of Art, John L. Severance Fund 

(71.137).  

Image after Doxiadis 1995: pl. 55, p. 68. 

 

Fig. 144.   Moscow, Pushkin Museum (I 1a 5776). 
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Fig. 145.   See Fig. 4. 

 

Fig. 146.   See Fig. 9. 

  

Fig. 147.   See Fig. 6. 

 

Fig. 148.   Detail of Fig. 6. 
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Fig. 151.   See Fig. 7. 

  

Fig. 152.   Detail of Fig. 7. 

 

Fig. 153.   Detail of Fig. 7. 
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Fig. 154.   London, British Museum (EA 74716).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 17, p. 43. 

 

Fig. 155.   Detail of Fig. 7. 

 

Fig. 156.   Detail of Fig. 7. 
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Image after Doxiadis 1995: pl. 123, p. 183. 

 

Fig. 158.   Detail of Fig. 151. 
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Fig. 163.   Author’s drawing, August 2011. 
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Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 119, p. 123. 

 

Fig. 171.   Cambridge, Girton College (unnumbered).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 11, p. 38. 
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Fig. 172.   New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (18.9.2).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 112, p. 117. 

 

Fig. 173.   Naples, National Archaeological Museum (inv. no. 9084). 

http://www.lesvos.de/index.php?p=14 
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Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 94, p. 101. 

 

Fig. 180.   Stuttgart, Württemberg State Museum, Collection of Antiquities 131 

 (MpSS 2/8).  
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Fig. 181.   Ann Arbor, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology (88617).  

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 189. 
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Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 18, p. 44. 
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Fig. 189.   Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland (1911.210.3). 

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 60, p. 83. 
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Image after Riggs 2005: fig. 66, p. 145. 

 

Fig. 191.   London, British Museum (EA 68509).  

Image after Walker and Bierbrier 1997: fig. 114, p. 119. 

 

Fig. 192.   Moscow, Pushkin Museum (I 1a 5749).  

Image after Doxiadis 1995: pl. 14, p. 21. 

 

Fig. 193.   Paris, Louvre (N 3076). 
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Fig. 194.   Detail of Fig. 193. 
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Fig. 196.   Thessaloniki, Rotunda of St George. 
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Fig. 203.   Auch, Jacobins Museum (985.228). 

Image after Beckett 2010: p. 129. 

 

Fig. 204.   Auch, Jacobins Museum (985.229). 

Image after Beckett 2010: p. 130. 

 

Fig. 205.   Bawit, Monastery of Apa Apollo. 

Image after Clédat 1904: pl. XXXI. 

 

Fig. 206.   See Fig. 57. 

 

Fig. 207.   St Petersburg, Hermitage (P-1899 81). 

Image after Fejfer 2008: pl. 19a, p. 146. 

 

Fig. 208.   Naples, National Archaeological Museum (inv. no. 9018). 
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Fig. 209.   See Fig. 186. 

 

Fig. 210.   See Fig. 6.  
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Image after Rondot 2013: p. 125. 
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Image after Rondot 2013: p. 173. 

 

Fig. 213.   Detail of Fig. 238. 

 

Fig. 214.   Detail of Fig. 181. 

 

Fig. 215.   See Fig. 181. 

  

Fig. 216.   Detail of Fig. 217. 

 

Fig. 217.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 38250). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 111. 

 

Fig. 218.   Detail of Fig. 219. 

 

Fig. 219.   Alexandria, Greco-Roman Museum (22978). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 77. 

 

Fig. 220.   Detail of Fig. 8.  

 

Fig. 221.   Detail of Fig. 10.  

 



 318 

Fig. 222.   Detail of Fig. 9. 

 

Fig. 223.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 

Image after Manafis 1990: p. 146. 

 

Fig. 224.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 87191). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 114. 

 

Fig. 225.   Detail of Fig. 224. 

 

Fig. 226.   Detail of Fig. 10. 

 

Fig. 227.   Detail of Fig. 245. 

 

Fig. 228.   Detail of Fig. 7. 

  

Fig. 229.   Assiout, College Museum (82). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 83. 

 

Fig. 230.   Brussels, Royal Museums of Art and History (E 7409). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 143. 

 

Fig. 231.   Etampes, private collection. 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 155. 

 

Fig. 232.   See Fig. 1. 

  

Fig. 233.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 

Image after Beckett 2010: p. 99. 

 

Fig. 234.   Cairo, Coptic Museum (9083). 

Image after Skalova and Gabra 2003: p. 168. 

 

Fig. 235.   Damascus, National Museum. 
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Fig. 236.   Naples, Catacomb of S. Gennaro. 
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Fig. 237.   Moscow, Pushkin Museum (I, Ia 6860). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 169. 

 

Fig. 238.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 31568). 

Image after Rondot 2013:  p. 87. 

 

Fig. 239.   See Fig. 3. 
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Fig. 240.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art.  

Image after Beckett 2010: p. 97. 

 

Fig. 241.   Wall-painting, House B50, Karanis (Fayum). 

http://users.stlcc.edu/mfuller/karanisSite.html 

 

Fig. 242.   Archive photograph from excavation of Karanis site. 

http://users.stlcc.edu/mfuller/karanisSite.html 

 

Fig. 243.   Wall-painting, House B50, Karanis (Fayum). 

Image after Rondot 2013: fig. 27, p. 61. 

 

Fig. 244.   Wall-painting, Theadelphia (Fayum).  

Image after Rondot 2013: fig. 31, p. 64.  

 

Fig. 245.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (74.AP.21). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 206. 

 

Fig. 246.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (74.AP.22). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 207. 

 

Fig. 247.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 31571b). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 107. 

 

Fig. 248.   Cairo, Coptic Museum. 

https://www.studyblue.com/notes/note/n/final-exam/deck/120384 

 

Fig. 249.   See Fig. 193. 

  

Fig. 250.   Florence, Papyrological Institute. 

http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/copticpainting.htm 

 

Fig. 251.   Athens, National Archaeological Museum. 

https://uk.pinterest.com/pin/531354456012265941/ 

 

Fig. 252.   See Fig. 88. 

 

Fig. 253.   Rome, Vatican Museums (2290). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustus_of_Prima_Porta#/media/File:Statue-

Augustus.jpg 

 

Fig. 254.   Wall-painting, Red Monastery Church, near Sohag, Egypt. 

Image after Mathews 2016: fig. 7.10, p. 205. 

 

Fig. 255.   Dendera, Mammisi of Augustus. 

http://www.reshafim.org.il/ad/egypt/institutions/mammisi.htm 
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Fig. 256.   Detail of Fig. 246. 

 

Fig. 257.   Detail of Fig. 7. 

 

Fig. 258.   Berlin, Egyptian Museum (14443). 

Image after Rondot 2013: p. 121. 

 

Fig. 259.   Detail of Fig. 258. 

 

Fig. 260.   Detail of Fig. 8. 

 

Fig. 261.   Detail of Fig. 42. 

 

Fig. 262.   Rome, Catacomb of Commodilla. 

http://www.marcelloguido.com/surfing-complexity/modernita-complessita/ 

 

Fig. 263.   See Fig. 43.  

 

Fig. 264.   Rome, S. Maria ad Martyres (Pantheon). 

Image after Cormack and Vassilaki 2008: fig. 47, p. 97. 

 

Fig. 265.   See Fig. 7. 

 

Fig. 266.   See Fig. 2. 

 

Fig. 267.   See Fig. 9. 

 

Fig. 268.   Detail from Fig. 248. 

 

Fig. 269.   Pompeii, House of the Vettii. 

http://ancientrome.ru/art/artworken/img.htm?id=1278 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 1.   Christ and Apa Menas.   6
th

/7
th

 century.   Monastery of Apa Apollo, 

Bawit.   Tempera on panel.   57 x 57 cm.   Paris, Louvre (E 11565). 
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Fig. 2.   St Theodore, the Virgin and Christ.   7
th

 century.   Mosaic.   

Thessaloniki, Church of St Demetrius. 
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Fig. 3.   Saints Sergius and Bacchus with Medallion Portrait of Christ (B9).   

6
th

/7
th

 century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   28.4 x 41.8 cm.   

Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (111). 
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CHAPTER ONE 

A Group of the Earliest Christian Icons from the Collection 

of the Monastery of St Catherine, Sinai 

 

 
 

Fig. 4.   Icon of Christ Blessing (Weitzmann B1).   6
th

 century.   Constantinople 

(?).   Encaustic on panel.   84.5 x 44.3 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 5.   Icon of Christ Blessing (Weitzmann B6).   6
th

 century.   Provenance 

unknown (Constantinople?).    Encaustic on panel.    35 x 25 cm (approx.)    

Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 6.   Christ in Majesty (Weitzmann B16).   5
th

/6
th

 century (?).   Provenance 

unknown (Egypt?).   Encaustic on panel.   76 x 53.5 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St 

Catherine. 
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Fig. 7.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels 

(Weitzmann B3).      6th century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   

68.5 x 49.7 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 8.   The Virgin and Child (Weitzmann B2).   6
th

 century.   Constantinople 

(?).   Encaustic on panel.   35.4 x 20.6 cm.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and 

Western Art (112). 
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Fig. 9.   Saint Peter with Medallion Portraits of Christ, the Virgin Mary and 

Saint John (Weitzmann B5).   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on 

panel.   92.8 x 53.3 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 10.   Saint John the Baptist with Medallion Portraits of Christ and the 

Virgin (Weitzmann B11).   7
th

 century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on 

panel.   46.8 x 25.1 cm.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (113). 
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Fig. 11.   Saints Sergius and Bacchus with Medallion Portrait of Christ 

(Weitzmann B9).   6
th

/7
th

 century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   

28.4 x 41.8 cm.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (111). 
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Fig. 12.   Punched rosettes in nimbus of Christ Blessing, B1 (detail of fig. 4). 

 

 

Fig. 13.   Blue borders and punched rosettes in nimbi of the Virgin and St 

George (detail of fig. 7). 
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Fig. 14.   Reconstruction drawing of possible original composition of Fig. 4 

(from Chatzidakis 1967, fig. 9). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 15.   Photograph of icon in Fig. 4 before restoration, showing overpainting 

of draperies and background. 
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Fig. 16.   Detail of Fig. 4. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 17.   Detail of Fig. 9.  
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Fig. 18.   Lower face, Icon of Christ Blessing, B1 (detail of fig. 4). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 19.   Head of Saint Peter.   c.530-40.   Detail of apse mosaic.   Rome, Basilica 

of Saints Cosmas and Damian. 
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Fig. 20.   Solidus of Justinian II (obverse) showing Christ as King of Kings.   

692-5.   Constantinople.   Gold.   2 cm diameter.   Birmingham, Barber Institute 

of Fine Arts (Henry Barber Trust Collection). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 21.   Portrait of Christ.   6
th

 century.   Fresco.   Rome, Catacomb of 

Pontianus. 
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Fig. 22.   The Virgin Galaktotrophousa (detail).   8
th

 century.   Egypt.   Encaustic 

wall-painting.   Church of the Holy Virgin, Deir al-Surian. 

 

 

 

Fig. 23.   Portrait of Saint Kollouthos (?).   c. 5
th

 century.   Antinoopolis.   

Encaustic on wood.   10 x 11 cm.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (J68825). 
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Fig. 24.   Plaque fragment with Portrait.   5
th

/6
th

 century.   Egypt.   Encaustic on 

sycamore.   25.5 x 29.5 cm.   Cairo, Coptic Museum (7260). 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 25.   Solidus of Justinian II (obverse), Christ as King of Kings.   705.   

Constantinople.   Gold.   2 cm diameter.   Birmingham, Barber Institute of Fine 

Arts (Henry Barber Trust Collection). 
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Fig. 26.   Lid of reliquary box containing stones from loca sancta in the Holy 

Land.   c.600.   Palestine.   Tempera and gold leaf on wood.    24.1 x 18.4 cm.   

Vatican Museums (61883 a-b). 
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Fig. 27.   Crucifixion.   c.705-10.   Fragment of wall-painting.   Rome, Church of 

Santa Maria Antiqua. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 28.   Portrait of Christ.   705-11 (?).   Detail of niche-painting.   Naxos, 

Church of the Panagia Drosiani. 
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Fig. 29.   Christ in Majesty.   6
th

/7
th

 century.   Detail of niche-painting in eastern 

wall of the oratory of cell 6, Monastery of Apa Apollo, Bawit.   Tempera on 

plaster.   Niche 220 x 170 cm.   Cairo, Coptic Museum. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 30.   Fragment of a Portrait of Christ.   6
th

/7
th

 century.   Egypt.   Encaustic 

on panel.   14.5 x 36 cm.   Athens, Benaki Museum (8953). 

 



 343 

 
Fig. 31.   Cross-section showing how a projecting frame may have been fitted to 

panels B1, B3 and B5 (from Weitzmann 1976, p. 19). 
  

 
 

Fig. 32.   The Christ-Child (detail of fig. 7). 

 

 
 

Fig. 33.   Head of the Virgin (detail of fig. 7). 
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Fig. 34.   Head of the Virgin.   c.609.   Rome or Constantinople.   Detail of Icon 

of the Virgin and Child.   Tempera on elm.   100 x 47.5 cm.   Rome, Basilica di 

Santa Maria ad Martyres (Pantheon). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 35.   Medallion portrait of the Virgin.   548-60.   Detail from triumphal arch 

mosaic.   Sinai, Basilica of the Monastery of St Catherine.  
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Fig. 36.   St Theodore (detail of Fig. 7). 
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Fig. 37.   St George (detail of Fig. 7)   
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Fig. 38.   Saint Demetrius with Children.   7
th

 century.   Mosaic.   200 x 94 cm.   

Thessaloniki, Church of St Demetrius. 
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Fig. 39.   Two Archangels (detail of fig. 7). 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 40.   Chiron Instructing Achilles (detail).   c.70 CE.   Herculaneum, 

Augusteum.   Fresco.   127 x 125 cm.   Naples, National Archaeological Museum 

(inv. no. 9109). 
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Fig. 41.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Archangels.   Panel from ivory 

diptych.   Mid-6
th

 century.   Constantinople.   29 x 13 cm.   Berlin, Museum of 

Byzantine Art (565). 
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Fig. 42.   Tapestry icon of the Virgin and Child Enthroned with Archangels, and 

the Ascension of Christ.   6
th

 century.   Egypt.   Wool.   178 x 110 cm.   Cleveland 

Museum of Art (1967.144). 
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Fig. 43.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Archangels and Worshipping 

Donor (‘Madonna della Clemenza’).   6
th

/early 8th century.    Encaustic on 

panel.   164 x 116 cm.   Rome, S. Maria in Trastevere. 
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Fig. 44.   Isis (?).   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera on right-hand 

door-panel.   Panel  37.5 x 20.3 cm.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (74.AP.22). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 45.   Moon-Goddess (detail).   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   

Tempera on panel (fragment).   24.6 x 7.6 cm.   Berlin, Egyptian Museum 

(14443). 



 353 

 
 

Fig. 46.   Icon of the Virgin and Child (‘Salus Populi Romani’).   6
th

 century (?).   

Rome.   Tempera on panel.   117 x 79 cm.   Rome, S. Maria Maggiore. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 47.   Plaque with Adoration of the Magi and the Nativity.   First half of 6
th

 

century.   Constantinople (?).   Ivory relief.   21.5 x 8.5 cm.   London, British 

Museum (1904, 7-2, 1). 
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Fig. 48.  Head of Saint Peter (detail of fig. 9). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 49.   Drapery of Saint Peter (detail of fig. 9). 
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Fig. 50.   Medallion Portraits of Saint John the Apostle, Christ, and the Virgin 

(detail of fig. 4). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 51.   Consular diptych of Flavius Anastasius (fragment).   517.   

Constantinople.   Ivory relief.   36.2 cm high.   London, Victoria and Albert 

Museum (368-1871). 
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Fig. 52.   Head of Saint John the Baptist.   Detail of fig. 10. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 53.   Portraits of the Four Evangelists.   Cover boards of the Codex 

Washingtonensis (‘Freer Gospels’).   7
th

 century.   Egypt.   Encaustic on wooden 

boards.   Each panel 21.3 x 14.3 cm.   Washington D. C., Freer Gallery of Art, 

Smithsonian Institution (F1906.297 and F1906.298). 
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Fig. 54.   The Ascension of Christ.   8
th

/9
th

 century.   Palestine (?).   Encaustic on 

panel.   45.7 x 29.5 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 55.   The Ascension of Christ (detail).   c.525-50 CE.   Syria/Palestine.   

Rabbula Gospels, fol. 13v.   Florence, Laurentian Library, cod. Plut. I, 56. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 56.   St John the Baptist.   6
th

 century.   Detail from the Cathedra of 

Maximian of Ravenna.   Ivory relief.   Ravenna, Archiepiscopal Museum. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Roman Imperial Portraiture from Augustus to Justinian 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 57.   Portrait of Septimius Severus, Julia Domna, Caracalla and Geta 

(obliterated).   c. 200.   Egypt.   Tempera on tondo panel.   31 cm diameter.   

Berlin, Bode Museum (inv. ANT 31329). 
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Fig. 58.   Aureus of Septimius Severus (RIC IV Septimius Severus 175).   201 

CE.   Rome.   Gold.   20 mm diameter.   American Numismatic Society 

(1959.228.33). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 59.   Saint Peter with Medallion Portraits of Christ, the Virgin Mary and 

Saint John.   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   93 x 53 cm.   

Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 60.   Head of Saint Peter (detail of Fig. 59). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 61.   Head of Septimius Severus (detail of Fig. 57). 
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Fig. 62.   Head of Augustus.   c.14-37 CE.   Provenance unknown.   Marble.   

30.5 cm high.   New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (07.286.115). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 63.   Head of Pericles.   2
nd

 century CE (copy of late classical Greek 

original).   Tivoli.   Marble.   58.4 cm high.   London, British Museum 

(1805.0703.91). 
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Fig. 64.   Bust of Cicero.   1
st
 century BCE.   Marble.   40 cm high.   Florence, 

Gallery of Uffizi (1914.393). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 65.   Head of Claudius.   1
st
 century CE.   Detail of togatus statue.   

Provenance unknown.   Marble.   239 cm high.   Rome, Vatican Museums 

(2221). 
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Fig. 66.   Head of Trajan (fragment of an over life-sized statue).   2
nd

 century 

CE.   Ostia.   Marble.   85 cm high.   Munich, Glyptothek (336). 
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Fig. 67.   Statue of Augustus as Pontifex Maximus.   After 12 BCE.   Found in 

the Via Labicana, Rome.   Marble.   Rome, National Museum, Palazzo Massimo 

alle Terme (56230). 
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Fig. 68.   Heroic nude statue of Vespasian.   81 – 96 CE.   From the Templum 

Augusti at Misenum (Baiae), Italy.   Marble.   Baia, Archaeological Museum of 

the Phlegraean Fields. 

 



 367 

 

 
 

Fig. 69.   Bust of a Tetrarch.   284-305.   Athribis, Lower Egypt.   Porphyry.   59 

cm high.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (7257). 
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Fig. 70.   Head of a Tetrarch.   Early 4
th

 century.   From the south-eastern baths, 

Felix Romuliana (Gamzigrad).   Porphyry.   35 cm high.   Zajèčar, National 

Museum (1477). 
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Fig. 71.   Four Tetrarchs.   c.300.   Egypt (?)   Porphyry reliefs.   136 cm high.   

Venice, San Marco. 

 

 
 

Fig. 72.   Detail of fig. 71. 
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Fig. 73.   Head of Augustus.   c.25 BCE.   Egypt (?).   Found in a temple of 

Victory at Meroë (northern Sudan).   Bronze, with eyes inlaid with limestone, 

calcite and black glass paste.   Height 46.2 cm.   London, British Museum (1911, 

0901.1). 
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Fig. 74.   Drawing of surviving frescoes on the south and east walls of the 

imperial cult room in the Temple of Amenhotep III, Luxor (c.300).   From 

McKenzie 2007: fig. 297, p. 171. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 75.   Roman military officers acclaiming the augusti and caesars of the 

Tetrarchy.   c.300.   Detail from fresco, south wall of the imperial cult room.   

Luxor, Temple of Amenhotep III. 
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Fig. 76.   Head of Constantine I (fragment from colossal statue).   c. 325-70.   

Marble.   Height  92.5 cm.   New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (26.229). 
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Fig. 77.   Head of Constantine I.   c.313-24 CE.   Fragment of colossal seated 

statue originally installed in the Basilica of Maxentius, Rome.   Marble.   260 cm 

high.   Rome, Capitoline Museums (MC0757). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 78.   Artist’s impression of the possible appearance and setting of the 

colossal statue of Constantine I in the Basilica of Maxentius, Rome. 
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Fig. 79.   Head of Arcadius (?).   Late 4
th

 century.   Marble.   Istanbul, 

Archaeological Museum (5028). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 80.   Head of Theodosius II.   Early 5
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   

Marble.   29 cm high.   Paris, Louvre (OA 9056). 
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Fig. 81.   Consular diptych of Flavius Anastasius (fragment).   517.   From 

Constantinople.   Ivory.   36.2 cm high.   London, Victoria and Albert Museum 

(368-1871). 



 376 

 
 

Fig. 82.   Clipeate imperial portrait attached to a military standard.   c.117 (?).   

Detail from a fragment of a frieze relief (original location uncertain).   Rome, 

Villa Borghese. 
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Fig. 83.   Consular diptych of Clementinus.   513.   Constantinople or Rome.   

Ivory.   Each panel 38.4 x 12.3 cm (excluding frame).   Liverpool, Liverpool 

Museum (M10036). 
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Fig. 84.   Consular diptych of Justinus.   540.   Constantinople or Rome.   Ivory.   

Each panel 33.5 x 13 cm.   Berlin, Bode Museum (6367). 
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Fig. 85.   Saint John the Baptist with Medallion Portraits of Christ and the 

Virgin.   7
th

 century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   46.8 x 25.1 

cm.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (113). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 86.   Saints Sergius and Bacchus with Medallion Portrait of Christ.   6
th

/7
th

 

century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   28.4 x 41.8 cm.   Kiev, 

City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (111). 
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Fig. 87.   Christ enthroned between two Apostles (‘traditio legis’).   Detail from 

Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus.   359.   Rome.   Marble.   Rome, Treasury of St 

Peter’s Basilica. 
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Fig. 88.   Missorium of Theodosius I.   387/88.   Constantinople or Rome.   Silver.   

74 cm diameter.   Madrid, Royal Academy of History. 
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Fig. 89.   Diocletian and Maximian enthroned.   Detail from Arch of Galerius.   

c.299-303.   Marble relief.   Thessaloniki. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 90.   Christ in Majesty.   c.526-47.   Detail of apse mosaic.   Ravenna, 

Basilica of San Vitale. 
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Fig. 91.   Christ in Majesty (Weitzmann B16).   5
th

/6
th

 century (?).   Provenance 

unknown (Egypt?).   Encaustic on panel.   76 x 53.5 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St 

Catherine. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 92.   Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem.   Detail from Sarcophagus of Junius 

Bassus.   359.   Rome.   Marble.   Rome, Treasury of St Peter’s Basilica. 
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Fig. 93.   Justinian and Maximian with deacons and soldiers.   c.547.   Mosaic 

panel, north wall of sanctuary.   Ravenna, Basilica of San Vitale. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 94.   Theodora and her Courtiers.   c.547.   Mosaic panel, south wall of 

sanctuary.   Ravenna, Basilica of San Vitale. 
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Fig. 95.   Christ in Majesty flanked by Archangels with St Vitalis and Bishop 

Ecclesius.   c.526-47.   Apse mosaic.   Ravenna, Basilica of San Vitale. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 96.   Christ Enthroned with Apostles, Symbols of the Evangelists, and a 

Crux Gemmata.   c.400.   Apse mosaic.   Rome, Basilica of Santa Pudenziana. 
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Fig. 97.   Bust of a philosopher (detail).   4
th

 century.   Provenance unknown.   

Marble.   Istanbul, Archaeological Museum. 
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Fig. 98.   Christ Enthroned, with Saints Paul and Peter and Four Martyr-Saints.   

5
th

 century.   Rome, Catacomb of Saints Peter and Marcellinus. 
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Fig. 99.   The Miracle of the Loaves and Fishes.   c.520.   Mosaic (north wall of 

nave).   Ravenna, Basilica of S. Apollinare Nuovo. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 100.   The Betrayal of Christ.   c.520.   Mosaic (south wall of nave).   

Ravenna, Basilica of S. Apollinare Nuovo. 
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Fig. 101.   Bust of Christ.   4
th

 century.   Ceiling fresco.   Rome, Catacomb of 

Commodilla, Cubiculum Leonis. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 102.   Christ Enthroned.   c.400.   Detail of Fig. 96. 
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Fig. 103.   Icon of Christ Blessing (B6).   6
th

 century.   Provenance unknown 

(Constantinople?).    Encaustic on panel.    35 x 25 cm (approx.)    Sinai, 

Monastery of St Catherine. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 104.   Solidus of Justinian II (obverse) showing Christ as King of Kings.   

692-5.   Constantinople.   Gold.   2 cm diameter.   Birmingham, Barber Institute 

of Fine Arts (Henry Barber Trust Collection). 
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Fig. 105.   Solidus of Justinian II (obverse), Christ as King of Kings.   705.   

Constantinople.   Gold.   2 cm diameter.   Birmingham, Barber Institute of Fine 

Arts (Henry Barber Trust Collection). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 106.   Head of Christ.   c.548-60.   Detail of apse mosaic of the 

Transfiguration of Christ.   Sinai, Basilica of the Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 107.   Head of Elijah.   548-60.   Detail of apse mosaic of the Transfiguration 

of Christ.   Sinai, Basilica of the Monastery of St Catherine. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 108.   Christ with mandorla.   548-60.   Detail of apse mosaic of the 

Transfiguration of Christ.   Sinai, Basilica of the Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 109.   Icon of Christ Blessing (detail).   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   

Encaustic on panel.   84 x 44 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine.  
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Fig. 110.   Christ Enthroned in a mandorla, flanked by Saints Peter and Paul.   

c.366-84.   Mosaic.   Rome, Catacomb of Domitilla. 
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Fig. 111.   Christ in Majesty with winged creatures and prophets.   5
th

 century.   

Apse mosaic.   Thessaloniki, Church of Hosios David. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 112.   The Transfiguration of Christ.   c.548-60.   Apse-mosaic.   Sinai, 

Basilica of the Monastery of St Catherine. 



 396 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 113.   Double portrait of Christ.   7
th

 or early 8
th

 century.   Fresco in the 

dome.   Drosiani (Naxos), Church of Panagia. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 114.   Head of Christ.   705-11 (?).   Detail of niche-painting.   Drosiani 

(Naxos), Church of Panagia. 
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Fig. 115.   Christ in Majesty (Weitzmann B16).   5
th

/6
th

 century (?).   Provenance 

unknown (Egypt?).   Encaustic on panel.   76 x 53.5 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St 

Catherine. 
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Fig. 116.   Icon of Christ Blessing.   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic 

on panel.   84 x 44 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 117.   Insignia of the praetorian prefect of Illyricum.   Illustration from the 

Notitia Dignitatum.   15
th

 century copy of 5
th

 century original (now lost).   MS. 

Canon. Misc. 378, fol. 090r.   Oxford, Bodleian Library. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 118.   Christ before Pilate.   Rossano Gospels.   6
th

 century.   Fol. 8v.   

Rossano Cathedral, Diocesan Museum. 
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Fig. 119.   The Archangel Michael.   6
th

 century.   Fragment of a wall-painting 

from the theatre at Aphrodisias. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

‘Mummy-Portraits’ and other Funerary Portraiture from 

Roman Egypt 

 

 

 

Fig. 120.   Portrait of Berenike II, wife of Ptolemy III.   2nd century BCE.   

From Thmuis, nr. Alexandria.   Mosaic.   Alexandria, Graeco-Roman Museum 

(Inv. no. 21739/6). 
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Fig. 121.   Map of Egypt showing the Fayum and other centres associated with 

the production of funerary portraiture during the Roman period. 
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Fig. 122.   Portrait of a Woman.   100-20 CE.   From Hawara.   Encaustic on 

limewood.   38.2 x 20.5 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 74706). 
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Fig. 123.   Portrait of a Bearded Young Man.   c.110-30.   Said to be from er-

Rubayat.   Tempera on oak.   30.3 x 18.3 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 

63397). 
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Fig. 124.   Portrait of a Bearded Man.   c.130-61.   Provenance unknown.    

Encaustic.   41.5 x 19.5 cm.   Moscow, Pushkin Museum (5777). 
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Fig. 125.   Portrait of a Woman.   c.117-38.   From Antinoopolis.   Encaustic on 

panel.   35.3 x 22.5 cm.   Cambridge MA, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard 

University (60). 
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Fig. 126.   Portrait of a Man (detail).   c.98-117.    From Hawara.   Encaustic on 

panel.   26 x 16 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 74708). 
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Fig. 127.   Portrait of a Young Woman (the ‘Jewellery Girl’) (detail of fig. 164). 

 



 409 

 
 

Fig. 128.   Portrait of a Bearded Man (devotee of Serapis?).   c.138-61.   From 

Hawara.   Encaustic on panel.   40 x 19 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 

74174). 
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Fig. 129.   Portrait of a Woman (detail).   c.170-200.   Said to be from er-

Rubayat.   Tempera.   34.9 x 21.3 cm.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum 

(81.AP.29). 
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Fig. 130.   Portrait of Artemidorus (detail of fig. 175). 
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Fig. 131.   Head of Christ (detail of fig. 145). 

 



 413 

 
 

Fig. 132.   Head of Saint Peter (detail of fig. 146). 
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Fig. 133.   Head of Saint Sergius (detail of fig. 149). 
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Fig. 134.   Head of the Virgin (detail of fig. 151). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 135.   Head of Saint George (?) (detail of fig. 151). 
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Fig. 136.   Portrait sketch of a woman.   c. 140-60.   From Tebtunis.   Ink on 

panel.   36 x 24 cm.   University of California Berkeley, Phoebe Hearst Museum 

of Anthropology (6/21378b). 
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Fig. 137.   Portrait of a Woman (fragment).   c.140-60.   From Tebtunis.   

Encaustic.   University of California Berkeley, Phoebe Hearst Museum of 

Anthropology (6-21375). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 138.   Sketch of the figure of the Virgin Mary.   Reverse of Panel I of 

Polyptych of Feast Scenes.   14
th

 century.   Sinai (?).   Ink (?) on panel.   36 x 27.3 

cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 139.   Portrait of a Bearded Man (detail).   c.180-211.   From Hawara.   

Encaustic on panel.   43 x 22 cm.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (CG 33259). 

 



 419 

 

 

 

Fig. 140.   Portrait of a Young Man.   c. 81-117.   From Hawara.   Encaustic.   41 

x 28 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 74711). 
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Fig. 141.   Portrait of a Woman.   c.200.   From er-Rubayat.   Tempera on panel.   

42.5 x 23 cm.   Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland (1902.70). 
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Fig. 142.   Portrait-mummy of Artemidorus (detail of fig. 175). 
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Fig. 143.   Portrait of a Young Girl.   c.25-37.   From Hawara.   Encaustic with 

gold leaf on panel.   40 x 18.5 cm.   Cleveland, Ohio, Cleveland Museum of Art, 

John L. Severance Fund (71.137). 
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Fig. 144.   Portrait of a Young Man.   c. 138-80.   Provenance unknown.   

Encaustic with gold leaf.   35.5 x 21 cm.   Moscow, Pushkin Museum (I 1a 5776). 
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Fig. 145.   Icon of Christ Blessing.   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic 

on panel.   84 x 44 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 146.   Saint Peter with Medallion Portraits of Christ, the Virgin Mary and 

Saint John.   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   93 x 53 cm.   

Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 147.   Christ in Majesty.   6
th

/7
th

 century (?).   Egypt (?).   Encaustic on 

panel.   76 x 53.5 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 

 

 



 427 

 
 

Fig. 148.   Head of Christ.   Detail of fig. 147. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 149.   Saints Sergius and Bacchus with Medallion Portrait of Christ.   6
th

/7
th

 

century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   28.4 x 41.8 cm.   Kiev, 

City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (111). 
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Fig. 150.   Portrait of a Woman on a linen shroud (detail).   c.250-300.   

Antinoopolis.   Tempera with gilt stucco.   100 x 49 cm.   Paris, Louvre (AF 

6487). 
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Fig. 151.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels.      6th 

century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   68.5 x 49.7 cm.   Sinai, 

Monastery of St Catherine. 

 

 

Fig. 152.   Heads of the Virgin, St Theodore and St George (detail of fig. 151). 
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Fig. 153.   Head of the Virgin (detail of fig. 151). 
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Fig. 154.   Portrait of a Woman.   55-70.   From Hawara.   Encaustic on 

limewood.   35.8 x 20.2 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 74716). 
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Fig. 155.   Head of Saint George (?) (detail of fig. 151). 
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Fig. 156.   Head of Saint Theodore (detail of fig. 151). 
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Fig. 157.   Portrait of a Bearded Man (detail).   c.180-211.   Provenance 

unknown.   Encaustic.   46 x 20.2 cm.   Cambridge MA, Arthur M. Sackler 

Museum (1923.59). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 158.   Two Archangels (detail of fig. 151). 
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Fig. 159.   Portrait of a Woman (detail).   c.117-38.   From er-Rubayat.   

Encaustic on panel.   35 x 18 cm.   Berlin, Near East Museum (31161,9). 
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Fig. 160.   Linear Structure of fig. 159 (Author’s drawing, September 2016). 
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Fig. 161.   Portrait of a Bearded Man.   c.225-50.   From Antinoopolis.   

Encaustic on linen.   50.5 x 30 cm.   Athens, Benaki Museum (6878).  
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Fig. 162.   Linear Structure of fig. 161 (Author’s drawing, September 2016). 
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Fig. 163.   Linear structure of the icon of Christ Blessing (Author’s drawing, 

August 2011). 



 440 

 

 
 

Fig. 164.   Portrait of a Young Woman (the ‘Jewellery Girl’).   c. 110-17.   From 

Hawara.   Encaustic.    44 x 34 cm.   Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland 

(1951.160). 
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Fig. 165.   Saint John the Baptist with Medallion Portraits of Christ and the 

Virgin.   7
th

 century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   46.8 x 25.1 

cm.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (113). 
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Fig. 166.   Portrait of a bearded man.   c.220-50.   From er-Rubayat.   Tempera.   

34 x 25 cm.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (79.AP.142). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 167.   Portrait of Brother George the Scribe.   7
th

 century (?).   Excavated in 

the Church of the Archangel Michael, Monastery of Apa Apollo, Bawit.   

Tempera on wood panel.   29 x 40 cm.   Newark, Newark Museum (83.42). 
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Fig. 168.   Portrait of Apa Abraham of Hermonthis.   c.590-600.   Monastery of 

Apa Phoibamon, Deir el-Bahri.   Tempera on acacia wood.   36.5 x 26.5 cm.   

Berlin, Bode Museum (6114). 
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Fig. 169.   Portrait of St Mark the Evangelist.   6
th

 century.   Egypt.   Encaustic.   

32.5 x 15.3 cm.   Paris, National Library, Cabinet des Médailles (Collection 

Froehner 1129a). 
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Fig. 170.   Portrait of a Bearded Man.   c.180-200 CE.   Provenance unknown.   

Tempera.   36 x 37.5 cm.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Collection (74.AP.20). 
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Fig. 171.   Portrait-Mummy of a Young Woman, inscribed in Greek ‘Hermionē 

grammatikē’ (detail).   c.40-50.   From Hawara.   Encaustic on linen.   152.5 x 40 

cm (portrait 30.5 x 20.6 cm).   Cambridge, Girton College (unnumbered). 
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Fig. 172.   Portrait of Eutyches.   c.100-150.   Provenance unknown.   Encaustic.   

38 x 19 cm.   New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art (18.9.2). 
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Fig. 173.   Portrait of a Woman holding a Stylus and Wax tablets.   c.50-60 CE.   

From Pompeii.   Fresco.   31 cm diameter.   Naples, National Archaeological 

Museum (inv. no. 9084). 

 

 
 

Fig. 174.   Portrait of Terentius Neo and his Wife.   c.55-79 CE.   From Pompeii.   

Tempera on plaster.   65 x 58 cm.   Naples, National Archaeological Museum 

(inv. no. 9058). 
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Fig. 175.   Portrait-mummy of Artemidorus.   c. 98-117.   From Hawara.   

Encaustic with gold leaf.   Height 167 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 

21810). 
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Fig. 176.   Symbolic scenes from portrait-mummy of Artemidorus (detail of fig. 

175). 
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Fig. 177.   Portrait-mummy of a bearded man.   c.80-110.   From Hawara.   

Encaustic portrait, linen wrappings with gilt studs.   Mummy 175 x 44 cm, 

portrait 25 x 16 cm.   Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland (1911.210.1).  

 



 452 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 178.   Portrait-mummy of a young girl (the ‘Golden Girl’).   c. 125-50.   

From Hawara.   Encaustic with gold leaf and gems.   107 cm high (portrait 28 x 

13 cm).   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (CG 33216). 
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Fig. 179.   Portrait of a boy with ‘Horus lock’.   c.200.   From er-Rubayat.   

Tempera.   26 x 14.5 cm.   Dublin, National Museum of Ireland (1902.4). 
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Fig. 180.   Portrait of Eirene.   c. 37-50.   Provenance unknown.   Encaustic.   37 

x 22 cm.   Stuttgart, Württemberg State Museum, Collection of Antiquities 131 

 (MpSS 2/8). 
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Fig. 181.   Young man seated on a throne.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   

Tempera on panel.   30 x 26 cm.   Ann Arbor, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology 

(88617). 
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Fig. 182.   Sobek-Re and Pramarres.   2
nd

 Century.   Fayum (exact provenance 

unknown).   Tempera on wood panel.   31.1 x 29.4 cm.   Moscow, Pushkin 

Museum (I, Ia 6860). 
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Fig. 183.   Portrait of Two Men with Funerary Deities (the ‘Brothers Tondo’).   

c.140-60.   Antinoopolis.   Encaustic.   61 cm diameter.   Cairo, Egyptian 

Museum (CG 33267). 
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Fig. 184.   Portrait of a Woman.   c.55-70.   From Hawara.   Encaustic.   41.6 x 

21.5 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 74713). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 185.   Portrait of Artemidorus (fig. 50) photographed from an oblique 

angle, showing the warping of the panel. 
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Fig. 186.   Framed Portrait of a Woman.   c. 50-70.   From Hawara.   Tempera 

(?)   Panel 26 x 20 cm.   London, British Museum (GRA 1889. 10-18.1). 

 

 
 

Fig. 187.   Portrait of a Man.   c.100-20.   From Hawara.   Encaustic.   40 x 21 

cm.   London, British Museum (EA 74715). 
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Fig. 188.   Portrait of a Man, on complete mummy.   c.25-75.   From Hawara.   

Encaustic on linen.   Height of mummy 170 cm.   Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg 

Glyptotek (1425).   
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Fig. 189.   Mummy of young girl with portrait mask.   Early 2nd century.   From 

Hawara.   Gilded and painted plaster mask, linen wrappings with gilt studs.   92 

cm high.   Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland (1911.210.3). 
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Fig. 190.   Painted wooden bier.   c. 150-75.   From Thebes.   Height of scenes 20 

cm.   Berlin, Egyptian Museum (12442). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 191.   Portrait of a woman on a painted shroud.   c.190-220.   Provenance 

unknown.   Tempera on linen.   138 x 56 cm.   London, British Museum (EA 

68509). 
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Fig. 192.   Portrait of a Man with Osiris and Anubis.   c. 125-50.   From 

Saqqara.   Tempera on linen.   185 x 125 cm.   Moscow, Pushkin Museum (I 1a 

5749). 
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Fig. 193.   Portrait of a Man with Osiris and Anubis.   c.140-80.   From Saqqara.   

Tempera on linen.   179 x 123 cm.   Paris, Louvre (N 3076). 
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Fig. 194.   Portraits of Osiris and the Deceased (detail of fig. 193). 
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Fig. 195.   Portrait of the Martyr Priskos.   4
th

/5
th

/6
th

 century.   Mosaic.   

Thessaloniki, Rotunda of St George. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 196.   Portrait of the Martyr Therinos.   4
th

/5
th

/6
th

 century.   Mosaic.   

Thessaloniki, Rotunda of St George. 
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Fig. 197.   Ancestor bust.   c.1320-1237 BCE.   From Deir el-Medina (?).   

Painted limestone.   41.2 x 24.5 cm.   New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art 

(66.99.45). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 198.   Stele depicting veneration of an akh iker in Re.   1213-1203 BCE.   

Temple of Merenptah, Thebes.   Limestone.   Height 29 cm.   Manchester, 

Manchester Museum (1554). 
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Fig. 199.   Aedicula with portrait of a youth.   1
st
 half of 3

rd
 century.   

Provenance unknown.   Tempera on panel.   38.6 x 24 x 15 cm.   Cairo, Egyptian 

Museum (CG 33269). 
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Fig. 200.   Triclinium, Catacombs of Kom el-Shaqafa, Alexandria.   1
st
 century 

CE. 
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Fig. 201.   Heroic nude statue of Vespasian.   81 – 96 CE.   From the Templum 

Augusti at Misenum (Baiae), Italy.   Marble.   Baia, Museo Archeologico dei 

Campi Flegrei. 

 

 

 

Fig. 202.   Digital reconstruction of a possible frieze arrangement of the four 

portraits of monks excavated at Bawit (from Bénazeth 2012, p. 84). 
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Fig. 203.   Brother Mark.   7
th

/8
th

 century.   Monastery of Apa Apollo, Bawit.   

Tempera on wood panel.   30 x 32 cm (approx.)   Auch, Jacobins Museum 

(985.228). 

 

 

 

Fig. 204.   Portrait of unidentified monk.   7
th

/8
th

 century.   Monastery of Apa 

Apollo, Bawit.   Tempera on wood panel.   25 x 31 cm.   Auch, Jacobins Museum 

(985.229). 
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Fig. 205.   Fragment of wall-painting, cell 12, Monastery of Apa Apollo, Bawit.   

Published in Clédat 1904, pl. XXXI. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Panel-Paintings of Pagan Deities from the Fayum 
 

 
 

Fig. 206.   Portrait of Emperor Septimus Severus, Julia Domna, Caracalla and 

Geta.   c. 200-210 CE.   Egypt.   Tempera on panel.   30.5 cm diameter.   Berlin, 

Bode Museum (31329). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 207.   A portrait-painter in his workshop.   Late 1
st
 century.   Painting on 

interior wall of a sarcophagus from Kerch in the Crimea.   Height of 

sarcophagus 81 cm.   St Petersburg, Hermitage (P-1899 81). 
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Fig. 208.   Young Woman Painting a Herm of Dionysus.   1
st
 century CE.   

Fresco.   Pompeii, House of the Surgeon (VI.1.10).   45.5 x 45.3 cm.   Naples, 

National Archaeological Museum (inv. no. 9018). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 209.   Portrait of a Woman.   Tempera (?) on sycamore fig panel, with two 

frames of sycamore fig.   c. 50 – 70 CE.   Hawara, Fayum.   45.5 x 41 cm 

(including frames).   London, British Museum (GRA 1889.10-18.1). 
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Fig. 210.   Christ in Majesty.   6
th

/7
th

 century (?).   Egypt (?).   Encaustic on 

panel.   76 x 53.5 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 211.   Soknebtynis and Amon (?) or Tefresoudja (?).   2
nd

 Century.   

Tempera on panel with eight-pointed, double-grooved frame.   62.5 x 59.5 cm.    

Berlin, Egyptian Museum (15978), destroyed during World War II. 

 

 

 

Fig. 212.   God with a club and lance.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   

Tempera on panel (fragment).   42 x 26 cm.   Oxford, Ashmolean Museum 

(1922.237), lost. 
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Fig. 213.   Torso of Harpocrates-Dionysos.   Detail of Fig. 238. 
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Fig. 214.   Detail of drapery and throne-leg from Fig. 215. 
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Fig. 215.   Young man seated on a throne.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   

Tempera on panel.   30 x 26 cm.   Ann Arbor, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology 

(88617). 
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Fig. 216.   Detail of drapery from Fig. 217. 

 

 
 

Fig. 217.   [God and] Aphrodite-Hathor.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   

Tempera on panel (fragment).   54.7 x 25.8 cm.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 

38250). 
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Fig. 218.   Detail of Fig. 219. 
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Fig. 219.   Soknebtynis and Min.   2
nd

 century.   From the temple of Soknebtynis 

at Tebtunis.   Tempera on wood panel with eight-pointed frame.   Panel 49 x 39 

cm.   Alexandria, Greco-Roman Museum (22978). 
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Fig. 220.   Detail of drapery from Icon of the Virgin and Child.   6
th

 century.   

Encaustic.   Kiev, City Museum of Western and Eastern Art.  

 

 

Fig. 221.   Detail of drapery from Icon of Saint John the Baptist.   5
th

/6
th

 

century.   Encaustic.   Kiev, City Museum of Western and Eastern Art.  
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Fig. 222.   Detail of drapery from Portrait-Icon of Saint Peter.   6
th

 century.   

Encaustic.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 223.   Icon of Saint Philip (detail).   10
th

 century.   Tempera on panel.   32.8 

x 20.2 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 224.   A Dioscurus.   2
nd

 century.   From Medinet Gouta (Fayum).   

Tempera on panel (fragment).   54.7 x 9 cm.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 

87191). 
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Fig. 225.   Head of a Dioscurus.   Detail of Fig. 224. 

 

 

Fig. 226.   Head of Saint John the Baptist.   Detail of Icon of Saint John the 

Baptist.   5
th

/6
th

 century.   Encaustic.   Kiev, City Museum of Western and 

Eastern Art. 
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Fig. 227.   Head of Serapis.   Detail of Fig. 245. 

 

 

Fig. 228.   Head of St Theodore.   Detail from The Virgin and Child Enthroned 

with Saints and Archangels.   6
th

 century.   Encaustic on panel.   Sinai, 

Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 229.   Goddess.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera on wood 

panel (fragment).   19.1 x 10.2 cm.   Assiout, College Museum (82). 
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Fig. 230.   Heron and Lycurgus.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera 

on panel, with  eight-pointed frame.   Panel 24.2 x 19.4 cm.   Brussels, Royal 

Museums of Art and History (E 7409). 
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Fig. 231.   Heron and Lycurgus.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera 

on panel.   38 x 31 cm.   Etampes, private collection. 
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Fig. 232.   Christ and Apa Menas.   6
th

/7
th

 century.   Monastery of Apa Apollo, 

Bawit.   Tempera on panel.   57 x 57 cm.   Paris, Louvre (E 11565). 
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Fig. 233.   Saint Theodore (left wing of triptych).   6
th

/7
th

 century.   Egypt.   

Encaustic on panel.   25.6 x 7.1 cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 



 493 

 

 

Fig. 234.   Saint Theodore.   6
th

/7
th

 century.   One side of double-sided panel, 

found at Monastery of Apa Apollo, Bawit.   Tempera on panel.   61.5 x 25.2 cm.   

Cairo, Coptic Museum (9083). 
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Fig. 235.   Portrait of Isaiah (?).   c.244 CE.   Wall-Painting from the Synagogue 

at Dura Europos, Syria.   Damascus, National Museum. 
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Fig. 236.   Portrait of St Januarius.   5
th

 century.   Wall-Painting (detail).   

Naples, Catacomb of S. Gennaro. 
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Fig. 237.   Sobek-Re and Pramarres.   2
nd

 Century.   Fayum (exact provenance 

unknown).   Tempera on wood panel.   31.1 x 29.4 cm.   Moscow, Pushkin 

Museum (I, Ia 6860). 
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Fig. 238.   Harpocrates-Dionysos.   2
nd

 century.   Fayum (exact provenance 

unknown).   Tempera on wood panel.   37 x 30 cm.   Cairo, Egyptian Museum 

(JE 31568). 
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Fig. 239.   Saints Sergius and Bacchus with Medallion Portrait of Christ.   6
th

/7
th

 

century (?).   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   28.4 x 41.8 cm.   Kiev, 

City Museum of Eastern and Western Art (111). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 240.   Icon of Saint Platon and an Unidentified Female Saint (Weitzmann 

B15).   6
th

/7
th

 century (?).   Provenance unknown.   Encaustic.   54.2 x 48.2 cm.   

Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and Western Art.  
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Fig. 241.   Isis enthroned, offering her breast to Harpocrates.   2
nd

 century (?).   

Wall-painting in a niche in House B50, Karanis (Fayum). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 242.   Isis and Harpocrates enthroned, flanked by a Dioscurus on 

horseback.   Wall-painting in a niche in House B50, Karanis (Fayum).   Archive 

photograph. 
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Fig. 243.   A Dioscuros on horseback.    2
nd

 century (?).   Wall-painting in a 

niche in House B50, Karanis (Fayum). 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 244.   Goddess flanked by the Dioscuri, and Harpocrates (to the far left) 

and Hermouthis with a ram (to the far right).   2
nd

 century (?).   Wall-painting 

in a niche.   Theadelphia (Fayum).   
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Fig. 245.   Serapis.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera on left-hand 

door-panel.   Panel  38 x 19 cm.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum (74.AP.21). 
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Fig. 246.   Isis (?).   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera on right-

hand door-panel.   Panel  37.5 x 20.3 cm.   Malibu, J. Paul Getty Museum 

(74.AP.22). 
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Fig. 247.   Bust of a God, accompanied by Military Gods (fragment).   2
nd

 

century.   Fayum (exact provenance unknown).  Tempera.   47.5 x 17.2 cm.   

Cairo, Egyptian Museum (JE 31571b). 
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Fig. 248.   Two-tier Composition of Christ in Majesty (above) and the Virgin 

and Child Enthroned with Saints (below).   6
th

/7
th

 century.   Niche painting in 

eastern wall of the oratory of cell 6, Monastery of Apa Apollo, Bawit.   Tempera 

on plaster.   Niche 220 x 170 cm.   Cairo, Coptic Museum. 
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Fig. 249.   Portrait of a Man with Osiris and Anubis.   c.140-80.   From Saqqara.   

Tempera on linen.   179 x 123 cm.   Paris, Louvre (N 3076). 
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Fig. 250.   Theodosia flanked by St Kollouthos and St Mary.   5
th

/6
th

 century.   

Wall-painting from the tomb of Theodosia, Antinoopolis (watercolour made at 

time of excavation;  original now lost).   Florence, Papyrological Institute. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 251.   Cybele and Demeter enthroned, flanked by Persephone Kore and 

Iacchus.   Taurobolium altar from Chalandri (Athens).   c. 360-70.   Marble.   

Athens, National Archaeological Museum. 
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Fig. 252.   Missorium of Theodosius I.   387/88.   Constantinople or Rome.   

Silver.   74 cm diameter.   Madrid, Royal Academy of History. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 253.   Statue of Augustus as Imperator (‘Augustus Prima Porta’).   c.14-37 

CE (?).   Prima Porta, Rome.   Marble (copy of bronze original of 20 BCE?).   

203 cm high.   Rome, Vatican Museums (2290). 
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Fig. 254.   The Virgin suckling the Christ Child (‘Galaktotrophousa’).   c.7
th

 

century.   Wall-painting, north lobe of the sanctuary, Red Monastery Church, 

near Sohag, Egypt. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 255.   Hathor suckling the Pharaoh in the form of Ihi.   2
nd

 century CE.   

Relief on exterior wall of the Mammisi of Augustus, Dendera. 
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Fig. 256.   Head of Isis (?).   Detail of Fig. 246. 

 

 

Fig. 257.   Head of the Virgin.   Detail of fig. 265. 
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Fig. 258.   Moon-Goddess.   2
nd

 century.   Provenance unknown.   Tempera on 

panel (fragment).   24.6 x 7.6 cm.   Berlin, Egyptian Museum (14443). 
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Fig. 259.   Head of a Moon-goddess.   Detail of Fig. 258. 

 

 

Fig. 260.   Head of the Virgin.   Detail from Icon of the Virgin and Child.   6
th

 

century.   Encaustic.   35.4 x 20.6 cm.   Kiev, City Museum of Eastern and 

Western Art (acc. No. 112). 
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Fig. 261.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with two Archangels (detail).   6
th

 

century.   Egypt.   Tapestry (wool).   178 x 110 cm.   Cleveland Museum of Art 

(1967.144). 
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Fig. 262.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Sts Felix and Adauctus and the 

widow Turtura.   c. 530.   Rome, Catacomb of Commodilla. 
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Fig. 263.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Archangels and Worshipping 

Donor (‘Madonna della Clemenza’).   6
th

/early 8th century.    Encaustic on 

panel.   164 x 116 cm.   Rome, S. Maria in Trastevere. 
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Fig. 264.   Icon of the Virgin and Child.   c.609.   Tempera with gilding on panel.   

100 x 47.5 cm.   Rome, S. Maria ad Martyres (Pantheon). 
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Fig. 265.   The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Saints and Archangels.   6th 

century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   68.5 x 49.7 cm.   Sinai, 

Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 266.   Saint Theodore, the Virgin and Christ.   7
th

 century.   Mosaic.     

Thessaloniki, Church of St Demetrius. 
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Fig. 267.   Saint Peter with Medallion Portraits of Christ, the Virgin Mary and 

St John (B5).   6
th

 century.   Constantinople (?).   Encaustic on panel.   93 x 53 

cm.   Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. 
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Fig. 268.   Portraits of Sts Philip, Andrew and Peter (detail from fig. 248). 

 

 

 

Fig. 269.   Painted Lararium.   1
st
 century CE (?).    Fresco.   Pompeii, House of 

the Vettii. 
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