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Late Antique Portraits and Early Christian Icons

This book focuses on the earliest surviving Christian icons, dated to the sixth and seventh centuries, which bear many resemblances to three other well-established genres of ‘sacred portrait’ also produced during late antiquity, namely Roman imperial portraiture, Greco-Egyptian funerary portraiture and panel-paintings depicting non-Christian deities.

Andrew Paterson addresses two fundamental questions about devotional portraiture – both Christian and non-Christian – in the late antique period. Firstly, how did artists visualise and construct these images of divine or sanctified figures? And secondly, how did their intended viewers look at, respond to, and even interact with these images? Paterson argues that a key factor of many of these portrait-images is the emphasis given to the depicted gaze, which invites an intensified form of personal encounter with the portrait’s subject.
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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 in the collection of the Monastery of St Catherine, Sinai, a small number of which form the central material of this study, have been rightly acclaimed as seminal examples of the nascent Byzantine icon tradition.1 However, one aspect of the fascination they continue to exert is the way they afford glimpses of a more exploratory period of creative endeavour, before any such ‘icon tradition’ had been established. These are images belonging to a historical context in which Christian theology was still gradually distinguishing itself from other philosophies and belief systems of the Hellenistic world, and in which no distinctively Christian theory of the image yet existed. They are also images which, technically and stylistically speaking, clearly declare their indebtedness to various sources within the preceding Graeco-Roman tradition of portraiture, and it is these interconnections with earlier late antique portraits which form the basis of this study, rather than the relationship of these early Christian images to the later development of the Byzantine icon. Hence, the chronological range of this study is roughly that of the first seven centuries CE.

In particular, three categories of non-Christian portrait image may be compared with the early Sinai icons in terms of technique, style, iconography and function. These categories are: Roman imperial portraiture (from the first to the sixth centuries); the portrait mummies of Roman Egypt (first to third centuries) and panel paintings depicting non-Christian deities, produced in the Fayum region of Egypt (mainly second century). These have all been previously identified as sources for the early Christian icon, although there have been considerable scholarly disagreements (addressed below) as to their relative importance in this respect, and, remarkably, they have not been previously analysed alongside each other in a single extended study. However, this study takes it for granted that all three of these sources are important to a full understanding of the Sinai icons’ visual languages, original functions and meanings. By considering them together here, the aim is twofold: firstly, to reconstruct a more complete artistic context for the early Sinai icons’ production, and secondly, to arrive at a fuller understanding of the historical, social and religious factors that would have conditioned their reception.

More broadly, the book addresses two fundamental questions about sacred portraiture – both Christian and non-Christian – in late antiquity: firstly, how did artists visualise and construct these various kinds of portrait image? My observations on technical and stylistic aspects of this question are informed by my own work as a portraitist and painter of icons using traditional egg tempera and encaustic techniques. And secondly, what factors would have conditioned the way their intended viewers looked at, responded to, and interacted with these images? The processes of production and reception are seen as complementary aspects of the exercise of the religious imagination, practised with considerable sophistication by the images’ audiences as much as by their makers, and it has seemed appropriate to divide the contents of the book accordingly – the first two chapters deal with matters of production, the second two with questions of reception.


The Range of Material

As mentioned above, scholarship in the field of early Christian icons has often tended to ascribe more importance to one or other of their artistic sources while downplaying the significance of others. For example, during the second half of the twentieth century several pioneering scholars in this field confidently asserted that imperial portraiture constituted the dominant influence on the emergence of the Christian icon.2 However, this model of influence was subsequently challenged with an alternative hypothesis being advanced that early images of Christ, the Virgin and saints had been primarily designed to compete with, and supersede, images of pagan gods and goddesses.3 In support of this point of view the small surviving corpus of panel paintings or pinakes depicting Graeco-Egyptian deities, produced in the Fayum region of Egypt between the first and third centuries CE, has been cited as representing a hitherto neglected source for the Christian icon at least as significant as that of the imperial portrait.4 These panel paintings do indeed 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. Studies of this corpus published hitherto have focused mainly on the iconographical content of these portraits, whereas in this study due attention is paid to the role of the artist’s phantasia, or faculty of visualisation, in the construction of the likenesses of both pagan deities and Christian sacred figures. However, while some of the correspondences between these non-Christian divine portraits and the early Sinai icons, particularly in terms of painterly techniques, are indeed striking, other possible connections in terms of iconography and function have arguably been somewhat overstated.5

With regard to the third category of portrait mentioned above, the so-called mummy portraits of Roman Egypt,6 numerous scholars have referred, as it were in passing, to possible connections between these and the early Christian icons, albeit without analysing the nature of such connections in any detail.7 As with the Fayum pinakes, the mummy portraits bear clear resemblances in terms of style and technique to early Christian portrait icons – examples painted in encaustic may be related to the early Sinai icons in the same medium, while the more schematic style of most of the tempera portraits resembles that of sixth- and seventh-century Egyptian icons, again in the same medium. As for the reception of this hybrid form of funerary portraiture by its intended audience, scholarly interpretations have often been distorted by the portraits’ having been separated – both literally and conceptually – from the mummies of which they originally formed an integral part.8 Once the portraits are reinstated in their proper context of Egyptian beliefs concerning the afterlife, we may reassess to what extent portrait mummies may have performed a devotional function, comparable in some ways to that of early Christian icons. It should be acknowledged that some scholars have been inclined to downplay or even deny these possible connections between funerary portraiture and early portrait icons.9 Some of their arguments have been based on relatively narrow definitions of the term ‘icon,’ which are discussed below.10 However, the assertion that no devotional portraiture was produced for the funerary sphere during late antiquity may certainly be questioned in the case of the mummy portraits of Roman Egypt because of their unique religious context.

Regarding my criteria for the selection of material covered by this study, these have been principally informed by my particular thematic focus on the interaction between the depicted gaze of a devotional portrait and its audience. Even within the medium of painting alone, despite the poor survival rate of painted panels in particular from late antiquity, much material has had to be omitted. The geographical range has been largely limited to the eastern Mediterranean, with Egypt, largely thanks to its more favourable climate, assuming a central position – of the images reproduced in this book, some 80% are known to have been produced in that country, while others of more doubtful origin, including the early Sinai icons themselves, are also possibly Egyptian. Kurt Weitzmann’s comprehensive catalogue of the Sinai collection lists some thirty-five icons in all which he dates to the pre-Iconoclastic period, i.e., the seventh or eighth century or earlier.11 However, most of these are in a fragmentary, not to say ruinous state, and I do not consider them to add significantly to the discussion of the four key examples to which I have paid most attention: the icon of Christ Blessing (Figure 0.1), the icon of The Mother of God Enthroned with Warrior-Saints and Archangels (Figure 0.2), the icon of St Peter (Figure 0.3) and the icon of Christ in Majesty (Figure 0.4).

[image: The icon of Christ Blessing from the sixth century. His right hand is held up in a blessing and his left hand holds the Bible. A gold halo surrounds his head.]
Figure 0.1 Icon of Christ Blessing. Sixth century. Constantinople (?) Encaustic on panel. 84.5 × 44.3 cm. Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. By permission of Saint Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai, Egypt. Photograph courtesy of Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria Expeditions to Mount Sinai.



[image: The icon of the Mother of God with Mary at the center with Jesus on her lap. There are Warrior-Saint on either sides and Archangels behind. The Saints hold gold crosses.]
Figure 0.2 Icon of the Mother of God Enthroned with Warrior-Saints and Archangels. Sixth century. Constantinople (?) Encaustic on panel. 68.5 × 49.7 cm. Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. By permission of Saint Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai, Egypt. Photograph courtesy of Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria Expeditions to Mount Sinai.



[image: The icon of Saint Peter from the sixth century. Peter holds a cross in his hands. Small icons of Jesus Christ, a blessed virgin, and Mary are seen behind Saint Peter.]
Figure 0.3 Icon of St Peter. Sixth century. Constantinople (?) Encaustic on panel. 92.8 × 53.3 cm. Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. By permission of Saint Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai, Egypt. Photograph courtesy of Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria Expeditions to Mount Sinai.



[image: The icon of Christ in Majesty. Jesus Christ sits with his left hand holding the Bible and his right hand raised in blessing. A halo surrounds his head.]
Figure 0.4 Icon of Christ in Majesty. Fifth/sixth century (?). Provenance unknown (Egypt?). Encaustic on panel. 76 × 53.5 cm. Sinai, Monastery of St Catherine. By permission of Saint Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai, Egypt. Photograph courtesy of Michigan-Princeton-Alexandria Expeditions to Mount Sinai.



Apart from the Sinai collection, the only Christian panel paintings to have survived from the pre-Iconoclastic period consist of approximately thirty panels of Egyptian origin (some of which are also discussed here), and four icons of the Virgin and Child produced for churches in Rome – the latter are problematic in that they have been overpainted to a greater or lesser extent over the centuries, whereas I shall argue this is not the case with the selected examples from Sinai and Egypt.12 Portraits in other media from the period – for example, wall paintings and gold-glass portraits from the Roman catacombs and elsewhere, manuscript miniatures, coinage and mosaics in churches – are also relevant particularly from the iconographic point of view, but in many cases the potential for intimate interaction between image and viewer, which is characteristic of most of the selected material, would necessarily have been somewhat precluded, either by the diminutive scale of the image or the conditions of display – hence, such examples have usually been considered in less detail or omitted altogether, simply for reasons of space. However, the exclusive focus on painting has been relaxed in some respects, notably in the case of Roman imperial portraiture, in which category only a single painted panel has survived. In many sculpted imperial portraits the depicted gaze has been given just as much prominence as in the painted portraits under consideration and certainly deserves interpretation, even in the many cases where the original context of display is not known.

One 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 in relevant artistic centres such as Constantinople and Alexandria, and the Byzantine icon had not yet emerged in its mature form, either theoretically or artistically. As already stated, it is the visual culture of the Eastern Mediterranean that provides the immediate context for most of the material discussed in this book, and from this point of view, the continuity of Graeco-Roman artistic traditions appears to have been remarkably resilient and durable, despite the major political repercussions of the establishment of Christianity as the state religion, for example. 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 Graeco-Roman traditions as well as to the iconography of what was to become known as Orthodox Christianity – 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 development of the icon. On the other hand, if they are categorised purely as products of late antiquity, the significant innovations in terms of function and reception which characterise the inception of Byzantine devotional portraiture, and which may be identified in the Sinai icons in particular, can be equally seriously underplayed.



Questions of Methodology

As its subtitle indicates, the book focuses on a specific aspect of the reception of these portraits by their audiences which I believe has not been given the interpretive attention it deserves – namely, the formal emphasis, which is clearly evident across all four categories of portrait, on the depicted gaze. How did these audiences respond to these gazes, and in particular, to what extent did they ascribe to these gazes the power to look and hence to look back at them? Special attention will be given to the depicted gaze that is oriented directly towards the portrait’s viewer, and the idea that this formal feature was designed to facilitate an exchange of gazes between the portrait (and, by implication, the portrait’s subject) and its viewer. This clearly touches on a crucial element in the interpretation of sacred portraiture, namely the perennial question of so-called ‘real presence’: did the viewers of these portraits believe that their subjects were somehow present within their images, even to the extent that the image to all intents and purposes functioned as the subject; or were they more inclined to see the portrait as merely pointing the viewer’s imagination towards the absent subject? Recent scholarly contributions, not surprisingly, have taken differing stances on this issue.13 In late antiquity itself, both attitudes were current, but the issue was not nearly as thoroughly theorised as it was to become during the Iconoclastic controversy of the eighth and ninth centuries.14 What needs to be borne in mind, in taking into account those examples of theorisation that have survived from late antiquity, is the inevitable discrepancy, not to say tension, between those products of a literate elite and what must have been actual devotional practices in relation to sacred portraits. It is always tempting for scholars to ascribe greater importance to theoretical arguments found in texts of the period than to evidence (often, it is true, of doubtful veracity) of the instinctive devotional behaviour of the non-literate majority. Hence, this study will seek to counterbalance that potential bias by continually returning to the visual evidence of the portrait images themselves and offering fresh appraisals of their performative potential.

In terms of academic categorisation, the belief that a portrait literally possesses the capacity to look back at its viewer may be thought to be more appropriately consigned to anthropological studies of animism than to belong within the sphere of conventional art history. However, it is a truism that the art historical practice of interpretation derives ultimately from highly subjective experiences of particular objects in particular conditions of viewing. Bissera Pentcheva, for example, has described viewing a Byzantine relief icon depicting Mary the Mother of God, not in museum conditions of display, but by candlelight (as it was originally intended to be viewed):


The shadows cast over the eyes of the Mother of God changed, manifesting a sense of animation, miraculously imbuing her face with liveliness. Mary’s moving gaze sent a current through my body. For the first time, I experienced what we easily call ‘object’ as living and present.15



Such a direct experience of a portrait as an active, living subject, which is even capable of interacting with its viewer, is undoubtedly not easily come by for modern viewers. If we have been educated to regard a portrait as primarily a ‘work of art,’ our learned responses will reinforce the status of the portrait as an object, and will tend to interpose a subtle distance between us and the subject portrayed. Any pre-rational response to the virtual presence of the subject will tend to be buried beneath the apparatus of aesthetic appreciation. If we then bring this particular mode of viewing, which we are inclined to take for granted, to the sacred portraiture of late antiquity, we shall find ourselves at a disadvantage in terms of understanding the meanings such images may have held for their original audiences.

However, the spontaneous response recorded by Pentcheva is a helpful pointer in our attempt to understand what the viewing of a sacred portrait at that period might have involved, what kind of experience it could have generated, and with what meanings that experience could have been invested. My focus on the reception of the various categories of devotional portraiture mentioned above presupposes that the meanings of such images are not to be conceived as inherent in the objects themselves, but as arising out of the relationships between image and viewer, and that these relationships themselves would have had certain definable social and cultural contexts – domestic, funerary, civic, ecclesiastical, monastic and so on. Such an emphasis on the act of looking does present problems from the point of view of conventional art-historical methodologies. How can we know how late antique viewers would have looked at any of the images discussed here? We shall, of course, be assembling and analysing the precious few surviving items of contemporary textual evidence pertinent to this question, and juxtaposing these with the internal visual evidence of the images themselves. At the same time, however, this study will also seek to interpret these portraits’ functions and modes of reception in the light of concepts borrowed from anthropology and phenomenology, as well as the philosophy and theology of the period. To borrow anthropological terminology, I shall be adopting both ‘etic’ and ‘emic’ modes of viewing: the etic mode approaches an object such as a portrait image from the outside, as it were, according to preconceived categories of enquiry, such as the classificatory impulse typical of conventional art history, while the emic mode, by contrast, attempts a more empathetic approach by taking into account the original use and performance of the object in the light of ‘local social codes,’ thus requiring ‘an element of projection to recover or imagine the past.’16

At the same time, I would acknowledge the inherent limitations of an approach to understanding based solely on the attempted reclamation of historical context. Anthropological or phenomenological approaches to the reception of sacred portraits may undoubtedly arrive closer to the meanings of the interrelationships involved than a traditional art-historical approach can do, but even these have to stop at a putatively objective account of the viewer’s experience. The exchange of gazes between a portrait and its viewer, which is so crucial to the mode of viewing in question, may at least be recognised as having taken place, but the actual subjective experience of this exchange will surely remain irretrievable in terms of scholarly or critical discourse.

The problem at the root of this cognitive approach is that certain faculties, particularly emotional or intuitive ones, are effectively excluded from participating in the response to the image. The rigorously historicising nature of this approach has appealed to the positivistic tendencies of much modern scholarship, but I am in sympathy with David Freedberg’s contention that it is ultimately so impersonal as to be somewhat evasive, in that its claims to objectivity may be seen as a refusal ‘to allow the lessons we learn from our own responses to inform our judgements about the past.’17 Hence, it will be seen that this study does seek to integrate personal responses to the portraits in question into the general line of argument, indeed increasingly so as it moves towards its conclusions.



Working Definitions of Key Terms

The various possible correspondences and differences between these four categories of sacred portrait need to be seen in relation to more general interpretive issues surrounding the production and reception of portraiture as a whole during late antiquity, and it may be helpful here to offer working definitions of some basic critical terms used in this book. Firstly, the term portrait itself has been defined, in the context of the Graeco-Roman tradition, as ‘an intentional representation of a person containing a sufficient number of specific features to make the representation recognisable to others.’18 In relation to the wide range of portraits studied in this book, 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 book, a portrait, whatever its specific function may have been, would have been literally of no use to the viewer if it did not present them with a likeness of a particular subject or ‘prototype’ 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. Pliny the Elder (23–79 CE) stated that the function of portraiture in his own day was ‘to transmit through the ages extremely correct likenesses of persons.’19 However, while portraits from certain periods (for instance, the first century BCE in Rome) 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 above definition’s emphasis on the ‘intentional’ nature of portraiture is helpful in this respect – 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.20 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.

One important formal aspect of a portrait which is not made explicit in the above 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 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 at this period served the fundamental purpose of enabling the viewer to relate, more or less directly, to its subject (whether or not they believed the subject to be literally present in the image) – therefore, the subject needed 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 other terms of this definition also require some further elucidation: ‘representation’ and ‘person.’ A representation of a specific figure could, of course, be effected through the mimetic 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 late antiquity a representation was frequently constructed out of a combination of visual and verbal signifiers. In many cases an inscription was perceived to be a necessary component of a portrait, confirming the identity of the subject, perhaps partly 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 this definition tends to carry the limiting connotation of a historical human being. However, a large proportion of the portraits discussed in this book do not represent historical figures, but rather deities, angels or other supernatural beings 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, for the purposes of this study 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, as well as images of human individuals whose historical personal appearance could not have been known at the time of production. Indeed, in all these cases we shall argue that the personhood of the subject, and how this personhood was understood, was of prime importance in the reception of a portrait by its intended audience.

With such a broad diversity of subjects as this, the question of how a likeness was established in late antique portraiture becomes 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 intended audience, of the relationship between the image and the subject – or ‘prototype,’ to use the Byzantine term – which it portrays. The understanding of the prototype itself (whether this was an emperor, a deceased individual, a pagan deity, a Christian saint or Christ himself) was informed by religious beliefs and other ideological considerations, and these in turn need to be appreciated in each case before an interpretation of the likeness can be made. For example, in the case of an emperor, or of Christ, the prototype is understood here to be of a dual nature: in the case of an emperor, the historical individual was combined with the impersonal, quasi-timeless ideal of imperium, and his portrait was idealised accordingly, while in the case of Christ the theological doctrine that his person combined both human and divine natures developed during this period, giving rise to the artistic problem of how to convey this teaching in visual terms through a portrait image. In the case of the mummy portraits also, I shall suggest that yet another form of dual prototype underlies the construction of likeness, in that two complementary aspects of the human soul (as conceptualised in the Egyptian tradition) seem to be combined in an analogous fashion.

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 (often including verbal signifiers) which conveyed a sense of that individual’s identity and status. However, in cases where there was no record of the subject’s physical appearance or the subject was non-historical anyway, likeness declares itself more explicitly as a symbolic construction. This 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’ model 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 or iconographic choices made by the artist.

My use of the broad term ‘sacred portrait’ is intended simply to denote a portrait image whose reception would have been devotional in nature. However, this does raise another key issue, namely how we may distinguish between commemorative and devotional portraiture at this period, and indeed whether any clear demarcation between the two categories can be said to have existed. As the word itself suggests, the primary function of a commemorative portrait was – and still is – to honour and preserve the memory of the subject in the mind of the viewer, the subject being in all cases a recognised historical individual – the term does not apply to images of superhuman or fictional figures. The double aspect, already noted, of a commemorative portrait as both individual likeness and exemplary type clearly implied that 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 study, 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).

Thus, 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.21 However, its function vis à vis the viewer is less easily defined, indeed it is precisely in this respect that it is difficult to draw a clear dividing line between commemorative and devotional portraits. In some contexts, depending on the beliefs and expectations of the viewer, a portrait could function as a perfectly adequate substitutionary embodiment of its subject’s virtual presence. For example, Evagrius, author of the seventh-century vita of St Pancratius of Taormina, states that he commissioned 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.’22 Since in this case the patron presumably venerated the saint depicted in the portrait, the image would be classifiable as devotional. In general, it seems evident that the principal variable factor determining whether a portrait’s function be commemorative or devotional is not any of its formal qualities, but the nature of the relationship between its viewer and its subject.23 If the subject was believed to be superior to the viewer in terms of ontological or 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.24 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 even an image originally intended as a commemorative portrait could nevertheless take on the function of a devotional portrait – without its formal appearance needing to change in any way – as a result of the intensity of a viewer’s devotional response. Hence, the definitions of these two terms necessarily retain an indistinct boundary between them.

Of course, if it is indeed the viewer’s response to a portrait, their attitude towards it and use of it, which determines its function, we face an apparently insuperable art-historical problem, in that we simply lack, at such a historical distance, clear evidence of such viewers’ responses.25 Still, they 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 would have been the object of ritualised physical actions such as bowing (proskynesis), the offering of flowers, garlands, incense and so on. It is also known from surviving inscriptions that at least some devotional portraits functioned as votive offerings (see below). If such evidence is lacking concerning the image’s original context of display and ritual use, we may instead identify iconographic features that are typically associated with a response of veneration – the halo, occurring in numerous non-Christian as well as Christian portraits from this period, is perhaps the most obvious example. However, if symbolic attributes of this kind are also lacking, it is more difficult to ascribe the epithet ‘devotional’ to any specific portrait from the period with such confidence, for two reasons. Firstly, a difference in ontological status between viewer and subject is not necessarily obvious from the 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 became divinised in the process of passing to the afterlife, and this belief is articulated in the decoration of many of the extant examples. However, there is little 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 is likely to have varied from one patron to another.

Hence, the working definition of a sacred or devotional portrait for the purposes of this study is twofold: 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, a channel for the viewer’s prayers, or a model for imitation as part of spiritual training.26 Many devotional portraits also served more specifically as votive offerings, and on the face of it the function of a votive portrait would seem to be relatively straightforward. A portrait image was commonly commissioned, both in antiquity and throughout the period of this study, as an object to be donated to a temple, church or other religious building, serving as a material expression of the commissioner’s relationship to the deity or person whom they venerated.27 In both non-Christian and Christian contexts, this act of donation was frequently associated with pilgrimage to holy sites; Graeco-Roman sanctuaries associated with healing, for instance, accumulated large numbers of portrait images in this way.28 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.’29 Brief inscriptions on such images sometimes specify the spiritual intentions of their donors, which could be either thanksgiving or petition. Again, this ritual function of the portrait 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.

However, it is debatable whether this particular role necessarily excluded the possibility of the same image being used as a medium for private devotion either before or after the act of donation. Some scholars have defined the votive portrait as no more than a record of a completed spiritual transaction, such as a positive response in the past to its patron’s needs on the part of the portrait’s subject – in other words, it is argued that such an image, by definition, was not used as a medium for prayer in the present.30 As an example of such a strictly defined image, Beat Brenk has cited a seventh-century mosaic from the Church of St Demetrius in Thessaloniki, depicting St Theodore, the Virgin and Christ.
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