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A key role in the relations between Byzantium and Rome

in the second half of the 13" century was played by the
mendicant orders — Franciscan and Dominican — which,
engaged in their evangelizing mission, constructed

a network of monasteries from the Holy Land to
Constantinople, Armenia and Georgia, even pushing as far
as the Far East. The role of the Franciscans was also central
in the unionist politics of the papacy promoted by popes
Gregory X (1271-1276) and Nicholas 1V (1288-1292).

Against the background of this context two cases of
monumental painting seem particularly significant. They are
distant from each other but shared a common patron of
Franciscan origin: the frescoes of the Kalenderhane Camii
in Istanbul (1250) and the mosaics of Santa Maria Maggiore
in Rome (1296). In both it is possible to identify, not only in
the iconographic programme but also in the stylistic and
technique choices, the joint presence of both Western and
Byzantine elements which seems to suggest that interaction
took place between Greek and Latin craftspeople. The
restorations of the Santa Maria Maggiore mosaics

completed in 2000 offer new elements along these lines.
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Byzantium, Rome,
Crusader Kingdoms

Exchanges and Artistic
Interactions in the Second Half
of the Thirteenth Century

Maria Raffaella Menna

The history of the artistic relations between Rome and Byz-
antium in the 13% century is closely connected to the affairs
of the mendicant orders and in particular the Franciscan
order, involved in the East in an extensive evangelizing
mission that recognized the common origin of the Eastern
Christian churches.! Girolamo d’Ascoli, the first Franciscan
pope in the history of the papacy with the name Nicholas
IV (1288-1292) was one of the most involved characters in
this sense; in the years preceding his election to the papacy,
he stayed in Constantinople (1270-1271) sent as an envoy by
Gregory X for the preparation of the Council of Lyon to the
Byzantine emperor Michael V111 Palaeologus.? In this con-
text the re-reading of two complex and particularly signifi-
cant paintings, such as the frescoes of the Kalernderhane
Camii in Istanbul (1250) with the Stories of St. Francis and
the apse mosaics of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome com-
missioned by Nicholas 1V, offer some new insights.

The cases are different and separated by four dec-
ades, but they share the common patronage of Franciscan
origin. In both it is possible to identify, in the iconographic
programme as well as the stylistic and technique choices,
the joint presence of both Western and Byzantine elements
which seems to suggest that interaction took place at the
sites, albeit in different ways, between the Western and Byz-
antine craftspeople based on a specific intent of the patron
aimed at promoting a common cultural and spiritual out-
look between the Latins and the Greeks.

The frescos depicting the stories of St. Francis in
Kalenderhane Camii, discovered in 1967 and now on display
in the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul, hold a unique
position among the scarce traces of monumental painting
from the 13" century in Byzantium.® This cycle decorated
a small chapel located in the area of the diaconicon of the
church of the monastery dedicated to Kyriotissa built at the
end of the 12" century; during Crusader rule the church
was adapted to Latin rite and the chapel was dedicated to
St. Francis.* The frescoes of Kalenderhane may have been
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painted after 1228 - the canonization of St. Francis - and
before 1261 - end of the Latin empire of Constantinople.’
According to what it has been possible to reconstruct from
the pieces in situ and from the fragments of painted plaster,
the apse presented the figure of St. Francis with the Gospel
showing the stigmata, on a large scale, while on the sides
and below there was a cycle of 11 scenes arranged on three
registries [fig. 1] reproducing the layout of the first panels
with St. Francis and stories of his life Vitae —iconae, such as
the panel of Pescia (1235) or the panel of the Bardi chapel in
the Basilica of Santa Croce in Florence (1250).°

The exceptional importance of these paintings lies
in the fact that they document the first monumental cycle
of Franciscan stories and this even precedes the cycle of the
lower basilica of Assisi, which can be attributed to the peri-
od under the papacy of Alexander 1V (1257-1261), or slightly
later to 1260-1263.” Some new compositional solutions ap-
pear here which would be adopted in Assisi some years later
in the lower basilica and then in the upper basilica by Gio-
tto, for instance the Preaching to the Birds scene stands out,
in which the birds are arranged on the ground, on the left of
the frame, in a highly naturalistic way.? [fig. 2]

At Kalederhane we are dealing with an up-to-date
and highly innovative painting style and Hugo Buchtal
was the first to relate the frescoes, for the palette, model-
ling, gesture, treatment of the landscape and architectural
background, to the cultural context of the miniatures of the
Arsenal Bible (Paris, Bibliothéque de I'Arsenal, codex 5211),
commissioned by Louis IX the Saint and produced in the
scriptorium of Acri around 1250 by a French artist; this affin-
ity dates them to around 1250-1252, a particularly interest-
ing point in time for relations between Byzantium, Rome
and the Crusader Kingdom.’

The programme of paintings is closely linked to
the church of Rome and the new saint of Assisi; the com-
position and style recall the international artistic culture
which was established in the Holy Land and has its main
centres in the scriptorium of Jerusalem and Acri, and in St.
Catherine’s Monastery in Sinai and also at Antioch - where
Western French and Venetian elements are combined with
Byzantine elements in a completely original way - giving
rise to what Hans Belting defined as the “lingua franca”.!’

Two exquisitely Byzantine components should be
pointed out in the paintings of Kalederhane. The first is
the Latin inscription that runs above the apsidal arch and
shows the incipit of psalm 25(26:8) (‘Domine dilexit decorem
domus tuae et locum habitationis gloriae tuae’), [fig. 3] which
has no association with Franciscan culture, but it is found
in a Byzantine context in antiphon 13 of the Gospel of the
first night of dedication of a church.!! It is the same psalm
found, in Greek letters, on the arch of the diaconicon of the
Katholikon of Hosios Lukas in Phocis, linked to the cult of
St. Luke Stiriotes, decorated with mosaics around 1040.'?

Different worlds

1 - St. Francis Chapel - reconstruction sketch. Kalenderhane Camii,

Istanbul

2 - St. Francis Chapel, frescoes in situ. Kalenderhane Camii, Istanbul
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Added to this is the depiction of two Fathers of the
Greek Church on the arch framing the apse, now in a highly
fragmented state.'? [figs. 4 and 5] They are characterized by
the particular accuracy and precision of the clothing com-
posed of the traditional white polystavrion decorated with
large black crosses, the episcopal omophorion on the shoul-
ders, the phenolion with wide sleeves and the lightweight
white tunic, the sticharion.'* The dimensions of the Fathers
are particularly large and, unexpectedly, they far exceed the
image of St. Francis depicted in the centre of the apse. They
were accompanied by Greek inscriptions, and some letters
discovered (sigma followed by tau and an omicrom letter)
[fig. 6] made it possible to identify the figure on the left as
St. John Chrysostom (345-407), bishop of Antioch and Pa-
triarch of Constantinople from 398. The extreme precision
in the reproduction of the clothing led Striker to suppose
that Byzantine masters had been called upon to collaborate
with the studio, especially for these figures.™

John Chrysostom is one of the most important Fa-
thers of the Greek Church, generally depicted together with
the other Fathers Gregory of Nazianzus, Basil of Caesarea,
and Athanasius in the apse of average Byzantine churches.
He is remembered not only for his famous rhetorical skills
but also for his intense apostolate activities in the cities as
well as in the countryside, for his preaching in simple and
effective tones, primarily guided by the Gospel text, and for
his rigorous commitment to the reform of the church and
of society where the imbalance between the rich and the
poor was increasingly accentuated which led him to lash
out even against the Empress Eudoxia herself, his main pa-
tron.’” All his efforts were aimed at re-establishing union
with the Church of Rome against the patriarch Theophilos,
by appealing to Pope Innocent 1.18 For this reason, probably
in 1204, he was chosen as protector of the Latin Patriarchate
of Constantinople and, most likely in the same year, his rel-
ics were taken to Rome where they are still kept in the ba-
silica of St. Peter’s in the Vatican.!? His profile and his com-
mitment brought him close to the saint of Assisi and this
would explain his choice to depict him in the soffit of the
arch that frames the apse. Both the inscription that recalls
a Byzantine formulation and the presence of Greek Fathers
can be explained by the cultural climate of the unionist pol-
itics between the Orthodox church and the church of Rome
promoted by Pope Innocent 1V and the Emperor of Nicaea,
John 111 Doukas Vatatzes, interested in re-establishing good
relations with the Western powers who were not deployed
against Byzantium at the time Constantinople was taken.?
In this context the Franciscans - present in the East since
1215 due to their missionary activities - performed an es-
sential role in the various diplomatic relations.*! In 1217
Brother Elias started to organize the provinces (Romania
and the Holy Land), in 1220 the Franciscans were in Con-
stantinople, in 1221 in Antioch, and probably from 1229 in
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3 - Preaching to Birds, St. Francis Chapel. Kalenderhane Camii, Istanbul

4 - South Church Father, St. Francis Chapel. Kalenderhane Camii,

Istanbul
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Jerusalem.?? The generals of the Order of Elias and Haymo
of Faversham were instructed by Pope Gregory X to main-
tain contacts with the Byzantine Empire of Nicaea.?* Thus
the Franciscans found themselves weaving a rich network
of relations between the East and the West.

In 1250, bringing to a close the negotiations started
in 1234 at the Council of Nymphaeum, which had been ad-
journed for many years, John 111 Vatatzes proposed to In-
nocent 1V, through the Franciscan Giovanni Buralli, the ca-
pitula on which the Pope and the Patriarch Manuel 11 could
come to an agreement: the recognition of the supremacy of
the church of Rome by the Byzantine church in exchange
for the return of Constantinople.** In 1254 John of Parma,
minister of the order (1247-1257) and who spent time in the
East in 1249, included Eastern Saints in the Franciscan cal-
endar.?®

The quite unusual importance attributed to the
Greek Fathers at Kalenderhane, at the close of the years that
saw the presentation of the capitula, should therefore be in-
terpreted as a precise reference to the identification of the
common origins between the Latin Church and the Greek
Church against the backdrop of the negotiations that had
recently been concluded.

However, another aspect should be underlined.
Recent studies have highlighted how Franciscan spiritu-
ality, by recalling the evangelical life, the renunciation of

Different worlds

6 - Greek Church Father - head fragment, Kalenderhane Camii,

Istanbul

worldly goods, the vow of poverty, and the marked mystical
aspect that distinguished it, appeared similar to aspects of
Byzantine monasticism.?® Even the theme of the ‘folly for
Christ’ where St. Francis himself defined himself as a ‘fool
for Christ’ is an aspect that corresponds to Eastern monasti-
cism, where the holy fools had for some time established a
specific category that viewed Andrew the Fool, who lived in
the 10" century, as one of the greatest figures of reference.?’”

This affinity, which is neither dependency nor deri-
vation, but rather reference to the same Evangelical sources
of the origins, led in the second half of the 13 century to
a particular interest, on the part of the Franciscans, in the
Greek Fathers and the Greek texts dedicated to monastic
life, only minimally known in the West through transla-
tions from Greek to Latin.?® An important work of transla-
tion is due precisely to a Franciscan of the Spirituals branch,
Angelo Clareno (1255-1337).% First sent to Armenia Minor
(Cilicia) and from 1299 exiled in Greece by Boniface VIII,
Clareno lived as a guest at orthodox monasteries. He per-
fected his knowledge of Greek and dedicated himself to the
study and translation of fundamental works of Byzantine
monasticism, such as the Sermo de ascetica disciplina by Bas-
il the Great (PG 31, 619-691), the Scala Paradisii by Giovanni
Climaco (ca. 579 - ca. 649) (PG88, 624-1209), which with 30
capitula is a sort of manual for achieving the perfect ascetic
life of a monk (defined as an angelic state), and the writings
of Pseudo-Macarius.*

In light of this profound harmony between Francis-
can and Byzantine monasticism it is likely that in Kalender-
hane the Father of the church who worked alongside Saint
John Chrysostom was Basil the Great (born in 330) and Bish-
op of Caesarea, one of the fathers of Eastern monasticism

5 - Greek Church Father, (A) north (B) south. St. Francis Chapel,

Kalenderhane Camii, Istanbul
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and writer of the Moralia (PG31, 699-888), remembered
for his ascetic and charitable life, his social work and the
construction of an entire city-hospital, the condemnation
of excessive wealth and the encouragement of sharing Ho-
milia in divites (PG31, 261-277), and also for having strongly
believed in a church ecumenical with the church of Rome
(Epistola 204,7).3*

The common root in the vision of the Franciscan
and Byzantine monastic life, which both look to the church
of the origins, is the reason why the friars were generally
well received in Orthodox communities and in other East-
ern churches, since in many ways their lifestyle was close
to that of an Eastern monk.> In some cases the depiction
of St. Francis was welcomed in Orthodox churches, consid-
ered equal to the Byzantine saints, such as in the Panagia
Kera Church in Kritsa, Crete (14" century) and in another
three later cases.®

The same physiognomy of St. Francis in Kalender-
hane Camii, [fig. 7] with a very gaunt face, appears to recall
the somatic traits of Saint John Chrysostom, as he is depict-
ed, for example, in the mosaic icon in the reliquary of the
True Cross in the treasure of Sancta Sanctorum in Rome (10™
century) [fig. 8] or in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection (mid-
14" century),* without respecting the usual iconography of
the saint in the West, and thus seems to want to clearly es-
tablish a parallel ideal between the new saint of the Western
church and one of the key figures of Greek monasticism.

Just how deeply rooted the link with the Byzantine
world was for the Franciscans is also indicated by the fact
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8 - St. Crysostom. Dumbarton Oaks Collection, Washinghton D. C.

that the Franciscans continued to play a particularly impor-
tant role under Emperor Michael V111 Palaeologus with the
re-establishment of the Byzantine empire in Constantino-
ple from 1261.3

In this web of relations and relationships a key fig-
ure some years later was Jerome of Ascoli, who later became
Pope Nicholas 1V (1288-1292), the first Franciscan pope in
the history of the papacy and the patron of the mosaics of
Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome.*” The mosaics of the apse,
completed after the death of the pope in 1292 by Cardinal
Giacomo Colonna, are the work of Jacopo Torriti whose
name appears to the right on the basis of the apse and was
followed by the date 1296.3

7 - St. Francis performing a miracle - detail, St. Francis Chapel,

Kalenderhane Camii, Istanbul
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10 - Dormitio Virginis, apse. Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome

The mosaic presents the Coronation of the Virgin be-
tween saints, on the left St. Peter, St Paul and St. Francis,
and on the right St. John the Baptist, St. John and St. An-
thony; in the lower part between four windows are the sto-
ries of the Virgin (Annunciation, Nativity, Dormitio Virginis,
Adoration of the Magi, Presentation).*® It reveals the cosmo-
politan openness of the pope, which looked as much to the
innovations of the French Gothic as to the Palaeologan art
that he knew well, the same artistic culture of Jacopo Tor-
riti, the artist entrusted by pope Nicholas IV with the most
important commissions in Rome - the mosaics of the apse
of the basilica of St. John in Laterano (1291) and the frescoes
in Upper Basilica in Assisi.* [fig. 9]

Guglielmo Matthiae has already highlighted the
Palaeologan elements in the mosaics of Santa Maria Mag-
giore, marked by a particular calligraphic style that emerges
with particular sophistication for example in the drapery
of the Virgin’s dress and the saints,*! Julian Gardner sug-
gested that Nicholas’s interest in the medium of the mo-
saic may have been inspired by his firsthand knowledge of
the art of Constantinople, although the impressive mosaics
of Early Christian and medieval Rome may also have been
influential.*? On the other hand, in Santa Maria Maggiore
the choice of the extensive and unusual arrangement of
the scene of the Dormitio of the Virgin [fig. 10] recalls the
unusual breadth of the Dormitio of the Virgin Mary of
Sopocani,® some naturalistic motifs found on the branches
of the plants, from the hellenistic tradition - such as the
motif of the eagle hunting the snake [fig. 11] - are very close

11 -Eagle hunting snake, apse. Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome

12 - Eagle hunting snake, floor mosaic. Great Palace, Istanbul
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to the repertory of motifs of the mosaic in the Great Palace
in Constantinople.** [fig. 12] Serena Romano on the other
hand, highlighting the monumentality of the figures by
Torriti at Assisi, suggested that the painter may have come
into contact with the contemporary Byzantine style most
likely while working in Rome on the frescoes of Sancta
Sanctorum in the 1270s.%

The pope’s leaning towards the new Byzantine sty-
listic trends was due to his personal experience in Constan-
tinople. Jerome of Ascoli, probably due to his knowledge of
the Greek language - quite a rare thing in the West - and
the Eastern churches, in October 1272 was sent as an en-
voy by Gregory X to the Byzantine emperor Michael VIII
Palaeologus in preparation for the Council of Lyon an-
nounced for the first of May 1274 for the liberation of the
Holy Land, religious unity with the reintroduction of the
capitula of Nymphaeum presented to Innocent 1V in 1250.%
In previous years between 1264 and 1270 Jerome had been
the Provincial Minister of the Franciscan Order of Sclavo-
nia (Dalmatia).*’

Julian Gardner has attempted to retrace the most
significant steps of Jerome of Ascoli’s stays in the Balkans,
in Constantinople and also in Europe.*® In Sclavonia he cer-
tainly would have had the opportunity to see the painting
cycles in the Katholikon of the monastery dedicated to the
Virgin at MileSeva (1222-1224)* and the church of the Holy
Trinity in Sopocani (1263-1268),%° the work of Constantino-
ple craftspeople, which affirmed the new monumental style
of which there is no more trace in Constantinople, but that
was to represent a new direction for art in the capital from
the first half of the 13™ century onwards.*

However, surely the most important experience of
Jerome of Ascoli occurred during his 18-month stay in Con-
stantinople. In the capital he could appreciate the works
of contemporary Palaeologan art, of which today only the
Deesis in the south tribune of Haghia Sophia remains,
made upon the return of the Emperor Michael Palaeologus

Different worlds

14 - Hedgehog. Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome

in 1261.5% But he could also see older works of which there
is no trace today, such as the mosaics of the church of the
complex of St. George of the Mangana described by Mi-
chael Psellus, and later by Ruy Gonzalez de Clavijo (1403),%
or the Holy Apostles described by Nicholaus Mesarites,**
or the saint Mary Peribleptos,*® or even the floor mosaic in
the peristyle of the Great Palace (mid-6" century) with the
numerous scenes of hunting of exquisitely hellenistic tradi-
tion.>

New elements along these lines emerged on the oc-
casion of the restorations carried out for the Jubilee year
between 1996 and 1999, which involved the cleaning of the
mosaic surface, thereby rediscovering the original colour
range, and highlighted to an even greater extent how at
Santa Maria Maggiore there are solutions of Palaeologan
art. The scaffolding assembled for the restoration actually
made it possible to observe the mosaic surface of the apse
of Santa Maria Maggiore up close and to note the marked
and, in some cases surprising, likeness to the execution
technique used for the Palaeologan mosaics in Byzan-
tium.>’

Note in particular in the band that runs around the
opening of the apse the presence of large areas where the
chromatic drawings painted on the mortar are not covered
by mosaic tesserae except to a small extent, leaving the col-
oured setting bed on view, in line with an exquisitely Pal-
aeologan procedure aimed at enhancing the pictorial effect
of the mosaic which we find used in an obvious manner
in the mosaics of Fethiye Camii a few years later (1310).%®
In this case many parts, such as the feet of St. John the

13 - St. John - detail. Fetye Camii, Istanbul
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15 - Deesis. Upper Church, Assisi

Baptist, are painted leaving only the job of tracing the out-
line of the different parts to the rows of tesserae;* [fig. 13]
likewise in Santa Maria Maggiore, for example, the figure
of the hedgehog is painted on the layers of mortar and the
tesserae are only used to outline the spikes. [fig. 14] This par-
ticular way of arranging the tesserae, which is unmatched in
other Western mosaics and that in Santa Maria Maggiore
is found on the band that runs around th opening of the
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apse, is certain proof of the presence of a Byzantine mosai-
cist most likely working as a “pictor musivarius” in the site
directed by Torriti.*

Another work that can be attributed to the patron-
age of the pontiff Nicholas 1V and the painter Jacopo Tor-
riti also features elements that explicitly refer to Byzantine
culture, namely the Deesis, created in the vault of the Up-
per Basilica of Assisi.®! [fig. 15] The solution of the clipeus
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16 - Katholikon. Hosios Loukas Monastery

Different worlds




with the faces of Christ, the Virgin, St. John, and St. Francis
placed inside the rib vaults, refers to the medio-Byzantine
system, like the mosaics of the monastery of Hosios Lukas,
[fig. 16] while the pose of the evangelists, placed in the rib
vaults, is closer to the miniatures from the Palaeologan era

58

17 - Triptich - left panel. Monastery, Sinai

such as codex 54 of Athens.®* The golden background of
the clipei was a response to usual solutions in the Serbian
area, where in the absence of mosaics the background of
the scene was covered with a thin gold foil.®

The case of Santa Maria Maggiore is particularly
interesting not only for its references to the artistic pro-
duction of Constantinople, but also to works made in the
Holy Land.% The general organization of the iconography
of the apse with the overlap of the Dormitio and Coronation
of the Virgin, highly unusual in Rome, but also in the Euro-
pean context, finds a unique precedent in a triptych kept at
the Monastery of Sinai made around 1250.% The left panel
shows two overlapping scenes of the Dormitio and the Coro-
nation of the Virgin; an exquisitely Byzantine theme is linked
to a typically Gothic theme thus giving rise to an original
solution, the work of a painter working in the Franco-Byz-
antine Crusader style linked to that of the Arsenal Bible.%
[fig. 17] The painter worked alongside other masters from
different backgrounds: a Tuscan master, who made the cen-
tral panel with the Virgin, and a Venetian-Byzantine master
who painted the external faces of the panels.®’

The reference to the Holy Land in the Roman mosa-
ic is made explicit in the scene of the Dormitio by the archi-
tecture with the respective identifying inscriptions (SYON
to the right, MONS OLIVETI to the left) (figs. 18-19) which
set the majestic scene of the Dormitio and serve to precisely
locate the event in the valley of Josaphat, where the tomb of
the Virgin was located.®® The text of the inscriptions placed
under the clipeus of the Coronation, which shows the anti-
phon of the day of the Assumption, reproduces, as it has
been possible to demonstrate elsewhere, the content of the
inscriptions in the tomb of the Virgin mentioned by John of
Wiirzburg and Teodoric.%

The extreme vitality of the exchanges of the second
half of the 13" century which involved not only Constan-

18 - Dormitio Virginis - detail. Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome
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19 - Dormitio Virginis - detail. Santa Maria Maggiore, Rom

tinople, but the Crusader territories, gave rise to forms of
artistic production that are difficult to label univocally.
Often in the East, as in the West, we are faced with sites
and workshops in which artists from different backgrounds
work, selected on the basis of specific skills; this is the case
in the site of Kalenderhane in Constantinople, where it is
likely that alongside the Western painter of the stories of
St. Francis there was probably a Byzantine painter working
for the Greek Fathers, and this is the case for the mosaics
of Santa Maria Maggiore, and it is conceivable that this oc-
curred in Assisi for the application of the gold leaf.”® The
Franciscan presence in Constantinople and the papacy of
the cosmopolitan Franciscan Nicholas 1V represents a time
of intense experimentation.

Photographic credits: 1, 2, 5: repro: Cecil L. Striker - Y. Dogan Kuban (eds), Kalenderhane in Istanbul: The Buildings, Their History, Architecture and

Decoration: Final Reports on the Archeological Exploration and Restoration at Kalenderhane Camii 1966-1978, Mainz 1997, p. 129, fig.70, Pl. 155,

fig. 84; 3-4; 6-19: Maria Raffaella Menna.
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