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ABSTRACT
Erica M. Longenbach: Constructing Campanilismo: The Sacred Topography of Ravenna in the
Middle Ages
(Under the direction of Dorothy H. Verkerk)
This dissertation examines the 856 CE relocation of the relics of Ravenna’s patron saint,
Apollinaris, to the church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo. Previously, Sant’Apollinare Nuovo was the
palatine church reserved for the secular elite, but I argue its reinvention as a place of cultic
worship in the ninth-century was a deliberate calculation by the archbishops of Ravenna, who
were driven by ideological motives relating to the current political situation of the Mediterranean
world—specifically the rise of a sovereign Papal State in Italy. Scholarship on the medieval
topography of Ravenna, its art, and its monuments has traditionally produced monographic
studies that focused on teleological questions of iconography, style, influence, and production
history, but there has yet to be an attempt to synthesize material in order to understand how each
of these monuments functioned together within the urban fabric of the city. My dissertation
contributes to this extant literature through a reassessment of the church of Sant’Apollinare
Nuovo and its relationship to its surrounding built environment by considering novel approaches
to medieval urbanism, space, place, and sacrality. I argue that the re-invention of this site as a
cultic center was an integral part in a larger campaign of social and political propagation by the
archbishops of Ravenna to produce feelings of local civic pride—campanilismo—through a
carefully orchestrated manipulation of art, architecture, liturgy, and ritual.
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"The train stops, one descends to a deserted piazza. Wrapped in this pall of green pine forests, a
small city of rusty tones, empty, silent, emerges as an ancient and unused object, with the air of
an old woman of other times who has gone unburied. This is Ravenna, the soft dead woman, the
Byzantium of the occident...What does one see here? Is it a Latin ruin or a promontory projected
by the East? Submerged by nature and time, the city of the Exarchs is preserved nearly intact,
like the cities of the pharaohs in the mud of the Nile. Guardian of famous mausolea, Ravenna is
the tomb of tombs."
~E. M. De Vogüé, Histoire et Poiése (1898)
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INTRODUCTION
Ravenna has long occupied a place in the imagination as a city betwixt and between—a
nexus between East and West, a bridge between Antiquity and the Middle Ages. It is a place
whose monuments are largely untouched by time or ravaged by age; their renowned mosaics
preserved for posterity serve as a constant allusion to Ravenna's lauded past as a capital for both
the Romans and Byzantines. It was here that Dante sought shelter when he was expelled from his
beloved Florence, finding inspiration for his vision of Paradise in the art of Ravenna, 1 and it was
here where travellers such as de Vogüé were drawn, hundreds of years later, to witness for
themselves the thick cloak of history that enveloped and preserved Ravenna as a desirous prize
for emperors, exarchs, popes, and kings.
This project focuses on a period of Ravenna's medieval history that has typically been
framed as a tangential footnote to Carolingian intervention in Italy and the rise of the Papal
States as a sovereign political entity. The 856 CE relocation of the relics of Ravenna’s patron
saint, Apollinaris, to the church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo serves as a catalyst for a discussion of
how relics, art, and liturgy intersected with the medieval urban environment to produce
topographies of sacred power (figs. 1 & 2).2 Previously, Sant’Apollinare Nuovo was the palatine

1

More specifically, the mosaics of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo and Sant'Apollinare in Classe were visual catalysts for
Dante's construction of Mary's heavenly court in Paradise (cantos 31-33) and his notion of sacrificial violence as a
mode for transfiguration (cantos 14-18), respectively. See Eugene Vance, "Dante in God's Court: The Paradise at the
End of the Road," in Rhetoric and the Discourses of Power in Court Culture, ed. D. R. Knechtges and E. Vance
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2005), 285-320; Jeffrey T. Schnapp, The Transfiguration of History at the
Center of Dante's Paradise (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 170-238.
2

For the sake of clarity and consistency throughout the text, I will refer to this church as Sant'Apollinare Nuovo,
even though it was not named after the martyr saint until his relics were transferred there in 856. From its founding

1

church reserved for the secular elite, but I will argue that its reinvention as a place of cultic
worship in the ninth century was a deliberate calculation by the archbishops of Ravenna, who
were driven by ideological motives relating to the current political situation of the Mediterranean
world—specifically the rise of a sovereign Papal State in Italy. The sacred topography of
Ravenna will be examined with novel inter-disciplinary theoretical considerations to space and
place, as well as how power was architecturally structured within the built environment of the
medieval city. Ultimately, this dissertation will argue that the episcopal re-appropriation of
Sant’Apollinare Nuovo was a conscious and deliberate assertion of power by the archbishops of
Ravenna to counter the rise of its ecclesiastical rival, Rome, with an artistic and architectural
program of its own that aimed to articulate a sovereign Ravennate identity.

Historiography
Scholarship on the medieval topography of Ravenna, its art, and its monuments has
traditionally produced monographic studies that focused on teleological questions of
iconography, style, influence, and production history, but there has yet to be an attempt to
synthesize material in order to understand how each of these monuments functioned together
within the urban fabric of the city. This project contributes to this extant literature through a
reassessment of the church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo and its relationship to its built environment
by considering novel approaches to medieval urbanism, space, place, and sacrality. Central to my
project is the question of how the idea of the sacred materialized in architectural form, art,
religious objects, and urban spaces. Such an invention of sacred space in Ravenna through the reinvention of an already extant site (Sant'Apollinare Nuovo) was an integral part in a larger
in 526 until the Byzantine reconquest of Ravenna, it functioned as a private palatine chapel dedicated to Jesus Christ
the Savior. The Byzantine archbishop Maximian re-christened the church in 554 in honor of St. Martin of Tours, a
famous Orthodox saint who was dedicated to purging the Arian heresy in Gaul.

2

campaign of social and political propagation to produce feelings of local civic pride—
campanilismo—through a carefully orchestrated manipulation of art, architecture, liturgy, and
ritual. This development in Ravenna's topography is then considered with respect to broader
political, social, and ideological motivations behind such a shift, both within the local
atmosphere of Ravenna as well as the larger Italian dialectic.
The historiography of Ravenna begins with Andreas Agnellus (c. 805-after 846 CE),
abbot of St. Mary ad Blachernas and later St. Bartholomew, and historian of the bishops of his
city. His Liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Ravennatis (LPR), written in the 830s and 840s, was
compiled on the model of the Liber Pontificalis of Rome.3 This book records a biography of all
the bishops of Ravenna, beginning with the city’s first martyred bishop, Apollinaris.4 It survives
in two manuscripts: one in the Biblioteca Estense in Modena (Cod. Lat. 371 X.P.4.9), written in
1413; the other is in the Vatican Library (Vat. Lat. 5384), written in the mid-sixteenth century,
which breaks off in the middle of the life of Archbishop Peter II. Classifying the LPR’s genre as
a strictly historical or biographical text is problematic. Thomas S. Brown has called Agnellus
less of a historian and more of an “anecdotal raconteur,” who unapologetically expresses his
3

In the preface, Agnellus mentions that he wrote the LPR for patrons who had requested a compilation of Ravenna's
church history. Deliyannis argues that this motivation is doubtful because no patron is mentioned directly by name.
Instead, she proposes that Agnellus most likely composed the work on his own volition. Perhaps Agnellus was
motivated by the two themes that appear consistently thoroughout the book: his anxiety for the rights of the clergy in
the face of an oppressive archbishopric and a strong anti-Roman sentiment in declaring his preference for
autocephaly. D. Deliyannis, The Book of the Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna (Washington DC: The Catholic
University of America Press, 2004), 17.
4

It was only later that Apollinaris acquired the status of martyr—this was most likely the result of a misreading of
the mid-sixth century Sermon 128 of Bishop Peter Chrysologus (ca. 431-50), in which he says that Apollinaris
deserves the status of martyr even though he did not die of wounds inflicted upon him. Agnellus most likely based
his vitae of the saint on the sixth or seventh century text known as the Passio sancti Apollinaris. Both texts record
that Apollinaris was a disciple of St. Peter who was sent to Ravenna to preach and convert its citizens before dying a
martyr’s death. However, archaeological evidence contradicts the literary tradition of Ravenna’s apostolic origins,
for there is only evidence beginning in the late second century of Christian funerary monuments in Classe. See
William B. Palardy, Saint Peter Chrysologus, Selected Sermons, vol. 2. The Fathers of the Church: A New
Translation (Patristic Series) 109 (Washington, 2004); Deliyannis 2010, 38; Fredrich Deichmann, Ravenna,
Hauptstadt des spätantiken Abendlandes, Geschichte und Monumente (Weisbaden, 1974), 108-11.

3

dislike of the Franks, Greeks, popes, and even some of the bishops of his own see.5 Yet, despite
the LPR being a highly opinionated text that is often preoccupied with the rights of the clergy in
the face of oppressive bishops and the papacy in Rome—a view no doubt influenced by
Ravenna’s struggle to assert its autonomy from the Papal States in the ninth century—Agnellus’
statements on art, architecture, and topography are largely supported by archaeological
evidence.6 In addition to the invaluable descriptions of Ravenna’s topography—both the layout
of buildings that no longer survive as well as how such spaces were thought about and used—the
LPR also contains elements of hagiography, liturgy, exegesis, and oral traditions.7
After Agnellus, little was written about Ravenna until the thirteenth century, which
coincides with the wider trend of an increased production of hagiographical texts.8 The Chronica
de civitate Ravennatis, which was based on the LPR, records a history of Ravenna until the year
1346, with specific focus on the built environment of the city.9 Similar to the unsure political
situation of the ninth century in which the LPR was composed, the Chronica was most likely
written to bolster Ravenna’s status in the wake of the rise of communes, the Guelph-Ghibelline

5

T. S. Brown, "Romanitas and Campanilismo: Agnellus of Ravenna's View of the Past," in The Inheritance of
Historiography, 350-900, ed. C. Holdsworth (Exeter: University Publications, 1986), 107-8.
6

After the territories of Ravenna were returned to the Papal see, Ravenna’s archbishop was granted the power of
autocephaly (the archbishop was thus subordinate to no higher authority, not even the Pope). Agnellus, as a member
of the secular clergy, was concerned with granting the Ravennate archbishop full autonomy and power to selfgovern. D. Deliyannis, The Book of Pontiffs of the Church of Ravenna (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of
America Press, 2004), 5.
7

Deliyannis, The Book of the Pontiffs, 66.

8

Giampaolo Ropa, "Agiografia e liturgia a Ravenna tra alto e basso medioevo," in Storia di Ravenna, 3: Dal mille
alla fine della signoria Polentana, ed. Augusto Vasina (Venice, 1993).
9

Chronica de civitate Ravennatis, RIS I.2 (Milan, 1723); Another surviving medieval document, the Aedificatio
civitatis Ravennae, is a short and undatable text that was used as a source material for the introduction of the
Chronica. Deborah M. Deliyannis, ed. Andreas Agnellus, Liber Pontificalis Ecclesia Ravennatis (Brepols, 2006),
77, dates the Aedificio to sometime before the 1260s.

4

wars, its struggle for independence of the papal states, and the emerging dominance of the ad
Polenta family, who ruled Ravenna from 1275 until 1440.10
The fascination with Ravenna’s material remains and topography as a means to
understand its history is not a contemporary phenomenon. Beginning in the fifteenth century,
excavation attempts were undertaken to investigate Ravenna’s past.11 Most notably, Girolamo
Rossi (Lat. Hieronymus Rubeus) wrote a sixteenth-century history of the city's surviving
monuments, buildings, and art that was based on the rediscovery of Agnellus' LPR.12 This
archaeological trend continued into the nineteenth century, although these early modern attempts
were haphazardly organized and only sporadically published. The first systematic excavations
and restorations were carried out from 1859 to 1897 by Filippo Lanciani and Alessandro
Ranuzzi. In the 1850s and 1870s, Roman artist Felice Kibel was commissioned to restore the
surviving mosaics of Ravenna’s churches—work that was continued into the 1890s by Carlo
Novelli and Giuseppe Zampiga. The pre- and post-restoration drawings of Zampiga were
published in 1937 in an eight-volume work by Corrado Ricci, Monumenti: Tavole storiche dei
mosaici di Ravenna.13 Furthermore, the journal Felix Ravenna, begun in 1911 and continued
until 2000, published other scholarly research on the city and its monuments.
When the Allies bombed Ravenna during World War II, numerous churches were
damaged. Ironically, the opportunity to view Ravenna’s churches in their broken states
10

Deborah Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 7-8.

11

For a catalogue of archaeological investigations in Ravenna from the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries, see Paola
Novara, Storia delle scoperte archeologiche di Ravenna e Classe: i secoli XV-XIX (Ravenna 1998).
12

Giovanni Pietro Ferretti (d. 1557) transcribed the Vatican codex LPR (Vat. Lat. 5834) and wrote his own history
of the Ravennate church, which served as a source for Rossi's own Historiarum Ravennatium Libri Decem. For a
much more in depth philological discussion of early modern sources of Ravenna, particularly how they pertain to the
LPR, see Deliyannis, The Book of the Pontiffs, 55, 78-93.
13

Corrado Ricci, Monumenti: Tavole storiche dei mosaici di Ravenna (Rome, 1930-7).
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prompted an explosion of scholarly attention in the 1950s. Giuseppi Bovini, professor of
Christian archaeology at the Università di Bologna, began the Corso di Cultura sull’Arte
Ravennate e Bizantina (CARB) to promote the study of Ravenna and its monuments.14
Moreover, Bovini was the founding director of the Instituto di Antichità Ravennati e Bizantine,
which continues to serve as a research center for Ravennate scholars.
There was no attempt at a synthesis of material until Friedrich Wilhelm Deichmann, the
German scholar from the Deutsches Archäologishces Institut in Rome, published a collection of
photographs entitled Frühchristliche Bauten und Mosaiken von Ravenna in 1958.15 This
publication was followed in 1969 by the accompanying book Ravenna, Hauptstadt des
spätantiken Abendlandes, Geschichte und Monumente, which contained a narrative history of
Ravenna and a catalogue section dedicated to each surviving monument. In 1974 and 1976, two
more volumes were added, this time with more focused attention to the details of monuments, as
well as a consideration to previous scholarly material. 16 Finally, in 1989 Deichmann published,
Geschichte, Topographie, Kunst, und Kulture, which repeats volume 1 in a more dense and
comprehensive fashion.17 While Deichmann’s work remains an essential and fundamental
resource to the field of Ravenna’s art history, the massive amount of German text has often
proven to be an obstacle for scholars without the requisite language skills.
The Italian work, Storia di Ravenna, was published in the 1990s, and it discusses the
history of the city from the Roman era to the present in six volumes. However, even within the
14
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volume dedicated the Byzantine and early Medieval era, there is still an overwhelming focus on
the fifth- and sixth-centuries, by far the most visible and well-documented periods of history.18
Deborah Deliyannis’ recent book, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, serves to address the glaring lack
of a sustained scholarly treatment of Ravenna in English, and her survey text will no doubt be a
valuable asset for subsequent scholars approaching the subject of Ravenna. Most recently,
Annabel Wharton's Reonfiguring the Post-Classical City: Dura Europas, Jerash, Jerusalem, and
Ravenna and Mariëtte Verhoeven's The Early Christian Monuments of Ravenna:
Transformations and Memory are the first historical surveys of Ravenna's monuments that have
ventured into more theoretical questions of cultural memory and its subsequent reinterpretation
within history's different socio-cultural contexts.19 Whereas these works are invaluable
comprehensive texts on the art and monuments of Ravenna, there has yet to be a focused attempt
to interpret how each of these monuments functioned together within the urban fabric of the
medieval city. Their work has laid the groundwork for a project such as the one I am proposing
to undertake.

Methodology
Theoretical studies of space and place have, in the last decades, radically altered the
perception of what constitutes the idea of the city, and considerations of how power is
architecturally structured within the built environment are only beginning to be discussed within
the context of the Medieval city. Developments external to the discipline of art history in the
twentieth century have radically altered how medieval space is conceptualized. Previously,
18
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scholarship has viewed medieval cities as the result of rupture and discontinuity of the classical
world, but this approach proves problematic because it presupposes the notion that medieval
cities existed in chronological isolation, separated and alien from both the conceptions of the city
that had preceded them, as well as with the modern cities that have ‘displaced’ them.20 These
previous studies are typically framed around discussions of political expansion, state formation,
and economic growth of a city or nation-state, but these debates limit conceptions of the city’s
definition to purely legal, demographic, and economic terms. Indeed, while the vitality of
Medieval urban centers were often linked to ancient origins, typologizing and chronologizing
this shift only works to marginalize the pre-modern city and define it by what it is not.
Despite the identification of the failings of structuralist and essentialist definitions of the
Medieval city, its study still proves a heuristic and historical challenge for scholars. By
incorporating the extra-disciplinary works on the models of social development, spatial praxis,
and political agency by thinkers such as Michel Foucault, Henri Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau,
and others to urban historiography challenges, the discussion of the Medieval city may begin to
extend beyond histories formed not just from its physical forms and administrative apparati of
government to include an understanding of the city as a multivalent, complex, and often
contested nexus of space that is shaped by experiences and perceptions of people.21 The works
of Van Gennep, Turner, and Geertz have been instrumental in developing strategies for reading
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and analyzing ritual, performance, and movement that have reshaped conceptions of the city as a
placed of lived and living interaction, as a matrix that is simultaneously and continually
generative and constitutive.22 This development is important because it has been the catalyst for
a paradigm shift that encourages understanding the space of the city in terms of everyday
movement, which in turn allows space to be viewed through human interactions and social
networks rather than simply political hegemony. Yet, while cultural anthropology and critical
theory have been applied to the analysis of urban space in modern contexts, it has only begun to
influence work on pre-modern cities.
Perhaps more so for a Medieval city than for its classical or modern counterparts is the
imperative to reconsider what constitutes the idea of the city. Annabel Wharton's recent work on
Ravenna has reframed the structrualist and post-structuralist narratives of history through a post
modern lens, a shift that sheds the terminological constraints of the Western canon, frees one
from the problematics of chronologizing and typologizing, and offers new and usable entry
points into the distant past. Kevin Lynch, moreover, has proposed that the image of the city is
one in which it may be compared to a language. That is, if the monuments, public places,
thoroughfares, the center, and the edge are the vocabulary of this language, then the social and
cultural life of the city is the language’s syntactical expression.23 This concept finds its roots in
both the Gospels and St. Augustine: they assert that the entire city was capable of being a sacred
place that could be made manifest through the religious and symbolic power of worship, ritual,
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and liturgy.24 My analysis of the Medieval city of Ravenna aims to extend the discussion of the
city beyond hegemonic political narratives and reframe its interpretation within the vein of such
Medieval thinkers who saw the city as a culturally produced and subjectively defined entity.

Outline of Chapters
In Chapter 1, I discuss Medieval and Modern conceptions of sacred space, with the works
of Martin Heidegger, Mircea Eliade, Henri Lefebvre, Yu-Fi Tuan, and Jonathan Z. Smith serving
as theoretical models to outline a discussion on the definitions, interactions, and implications that
constitute the terminologies of "space" and "place." These modern conceptions, with specific
relevance as to how urban environments may articulate identities, constructs of power, and
collective social consciousness, are then considered with respect to the evolution of Early
Christian approaches to creating such an ideological topography. Whereas pre-Constantinian
Christian theologians embraced a Pauline conception of space, which rejected place-based
sacrality in favor of the Christian body (both the individual and the collective) as the true site of
the sacred, the legalization of Christianity revolutionized the how space was conceived in the
Medieval Christian mind. The fourth century and beyond saw a marked shift to a more
topocentric view of the sacred that favored a commemoration of geographical Christian sites in
Jerusalem and the material worship of the saints and martyrs.
The evolving role of relics from the fifth to ninth centuries with respect to this
development is the subject of Chapter 2. Specifically, I examine the transformation of a relic
24
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from an object with no fixed code of meaning or symbolic message attached to it into a thing that
embodies a complex cultural code of belief systems. By the eighth century, Christian relics had
become a central part of medieval life as fully actualized portable sacred sites, replacing the
earlier preference of having holy places be determined by an actual historical event—a
crucifixion, a martyrdom, a burial site, etc. Instead, relics functioned as active agents in inventing
sacred sites by challenging hierarchical relationships, remapping histories, and forging a new and
enduring collective social memory. I will argue that the buildings that held such relics became, in
a sense, reliquaries themselves, with their past functions eclipsed by their adopted role as cultic
centers that enabled the re-presenting of relics as the new loca sancta.
In Chapter 3 I situate this development within the specific historical, cultural, theological,
and political contexts of Italy from the fifth to ninth centuries. The Byzantines, Lombards, and
Carolingians all vied for control of the peninsula during this period, and in the process created an
unstable political structure that allowed for the birth of the Papal States as a sovereign nation
with political aspirations of its own. Ravenna’s wealth and prestige made it a valuable prize for
all parties, and I argue that the constant threat of invading forces created a xenophobic
atmosphere that reached its apogee in the ninth century and materialized in art, architecture, and
writings, which promoted a local and sovereign identity. With the history of Ravenna
contextualized within this larger framework, Chapters 4 looks specifically at the figure of
Apollinaris, patron saint of Ravenna, in literature and art. The development of his mythology in
the works of Peter Chrysologus and Andreas Agnellus are discussed in relation to mosaics,
sarcophagi, and basilicas that were commissioned by bishops who sought to propagandize his
martyrdom and cult.
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Chapter 5 examines the cult of Apollinaris and his relic translation with respect to
Ravenna’s ecclesiastical rival, Rome, by analyzing the historical, literary, and epigraphic
evidence of the period. Since Ravenna’s elevation to an archbishopric in the sixth century, it had
sought to achieve spiritual and temporal sovereignty from the popes of Rome. When, in the first
decades of the ninth century, Pope Paschal I (817-24 CE) embarked an ambitious building
program of churches to accommodate the 2,200 relics he translated into urban churches from
suburban cemeteries, it initiated a larger trend among other Italian bishops of harnessing the
potency of relics in order to bolster one’s secular political power. The translation of relics into
the city allowed Rome to transform into highly organized urban cult scheme that utilized new
methods of veneration in order to re-craft the intramural topography of Rome around a new loca
sancta: translated relics. Ravenna, I argue, was one such urban center which attempted to counter
Paschal’s assertion of papal authority by constructing its own similar topography of ecclesiastical
power and identity through the translation of the relics of Apollinaris.
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CHAPTER 1:
A SACRED PLACE
The crux of this dissertation's argument centers on how individuals view, experience, and
interpret space. More specifically, it addresses questions of what constitutes sacred space. How is
sacred space created? Is it a production of hierophanic manifestations or the result of human
manipulation of the environment? Is it imbued with power by an external event (such as a sacred
tomb built atop the place of a martyr's death) or is it utopic and portable (such as a reliquary bone
of that same martyr that finds its way across Europe)? Did those in the medieval period view
space in the same terms that we in the twenty-first century do? When and how did such
perceptions shift? Before I may begin to approach such questions, a clear, working definition of
the concepts of space and place must be established. This chapter begins by developing a partial
historiography of especially relevant scholars who have approched these questions, as well as a
critique of the methodologies that informed their arguments. The next section builds upon these
conclusions and extends the discussion to how modern theorists and Early Christian writers
conceptualized sacred space in order to create a methodological lens through which the
following chapters will analyze how the translation of the relics of Apollinaris into the urban
topography of Ravenna was a decision latent with political, social, and religious meaning.
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The Genealogy of Space and Place
In the last half century, scholars from a variety of disciplines began to revisit traditional
characterizations of the concepts of space and place, with specific critical attention being paid to
the inherent limitations of a strictly geographical approach. Until the twentieth century, place
was defined by what it was not—as a fixed and particular location set against the binary of
endless and abstract space. As Arturo Escobar succinctly writes, "Since Plato, Western
philosophy—often times with the help of theology and physics—has enshrined space as the
absolute, unlimited and universal, while banning place to the realm of the particular, the limited,
the local, and the bound."1 According to this paradigm, places emerge from spaces as material
things made of concrete forms. This binary fulfills two of the three fundamental aspects that
create a meaningful place: location and locale.2 The third aspect, a sense of place, however, may
only be achieved by adjusting one's understanding of place from a thing in the world to a way of
understanding it. When place is viewed as a way of seeing and knowing the world through its
attachments and interactions, a complicated and conflicted rich interplay of people and their
environment emerges. The study of place, therefore, is as much about epistemology as it is about
ontology.3
Beginning in the 1970s, humanistic geographers such as Yi-Fu Tuan and Edward Relph
were the first to develop notions of place that divorced it from "the particular," instead
employing theoretical and universal approaches that were previously reserved for definitions of
space. In Tuan's two fundamental texts, Topophilia and Space and Place, he argues that the
1
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development of spatial terms is closely linked to meanings derived from our own conceptions of
the human body.4 The awareness of how we encounter space then translates into our own place
awareness, mythical space, architectural space, and finally time’s effect on space. The crux of
Tuan’s argument lies in the difference between space and place: whereas place connotes security,
known geography, nostalgia, the home, and attachment, space implies a lack of concretization
and a certain freedom. Space, according to Tuan, is an open area of action and movement,
whereas place is about stopping, a pause that connotes value and belonging. Relph, like Tuan,
utilizes the comparison between place and space to make the argument for the significance of
place to human life.5 Greatly influenced by the works of Martin Heidegger and Gaston
Bachelard, Relph sought to locate place as a site of experience from which space subsequently
derives its meaning.6 These views of space as a site that is often imbued with multivalent
meanings opens up my analysis when one reconsider a culture’s attachment to sites and the
symbolic connotations imposed upon ideas of space and place.
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The political issues that surround place and its connections to social symbolism and
power were first addressed by the French philosopher, Henri Lefebvre, in his 1974 publication,
The Production of Space.7 Lefebvre’s book is an attempt by the philosopher to reconcile types of
space (mental space and real space) that were previously viewed as mutually exclusive. As one
of the most prominent Marxists writing during the post-structuralist era, Lefebvre attempts to
address what he sees as the lacuna in Marxian theory: the material aspect of production. Unlike
Karl Marx, Lefebvre sees the world of economies existing both in space and time, and that it is
production that results in space (i.e., materiality). This socially produced space is therefore
equated with what previous scholars have called meaningful places. Lefebvre expands this
discourse of space beyond historical analysis by instead viewing it as an integration of semiotics,
political relations, and economic relations. For Lefebvre, the production of space is both a
medium (manifestation) of social relations as well as a material product that can affect these
social relations. His theory subdivides space into one of three types: spatial practice (an
externalized, material environment), representation of space (a conceptual model that informs
and directs others who are to negotiate that space), and a representational space (the medium in
which social relations are lived and played out).8 Each has complex characters that permeate all
levels of social relations by being simultaneously perceived, conceived, and lived in. What is
important to note for my purpose is that Lefebvre argued that each of the categories constitute
unity but not coherence. Space, for Lefebvre, is mutable and malleable, and therefore conflictual
and political. For the case of ninth-century Ravenna, the possibility that space may be politicized
informs the motivations and goals for those who aimed to manipulate and control it.
7
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Edward Soja further develops the work of Lefebvre and the connection between place,
meaning, and power.9 His work critiques the binary notions of spatiality, which manifest in the
structuralist divisions of objectivity versus subjectivity, material versus mental, real versus
imagined, or space versus place. Soja offers instead the notion of the 'trialectics of spatiality,' and
separates space into three categories. Firstspace, or conceived space, is an empirically
measurable and mappable location that is the outcome of social practices. Secondspace is a
perceived and imagined space, a domain of representation and image; it corresponds to the
humanist conception place as a center of meaning. Finally, thirdspace bridges the gap between
the first two: it is the space that is practiced and lived in rather than simply being conceived or
perceived. According to these terms, places are never fully established; they only operate
through constant and reiterative practice, always producing and being produced.
Michel de Certeau has been among the most effective in thinking about such issues of
practice within space and place.10 Like Lefebvre, de Certeau’s work builds upon and critiques the
Marxian notions of production and consumer. While Lefebvre concentrates on the materiality
that results from the production of space, de Certeau shifts this focus from producers (artists,
writers, city planners) and products (art, books, city streets) to the consumer (viewer, reader,
pedestrian). In The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau defines place as an empty grid over
which practice occurs. Space is what is created through this practice. The main tension that de
Certeau's work explores is the externally constructed grammar of space—it is an order that we
inhabit that is not constructed by us, but our ability to use this grammar is not predetermined.
Like the example of language (in this example, place), the syntactical combinations that may be
9
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created from words is limitless (practiced space). In other words, we live in spaces that are prestructured, but their meanings are dependent upon the operational practice of how we move
through them. De Certeau's idea that practice is the tactical art that plays with such structures
provides a paradigmatic shift in thinking of how space is a site of endless and unstable
performance. Unlike Heidegger's definition of place that is rooted in the ontological notion of the
authentic, de Certeau's methodology reframes it as an event that provides the conditions for the
possibility of creative practice.
In the theoretical frameworks discussed above, the definitions of space and place evolve
from a purely geographic sense of location to include phenomenological models influenced by
the works of Heidegger and Bachelard that aimed to discuss place through heightened sensory
perceptions as a means to reveal some type of archetypal and ontological truths. Human
geographers embraced this alternative to positivism and expanded the definition of place from a
geographic site to include a way of being in the world. Lefebvre and others problematized the
notions of space and place further by considering their connections to political power structures.
Ultimately, the theoretical dialogue has developed a more productive and non-essentialized way
to view place. This paper, therefore, conceptualizes place as a process that is informed by social,
cultural, and religious interactions. The space itself as well as the people who interact within it
are not static. Place does not have a single unique identity; it is constantly producing and being
produced through conflicts, connections, and exchanges. It is not internalized histories that give
places specificity, but the fact that it is constructed out of “a particular constellation of social
relations, meeting and weaving together at a particular locus.”11 With this definition in mind, the
next section will discuss the production of sacred space and how cultural and religious histories
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may be successfully mapped onto a geographic topography in order to generate and reinforce a
collective social identity.

Modern Approaches to Sacred Space: Heidegger, Eliade, and Smith
In the 1950s, Martin Heidegger delivered a series of lectures that articulated his evolving
notions of sacrality in the wake of the devastating National Socialist experiment in Germany.12
He distanced himself from his pre-World War II writings that sought to uncover a unifying
common heritage and myth and a world-grounding place for a specific historical people.13 This
hope for a unifying world myth, which permeated his earlier writings on the sacred is replaced
by an absence of gods in his later works. Out of this crisis of scholastic and political identity,
Heidegger developed a new formulation of divine and human interaction that centered around
waiting. Human beings, he writes, “dwell in that they await the divinities as divinities, [and they]
do not make the signs of their absence.”14 Heidegger does not deny the existence of deities, but
his involvement in German politics during the previous decades had left him with an
overwhelming pessimism that seemed resigned to passively wait for them to appear. In these
writings, agency to construct a world for oneself is taken away from man. Instead, Heidegger
12
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argues that there are two types of things (not people) that may locate place within the world: a
thing itself (like the jug of “The Thing” lecture) and a locale (like the bridge of the “Building,
Dwelling, Thinking” lecture).15
In “The Thing,” Heidegger employs the example of the jug, which he argues is a place
that gathers both secular and sacred uses.16 When liquid is poured from the jug, it gives a gift:
“the gift of the pour out is drink for mortals. It quenches the thirst. It refreshes their leisure. It
enlivens their conviviality.”17 Important to note here is the multiplicity of purposes the jug
serves. Heidegger sees the communal action that pouring creates as its sacred function, which is
separate from the secular ways of pouring that does not inform our identity with other human
beings. He elaborates that if the jug is poured in the context of consecration, “then it does not
still a thirst. It stills and elevates the celebration of the feast.”18 This is where the divine resides.
Furthermore, the jug’s gift to human beings is dependent upon gifts that have been given to it:
water from the sky and clay from the earth. Although these things are not manifest in the jug,
they are nevertheless present in it as their gifts allow the jug’s gift to reunite mortals and
divinities to dwell together in the atmosphere of conviviality that has been created. This drinking
activity “stays” them. That is, it brings together what Heidegger calls the four-fold (the earth, the
sky, the divine, and man) “into the light of their mutual being.”19 In this instance, the community
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that is created as a result of a human artifact, material from the earth and sky, and the presence of
the divine is what manifests the Sacred.
Heidegger advances his concept of ways the sacred is made present through his example
of the bridge. In addition to the jug—the thing—that gathers humans and the divine, the bridge
is an example of a “locale,” (Ort) a thing that makes space and allows for the four-fold to gather
in an area (die Stätte). A locale is a thing that we are able to move through; it does not contain
the four-fold like the jug does, but it serves as a nexus around which the four-fold may appear.
The bridge makes space for a site by articulating the already present location through its
thingness. It gathers the earth as landscape around the stream, which allows the earth to appear.
It gathers the sky and the rainwater the stream collects. It gathers humans because it provides a
mean to connect the banks of the stream. Unlike the jug, it does not contain in its gift the fruition
of previous gifts; but like the jug, it allows for appearance (the appearance of the earth as
landscape, the appearance of immortals). According to this train of thought, Heidegger proposes
that every place in fact has a sacred character to it, although there are varying degrees of
sacrality. A temple precinct or a jug used in a ritual, for example, relegate non-consecrated
places to the secular realm on Heidegger’s hierarchy, but these same places are sacred “in
relation to the degraded secularity which takes no account of the gathering performed by things,
and so reduces them to single purposes.”20
The act of crossing of the bridge is significant not only because it gathers divinities by
creating a sacred liminal place, but it also symbolizes the crossing from life into death. When
divinities do manifest in a locale, they do so differently for everyone, and they do not necessarily
take the same form. Heidegger employs the example of the saint that is erected to guard the
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bridge and the travellers who traverse it. To Christians, this saint fits into a commonly held belief
system that informs the symbolism of the crossing as a connection between Earth and Heaven.
Yet, without a historical people and their specific context of signs, the saint may become
divorced from its original mythic context and thus lose its sacred meaning. It gathers no context
(and therefore no divinity) for an outsider who does not belong to “the world of this historical
people.”21 From these examples, we see that for Heidegger, the sacred place may never come
about naturally. Like the bridge or the jug, all places have the potential to gather the four-fold,
but these places’ meanings are completely dependent upon cultural and mythical context.
Heidegger’s Center is therefore conditional not upon an independent hierophanic manifestation
that reveals a sacred center, but it is the result of man’s dwelling in the world—the simple act of
being that allows for the presencing of the four-fold in objects and locales.
Mircea Eliade’s fundamental text, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion,
articulates a binary model of space in which a clear distinction lies between sacred space (where
divinities manifest themselves and the order the cosmos) and profane space (the chaotic space of
the non-religious man that is neither structured nor significant).22 In this thesis, a sacred place
constitutes the center of the world.23 Eliade’s Center originates not because of the intrinsic
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qualities of a place, but through a contact between man and god in a sign: “this sign, fraught with
religious meaning, introduces an absolute element and puts an end to relativity and confusion.”24
This break in the homogeneity of space is symbolized and commemorated as an opening in
which passage from one cosmic region to the other is made possible. Unlike Heidegger’s Sacred
Center, where the sacrality of a place is dependent upon the meaning afforded it by a certain
historical people and a certain time, in Eliade’s theory there is no relation between the place and
the people who hold it sacred. Instead, the place affords meaning to the people. The Sacred
Center is incapable of dying, even when the people who hold it sacred disappear, for Eliade
argues that there is always the capability to attract a new people to the site who will recover its
meaning.
The founding of a sacred place reproduces the act of creation, making the sacred place
itself take on the characteristics of the entire cosmos. It is an imago mundi, Eliade’s term for the
cosmic order represented in an earthly construction. This mythological center of the world
functions as its place of birth and beginning where the Heavenly world communicates with the
Earthly world, and manmade signs imitate and symbolize this presence. Man’s “ontological
thirst” drives him to live as close to this Center as possible, for it is here that divine presence may
be most poignantly felt and man meets his desire for being.25
Eliade’s notion of the Cosmic Center made manifest through hierophanic revelations is
preserved by man and replicated through religious architecture. When a shrine, building, or even
a city is built by man to commemorate this place, it becomes an axis mundi, the center of the
world around which everything revolves and by which the different realms of the universe are
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connected. In other words, it not only grounds the place as a liminal point of vertical contact
between the divine and human worlds, but also functions as a horizontal center from which the
earthly world may order itself. In this model, the world is ordered in a hierarchy from which the
Sacred Center is the fixed place to which all other places locate themselves. The sacred space is
further delineated through boundaries, which man reinforces through laws, cultural mores, and
rituals.
Another major point in which Eliade differs from Heidegger is his acceptance of the
possibility for multiple centers, even within the world of a single historical people, for he allows
that “the multiplicity…of centers of the world raises no difficulty for religious thought. For it is
not a matter of geometrical space, but of an existential and sacred space that has an entirely
different structure.”26 Centers will have different sizes, and some may even contain others.
Jerusalem, for example, is viewed by many as the sacred center of the world.27 Within Jerusalem
are many other Sacred Centers that further commemorate a specific event, such as the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre, the Mount of Olives, or countless other places. Even within people’s homes,
a symbolic center may be established with a central supporting pole, a hearth, or a ritual sacrifice
that is meant to represent an axis mundi.28 Eliade’s thesis allows for this multiplicity and
coexistence of Centers among a single historical people, but he neglects to address the
26
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superimposition of centers and the confrontation of worlds—a critical point that is further
complicated by his discussion of symbolism.
By asserting that some symbols carry universal meaning, Eliade implicitly raises the
question of how these symbols are viewed by different peoples. These symbols retain their
universality because they are rooted in nature, not in a particular historical period or people.
Instead of being dependent on external contexts, these symbols are handed down through history,
where they consistently acquire new meanings while still keeping the structure of the symbol
intact. Eliade specifically cites the handing down of pre-Christian rites to their Christian
successors, arguing “the revelation brought by faith did not destroy the pre-Christian meanings
of symbols; it simply added new value to them.”29 Whereas Heidegger’s philosophy allows for a
world in which a number of historical people dwell, Eliade’s conception of the world is limited
by his prefacing of Christianity over all other religions and peoples. His need to simplify the
conception of place into a structuralist binary ultimately creates a biased narrative that one must
read critically.
Although the shortcomings of Eliade's work has been widely discussed, he still remains
an important point of departure for one to understand the recent theoretical developments in the
field. Until Jonathan Z. Smith, a historian of religion writing a generation after Eliade,
discussions centered on symbols have undervalued them, viewing them as a merely as product,
not producer. For example, Eliade’s thesis relegates man’s creation of symbols and societies as
passive reactions that are meant to reinforce sacred space, which has been revealed through
hierophanies. In this scenario, the “world for man” is founded; that is, given by a deity, created
by a deity, and then established through conquest and ritual. Smith, on the other hand, asserts
29
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that man not only creates his place in the world, but he creates the world itself. This active sense
of space is crystallized in the expression “to take place,” meaning “to occur,” “to happen,” or “to
be,” and is reminiscent of Heidegger’s assertion that locating place is predicated upon man’s
dwelling in the world. It is this sense of happening that allows us to conjoin the notions of
symbol and social change (history) and deconstruct the dichotomy of place. To quote Smith:
“The question of the character of the place on which one stands is the fundamental symbolic and
social question. Once an individual or culture has expressed its vision of its place, a whole
language of symbols and social structures will follow.”30
Smith warns that Eliade’s notion of the Center is too literally and geographically narrow.
Two of his books in particular, Map is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions and To
Take Place: Towards a Theory in Ritual, critique Eliade’s notions of the Center by reexamining
how socially constructed sacred space plays a role in ritual and social power.31 He argues for a
nuanced articulation of sacred space that includes a complex organizational scheme of space
according to degrees of sacrality that are dependent on social categories. In his analysis of the
Ezekiel’s vision of Jerusalem (Ezek. 40-48), Smith moves beyond Eliade’s conception of the
axis mundi, instead emphasizing the role that ritual and political power play in shaping a Sacred
Center (fig. 3).32
The prophet Ezekiel’s description of the gradated zones of the temple are reproduced in a
cognitive map by Smith that plots not only the markers of spatial zones, but also the differing
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levels of access afforded to each of the ritual actors who enter the sacred area.33 The outermost
boundary demarcates the secular outer-world and its foreigners from the sacred precinct of the
holy temple and its inhabitants (the Israelites). Entry into this area is through one of three gates,
located on the southern, eastern, and northern walls. Within the sphere of the people, the space is
further subdivided into areas of increased sacrality with the throne (the place of YHWH) at its
center. From this place, other spaces are consecutively and hierarchically ordered and their
degrees of sacrality are relatively defined based on their relation to one another.34 This division
of space is reinforced by levels of access afforded to different subgroups of the Israelite people.
We see from the diagram that it is only the Zadokite priests who are allowed access to the
innermost precinct that holds YHWH’s throne. The next most-selective group on the social
strata, the Levite priests, may not enter the Zadokite’s realm, but may still enter the temple itself,
an area restricted from the rest of the people.35
Smith uses the example of the Temple to problematize Eliade’s structuralist binary of
sacred and profane space. In Eliade’s model, the walls mark off the axis mundi that was
memorialized by the construction of the Temple from the homogeneous and unstructured space
outside. Smith, however, argues that the space deemed as peripheral should be neither ignored
nor relegated to an inferior position. He emphasizes that space is indeed segregated, but so is
community that interacts with it. The gradations of sacrality in prescribed spatial zones reflect
more than a Sacred Center from which the earth around it is ordered: they reveal a complex
organization scheme of space according to degrees of sacrality that are dependent on social
categories. The diagram of the spheres of activity within the ideal cognitive schema that is
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Ezekiel’s vision of the temple provides Smith with a methodological approach of how sacrality is
inscribed onto the actual landscape and may be used as a metaphor for cities.36
This brief discussion of the aimed to provide a contextual framework from which to
conceptualize the possible ways space and place may be understood. As will be discussed in the
following chapters, these theorists have problematized the previous binary notion that space and
place had to be either one thing or another (sacred/profane, civilized/wild, nostalgic/unknown).
The authors discussed in this section asked similar questions regarding the production of space
embued with a particular cultural and social meaning: sacred space. Such considerations will
thus inform my later discussion of how the topographies of medieval Rome, Ravenna were
informed, politicized, and manipulated by those in power in order to invent a narrative that
rewrote the history of the spaces in question.

Early Christian Approaches to Sacred Space
The modern theoretical approaches to space that were discussed in the previous section
provide insight into how different Christians viewed sacred space. Before Christianity was
legalized in the beginning of the fourth century CE, textual evidence suggests that Early
Christian theologians did not embrace a topocentric view of sacrality. In an attempt to distance
themselves from pagan beliefs that asserted that the divine could be found in physical objects
and places, these writers viewed God as an omnipotent force that was potentially in all things
and all people. Their writings do not follow the Eliadian structure of space that preferences a
hierophanic center as its organizing principle. Instead, the patristic texts of the pre-Constantinian
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period support a Pauline conception of space, which affirms that the Christian body, both the
individual and the collective, is the true site of the Sacred.
Paul repeatedly contrasts the idea of a divine temple structure and the concept of
Christians as God’s temple. In his Epistle to the Ephesians he writes, “So then you are no
longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the
household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself
being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy
temple in the Lord. In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the
Spirit.”37 Paul stresses here that it is through gathering and prayer that God becomes present and
spaces become sanctified. The idea of a physical temple is reduced to the realm of metaphor,
with the apostles, the prophets, and Jesus Christ providing the foundational structures upon
which Christians may build their faith. Paul further stresses the power of creating a collective
religious identity as a means to access the divine in his Epistle to the Corinthians: “Do you not
know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? If anyone destroys God's
temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is holy, and you are that temple.”38 Notably in
this passage, the Greek word for “you” is plural, which emphasizes and solidifies the Pauline
stance on the power of communal identity.
Several Early Christian writers built upon Paul’s rejection of space-based sacrality in
favor of an interpretation of an omnipotently accessible deity. Minucius Felix, who lived in the
late-second to early-third centuries CE, was one of the earliest Christian apologists whose work
touched upon aspects of sacrality and place. His only surviving text, the Octavius, is a dialogue
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on the defense of Christianity between the pagan Caecilius Natalis and the Christian Octavius
Januarius. On the subject of the proper worship of God, he argues:
Now you think that if we have neither temples nor altars we are concealing the
object of our worship? But what image would I fashion for God, seeing that man
can be rightly considered as himself the image of God? What temple would I erect
to Him, seeing that this entire universe, the work of His hands, cannot contain
Him? Would I enclose the might of such a majesty within the confines of a single
chapel, while I, a man, may lodge more spaciously? It is a better course, you must
agree, that He should be dedicated in our minds, or rather consecrated in our
hearts.39
Minucius’ use of words that carry familiar symbolism to his pagan audience—temples (delubra,
templa), altars (ara), and divine likeness (simulacra)— juxtapose the traditional worship of
pagan deities through rituals rooted in physical objects and places with an ubiquitous Christian
God for whom man-made structures, or the entire universe for that matter, may not appropriately
contain.40 It is for this reason, Minucius asserts, the only proper place for God to abide is in the
infinite recesses of man’s heart.
Like Minucius, Clement of Alexandria was another apologist who embraced Paul’s
conception of God as an uncontainable force (τò πάντων περιεκτικóν). The Stromata is the third
text in a trilogy written by Clement that discusses Christian life.41 Named after the Greek word
for “patchwork,” this work covers the miscellaneous aspects not included in the first two texts.
In it, he pays special attention to dismantling topocentric arguments by expounding upon the
contrast between literal, material temples and spiritual, metaphorical temples. Clement builds
39
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upon Minucius’ allusions to the inadequacy of a man-made temple by drawing attention to its
incompatibility with the Sacred.42 He asserts that the “works of builders, stone-cutters, and
mechanical art” cannot be holy, for “the images and temples constructed by mechanics are made
of inert matter; so that they too are inert, and material, and profane; and if you perfect the art,
they partake of mechanical coarseness. Works of art cannot then be sacred and divine.”43 He
goes on to argue that because man is made in the image of God, divine likeness and His holy
image may only be found in one’s righteous soul, in the metaphorical temple of a Christian
community that is made in His image and enacts His will.
The work that best summarizes the early Christian arguments against earthly temples may
be found in Origen’s Contra Celsum. Written in the 240s, Origen’s treatise is a sweeping defense
of Christianity against criticisms leveled by the pagan philosopher Celsus seventy years prior.44
Origen reiterates what has become the consistent stance of early Christian philosophers regarding
sacred space: the conceptual definition of a built structure called a temple (ναός, templum) that
pagans employ to identify a deity’s residence is antithetical to the early Christian temple because
God may not be contained in any man-made structure. Origen reminds his reader that “even an
uneducated Christian is convinced that every place in the world is a part of the whole, since the
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whole world is a temple of God.”45 Instead, Christians may find God in the immaterial realm,
that is, the hearts and minds of the Christian people.
Due to the absence of an archaeological record of early Christian sacred architecture
(with the notable yet few-and-far-between examples of surviving domi ecclesiae, such as in Dura
Europos), philosophically oriented apologies of Christianity like those cited above are the only
surviving evidence of attitudes regarding sacred space in the pre-Constantinian era. Even those
spaces that Christians chose to meet in were denoted as sacred not because they were a preextant localization of a deity, but rather because of the communal activities that went on inside
them.46 Instead, as evidenced in the writers discussed, the Pauline approach to God’s place in
the earthly world was adopted and expanded upon by rejecting pagan notions of sacrality in
favor of a purely spiritual worship that excluded the need of altars, buildings, and shrines.47

The Fourth-Century Revolution of Space
Two catalytic developments in devotional practices occurred in the fourth century as the
result of the legalization of Christianity in 313 CE by the Edict of Milan, which revolutionized
the Christian approach to sacred space: the creation of a sacred topography of Jerusalem and the
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rise of the tomb-based worship of the cult of saints.48 For a number of reasons that will be
discussed below, the places of Jerusalem that carried Christian historical significance began to be
commemorated with a new monumental sacred architecture under Constantine. Eusebius,
Constantine’s biographer and tireless propagandizer, records an episode where Constantine
uncovered the site of Jesus’ tomb.49 He describes it as a “tomb of divine presence” and “the
world’s most miraculous place.”50 With his impassioned rhetoric, Eusebius asserts this “holy
cave of holies” to be sacred for not only for its historical significance, but also more importantly
for its role as “witness” (µαρτύριον) and proof of Jesus’ resurrection.51 For the first time in
Christian textual history, attention was being directed to the religious and theological
significance of space.52 The place—the tomb—is sacralized through its presence as a witness
(µαρτύριον) of Christ’s death. Eusebius’ rhetoric demonstrates a marked shift in Christian
thought towards an Eliadian concept of a Center, in which place plays a vital role in determining
48
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where the divine is marked on earthly topography. Furthering this line of thinking, Eusebius
views Constantine’s decision to construct a building that commemorates an axis mundi of the
Christian faith as a natural extension of the place itself. Not coincidentally, he again invokes the
term µαρτύριον when referring to the building in order to to amalgamate the structure of the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher into part of the earthly landscap itself.53
The topocentricity of Eusebius’ approach to the sacred clearly resonated with pilgrims
who visited the holy land. Egeria, the Gallic nun who travelled to Palestine between 381 and 384
CE, devotes much of her text to visits to various loci sancti.54 Her text has become what AnneMarie Yasin characterizes as “the locus classicus for non-Imperial Christian attitudes towards
rituals enacted at sites in the Holy Land.”55 Egeria’s three-year sojourn is organized and
recounted in terms of places she visits. She notes dozens of sites she recognizes from the
Scriptures, and at each site she not only recounts the sacred history that was meant to have
occurred there, but she also includes the contemporary prayers and liturgical rites performed to
commemorate the sacred nature of each place. For Egeria, the Sacred was expressed and
experienced in terms of place, which included the architecture, relics, and rituals that
commemorated a historical hierophanic event. Her experience resonates with Eusebius’ view of
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preferencing and promoting a concept of the Sacred that manifested itself in a way that could be
mapped onto the physical landscape.56
Despite this marked shift away from the earlier Pauline concept of space that was
popularized (and for the most part widely embraced) in the fifth century, Augustine’s writings
somewhat complicate the issues surrounding the place of God on Earth. While Peter Brown has
referred to the Christian intellectual circles at the end of the fourth century as “the generation of
Paul,”57 debate on the matter of pilgrimage in the fourth century repeatedly returns to a concern
for locating a divine presence in a specific place. To some extent, Augustine is in the minority on
these matters because he adheres to the Pauline doctrine on the divine presence in the world and
the idea that the temple of God is present everywhere.58 Augustine had little interest in
participating in the phenomena of embarking on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land like Egeria or
Eusebius—his writings are completely silent on the matter. While the topic of visiting far off
holy places figure prominently in the contemporary writings of Jerome, Paulinus of Nola,
Meliana the Elder, and many others, the few times Augustine addresses the matter, he does so
within the framework of a theological discussion of the divine nature of both god and the
martyrs.59
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A specific example of how Augustine differs from contemporary opinion may be found
in his interpretation of Psalm 132:1-7:60
Lord, remember David, and all his meekness:
How he swore unto the Lord, and vowed unto the Almighty God of Jacob;
I will not come unto the tabernacle of my house, nor climb up into my bed;
I will not suffer my eyes to sleep, nor my eyelids to slumber;
Until I find out a place for the Lord, a dwelling place for the God of Jacob.
We heard of it at Ephratah, we found it in the plains of the forests.
We will go into His tabernacles, we will worship on the spot where His feet stood.
Unlike Eusebius, Paulinus of Nola, and Jerome, who explain these verses as referring to the
places of Christ’s death and resurrection, Augustine’s reading is based on Pauline allegory.61 He
cites Acts 4:32: “And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul,” to
reiterate Paul’s understanding of the omnipresence of God and read the passage to include the
community as a whole, not just the individual as forms of God’s temple.62 Whereas “We will go
into his tabernacles,” was read by the majority of Western Christian thinkers of the time to mean
the holy sites of Jerusalem, Augustine again diverts to a Pauline interpretation, reading
“tabernacles” to mean the souls of believers where God is worshipped.63 Although Bruria
Bitton-Ashkelong concedes in her critical analysis of Augustine that his interpretation of Psalm
132 is at times confusing and convoluted, she still notes the resoluteness of his stance concerning
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the confines of sacred places.64 In fact, nowhere throughout his entire commentary of this Psalm
does Augustine even consider or comment on either the previous interpretations or on those of
his own contemporaries.
Concerning the second of the two fourth-century devotional developments mentioned at
the beginning of this section—the rise of the cult of saints and their place in early Christian
worship—the transformation of neutral space into sacred space though the rapidly growing trend
of the installation of relics occupied much of Augustine’s thoughts and writings. He believed
with certainty the impossibility that God’s presence could not be connected to any geographic
location, but his later writings and teachings on the matter often contradict his Scriptural
exegeses.65 For example, in several instances Augustine supports the request from one of his
deacons to build a memoria for the protomartyr Stephen, as well as a hostel for the comfort
visiting pious who would make the pilgrimage to visit his shrine.66 In the City of God, he also
broaches the subject with an anecdote in which Hesperius wished to rebury a box of terra sancta
(soil from “Jerusalem, where Christ was buried and rose again on the third day”67), and this spot
became a locus sanctus and a place of Christian worship. After the site was sanctified with the
holy soil, several miracles occurred, including a story in which a paralytic man was healed after
visiting the site. Robert Wilken succinctly observes in this instance that “here, as elsewhere,
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Augustine’s piety collides with his ideology.”68 How might one reconcile this gap between the
Pauline concept of God that Augustine understood in the Holy Scriptures (sacras litteras) with
the pragmatic leadership decisions he had to make in order to cater to the popular beliefs of his
flock (opinionem vulgatam)?69
Written in 420-1, the last decade of Augustine’s life, the De cura pro mortuis gerenda
speaks to these inconsistencies in Augustine’s thoughts that I have raised concerning the cult of
martyrs. Specifically, Augustine addresses the issue of the religious value of burial ad sanctos,
an idea largely popularized by the writings of Bishop Ambrose a generation earlier.70 He reasons
that whereas scripturally the place of burial is ultimately irrelevant for the dead, burying a loved
one near a site viewed as holy does help to console the relatives of the deceased. Augustine saw
nothing wrong with allowing this practice: the good intentions of the living were harmless to the
dead person and the practice clearly helped the bereaved in their moment of loss. Two
conclusions may be drawn from Augustine adopting this unpopular stance that found opposition
in other contemporary writers (Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory of Naizanzus, Paulinus of Nola, and
others). By devaluing the place of burial, he greatly diminished the significance given to specific
geographical sites. Instead, by stressing that what was truly crucial in the newly popularized
ceremonies of Christian ad sanctos burial was the memory invoked by the prayers and rituals
performed by the faithful for the deceased. This made burial churches key sites for communal
68
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memory, and helped to reconcile his original beliefs that prayer, community, and memory were
the most potent sites for the revelation of God.
Whereas Augustine differed from many popular views of Christianity, he was careful not
to critique them to his congregation because he realized that even as bishop, he wielded a limited
power to change minds with radical reform. His writings lack any opinion on the
memorialization of historically holy sites in Jerusalem under Constantine, his mother Helena,
and their successors, but he wisely recognized that the local cult of martyrs was a major
pedagogical tool for him, for he realized that “the aspect of the local cult most precious to him
was the tropos—the pious behavior of believers—not the place itself.”71

Conclusion
The historiographies of how scholars define space and place—both from a modern
theoretical standpoint as well as an Early Christian one—have provided a framework from which
I will approach the production of a sacred topography in ninth-century Ravenna. Humanistic
geographers of the 1970s were the first to reinterpret the concept of place as an epistemological
rather than ontological phenomenon. This development paved the way for subsequent theorists to
consider the political, social, and symbolic aspects that were attached to such sites. In particular,
de Certeau’s theoretical developments in relation to production of space are especially pertinent
to my argument. By shifting the onus of meaning from the builders of space (i.e., a city) to those
who experience it (i.e. the pedestrians who walk the streets of the city), de Certeau's work allows
for us to consider space as a process that is subjective, experienced, and multivalent.
Heidegger, Eliade, and Smith's work compliment this definition of space with specific
regards to what constitutes a sacred space. For Heidegger, sacred space is uniformly present in
71
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the world, but it is dependent upon cultural and mythological contexts: it is man's being (desein)
that allows the presencing of the sacred. Eliade, in contrast, preferences the notion that man is
simply a passive receptacle for hierophanic manifestations that reveal sacred space to the world.
Smith's problematizes the two previous authors theories by considering how degrees of sacrality
are reflective of social hierarchy and political power. His approach reallocates autonomy to man,
who in this model is able to inscribe symbolic meaning onto the physical landscape. This human
autonomy is present in Ravenna through the relic translation of Apollinaris, which I will show
act as extended agents of religious power for the bishops. Through the cultural meaning
proscribed to relics (the subject of chapter 2), the bones of Apollinaris acted as portable vehicles
of salvation, whose potency was able to activate the church of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo with a new
meaning and purpose, as well as a new sacred history.
These modern theories of sacred space are further informed by how early Christian
authors conceptualized how and where the divine revealed itself in the world. Pre-Constantinian
writers were greatly influenced by Paul's writings and rejected a place-based sense of sacrality in
favor of a utopic and omnipresent one. It was only after the legalization of Christianity that
Church philosophers expanded their definition of the holy as a response to the rapid rise in
popularity of the cult of saints and the desire of the faithful to make pilgrimages to their places of
martyrdom and burial. Much like de Certeau’s concept of space itself, the idea of sacrality in the
Early Christian mind was an ever-evolving process that developed in conjunction with
contemporary needs and was informed by individuals' experiences. As the next chapters will
argue, this dialectical tension of the Christian interpretation of sacred space from site-based to
utopic and back again will be further complicated by the evolving role of relics and their ability
to combine the two previously exclusive binaries into a new complex and integrated definition.
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CHAPTER 2:
THE ROLE OF RELICS IN THE EARLY MEDIEVAL WEST

In Patrick Geary’s seminal work on relics and the Middle Ages, Furta Sacra, he issues
the caveat to contemporary readers who approach this subject matter: it can not be over-stressed
how omnipresent the role of relics were in Medieval life.1 Their presence permeated all social
classes and ranks, and by the ninth century they were required equipment for altars of churches,
necessary at courts for oath taking, and revered apotropaic insigne for those going into battle. In
both secular and religious aspects of everyday life, relics were an indispensible part.2 It is during
this period that relics were the most vital, active, and alive before their central place in Christian
worship began to wane in favor of a more Christocentric shift in devotion that took hold in
Western Europe beginning in the twelfth century. Thus, we are left with the questions of what
relics really are, how they were viewed by a Medieval person, and most importantly, how did
their role in Christianity evolve to become the epicenter of holy worship in the Early Middle
Ages?
The term “relic” (Greek: ή λείφανα; Latin: reliquia) denotes a thing that is left behind,
either in the form of the saint’s physical remains or in objects that had come into contact with
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him/her. Critical theorist Bill Brown has developed a model that contextualizes the phenomenon
of relics—that is, how a human bone was transformed in the social consciousness into a relic that
possessed miraculous powers. Brown builds on Martin Heidegger’s distinction between objects
and things in developing his own Thing Theory, which posits a distinction between an object and
a thing.3 Particularly relevant to this discussion is how Brown’s theory re-conceptualizes a body
(i.e., a relic) as a thing, rather than an object. An object, he argues, becomes a thing when it can
no longer be taken for granted as part of the everyday world of the naturalized environment: “the
story of objects asserting themselves as things, then, is the story of a changed relation to the
human subject and thus the story of how the thing really names less an object than a particular
subject-object relation.”4 Take as an example of this theory the role of relics in Late Antiquity.
As an object, a bare relic carries no fixed code or sign of its meaning as it moves from one
community to another or through time.5 For its meaning to become authenticated, a dialectic
between a society and the relic is necessary; this is what imbues the relic as a thing with
relevance and power. It loses its character as a natural body and begins to function as a site of
religious contact and cultural divinity. The human body as subject is transformed into a relic
object that acts as a locus and mediator of the praesentia and potentia of the saint.6
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Brown expands his definition of a thing as that which is excessive in an object.7 The
excess—the overdetermination of the object—is the thing’s metaphysical presence, or the magic
by which the object becomes valued, fetishized, and idolized. The subject-object relationship is
complicated because “the thing seems to name the object just as it seems to name something
else.”8 Patricia Cox Miller contextualizes this assertion with the example of the relic,
When asserting itself as a thing, a relic is an overdetermined object,
overdetermined because it is a finite object situated in an infinite field of
meaning…A bone becomes a relic when its surplus value is elicited aesthetically,
in both art and relic, and theologically, in terms of belief in saintly intercession.
The term ‘relic’ never ceases to name the body of a dead person but, as Brown’s
theory indicates, it simultaneously names something else, a thing that both
instantiates and signifies a belief system.9
In Fragments for a History of the Human Body, Jean Pierre Vernant similarly describes the
complex and problematic approach to the body in contemporary theory: “The body is no longer
posited as a fact of nature, a constant and universal reality, but as an entire problematic notion, a
historical category, steeped in imagination, and one that must be deciphered within a particular
culture by defining the functions it assumes and the forms it takes on within that culture.”10
Foucault comparably viewed the body in three distinct ways, all of which related to how the
body participated within a certain culture’s power structures. He observed the body, “as an effect
of deep structural arrangements of power and knowledge,” as “a symbolic system that produces a
set of metaphors by which power is conceptualized, and as “a consequence of long term
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historical changes in human society.”11 Foucault’s characterizations are in line with Brown and
Vernant’s view, for they all challenge the assertion of the body as an ontologically fixed, natural,
and universal element of society. Taking into consideration such theories that reject the
“objectness” of the body in favor of its “thingness” in specific relation to relics, one may begin to
analyze how this shift in thinking may be applied to Christian culture in Late Antiquity.
In contrast to a manuscript or a work of visual art, which carries with it an intrinsic code
that is comprehensible within a relatively wide cultural tradition, relics’ meanings are dependent
upon extraneous signifiers, such as a reliquary, document of authentication, oral history, or
reputed thaumaturgical powers. Disaster, discontinuity, neglect, or changing cultural values may
render relic signifiers lost and meaningless, so for an object to continue to be venerated as a relic,
it must be assigned a new symbolic function that carries meaning with its contemporary society.
As Geary asserts, it was practice, not theology, which determined the shape of the cult of relics
in early Medieval culture. This chapter addresses how relics came to be powerful and potent
symbols of peace, stability, prosperity, hope, and unity amidst a backdrop of the famine,
invasions, decline, and despair that plagued the early medieval period of Western Europe.
Although much has been written on the subject of relics during this period, this chapter aims to
readdress the extant literature by crafting a narrative centered on how the Christian concept of
the Sacred shifted from place to thing, which will in turn lay a groundwork for the discussion of
how the locus of sacrality and episcopal power in Ravenna was able to be shifted from Classe
into the urban center through the use of relics.

11

Foucault’s views are articulated in the quotations by Bryan Turner in “The Body in Western Society: Social
Theory and Its Perspectives,” in Religion and the Body, ed. Sarah Coakley (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), 15-16.

44

The Beginnings of the Christian Relic
Like many other aspects of Christian theology, art, and ritual, the early Christian saint’s
shrine had its roots in the pagan past.12 Similar to Christian saints, the Egyptian dead were
approached for intercessions and advice concerning everyday problems that ranged from
business dealings to marital issues to travel guidance.13 Homer tells us of how Achilles created a
shrine over the body of his fallen beloved Patroclus during the Trojan War.14 Both the Greeks
and the Romans constructed heroa, shrines dedicated to deceased heroes that served as sites of
commemoration and cultic worship. The Romans also held funerary feasts (refrigerii) at the
graves of deceased family members, whose tombs were often equipped with dining couches
(triclinii) and pipes through which food and libation could be passed to the deceased.15 The
examples of pre-Christian rituals that involve communal gathering to invoke the memory of the
deceased are indeed plentiful, and it is not surprising how much of early Christian practices also
took place in suburban cemeteries, away from the institutional urban elite.16 The exodus by the
Roman masses in the first centuries CE from the pagan temples in the center of the city to the
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Christian martyr’s shrines outside the city walls was so great that it made Jerome comment that
“the city has changed address.”17
Although early Christian worship practices were evidently an adaptation of already extant
customs, there are two distinct differences in the role Christian relics played compared to pagan
heroes and gods. First, they were a medium for salvation. It has been argued that the God of the
early Christian apologists and philosophers was a much less rational and less stable deity than
the One conceived by Platonic philosophers.18 This new Christian conception of God that
emerged in early patristic texts is in fact reflective of a broader shift in thinking during Late
Antiquity, in which the natural world faded in importance from the Christian mind. Instead,
man’s consciousness of his place in the earthly realm was replaced by a binary that preferenced
the promised Heaven of the afterlife over the unstable and decaying material world. Saints and
martyrs filled the much needed role of mediators who acted as intercessors on behalf of sinful
humanity; it was believed that they were man’s only way of possibly getting God to relent and
allow them to return to Heaven after their fallen state.19 Coinciding with this reformulation of
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man’s place in the spiritual world was a new attention being paid to the senses. PreConstantinian Christians, in particular, understood the non-Christian world as hostile, alien, and
marginalizing.20 They in turn developed a philosophy of sensorial prudence that favored a
rejection of the outside material world in favor internal piety. After the Edict of Milan, however,
their sensory world became a medium to interact with the divine.21
The second major difference in the role of relics was their ability to affect miracles. A
relic was believed to house the actual soul of the saint or martyr.22 This praesentia, or “the
physical presence of the holy, whether in the midst of a particular community or in the
possession of particular individuals,”23 made the bodily relic a potent site of connection between
the Heavenly and Earthly realms. Relics also possessed potentia, or what Peter Brown calls the
“ideal power” of the saint, which included thaumaturgical powers such as sustaining Concordia,
enacting justice, performing miracles of healing and exorcism, and more generally overcoming
the presence of evil.24 Their role as arbiters of peace, stability, and prosperity was (not
surprisingly) solidified against the backdrop of the disintegration of the western Roman Empire
in the fifth century CE, the transitional century that ushered in an era with a near-constant threat
of invasion, economic stagnation, and an overall decreased standard of living. The Christian
faithful gladly sojourned to relic shrines located on the periphery of towns, which were rapidly
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gaining the reputation as sites of miracles and places of intercession and prayers to God. As
previously discussed, the site of commemoration and the relic itself became unified in the mind
of the believer, and the martyr shrine quickly became the new sacred, social, and cultural center
for Christians in the Late Antique world.

Creating a Christian Topography
In c. 640, Leontius of Byzantium wrote of his experience of pilgrimage to sacred places
in the Holy Land: “All we, the faithful, worship the cross of Christ as his staff; his all-holy tomb
as his throne and couch; the manger and Bethlehem, and the holy places where he lived as his
house…we reverence Sion as his city; we embrace Nazareth as his country; we embrace the
Jordan as his divine bath.”25 I have already discussed in Chapter 1 the dramatic increase in the
monumentalization and commodification of the Holy Land soon after Constantine legalized
Christianity in the beginning of the fourth century.26 It seems even the earliest pilgrims who
sought to travel to the historical places of Christ’s life also had within them the intrinsic desire to
bring a piece of their experience with them when they left. When in 326, for example,
Constantine’s mother Helena uncovered elements from the Passion in Jerusalem, she brought
pieces it back with her to Constantinople and Rome. Legend holds that Helena sent to Rome the
Scala Sancta, the sacred stairs that Christ ascended to be judged by Pilate, to be installed near the
25

Quoted in Colin Morris, The Sepulcher of Christ and the Medieval West: From the beginning to 1600 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), 24.
26

The corpus of literature on the subject of Jerusalem as a Holy City is too large to be addressed in full here. For
sources that specifically discuss its formation as a Christian sacred center in late antiquity and its conception in the
medieval mind, see Lucy Donkin and Hanna Vorholt, eds., Imagining Jerusalem in the medieval West (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2012); R. P. Gordon, Holy Land, Holy City: Sacred Geography and the Interpretation of
the Bible (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster Press, 2004); Anne R. Meyer, Medieval Allegory and the Building of the
new Jerusalem (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 2003); Thomas Renna, Jerusalem in medieval thought, 400-1300
(Lewiston, NY: E. Mellen Press, 2002); Peter W. L. Walker, Jesus and the Holy City: New Testament perspectives
on Jerusalem (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W. B. Eerdmans Pub., 1996); and idem., Holy City, Holy Places: Christian
attitudes to Jerusalem and the Holy Land in the fourth century (New York: Clarendon Press, 1990).

48

Church of Christ the Redeemer (now S. John Lateran) as well as the titulus of the True Cross that
was placed in the Church of Santa Croce.27 She returned to Constantinople with relics of the
True Cross, which she encased in silver and entrusted to the bishop of the city “whom she
exhorted to preserve it carefully, in order that it might be transmitted uninjured to posterity.”28
Helena even made a horse’s bridle out of the Holy Nails for her son, the emperor.
An anonymous pilgrim from Bordeaux, upon his visit to Jerusalem in 333, made a
specific record of the objects and places shown to pilgrims: “the column at which they fell on
Christ and scourged him…the hillock Golgotha where the Lord was crucified, and about a
stone’s throw from it the vault where they lay his body.”29 Later that century, Egeria also attests
to the desire for close proximity with sacred places and objects. She writes how at each Easter
Christians process to Golgotha where the bishop took pieces out of a silver-gilt casket for the
congregation to touch and kiss.30 A contemporary of Egeria, Basil of Caesarea (330-379),
explained this deep-rooted desire for a sensory and tactile relationship with the saints when he
wrote, “Those who touch the bones of the martyrs participate in their sanctity.”31 Indeed, within
the next hundred years after Egeria’s sojourn, reliquary boxes and ampullae that held dirt, holy
oil, cross fragments, and other tokens of the saints (pignorae sanctorum) were commonly taken
27
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home by pilgrims wishing to preserve and recreate their Holy Land experience after their journey
was completed.32 By the time the Piacenza Pilgrim travelled there in c. 570, the repertoire of
sacred souvenirs and their artistic containers had been standardized, and he contently returned to
Italy with a collection of holy oil, earth, rocks, and water.33
Augustine describes a further example of relic relocation in an episode in his City of God
about S. Stephen. Stephen was Christianity’s first martyr who was stoned to death by Jews in the
year 34 after he proclaimed that he had a vision of Christ at God’s right hand.34 Four hundred
years later, a priest named Lucian dreamed where to find his corpse. With the help of John,
bishop of Jerusalem, he uncovered the body. As we may recognize now as a common trope, his
sanctity was testified to by the marvelous scent it exuded, as well as the healing miracles it had
performed for surrounding bystanders.35 Stephen’s right arm arrived in Constantinople in 420
where it was welcomed by the Emperor Theodosius II and his sister, Pulcheria. Other fragments
went to the island of Minorca and parts of North Africa.36 The City of God spends a
considerable amount of time dwelling on the potency of Stephen’s bones and the miracles that
affected cities near to where they were enshrined.37 Augustine even goes so far as to claim that
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God was made present through the relic because “these miracles attest this faith which preaches
the resurrection of the flesh to eternal life.”38
The examples of Helena, the pilgrims, and Augustine cited above illustrate the
transformation in the Late Antique mind of the concept of sacred space and the role relics played
in consecrating commemorating specific locae sanctae. The revival of interest with the Christian
past, combined with the desire for proximity to those sacred events and places proliferated
during Constantine’s reign and progressively continued into the later centuries. The yearning for
a close and intimate connection with the divine, when it could not be met through a physical
pilgrimage to the Holy Land, was instead found at the elaborately decorated shrines of martyrs
that became holy through the installation of relics.39 Such physical pilgrimages were often
problematic and dangerous, and the practice of undergoing a mental pilgrimage through visions
or substitutions became increasingly common. In these instances, the place was fused with the
praesentia of the saint by mapping the poetic topography of the saints’ martyrology over the
physical geography of the land.40 A process of continual reinforcement through ritual
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commemoration and hagiographic authentication transformed a previously neutral space into a
potently sacred one.41 It was through this synthesis—both by the physical erection of the shrine
upon the land as well as the mental connection in the Late Antique mind of relics and their
perceived link to the divine—that led to the creation of a Christian topography in the West where
saints’ shrines became the crux of worship and community.

In Defense of the Bodies of Martyrs
The transformation of the object that was the body to the thing that was the relic was not
without its problematic aspects. Specifically, iconoclasts argued that the creation of images,
icons, and relics was a flirtation with idolatry and in direct defiance of the Second
Commandment.42 Reifying the holy in a human body was a continuing problem as apologists
sought answers as to how to keep the sense of the body as a mediating vehicle of the divine
while not letting it become the actual object of worship. Athenagoras of Athens, a second
century anti-Nicene apologist, outlined an ontological argument of how matter differed from
spirit in a letter to the Emperor Marcus Aurelius. “We distinguish God from matter,” he wrote,
“and show that matter is one thing and God another, and that there is a vast difference between
them. For the divine is uncreated and eternal, grasped only by pure mind and intelligence, while
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matter is created and perishable.”43 While this dichotomy may carry theoretical weight, the
practical problem that presented itself with such idol worship was people’s inability to
distinguish or appreciate the space that separated spirit and matter.44 Jerome, who supported the
cult of relics, had to defend himself when opponents called him a cinerarios (ashman) who
worshipped bits of dust and pieces of linen.45 Even Augustine voiced his opinion in the matter
when he wrote of his preference for an aniconic religion. With the embrace of visual art whose
purpose was to aid in delineating the distinction Athenagoras speaks of, Augustine still worried
that Christians would be viewed as hypocrites in the eyes of non-Christians.46
In order to address such reservations, visual art, particularly hagiographic images of
saints, was promoted as didactic aides for the viewer which taught them how to bring together
the “real” matter and the transcendent spirit into one image. Saints were presented as visual
paradoxes that occupied the liminal space between Earth and Heaven: they were signs of
Transfiguration that were at work in the world. Relics, like icons, acted as material vehicles that
aimed to enhance the spiritual in viewers. Relic apologists argued that the way that this material
object could have a spiritual life and guide the senses of Christians so that they were able to
perceive this layered relationship was through the creation of an “imaginative dialect.”47 This
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dialect aimed to collapse time and space by raising the status of the physical remains of the saints
and bring the Resurrection into the present time, while at the same time situating the
reader/viewer as an active participant in the martyrial drama. Through intensive imagination that
was guided by emotionally-charged rhetoric, visual stimulation, and dramatic exegeses, a “visual
rhetoric of sanctity” was established for “the very special dead.”48
In specific regards to the architecture and art that enclosed such miraculous objects, both
Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa acknowledged that shrines were the same as words in regards
to the affective responses they could elicit from worshippers.49 In an encomium dedicated to the
martyr Theodore, Gregory addressed his audience in the building that served as the saint’s
tomb.50 Gregory encourages them to look at the art that surrounded Theodore’s tomb, as it
provided an additional lens through which to see and understand the relics. Art delights the
senses, he argues, and the sensory responses it evokes simultaneously draws the faithful closer to
the tomb and testifies to the magnetic religious power of the relic. This description, according to
Brown’s theory, is the pregnant moment in which the materiality of the relic and its signification
of the abstract concept of holiness are aligned.
In another example, Augustine wrote that hearing a martyrs’ passion was the same thing
as witnessing a visual rendition, and he encouraged his parishioners to “embrace [the saint] with
the arms of the mind.”51 Similarly, Paulinus of Nola describes in one of his ekphrases how the
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boundary between the body and the spirit, between life and death, could be dissolved by the
dazzling interplay of light and mosaic in Saint Felix’s shrine:
In the middle of the basilica hang hollow lamps, fixed by bronze chains to the
high ceiling panels. They have the appearance of trees throwing forth arms like
vine-shoots, and at their very tips these boughs bear glass cups as their fruit.
Spring blossoms, so to speak, flower in the light kindled in them. With their
abundant, radiating flames they resemble densely-packed stars, and they
punctuate the darkness with numerous flashes. They color the delicate air with
little fiery flowers, and they shake their bright foliage and flash repeatedly, they
disperse the gloom of the night with everlasting flames. Their flickering
appearance intermingles light and shadows, and they trouble the uncertain air with
their tremulous appearance.52
Here we see how the sharp dichotomy of darkness and light is mediated by the incandescence of
the lamps’ flickering light.53 The liminality of the space was activated both by the presence of
the relics and by the aesthetic atmosphere that allows for a momentary appearance by the
praesentia of the saint.
After Ambrose’s translatio of Gervasius and Protasius in Milan, relic translations
dramatically increased in France, Africa, Spain, and Italy.54 Despite the growing popularity and
demand for saints’ relics, the relocation of their bodies was not without risk. In 386, the Eastern
Emperor Theodosius issued a law forbidding corpses to be translated, dismembered, or sold.55
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Emperor Valentinian adopted the Code in the West the following year. This contradiction begs
the question: how did Christians circumnavigate this prohibition to the point where relic
translations not only continued, but flourished in the fifth century?56
Augustine defended the exceptional status of martyrs by arguing that there was an
original state of spiritual flesh before the Fall, citing scriptural support for his beliefs in the
writings of Paul, who referred to human’s earthly body as the “body of death" (έκ τοῦ σώµατος
τοῦθανάτου), “perishable” (φθορά), and “physical” (σώµα ψυχικόν).57 Augustine explains,
We may answer them [skeptics] out of the Scriptures, that man’s body before his
fall was of such a nature that it could not suffer death, our sacred books tell us that
this human flesh of ours was differently constituted before man’s sin…it was
possible for this flesh never to suffer death: and yet in his fall was altered unto
that mortal misery wherein now all mankind lives, to die at length: and therefore
at the resurrection it may undergo such another alteration, unknown to us as
yet.58
He cites Philippians and 1 Corinthians as evidence for how Christ will change our bodies into
spiritual bodies after the Resurrection, and that this change to regain our pre-Fallen state was the
only way for one to enter Heaven.59 Yet, unlike the typical human being who dies and becomes a
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corpse awaiting the Resurrection, martyrs (like Jesus) did not have to wait for the Last
Judgment—they could bypass the stench of decomposition that ordinary mortals suffered.60 Even
at the moment that a saint underwent his/her martyrdom, this transitional process to their original
state allowed for the martyr’s body to transcend all earthly pain. Just as in the Old Testament
Book of Daniel when God interceded and saved the three young men sent to their deaths in the
fiery furnace by Nebuchadnezzar,61 typological similarities developed in the Christian repertoire
of martyrologies. The martyr Lawrence, for example, famously asked to be turned on his grill
while being flayed alive so that he might be cooked more evenly!62
Coincidentally aligning with this logic was what was to become the common Medieval
hagiographic trope that when saints’ bodies were discovered, they were sweet smelling, intact,
and beautifully preserved.63 John of Damascus, writing three centuries after Augustine, furthers
this line of thinking when he asserts in his Exposition of the Orthodox Faith that the reason the
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bodies of martyrs could affect miracles was because there were not really dead at all.64 As saints,
God dwelt in them. With their martyrdom, these saints attained during their death the pre-Fallen
bodies that Augustine writes about. Therefore, the Theodosian Code that prohibited the
movement of mortal corpses did not apply to saints’ bodies; none of the precautions that the
Code was meant to enforce—maintaining status quo social hierarchies in cemeteries, the
practicalities of corpse disposal, urban space considerations, issues of hygiene—applied to
martyred bodies.65 It was this attitude that was embraced by Christian relic apologists of the
fifth century who aimed to conceptualize a new Christian landscape in the West by locating
saints’ shrines as epicenters of sacred worship and secular power.

The Bishop, the Basilica, and the Relic
It was not long before the potential power a relic held was recognized by those who
wished to utilize it for personal and/or political gain. As Peter Brown has noted, “the leaders of
the Christian community [in the fourth and fifth centuries] found themselves in a difficult
position. They had all the means of social dominance, and none of the means of showing it in an
acceptable form.”66 The actions of Ambrose, Bishop of Milan, in the last decades of the fourth
century would not only address this discrepancy, but they would create a precedent of vital
importance for establishing secular and ecclesiastical power structures in Medieval Europe. His
‘Battle for the Basilicas’ demonstrated the potent connection between power, public ritual, and
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representation by positioning the role of the bishop as the initiator and guardian for relic shrine in
Western Europe.
Aurelius Ambrosius, better known as S. Ambrose (c. 330—4 April 397), was born and
raised in Trier before travelling to Rome for his formal education in rhetoric, law, and literature.
From there, he moved to Milan and assumed the position of consular prefect of Liguria and
Emelia.67 In 374, Ambrose was overseeing the election of the next bishop after the death of
Auxentius, an Arian, when the congregation erupted in unanimous supplication for Ambrose to
assume the office.68 He at first humbly refused but later accepted the office after the prompting
of the Emperor Gratian (375-383). Thus, Ambrose, an unbaptized Christian with no training in
theology, became bishop of the second most powerful see in Italy.69 As bishop of Milan,
Ambrose was an adherent to Catholic Christian doctrine, while the fourteen-year-old emperor of
the western Roman Empire, Valentinian II, influenced by his regent mother, Justina, vehemently
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rejected the Nicene Creed in favor of Arianism. This conflict of faith culminated in what was to
be known as the Battle for the Basilicas.70
In the first half of 385, Valentinian II requested that Arians should be allowed access to
Milan’s Basilica Portiana.71 Ambrose refused. When Ambrose was ordered to appear at the
palace to account for his antagonistic response, a potentially violent mob appeared in support of
their maligned bishop. Valentinian, sensing the precariousness of the situation and fully aware
of the fragility and newness of his reign, conceded to Ambrose’s demands that the Basilica
Portiana remain strictly Orthodox in exchange for his promise to quell and disperse the mob. The
imperial court withdrew from Milan and passed the winter of 385-386 in Aquileia. While in
residence, Valentinian attempted to circumvent his previous agreement with Ambrose by issuing
a law on 23 January 386 that granted Arians the right to worship and further allowed them to
congregate within Milan’s city walls and other basilicas.72 Again, Ambrose refused the court
access to the Basilica Nova, and again, on 29 March a pro-Nicene mob congregated outside the
Basilica Portiana to protest the Arians' reactionary attempt to appropriate the basilica by hanging
imperial banners in it.73 The conflict escalated when basilicas throughout Milan were occupied
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by Catholics and subsequently besieged by imperial troops.74 On the third day, to both parties’
surprise, some of the imperial troops unexpectedly changed sides in support of Ambrose.75
These actions effectively sealed Valentinian’s fate, and he was forced again to relent and
withdraw from what he called Ambrose’s unlawful usurpation of power.
Ambrose’s victory over Valentinian was the greatest display of the authority of a bishop
to date. He had definitively defeated the most powerful figure in the West; his next step was to
memorialize his victory with a public demonstration of the sacred power he now claimed to hold.
In a letter his sister, Marcellina, Ambrose recounts how the burial place of two early Christian
martyrs, Gervasius and Protasius, were revealed to him in a dream.76 With great ceremony, he
led a group of Christians to the site where they dug up the bones and a series of miracles
immediately occurred—a man who claimed demonic possession was exorcised, sight was
restored to another man, and the bones still had the fresh blood of martyrdom on them even after
being buried for centuries.77 On 19 June 386, the bodies of the martyrs who were to become the
patron saints of Milan were translated to the newly built Basilica Ambrosiana.
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Although there is no written source from the fourth century that describes the event of a
translatio reliquae, the early fifth-century Trier Ivory survives and offers clues as to what
Ambrose’s translatio would have involved (fig. 4). Scholars have not definitively agreed on the
event depicted: some favor the scene as the adventus of the relics of S. Stephen to
Constantinople in 421, while others have identified it as the translation of the relics of Zacharias,
father of John the Baptist, whose body arrived in Constantinople in 415 along with that of Joseph
(son of the Old Testament patriarch, Jacob).78 Despite the ambiguity of the event, the ivory is
invaluable for its ability to convey the sense of atmosphere, splendor, and circumstance that
attended the relic’s entry into the city. A procession that is led by an emperor and his magistrates
(all of whom are recognizable by their clothes and regalia) walks towards an awaiting female
(most likely an empress or relative of the emperor), who stands outside of a church and is
holding a cross. Behind the leaders of the procession we see two priests holding a relic shrine
while riding atop an ornate wagon. In the background, men watch the procession from windows
while making gestures of singing and swinging censors. This iconography is clearly reminiscent
of the adventus Augusti, the procession held in honor of an emperor: both typically included the
reception of a chorus, both had honoratiori lead the procession, and both reserved the
wagon/chariot for the person of honor.79 In the image, the emperor walks on foot, while the
priests and the relic take the seat of honor atop the wagon. This change is of great import, for it
signifies that the relics have been given the highest earthly honor that had previously been
reserved only for emperors. The priests in the ivory could never have claimed such a ritual for
themselves, so they claimed it instead for the relics of the saints. This image records the
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transition of the adventus Augusti procession from imperial to liturgical, with the priests
solidifying their place as the guardian and protector of the honored relics. Indeed, by the sixth
century, the bishops’ adventus had all but displaced the imperial adventus as a ritual to express
power and sovereignty.80
It is quite likely that Ambrose’s translatio contained several if not all of the elements
depicted in the Trier Ivory. Ambrose was the first bishop who understood the connection
between power and representation—specifically in the context of rituals, institutions, and
hierarchies—who also had the means and opportunity to express it.81 Two days after Gervasius
and Protasius were interred in the Basilica Ambrosiana, he delivered a sermon that tied the
miracles at the inventio site with his recent Nicene victory.82 As Jesús San Bernardino rightly
concludes, “la protezione offerta da Gervasio e Protasio aveva oggetto la chiesa di Milano e non
la città: si trattava di un vincolo ecclesiale, non cittadino.”83 The great spectacle was complete:
Ambrose, Milan’s chosen protector, had been granted God’s approval for his defense of
Orthodoxy in the face of Arian invaders by revealing the resting place of two of his miraclemaking martyr saints.
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The Evolution of Saints’ Cults in the Central Middle Ages
The Christological debates of the previous century (specifically within the context of
Arian Heresy), as well as natural considerations (war, plague, famine, decay) that affected the
Early Medieval world led to a more immediate need to articulate the presence of God and the
saints on earth.84 The hagiographies that developed in the fifth to seventh centuries addressed
this specific need with a set of discursive strategies that represented saints as both theophanic
and human; their primary purpose was the materialization (not just the monumentalization) of
the saint in the physical world. Earlier desert saints’ vitae portrayed them imitating an angelic
and ascetic life and characterized the saints as exemplars of one’s inner spiritual progress. Later
vitae, however, framed the saint with and brief biography before launching into a quick paced
narrative of his or her miracles.85 This new trope gave human concreteness to the faithfuls’
desire for physical proximity to the divine by creating a history that set the stage for the divine’s
presence in the world. Hagiographies became both a method for the Church to show the
reader/viewer that the earthly realm was indeed a home to holy as well as a tool to teach
Christians how to conceptualize these potential saintly interactions properly.
I have established in the episode with Ambrose that the thaumaturgical power of relics
and their perceived ability to bring the action of divine providence to a local level was a highly
influential factor in affecting the spiritual and temporal stasis of a Medieval town. By as early as
the fifth century, the cult of relics represented “new forms of the exercise of power, new bonds
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of dependency, and new, intimate hopes for protection and justice in a changing world.”86
Additionally, subsequent hagiographies promoted saints as divine mediators and crafted their
bodily relics as transcendent and charged with religious power. Harnessing and channeling this
sacred power for secular ends and social control was nearly perfected under the Carolingians—a
point to which I will return shortly—but before the Franks had unified the areas of Europe that
were to become the Holy Roman Empire in the mid-eighth century, the cult of saints was still a
present and powerful force for those who came before them.87
Peter Brown, whose work again provides a fundamental starting point to our inquiry,
proposed a model of Western medieval sanctity based heavily on the writings of Gregory of
Tours.88 Brown posited that the political and social power of the Sacred was firmly in the
control of bishops by the Merovingian period of rule in western Europe, and that power was
securely held for the next two centuries until it was seamlessly transferred to the imperially
sanctioned ecclesiastical elite of the Carolingian Empire. Raymond Van Damn points out the
shortcomings of Brown’s approach, arguing that in contrast to the authoritative assertion in
Gregory’s writings that he successfully used relics to maintain social control, Gregory was in
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fact “hanging on to his job by the hem of Martin’s cloak, forced out of his dilapidated cathedral
to try to get in on the action at the shrine of S. Martin in the suburbs.”89
Paul Fouracre argues for much more complex interpretation of the role of the cult of
saints prior to the ninth century that involved the use of relics as tools for creating social identity
and political dissent by those other than the secular and ecclesiastical elite.90 Whereas certainly
by the sixth century the intercessory value of saints had been well established, it was not until the
following century that saints and their cults came to acquire significant social and political
power. Fouracre proposes a model for the evolution of sanctity that, beginning in the seventh
century, saw the creation of new saints as cults multiplied and spread north of the Alps. These
new saints were supported by the oligarchy of elite families—not the imperial Merovingians
themselves—who sought to set up new cults, endow older ones, and found monasteries with the
goal of strengthening their political, social, and religious power against the royal palace.91 The
decentralized sanctity of this period saw the rise of highly localized cults that often chose their
saints from important contemporary leaders whose holiness was connected to issues of local
sovereignty and autonomy. Fouracre’s conclusions ultimately problematize Brown’s model. By
viewing relics as a potential source for social and political contestation, Fouracre’s methodology
allows for interpretations that encourage a more complicated and multivalent understanding of
the societies in which relics played such an important role.
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The Carolingians were the first monarchy in the West to successfully combine spiritual
and secular power structures through a process of mutual reinforcement. Charlemagne (768814), king of the Franks and the great consolidator of present day Germany, France, and northern
Italy, recognized how shrines were great power centers that had the potential to be exploited
against central rule by local religious and secular leaders. Just as he did in other areas of liturgy,
education, and monastic reform, Charlemagne bolstered the importance of relics while at the
same time regulating their veneration under a central control in order to use them to contribute to
his more general program of political, social, and religious consolidation.92 A series of edicts and
laws were issued that reinforced these aims beginning in 794 at the Synod of Frankfurt, which
decreed that no new saints might be venerated or invoked.93 This order was followed up in 801
when the Council of Carthage (400-401) (which required all altars to contain relics) was reinvoked in order to increase the demand for more relics while at the same time limiting their
supply.94 A law passed in 803 took these restrictions a step further, ordering that all oaths had to
be sworn either in a church or on relics.95 Finally, in 813, the Synod of Mainz instructed that a
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prince (i.e. emperor) and/or an imperially sanctioned bishop must approve all translations of
relics.96
It is during this period that the boundaries between the use of relics for political and
religious purposes became inextricably linked. The simultaneous increase in their regulation and
demand signaled the flexibility relics achieved as vehicles for personal ambition and religious
strategy. While north of the Alps the Carolingians were able to successfully secure the towns of
the newly consolidated Holy Roman Empire into their rigid political hierarchy with the help of
relics, Giorgia Vocino has convincingly argued that the towns of northern Italy actively resisted
the imperial restrictions that were imposed on them.97 After Charlemagne conquered the
Lombard territories in 774, he installed his son, Pepin (r. 781-810), as king in order to implement
his uniform power structures into the Italian territories.98 Vocino posits that this settlement of
the Carolingians in Italy provided conditions for new attempts to change and adjust the balance
of power between ecclesiastical authorities that was established during Lombardic period. The
prestige of a town’s saint (and by extension, his/her relics) was rewritten in hagiographic
accounts and celebrated in relic translations in order to glorify a town’s historical past, and by
extension, its political, social, and cultural supremacy. It was “through this process [that the]
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dynamic hierarchy of northern Italy’s towns came to overlap with the symbolic, yet parallel,
hierarchy of the town’s patron saints, but neither hierarchy, earthly or heavenly, was conflict
free.”99
Vocino uses the case of Pavia as an illustrative example of how in the aftermath of the
Frankish conquest urban Italian communities needed a champion and rallying point—a symbol
to represent the town’s aspirations of autonomy both against the Franks as well as the other
northern Italian towns. After Pepin’s death, his nephew Lothar I (d. 855) succeeded him as King
of Italy and moved his capital from Milan to the previous Lombard capital of Pavia. It was
during this period that the decision was made to translate the body of S. Syrus, the first bishop of
Pavia. Syrus was moved from his previous resting place of five centuries in a church outside the
city walls that was dedicated to the Milanese martyrs Gervasius and Protasius to the intra-mural
cathedral that was rededicated in his honor.100 According to the Translatio sancti Syri (BHL
7978), a certain Bishop Donumdei was the sole authority who authorized and carried out the
translation, an action that was in direct defiance to the 813 Synod of Mainz that prohibited the
transfer of relics without the authorization of the king or a synod of his sanctioned bishops.101
While the Translatio emphasizes the honor and prestige that benefited the See of Pavia, notably
absent is any reference to Lothar, which possibly hints that the translation had other motives
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besides his officially sanctioned urban rehabilitation policy.102 Other translations in northern
Italy adhered to this pattern of subtly undermining Frankish authorities and advancing local
political aims through the use of relics. In Lucca, no Frankish authority was present when S.
Regulus’ remains were transferred to the city from a peripheral area of the diocese in c. 781.103
Similarly, Bishop Rampertus of the town of Brescia acted without imperial authorization in 838
when the relics of S. Philastrius were relocated.104 The Translatio written to commemorate the
event reveals the motive was to celebrate “the glorious past of the Church of Brescia.”105
The textual omission of Frankish authorities after 774 is a striking feature in the Italian
translationes.106 The dramatic increase of translations and translation texts after the
establishment of a Carolingian state in Italy demonstrate that relics were precious instruments in
communicating local ambitions against Frankish lordship. Furthermore, the special attention
afforded in the narratives to a town’s history, saints, and apostolic roots reveals that the tensions
and conflicts of the early ninth century were as much local as interurban. Such strain is well
documented between the two major ecclesiastical sees in Italy during this period, Ravenna and
Rome, and will be discussed in detail in the following chapter. By claiming a hierarchical
supremacy over other civic communities in the new Italian Kingdom, these policies and practices
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recast the sacred topography of the region and redesigned the balance of political power and
prestige. Towns—not emperors or kings—were the protagonists in Italian translation
narratives.107
In contrast to the pattern I have observed in Italian translationes, the newly conquered
Carolingian territories of Saxony and Bavaria, which lay in the heart of the Empire, followed a
very different trend. Between 800 and 850, the texts of these areas record a conscious attempt to
obtain royal recognition and patronage for their translations.108 The papal permission needed
with royal authorization for the movement of Roman relics is also underlined in these sources.
Furthermore, whereas the northern hagiographic texts were produced in monastic scriptoria and
praised their imperial patrons, the contemporary Italian texts produced in urban centers aimed at
promoting individual patrons or aristocratic families. This discrepancy may be read as a
synecdotal example of the differing goals and connections of the northern and southern areas
within the Carolingian kingdom during this period. North of the Alps, the translations
harmonized relations between the local elites and royal authority by emphasizing the officially
sanctioned, hierarchical flow of power from the sovereign to local level. Italian territories, in
contrast, sought through the relic translations to establish a balance of prestige between local
authorities and Frankish representatives while at the same time highlighting the conflicting
horizontal relationships that existed between northern Italian ecclesiastical centers.

Bringing up the Bodies
The extension of the control of relics to include their movement and placement by the
Carolingians reveals that by the eighth and early ninth centuries, relics had gained the ability to
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transform and sanctify space. Moving a saint from place to place doubly reshaped the sacred
geographical structure. The place from which the relic was moved as well as the place to which
it was taken both participate in the dialectic of power that sought to reconfigure the sacred
topography, challenge hierarchical relationships, and modify the collective memory of a social
body. Of particular import is the symbiotic relationship between the saint and community. As
Peter Geary asserts, the saint is both the subject and the object of the translation, for it is his/her
will that determines whether or not the event would successfully take place.109 The conscious
agreement of the saint to be relocated alters the translation from secular economic and cultural
act into an action that is sanctioned and legitimized with divine approval.
Previous inquiries into the translation of relics from suburban cemeteries to fortified
urban centers explained the movement mainly as a defensive one. This was certainly a
reasonable conclusion: a primary source of the period, the Liber Pontificalis, remains almost
completely silent on the motives behind the relic translations of the seventh and eighth centuries.
Pope Paul I (757-67) was the first pontiff to translate relics into Rome from suburban cemeteries
on a large scale, a precedent that was preceded by isolated instances from the previous century.
Pope John (640-642) had brought the relics of a number of saints from Salona and other sites on
the Dalmatian coast to be installed in a chapel he had built in the Lateran Baptistery and
dedicated to S. Venanzio.110 Shortly after, Pope Leo II (682-683) removed the bodies of
Simplicius, Faustinianus, and Beatrix from a cemetery on the Via Portuense and brought them
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into a chapel adjoining the church of S. Bibiana.111 Notably, these previous translations had
taken bodies from outside the group of cemeteries that closely encircled the city walls, and
neither record in the Liber Pontificalis offers a motive behind the relocation of the saints’ bodies.
Paul’s entry is the first to comment: we are told that due to the ruined and neglected state that
had befallen the catacombs, he decided to reinter the holy relics with great circumstance and
ceremony in churches, monasteries, and diaconiae throughout the city.112
As John Osborne points out, while Paul’s somewhat vague motive of moving the relics
simply because the catacombs were by this time in an undesirable state, it was by no means a
new development of the period. Along with the rest of the building projects that had their roots
in the Roman period, unstable dynasties, invading barbarian tribes, and an overall decline in
living conditions that plagued the West after the collapse of the Roman Empire caused those in
power to focus more on reinforcing defensive mechanisms of urban centers rather than on the
maintenance of catacombs and monuments.113 Osborne instead offers a more complex and
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multilayered reasoning behind such a revolutionary change in papal protocol.114 A deeper look
into the history of the period reveals that much like Paul’s biography asserts, the catacombs were
most likely indeed in a ruinous state. What the LP neglects to address is the probable reason for
their destruction: the Lombardic siege of Rome from January to April 756. A number of scholars
have noted the close chronology between the siege and the beginnings of the translations, and
there is documentary evidence in the LP and papal correspondence that peripherally alludes to
the Lombards.115 Although we cannot definitively conclude that the threat of the Lombards was
a leading factor in the translations, an episode from Pope Paschal I’s (817-824) vita reveals that
it was indeed a reason in the mentalité of ninth-century Romans.116 After Paschal’s restoration of
the church of S. Cecelia in Trastevere—one of his many restoration projects during his short
reign—he sought without success to find the relics of the saint to deposit them under the new
altar. Paschal reasoned that the body of Cecelia could not be found because the Lombards had
stolen it sixty years earlier. It was only after Cecelia appeared to him in a dream and told him
that while the Lombards had tried, like Paschal, they had been unable to locate her remains.
Paschal was advised to look again, and this time his righteous search was rewarded by the
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support of Cecelia.117 What this episode demonstrates is that even after sixty years, the
destruction caused by the Lombard siege was still fresh in Roman minds. It may be supposed
that for Paul, who assumed the papal office only a year after their defeat, a reactionary defensive
motive for the translations was both reasonable and logical move.
I have already previously discussed the increasingly important role the cult of saints
played in ‘popular’ religion,118 and the talismanic qualities believed to be found in relics. This
power made possession a great matter of importance, and it makes sense that at this moment—
the tenuous beginnings of the Papal States as a sovereign territory—popes took actions to
harness, regulate, and manipulate access to such potent mechanisms of social control.119 The
history and politics of the eighth century, which will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 3,
prompted a revolutionary shift in alliances between East and West. Since the previous century,
the Byzantine Empire became increasingly preoccupied with its own internal controversies, as
well as the rapid growth of Islam that was continuously threatening its boarders. Simultaneously
in the West, the rise of the Carolingian Empire put an end to the volatile pugnacity of the
Lombardic and Merovingian dynasties. With their theological ideologies growing further apart,
the popes took advantage of this opportune moment to break free from the yoke of Byzantine
rule by aligning itself with its Carolingian neighbors. Carolingians desired the relics of Rome;
the popes no doubt recognized this bargaining tool and utilized them to solidify their future.
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In addition to the political motivations that sought to employ relics to symbolize the new
secular authority of the papacy, theological factors—namely the First Iconoclasm (730-787)—
also most likely contributed to the evolution of relic translations in Italy. The phenomenon of the
portability relics had already been well established in the eastern Mediterranean and western
ecclesiastical centers outside of Italy, such as Tours, by the mid-eighth century.120 Italy, which
took an anti-iconoclastic stance in the theological debates of the Byzantine Empire, became a
haven for Greek iconophile refugees looking to escape the persecutions of Iconoclasm.121 It is
logical to conclude that in addition to their liturgical and artistic changes that they brought with
them, their influence extended into customs of relic worship as well.122 There is artistic evidence
beginning in the early eighth century, for example, of hagiographic cycles entering decorative
schema of churches. Such cycles were traditionally associated with relic veneration in the eastern
Mediterranean, and it is not surprising that one of the churches they decorated, St. Silvestro in
Capite, was built by Paul I and staffed with Greek monks.123
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What many concluded is that there was not one defining catalyst that initiated the change
in papal attitudes towards the distribution of relics, nor was the change instituted in a timely and
sweeping matter. A combination of factors—the memories of the Lombardic siege, the declining
status of catacombs and extra-mural cemeteries since the fifth century, the shifting political
alliances of the Byzantines, the popes, and the Carolingians, the exodus of Greek monks who
migrated westward after the beginning of Iconoclasm, the influence of the ideologies of Eastern
popes beginning in the seventh century—contributed to a change that would be continued on a
monumental scale by the ninth century. This new more lax stance in regards to relics affected
other Italian urban centers, which adopted similar attitudes and actions towards their saintly
patrons. Ultimately, the movement of holy bodies in the eighth and ninth centuries would have
social, economic, political, and theological repercussions that would challenge the hierarchal
power structures of both national and local earthly rulers, as well as the divine saints who
protected them.

Conclusion
To refer back this chapter’s opening remarks by Peter Geary, I have demonstrated the
evolving roles relics played in the social dialectic from the fourth through ninth centuries. With
the legalization of Christianity by Constantine, the monumentalization of this once peripheral
religion began. Churches and martyria were erected in commemoration, and pilgrims driven by
their desire for proximity to sacred places and things traveled to the Holy Land and returned
home with relics and other memorabilia that functioned as liminal intercessors between the
faithful and God.124 The cult of saints continued to gain popularity in the collective social
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consciousness as martyrs' shrines located on the edges of towns became communal centers of
worship that were authenticated by the praesentia of the saint and the miracles he/she performed
there. Ambrose was the first to successfully harness the political potential relics held when he
used the discovery of Gervasius and Protasius to validate his victory over Valentinian’s imperial
forces in his theological struggle against Arianism. Christian theologians’ apologetic arguments
for the exceptional status of martyrs’ bodies led to a rapid increase in the fifth and sixth centuries
of ruling dynasties to assert their temporal sovereignty through the inventii of martyrs who aided
in their secular propagandistic aims. Ecclesiastics solidified their positions in the church
hierarchy by claiming direct links to the apostolic roots of martyrs. It was during this period that
relics first became tools of those in positions of power—both secular and religious—to influence
social, political, and even economic aspects of society. After Rome broke ties with
Constantinople and allied itself with the Carolingian Empire, Italian relics traveled north of the
Alps in great numbers as highly coveted diplomatic gifts for Charlemagne, who recognized the
power of relics as agents of control in nearly all aspects of society.
By the time of Apollinaris’ translation in 856, relics were a thread intricately woven into
the fabric of medieval life. As Christianity transitioned from a local and microcosmic
phenomenon into a catholic, unified, regularized, and hierarchical hegemonic religion that
permeated nearly every part of western European society, relics proved to be indispensible tools
for those in power who wished to maintain and perpetuate their authority. Their size, portability,

treatment of Christian martyrial shrines in the Early Christian period. Recently, Annabel Wharton, "Rereading
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and accessibility contributed to their malleable and multivalent nature, and they continued to
evolve to meet contemporary needs of secular and religious leaders throughout the Early
Medieval period. They were intimate companions for pilgrims who carried them on their person
as apotropaic amulets as well as instruments of political rebellion for some and social dominance
for others. Most importantly, their enduring power lay in the belief they were a liminal link to the
divine that carried in them the potential for salvation.
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CHAPTER 3:
A HISTORY OF THE ITALIAN PENINSULA IN THE EARLY MEDIEVAL PERIOD

Because of Ravenna’s strategic and highly desirable port location on the Adriatic coast of
Italy, it would steadily grow from a rustic military encampment to become the capital of the
western Roman Empire in the fifth century CE. After Justinian’s Gothic war in the first half of
the sixth century, it became the seat of Byzantine power on the Italian peninsula, and the
bishopric of Ravenna would afterwards be elevated to an archbishopric and granted the
distinguished privilege of autocephaly from Rome in the seventh century.1 The Romans, the
Ostrogoths, the Byzantines, the Lombards, and the Papacy fought for control of Ravenna both
for its symbolic status as well as its physical location as a lynchpin of all corners of the
Mediterranean world. By the ninth century, when Agnellus was writing the LPR, Ravenna had
developed into a cosmopolitan stage in which civic, ecclesiastical, political, and theological
conflicts would be played out.2
Little scholarly attention has been paid to this period of transition on the Italian
peninsula, with the academic trend instead typically focusing on the artistic, political, and
1
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religious activities of the Carolingian empire north of the Alps, the nascent Islamic state, and/or
the Byzantine empire. Some historians, most notably Thomas F. X. Noble and Thomas S.
Brown, have conducted invaluable research based on extant literary and historical documents
from Italy, but their work remains highly specialized in its scope--an attempt at uncovering cross
disciplinary trends has yet to be fully undertaken.3 This chapter will address this lacuna by
synthesizing these studies and situating Ravenna within the larger Italian dialect during this
period of frequent and tenuous transitions, with specific attention paid to its continually agonistic
relationship with the papacy as Rome began to emerge as a sovereign political presence upon the
Italian stage. The examination of epigraphic, literary, and historical evidence for such a rivalry in
this chapter will then serve as the basis for Chapters 4 and 5, which will look to uncover the
same trends in the art, architecture, and topography of Rome and Ravenna.

Justinian's Reconquest of Italy and the Foundation of the Exarchate
Beginning in the fifth century, Ravenna underwent several power transitions that
continued into the tenth century; these changes are reflected in the built environment of the
city. When the last western Roman Emperor, Romulus Augustulus, was overthrown in 476, the
3
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Cambridge Medieval History II, c. 700-900, ed. Rosamond McKitterick (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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81

Ostrogoth Odovacar, the leader of Germanic troops in Italy and an Arian Christian, established
his capital in Ravenna for the extent of his reign (476-93). Theodoric, also an Arian, then
assumed the western imperial throne upon orders of the Byzantine emperor Zeno and reigned
until his death in 526.4 It was in 536 at the behest of the Emperor Justinian that the general
Belisarius entered Ravenna to reclaim the lost territory in the name of the Byzantine Empire.5
In 554, Justinian issued the Pragmatic Sanction in an attempt to consolidate and control
the Italian lands he had re-annexed into his Empire. This declaration re-imposed the
administrative arrangements in conquered territories that were established during the time of
Constantine and established the Exarchate of Ravenna as the center of Byzantine power and the
seat of the provincial governor in Italy (fig. 6). The Italian lands under Byzantine control were
supervised by an exarch, who served as the appointed representative of the emperor. The exarch
was the head of all civil and military affairs of imperial holdings in Italy, which were further
divided into duchies that were overseen by dukes or magister militi, who were in turn responsible
to him.6 The position of the exarch was created in the sixth century by the Emperor Maurice
(582-602) specifically to address the challenges of governing the Mediterranean lands re-
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conquered under Justinian.7 As the highest-ranking member of the Byzantine hierarchy in Italy,
the exarch was endowed with both civil and military authority, and his primary responsibility
besides governance was the coordination of the military activities of his subordinates throughout
the peninsula.8
The devastation of the Byzantine invasion of the mid-sixth century had left the Italian
population starving, weak, poor, and suffering. The political and social reality of Italy at this
time was its total subjugation to Byzantine interests. Rome had little influence against the new
imperial power, but by the end of the pontificate of Gregory I in 604, the Church had begun to
assume secular responsibilities that were previously in the hands of the state.9 Whether by
intentional design or by necessity of survival, the Church was adopting the markers of secular
public power. During this period, the Church established diaconates in order to store and
distribute grain to the masses and provide social welfare assistance. Maintenance of the city’s
aqueducts and walls also fell under the jurisdiction of Church authorities. Due to the breakdown
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of the Roman banking system, the Church began to bankroll the imperial army. Yet despite the
steadily increase in its wealth and moral authority, the Church remained loyal to the Byzantine
Empire and kept its resources open to Constantinople’s disposal.10 Notably even Gregory, who
was often met with conflict by the exarch for his policy of appeasement towards the Lombards,
was still practical enough to generally defer to the emperor in secular matters.11
With the establishment of the Exarchate in Ravenna, the Senatorial aristocracy that
remained tenuously in place since the Late Antique period was rapidly eclipsed by the rise of
military and clerical hierarchies. Although a modern person would understand these two
institutions as mutually exclusive, the Early Medieval reality was a profound dependence on one
another in order to secure and perpetuate the Exarchate’s new social hierarchy.12 Bonds between
the government and the Church were actively reinforced through land grants and alliances.13
During this period, the Church had amassed what has been estimated at nearly one-third of the
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landed property in Italy.14 As evidenced in the Registers of Pope Gregory, the Church had land
holdings in Africa, Gaul, Dalmatia, Liguria, Corsica, Sardinia, and Apulia.15 It became common
practice for the Church to recycle the confiscated estates of the Roman and Gothic aristocracies,
as well as lands donated by pious benefactors, by leasing them military officers and soldiers.16
The Italianization of the army, and the opportunities for advancement it allowed for one who
succeeded within its ranks, meant that indigenous Italian families rose in status and established a
new military aristocracy, eclipsing the Byzantine cosmopolitan ruling classes. Those who
oversaw these landed estates, the rectores, also oversaw the peasants and slaves who worked the
land, the conductores. The social hierarchy on the great estates (latifundii) was quickly becoming
a microcosm for the new Italian social system.17 While civilian landowners remained an
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essential element in the economy of Italy, their political importance waned by the early eighth
century in the wake of the newly emerging landed military elite.
The Byzantine re-annexation of Italy was not to remain unchallenged for long. By 568, a
mere generation after the Byzantine presence in Italy was reestablished, the threat of the
Lombard invasion loomed as a near constant presence.18 Under the leadership of King Alboin
(560-572), the Lombards moved into the war-ravaged lands of northern Italy and ended their
centuries long migration (fig. 7). They met little to no resistance from the broken towns they
attacked, and by 572, they occupied all of the major cities north of the Po River, including Milan
and their new capital at Pavia.19 In the wake of this development, the significance of Ravenna as
the principal connection to the East via the Adriatic Sea only increased its value as a strategic
military post for the Byzantines.20
This new secular importance afforded to Ravenna led to a dramatic change in its
ecclesiastical status. Along with the city’s elevation to a super-metropolitan status, it became an
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archbishopric whose power was only eclipsed by that of the Roman See. Although Rome
accepted the change in the status of Ravenna’s bishops, indirect evidence suggests that it
remained wary of any possible infringement on Roman authority. While there is no direct
evidence of conflict between Rome and Ravenna in the late-sixth and early seventh-centuries,
closer inspection of extant documents allows for the possible interpretation that latent tensions
were indeed slowly and quietly developing.
Robert Markus has reconstructed the relationship between Rome and Ravenna in the
sixth century through correspondence from the Register of Gregory, as well as the entries from
both cities’ Liber Pontificalis.21 He extrapolates from the documentation that concord between
the two Sees was at its height during the 540s and 550s. Pope Vigilius (537-55) bestowed the
honored privilege of the pallium upon Ravenna’s bishop Maximian (546-56) in 546,22 and
shortly afterwards in 554, Ravenna returned its loyalty to Rome by being its sole ally against the
rest of the Italian ecclesiastical centers in the Three Chapters Controversy that would dominate
theological debates in both Italy and the East for the next century.23 In a letter from the pope to
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Archbishop Agnellus in 559, Pelagius I (556-61) alludes to their lonely partnership when he
writes how he admonished a layman who mentioned a name other than himself or Agnellus
during mass.24 In other correspondence, Pelagius refers to the authority of the “apostolic sees”—
a significant plural that suggests an equal partnership united against a common cause. During
this period, Ravenna’s bishops received additional powers, including the abilities to receive into
communion repentant schismatics, to excommunicate heretics, and to carry out ordinations in
several northern Italian sees. 25
The alliance between the two Sees over theological matters was further strengthened by a
number of other circumstances: the invading Lombards from the north along with the obdurate
and unreliable assistance sent from the secular authorities in Constantinople made Ravenna
Rome’s one dependable lifeline amidst a sea of foreign invading forces. In order to counter this
rising threat, the popes of Rome and exarchs of Ravenna looked east for support, but their pleas
fell of deaf ears.26 In 584, Pope Pelagius wrote to the emperor support. He, like the popes of the
next century and a half who would send similar entreaties, received no help from Byzantium,
which was embroiled in its own fight for survival against the rapidly spreading Islamic states that
were overtaking its interests in northern Africa and the Middle East.27 Italy had become a
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territory it could no longer afford to allocate money or manpower towards. Instead, troops and
funds were allocated to North Africa and Sicily, lands that were both strategically located in the
along trade routes and were rich in grain production and other natural resources.28 As a result of
these developments, the Byzantine strategy against the Lombards was a defensive one. As the
Lombards continued to press southward into Liguria, Emilia, and Tuscany, Byzantine forces in
Italy chose to strategically allocate their extant resources to the defense of the areas around
Ravenna, the Pentapolis, and Rome, as well as the indispensible road that connected the two
duchies, the Via Flaminia. The natural course of the Po River marked the new boundary between
Byzantine and Lombard lands in northern Italy by the end of the sixth century.
As the two remaining major Byzantine outposts in Italy, Ravenna and Rome existed in
this period in a state of mutual dependence. Little is known of Roman-Ravennate relations
between the death of Pelagius I and the ascension of Gregory to the pontifical throne in 590. At
this time, the Ravenna archbishopric was held by John II (578-95), a Roman with personal ties to
Gregory.29 John’s successor, Marinianus (595-606), was also a Roman who was brought up in
Gregory’s monastic community on the Coelian Hill.30 In retrospect, the close personal relations
between ecclesiastical leaders and their common interests in the Three Chapters schism seemed
to put off the inevitable clash of the following century over Ravenna’s jurisdictional status, yet
the seeds of discontent are indeed present during this period if one looks beyond historic and
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factual evidence.31 The main point of contention arose over the use and purported abuse of the
pallium, which had been granted to the archbishops of Ravenna fifty years earlier. This vestment
was a long band of wool that was ornamented with black and/or purple crosses, secured with
gold pins, and draped over the bishop’s shoulders as a mark of episcopal authority. The ability
to wear the pallium during this period was reserved for popes and archbishops, with the latter
only being allowed to dress in it after receiving permission from the Holy See. Although the
privilege did not increase the archbishopric’s jurisdictional power, the pallium remained a potent
symbol of ecclesiastical authority. Unless its use was extended by special authority, the pallium
was only to be used on specific, special occasions thorough out the liturgical year.32
The dispute began when archbishop John II began to wear the pallium in public
processions and during audiences with the laity.33 Gregory regarded this action as a threat to
Roman primacy. He wrote to John in October of 594, declaring that John may only wear the
pallium on festival days of St. John the Baptist, St. Apollinaris, St. Peter, and the anniversary of
his own coronation.34 John ignored Gregory, and the dispute escalated when the civil authorities
of Ravenna, including the exarch and the praetorian prefect, publicly backed John’s position.35
The Exarch Romanus defended John's right to wear the pallium, arguing that Gregory was acting
outside of his authority, and Gregory retaliated by accusing him of publically defaming the office
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of the pope in Ravenna.36 By November, Gregory was so incensed by John’s open obdurateness
that the only reason he could fathom for John’s disobedience to his ecclesiastical superiority was
the corrupting influence of the greedy secular factions in Ravenna.37 The issue was still not
finalized upon John’s death the following year, and the pallium “abuse” continued under
Marinianus. The rivalry was eventually dispelled not because of compromise, but rather because
in the seventh century, the pallium began to be distributed on a wider and less selective scale,
thus devaluing its original significance and meaning.38
The solidarity of local ecclesiastical, aristocratic, and administrative classes in Ravenna
over the pallium dispute also surfaced in other contemporary divergent policies. The most
important of these for my argument was the dispute over jurisdiction of monastic communities.
Although it is unclear how it arose, the Archbishop John and Abbot Claudius of the monastery of
SS. John and Stephen in Classe—which had an exceptionally close relationship with the Roman
See—engaged in a public quarrel regarding who was to have the final say in issues regarding
monastic rights, property, and religious observances.39 As with the pallium issue, public opinion
(both lay and clerical) remained hostile to Roman interference in the matter.40 In fact, Gregory’s
letters reveal that this was not an isolated case; rather, this episode may be read as part of a larger
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trend of Ravenna’s clerical elite attempting to curtail monastic privileges and property.41 The
significance of John and Marinianus aligning themselves with the local interests of their adopted
city of Ravenna in opposition to papal authority must not be underestimated. At this moment,
the tensions between Rome and Ravenna had not yet crystallized into a clear-cut conflict over
ecclesiastical authority and jurisdiction, but the roots are clearly present of a growing coherence
of local pride and corporate consciousness of the Ravennate clergy, which was aided by the
secular establishment and two foreign archbishops.
Both Italy and Byzantium entered the seventh century in continued states of intermittent
emergency and war. Tension between Rome and Ravenna also continued in the wake of the
pallium dispute: Rome remained hesitant to embrace the new metropolitan status of Ravenna,
while separatist fervor persisted amidst the secular and clerical factions of Ravenna.42 Pope
Honorius (625-38) tried to end Rome’s rivalry with Ravenna—he even endowed a church in
Rome dedicated to Ravenna’s patron saint, Apollinaris and St. Peter—but Honorius’ policy of
rapprochement broke down by the 640s.43 Up until this point, the Byzantine emperors had
(relatively) successfully used the budding rivalry between Rome and Ravenna as a means to keep
each See’s power and ambitions in check, with the ultimate goal of weakening the “theologically
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awkward See of Rome [and] elevat[ing] Ravenna into a more tractable imperial puppet.”44 To
Rome, the Byzantine emperors had offered immunities, tax exemptions, gifts, and privileges,
such as when the Emperor Phocas granted allowance for the Pantheon to be converted into a
church in 609. In addition to Ravenna’s new metropolitan standing, Justinian donated to his
personal appointee, the archbishop Maximian, an ivory throne that commemorated the seat’s
elevated status of archbishopric.45 To Maximian’s successor, Agnellus, Justinian granted de facto
authority over the ecclesiastical provinces of Aquileia and Milan, whose metropolitans opposed
the imperial policy during the Three Chapters schism by adhering to heretical doctrine. And as it
has already been stated, Ravenna reached the height of imperial beneficence in 666 when it was
granted the distinguished privilege of autocephaly.46

The Seventh Century and the Ravennate-Roman Rivalry
Several political and theological quarrels (both internally and internationally) erupted
during this period that shook the delicate balance of power that had until this point been
maintained between Rome, Ravenna, and Constantinople. While the popes of Rome continued to
embrace Chalcedonian Orthodoxy, certain emperors raised doubts as to the canonical doctrine of
dyophysitism.47 After the death of the Byzantine Emperor Heraclitus in 641, his grandson
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Constans II emerged out of the successional chaos to claim the throne. A young and
inexperienced man of only seventeen, Constans II failed to grasp the ongoing complexities of
theological doctrine and thought them to be superfluous and arcane to the status of the Empire.
As one of his first acts as emperor, he hoped to make mute the entire issue surrounding the
debate of Christ’s will(s) by issuing the Type of Constans, an edict that made it illegal for anyone
to discuss the topic of monotheletism.48 The reactions from the patriarchies were anything but
positive. During the reign of Heraclitus, monotheletism was rapidly becoming a popularly
espoused belief among the eastern patriarchies of Constantinople, Antioch, Jerusalem, and
Alexandria, but it was met by severe criticism in Rome. Before a consensus on the
monotheletism debate could be reached, however, Heraclitus died and Constans’ misguided
attempt to diffuse the growing controversy by ignoring it only served to exacerbate the issue.
In October of 649, the newly elected Pope Martin I (649-53) convened a council of 105
bishops at the church of St. John Lateran and declared the doctrine of monotheletism as
heretical.49 The emperor responded by enlisting the exarch Olympias to travel south from
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Ravenna and have the pope arrested on imperial orders.50 Although the historian Agnellus
neglects to mention the episode, the Roman LP describes how Olympias was met with a united
Italian clergy in Rome against his efforts to “introduce a schism into [the] holy church by
force.”51 After several failed attempts, Olympias sent his bodyguard to assassinate Martin during
holy mass. As Martin was performing communion, the bodyguard was miraculous struck blind
by the will of God for his evil plot and the potentially violent scene was dispelled. Olympias,
after witnessing the divine protection of Martin, reconciled himself to the pontiff and committed
to the new task of fighting Muslim forces in Sicily, where he shortly thereafter died of disease.
This ‘rebellion’ of Olympias provided the pretext for Constans to arrest Martin and bring him
against his will to Constantinople, this time with the help of the new exarch Theodore
Calliopas.52 There, Martin was condemned to death and exiled to Chersona (a city in present-day
southern Ukraine) where he died soon after.53
The detailed account of this episode in the LP highlights several points of significance.
The unified front of protection provided by Italian bishops to defend the pope against what the
LP portrays as an external threatening force foreshadows the papacy’s impending struggle for
independence from the East that was only going to escalate in the following century. Including
an account of such an early episode of solidarity against Constantinople must have acutely
resonated with contemporary ninth-century Roman clergy, who at the time were continuously
attempting to assert their own temporal sovereignty against foreign powers. Furthermore, in the
50
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post-Constantinian era where few Christians had the opportunity to die for their faith, Martin’s
martyrdom in defense of orthodoxy was to become an poignant rallying point in Rome’s attempt
to assert its See as the one true recipient of Peter’s legacy. Martin’s death not only situated
Rome’s interpretation of orthodoxy as divinely sanctioned against the heretical and usurpant
Byzantine emperor, but it moreover provided a motivating catalyst for the movement of Italian
regionalism that was beginning to coalesce against the threats of external forces.
The alliance of Roman and Ravennate forces against Byzantium and its exarch was short
lived. To that same Synod of 649, Martin had ordered Ravenna’s archbishop Maurus to attend in
support of his dispute over Monotheletism. Maurus, who felt that acquiescing to the pope’s
demands and attending the synod would have been an embarrassing act of submission, refused to
travel to Rome. This gesture of theological solidarity with Byzantium, along with the economic
aid the church of Ravenna had been supplying the Empire, resulted in a strengthened alliance
between the two powers.54 Pope Martin, on the other hand, suffered severe retribution for his act
of overt defiance against imperial policy. For Rome and Ravenna, this conflict exposed the
growing rivalry between the two Sees. After Martin excommunicated Maurus for his actions,
Maurus countered this act by removing the name of the pope from the Ravennate liturgy.55
Maurus’ battle to free Ravenna from the yoke of Roman rule continued until his death: the
Roman LP’s vita of Leo II records that Maurus’ death was not recognized in Rome, nor should a
requiem be observed on the anniversary of his death.56 Maurus eventually won the dispute when
Constans II sided with Ravenna, but the victory of Ravenna’s long-sought independence from
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Rome would be short lived. Richards suggests it was with the death of Maurus’ successor,
Reparatus (671-77), which signaled the beginning of the end of Ravenna’s autonomy from
Rome.57 After Maurus’s death in 671, Reparatus continued to seek support from Byzantium in
Ravenna’s ongoing schism with Rome in the form of tax remissions and juridical concessions
over land disputes.58 Jeffery Richards argues, however, that despite the imperial support afforded
the archbishopric during this time, the cause of Ravenna’s political decline was not due to the
actions of the pope or emperor, but rather because of internal Ravenna church politics.59
In 680, Archbishop Theodore (677-91) faced a widespread clerical revolt that stemmed
from a conflict concerning the distribution of wealth amongst Ravenna’s churches.60 When the
clerics threatened to go to the pope with its unmet grievances, Theodore enlisted the help of the
exarch in the matter who acted as mediator. When the clergy’s threat of revolt against the
archbishop was extended to include the exarch, their pressure proved enough to have the exarch
submit to all of the clergy’s demands. The land and wealth in dispute was reallocated to various
monasteria, and all of the former privileges that had been revoked under Theodore were restored
to the clergy.61 The uprising had so weakened the archbishopric that Theodore was forced to
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enter into negotiations with Pope Leo II (682-3) in order to achieve his original goal of endowing
his own family with the church lands in dispute. The pope agreed to support Theodore in this
matter, but the cost was Ravenna’s loss of autocephaly a mere twenty years after it was
granted.62
Not long after Ravenna was “restored under the control of the apostolic see,”63 the
tumultuous reign of emperor Justinian II proved to be a turning point in both Italo-Byzantine and
Roman-Ravennate relations.64 The Byzantine Empire’s inability to supply money, support, or
resources to the Italian theater for the last century had resulted in a shift in the concentration of
power and wealth from the senatorial and Byzantine aristocracies into the hands of local military
leaders. They, in turn, were bound by economic and social ties to the Roman church, which led
to their support of local interests and close identification with regional Italian patriotism and a
preservation of its traditions. Although “a combination of local separatist feeling, the
accentuation of cultural differences and communications difficulties, shortsighted religious and
political policies contributed to a series of revolts,” the imperial stance towards Rome during the
reign of Constantine IV (668-85) was one of reconciliation.65 Indeed, during the 680s, Rome
experienced one of its greatest periods of imperially sanctioned autonomy.66 Justinian II
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succeeded his father Constantine IV upon his death in 685, but unlike his father’s policy of
rapprochement, the time while he donned the imperial purple was fraught with strife, discontent,
and conflict. Justinian’s first tenure as emperor lasted a decade before he was deposed and
exiled by a popular uprising in 695.67 With the help of the Bulgars and the Slavs, Justinian
regained the throne in 705 before his despotic rule was again overthrown in 711.68
The most notable episode of unrest during Justinian’s first reign occurred when he
convened the Quinisext Council in 692. Along with several regulations passed to curb what the
Church saw as continuing “pagan” practices at religious ceremonies and festivals, another reason
for the meeting of the Council was to settle differences that had recently arisen concerning
Eastern and Western practices regarding clerical discipline and ritual observances.69 The
disciplinary canons issued by the 215 bishops in attendance (all notably from the Eastern
Empire) were meant to compliment the decisions of the previous ecumenical council held in 566,
but when copies of the synodal decisions were sent to Rome for subscription by the Pope Sergius
I (687-701), he rejected them as invalid, “choosing to die sooner than consent to erroneous
novelties.”70 In response, Justinian ordered the spatharius, Zacharias, to arrest Sergius and bring
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him to Constantinople to answer for his disobedience.71 The episode as described in the LP is
worth quoting at length:
The hearts of the Ravennate soldiers were stirred up, along with those of the
Pentapolitan duchy and of the parts all around, not to allow the pontiff of the
apostolic see to go up to the imperial city. When a crowd of the soldiery came
together from every side, Zacharias the spatharius was terrified, and fearing he
might be killed by that mob of soldiers he ordered that the gates of the city be shut
and the pontiff be held. But in fear he took refuge in the pontiff’s bedroom, and in
tears he begged the pontiff to have mercy on him and not let anyone take his life.
The army of Ravenna entered the city by St. Peter’s Gate with weapons, and the
crowd came to the Lateran Episcopium, burning to see the pontiff whom they
understood from a rumor that was going around had been smuggled out by night
and put on a ship. Since both the upper and lower doors of the patriarchate had
been shut, they threatened to pull them to the ground if they were not quickly
opened; then in extreme terror and despair for his survival Zacharias the
spatharius got under the pontiff’s bed so that he went out of his mind and lost his
senses.72
This passage begs several questions. It is notably the army of Ravenna and its surrounding
duchies that came to the pope’s aid. Why would what was considered the headquarters of
Byzantine power in Italy amass an army against its own agent? What does this reveal about the
status of cooperation of Ravenna and Rome at this time; namely, did an alliance against a foreign
authority take precedent over local political aspirations? Finally, is there further evidence for this
shift in Italian mentalities manifesting in the contemporary art, architecture, and literature that
might inform the motivations behind Apollinaris' translation to Sant'Apollinare Nuovo?
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While traditional scholarly focus has been on Italian relations with Justinian during his
second reign, Thomas S. Brown posits that the seeds of a fierce local patriotism were already
germinating throughout Italy in the seventh century.73 The previous century of benign neglect by
Byzantium, the establishment of a new military aristocracy in Italy, and the evolving political
role of the bishop as an executor of social welfare programs support the paradoxical truth that
Ravenna was in actuality a center of discontent and separatist identity. In addition to this rise in
local Latin culture and autonomous political institutions, there were also economic
considerations that most likely influenced the army’s actions. Pay had long been a point of
contention for soldiers, and Zacharias’ arrival in Rome coincided with the first serious
debasement of gold coinage by Justinian.74 Not surprisingly, the LP frames their malcontent
around the questionable welfare of Sergius, but even after they realize he is unharmed, the army
still refused to disburse. The situation was eventually resolved by the loyal and accommodating
position of Sergius towards Zacharias—an unexpected turn considering it was his antagonism
that had initiated imperial sanctions against him in the first place. Brown concludes that at this
moment, Ravenna’s alienation from Constantinople had permeated its political, theological,
cultural, and economic ideologies, but Rome was still hesitant to attempt a political break from
Byzantium.75 While political geography made the idea of independence a possibility, the popes
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must have recognized the immense dangers of a complete break with the empire. The tenuous
alliance with the Lombards, the crisis of spiritual allegiance of southern Italy and the Muslim
advancement up the peninsula from North Africa, and Rome’s ongoing spiritual rivalry with
Ravenna are just a few of the factors that weighed in on the question of secession. The episode
with Sergius reveals that at this moment, religious opposition did not necessarily mean disloyalty
to the empire itself.
Ravenna, on the other hand, was more resolute in its drive for autonomy from
Constantinople. When Justinian II triumphantly returned from exile in 705, scholars have read
his treatment of Ravenna as dramatically more draconian than during his first tenure as emperor.
Many Ravennati were instrumental in the overthrow and mutilation of Justinian the decade
before, and the LPR (perhaps overdramatically) emphasizes Justinian’s vendetta against Ravenna
after the coup.76 Agnellus’ colorful portrayal of Justinian as zealous and revenge-driven ruler
must be read with an acknowledgement of the author’s biases, and Brown is the first scholar to
note that it is only during the reign of the Archbishop Felix (709-23)—four years into Justinian’s
reign—that the first hint of conflict occurs.77 In this episode, the refusal of Ravenna’s archbishop
to recognize Rome’s authority results in imperial intervention on the side of Rome.78 Justinian
sent soldiers to Ravenna under the guise of a good will mission, but with a deception equally
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worthy of Ancient Rome’s duplicity towards the Sabines, Felix and many other leading citizens
of Ravenna were tricked into capture.79 Riots erupted, buildings were burned, and Felix and
many others were kidnapped and brought back to Constantinople. Faced with the vulnerability of
most of its leading citizens under arrest in Constantinople, Ravenna acted boldly. They chose
George, son of Johannicis, to organize a defense for their city, and he prepared the citizens and
rallied allies throughout the Pentapolis to lay aside their quarrels and mobilize for battle.80 He
organized the security for Adriatic ports and restructured the military organization of Ravenna
into twelve parts. The revolt was eventually put down, but how and why remains unknown. Most
likely it was quelled by the new exarch, John Rizocopus. He arrived in Italy to attend to the
situation, but first proceeded to Rome where he executed several senior officials. Although the
LPR does not mention John, the LP records that shortly after moving onto Ravenna, he justly
died of a horrible disease.81 The chapter of Justinian’s intervention with Ravenna finally closed
when a blinded and tortured Felix returned to the archbishopric of Ravenna with the blessing of
Justinian’s successor, Phillipicus (711-713). 82

79

LPR, 137; Agnellus notes in particular that his own ancestor, “the most wise Johannicis,” was one of those
executed after the punitive raid of 709 CE. He died in Constantinople “with his body his body stretched out on one
rock, yet living, with his neck stretched out, another slab on top of him broke his body, and they left him for dead. In
such torment and martyrdom he finished his life.” Trans. D. Deliyannis, The Book of the Pontiffs, 266. Deliyannis
notes in ftnt. 16 that Johannicis’ life bears similarities to that of Theodoric and Boethius. See also, Pizarro, Writing
Ravenna, 13, 171-88; Jan-Olof Tjäder, “Die Bestrafung des Notars Johannicius im ‘Liber Pontificalis’ des
Agnellus,” Italia medioevale e umanistica 2 (1959): 431-59.
80

For Agnellus’ quoting of George’s speech, see LPR, 140. Trans. from Deliyannis, The Book of the Pontiffs, 264.
On the military restructuring, see Deichman, Ravenna II.3,104-7; and Brown, Gentlemen and Officers, 90, 97.
81

LP, 90. Brown, "Byzantine Italy," 325-7, suggests that he was murdered by the citizens of Ravenna.

82

The LPR’s account, ch. 138, of how Felix lost his sight is disturbingly detailed: “He [Justinian] ordered a great
tray to be brought made of the purest silver, and after sending it to be heated up on a great pyre, he ordered the
bitterest acid to be poured on it; and the bishop, compelled to look at it for a very long time, lost the sight of both is
eyes.” (...Iussit deferri ferculum magnum et factum ex mundissimo argirio, et missus in ingentem rogum post nimium
calefactum, acetum acerrimum super illud iussit fundi; et coactus pontifex ibidem diutissime inteueri, amisit
amborum lumina oculorum.) Trans. D. Deliyannis, The Book of the Pontiffs, 263. Partner, The Lands of St. Peter,
13, argues that Rome and Pope Constantine had no part in Ravenna’s rebellion, based on the LP’s stance that “the
archbishop received a punishment worthy of his deeds.” Trans, R. Davis, The Lives of the Eighth Century Popes, 90.

103

There is a marked shift in the LPR after the reign of Felix in regards to the Byzantine
Empire. In Agnellus’ mind, the memory of Constantinople carried mixed emotions. Throughout
the LPR, Byzantium is framed using abstract, poetic, almost Virgilian language.83 What is
emphasized is the psychological proximity, which is further underscored by the Byzantine
topographical references inscribed upon the city of Ravenna.84 After Justinian I’s reconquest of
Italy in the 560s, numerous monuments were renamed and/or constructed with names that
alluded to iconic architectural markers of Constantinople. For example, the Roman-era entry
gate into the oldest part of Ravenna where the cathedral and episcopal palace were located was
renamed the Porta Aurea, a clear reference to Constantinople’s Χρυσεία Πύλη (Golden Gate),
the main ceremonial entrance into the capitol. Agnellus refers to a place called ad Calchi—most
likely the area near the main entrance to the imperial palace—which draws associations to the
famous Χαλχῆ Πύλη (Brazen Porch) of the imperial palace of Constantinople.85 Valentinian’s
royal hall built in Lauro or ad Laurenta may get its name from a Latin translation of the palace
of Δάφνη (Daphne), one of the major wings of the Great Palace of Constantinople.86 Finally,
Agnellus’ own monastery, St. Mary ad Blachernas, matches the name of an area outside the
walls of Constantinople where another church dedicated to the Virgin, Θεοτόκος τών
Βλαχερνών, was founded in 450. Friedrich Deichmann even suggests that Agnellus’ church was
built as a deliberate analogy so that it would protect Ravenna from the Lombards just as the
83
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original church had protected Constantinople during the Avar siege of 626.87 Yet, with the
measured removal of a Byzantine presence from Ravenna by the eighth century, the complex
system of imperial allusions had all but faded by Agnellus’ time. Except for the few who had
contact with Constantinople, these names had no external association or symbolism.88
While Constantinople was at first portrayed as a distant, generous, and prestigious capitol
in the LPR—it had raised the church of Ravenna’s status, calling it “the holy mother church of
Ravenna, a true mother, truly orthodox,”89 at times it granted remission of taxes, and even
bestowed autocephaly upon Ravenna—these ancient grand gestures were eclipsed in Agnellus’
mind by the more recent punitive raids, the martyrdom of Martin, and the mutilation of Felix.
After the biography of Felix, Agnellus’ treatment of the Byzantines changes radically. Whereas
in the past Constantinople’s laissez faire governance of Ravenna (evident by the steadily
decreasing power and presence of the exarchs in the later seventh century) was an acceptable
reality for Ravennati, the increased interference in Ravenna’s affairs by Constans II and Justinian
II proved to be one of the major catalysts in its mental and physical break from the East.
Henceforth, when Agnellus refers to them, they are portrayed as violent, untrustworthy, and
cowardly aliens, “who are swollen in heart.”90
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The Rise of the Carolingians the Foundation of the Republic of St. Peter91
It is around this time—the turn of the eighth century—that Rome also began to openly
resist the theological dogma and political strong-arming Constantinople attempted to impose
upon it. The popes’ role in the universal church at the beginning of the eighth century was as a
symbolic guardian of the faith rather than a sovereign power with jurisdiction in secular matters.
In Ravenna, while the bishops did have a role in the administration of the city, the independent
right of secular government still resided with officials appointed by the exarch. Up until this
point, the popes of Rome occupied an equal rank with the Byzantine patriarchs. In the documents
of Byzantine emperors and patriarchs, the two Sees were imagined as a diarchy that shared
religious power: the pope oversaw “Old” Rome just as the Byzantine patriarch was the bishop of
“New” Rome (i.e. Constantinople).92 Seventh-century popes accepted the epithet of “bishop of
Old Rome,” but when they referred to themselves, they preferred to frame their position within
the universal church as the sole and rightful heirs to St. Peter. This inherited primacy
(principatus) was reinforced through shepherd imagery and the power of Peter’s keys that alone
had the ability to open or close the kingdom of Heaven.93 By framing the role of the popes as one
91
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of guardianship of the faithful and dutiful doorkeepers to the kingdom of Heaven during this
period, the popes thus avoided a clash with the Byzantine emperors over issues of jurisdiction
and secular power.
The decisions at VIth Ecumenical Synod of 680-1 support this joint understanding by the
pope and emperor of the mutual dependence of faith and empire. Faith protected the emperor’s
lands, while the emperor’s security and welfare produced safety and prosperity for the church.
In the wake of the recent Monothelite crisis, Emperor Constantine IV encouraged the Byzantine
patriarchs at the Synod accepted Peter’s primacy. They agreed, and Rome was proclaimed the
first See of the universal church, with the new papal title as “archbishop of the ancient and
glorious Rome, and ecumenical pope.”94
Despite the potential accord between Italy and the Byzantine emperor evidenced in the
written and architectural sources at the beginning of the eighth century, the Iconoclastic
controversy would prove to be the catalyst in Rome’s definitive break from the East.95 Whereas
history has treated this moment as Rome’s substantive theological break from the iconoclastic
decrees and regulations by both Byzantine secular and religious authorities, the actual root of its
discontent lay in strictly secular matters.96 When Leo III (717-741) assumed the Byzantine
throne, it was after several years of internal instability and mounting external threats. Justinian II
was overthrown a second time in 711, and following the revolt that caused his abdication and
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death, he was succeeded by the weak and ineffective emperorships of Philippicus (711-13),
Anastasios II (713-15), and Theodosius III (715-17). The same year after Leo successfully
revolted against Theodosius III for the throne, the Byzantine Empire was also entering its more
intense period of war against the invading Islamic forces (fig. 8).97 Leo and Constantinople
eventually emerged victorious from the Umayyad siege of Constantinople in 718, but not without
severe casualties of the city’s manpower and wealth. Perhaps looking for reasons as to why the
Byzantine way of life came so close to being subsumed into the invading Islamic Empire, Leo
and his advisors sought answers in their concepts of divine justice. It is not unreasonable to
conclude that Leo connected the wildly successful military victories of the Islamic Empire with
their belief system that stressed the impropriety of images in religious worship: a potent point of
controversy within the Christian church since its inception.98 While the background and reasons
for why at this moment in history Constantinople chose to embrace Iconoclasm is far too
complex to be adequately addressed here, it is a significant development that historians have
traditionally viewed as the final defining theological dispute that severed the Eastern and
Western churches. The actual root of the schism, however, returns to an already common theme
of dispute: taxation and the allocation of church property.99
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The main source for this period is the LP vita of Pope Gregory II (715-31). The
chronology of his reign is at times ambiguous, but scholars have reconstructed a fairly detailed
timeline for the main events of his reign. The highlights of Gregory’s dispute with Leo, as well
as the catalytic events that preceded, are what Thomas Noble has identified as the creation of a
Papal Republic.100 By 722, Leo was looking for ways to generate revenue for the costly and
ongoing war with the Islamic forces to the south. When he attempted to raise taxes on the Italian
patrimonies, Gregory II refused and was charged with hindering tax collection. Several coup
attempts by imperial agents were cultivated in the following years in order to replace Gregory
with an agreeable papal successor, but each was spoiled by Italian support for the pope. The first
attempt at Gregory’s life came in 725 (the year before Leo issued his Iconoclast Edict in
Constantinople) when an imperial agent from Constantinople named Marianus, along with the
exarch Paul, arrived in the duchy of Rome to organize the assassination of Gregory. Roman
forces uncovered their plan and the conspirators were put to death.101
The second assassination attempt’s motivations require a more detailed examination.
While it is unclear of the exact date, it is assumed that Leo published his Iconoclast Edict in 727
in Italy as a response to Gregory’s impunity over the taxation issues.102 Not only did Gregory
convene a synod that adamantly refuted Leo’s edict and declared the emperor’s power null in
matters of doctrine, the military aristocracies of Ravenna, Venice, and the Pentapolis rose up
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against the Byzantines in defense of the pope.103 It was only at the behest of Pope Gregory, who
feared that the Lombards would profit from the implosion of Italo-Byzantine relations, that the
duchies in rebellion did not at this time elect their own Italian emperor.104 Whereas Gregory did
not intentionally initiate the secessionist fervor in the north, he found himself in the middle of a
delicate diplomatic balance. Gregory did not hesitate to call the actions of Leo heretical, but his
desire for a theological break was tempered by Rome’s vulnerability to invading Lombard forces
were it to decisively break from the East.
Leo, however, was not nearly as conciliatory. He excommunicated Gregory for calling
the Roman Synod and afterward sent a new exarch, Eutychius, to dispel the Italian situation and
kill Gregory.105 This attempt was again thwarted, and Eutychius instead turned to more
diplomatic means to deal with Gregory. In 729, the exarch formed an alliance with the Lombard
King Liutprand with the common goal of quelling those Italian subjects who were rebelling
against the Byzantine Empire.106 Liutprand’s decision to join with Eutychius seems to be a
reaction to the alliance Pope Gregory had sought with the rebellious Lombard dukes in Spoleto
103
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and Benevento in the wake of the Iconoclast crisis.107 Whereas previous scholars have framed
Liutprand as a monarch eager to incorporate all of Byzantine Italy into his Lombard kingdom,
the scholarship of Jan Hallenback has convincingly argued that Liutprand’s seemingly
inexplicable and sudden diplomatic interest in the north was in fact reactionary rather than
aggressive.108
Whatever the misunderstandings of the complex social dynamics in Italy at this time,
these events initiated the ideological founding of the Papal Republic. After Gregory II’s
tumultuous pontificate came to a close with his death in 731, he was followed by Gregory III
(731-41), Zacharias (741-52), and Stephen II (752-57), each of whom fervently took up the
banner of Roman independence. At some point in the 730s—the sources are conflicting and
ambiguous—King Liutprand (712-44) and the Lombards marched on Ravenna, temporarily
occupying the city. 109 According to the LPR, the citizens of Ravenna were so angered by the
archbishop’s lack of resistance that they forced him to flee to Venice for one year.110 By this
point the exarch’s role in Italian politics had become all but depleted—the exarch Eutychius sent
a letter to Gregory III begging for help—and the pope stepped into reach an agreement with the
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Lombards. What followed in the next decades was a repeated cycle of broken treaties, short-lived
invasions, and failed diplomacy between the powers on the Italian peninsula. In 739, Liutprand
resumed his pressure against Rome and this time around, Pope Gregory III’s assets were so
severely depleted after the Byzantine confiscation of the papacy’s southern Italian lands that he
did not have the funds to buy off the Lombard king.111 In the first instance of a pope acting
independently of the empire and staking proprietorial claims on land in the Exarchate, Gregory
sent an embassy north of the Alps to the de facto ruler of Francia, Charles Martel, asking for his
help against Lombardic encroachment. For complex reasons of diplomacy that extended beyond
the realm of Frankish-Papal relations, Charles refused to provide Frankish intervention. This
chapter of history was soon closed, however, when the three main players in the drama—Leo,
Charles Martel, and Gregory—all died in 741.112
Charles’ son, Pepin, assumed the responsibilities of his father upon his death and further
sought a means to have his family’s new status recognized by other ruling figures in Europe. The
Merovingian dynasty had become continually weakened due to internal power struggles that had
all but dissolved its political clout in the ring of international politics.113 While the Merovingian
family still lawfully retained the title of rulers of the Frankish kingdom, in reality the political
and military power had been transferred to Charles Martel since the 720s (fig. 9). Charles never
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officially gained recognition as the legitimate and lawful ruler of Francia, and it was this title that
Pepin sought through the elimination of the Merovingian dynasty once and for all. In 749, Pepin
famously sent Bishop Burchard of Wurtzburg and Fulrad, later abbot of St. Denis, to Pope
Zacharias, deftly asking whether the “order” of things was disrupted because the infant
Merovingian king Childeric, and not himself officially exercised royal power.114 Zacharias
replied that indeed this disorder needed to be rectified. In other words, Zacharias bestowed papal
permission on Pepin to replace the Merovingian dynasty as leaders of Francia.115
The tenuous political landscape at the beginning of the 750s caused the papacy to quickly
turn to Pepin for a reciprocal favor. Aistulf assumed the position of king of the Lombards in 749
and quickly abandoned the hesitations of his predecessors and moved to conquer the duchy of
Rome. His most notable conquest was Ravenna and the surrounding Pentapolis, which he took in
751 (fig. 10).116 Significantly, this date marked the final expulsion of the exarch and Byzantine
presence in northern Italy. The final exarch, Eutychisus, perhaps recognized the realism of the
situation. His pragmatism, combined with a faction within Ravenna that saw Lombard
occupation as the only viable alternative to submitting to papal authority, resulted in a relatively
benign transfer of power. In response, Pope Stephen II, who had replaced Zacharias upon his
death in 752, negotiated a peace treaty with Aistulf to insure the safety of the rest of the duchy of
Rome. Aistulf only upheld the parameters of the treaty for a mere four months, when he again
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applied military pressure to the duchy’s boarder towns.117 Realizing that the nascent Papal State
was still too weak to stand up to Aistulf on its own, Stephen travelled north to Pepin to appeal for
Frankish aid.118 Their historic meeting took place on 6 January 754 on Pepin’s royal estate at
Ponthion in Champagne.119 The contemporary chronicles record the mutual acts of supplications
each of the leaders performed: Pepin dismounted from his horse and acted as the pope’s groom,
and the pope prostrated himself before Pepin in a sack cloth with ashes on his head.120 Pepin was
granted the title of patricius Romanorum by the pope, which echoed the rank once held by the
exarchs. The pope’s wishes were granted, and Pepin pledged to restore the Republic of St. Peter,
including the Exarchate (fig. 11).121
The language of the chronicles offer significant insight into not only what Stephen hoped
to accomplish with this mission, but also how the Papal States were conceptualized in the minds
of both the Italians and the Franks. The LP and another Italian source refer to “the affairs of St.
Peter and the Republic of the Romans,” a phrase indicating that the idea of the papacy holding
sovereign domain over political lands was already formed in the Roman mind.122 Furthermore, it
reveals how a social body was forming with a collective identity centered on the pope as the
legitimate and uncontested heir to the power of St. Peter. Whereas in the previous century, the
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popes’ sphere of authority had been contained to issues of doctrine, liturgy, and canon law
jurisdictions, the changing political landscape of the 730s allowed for their passivity in political
matters to be superseded by an ideology of an inherent “Roman” character of people ruled by the
sovereign preeminence of the Papal Church.
Rome had begun to outwardly shed its last vestiges of imperial rule, but it was not long
before internal struggles between the landed aristocracy in the country and the clerical
bureaucrats of the Lateran palace threatened to implode against the continued pressure of the
new Lombard king, Desiderius (757-74). Rome was too weak and fractured to mount an
effective army itself, so Pope Hadrian (772-95) again turned to the Franks for aid. They
succeeded in the ultimate and final defeat of the Lombard kingdom in 774, and the ties between
the pope and Frankish king became even more bonded when Hadrian bestowed the title of "New
Constantine" upon the victorious young King Charlemagne (768-814).123 Furthermore, Hadrian
wrote to Emperor Constantine VI that Charles had "restored by force to the apostle of God the
provinces, cities, strongholds, territories, and patrimonies which were held by the perfidious race
of the Lombards."124 Hadrian's choice of words insinuates an open hostility to Byzantine
Empire's previous hold on the Italian peninsula, which he asserts are in fact the rightful lands of
the "apostle of God."
However, even if the lands of the Exarchate belonged to the papacy in Hadrian's mind, he
still had trouble enforcing his rule. Throughout the Pentapolis, opposition had subsided
somewhat after the death of the Archbishop Leo in 778, but by 783 Hadrian records in his letters
that the lay officials of Ravenna (iudices) were bypassing the pope and appealing directly to
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Charlemagne for political matters. Some residents of Ravenna even went so far as to openly deny
the legal authority (dicio) of the pope, a slight that Hadrian did not take lightly.125 Hadrian's
successor, Leo III (795-816), was a less powerful character whose dependence on the Franks for
protection was much greater, especially after a coup in 799 by certain aristocrats in Rome.126
Leo, even from his weakened bargaining position, sought to use the topography of Rome to
articulate the papacy's claim as both the leader of the Church and of the city of Rome. Along
with the populace of Rome and its clergy, Leo welcomed Charlemagne into Rome as the two
factions met at the Milvian Bridge in late fall of 800.127 For any student of Roman history, this
location carried great meaning as the place where Constantine had the vision of Christ instructing
him to fight under a banner of Christianity in order to defeat his co-emperor Maximian in 312, a
fact Leo no doubt had squarely in the forefront of his mind as he determined the narrative of the
Holy Roman Emperor's arrival.128 A short time later, Charlemagne was crowned King of the
Franks by Leo in the basilica of St. Peter's on Christmas Day in the year 800, an act which finally
signaled Rome's severance of political ties with Byzantium and the establishment of a staunchly
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pro-Frankish policy that would last until the dissolution of the Carolingian empire in 888.129
"Rome," the chronicler Theophanies forebodingly wrote, "is now in the hands of the Franks."130
How, then, did this dramatic shifting of alliances at the turn of the ninth century affect
Ravenna and its aspiration for political and ecclesiastical sovereignty from Rome? As stated
above, after 751, much of the official authority in Ravenna remained difficult to practically enact
due to the strong local institutions that had developed during the last decades of laissez-faire
imperial rule. The brief Lombard occupation had be relatively benign, but the return of
Ravenna's lands to the jurisdiction of the Republic of St. Peter aroused bitter opposition in
Ravenna.131 A vestararius (papal official) was sent to Ravenna to establish a papal presence in
Ravenna, but due to widespread obstruction and hostility to his presence, the de facto power
remained in the hands of the archbishop. Archbishop Sergius (774-69), who ruled "just like an
exarch," even went so far as to meet with Aistulf and re-establish Lombard rule, but he was
arrested and sent to Rome.132 Sergius' successor Leo (770-8) was equally hostile to papal claims;
he expelled papal officials throughout the Pentapolis and encouraged other territories not to
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submit to the yoke of Roman rule.133 Although Agnellus' mention of him is brief, he records that
Leo was instrumental in organizing Charlemagne's trip into Italy.134
After Leo, a "double dyarchy" was established in Ravenna.135 This term was coined by
Thomas Noble to describe the unique power-sharing situation between Ravenna, Rome, and the
Franks that developed as a result of several factors. 136 It behooved Frankish rulers to cultivate a
compromise between the two agonistic Sees: while they were respectful of papal claims in
Ravenna, they also acknowledges the benefit of having Ravenna as an ally due to its strategic
importance as a port city that connected northern Europe to the East. 137 Furthermore, the
lingering imperial connotations associated with Ravenna no doubt remained at the forefront of
the Franks' mind as they continued to establish their presence on Italian soil.138 In this
arrangement, practical power remained in the hands of the archbishop by virtue of his vast
amount of wealth, local aristocratic support, and the embedded symbolism of his role that
represented the emerging campanilismo spirit of Ravenna. This power structure is not explicitly
recorded in any extant sources; unfortunately, most of Agnellus' bishops' vitae are missing from
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this period, but the "double dyarchy" was the political arrangement that continued to be in place
when Agnellus was writing his LPR.
Thomas S. Brown has complicated Noble's monolithic view of this period by exploring
the intricacies of the individual relationships of the ever-evolving players. He argues that Noble's
proposed modus vivendi of Romano-Ravennate relations at the turn of the ninth century has long
been accepted because of the paucity of sources that reference Ravenna during this period. Even
texts that do touch upon the subject, such as the Ludovicianum of 817 and the Constitutio
Romana of 824, only mention Ravenna within the generic and vague confines of papal privileges
afforded to the Exarchate.139 Sources from Ravenna's side, also, are remarkable disappointing—
only two documents in the entirety of the Archivio Arcivescovile's holdings in Ravenna may be
dated to the years of Louis the Pious' reign (roughly 813-40).140 As noted above, the biography
of Petronax (818-37) is missing from the LPR, and the LP is also particularly reticent during this
transitional period. Most notably, the Frankish state was entering a period of intense conflict over
succession between Louis the Pious' three sons, which would culminate in the Treaty of Verdun
in 843 that tripartly divided the Carolingian empire amongst them (fig. 12).141 Through an
examination of the few extant documents from this time, however, the political climate reveals
itself to be much like the previous several centuries—a fragile balance of relationships in near
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constant flux, which were driven more by individual desires, loyalties, and egos more than
anything else.
Despite this officially sanctioned division of power, hostility to papal claims continued in
Ravenna, especially during the reign of Pope Leo III (795-816).142 According to the sixteenthcentury historian Girolamo Rossi, the Ravennate clergy took advantage of Charlemagne's visit to
Ravenna in 800 to beg him to reconsider their subjugation to Rome. Charlemagne at first agreed,
but later reneged his commitment after the interference of Pope Leo III.143 Archbishop Martin
(810-17), a close associate of Leo who a generation before had helped guide Charlemagne's
forces over the Alps, was vehemently anti-Roman and continued to seek Frankish support.
Relations between archbishop and pope devolved even further when Pope Leo sent an embassy
to Louis the Pious in order to get Martin to travel to Rome and defend himself against
accusations of conspiracy.144 Agnellus' account of this episode is vague; it seems that Martin was
able to buy himself out of the situation and attain Frankish support through a combination of
sycophancy and bribes. There was a brief respite from hostilities under Petronax, whose propapal line was rewarded by several privileges and donations bestowed by Pope Paschal I (81724). What is important to note here, however, is that just because the archbishop and pope were
able to find a mutually beneficial position for a time, it did not mean that the members of his
clergy uniformly consented. In fact, Agnellus goes to great lengths on more than one occasion to
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stress the riotous discontent of the lay clergy against the archbishops, citing their corruptness,
gluttony, and decadence.145
After Charlemagne's death in 817, his nephew Lothar took up de facto rule of Italy at the
behest of his father, Louis the Pious.146 Despite Lothar's active attempts to involve himself in
Italian politics, his tenuous authority and his poor relations with Rome were exploited by
Archbishop George (834-6), who rejected the limited autonomy afforded by the "double
dyarchy" and instead sought to return to the autocephalic state of the past.147 George and Lothar's
relationship was based a series of costly bribes; Agnellus often questions the cost of Ravenna
losing its wealth and treasures in order to secure an alliance with Lothar against the papacy.148 In
840, Louis the Pious died, and George took advantage of the impending civil war against his
sons as an opportunity to reassert Ravenna's independence. With 300 horses carrying "much gold
and silver...and chalices and patens of gold and various vessels of both silver and gold, and gems
which he extracted from cross and crowns," George travelled to Francia to meet with Lothar to
discuss freeing Ravenna from papal jurisdiction.149 This overture proved fruitless, however, after
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Lothar's defeat at the Battle of Fontanoy; George was taken into captivity and only released back
to Ravenna after a humiliating prostration for clemency.150
Archbishops Deusdedit (846-50) and John VIII (850-78) were even more anti-papal.151
John and his brother, Duke Gregory, displayed outright signals of independence and cooperated
closely with Lothar's son and co-ruler of Italy, Louis II, who perhaps had plans to incorporate the
Exarchate into the Kingdom of Italy. Their forward actions led to John's excommunication by
Pope Nicholas I in February of 861. Finding little help from his new ally, Louis II, John was
forced to acknowledge his guilt and was received back into the Church under strict conditions.
These restrictions, however, did not stop John from continuing to make trouble for subsequent
popes by usurping papal property.152 John's ultimate loyalty, however, remained to himself.
When Louis II died in 875, John recognized the changing political landscape and supported the
papal candidate Formosus for election. In response to John's support, Formosus was able to call
on his allies, Louis the German and Charles the Bald, who aided John in taking the keys of
Ravenna back from the vestararius and expelling him from the city.153
Despite the moments of silence from historical sources, a picture of the beginning of the
ninth century begins to emerge as an era of increasing tension amidst a backdrop of internal
rivalries. In Ravenna, in particular, there is evidence of a nostalgia for the See's earlier era of
grandeur and independence that manifested itself in a growing antagonism against Roman
interference in local affairs. By the 840s, a coherent and unifying force of Ravennati had formed
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who sought to distance themselves from Rome by cultivating relations with the descendants of
Charlemagne—a choice that often backfired due to familial rivalries and questions of succession
that encumbered the Carolingians influence as players on the international stage. Ultimately,
Ravenna's goal of attaining political and ecclesiastical sovereignty was not to be. Royal Frankish
authority and presence on the Italian peninsula remained weakened due to internal discord and
strife into the tenth century. After the death of Charles the Fat in 888, Charlemagne's empire was
divided into several territories, with each being ruled by its own king.154 The hotly contested
throne of Italy was challenged and turned over several times before the German king, Otto I,
invaded Italy and took the imperial title and throne for himself in 962 (fig. 13). During this
period, the archbishopric was able to maintain its metropolitan status, prestige, wealth, and
patronage networks, but the Romano-Byzantine character that defined Ravenna at its height had
faded away. The centralized administration that the archbishops had fought for so long to
preserve and control was soon after replaced by an oligarchic network of dynastic links between
Ravenna's elite and the neighboring Germanic families who had settled in Tuscany and the Po
Valley.155 With the annexation of Ravenna into the Ottonian empire, its autonomous goals were
effectively extinguished for good.

Conclusion
This chapter aimed to provide an overview of the history of the Italian peninsula from the
sixth-century foundation of the Byzantine Exarchate until its annexation into the Holy Roman
Empire in the tenth century, with specific attention paid to Ravenna's role in the rapidly shifting
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political landscape. After the Byzantine Emperor Justinian's reconquest of the Italian peninsula,
Ravenna became the center of Byzantine power and the seat of the provincial governor in Italy.
Its elevated status was reflected in the numerous favors and privileges conferred by Byzantium,
including the promotion of its see to a metropolitan archbishopric and the briefly bestowed honor
of autocephaly. By the seventh century, Ravenna's archbishopric was second in power only to
Rome, and the deepening desire of its citizens to establish a sovereign political and ecclesiastical
state was continuously demonstrated through the pugnacious actions of the archbishops against
papal intervention in local affairs. As these rivalrous seeds were germinating between Ravenna
and Rome, the political situation in Italy was complicated by the absence of Byzantine
intervention in these disputes due to the rising threat of Islamic forces against its eastern
boarders. During this period, Rome had begun to distance itself from Byzantium over a series of
theological disputes, the most famous of which being Iconoclasm in the eighth century. It was
during this period that the long waning Byzantine presence was expelled permanently and
Ravenna was briefly annexed under Lombardic rule. Simultaneously, the rise of the Carolingian
dynasty in Francia provided the popes with allied support and military power that allowed it to
finally cut ties for the Byzantine Empire and regain lands lost to the Lombard invasions of the
mid-eighth century. Ravenna remained a powerful player during this period of tenuous transition,
and its archbishops took every opportunity to take advantage of the nascent and vulnerable Papal
States in order to assert its own sovereignty over foreign intervention in local affairs. Ultimately,
however, the political and ecclesiastical goals of Ravenna's archbishops were eclipsed by the rise
of familial oligarchies that had strong ties to the growing power of the Ottonian Holy Roman
Empire.
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CHAPTER 4:
THE CULT OF APOLLINARIS IN THE ART AND LITERATURE OF RAVENNA

The previous two chapters have provided a framework with which to discuss the rise and
promulgation of the cult of Ravenna's patron saint, Apollinaris, in local literature and art. Like
numerous other cities in the Middle Ages looking to assert themselves into the rapidly changing
political landscape of Western Europe at this time, “uncovering” a past tied to the apostolic
origins of Christianity was central to promoting both a city’s status as well as feelings of
campanilismo, or a sense of loyalty, pride, and devotion to one’s own region among the local
populace.156 In adherence to this trope, Apollinaris' legend of martyrdom was composed
retroactively in order to accommodate contemporary political ends; by the mid-seventh century,
the Passio Sancti Apollinaris had codified the life and death of Ravenna's first bishop and
provided the literary source material from which artists would draw their iconography. This
chapter begins by discussing the evolution of Apollinaris' martyrology, the significance of its
dating, and the political climate in which it was produced. This analysis will then be applied to
the propagation of Apollinaris' legend and image in art by the archbishops of Ravenna, who
looked to strengthen their legitimacy (both ecclesiastical and secular) and position themselves as
the rightful rulers of Ravenna.
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The Martyrology of St. Apollinaris
The martyrology of Saint Apollinaris survives in three different texts. Bishop Peter
Chrysologus (433-450), who earned his epithet, the “golden-worded” due to his prophetic
sermons, is the oldest surviving source that mentions Apollinaris.157 On July 23, the feast day of
Apollinaris, Peter delivered a sermon on Ravenna’s first bishop at the site of his supposed burial
outside Ravenna in the port city of Classe, presently the site upon which the Basilica of
Sant’Apollinare in Classe was later built.158 Interestingly, nowhere in the sermon does Peter
Chrysologus mention Apollinaris’ association with St. Peter, nor does he claim that the See was
established in the first century, as later sources adamantly attest. He writes, “let no one suggest
that he is anything less than a martyr on account of his title as Confessor, since it is well known
that it was God’s will that he keep returning to the contest on a daily basis…It is not death, as
much as faith and dedication that make one a martyr.”159 According to Peter, Apollinaris was a
“good shepherd” who deserved the term “martyr,” although he did not die immediately from his
wounds. Furthermore, it is known from a datable inscription on his tomb that Apollinaris was
still considered a confessor (and not a martyr) in the sixth century.160
Apollinaris’ depiction as a martyred saint first appears in the Passio Sancti Apollinaris, a
text that served as the primary basis for Agnellus’ later biography in the LPR.161 According to
these texts, Apollinaris was born in Antioch, was fluent in Greek and Latin, and followed Peter
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to Rome as one of his disciples before being ordained and sent to Ravenna as its first bishop.
There he performed miracles and baptisms for twenty-eight years before he was arrested, exiled,
and later beaten, whipped, and forced to walk on live coals. Even Agnellus is ambiguous as to
the actual method of Apollinaris’ martyrdom, writing only that in his old age he received the
crown of martyrdom during the time of the Vespasian.162 What is stressed are the numerous
miracles performed during Apollinaris’ lifetime that parallel those of Christ, including his ability
to raise the dead, exorcise demons, cleanse lepers, and transmutate objects into water, as when
the rock upon which he performed his first baptism was liquefied and preserved his footprints in
the stone (all of which adhere to the imatatio Christi trope already well established in Christian
literature).163 Notably, this last miracle of Apollinaris is not found in the Passio. Another point at
which Agnellus’ text deviates from the standard is found in the beginning of the following
chapter, which records that four of the priests baptized by Apollinaris went on to serve as
Ravenna’s next four bishops.164 In accordance with the common trope of Rome’s similar history
of bishops who claimed that their authority resonated from an unbroken chain of succession from
St. Peter, such an act would have served to solidify the present Church to its now legendary
origins.
The evolution of Apollinaris’ martyrology is significant. It is clear from Peter
Chrysologus’ sermon that cultic veneration of the figure of Apollinaris was already established
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by the fifth century, yet his status as martyr was not acquired until our second source, the Passio,
was written nearly two centuries later.165 Although first unsanctioned by the Church for their
lack of regulation and unreliability, Passiones were a new and popular literary genre in the Early
Middle Ages that sought to guide Christians’ devotions to a particular saint by emphasizing
his/her trials, torture, and death. Like numerous other Passiones that were beginning to circulate
in the seventh century that sought to parallel a saint’s last days on Earth to the sufferings endured
by Jesus Christ, Apollinaris’ Passio indeed follows this trope.166 It is here that Apollinaris is first
referred to as martyr, along with other details about his apostolic connections, miracles
performed, and eventual arrest and death. The historical basis for this legend is highly doubtful,
as is the presence for such an early beginning for Christianity in Ravenna; archaeological and
literary evidence only begins in the late second or early third centuries. What is significant for us
here is not the validity of these claims, but rather when and why the legend of Apollinaris came
into being because it reveals how his retroactively constructed vita was latent with political
meaning.
An analysis of the Passio Sancti Apollinaris by Girolamo Zattoni dates the text to the
mid-seventh century reign of the Archbishop Maurus (642-71).167 The legend of Apollinaris was
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in definitive circulation by the ninth century, as evidenced by the numerous other martyrologies
that adapt the structure, word choice, and grammatical constructions of the Ravennate text.168
Even in the eighth century, Paul the Deacon and the Breviarium ecclesiae Ravennatis (or the socalled Codice Bavaro) both mention the apostolic mission of Apollinaris, which indicates that the
Passio’s version of the life of Apollinaris that stressed his connection to St. Peter had already
been written.169 It is not until the mid-seventh century that the oldest traces of actual
hagiographic documentation survive in the form of engraved silver plates that recorded the life
and martyrdom of Apollinaris, which were commissioned by Archbishop Maurus. Agnellus tells
us that Maurus interred these plates within Apollinaris’ sarcophagus after he moved it from the
narthex of Sant’Apollinare in Classe to a more prominent position in the middle of the church
(“in medio Templi collocavit”).170 The similar phrasing in certain passages of the Passio with the
plate inscriptions and has provided scholars with a terminus ante quem dating for the Passio of
that the Passio is datable to the 650-660s, which they support by citing the historical and political events of Maurus’
episcopate. Mazzotti argues that the Passio was written as early as the 530s to coincide with the construction of
Sant’Apollinare in Classe. Oroli suggests an even earlier date of the late-fifth century, arguing that the work was
written as anti-Arian propaganda. Whereas none of these proposed dates have been definitively discredited, I am
inclined to agree with the mid-seventh century date offered by Zattoni and Lanzoni.
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the late-seventh century.171
The Passio was still in circulation in the seventeenth century: in Girolamo Fabri’s
Ravenna ricercata, the author attributes the authorship of the Passio to one of Apollinaris’
disciples, S. Eleucadius.172 This attribution, however, has been widely dismissed due to several
points of linguistic analysis by modern scholars.173 A study of common words and their
accompanying syntax in the Passio reveal the earliest possible date for the text was the early fifth
century. The thrice-employed plural of the Latin word missio (pl. missas), for example, proves a
later date based on the evolution of the word’s meaning.174 Whereas before the fifth century, the
singular “missio” was used by Christian scholars to define the departure of the faithful from the
physical space of the church after the completion of mass, after this period, the plural of the word
replaced this earlier form and expressed the actual Eucharistic sacrifice taking place above the
altar.175 This example, along with several similar evolved etymologies used in the Passio, have
led scholars to hypothesize a terminus post quem of the sixth century.
When one considers the linguistic boundaries of the Passio in conjunction with the
political situation of Ravenna, a more specific dating of the text may be argued. As discussed in
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detail in Chapter 3, the episcopate of Maurus was fraught with tension between Ravenna and
Rome. During his episcopate, Maurus pursued several avenues in order to promote Ravenna’s
sovereignty from any external powers. Agnellus records that Maurus made several voyages to
Constantinople in order to advance Ravenna’s cause for independence in the eyes of the Emperor
Constans.176 Whether or not these trips actually occurred is debatable, but Agnellus’ choice to
include these events speaks to the forwardness with which Maurus tried to appeal his case to the
Byzantine powers.177 Perhaps most importantly for his purposes, Maurus aggressively continued
the promotion of the cult of Apollinaris that had been begun by his predecessors. Bishops Peter
Chrysologus (431-50) and Ursicinus (533-6) promoted the site of Apollinaris’ supposed
martyrdom in Classe with sermons dedicated to him and the consecration of the basilica that bore
his name.178 Maximian (546-67), the first Byzantine appointed archbishop, decorated the basilica
of Sant’Apollinare in Classe as part of a larger artistic program that aimed to connect his
episcopate to the legendary origins of the office.179 The importance of the elevation of
Apollinaris’ status to one equal to that of St. Peter is further evidenced by the Maximian’s failed
attempt to relocate the body of the apostle Andrew, brother of Peter, to Ravenna.180 The emperor
instead ordered that Andrew’s body be laid to rest in Constantinople, and Agnellus bitterly cites
this incident—Ravenna’s lack of ownership of a cultic figure comparable to that of St. Peter—as
the reason the papacy had the means to continually subjugate Ravenna.
176

LPR, 110.

177

We do know that Maurus deferred to the exarch as to whether or not he should attend Martin’s synod. He
followed the exarch’s advice to hold off making a decision, sending two Ravenna priests to Rome instead. (PL, 87,
103); A. Simonini, Autocephalia ed Esarcato in Italia (Ravenna: A. Longo, 1969), 77; Brown, “The Church of
Ravenna and the Imperial Administration,” 17.
178

The Basilica of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, dedicated by Ursicinus, was built on the site of a Roman-era cemetery
where there was probably already a shrine to the saint. Deliyannis, Ravenna in Late Antiquity, 259.
179

The architectural and artistic works commissioned by Maximian are discussed in detail on pages 148, 153, 180-4.

180

LPR, 76.

131

I concur with the scholars that posit that the commissioning of the Passio was an integral
part of Maurus’ campaign to promote the independence of the See of Ravenna to the Emperor
Constans. A similar document of apostolic authenticity is thought to date to his reign as well.
The false Diploma of Valentinian III, which conferred upon Ravenna the pallium and
jurisdictional rights over fourteen bishops in the provinces of Emilia and Flaminia, survives only
in a papyrus copy.181 The prevailing opinion is that this document dates to the mid-seventh
century; it is certain that it was in existence by the 840s when Agnellus was composing the LPR
because he cites it in his life of John I.182 It is most likely that Maurus presented this Diploma,
along with the Passio of Apollinaris, to the Emperor Constans as the religious basis for the
promotion of Ravenna’s archepiscopal see to equal that of Rome.
While it is uncertain whether or not Maurus travelled to Constantinople, it is documented
that shortly after Constans visited Italy in 663, autocephaly was conferred upon Ravenna on 1
March 666.183 The prevalent view by scholars who have interpreted the imperial motivations
behind the grant of autocephaly have read the action as a means to bind Ravenna more closely to
Constantinople while at the same time decreasing the power of the popes in Rome, who were
increasingly deviating from Constantinople’s orthodox position on theological matters.184
However, this hypothesis fails to take into account several wider political and economic
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considerations. The Byzantines had just waged an unsuccessful campaign in the Lombard duchy
of Benevento, which had left the Byzantine coffers significantly depleted. As a result, Constans
had begun to focus much of his attentions and funds towards securing the Byzantine provinces in
southern Italy, Sicily, and Northern Africa against Lombard and Islamic factions.185 By this time,
the importance of Ravenna’s strategic location had begun to wane in favor of southern Italy,
which allowed easier access to Mediterranean coastline cities that connected the Byzantine
empire.186
Despite the shifting political topography of Italy during this period, Byzantine emperors
still remained tied to Ravenna. The recent attempt by the exarch Olympias to declare himself
emperor after disobeying his orders to arrest Pope Martin had set a precedent of insubordination
that the Constans did not wish to see repeated.187 Indeed, in light of Olympias’ treacherous
actions, it would have behooved the emperor to cultivate a positive relationship with the
archbishopric of Ravenna in order to keep the aspirations of any future exarch in check. As long
as the archbishopric was content with the favors Constantinople was bestowing upon it, the
threat of rebellion would be tempered by those whose interests were tied to imperial ones.
Compounding the preventative aspect that autocephaly provided, it is likely that
Constantinople’s close ties to the military aristocracy of Ravenna and the archbishopric’s wealth
were factors also under consideration. During this period, the Church had amassed what has
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been estimated at nearly one-third of the landed property in Italy.188 As evidenced in the LP and
the Registers of Pope Gregory, the Church had land holdings in Africa, Gaul, Dalmatia, Liguria,
Corsica, Sardinia, and Apulia.189 Ravenna was second only to Rome in such holdings, and the
wealth and food sources these lands provided were necessary for Byzantine forces to continue to
sustain their campaign against the Lombards.
As it has been discussed in Chapter 3, Ravenna’s apex of ecclesiastical independence was
to be short lived, but the complex reasons discussed above as to why autocephaly was granted to
Ravenna provide insight into why and when the Passio Sancti Apolenaris was written. As part of
the theological justification in Maurus’ campaign for independence from Rome, the Passio
legitimized Ravenna’s claim of apostolic lineage that was equal to that of St. Peter and Rome.
The text stressed Apollinaris’ thaumaturgical powers, miracles, and suffering in the name of
Christianity in order to elevate Apollinaris’ status of martyr and typologically connect his life
with that of the ultimate martyr, Jesus Christ. These claims, along with the false Diploma of
Valentinian III, offered the religious foundational myth for Constans’ decision to embrace a
relationship of mutual support with the archbishops of Ravenna: Constans cultivated an ally that
provided him with financial support for his ongoing wars, and the archbishopric of Ravenna
gained the ecclesiastical sovereignty that it had long sought.
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Sant’Apollinare in Classe
The well-known sermon by Peter Chrysologus on the birth of Apollinaris establishes that
cultic worship of the figure had already begun to coalesce by the fifth century.190 The earliest
evidence of a physical grave for the saint and its connection to cult worship survives in a Roman
source. Pope Gregory the Great, writing to Archbishop Marinian (595-606) and his notary
Castiorus, mentions the location "ante corpus sancti Apollinaris" as the site where those accused
of heresy had to touch his grave in order to renounce their false faith.191 It is important to note
that the first major monument built to honor Ravenna’s patron saint and protector—presumably
at the spot mentioned by Gregory—was not in fact located within the walls of Ravenna. Instead,
Bishop Ursicinus chose as its site the adjoining town of Classe, located to the southeast of
Ravenna’s harbor, which during the Roman era was occupied mostly by cemeteries (fig. 14).192
Already by the second century, sailors associated with the imperial fleet that docked at Ravenna
had begun to settle in this area, as evidenced by the gravestone inscriptions that identify each
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man’s occupation and in some cases, the cognomen, Classicus, or “member of the fleet.”193
Classe continued to grow in the Late Antique era as an area of military structures and large scale
storage facilities that supported the influx of men, materials, and trade items that entered the
harbor. Even during the third- and fourth-centuries when Roman towns (including Ravenna)
were undergoing periods of famine, invasions, and political crises, Classe blossomed as a new
smaller urban center that became a focal center for the emerging Christian community of the
area.194
It was during Ursicinus’ short three-year episcopate (533-36) that the basilica of
Sant’Apollinare in Classe was begun and completed along the Via Popilia, the main offshoot
from the Via Flaminia that cut directly through Classe and led north to Ravenna (fig. 15). As was
typical for Roman-era cities, cemeteries were located along suburban roadsides that led into the
city. Such was the case for Ravenna, and there is a high possibility that Apollinaris was indeed
laid to rest here sometime in the second century.195 In Peter’s sermon, he indicates that he knew
of Apollinaris’ exact burial place when he says, “He [Apollinaris] has gone ahead, I mean, in his
earthly condition; in another respect, the very dwelling that is his body reposes among us [italics
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mine].”196 Indeed, it is very likely that there was some sort of grave marker to commemorate this
sacred place, although no traces of it survive.197
In deciding a location for a basilica dedicated to St. Apollinaris, Ursicinus must have
considered several factors. In the mid-sixth century, the physicality of place and the significance
of the burial site were still integral aspects in the generation of Christian sacred space. As we
have seen, Ursicinus’ decision to further monumentalize Apollinaris’ grave may be
contextualized within the larger trend of episcopal Sees which sought to elevate their status
based on a newly constructed history that legitimized their town’s foundational myths. The
basilica of St. Apollinare in Classe’s suburban location could also contribute to this dialogue: its
location mirrors the great Constantinian basilica built above St. Peter’s grave in Rome, which
was also located in a suburban Roman cemetery away from the urban center (fig. 16). The
motivation to create a physical structure on par with the prototype of all Late Antique basilicas
was almost certainly also a metaphorical desire to elevate the ecclesiastical status of Ravenna to
that of Rome. Perhaps just as important as the ideological considerations that went into deciding
the basilica’s location were the more pragmatic ones. Just as the bishops of Rome decided upon a
peripheral setting for the site of the Lateran complex in order to temper the displeasure for
Christianity’s growth in popularity felt from the largely still pagan Roman aristocracy, the
archbishops of Ravenna must have had to negotiate a similar situation after many of the Roman
elite moved with the imperial court to Ravenna in the fifth century. Even after the dissolution of
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the Roman Empire and the Ostrogothic invasion of the late-fifth century, the conservative landed
Roman aristocratic class remained intact until the establishment of the Exarchate in the following
century. The town of Classe aligned well with all of the above considerations: its evolution as a
Christian center in the region, the desire for proximity to the physical location of Apollinaris’
remains among the Christian faithful, and the current political demographics of Ravenna all
contributed to the decision to construct a basilica dedicated to Apollinaris away from Ravenna’s
urban center.
Both the grandiosity of the basilica’s proportions and the lavishness of its artistic
decoration reveal Ursicinus’ goal of building a basilica on par of other principal ecclesiastical
Sees in Italy at the time (fig. 17). Deborah Deliyannis’ has thoroughly summarized the basilica’s
history and architectural alterations from its consecration until the twenty-first century, as well
the historiography of previous scholars’ work on the subject.198 Studies of the mosaic program
in the apse, in particular, have read the overall program as emphasizing eschatological and
liturgical dimensions with specific reference to patristic exegesis.199 My contribution to this
scholarship does not aim to contest any aspect of this summary. Rather, I will employ this
analysis as a basis for my own interpretation of the basilica’s mosaics with consideration to the
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archbishopric’s ideological program of elevating the cultic status of Apollinaris in order to
achieve its own temporal ends.
Despite substantial restorations during the twentieth century, scholars have still managed
to reconstruct the original artistic program of Sant’Apollinare in Classe’s apse and triumphal
arch (fig. 18).200 Dominating the center of the apse mosaic is a bejeweled cross set against a starstudded sky, depicting the Transfiguration of Jesus Christ.201 Representations of the
Transfiguration were unique to the mid-sixth century and did not survive the period: the only
other two examples may be found in the Monastery at Mt. Sinai and St. Salvatoris in Naples (no
longer extant) (fig. 19).202 Thomas Mathews and Jean-Michel Spieser have attributed the rise of
this new iconography to be a visual response to the post-Arian Christological debates that sought
to diffuse the paradox between a God doctrinally held to be without form and thus not
representable and the visual depiction of Him in the art of the fourth- and early fifth centuries.203
Fourth-century images of Christ as a typological parallel to Moses were replaced with an
appearance that emphasized to show that if the spectator was looking at an image of Christ, he
was actually seeing a form of the Father.204 Apologists grounded their argument for depicting
God in the doctrine of the Incarnation and in Old Testament prophetic visions, asserting that God
200
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could not be reduced to a single form, but he could take any form he wishes to appear to men
(the body of Christ being one of those chosen forms). This was indeed a period of
experimentation with no predominant mode of depicting Christ. Representations of the
Theotokos, prophets, crosses, and Christ in removed, celestial settings all suggested a greater
distance between the viewer and God, with the divinity of Christ acting as the filter between the
two.
Returning to the Transfiguration scene in Sant’Apollinare in Classe, this tentative trend
of how to depict Christ is apparent in its apse. Here, the hand of God reaches down to receive
the cross from above as the Old Testament figures of Moses and Elijah, who flank the cross,
extend their hands in motions that indicate both a guidance of visual direction and a gesture of
conversation (fig. 20). Both Matthew 17:3 and Mark 9:4 use the verb, συλλαµβάνω, meaning “to
talk or speak with; to confer with,” when describing the presence of Moses and Elijah in this
scene. By depicting the risen Christ in a mutual dialogue with these Old Testament figures who
predicted His coming, the artists of Sant’Apollinare in Classe have established a typological link
to prophecies previously made and later fulfilled. Christ is depicted at the exact moment that He
is elevated into the heavenly realm to join them in conversation--it is the only moment in the
New Testament in which Christ reveals his divine nature.205 Bearing witness to this event is
Apollinaris (and as we shall see, by extension his subsequent bishops), who appears below God
and Christ in the central vertical hierarchy (fig. 21). Apollinaris is dressed in an ornately
decorated chasuble (a liturgical vestment worn during the celebration of the Eucharist) over
which he wears a pallium, the symbol of ecclesiastical privilege bestowed upon Archbishop
205
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Maximian in 546. A golden halo of sainthood encircles his head as he raises his hands in an orant
gesture of prayer—a gesture that would have been mirrored by the bishop below at the
commencement of the Eucharistic ceremony.206 Deliyannis further points out that Agnellus
describes this identical gesture of liturgical prayer in the no longer extant mosaics of Peter
Chrysologus in the Church of San Giovanni Evangelista, as well as that of Archbishop Agnellus
in the Ursian Catherdral.
Notably, restoration campaigns of the mid-twentieth century uncovered a layer of sinopie
drawings underneath the mosaic.207 They revealed a design that originally conceived of another
cross below the encircled one that would have been flanked by peacocks, other birds, and various
types of foliage (fig. 22). This schema would not have been unusual in Ravenna during this time
period: San Vitale, the Ursian Cathedral, Galla Placidia’s mausoleum, the Capella Arcivescovile,
and Santa Croce all included animal and vegetal themes with varying degrees of stylization. It is
likely that the decision to replace the second cross with an image of Apollinaris was made by a
successor of Ursicius, perhaps Victor (538-45) or Maximian (546-57), who recognized the
potential Sant’Apollinare in Classe held for further propagandizing episcopal ideology. 208
Adding another dimension to the Transfiguration are three sheep located in the upper part
of the green register, which symbolizes the earthly realm. They represent the apostles Peter,
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James, and John, who were present on the mountain when Jesus changed His form.209 Their
position in the mosaic directly below the Old Testament prophets situates them in a place of
prominence within the saintly hierarchy. Along the baseline of the mosaic are twelve more sheep
who look towards Apollinaris, the center point of their convergence. Whereas their number at
first implies that the sheep are representative of the twelve apostles, when one includes the three
already identified as Peter, James, and John, the total number of sheep problematizes this
interpretation. What is far more likely is that the sheep represent the whole of the Christian
congregation, who like the sheep, would have looked towards their bishop for guidance and
prayer. This inclusion of “ordinary” people in the mosaics program (even if in an abstracted
form) is further strengthened by the directness of Apollinaris’ gaze as he looks not at the
Transfiguration, but outward towards the laity. Giovanni Montanari even goes so far as to
suggest that the subtle differences of the sheep’s coats differentiate them in order to allude to the
corresponding sides of worship for men and women in the basilica’s nave.210 Perhaps the most
convincing piece of evidence for this interpretation comes from the sermon by Peter
Chrysologus, who we have already seen to be a principle source for the development of the
textual image of Apollinaris. Peter Chrysologus asserts, “He is alive here, here as a good
shepherd he is at his post in the midst of his flock.”211 This metaphor of shepherd and flock to
allude to a bishop and his congregation was a well-established trope in other gesta, for it aligned
the bishop with the ultimate bonus pastor, Christ himself.212 Written nearly three centuries after
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the completion of the mosaic, the LPR is filled with pastoral references, demonstrating the
enduring power and universality of such allegorical imagery.213
The theme of Ravenna’s episcopal lineage continues in the mosaics that depict four of the
See’s important bishops between the four apse windows (fig. 23). From left to right, bishops
Ecclesius, Sanctus Severus, Sanctus Ursus, and Ursicinus appear behind parted curtains against a
blue background.214 Like Apollinaris, each wears a chasuble and pallium. In their left hands they
hold a jewel-encrusted book while making a gesture of benediction with their right. Their
supporting role to Apollinaris in the scene above recalls the four evangelists, who were also
regularly depicted with books to communicate their gravitas and authority. The choice of these
particular bishops has been explained by Deliyannis as “an abbreviated history of the See.”215
Ecclesius, as the first bishop appointed by the Byzantine emperor, represented the new era of
prestige bestowed upon Ravenna as the new capital of the Exarchate (fig. 24). Severus, denoted
in his inscription as “sanctus,” was the first recorded bishop whose dates may be corroborated
with another source; he was listed as being present at the Council of Sardicia in 343.216 Severus
had been revered as a saint in Ravenna even before the construction of Sant’Apollinare in Classe.
He is listed as such in the Hieronymian Martyrology, a mid-fifth century Italian text, which
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survives in a late sixth-century copy.217 His cult continued to gain popularity throughout lateantiquity and likely explains his inclusion in this particular mosaic program. By the end of the
sixth century, a church dedicated to him was completed in Classe, not far from the basilica of
Sant’Apollinare. Ursus is the other bishop labeled as “sanctus” in the panel. As the founder of
Ravenna’s cathedral, his person symbolized the authority and wealth that was monumentalized
in architectural works commissioned by the episcopate.218 Finally, the founder of the basilica,
Ursicinus, occupies the far right bay. As the donor figure, he is inserted into Ravenna’s
genealogical tree, marking the flourishing state of the present Church.
Further complimenting this ideological program of episcopal prominence are the mosaics
located on the left wall of the apse depicting a cleric receiving a scroll labeled “privilegia” from
a secular leader amidst a backdrop of parted curtains and bejeweled architecture (fig. 25). The
scene depicts two central figures, one of which is clearly an emperor based on his dress of
imperial insignia, including a purple toga, red shoes, luxuriously embroidered textiles, and a
bejeweled fibula pin. Flanking him to his left are two haloed court members wearing similarly
expensive robes, and finally a court attendant (?) garbed in a short tunic.219 The right half of the
mosaic features five tonsured clergymen, the first of which is haloed and labeled “ARCOPUS,”
or “archepiscopus.” His attendant accepts the “privilegia” on his behalf while another swings a
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turible, or metal censer, indicating that the perhaps event is taking place during a solemnity of a
liturgical service.
According to a now-lost inscription recorded in Agnellus, the scene shows the archbishop
Reparatus (671-77) obtaining privileges from the Byzantine rulers Constantine VI (668-85), and
his brothers Heraclitus, and Tiberius.220 This identification, however, has been the subject of
much scholarly debate. Frederich Deichmann, followed by Thomas S. Brown, argued that part
of the inscription was already lost by Agnellus’ time and that he instead saw a document that
identified the figures thus.221 They assert that the mosaic was indeed commissioned by Reparatus
but rather depicts the privilege of autocephaly being conferred upon Maurus by Constans II.
Moreover, the partial inscription interpreted by Agnellus to refer to Constantine VI and his
brothers Heraclitus and Tiberius omits the fourth imperially clad figure, later interpreted as the
three’s father, Constans II.222 While the considerable amount of restoration to the mosaic makes
a definitive interpretation impossible, I am inclined to follow Deichmann, who reads the mosaic
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imperator [pater Constantini]/[H]eraclii et Tiberii imperator[um].” A dissenting opinion comes from Pietro
Piccinini, “Immagini d’autorità a Ravenna,” in Storia di Ravenna: Dall'età Bizantina all'età Ottoniana,
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as depicting the grant of autocephaly but with an emphasis on its patron, Reparatus, as a later
bishop who continued to elevate the See with subsequent imperial privileges.223
Directly across from the “privilegia” scene in the apse space is a mosaic with a similarly
lavish architectural boarder and curtained scene depicting the condensed narrative of the
sacrifices of Abraham, Abel, and Melchizedek (fig. 26). The theme of Old Testament sacrifice is
displayed through Abraham, who offers up his willing son, Isaac, on the right side of the altar
table.224 On the left, Abel, the paradigmatic example that one should always gift his best
offerings first to God, presents “the firstlings of his flock, and of their fat.”225 As the first
murdered figure in the Old Testament, wrongly killed by his jealous brother Cain, Abel’s death
represents within the Christian tradition the first instance of martyrdom and a foreshadowing of
Jesus’ sacrifice.226 Finally, Melchizedek stands behind the altar and is the embodiment of “El
Elyon,” or “the Priest of the Most High God.”227 As the prototypical figure for Eucharistic
offerings, he alludes to all priests and their role in the rite as he too offers a sacrifice to God in
the form of bread and wine.
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mosaics program, see N. Lopez-Jantzen, “From the Roman Empire to the Middle Ages: The Struggle for Ravenna in
the Eighth Century” (PhD diss., Fordham University, 2012), 161-2.
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The placement and content of these two images are clearly reminiscent of the mosaicked
panels located in the presbytery of San Vitale of the Procession of Justinian and the Sacrifice of
Abel and Melchizedek (fig. 27 & 28).228 Each shares the themes of archiepiscopal prominence
and typological allusions to sacrifice and the Eucharist. Maximian, the first Byzantine-appointed
archbishop of Ravenna and an active propagator of such an ideological program, commissioned
the San Vitale mosaics in the mid-sixth century. As discussed above, the promotion Apollinaris’
cult, and by extension, the bishop’s central role in its preservation was of central importance by
the time of San Vitale’s construction. It is therefore a logical conclusion that in commissioning
the mosaics of Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Reparatus was consciously adding his name to the
prestigious line of archbishops that had begun with Apollinaris. The inclusion of the Old
Testament sacrificial scenes—particularly the figure of Melchizedek—further sets up a
typological parallel of the archetypal priest figure with Ravenna’s archbishops, who function as
an extension of Christ through their performance of Eucharist rites within the constructed space
of the presbytery.
This meticulously constructed space that celebrated the primacy of episcopal authority
made Sant'Apollinare in Classe an ideal site of burial for Ravenna's archbishops. The tradition of
interring the archbishops in the narthex of the church most likely began during the reign of
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Mathews, The Early Churches of Constantinople: Architecture and Liturgy (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania
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Marinian (595-606) and continued until at least the end of the eighth century (fig. 29).229
Interestingly, Marinian, as well as his predecessor John II Romanus (578-95), were of Roman
origin, prompting the question of whether or not this new Ravennate trend of burial ad sanctos
was inspired by similar developments in Rome initiated by Pope Gregory.230 Further parallels to
such Roman trends that would strengthen such a connection may be found in the construction of
the crypt in Sant'Apollinare in Classe, which was inspired by Gregory's construction project in
St. Peter's. No record remains of the date of Sant'Apollinare's crypt, and several proposed dates
are equally eligible (fig. 30). It is confirmed that Archbishop Maurus (648-71) moved the
sarcophagus (first dedicated by Archbishop Maximian) from its original location “in a secure
place” (in arcadia), most likely in the narthex of the basilica, to the middle of the basilica (in
medio templi), but this does not necessarily indicate that the crypt was constructed at this time.231
Deichmann dates it to the beginning of the seventh century, shortly after the bishops' burials had
begun to take place in the church.232 Other proposed dates include the late seventh century,
which would align the construction of the crypt with other building activities in the apse under
the direction of Archbishop Damian (693-709), or shortly later in the eighth century when the
ciborium was erected over the altar.233 Giuseppe Gerola's archaeological excavations at the site
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LPR, 103: "et sepultus est in ardica beati Apolinaris, extra muros Classis..." (This most blessed man [Marinian]
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in 1917 led him to propose a ninth-century date for the crypt, based on similar ones constructed
in Rome during the period of Paschal's translations (see Chapter 5).234 Mario Mazzotti proposes
an early ninth-century date based on comparative data of the Carolingian period, specifically the
Roman crypts mentioned above.235 Subsequent scholars, myself included, concur with this
proposal.236 Whatever the actual date of the construction of Sant'Apollinare in Classe's crypt,
what is certain is that it was completed before Apollinaris' relics were moved to Sant'Apollinare
Nuovo, thus making Sant'Apollinare in Classe (and not a Roman church) the archetype for
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo's annular crypt design.237

The Episcopal Complex and Cathedral of Ravenna
Ravenna’s episcopal complex is a unique case study due to the significant portions of the
bishop’s Late Antique and Medieval quarters that have been preserved. Whereas other northern
Italian episcopal residences in Milan, Brescia, Pavia, and Modena were all radically altered in
the late Medieval and Renaissance periods, leaving little if any of the ancient sites in tact,
Ravenna stands alone as the sole site that preserves significant portions of the late-antique and
Medieval episcopium in tact.238 In addition to the physical evidence, surviving literary sources
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provide an unparalleled potential for investigation of Ravenna’s episcopal structures during the
Medieval period. The archbishops and their residence of course play a prominent role in both
Agnellus’ LPR and the Roman LP, and this narrative detail is complimented by the extensive
collection of documentary charters produced by the archiepiscopal chancery and preserved in the
Archivio Storico Archivescovile di Ravenna. Frederich Deichmann and Maureen Miller have
laid the foundational groundwork for my continued analysis of this unique collision of Medieval
social and architectural history in the episcopal complex of Ravenna.239
Like the Lateran complex in Rome, Ravenna’s cathedral church formed the nexus around
which the episcopal residence grew.240 The Ursiana Cathedral, named after its patron, the Bishop
Ursus, stands on the oldest church site in Ravenna, located at the eastern edge of the oppidum
section of the city (fig. 31).241 Although Agnellus tells us that the cathedral was dedicated to the
Anastasis during the reign of Bishop Ursus, his dating of the bishopric is unsure, and there is
controversy over the dates of Ursus’ reign.242 Scholars place it either from ca. 370-76 or ca. 405-
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31, and implications for this date discrepancy are profound.243 If the cathedral was built during
the earlier time period, it might have been an inducement for the Roman emperors to move their
capital city to Ravenna, thus indicating the elevated status of the city before it was made the
western capital by Honorius in 402. I concur with Deborah Deliyannis, our most up-to-date
source on the historiography of the cathedral, who posits the later date based on her analysis of
Agnellus’ writings and current archaeological research.244
Although the cathedral was destroyed in an earthquake in 1733, Bishop Matteo Farsetti
rebuilt the present day cathedral upon its remains between 1734 and 1743.245 The eighteenthcentury reconstruction follows the outline of the earlier structure and was even able to
incorporate certain parts that survived the earthquake, such as the tenth-century campanile, the
sixteenth-century side chapels, and parts of the mosaicked floor (fig. 32).246 The choice to
follow the earliest footprint of the Late Antique basilica is a testament to the grandiosity of the
early structure. Whereas it was common in other Sees to gradually enlarge the structure to meet
evolving functional and aesthetic needs, the basilica’s original size of sixty by thirty-five meters
put Ravenna’s cathedral on par with other Early Christian churches in Milan and Rome.247 Very
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little is known about the structure in the first phase of its life, but Paolo Novara has analyzed
evidence gathered from the writings of Agnellus, as well as records and drawings of
investigations made between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. He concludes that the
basilica’s design was typical of contemporary Mediterranean types in Rome and Milan during
the fifth century, with a longitudinal nave flanked by two side aisles on each side and an eastern
apse with the same width as the nave that terminated in a semicircular interior and a polygonal
exterior (fig. 33).248 The eastern end was crowned by a dome made of tubi fittili, a technique of
construction in which hollow clay cylindrical pipes are inserted into the concrete to ease the
construction.249 Two rows of fourteen columns—fifty-six columns total, with an additional two
columns flanking the entrance to the apse—separated the nave from the side aisles.
In one of Agnellus’ more architecturally descriptive passages, he describes the care and
money that went into the original decoration. The walls were embellished with decorative stones
and multicolored figural mosaics filled the vaulted apse (figs. 34 & 35). Along the nave walls,
“carved stucco [gipsea metalla] of different allegorical images of men and animals and
quadrupeds [were] arranged with the greatest skill.”250 Neon (450-73) continued the
ornamentation of the bishop’s seat with mosaics of gold tesserae that depicted the twelve
apostles in the vault of the apse.251 His dedication reveals the ideological motivations behind
such a renovation. The stone inscription read:
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Yield, old name, yield, age, to newness! Behold the glory of the renewed font
shines more beautifully. For generous Neon, high priest, has adorned it, arranged
all things in beautiful refinement.252
By aligning himself with the “old names,” Neon was able to locate himself in a typological
continuum in which he takes up the mantle of authority that is handed down from both
Ravenna’s previous line of bishops as well as from the apostles themselves.
After Justinian’s reconquest of Ravenna, a new wave of dedicatory furnishings arrived as
a result of Byzantine imperial patronage for the newly elevated archbishopric. Agnellus records
that Justinian was so moved by his love for the city that he donated all of the tax revenues of
Italy to improve the Basilica Ursiana.253 With these funds, the archbishop Victor (538-45)
replaced the wooden ciborium with a one hundred and twenty pound silver replica, as well as an
embroidered gold and scarlet silver altar cloth.254 Maximian (546-57), similarly donated
luxurious liturgical furnishings, such as metal vessels and a cloth for the altar on the day of
Epiphany.255 Agnellus (557-70) added an embroidery of the story of the Magi to Maximian’s
altar cloth, along with a dedicatory portrait of himself.256
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Although this is the last mention Agnellus makes of liturgical and/or architectural
additions to the Basilica Ursiana, it nonetheless remains a prominent and frequently referenced
site in his continuing history of Ravenna. Whenever distinguished guests visited the city, the
cathedral was the chosen location for a celebratory mass: both Pope Zacharias and Pope Stephen
stopped in Ravenna and worshipped at the church during their sojourns to Francia for diplomatic
meetings with the Carolingians.257 King Aistulf of the Lombards (749-56), in an act of
diplomacy, placed his golden chlamys on the altar of the cathedral as a humble offering to
Ravenna’s church.258 Even Charlemagne contributed a gift of a table “of pure silver, without
wood, having engraved on it the image of all of Rome, together with square silver feet, and
various silver vessels, and one cup of gold” to the Basilica Ursiana.259
Finally, the Basilica Ursiana also was the site of several unfortunate incidences of civil
strife in Ravenna’s history. It was on its steps that the Lord Felix was murdered in the fifth
century.260 And it was to this church to which the Teguriensans were lured by the Posterulans
under the false pretense of a reconciliatory lunch after the neighborhood feud had erupted
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between the two factions.261 Although no longer extant, the many descriptive passages of the
Basilica Ursiana reveal it to be a potent site of sacred authority for the bishops who claimed its
space through worship and decoration, for the visiting dignitaries who prostrated themselves
there with humility and gifts, as well as for the citizens who conceptualized the church as an
important center in their mental mapping of Ravenna’s powerful places.
Deichmann’s analysis of the larger episcopal complex indicates that the first bishop’s
residence predated the building of the cathedral in the early fifth century.262 This conclusion is
not surprising, considering the future episcopal complex’s location in the already populated area
just east of the Forum within the original Roman walls of Ravenna. Agnellus notably does not
mention that Ursus built himself a residence along with the basilica that was meant to provide a
place for the collective worship of Christians who were until that time “scattered in separate
dwellings.”263 Rather, the home in which Ursus resided seems to be an impetus for choosing the
location upon which to build his basilica. Agnellus describes the residence “which is placed next
to the Fossa Amnis, where it goes out, flowing under the Bridge of the Millers, from the place
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which is called Organaria, a thing wonderful in size and completely constructed of a built device,
where now there seems to be a destroyed stable.”264 This desirable location near both water and a
bridge was seemingly complimented by the solid construction of the house and the already
established stables and grounds that were necessary for the bishop to maintain his bustling
residence.
This original residence unfortunately does not survive, but analysis of twentieth-century
excavations by Mario Mazzotti has led him to hypothesize that the ancient structure was located
in the area between the Salustra tower and the apse of the Basilica Ursiana. The Salustra tower is
believed to be one of two Roman towers that formed the gateway on the eastern wall of the
Roman city. Incorporating Roman walls into the exteriors Late Antique basilicas was a
widespread phenomenon of the period, and Miller notes that the positions of both the doorway
and the windows to the entrance of a chapel support this claim.265 This evidence indicates that
the original residential structure lay to the southwest of the basilica’s apse and formed the
nucleus for the first phase of additional buildings to be added to the residence during the
Ostrogothic period.
The development of the residence falls into two main periods of activity: the mid-fifth to
mid-sixth centuries, followed by a reorientation and augmentation of the complex in the eighth
and early ninth centuries. During this period, two triclinia, a three-storied structure (which
served as the bishop’s residence and audience hall), and a private chapel were added to
accommodate the residence as the epicenter of Orthodox rule in Ravenna (fig. 36). It is worth
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briefly pointing out that despite the Ostrogothic king’s adherence to Arianism at this time, his
reputation for religious tolerance for other Christian sects is reflected in the continued growth of
the Orthodox complex.266 Theodoric the Great’s reign (493-526), especially, made Ravenna a
center of culture, sophistication, and prosperity that was unparalleled in Italy at this time.267
Arian bishops ruled their flock alongside the Orthodox sect, and a cathedral (known from the
fifteenth century onward as Santo Spirito), baptistery, and episcopium were constructed at the
behest of Theodoric to accommodate Ravenna’s growing population of Arian Christians.268
Whereas the Arian church survives, the episcopal residence does not: its bricks were used by the
Orthodox bishop Valerianus (789-810) as the building material for his new residential structure.
Bishop Neon is credited with the construction of a five-conched hall triclinium that was
located to the south west of the cathedral’s apse.269 Agnellus ambiguously describes the
triclinium as the “domus quae vocatur quinque accubita,” and Deliyannis notes that the “five
conches” could refer to either the number of dining couches or to the whole structure’s
appearance.270 Deichmann, Miller, and Gugliemo de Angleis d’Ossat have argued for a
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reconstruction of a five-niched hall, with two along each wall and a larger niche opposite the
doorway where the bishop would have sat.271
Bishop Peter II (494-520) contributed to the complex by building a three-apsed hall, the
Domus Tricoli, as well as a three-storied structure that functioned as the bishop’s private
residence.272 On the third floor was the bishop’s private chapel dedicated to Sant’Andrea and
was connected to the adjoining Salustra Tower. Additionally, Bishop Victor (537-544) restored
the baths next to the episcopium that were first constructed in the late fourth of fifth century.
Building continued with Archbishop Felix (709-725) adding another residential structure, the
Domus Felicis, to the complex behind the baptistery, and the vivarium was built along the east
wall of the chapel building sometime in the eighth century.273
Perhaps most significant to this project is the construction of the grand Domus Valeriana
by the Archbishop Valerianus (789-810) with the appropriation of materials from the recently
demolished Arian episcopal complex.274 The Domus Valeriana was situated to face the square
where the Medieval market was held, and Miller suggests that the walls of the complex were
removed in this period to promote the bishop’s more public, visible, and accessible persona.275 In
this respect, the episcopal complex of Ravenna follows the larger Italian trend of replacing the
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fortified, castle-like appearance of bishop’s residences of the early Middle Ages with a style of
increased visibility. Episcopal palaces such as that of Ravenna developed an open, ornamented
style of “civic architecture,” with more windows, porticos, and accessible exterior staircases in
order to facilitate his desire to alter the town’s perception of him from an oppressive ruler into a
primus inter pares.
There is clear trend beginning in the seventh century of abandoning building in the southwestern side of the complex in favor of the open space that is now known as the Piazza
Archivescovado. Thus, if Miller's hypothesis is to be accepted, the walls of the earlier episcopal
complex that clearly delineated and separated the religious locus of the bishop from the secular
space of the town were torn down in an attempt by the bishop to integrate himself into civic
aspects of Ravenna. The gradual transition of the episcopal palace from an enclosed, sacred, and
privileged space towards a more open and outward looking character is an essential component
when considering the meanings behind the other architectural and urban renovations that were
contemporarily occurring in Ravenna.

Late Antique and Early Medieval Trends in Episcopal Architecture
It is worth noting here how the evolution of Ravenna's episcopal complex was integrated
in a larger Italian dialectic of how bishops used architecture to articulate their changing status
and power within the urban environment. Prior to the eighth century, the bishop’s residence was
called an episcopium, a term derived from the bishop’s office to designate both his residence and
his See. The etymological fluidity between office, person, and place served to emphasize the
unity between these three aspects during the Late Antique period when the role and power of the
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office of bishop was still undefined.276 Architecturally, the episcopium was a variant of the
classical Roman villa. It utilized both the open layout and domestic vocabulary of Roman
architecture, including aulae (halls), triclinia (dining rooms), and cubicula (private rooms). By
invoking the architectural origins of aristocratic villas, the Late Antique bishop was able to
articulate ideas his own ideas concerning social and religious power. This power was solidified
not only through the structure of the episcopium itself, but also thorough its relationship to the
cathedral. In Late Antiquity, there was an organic unity between living space and liturgical
space: conceptually, spatially, and legally, the bishop’s See was one.277 Even in his own living
space, the bishop was primus inter pares. Augustine, for example, ordered that his priests live
with him in his residence and share in the monastic life.278 Evidence from Ravenna and Rome
attest to similar living situations between the bishop and his flock.279
Due to many of the events discussed previously in this chapter, Rome’s break from
Constantinople in the eighth century meant a reframing of both the bureaucratic organization of
the papal residence as well as its ideological goals. While on a somewhat grander scale than the
rest of the bishoprics in Italy due to their heightened statuses, the alterations, additions, and
renovations to the Roman and Ravennate episcopia participated in the reconception of the
276
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bishop’s position in Medieval society. Approximately midway through the eighth century, the
residence of the bishop began to be referred to as the domus sancta ecclesia (house of the holy
church). Domus was a markedly generic term that was also employed when identifying secular
elite’s structures of the period. Perhaps this shift to a more ambiguous identification of the
residence alluded to the tenuous political situation of the time, thus aligning the bishops with
other secular rulers who were also vying to fill the power vacuum created by an absence of
Byzantine authority.
Much like the secularization of the name, the architecture of the Medieval domus was a
reflection of the evolving role of the bishop himself. It greatly differed from the open and
anarchic organization of the Roman villa that the Late Antique episcopium took as its inspiration.
Instead, the domus residence turned inward, with fortification and protection being its primary
aim. Open walkways, porticos, and large windows were replaced with a fortified sanctuary that
typically consisted of a two-story rectangular building with storage areas on the ground floor and
living quarters on the upper story. The second story, which simultaneously functioned as a living
room, reception hall, and dining room, was referred to as a caminata (a word not found in
classical Latin). The name, derived from caminus (fireplace), denoted the heated room that
served as the new epicenter of episcopal life. The poor ventilation, small windows, and thick
walls no doubt led to another architectural feature typical of residences of this period: the
solarium (a open terrace or balcony that served as a meeting space in pleasant weather).280
The smaller, more enclosed living space of the bishop from the eighth century onwards
further reflected his evolving as both the social and political leader of his See. The bishop’s
acquisition of public authority had several consequences. First, the unity between clergy and
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bishop began to break down as the bishop became more entrenched in secular political affairs.
Whereas the residence was still for the most part physically attached to the cathedral, the
ideological shift brought changes to the bishop’s household: the clergy no longer resided at the
residence, and a gap grew between the priests who catered to the day-to-day liturgical needs of
the local community and the bishop who was increasingly summoned to attend secular courts. It
is in this period that the clergy assumed their own institutional identity, distinct from that of the
bishop’s. Thus, architecturally reflective of these larger developments, the episcopium—a
communal center of worship, living, and work—was replaced with the domus—a singular
residence meant to project and promote secular and religious authority, both locally and
internationally.
Archaeological and material evidence such as ceramics reveal that the shift of aristocratic
housing from wealthy multi-room Roman structures to smaller, more enclosed spaces was also
the case for the majority of domestic architecture for the Medieval period.281 This new, smaller
construction, which was typically made of more modest materials such as wood and spoliated
stone, was commonly built atop the foundations of Roman structures that had fallen into disuse.
One such example was found in 1981 in Ravenna during construction around the area of the
Largo Firenze. A poorly preserved but still datable fifth-century structure that had been rebuilt
atop a Roman-era domus was discovered beneath the main square and provides evidence for the
continued residential inhabitance into the Byzantine period in an area of the city that had been
the site of previous Ostrogothic settlement.282 In some cases, larger Roman buildings were
partitioned off into smaller rooms, each typically with its own hearth, and became dwelling
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spaces for multiple family units. Evidence of this architectural transition has been discovered in
Ravenna, as well as Classe, Verona, Brescia, and even Rome.283 These more modest apartment
adaptations of extant structures, named the solariate type, were present in and around Ravenna
by the seventh century and reflected the larger trends of political crises and economic stagnation
that characterized the period.284 Interestingly, the solariate type of housing came into being at
roughly the same time that a new architectural vocabulary was introduced in the Roman LP to
describe domestic papal constructions. As will be discussed below, Pope Hadrian (775-92) added
a solarium to the Lateran palace, which scholars have interpreted as a type of open-air veranda
structure that had become a necessary addition to domestic architecture due to the enclosed, dark,
and poorly ventilated living quarters that came to characterize the Medieval domestic
architecture. Albeit on a much more modest scale, the solariate type of housing with its small
windows, thick walls, and hearth is evidence of a how aristocratic and popular architectural
trends did not develop exclusively of one another. Rather, this etymological link of Hadrian’s
solarium and the solariate housing type supports the mutual architectonic dialectic that could
then be adapted to meet more specific needs.
Due to Ravenna’s unique status as the center of Byzantine administration in Italy, it
generally adhered to the evolutionary trends of domestic architecture that have been
characterized above, but with a few notable exceptions. First, imperial political and economic
patronage that was bestowed upon Ravenna in order to protect it in the face of the rising
Lombard threat allowed for the maintenance of late imperial structures to continue into the sixth
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century. Most other Italian cities, in contrast, had by this time fallen into a period of crisis and
disrepair. Enrico Cirelli’s analysis of the material and archaeological remains of Ravenna during
this period of transition includes a current discussion of the only Late Antique private building to
have thus far been systematically excavated and published within the urban center.285 The domus
located on the Via d’Azeglio was an aristocratic residence built during the late-fifth century that
linked two previously constructed buildings on opposite sides of the Roman street, over which a
new joining building was constructed (fig. 37).286 Archaeologists have determined that the domus
consisted of at least two stories and that the structures were organized around three internal
courtyards. These courtyards were surrounded by colonnaded porticoes and lavishly decorated
with mosaicked panels of precious stone. The presence of an octagonal fountain and a (possible)
latrine suggest a sophisticated water distribution system. It should be noted, however, that the
exceptional wealth of the domus is on par with decorations found in palace of Theodoric as well
as the episcopal residence, which has led scholars to conclude that it was most likely inhabited
by an elite member of the Byzantine imperial court and was not necessarily typical of other
aristocratic residences of the period.287
Numismatic evidence uncovered in the vicinity of the domus reveals that by the seventh
century, this grand and sprawling residence began to be subdivided into independent living
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quarters typical of the solariate type (fig. 38).288 What is most pertinent for our discussion is how
this domus evidences the transition in Ravenna from the Late Antique structures to the more
fortified, inward-looking domi that characterized later building trends. Similar solariate
structures dating to the seventh century have been unearthed in Classe and Rimini and are further
attested to in the Codex Bavaro, a document of ecclesiastical mandates, records, and
achievements.289 These types of medieval structures do not appear until at least the eighth
century outside the direct vicinity of Ravenna. Even in Rome, such similar aristocratic structures
found at the Forum Nervae do not pre-date the ninth century.290
This evidence reveals the second way in which Ravenna deviated from typical domestic
building evolution of the Early Middle Ages. Ravenna’s exceptional situation on the Italian
peninsula resulted in the adoption of the solariate type of architecture as early as the seventh
century, while the transition elsewhere was not typical until the eighth thru tenth centuries. As
discussed more in Chapter 3, the reinvention of Ravenna as the military center of Byzantine Italy
greatly altered the demographics of the city. The landed, late-antique aristocracy was replaced by
a new elite military class beginning in the late-sixth century. The early alterations to domestic
structures in Ravenna in order to meet these new needs reflects this shift and is further supported
by surviving documentary evidence. Thomas Brown notes that whereas only ten percent of those
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participating in land grants during the second half of the sixth century were military, the number
had exponentially grown in the following century to seventy-five percent.291 The militarization
trend continued to grow into the eight century, as evidenced by the listing of land grants to
soldiers in eight of the eleven church charters between 693 and 769.292 The economic and social
importance of these grants are reflected less in the size of the holdings and more in that they
were the largest group by far to receive land from the church during this period.
Ravenna’s demographic shift to a military aristocracy and its exceptional Byzantine
status that allowed it to continue to economically thrive while other Italian cities fell into a
debilitating depression is corroborated by the city’s unique domestic architectural trends. The
adoption of the solaritate type of domestic housing by the new elite of Ravenna as early as the
seventh century was an outward mark of prosperity and influence for the new military
aristocracy. By the time additions were made to the episcopal residence in the late-eighth and
early-ninth centuries, I suggest that the archbishops built their additions within this newly
established architectural vocabulary of power. Furthermore, when considered within the larger
Italian scene, Ravenna’s endurance as an economic and political stronghold amidst the everpresent Lombard sieges made it the forerunner of such shifts that came to characterize the
domestic architecture of the later Medieval period.

The Palace of the Exarch and Sant’Apollinare Nuovo
The preservation and continued utilization of historical places of power was not unique to
Medieval Rome. Evidence from Ravenna supports this pattern: when King Theodoric set up his
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court in Ravenna, he chose to occupy the palace built by Emperor Valentinian III (425-55)
located in the Regio Caesarum (fig. 39).293 This palace remained the seat of secular power under
the Byzantine exarchs and was later co-opted by the invading Lombards after the Ravenna fell to
their invading forces in 751.294 This eastern area of the city developed during the fifth and sixth
centuries in order to accommodate Ravenna’s dramatic rise in population, and it was here that
foundations for an imperial residence were laid. Like much of the Late Antique buildings in
Ravenna, it is no longer extant, and one must rely on archaeological clues and literary evidence
to reconstruct its plan, layout, and decoration. Unfortunately, the evidence is sparse. Even the
exact location of the palace is no more than conjecture, but the scholarly consensus has settled on
the area between the Plateia Maior and the fifth century eastern walls, somewhere south of the
church of San Giovanni Evangelista.295
The structure in question is familiarly known as the Palace of Theodoric, named so due to
the positive attribution of his role as the builder of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo. Deliyannis notes,
however, that this nomenclature may be anachronistic, as the first mention of a palatium in
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Ravenna only appears in the sixth-century text, the Anonymous Valesianus pars posterior, a
chronicle recounting the reign of Theodoric the Great.296 The work by Maureen Miller on the
connections between medieval architecture, language, and power supports this conclusion: the
term palatium was not widely adopted to refer to the bishop's place of residence until roughly the
twelfth century.297 Despite these linguistic incompatibilities, archaeological evidence reveals the
palace to have been a sprawling, organic structure, with courtyards, audience halls, and storage
facilities that would have been necessary for the space to function as the center of imperial and
bureaucratic power in Ravenna (fig. 40). Since the third and fourth centuries, the original
structure provided a residence for Roman emperors and their retinue staying in Ravenna. The site
was improved and expanded under Valentinian III, and textual evidence from Agnellus tells us
that by the sixth century, the palace had assumed imperial connotations with parallel references
to the Great Palace in Constantinople.298 The fragmentary parts of the palace that have survived
and been excavated reveal a number of rooms that surround a central colonnaded courtyard, very
much in the style of the Late Antique villas of wealthy Romans. To the north of the courtyard is
an apsed hall that is flanked by a series of smaller rooms. Its imported marble and mosaicked
pavements reveal the palace to be a place of luxury worthy of its imperial patrons, but
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unfortunately these few isolated archeological finds are not enough to construct a satisfactory
narrative of the palace's building history and functions.
What does remain of the palatial complex is the church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, which
was originally built as a private church for Theodoric and his court between 494 and 526 (see
figs. 1 & 2).299 Like most of Theodoric's building projects, the church was located in the eastern
half of the city and was intended to be the private chapel for the king and his court. It was
originally dedicated to Jesus Christ the Savior, but after the Byzantine conquest in 554, the
church was re-dedicated to St. Martin of Tours as part of the orthodox campaign to reclaim Arian
structures of the city.300 This exorcism of its "heretical past" and subsequent reinvention of the
space as symbol of orthodoxy, as evidenced in the alterations to its mosaics, is perhaps what
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo is best known for.301 It is not my intent to question or critique any aspect
of this well-accepted aspect of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo's history. Rather, the focus of my
argument seeks to question whether or not the Byzantine damnatio memoriae was as successful
as it intended to be. I argue that the history of the church's space as an epicenter of secular power
in Ravenna persisted long after both the rule of the Goths and the Byzantines had expired, and
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that this secular history was in the forefront of the archbishop's mind when choosing a place to
inter the sacred bones of the city's patron saint.
Sant'Apollinare is a three-aisled longitudinal basilica that terminates in a semicircular
apse, with twenty-four monolithic Corinthian columns separating the nave from the side
ambulatories. Upon entering the church, one sees that mosaics decorate the entire upper half of
the church. In the clerestory, thirteen small mosaics illustrate parables from the life of Christ,
including his Passion and Resurrection.302 The triforium mosaics alternate with windows and
depict haloed prophets, evangelists, and saints.303 In the lowest register, where substantial
renovations were made to the mosaics by Byzantine conquers in the 560s, female and male
martyr saints process from west to east (figs. 41 & 42).304 The complete erasure of the original
mosaic program makes it impossible to recreate it with any definitive certainty, but the long
accepted conclusion was that the Arian program depicted Theodoric and members of his court—
scenes that would have needed to be replaced for the theological and political rededication of the
church to St. Martin and Byzantine Orthodoxy.305 Deliyannis, however, has recently
problematized this interpretation, arguing that the assumption that Sant'Apollinare Nuovo
contained Arian court imagery simply because such imagery was present in other Ostrogothic
structures (namely San Giovanni Evangelista and San Vitale) is circumstantial and weak.
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Furthermore, Theodoric's reputation as a religiously inclusive ruler who did not seek to upset his
non-Arian subjects does not align with the assertion that such propagative imagery would have
been present here.306 I am inclined to agree with the conclusions of Deliyannis and Arthur
Urbano, who point out that regardless of what or who the original figures depicted, what was
more important for the Byzantine revisionists was the trace evidence left behind—the orant
hands on the columns of the Palatium, as well as the outlines of figures standing outside the
walls of Classe (figs. 43, 44, & 45).307 The subtle remnants of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo's previous
history was an effective way that the Byzantines were able to emphasize the previous existence
and subsequent condemnation of the Arian culture through an act of damnatio memoriae. We are
not meant to know what was there before; we are only left to contemplate the reason for its
destruction.
Unlike the classicism that characterizes the figures of the upper two registers of mosaic,
the Byzantine martyrs march towards the eastern apse with a uniformity of pose, expression, and
stance that visually contrasts to the earlier mosaics' aesthetics. On the north wall, the female
martyrs depart from the port city of Classe towards an enthroned Mary, who holds the Christ
child in her lap and is flanked on each side by two haloed angels (fig. 46). The importance of
Classe, characterized as a walled port city with three ships docked in its harbor, is highlighted as
a port of international trade, commerce, and military power.308 Much like any visitor to Ravenna
who would first have arrived via Classe, the female saints have left the gateway to the
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Mediterranean and marched towards Ravenna, their ambulant progression marked by the
undulating forward movement of their near identical forms. The three Magi, dressed in rich
tapestries of riotous colors, lead the female procession as they offer their traditional gifts of gold,
myrrh, and frankincense (also later Byzantine additions) (fig. 47).309 The martyrs, too, carry gifts
for the Christ child, each holding a crown that symbolizes their martyrdom (fig. 48). Their
identical posture and stance seem to move forward in a single rhythmic harmony, and their
glances do not meet the viewer below. Instead, the martyrs gaze towards their processional goal
(something we, as viewers, are unable to make out when standing in the west end of the nave),
and their suggestive and unwavering glances invite us to participate in their procession eastward.
The names inscribed above their heads identify each figure and call to mind her individual story
of violent martyrdom, but those events are not alluded to here.310 What is emphasized instead is
their united victorious ascent into Mary and Christ’s court in Heaven.

309
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Turning our attention to the southern side of the nave, these mosaics depict twenty-six
male martyrs who move away from the earthly Palatium towards a risen and enthroned Christ
(fig. 49). Although outside the scope of my argument, much scholarship has been written about
the architectonic structure of the Palatium and whether or not it replicated the actual palace in
any way or if it was instead meant to serve as a symbol for Theodoric's royal ideology (fig.
50).311 The male martyrs are led by St. Martin of Tours, a fervent anti-Arian to whom the church
was rededicated in the mid-sixth century (fig. 51).312 Like the female martyrs, their faces exhibit
an emotionless calm, and the highlights and colors of the mosaics help to emphasize their
triumphal ascent into the next life over their corporeal death. The mosaics of the processional
figures not only illustrate the mystical holy union with Christ that awaits them in the afterlife, but
perhaps more importantly for our argument, they offer an earthly didactic message to the
church’s congregants.
As Sabine McCormack has demonstrated, the Roman imperial adventus was appropriated
by Christians to celebrate the arrivals of bishops, crosses, relics, as has been discussed at length
in Chapter 2.313 The Christian adventus was codified by panegyrists as early as the beginning of
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the fourth century, and visual parallels, such as the Trier Ivory, followed shortly after. Even
Christ's entry into Jerusalem on a humble ass was recast in manuscripts and on sarcophagi with
all of the visual and ideological figurations of an imperial adventus.314 As an archetypal form of
pagan platonic theology, it was adapted most famously by Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in
his doctrine of the celestial hierarchy, and the custom soon after evolved to include Christian
rituals, including the Eucharist.315 Not only was the act of processing from place to place itself a
ritual act of recolonization meant to claim otherwise neutral or contested space, but the pomp and
circumstance of the march itself further conveyed the wealth, power, and prestige of those who
participated in it.
In Ravenna, such adventus imagery was widely employed. Both the mosaicked ceilings
of the Arian and Orthodox baptisteries depict the twelve apostles carrying crowns of martyrdom
around a central roundel of Christ being baptized by John in the River Jordan. Similarly, the
apostles take the form of processing sheep on the bottom register of the apse of Sant'Apollinare
in Classe who converge on Apollinaris and a transfigured Christ. Scenes of political import, such
as the granting of privilegia in Sant'Apollinare in Classe and the imperial panels of Justinian and
Theodora in the chancel of San Vitale, were also composed as processional scenes, conveying a
dignity and gravitas to the events being depicted (figs. 52 & 53). Notably, however, San Vitale's
it was now Christ at his birth who could be greeted as the rising sun, of He Who Rises, so that the image which, on
the Arch of Constantine, was applied to the emperor could, after the fourth century, be applied to Christ. In art,
however, the nativity of Christ was rendered not in the imagery of the rising sun; rather, in accordance with the New
Testament, Christ was shown as a child with his mother, but not without an important addition from Roman imperial
art. Three wise men bringing their offerings were rendered in the iconography which, in Roman imperial art, was
used to portray Persians or Persian ambassadors making their submissions to emperors."
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human (and not the divine) nature of Christ. Mathews limits his interpretation specifically to the iconography of
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central plan, along with the placement of the courtly processional mosaics in the chancel—a
space both physically removed from the nave by a triumphal arch as well as symbolically
demarcated outside of earthly time and place—spiritually and socially separated the laity from
those who were allowed to participate in such a procession (fig. 54). The mosaics of
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, on the other hand, invite worshippers into a dialogue (a true "dia +
logos") of salvation with the divine. The collapsing of time and space through art and ritual are
aided by the placement and content of the mosaics, and the imagery functions as a visual mirror
for the movement of the congregants, who would have carried their own offerings of bread
towards the altar, their own acts of worship imitating the ultimate sacrifices of the martyrs
above.316
Moreover, the complex evolution of the space, as well as its continuous reappropriation
and reinvention to meet contemporary political and/or theological needs, has led to a variety of
equally compelling interpretations of the procession mosaics. Deichmann read the processions
within the context of the Constantinian tradition, interpreting the imagery as an allegory of the
submission of temporal sovereignty to divine rulership.317 Not only do the martyrs move along
the two-dimensional picture plane from the earthly spheres of Classe and the palace towards a
heavenly court with an enthroned Mary and Christ, but this movement is simultaneously
processing through the real space of the church, beginning in the west and moving towards holy
altar in the East, the symbolic site of Christ, the rising sun, and the Second Coming (also
conveniently depicted on the south-west wall above the apse). No less important is the imagery
across the nave of the Virgin's court, which is given equal prominence to the eschatological
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scene of Christ's court after his ascent into Heaven. Mary's role as the theotokos, the vehicle
through which the salvation of humanity is possible, is stressed; her role as the bearer of the
divine Logos (not a human Christ, as the heretic Nestorius preached) was a central theological
tenet to Orthodoxy, confirmed at the Council of Ephesus in 431 and promoted as a central
Byzantine doctrine that exposed the fallacies of Arianism.318 Her presence here certainly speaks
to the Orthodox reclaiming of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo's sacred space, and Deichmann's political
interpretation remains one of many valuable lenses though which to view Sant'Apollinare
Nuovo's overall program.
Eugene Vance reads the adventus imagery as a manifestation of neoplatonic
philosophy.319 Neoplatonism, as developed by the aforementioned Greek theologian, PseudoDionysius, was a powerful tool for image apologists. His writings periodically filtered into the
Latin West, and by the ninth-century, the Dionysian tradition—that is, an intellectual discourse
centered upon an anagogical contemplative program—was made readily available throughout
Italy and the Holy Roman Empire through the writings of John Scot Eriugena. The belief that
humans were endowed with the ability to reach a higher state of consciousness and a purification
of the soul through the contemplation of God was often compared by Platonists to the retouching
of an image.320 This metaphor for the potential role images played in such a revelation becomes
particularly apt to Sant'Apollinare Nuovo when one considers that its mosaics were in fact
physically renovated in order to convey a different message to the viewer. Whereas Deichmann
and others read the mosaics as beginning in the terrestrial west and processing towards the
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heavenly court in the east, Vance's interpretation of the mosaics through the principles of the
Celestial Hierarchy begin with the image of the Virgin and Child on the north wall. This scene
represents the Incarnation, the moment when the Logos was made flesh though the vehicle of
Mary, the Theotokos. According to Vance, the procession then moves westward towards Classe
(against the moment of the martyrs), away from the altar, representing Christ's time on Earth as
man. Then, moving to the southern side of the church back towards the east again, the transition
from the Palatium towards the image of a risen Christ in Heaven serves as a mirror to his
anthropomorphized transition, this time symbolizing his death, resurrection, and ascension to his
place on the right hand of God.
The next major renovation to Sant'Apollinare Nuovo occurred in the ninth century, when
a subterranean annular crypt was installed below the Late Antique apse in order to house the
relics of Apollinaris (fig. 55).321 Its use as an ossuary continued until the Renaissance period, but
massive sixteenth alterations to the eastern end of the church (including the extension of the apse
and the addition of side chapels) erased any hint of the crypt's existence (fig. 56). It was not until
1917 that an excavation team uncovered the subterranean foundations beneath the late-antique
apse.322 Access to the crypt from the south was accessed after the last column on the right side
of the nave, where Gerola and his team found traces of the antique stairs. It may be assumed that
the same type of entranceway was located on the north side as well. The ceiling is fashioned as a
barrel vault, and there is a small crossing that forms where the semicircular ambulatory meets
with the central corridor. For lighting, eight niches in the walls of the ambulatory held oil lamps,
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and above the central corridor there was fenestella, which provided both illumination of and
access to the relics.
According to a document of the thirteenth century, Archbishop John VII moved the relics
of Apollinaris, along with the silver ciborium that stood above the altar, from Sant'Apollinare in
Classe in 856 in order to protect it from pirates.323 This translation prompted the renaming of the
church from S. Martino in Cielo d'Oro (named in honor of the Orthodox saint after the Byzantine
annexation of Ravenna) to its present day eponym, Sant'Apollinare Nuovo.324 The Historia
translationis S. Apollinaris corroborates the Chronica's assertion that John moved martyrs'
bodies inland for protection, but does not mention Apollinaris specifically.325 Interesting, the
Historia goes on to say that the translation of martyrs was in fact a ruse in order to confuse
plunders as to the exact location of Apollinaris' remains.326 Despite the doubt this textual
inconsistency raises, it is the opinion of subsequent scholars that the transfer of Apollinaris did
indeed happen.327
A hypothesis has been presented that the body of Apollinaris only remained in
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo a short time, and as the danger of the pirates' incursions subsided around
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the end of the ninth century, the relics could have been returned to Classe.328 This is only
conjecture, arising again out of the ambiguity and contradictions of surviving Medieval
documents and based on the assumptions of the Baroque historian Girolamo Rossi. Care of the
church of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo was given over the Benedictine monks in 975, and their
register unequivocally claims Apollinaris' relics were still in their custody in the tenth century.329
This claim was fiercely opposed by the Benedictine monastery at Classe, whose order had been
established there in 1138. The dispute escalated until Pope Alexander III sent Cardinal Crasso to
Ravenna in 1173 in order to settle the feud. Upon investigation, the legate declared
Sant'Apollinare in Classe's claims invalid and confirmed that Sant'Apollinare Nuovo was indeed
the legitimate custodian of Apollinaris' remains.330
These architectural additions to Sant' Apollinare Nuovo articulated its power as a new
site of cultic worship in Ravenna. By placing the relics below the apse, the archbishops of
Ravenna were able to create a new Sacred Center that solidified their episcopal authority through
the legitimacy of apostolic succession. The portable sacrality of the relics combined with the
space's new authoritative resonance and created a new dramatic stage upon which to reveal the
praesentia and potentia of Apollinaris' remains. The church's meaning was reinvented by the
mosaic program of the Byzantines in the 560s, this translation introduced yet another chapter
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into the building's biography. Rather than its significance being tied to the redeption of
Orthodoxy through its rededication to St. Martin of Tours, the famous anti-Arian crusader, its
meaning (and the political connotations inherent within it) was transformed into a caretaker of
Apollinaris' remains and the liminal space of interaction between the saint and the Ravennate
community.

Episcopal Imagery Elsewhere in Ravenna
Aside from Sant’Apollinare in Classe, Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, and the Episcopium,
several other places in Ravenna were propagators of the cult of Apollinaris and episcopal
ideology. The only other Medieval structure in Ravenna to bear Apollinaris’ name is the no
longer extant monasterium of St. Apollinaris.331 Of this structure we know very little, other than
its relative position based on the writings of Agnellus. He mentions it twice in relation to
Archbishops Reparatus (671-77) and Gratiosus (786-89), who had been abbots there before their
elections to the episcopal throne.332 Located within the original Arian episcopium, “not far from
the Ovilian gate in the place which is called the Public Mint,” and similarly, “not far from the
church of the holy redeeming Cross and the Public mint,” this small private chapel would have
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functioned similarly to the monasterium of St. Andrew the Apostle located in the Orthodox
episcopium’s Capella Archivescovile.333
In addition to commissioning the mosaics of San Vitale mentioned above, Maximian was
responsible for several other such contributions that aimed to bolster the cult of Apollinaris. It
has been suggested that in addition to writing a secular world chronicle, Maximian was also the
author of the first history of Ravenna’s episcopal See.334 As a visual compliment to this written
compilation, artistic donations with the theme of episcopal supremacy were added by him to the
Domus Tricollis, which had been begun by Bishop Peter II (494-520).335 To commemorate his
place amongst his illustrious predecessors, Maximian finished construction of the domus and left
the following inscription:
This younger Peter, following the commands of Christ, displayed by his holy
practices what He taught. Also he founded this citadel with wonderful structures;
he gave these monuments his name. After his death Aurelian bore the honors,
after him Ecclesius was bishop, then was Ursicinus, Victor, following in order,
finally the youngest, Maximian, is here. He was from Pula, a sincere deacon of
Christ, merciful in the law of God and good in faithfulness. God himself adorned
this man with the holy summit and placed him as bishop over his church;
however, he knows that he did not merit the apostolic summit by his own deeds,
but by the faithfulness of God.336
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Additionally, it was Maximian who consecrated Sant’Apollinare in Classe and San Vitale.
Moreover, he re-consecrated St. Martin (presently Sant’Apollinare Nuovo) in the name of
Orthodox Christianity after the expulsion of the Goths. Maximian was further responsible for
some of the images of the early bishops in Sant’Apollinare in Classe, and Agnellus tells us that
of the many liturgical furnishings he gave to the church, one was an altar cloth made of gold with
the images of his predecessors woven on it.337
Perhaps the most precious of Maximian's donations was the episcopal throne, now in the
Museo Arcivescovile of Ravenna (fig. 57). Executed in the sixth century by Byzantine artists, the
chair features a high curved back and is decorated by both figurative and ornamental ivory
panels. 338 Twenty-four scenes from the life of Christ and apocryphal scenes form the Life of the
Virgin adorn the back of the seat,339 and on its sides are ten panels that depict the story of the
patriarch Joseph from Genesis (fig. 58).340 The bottom front of the seat show the four evangelists
flanking the central figure of John the Baptist, who holds a lamb in his left hand (fig. 59). The
throne has received little in depth scholarly attention since the first half of the twentieth century,
when the presence of the Joseph story was explained by the common theological trope of

Maximianus adest./ Hic Polensis erat, Christi leuita profundus,/ Lege Dei miserans et pietate bonus./ Quem Deus
ipse uirum decorauit culmine sacro/ Ecclesiaeque suae pontificem statuit; Ipse autem factis propriis se non
meruisse/ Culmen apostiolicum, sed pietate Dei.”
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typologically depicting the patriarch as the archetype of Christ.341 Just as Joseph was betrayed by
his brothers, lowered into the well and sold into slavery, and then rose to be the savior of the
both the Gentiles and the Jews, Christ, too, underwent a similar narrative arc of betrayal,
suffering, and resurrection. This comparison was well established in Italy by the sixth century,
but the question still remains as to why it would be an appropriate subject matter for an episcopal
throne.342
Just as the sermons of Peter Chrysologus provided a template for the portrayal of
Apollinaris in literature and art, so too did his exegesis of the Joseph/Jesus typology feature
prominently in the thematics of the throne. His sermon on the Nativity and the Virgin birth
includes a rather unexpected account of the parallels and is worth quoting at length here:
Joseph incurs jealousy because of his prophetic dreams, Christ provokes envy
because of his prophetic visions; Joseph is lowered into the pit of death and
emerges from it alive, Christ is delivered to the sepulcher and returns alive;
Joseph is bartered, Christ is sold at a price; Joseph is brought to Egypt, it is to
Egypt that Christ flees; Joseph provides abundant bread to the hungering people,
Christ satisfies the nations of the entire world with heavenly bread.343
In the above passage, Joseph is invoked as a type of Christ; in another sermon on John the
Baptist, Joseph is again invoked, this time as a type of John the Baptist, who Peter portrays
through shepherd imagery as an archetype for Christian bishops.344 As Meyer Schapiro has
pointed out, his early Christian depiction of Joseph as a religious paragon of selfless sacrifice is
341
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further discussed by Ambrose, bishop of Milan, who expanded this typological similarity of
modesty and good stewardship to include the secular duties faced by Late Antique bishops.345 By
the fifth century, the bishop was a figure whose religious role was expanded to include tasks of
civic administration, including appointing government officials, overseeing maintenance of
public buildings, and advising secular leaders in matters both spiritual and temporal. Joseph, who
rose to be an intimate advisor to Pharaoh, embodied both the religious and civic virtues expected
of episcopal leadership. When the imagery on the chair is thus read within the social and political
context of which it was produced, the teleological understanding of Old and New Testament
figures is complicated by an underlying political agenda that aimed to elevate the episcopate to a
position worthy of Joseph.
Maximian, the poor deacon from Pola, was a foreigner appointed to the archepiscopal
throne by Justinian and met by an unwelcome hostility by the citizens of Ravenna. 346 His
humble background mirrors that of both Joseph and Christ, and his past was ever at the forefront
of his mind; a detail that perhaps gives the throne he commissioned a personal and intimate
touch.347 Through generosity of gift giving, shrewd political maneuvering, and the construction
of great civic monuments, he gradually overcame the elite of Ravenna's opposition to become a
figure whose commissions reveal a man who saw himself as the successor to the illustrious line
of previous bishops of Ravenna. When one considers the episcopal chair within the wider
context of Maximian’s other objects, especially the secular world history he wrote that was
mentioned above, it may be argued that his motivations were not only to place himself within
Ravenna’s episcopal lineage, but that he additionally sought to figure the whole See of Ravenna
345
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within the larger historical world order, with the figure of the bishop as its central and defining
source of power.

Conclusion
By the ninth century, the figure of Apollinaris was an omnipresent force in Ravenna.
Bishops invented his narrative as a protective shepherd from whom subsequent ecclesiastics
fashioned themselves as similar protectors of their Ravennate flock, and lay culture assimilated
him into society's collective consciousness as a local saint who helped to shape feelings of pride
and campanilismo. The evolution of Apollinaris' martyrology in the seventh-century and his
appearance in key artistic monuments in Ravenna, moreover, reveal a distinctly political aspect
to his character development. When Ravenna transitioned to become the center of Byzantine
power in Italy, its evolution into cosmopolitan capital and metropolitan archbishopric demanded
a foundation narrative to match new status. The mythology of its patron saint was retroactively
invented in order to claim an apostolic authenticity to match that of its rival, Rome. This
propaganda scheme was applied to art as well as text. Apollinaris' depiction as a witness to the
Transfiguration in Sant'Apollinare in Classe, his typological parallels to Old Testament priests,
and the sacred reverence afforded to his relics were manipulations by the episcopal patrons who
drew their authority from their unbroken chain of succession to the saint. The culmination of this
program is, of course, the rededication of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo as the reliquary for his remains
and its reinvention as the new cultic center of worship in Ravenna.
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CHAPTER 5:
ROME AND RAVENNA, A DIALECTIC IN STONE
The translation of Apollinaris, Ravenna’s celebrated patron saint, to an urban church
other than the Orthodox cathedral is an anomaly within the wider Italian trend of relic relocations
that sought to highlight and reinforce the ecclesiastical power of the local bishop. Whereas most
Italian ecclesiastical urban centers looked to align the spiritual authority vested in the bishop
with the placeness of the church, which was made sacred by the bones of interred martyrs, the
archbishops of Ravenna did not adhere to this paradigm.1 In order to explore the possible
motives behind choosing a church whose history was so steeped in imperial patronage for the
relics of Apollinaris, this section will explore the analogous situation of renovation, relic
translation, and topographic manipulation of Rome beginning in the fifth century and
culminating in the translation projects of Pope Paschal (817-24). This chapter is dedicated to the
successful and not so successful attempts to relocate the physical and ideological center of Rome
through papally commissioned architectural projects, including the Lateran palace, the Palatine
Hill, and St. Peter's basilica. My analysis will culminate in three of Paschal's buildings in
particular—S. Prassede, S. Cecelia in Trastevere, and S. Maria in Domnica—by focusing not on
form, but on function. In other words, I seek to frame my readings of these structures not within
the problematic confines of a formalist discourse, but rather as a discussion of how their
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locations may be read as a superimposition of a new sacred and politicized Christian history onto
a previously secular and pagan topography. By reading Paschal’s architectural and artistic
programs as a bold and unifying assertion of papal presence upon the city of Rome, it offers
motivational insight into the similar developments of urban regeneration in Ravenna only a few
decades later, which I argue sought to establish a dialectic with the Republic of St. Peter by
conveying its own argument in stone for political and spiritual sovereignty.

The Lateran Episcopal Complex
Due either to war or neglect, the majority of the smaller bishoprics had little to no Late
Antique remains onto which to build their Medieval domus residence. Rome and Ravenna’s
wealthy and substantial Late Antique complexes, however, had the good fortune of surviving
relatively intact into the eighth and ninth centuries.2 The land on which Rome’s Lateran palace
and basilica rested, for example, had a rich pre-papal history. Nestled between the Coelian and
Esquiline Hills just inside the Severan Walls, the Lateran palace and basilica took its toponym
from the original owners of the Roman domus and surrounding property, the ancient Plautii
Lateranii family (see fig. 15).3 During the reign of Nero, Plautius Lateranus was famously
accused of plotting against the emperor in the Pisan conspiracy of 63 CE, and his land was
confiscated and reallocated to meet government needs. Coincidentally, Septimius Severus gifted
a townhouse located adjacent to the Annii Veri’s villa to one of his generals, Tiberius Sextus
Lateranus in 195. Armando Schiavo has suggested that this dwelling was perhaps the same one
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that had been confiscated by Nero, but this assertion must remain in the realm of speculation due
to ambiguous literary sources and lack of definitive archaeological evidence.4 This house was
still in existence in the fourth century.5
At the beginning of the fourth century, the domus Laterani was renamed the domus
Faustae in honor of Fausta, Emperor Constantine’s second wife and the sister of his then coemperor Maxentius. Excavations from the 1965 uncovered the remains of this house, including
an atrium and porticos with painted decorations, more than ten meters below the present day Via
dei Laterani.6 Shortly after Constantine issued the Edict of Milan in 313, he gave the property to
the bishop of Rome.7 Once the domus became property of the See of Rome, it was converted into
a basilica and bishop’s residence that would house the papacy for the next thousand years.
Additionally, Constantine donated to Pope Silvester the Castra Nuova Equitum Singularium, a
series of barracks built to the east of the domus Laterani in the last decade of the second century,
which had housed the select cavalry corps who served as bodyguard to the emperor.8 Some of
these structures were then demolished to make way for the future basilica, while others were
adapted to create housing and papal administrative buildings.
The nearby area was also filled with several aristocratic residences during the imperial
period. On the future site of the hospital of St. John was the second-century home of Domitia
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Lucilla, the mother of Marcus Aurelius, which has been definitively identified by the seals on the
lead water pipes found during the excavations.9 Outlines of gardens and their surrounding
porticos, fountains, as well as an oval base presumed to be the original site of the bronze
equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius were also uncovered. The statue, later moved to its current
location atop the Capitoline hill by Michelangelo in 1538, was originally erected here in 121 to
commemorate the site of the emperor’s birth.10 The villa of Marcus Aurelius’ father’s family, the
Annii Veri, as well as the house of the Quintilii brothers populated the area around the domus
Laterani.11 These structures were eventually incorporated into the growing complex of
ecclesiastical buildings and patrician dwellings within the Lateran.
The Christian history of the Lateran begins in 312/13, shortly after the Edict of Milan. It
was this site that Constantine chose as the first cathedral and official residence of Rome’s
Christian patriarchy. The original basilica followed a longitudinal axis, with five aisles, a
transept, and a quadriportico, which served as a transitional space for congregants entering the
basilica (fig. 60). The interior columns that flanked the nave were made of Numidian yellow
marble and spaced thirty feet apart, while the side aisles were delineated with recycled green
marble columns.12 The luxurious donations from popes and other affluent benefactors earned the
Lateran basilica the nickname the basilica aurea (“golden basilica”) before its treasures were
looted during the Vandal’s sack of Rome in 455. Pope Leo I (440-61) restored the damaged altar
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and apse vault, and three centuries later, Pope Hadrian I (772-95) initiated further repairs to the
basilica’s baptistery, square colonnades, and atrium.13
This basilica would be replaced when Pope Sixtus V (1585-90) hired the architect
Dominico Fontana to oversee construction of a new church as part of his restorative campaign to
modernize Rome’s urban topography.14 Although the Constantinian structure is no longer extant,
it has been immortalized by two great trecento figures: Giotto and Dante. In Giotto’s Dream of
Innocent III fresco in Assisi, Francis shoulders the burden of the crumbling basilica and holds the
structure aloft, symbolizing for Innocent his role in the restoration of the Catholic Church. Its
main façade, with a Corinthian-columned portico, a frescoed logia depicting roundels and other
decorations, and the later addition of a twelfth-century campanile is visible from behind
Francis’s solid figure. Dante, also, described his impression upon seeing the Lateran during his
ascent to Paradise as greater than any mortal thing: “quando Laterano / alle cose mortali andò di
sopra.”15
The decision by Constantine to make the Lateran his first church foundation in Rome was
driven by the location’s ability to meet his contemporary political needs. The property lay along
the city’s edge, away from the political buildings and homes of the pagan aristocracy that were
already welliestablished in the imperial urban center. Although the peripheral location for
13
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Christianity’s new official administrative center was far enough away that the pagan elite
deemed it not a threat, its remote placement made it difficult to take hold as a spiritual center in
the Christian social consciousness. For the Late Antique Christian, saints’ martyria and shrines
were the locae sanctae to which they would sojourn to worship. This disjunction of place
between administrative and spiritual centers mapped itself onto the topography of Rome, with
the supreme martyr’s shrine of St. Peter's on the Vatican Hill (on the opposite side of the city)
competing with the Lateran for Christianity’s ideological center in the minds of its congregants.
The campaign by the papacy to assert and solidify the Lateran’s power and status is
evidenced in the attention paid to improving, expanding, and monumentalizing its structures. By
the fifth century, Rome’s development was growing westward, and the Lateran was becoming
increasingly isolated from the new urban center. To counteract this trend, Pope Sixtus III (432440) initiated several renovations to the Lateran basilica and surrounding edifices. The most
significant artistic and architectural contributions of his reign included the addition of a figural
mosaic to the church’s apse vault, a new silver fastigium, biblical murals on the nave walls,
several nave-adjacent oratories, and a courtyard with a fountain. At this time, the Lateran
episcopium extended to the south and east of the basilica and was most likely organized into
groups of detached pavilions. Just about all of this Late Antique episcopium is no longer extant,
but one may ascertain from literary sources that the early structure contained rooms typical of the
time: storage areas, kitchens, bedrooms, and a modestly sized dining room, as well as a
substantial bath complex that was in use by the seventh century.16 Baptisteries also were
16
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installed both inside as well as outside the city walls around the Lateran to serve catechumens
who wished to be baptized by the pope at Easter.
The fifth-century papacy not only renovated the Lateran structures, but it also worked to
develop its neighboring topography. The 1576 map of Rome by Mario Cartaro preserves details
of the churches built in the papal quarter during this period (fig. 61).17 By the fourth century,
basilicas and tituli had established a Christian presence in the southern and eastern part of Rome.
The Constantinian basilica of S. Croce in Gerusalemme was founded on the southern ridge of the
Esquiline hill and overlooked the tituli of S. Quattri Coronati, S. Marcellino e Pietro, S. Matteo,
S. Eusebio, S. Vito in Macello, and S. Prassede. Churches throughout the fifth century, including
SS. Giovanni e Paolo, S. Clemente, S. Martino ai Monti, S. Pietro in Vincoli, S. Pudenziana, and
S. Sisto, replaced other extant tituli. Additionally, the two major basilicas of S. Maria Maggiore
and Sto. Stephano Rotondo were completed, along with the minor non-titular churches of S.
Andrea Catabarbara, S. Bibiano, and S. Agatha dei Goti. Notably, each of these establishments
fell within less than a two-mile circumference of the Lateran basilica.
In order to even further solidify its ecclesiastical presence, a stational liturgy was
established between the major basilicas. On Good Friday, for example, the pope would travel to
S. Croce in Gerusalemme to deliver mass. He processed to S. Maria Maggiore on Christmas day
for the first mass, and then onto Sto. Stephano Rotondo on St. Stephen’s Day, the day after
Christmas.18 The introduction of stational services into the papal liturgy not only helped to
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maintain crowd control in and around the Lateran, it also claimed the contested space. “The
metabolism of the new balances and the new topographical landscape in late antiquity,” Andreas
Augenti explains, “was thus also favored and strengthened through the act of walking: walking
can be seen as the appropriation of space, a ritual that helped to recolonize the urban area, a
necessary step towards building the new mental maps of early medieval Rome.”19 As I will also
show to be the case in Ravenna, processing through space was equally as important as building
upon places in the church’s campaign to establish a political and social hegemony.
The condition of the Lateran complex had become increasingly dilapidated throughout
the sixth and seventh centuries, much like the majority of Italian Late Antique episcopal sites.
With most of the money being allocated towards defensive structures—towers, walls, and other
fortifications—church building all but ceased during this era.20 As will be discussed in the
following section, there was a brief effort by Pope John VII at the beginning of the eighth
century to relocate the papacy’s seat of power to the Palatine Hill, but this project was quickly
abandoned by his successors.21 It was only near the end of this tumultuous century that attention,
time, and money could again be paid to repairing and expanding the remains of the Late Antique
episcopium. Finding the place “very poverty-stricken,”22 Pope Zacharias (741-752), set to work
early in his pontificate to restore and beautify the Lateran.23 He constructed two triclinia: one
“in front” of the basilica, which he adorned with precious stones and metals, and the other he
19
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built atop a tower that one could ascend via a staircase with bronze railings. He decorated the
interior with a representation of the world that was accompanied by biblical verses.
Pope Hadrian I (772-795) endowed several new constructions during his twenty-three
year reign. According to the LP,
[Hadrian] newly constructed and built there24 a tower adorned with wondrous
beauty, adjoining the portico which goes down to the bath; and there he had a
gallery, a veranda (deambulatorium solarium) built very beautifully, with bronze
railings. He also built the portico itself, which had been destroyed by age, as
much was needed; and he adorned that tower and all of his new constructions with
painting and marble.25
Although these additions do not survive and their placements may not be located with certainty,
the LP’s etymological clues reveal a new Medieval architectural vocabulary. Specifically,
Hadrian’s tower (turres) and open-air veranda (solarium) align his construction of the Lateran
with the larger episcopal architectural trends taking root throughout central and northern Italy
during this time. The inclusion of these elements denoted the Lateran palace as an elite, fortified
residence that placed it on par with the domestic residences of secular rulers who were also
attempting to consolidate and strengthen their power during these particularly insecure times.26
Finally, Hadrian’s restoration to the nearby Claudian aqueduct that provided water for the
Lateran baths and basilica suggests an attempt to reestablish the area as a liturgical and social
center for Christians to gather.27
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Hadrian’s successor, Leo III (795-816), oversaw even more dramatic renovations to the
Lateran palace.28 He built and dedicated a new chapel to the archangel Michael, adorning it with
multicolored marble, silver and gold equipment, and delicate altar veils. Additionally, he restored
the roofing and solarium of the macrona (extension), which Louis Duchesne explains was most
likely the northern portico on the outer (western) palace.29 Two of the most significant additions
Leo initiated were the large triclinia he built to the east of the basilica’s courtyard and nave.30
The first was an intimate triconch hall near the chapel of San Lorenzo (commonly referred to as
the Triclinium of Leo III), and the other was a massive eleven-niched structure decorated with
images of the apostles preaching to the nations (alternatively denoted as the Aula). As Miller
notes, the larger triclinium was used as a meeting place for councils well into the central Middle
Ages.31
Unfortunately, neither of these structures survived to the present day. The triconch hall
remained in use until its demolition in 1589, except for the hall’s main apse, which was restored
in 1625 only to be torn down in the following century. The mosaic decoration of the apse
survives in both descriptions and drawings, such as in Nicolo Alemanni’s 1625 publication, De
Lateranensibus parientinis (figs. 62 & 63).32 Although the mosaics were already badly damaged
by the time of Alemanni’s drawing, the reconstructed image program of the central apse reveals
Christ preaching the Mission of the Apostles to his eleven disciples (Judas Ascariot, it may be

28

Philippe Lauer, Le Palais de Latran: Étude historique et archéologique (Paris: Ernst Leroux, 1911), 103-18.

29

LP, 98.92; Davis, The Lives of the Eighth-Century Popes, 220, n. 180; L. Duchesne, Le Liber Pontificalis, vol. 1
(Paris: E. D. Boccard, 1955), 378, n. 26; Miller, Bishop’s Palace, 61.
30

LP, 98.9, 98.27, 98.39.

31

Miller, Bishop’s Palace, 59.

32

N. Alemanni, De Lateranensibus parientinis: dissertatio historica: additis quae ad idem argumentum spectatia
scripserunt (Rome: Joachimus, et Joannes Josephus Salvioni, 1756).

195

presumed, is absent).33 On the left side of the triumphal arch, an enthroned Christ bestows upon
the Emperor Constantine the labarum of secular authority, and to Constantine's contemporary,
Pope Sylvester, he gives the keys of the kingdom of Heaven (the symbol of the rule of the
Church).34 Mirroring Christ's seat and gestures on the other side of the arch
sits St. Peter, who offers a pallium to Leo, who kneels at his right. To Peter's left, the future
Emperor Charlemagne accepts a banner (fig. 64).35
The iconographical implications of this mosaic program are profound when one considers
the political climate within which it was produced. The mosaics were constructed a year before
Charlemagne was crowned emperor in 800 and clearly reflects the nascent Papal State's
negotiation of its place as a sovereign equal along side the ruler of the Carolingian dynasty.
Conventionally, these pendant mosaics have been interpreted as a visual representation of the
Donation of Constantine (Constitutum Constantini), a Medieval document that preserved an
agreement between Sylvester and Constantine that granted the Church the land of the Lateran
palace, as well as imperial authority and temporal control of the city of Rome.36 This document
is, of course, one of the most famous forgeries in Western history. The long accepted consensus
between scholars posited that the Donation was composed in the late-eighth century within propapal circles in Rome in order to bolster the papacy's nascent claim of temporal sovereignty.37
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Johannes Fried has recently convincingly argued, however, that based on the diffusion and
citation of the text, the Donation was in fact a product of Frankish opposition to Louis the Pious
(c. 830) and found little circulation in Rome.38 Despite the Donation's paleographic ambiguities,
the mosaics clearly represent a similar ideology to that put forth in the text.
In Caroline Goodson's thorough interpretation, she considers not only the mosaics'
iconographic qualities, but also the architectural framework within which the images were set.
The Triclinium was a rectangular hall, with a single apse on the southern end and a pair of
symmetrical apses spaced along the eastern and western sides. Visitors entered via a flight of
stairs that led through a narthex of small apses and into a narrow vestibule with a pair of columns
framing the entrance into the main hall. For an eighth-century cosmopolitan visitor to the
Lateran, Goodson notes, the architecture of the Triclinium would have immediately evoked the
polylobed aulae of the imperial palace of Constnatinople, and thus elevated the papal palace to
parallel the locus of Byzantine secular power.39 Leo's prolific building projects and visual
program re-rooted the power of the papacy in the site of the Lateran (other proposed sacred sites
are discussed later in the chapter), and asserted that the pope was a quasi-imperial figure equal
to, if not superior to, other secular emperors.

St. Peter's and the Evolution of Crypt Architecture
Whereas the power of the Lateran was rooted in its history, location, wealth, and central
place within the papal bureaucratic apparatus, this did not prevent other sacred sites from being
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founded and developed in Rome. In this section, I turn the readers gaze to the north-east and
across the Tiber to the place of St. Peter's execution and its subsequent memorialization as a
cultic site that celebrated his martyrdom.
The earliest allusion to a connection between a saint’s grave and an altar may be found
not in stone, but in text. After the fifth seal is revealed in the Book of Revelation, the author
proclaims, “I saw under the altar the souls of them that were slain for the word of God, and for
the testimony which they held.”40 In this instance, the altar is a metaphor for Christ, under whose
protection all of the souls of the martyrs live in Heaven. Yet, while this passage radically
predates the earliest architectural evidence for a connection between relic and altar—the
Constantinian basilica of St. Peter would not be built over the existing tropeion for another
ninety years—the imagery does offer the possibility that it is indeed a reflection of a rapidly
normalizing custom in the late first century that sought to memorialize the physical remains of
martyrs.
By the middle of the third century, Pope Felix I (269-75) had decreed that masses should
be celebrated over the memoriae of martyrs.41 The practice of involving a Eucharistic prayer
over the graves of saints was well established by the end of the fourth century. In Prudentius’
hymn to the martyr St. Hippolytus, he clearly links the two: “The same table offers the
Sacrament and [faithfully] covers the martyrs bones; it preserves the holy relics in expectation of
the eternal judge and nourished the dwellers by the Tiber with holy food.”42 Ambrose, too, drew
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a connecting contrast between the presence of Christ super altare and the saints Gervasius and
Protasius sub altari.43 Far from the Italian peninsula, the pilgrim Egeria recorded similar customs
during her visit to the Holy Land. She notes a church was erected over the tomb of Job at
Carneas “so that the body might lie under the altar” and similarly describes a martyrium over
entire body of St. Thomas the Apostle at Edessa.44 By the time of the Council of Carthage in
401, ecclesiastical officials were recommending that all those altars not covering the remains of
martyrs be destroyed.45
Based on the sundry examples from textual sources that span considerable time and
space, it may be accepted that by the early Medieval period, the construction of churches over
graves with consideration to the placement of the relic chamber was a widespread
phenomenon.46 In Rome, the placement of such commemorative structures tended to be in
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extramural cemeteries due to the hesitancy of Roman ecclesiastical authorities to move the
bodies of apostles and martyrs.47 The most prominent example of this trend is certainly the
remodeling of the Constantinian basilica of St. Peter by Pope Gregory I around the turn of the
seventh century (fig. 65).48 The interior of the original basilica had a single and uniform
pavement that maintained the same level throughout. The only aspect within the basilica to
predate the structure itself was the mid-second century aedicule constructed directly over the
tomb of the apostle (fig. 66). Gregory ordered a raised platform be constructed in the original
apse, measuring 1.45 meters in height. 0.64 meters below the pavement level, an innovative
arrangement of corridors formed a semi-annular ring around the original crypt (fig. 67).49 The
high altar was thus relocated directly over the grave—a position it still occupies today. Gregory
also notably added a sunken chamber beneath the high altar at St. Paul's so that he might
"improve the situation at the body of the Apostle Paul.”50 In both instances, the relic was
purposely aligned so that the Eucharist could be celebrated directly over the body of the saint.
This synthesis of material and liturgy worked to create a new and vertical Sacred Center, in
Eliadian terms, which highlighted the praesentia and potentia of the holy with sacred ritual.
St. Peter’s ring crypt was widely replicated in the following centuries. In Rome, Pope
Honorius I (625-38) remodeled the church of S. Pancrazio to include a ring-crypt that closely
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resembled that of St. Peter’s (fig. 68).51 Pancras was a fourteen-year old boy who was martyred
for in his faith in Rome during persecutions of Diocletian in 304. His body was interred in the
Catacomb of San Pancrazio (also called, Ottavilla), and it is probable that a martyrium was built
above this catacomb.52 Pope Symmachus (498-515) was the first to establish a titulus on this site,
and by the time of Honorius, it was apparent that a larger structure was needed to cater to its
growing status as a pilgrimage site. An inscription in S. Pancrazio notes that because the
previous basilica was “carelessly constructed away from the body of the martyr,” Honorius
moved the body to a more worthy place.53 He also installed a fenestella, or a grated screen
located just below the raised altar that faced outward toward the nave, in order to make the relics
more accessible for the laity. Such fenestellae or similar cataractae (relic shafts) created a
channel of contact with the saint and allowed for objects to be lowered down the shaft, which
then became brandea (contact relics).54 Upon witnessing the ritual at St. Peters, Gregory of
Tours describes the process in detail:
For if someone wants to take away a blessed relic, he leaves a little cloth,
previously weighed on a balance, inside [the shrine]. Then, keeping vigil and
fasting, he earnestly prays that the apostolic virtue may assist his piety. Wondrous
to relate! If the faith of the man is strong, when the cloth is raised from the tomb it
is so soaked by divine power that it weighs much more than it previously did, and
51
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then the man who raises it is knows that by its grace he has received what he has
requested.55
Pope Gergory I did much to promote such contact relics (he calls them sanctuaria), especially
within the conservative atmosphere of Rome that was hesitant to move, disturb, dismember, or
disseminate relics. In order to appease the increasing demand by secular rulers who wished to
attain sacred relics for their own personal collections, he often sent such contact relics instead,
insisting that these substitutions were as potent and authentic as the actual bones themselves.56
A century later, Pope Gregory III (731-41), an ambitious builder by the LP’s standards,
added a ring-crypt to the basilica of S. Crisogono, located in the bustling neighborhood of
Trastevere (fig. 69).57 Significantly, S. Crisogono was not built over an existing grave.58 Its
topographical position, architectural arrangement, and subsequent alterations were instead the
result of a thriving cult, which was fostered by the presence of relics. Crisogono was a martyred
saint from Aquiliea whose cult developed in Rome in the fifth and sixth centuries, most likely
through confusion with the similarly named individual after which the original fourth-century
55
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tituli sancti Chrysogoni was named. The eighth-century ring crypt was added to include to the
already extant confessio, which then became the apex of straight passage located directly beneath
the altar (fig. 70).59 Like in the other two examples, a fenestella was added to provide a point of
contact between the relics and the nave.
By the Second Council of Nicaea in 787, the pervasive practice of sacralizing an altar
with relics was officially codified. Shortly after, one may begin to see a new trend emerge for
such practices. Beginning in the ninth century, churches with ring-crypts became associated with
translated relics—a marked change from the pre-750 examples that constructed their crypts
around already extant tombs and confessii. Two of the three of Paschal I’s major church
projects—S. Cecelia in Trastevere and S. Prassede—were built specifically to cater to relics that
had been re-appropriated within the urban Christian fabric from their original extra-mural burial
places.60 Gregory IV (827-844) and Sergius II (844-7) both followed suit by rebuilding the
churches of S. Marco (fig. 71) and S. Martino ai Monti (fig. 72), respectively.61 Finally, Leo IV
(847-855) added ring-crypts to SS. Quattro Coronati (fig. 73) and S. Stefano degli Abessini (fig.
74).62
It is worth noting that north of the Alps, however, distinctly different patterns were
emerging. Gregory of Tours (538-594), the Gallo-Roman historian and the main source for the
period, describes how the churches and crypts of Gaul followed patterns similar to the Roman
models in the Late Antique period. Cryptae, the term Gregory uses to denote independent
59
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vaulted hypogea chambers (which were distinct from the purpose built Christian burial chambers
integrated within the churches themselves), typically was accessed by a staircase and a door and
contained the sarcophagi and altar.63 Many churches were in fact built over these Late Antique
cryptae, but the problem accessibility soon arose for pilgrims who wished for a more intimate
and tactile experience with the enshrined saint.
Whereas Roman churches addressed this need by erecting costly ciboria over altars in
order to denote the sanctification of space made holy by the underground relics, from the latesixth century onwards, Merovingian churches developed new techniques for displaying the
bodies of saints that focused on meeting such needs. As has been discussed in Chapter 2, there
was a distinct hagiographic trend in Gaul that embraced “new” and local saints. That is, instead
of the cult of saints in Italy that continued to worship the martyr saints of pre-Constantinian
Christianity, Gallic saints of this period came from persons of the church hierarchy—often with
aristocratic and/or imperial ties—who had led exemplary lives. These deceased persons were
typically buried within the church, and after an appropriate amount of time had lapsed and a
number of miracles were attributed to them, their bodies were exhumed and the tests for sanctity
were performed. The miraculously incorrupt, sweet-smelling, and newly sanctified body was
then reburied behind the high altar and monuments adorned with precious metals and costly
jewels were erected to mark the saint’s new status.64 However, with the Carolingian dynasty’s
consolidation of power in the late-eighth century, this burial trend was to be abandoned in favor
the Roman-inspired ring-crypts discussed above. The Romanization of ecclesiastical and civic
institutions by the Carolingians thus extended to architectural models, the best example of which
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is perhaps epitomized by Charlemagne requesting spolia from Ravenna and Rome to be included
in his construction of his basilica at Aachen.65
The textual sources from this period explain that the need to translate relics into the city
of Rome was a result of several factors. The neglected and destroyed state of the extramural
cemeteries, along with increasing pressure from Lombard and Islamic forces are listed as reasons
for such a monumental shift in the papal treatment of relics.66 These external threats thus led to
the adaptation of new architectural forms to accommodate them. The following sections will
argue that there were also an underlying ideological and political agenda to this shift.

John VII's building program on the Palatine Hill
Archaeological evidence on the Palatine Hill in Rome provides a microcosmic
representation of power relations between the secular and religious authority in Rome from the
fifth to ninth centuries.67 Since the founding of the Roman Republic, the Palatine Hill endured as
the central and fixed point in the city’s topography of power. Even after Rome became
Christianized in the fourth and fifth centuries and the symbolic center of the city shifted from the
Forum (the social, religious, and economic epicenter of the Roman Empire) to the Mons
Vaticanus (the area north of the Tiber river that was rapidly becoming occupied with Christian
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pilgrimage shrines and churches), the Palatine Hill still endured as a coveted address for Rome’s
elite. As the archaeological and written evidence attests, the Palatine’s symbolic value as a locus
of power remained long after Rome had lost her status as the imperial capital.
The continuity of the Palatine’s function as a potent mark of authority is evident by the
upkeep of the imperial residences into the Early Medieval period.68 Even after the capital was
relocated to Constantinople, the eastern emperors continued to reside there whenever they visited
Rome. This tradition continued under the Ostrogothic King Theodoric, who ordered the
restoration of the ancient imperial palace. Byzantine officials, also, worked to maintain the
structures during their tenures in the imperial city. Evidence of continuity in the principal
functional buildings on the Palatine beginning in the fifth century does not exclude or negate the
fact that certain edifices on the hill did in fact fall into disuse and decay. In fact, the gradual
abandonment of oversized, no-longer relevant structures left over from the imperial period was a
trend that was the case in other areas of Rome, including the Caelian Hill, the Oppian Hill, and
the Campus Martius. Coincidentally, all of these areas lay on the periphery of the city adjacent to
the late third-century defensive walls erected by the Emperor Aurelius—the same areas that early
Christians of Rome chose to build their churches and cemeteries in order to minimize conflict
with the pagan urban aristocracy.69 The steady encroachment of Christian basilicas, cemeteries,
and shrines migrated inward from their extra-mural origins, physically and symbolically
eclipsing the previously pagan landscape and mapping onto it a new sacred topography.70 The
pièce de résistance of the Christianization of Rome’s built environment was the building
68
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campaigns of John VII (705-707), who converted central structures previous linked to secular
public administration on the Palatine into Christian loca sancta. The churches of S. Cesareo, and
more notably S. Maria Antiqua, were both founded on the remains of Roman foundations before
undergoing extensive decorative campaigns that aimed to glorify to growing wealth and status of
the papacy within the larger Mediterranean world (fig. 75).71
As Andrea Augenti and others attest, this practice of claiming ownership over the power
and history of the hill extended to commissioned buildings, artistic decorative programs, and
venerable icons.72 In addition to founding numerous churches during his short tenure as pope,
John VII’s ambitious architectural program extended to other public works.73 He restored several
basilicas and cemeteries, carried out a lavish artistic program in the church of S. Maria Antiqua,
and established a papal palace, all of which were located on the Palatine Hill.74 The best
preserved of these projects is the church of S. Maria Antiqua, believed to have taken its name
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from the icon of the theotokos that was kept there.75 It was the second church founded in the
Roman Forum after the Church of SS. Cosmas and Damian, which Byzantine Emperor Justin II
(565-78) built over the remains of the great imperial palace erected by Diocletian in the third
century. S. Maria Antiqua was briefly converted into a guardhouse in the late sixth century due
to its adjacent location to the imperial palace that would house the Byzantine emperors during
their stays in Rome. Pope Martin (649-55) renovated the floor plan, redecorated the interior with
frescoes and furnishings, and made it a diaconia dedicated to neighborhood charitable
missions.76 By the time of John’s papacy, Christian presence on the Palatine Hill had been well
established for over a century. His plan to supplant the Lateran with a new papal palace on the
Palatine Hill was cut short only by his death in 707. Understandably, he devoted much attention
to the renovations of S. Maria Antiqua, the church he had chosen to designate as his cathedral in
Rome. By selecting S. Maria Antiqua—a site with history intimately linked to imperial Rome’s
most powerful men—as the vehicle with which to assert his own authority, John was effectively
evoking the powerful past of the topography while adapting it to his own Christian ends. It was
in this relatively benign way that a Christian topography was successfully superimposed over a
pagan past, acculturating past history rather than excluding and denying it.
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Yet, after John’s unfinished attempt to relocate the papacy and its court to the Palatine,
attention to and maintenance of the structures on the hill dramatically waned during the next
century as the subsequent popes returned to the Lateran palace as their chosen seat of power. The
papacy had gained enough autonomy since its break from Byzantium that it no longer required a
steady presence on the hill as a means of self-legitimization. Archaeological and literary
evidence support this moment as a crucial turning point in the development of the papacy: the
early-to-mid eighth century was the period when the outward markers of power began to
accurately depict the imperial duties, privileges, and authority the church had already long since
accumulated.77 The next century would see a renewed attention to renovating the Lateran
Basilica in order to reflect its restored status as the locus of papal power. It was in the beginning
of the ninth century that Pope Paschal I initiated his revolutionary campaign to remap a new
Christian topography across the entirety of the city through the combined use of liturgy, art, and
architecture.

S. Prassede
S. Prassede, like S. Maria in Domnica and S. Cecelia in Trastevere, recalled the great,
longitudinal fourth- and fifth-century basilican forms of Early Christian Rome. Beginning in the
sixth century, issues of war, famine, and poverty greatly reduced the construction of such
ecclesiastical sites. Priority instead went to maintaining defensive walls around the city and to
basilicas already constructed. Those churches that were founded during the sixth- and seventhcenturies, however, were significantly more modest structures that had often been converted
from already extant buildings left over from Classical Rome. The church of SS. Cosmas and
77
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Damian, for example, founded in the early sixth century by Pope Felix IV (526-530) and the first
church to be dedicated in the Roman Forum, occupied such an older secular apsed hall.78 Richard
Krautheimer, who is again our starting point of examination, hypothesized that this era of nonbasilican structures constituted a ‘Dark Age’ for Roman architecture.79 His thesis argued that the
revival of early church architecture in Rome—of which Paschal’s churches were an integral
part—was a politically motivated renaissance of Medieval form and iconography that sought to
symbolically connect the nascent Papal States to the original Christian empire of Constantine.
In the case of S. Prassede, Krautheimer reads its layout as a clear visual analogy to St.
Peter’s basilica. Its single aisle ambulatories flanked the nave that culminated in a semi-circular
apse, canonically adhering to the paradigmatic Early Christian building type (fig. 76).
Krautheimer’s comparison to the Petrine basilica is based on several distinct architectural
aspects. He writes elsewhere that both S. Prassede and St. Peter’s featured “a flight of [25] steps
ascending to the atrium, once enveloped by four arcaded porticoes; a plain façade; the nave
carried by trabeated colonnades, a narrow transept communicating with the nave through a
triumphal arch; a single apse; underneath an annular crypt like that which around 590 had been
inserted into St. Peter’s.”80 The undoubted iconographic references to St. Peters and the first
Christian emperor who commissioned it frames Paschal’s project in a political light that aimed to
evoke similar imperial connotations for his papal office. According to Krautheimer, the
renaissance of architectural form in Rome, which began with Hadrian I and Leo III was
78
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analogous to the contemporary movement going on in the Carolingian kingdom north of the
Alps, whose emperors were also attempting to establish their identities as successors to the
artistic and political culture of the Ancient Roman Empire.81
While Krautheimer’s theories have made immeasurable advancements in some aspects of
the study of Medieval art, a critique of his approach and its limitations is necessary in order to
begin to conceptualize S. Prassede beyond its formalist qualities. Krautheimer and subsequent
scholars who have adopted his methodology understood architecture in limited iconographic
terms.82 Employing formal analysis of iconography as the dominant source of support for the
“revival” interpretation proves problematic, however, for it limits the reading of architectural
forms to terms of structuralist binaries. There was no definitive break from the Constantinian
basilica model in the Early Middle Ages. In fact, Robert Coates-Stephens has shown this form to
be present throughout Krautheimer’s “Dark Age” period of architecture, although much of the
evidence has since been destroyed or heavily renovated.83 Caroline Goodson proposes a nuanced
methodology of interpretation that expands beyond formalist inquiry to include questions of
where Paschal chose to build his churches, why he chose those sites, and how the interior
decoration of the building worked in conjunction with the surrounding urban topography to
create a layered and connected narrative of papal sovereignty.84
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S. Prassede is the first church mentioned in Paschal’s vita, and based on the overall tone
and organization of the work, it may be assumed that it was Paschal’s first commissioned
construction project as well.85 Located only about ninety meters south of S. Maria Maggiore,
Paschal constructed his church “not far from the earlier titulus,” according to the LP.86 The
earlier structure to which the LP refers is the titulus s. Praxedis, a small fifth-century church that
underwent restorations during the reign of Hadrian.87 Its smallness of scale and modest
decoration is attested to by the liturgical furnishings bestowed by Leo III, which were
comparatively meager to gifts Leo III donated to other churches throughout Rome.88 According
to this part of the LP, which was written in the sixth century and heavily modeled after the Vita
Praxedis, the church was named after one of Senator Pudens two daughters. Praxedis and her
sister, Pudentiana, were believed to have hosted the apostle Paul in their home and with the help
of Pope Pius I (141-55), and they went on to found numerous churches and other religious
buildings on their family’s extensive property holdings on the Esquiline Hill.89 The Vita
Pudentianae locates this residence on the Vicus Patricii, which was the future site of the titulus
S. Pudentianae.90 According to this version of the legend, it was at this time that the Baths of
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Novatus, a private bathing complex, was incorporated into the fourth-century church and
baptistery of S. Pudenziana, which survives in the present day. Excavations beneath S. Prassede
reveal that Paschal’s church sits atop a Roman insula from the imperial period; however, the
exact location of the earlier titulus has not been identified with certainty (fig. 77).91
As will be the case with the other two churches to be examined, the history of the titulus
of S. Prassede was not nearly as important to Paschal as the desirable location upon which it sat.
Like all areas of the city, the Esquiline Hill, the largest and highest of the seven hills of Rome,
had undergone a significant transition in the Early Medieval period. During the Republican
period, the Campus Esquilinus lay outside of the Severan walls and its plateau served largely as a
burial ground for the plebians of Rome. It was during the time of Augustus (27 BCE-14 CE) that
this area was rehabilitated and became the site of luxuriant private gardens for the city’s elite.
The western part of the hill that was enclosed within the city proper, however, was a place of
extremes.92 The Oppian slope of the Esquiline was home to the privileged few: Gaius Maecenas,
Pompey, Virgil, Propertius, and Horace all claimed addresses in this fashionable district that
afforded sweeping views of the rest of Rome. After the great fire of 64 CE, it was the area upon
which Nero chose to build his Domus Aurea, which the subsequent emperors later transformed
into a public space with baths theaters, and parks. Butted against this wealth was the Subura, a
largely residential neighborhood where poorest inhabitants of Rome lived in tenement housing
(insulae), the bottom floors of which were reserved for shops, bars, and other commercial
enterprises (tabernae). This quarter was hot, dirty, crowded, and replete with an excess of bars
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and a popular red light district; it was a place one would be wary to venture out at night alone.
Julius Caesar’s childhood home lay in the Subura, a point he often used to court the masses of
Rome as he campaigned against the established Roman Senatorial class.93
With the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century, the Esquiline hill was not
exempt from the erosive degradation and urban decay that was the result of so many external
factors. The city of a million people that was once the beating heart of a sprawling empire was
reduced to an estimated 25,000 inhabitants by the Early Medieval period.94 Previous scholarship
has suggested that during this period, there was a marked population shift that moved away from
the Capitoline and Palatine hills northward towards the Campus Martius, but subsequent
archaeological excavations reveal a different trend.95 While people did continue to inhabit the
areas inside of Rome’s walls, they did so in smaller neighborhood clusters that current Italian
literature characterizes as a “città ad isole,” or “città a macchie del leopard.”96 Perhaps as many
as twelve sub-communities—including one on the Esquiline Hill—clustered around the
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monumental ancient Roman center during the pontificate of Paschal I. Continuity between these
intra-urban villages was maintained though a series of road networks that served as liturgical
processional paths and pilgrimage routes. The Codex Einsiedelnsis (Einsiedeln no. 326), a
manuscript filled with pertinent topographical information for a traveler to Rome in the eighth
and ninth centuries, contains among other things a written itinerary for pilgrims organized into
eleven crossings of the city in various directions from gate to gate (fig. 78). Composed after the
foundation of the monastery of S. Silvestro in 752-67 and before the construction of the Leonine
city in 848-52, the itinerary alerts pilgrims to the monuments and sights to be seen along each of
the proscribed routes throughout Rome.97 Paschal built his church along one such ancient
thoroughfare that connected the Roman Forum with S. Maria Maggiore before continuing
through the Arch of Gallienus of the Porta Esquilina and westward past S. Lorenzo fuori le Muri.
This highly visible, heavily trafficked location, which also featured one of Rome’s most
ancient basilicas, S. Maria Maggiore, was thus chosen as the location for one of Paschal’s major
showpieces of papal presence and power. The interior decoration of S. Prassede further solidifies
this message, and remains today as one of the few intact ninth-century apse murals to survive
major historical renovation, neglect, or disaster. The apse mosaic depicts a triumphant risen
Christ against a sky of green, red, and blue clouds, beneath which flows the River Jordan
(labeled IORDANES) (fig. 79). The scene is no doubt adapted from the sixth-century apse
mosaic of SS. Cosmas and Damian (fig. 80). Christ’s right hand is lifted is a gesture of
benediction as he holds a scroll, representing the logos, in the other. To his left, St. Peter
introduces to Christ the richly garbed Pudentiana, who carries with her a martyr’s crown. Her
white veil decorated with costly gems identifies her as a velatio virginis (a veiled virgin). The
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cleric to her left, who wears a dalmatic with a ‘Maltese’ cross has been identified as St. Zeno, the
saint to whom the chapel on the right side of the nave was originally dedicated.98 The scene is
repeated to Christ’s right, where the martyr Praxedis and Pope Paschal, the tonsured clergyman
acknowledged as still living by his square blue halo and carrying a model of the church he
wishes to dedicate to Christ, are welcomed by St. Paul. Like her sister, Praxedis wears a diadem
and elaborate Byzantine dress, as well as red shoes, which symbolize their angelic state.99 The
seven figures are enclosed in a space flanked by two palm trees: antique symbols of rebirth,
immortality, victory, and ascension.100 On the left palm sits a haloed phoenix—a bird with preChristian connotations of rebirth and beginnings—that was appropriated into the Christian
repertoire of imagery to symbolize the resurrection of Christ. As we shall see, an almost identical
program appears in the apse mosaic of S. Cecelia in Trastevere.
Below the river Jordan, twelve lambs exit the walled cities of Bethlehem (the place of
Christ’s birth) and Jerusalem (the place of his death) as they converge on the vertically aligned
images of a haloed lamb standing atop the four rivers of Paradise, a risen Christ, the hand of God
(fig. 81). Aligned with these figures, but on the interior triumphal arch, sits a Lamb on a
bejeweled throne—the resurrected Christ. Under his throne lies a scroll with seven seals; they
hold together the scroll containing God’s plan of salvation, which can only be opened by Christ
(fig. 80). Moving outward from the central image are seven lamps (“the seven churches of
98

Emile Mâle, The Early Churches of Rome, trans. David Buxton (London: E. Benn, 1960), 89; Walter Oakeshott,
The Mosaics of Medieval Rome from the Third to Fourteenth Centuries (Greenwich: New York Graphic Society,
1967), 207. A dalmatic is a liturgical robe worn over the tunic of a deacon or bishop and characterized by its
oversized sleeves.
99

Traditionally, the only three living persons who were allowed to wear red shoes were the Byzantine emperor,
empress, and (later on) the Pope.
100

The association of the haloed phoenix with resurrection is cited in a second-century CE Alexandrian didactic text,
the Physiologus, chapter 9. See Physiologus Latinus (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010).

216

Asia”),101 four angels, the four evangelists, and twenty-four elderly men (fig. 83).102 The elders,
dressed in white linen, offer up crowns of martyrdom, which symbolize their wisdom. This
apocalyptic vision is taken directly from the Book of Revelation, chapters 4 and 5, which recount
the vision of the throne, the four evangelists, and the elders, as well as what happens after Christ
opens the seven seals.
Finally, the exterior triumphal arch contains more imagery taken from Revelation. The
bejeweled enclosure punctuated by eight towers represents the celestial city of Jerusalem.103
Within the city, an elaborately robed and risen Christ is flanked by the Virgin and John the
Baptist to his right, and Praxedis to his left. Christ holds a rod-like scepter to be used for the
measuring of the city as well as a book, an Old Testament symbol of revelation. The alteration to
the traditional deesis scene is significant: Praxedis has transcended time and space to be present
at the Resurrection and occupies a place of honor at Christ’s side. Typically, the position to His
left was reserved for John the Baptist, but in this scene, John has been relegated to a less
prominent position in favor of Praxedis (fig. 84). Moving outward, we see the twelve apostles,
Elias, and Moses, who holds his tablet of the Laws of God. According to John’s vision, two
angels guard the gates of Heaven as the holy elect—men, women, clerics, and laity—advance to
enter the city.104 In the next register down are a multitude of characters with symbolic details
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described in Revelation: they stand (they are alive with Christ), they wear white (symbolizing
their permanent place of witness in the Resurrection and also aluding to the white alb tunic
popularly worn by the secular clergy in Medieval Rome), and they hold palm branches (they,
too, seek victory over death).105 Such similar themes of transcendence, salvation, and
redemption are hallmarks of Paschal's ideological program.

S. Cecelia in Trastevere
Pascal's choice to dedicate a church to saint Cecelia was a highly personal one. Although
the original titulus that bore her name was not one of the more prominent churches on the
inventory of papal basilicas in Rome, Cecelia's fame and popularity steadily rose throughout the
Early Middle Ages; by the ninth century, even the Carolingians had embraced her figure into
their pantheon of worshipped saints.106 Paschal's biographer recounts that one night, after several
failed attempts to locate her body (which legend held was stolen by the Lombards), a vision of
Cecelia came to him and revealed the location of her remains.107 Cecelia, along with her
husband, Valerianus, his brother Tiburtius, and the soldier, Maximus—all of whom had been
converted to Christianity by the fervor of her faith, were removed from the catacombs of
Callixtus and deposited by the hands of Paschal himself into her newly dedicated church.108
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Although there have been extensive excavation attempts in both the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the full extent of the site beneath Paschal's church remains poorly
understood. Cecelia's Passio tells that shortly after being mortally wounded by Roman soldiers,
she made arrangements with her confessor, Pope Urban (222-30), to donate her home to be
converted into a church and baptistery.109 Like the original titulus of S. Prassede, this titulus was
believed to have been founded on the private property once owned by the saint herself. Evidence
of such a titulus appears in an inscribed stone placed in the pavement of the later church, in the
lists of signatories at councils of 499 and 595, which catalogue priests from a titulus Ceciliae as
present, as well as in the biography of Pope Vigilius (537-55).110 Another epitaph discovered in
the area—one of an abbess—has led scholars to speculate that there was evidence for a female
convent attached to the church during the sixth or seventh centuries.111 It has been subsequently
pointed out, however, that evidence of such burials attests only to the presence of a cemetery, not
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+ HIC REQVIESCIT IN PA/CE ARGENTIA QVI BIX/IT PLVS MINVS ANNOS XL LO/CVM BERO QVEM
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necessarily a convent, as part of the earlier church's complex.112 Finally, the titulus is also
mentioned in Codex Einsiedelnsis. This particular course entered from the east along the Via
Aurelia before passing through Trastevere, across Pons Aemelius toward the Forum Boarium
before turning north and joining the Via Flaminia. Along this route, the pilgrim notably writes he
passed by 's[an]c[t]ae ceciliae' after passing the church of S. Crisogono on his way through
Trastevere.113
Despite these numerous textual references, archaeological excavations have been unable
to yield much information as to what the earlier structure actually looked like. In the 1930s,
Krautheimer showed that the ninth-century church was constructed atop a series of ancient
domestic structures.114 Fifty years later, these ruins were further identified an imperial-era insula
with a caldarium, which was built atop a second century BC domus that contained a peristyle
courtyard.115 Based on the structures thus identified, it seems likely that extant domestic
buildings were adapted and additions added during the Late Antique period in order to
accommodate the current ecclesiastical needs of a meeting place.
Most recently, excavations uncovered a pre-Christian baptismal font three meters below
the floor level of the church's baptistry, which is based on the waterline and an accompanying
inscription gives a terminus post quem date of the fifth century (fig. 85).116 The so-called
Cappella del Bagno is located off the right aisle of Paschal's basilica and is connected via a
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narrow corridor. It has since been renovated in the eleventh, sixteenth, and nineteenth centuries,
but archaeologists have still managed to find evidence of a working bath that pre-dates the ninthcentury church (and aligns nicely with Cecilia's Passio). After Paschal rebuilt the titilus,
renovations were made to the space in order to create an adjoining baptismal font for his new
church.
Like the Esquiline Hill where S. Prassede was located, the neighborhood of Trastevere
was a densely populated area of prosperous industry and commerce during the Early Middle
Ages. Its name—the Italianized version of the Latin, trans tiber ("across the tiber")—reveals its
location along the western banks of the Tiber River at the foot of the Janiculum Hill. This area
was connected to the rest of the city through a series of bridges: the Pontes Fabricius and Cestius
ran across Tiber Island towards the Campus Martius; the Pons Aemilius connected the area to the
Forum Boarium, the ancient cattle market and the site of Rome's premier port, the Portus
Tiberinus; the Pons Sublicius, linked Trastevere to the Circus Maximus; and the southernmost
bridge, the Pons Probus, made its way west toward the Aventine Hill. Thus, despite its
geographic isolation, Trastevere was still a highly accessible area of the city. As early as the
fourth and fifth centuries, the topography began to be Christianized by presence of several tituli,
including the still extant churches of S. Cecelia, S. Crisogono, and S. Maria in Trastevere.
Paschal's pattern of architectural presence begins to emerge. Again, he chose a thriving
neighborhood connected to a major thoroughfare for the reconstruction of another major basilica.
He replicates the grandiose basilican architecture in S. Cecelia: a large central doorway and two
side doorways opened up onto a nave with side ambulatories. Twelve spoliated columns
undulated towards the mosaicked apse with large and regular windows lighting its interior. Like
S. Prassede, the presbytery was raised above the floor level of the church and accessed by a set
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of stairs. From the lateral aisles, a clear path led down a set of stairs to the annular corridor of the
crypt, located directly beneath the high altar. Unfortunately, nothing of this original ninthcentury church remains except for the apse (fig. 86).
The similarities between the apse mosaics of S. Prassede and S. Cecelia are striking (fig.
87). In S. Cecelia the scene is slightly more compressed due to the available space, but the
figural composition remains the same. Moving from left to right, Pascal and Cecelia are
introduced to Christ by Paul. Just as in S. Prassede, a phoenix sits on the date palm tree directly
above Paschal's tonsured head as he offers up a model of the church to Christ, who floats on a
sea of red and blue clouds and offers a gesture of benediction. The figures to Christ's right have
been identified as Peter, Valerianus, and S. Agatha, the other female saint to whom the attached
monastery was dedicated.117 Sheep depart from the cities of Bethlehem and Jerusalem and
converge upon the agnus dei, who stands upon a hexagonal rock (alluding to a baptismal font)
from which the four rivers of Paradise flow. The nineteenth-century stucco vault has since
covered the apsidal arch, but it originally featured an enthroned Virgin and Child at its peak,
which were flanked by attending angels. Ten female martyrs (five on each side) processed
towards them carrying crowns and flanked by palm trees. Further down the arch, the twenty-four
elders of the apocalypse hold their crowns towards Christ, just as they do on the interior arch of
S. Prassede.118
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S. Maria in Domnica
Of Paschal's three churches, S. Maria has received the least scholarly attention, perhaps
due to a lacuna of textual or archaeological evidence relating to the pre-Paschalian structure (fig.
88).119 The first mention of S. Maria in Domnica is from Pope Leo III's vita in the LP, which lists
the donations made to the city's diaconiae, the Medieval term denoting an establishment that
served as a distribution point of grain and charity to the poor.120 The entry also mentions a
donation Pope Hadrian (772-95) made to the same diaconia, which has led scholars to date the
original structure to sometime in the eighth century.121 Unfortunately, no evidence survives that
hints at the layout of this early church and its surrounding buildings; only the foundations from a
regional fire station, the Statio Cohortium V Vigilum, which was in use until the third century,
remain.122 Legend recounts that the diaconia, which was previously the house of the Roman
matron, Cyriaca, was one of the institutions to which Laurence distributed the treasures of the
Church in order to prevent it from being seized by the Prefect of Rome.123 Counter-Reformation
sources attest that the house was consecrated as a church as early as the reign of Pope Sixtus

119

Krautheimer, Corpus, ii, 314, in particular, had difficulty in coming to any conclusions about the structure.
Subsequent studies include: Claudia Porcú, "La chiesa di Santa Maria in Domnica nel secolo IX," Palladio 4 (1954):
1-6; Guglielmo Matthiae, S. Maria in Domnica, Le chiese di Roma illustrate 56 (Rome, 1960); and Goodson, The
Rome of Paschal I.
120

LP, 97.60. Notably, the original S. Prassede and S. Cecilia in Trastevere were tituli (neighborhood churches),
while S. Maria in Domnica was not.
121

LP, 98.62.

122

See Franco Astolfi, "Topografia antica dell'area," in Caelius I: S. Maria in Domnica, San Tomasso in Formis e il
Clivus Scauri, ed. Alia Englen (Rome: L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2003), 149-65; s.v. "Cohortium Vigilum Stationes"
in LTUR, I, 293.
123

S. Ambrose is the first to record this legend in De officiis ministrorum, 2.28. The later sources that attest to this
legend are "Acta Laurentii ex Martyrologio Adonis, AASS, 10 Augustii, 518-19; "De S. Cyriaca," AASS, 21 Augustii,
403-6.

223

(155-26), but textual and archaeological evidence does not support such claims.124 The attribute
"in Domnica" is equally as ambiguous as the original structure itself. One possibility is that the
matron Cyriaca's name, which is Greek for "belonging to God," was altered to its Latin
equivalent "dominicum," and adopted for the church. Another etymological possibility comes
from the phrase, "praedia dominica," alluding to areas belonging to the imperial government on
which churches were built.
S. Maria in Domnica was one of many churches, monasteries, and diaconiae that
crowded the Caelian Hill that lay to the southeast of the Roman Forum (see fig. 60). During the
Republican Era, this part of the city was a fashionable residential district for Rome's elite. Many
of these residences and their gardens were destroyed during a fire in 27 CE, but the site was later
repopulated with food markets, baths, military barracks, and headquarters of the vigiles (fire
brigades) and the equites singulares (the mounted body guard of the emperor).125 The church sits
at the intersection of the Clivus Scauri and the Vicus Cyclopsis, the depressed area between the
Palatine and Caelian Hills from which routes to the Circus Maximus, Colosseum, and the
Lateran Palace could be reached.126 During Late Antiquity, its location adjacent to the Lateran
complex made the Caelian hill a popular neighborhood both for the bureaucrats who worked at
the Lateran as well as the pilgrims who travelled to worship there. The numerous important Early
Christian monuments that were constructed here in the fifth and sixth centuries (such as SS.
Giovanni e Paolo, S. Stefano Rotondo, and SS. Quattro Coronati) as well as other ecclesiastical
institutions built to cater to the pilgrims and the poor, relocated this once peripheral area of
124

Pietro Ugonio, Historia delle stationi di Roma (Rome, 1588), ff. 116v-7r; Fioravante Martinelli, Roma Ricercata
nel suo sito, e nella scuola di tutti gli Antiquarij (Rome, 1644), 47-8; idem., Roma ex ethnica sacra Sanctorvm Petri
Et Pavli Apostolica Praedicatione Profvso Sangvine (Rome, 1653), 214.
125

Platner, A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, 87-9, s.v. "Mons Caelius."

126

Platner, A Topographical Dictionary of Ancient Rome, 125, s.v. "Clivus Scauri."

224

Rome as a new and important Christian center. Like the roads on which Paschal's other two
churches were located, this street was travelled by the pilgrim of the Einsidlensis Itinerary, who
visited S. Maria in Domnica on his way to the Porta Metronia. Additionally, the Aqua Claudia
(Forma Lateranesis) was located at this juncture, which was repaired by Hadrian I in the late
eighth century and provided an important source for the city's water well into the later Middle
Ages.127 The name by which the church is presently known, S. Maria in Navicella, alludes to the
site as an important water center, memorialized by the boat shaped fountain that was added to the
front of the church by Medici Pope Leo X (r. 1513-21) in the sixteenth century (fig. 89).128
Of Pashcal's church, little remains. The architectural footprint of the three-aisled basilican
structure endured despite significant alterations sixteenth-century alterations to the porch,
wooden ceiling, windows, and apse, to which a fresco was commissioned to fill its lower
register. In the nineteenth century, both the mosaics and fresco in the apse were heavily restored,
followed in the twentieth century by renovations to the side altars, crypt, and sanctuary (fig. 90).
What does remain, however, is Paschal's apse mosaic, which depicts a larger-than-life enthroned
Mary with the Christ child in her lap (fig. 91). Our attention is immediately drawn to her radiant
blue drapery that is set off by the gold in her throne and the white garments of the attending
angels that flank her. She extends her right foot to Paschal, who kneels at her feet in an act of
supplication. On the triumphal arch, the figures of John the Baptist and John the Evangelist flank
the scene, and they gesture upwards to a procession of the twelve apostles and two angels that
converge on Christ, who sits triumphantly in a mandorla (fig. 92).
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Within the apse conch, the role of Mary as theotokos and intercessor on behalf of
humanity is highlighted. It was through her that the Incarnation was able to give fleshly form to
the divine, and she physically occupies this liminal state in between the terrestrial realm of the
church in which Pascal prays and the heavenly realm symbolized by the mandorla of Christ. The
formal qualities of the mosaic support this: Paschal's foot extends onto the golden frame, rooting
him in the present space; the intricate modeling of the Virgin's drapery combined with the
curvature of the conch makes her appear to lean forward and move beyond the pictorial space,
creating a tangible link between viewer and image; finally, the monumental three-dimensionality
of the Virgin is contrasted with the static flatness of the angels who surround her, a formal
juxtaposition that further underscores the difference between the real earthly realm and the
immaterial heavenly one.
The most well known Roman examples of the enthroned Mary both come from Santa
Maria in Trastevere, which is home to the icon of the Madonna della Clemenza (c. 705-707) (fig.
93) as well as the Maria Regina mural painting (c. 570) (fig. 94).129 Both images depict Mary
sitting on a cushioned throne, one arm wrapped lovingly around the Christ child she holds in her
lap. They are both garbed in distinctly imperial dress of the Byzantine court, including a royal
purple chlamys, a bejeweled manaikis collar, and a crowning stemma with an elaborate pearland-gem prependoulia that drapes down to the shoulders—a near identical costume to that of the
Empress Theodora depicted in the mosaics at San Vitale. Although the Virgin in S. Maria in
Domnica instead wears her iconic blue garment, the frontal composition and her position on a
jeweled throne would still have been recognized by a Medieval viewer as adhering to the topos
of depicting Mary as Queen of Heaven.
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Unlike the Maria della Clemenza icon, which situates Mary against a non-narrative
golden background and focuses on her status after the Assumption, the supporting elements of
Paschal's mosaic complicates the depiction of the Virgin by highlighting her dual nature, both as
the earthly vehicle of the Incarnation of the Logos as well as the bride-queen of Christ in
Heaven. In the minds of Carolingian mariologists, these roles were linked through cause and
effect. Her humble agreement to be the instrument of the Incarnation, which was essential to the
salvation of humankind, earned her the position of exalted Queen in Heaven. "To humans it
should suffice only to admit that she is really the queen of heaven because she has generated the
king of angels," wrote Ambrosius Autpertus, a Frankish Benedictine monk living in the eighth
century.130 In the mosaic, the figure of Paschal mirrors Mary's act of sacrifice through his gift of
patronage, an idea he reinforces through the visual linking of the mosaic's figures. By extension,
he too becomes a vehicle of mediation and a key player in the salvation of human kind as past
and present time collapse in the central image. Whereas in Paschal's other two apse mosaics his
donative intent is framed within the liminal state of Christ's ascension, here he is rooted centrally
and in the present space of the basilica, his imitation of Mary's earthly service grounded in
materiality of the church and its decorations.

Buildings as Bodies: Paschal’s Ideological Program
Paschal’s mark as donor is most prominent. Two blue circles with his monogram—one at
the apex of the interior arch, the other placed prominently on the exterior arch between the
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enthroned Lamb and Christ in Jerusalem—appear, along with an inscription that runs beneath the
scene at S. Prassede:
This hall shines, decorated with precious minerals, in honor of the saintly
Praxedis who pleases in Heaven, through the zeal of Pontiff Paschal, servant of
the Apostolic See, who collected the bodies of many saints and buried them under
these walls, in order that he may be more eligible to approach the gates of
heaven.131
The inclusion of a prominent and clear inscription of Paschal’s motivations for building his
church is a feature that he also made sure to include in his other two projects. In S. Cecelia in
Trastevere, the mosaic reads:
This spacious house glitters built of varied minerals; this hall, once in time past
had been ruined, the generous prelate Paschal built to a better condition, forming
it on a famous foundation; these golden mysteries resound with jeweled precincts;
serene in the love of God. He joined the bodies of S. Cecelia and her companions;
youth glows red in its bloom. Limbs that rested before in crypts, Rome in joyous,
triumphant always, and adorned forever.132
And finally, in S. Maria in Dominca:
This house, once reduced to ruins, now gleams perennially decorated with various
minerals, and its glory resplends as Pheobus in the sky, having fled the dark veil
of the gloomy night. O Virgin Mary, to you Paschal the virtuous happy bishop has
founded this regal hall, to remain through the centuries.133
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Several common threads appear in the poetic inscriptions. Paschal, prominently mentioned in all
three, revives the earthly splendor of the church in order to make himself a more worthy
candidate for heaven. He spares no expense: precious and varied minerals (metallis) adorn each
interior in order to create an atmosphere of iridescent and transcendent light. In several ways,
these writings follow the conventional topos for dedicatory inscriptions. Again we may see
parallels to the apse mosaic of SS. Cosmas and Damian, which similarly contextualizes the
mosaics’ eschatological scenes with a humble inscription.134 However, where Paschal’s
messages differ is revealed when one considers them within the broader ideological framework
that connects his churches. Sacred presence, found both in the numerous papal seals that bear
Paschal’s name, as well as references to the holy bodies now interred in these places, transform
these titular churches into major cultic centers of worship.
In a sense, Paschal’s churches have become reliquaries. Taken literally, the utilitarian
function of reliquaries serves to enclose, protect, represent, and re-present the relic as a
powerful, holy, and sacred part of the ecclesiastical institution. Unlike most art historical
artifacts, its primary goal is not to portray aesthetical beauty, rarity, and authenticity, but rather
to effectively ennoble relics through mediating their significance and meaning to the faithful.
Because practice, and not theology determined the power of the relic, active participation
through rituals, liturgies, and communion was essential in order to sustain its sacred union with
Christ (and by extension, its ability to affect miracles in the physical world). As Otto Demus
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described, "the church itself is the 'picture-space' of the icons...the beholder is bodily enclosed in
the grand icon of the church...and takes part in the events he sees."135
Patricia Cox Miller has argued that relics were neither wholly material nor wholly
spiritual to the Medieval viewer.136 A relic represented the paradox that went to the heart of
Christian theology: how is a physical, material body able to signify and adequately give form to
the untenable divine? As mediators between the physical and heavenly worlds, their
effectiveness in such a liminal state was dependent upon a viewer's "imaginative dialectic,"
which aimed "to raise the physical remains of the saints above the normal associations of place
and time."137 Gaston Bachelard describes the process of imagination that was necessary to
transform the opaqueness of the bone into the poetics of a relic:
We always think of the imagination as the faculty that forms images. On the
contrary, it deforms what we perceive; it is, above all, the faculty that frees us
from immediate images and changes them. If there is no change, or unexpected
fusion of images, there is no imagination; there is no imaginative act. If the image
that is present does not make us think of one that is absent, if an image does not
determine an abundance—an explosion—of unusual images, then there is no
imagination. There is only perception,...an habitual way of viewing form and
color.138
In this example, the image is interchangeable with the relic. Both contain the same potential for
creation through the imaginative deconstruction of the actual aesthetic environment in which the
work inhabits. The mosaics, marbles, precious stones, metals, and other illuminating materials—
both of the actual reliquary as well as those decorating the tomb or (in our case) church in which
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the relic was enshrined—were essential aspects in the transformative spectacle that created that
"moment of clarity when everyday flesh catches fire."139 It is within this wider physical setting
that I wish to examine the mosaics of Paschal's churches, with specific considerations to how this
form of ornamentation in the apse transcended a purpose of pedagogical decoration in favor of
an interactive spectacle that enlivened the viewer's senses and mobilized engagement on an
allegorical level.
Cynthia Hahn points out that for the average viewer who does not have access to the
relics themselves, the materiality of reliquaries filled the void for the faithful.140 Participation
from the viewer was required in order to activate the potency of relics, and such an experience
was aided through choreographed interactions with the transcendent interplay of the lights,
smells, sounds, and colors found within the church. To take into account such considerations—
that is, the physical setting in which the mosaics are found, how they interact with other works in
the space, and the location of the work in relation to the audience who is viewing it—is to
deprivilege the purely visual nature of the work and recontextualize it within the wider
environment of external factors.141 This approach, in turn, offers the possibility of a multivalency
of meanings that are based on the individual thoughts, experiences, and perceptions each person
brings with him when he enters the space.
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The materiality of the mosiacs and their aesthetics of light and color played a particularly
prominent role in the transformation of the bones of the saints into holy relics in Paschal's
churches. The mosaics' delicately placed tesserae that formed undulating and uneven surfaces
transformed into dazzling spectacles of glitter, reflectance, and polychromicity when illuminated
with the dramatics of candlelight.142 Furthermore, throughout the day the natural external light
that entered the basilica changed throughout the course of each day and seasons of the year,
making each interaction within the space a unique experience unto itself.143 Such qualities of
light physically altered the space and encouraged a sense of movement within it in, all the while
one is taking in the constantly changing and dizzying interplay of light and color. Seeing such
spectacles was to experience God in His truest nature. According to the medieval optical theory
of extramission, the act seeing was not a passive reception of images, but an active practice that
stressed the immediacy and presence of the figures in the images. According to extramission,
rays shoot out from the viewer’s eye, touch the object, bring the image back, and then imprint it
upon the viewer’s brain.144 The tactility with which the mind grasps the image, holds it, and
touches it is just the same as if one were to embrace an image with his fingers. By this theory,
viewing is active and continuous, and it makes viewing haptic as well as optical; this mode of
perception was thought to be superior to hearing because the way that sound waves come to a
142
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person is passive, disconnected, and discontinuous.145 As the eighth-century Iconophile John of
Damascus confirmed, "We use all of our senses to produce worthy images of [God] and we
sanctify the noblest of the senses which is sight."146
The transformative power of light, specifically in regards to its ability to reveal the
divine, has a long and rich tradition in Christianity. When light was shown upon the world, it
marked the moment of Creation.147 It expelled darkness, which symbolized the evil, ignorance,
despair, and suffering.148 Jesus was the light of the world, who brought forth the shining truth
about the nature of God.149 Eyes, in turn, were the lamps of the body, which allowed a
metaphorical light to fill up one's soul with goodness.150 In addition to their sweet smelling
nature, saints' bodies often exuded a glow of light to signify their authenticity. Finally, light was
often a precursor of divinity and miracles. The episode of the Transfiguration, in particular,
describes how Christ appeared in a shining majesty of light, and it became a popular exegetical
topic for centuries of theologians.151 Such interpretations of light were thus translated into the
145
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artistic materials of churches, which sought to create in a physical and earthly setting the divine
and transcendent otherworldliness of a glowing heaven.
In S. Maria in Domnica, Phoebus, the god of light, rescues Paschal's basilica from the
"dark veil of the gloomy night." This metaphor contains multiple layers of meaning. The
anagogical function of light, as defined by Pseudo-Dionysius in the Celestial Hierarchy,
describes how "material lights" serve as images for the "immaterial gift of light [i.e. God]."152
Through his churches, Paschal has re-gifted to the world the Light that is Jesus Christ and his
Incarnation on Earth. Light, also, is symbolic of knowledge and sight. To see the light in the
mosaics is to see the truth of Christianity. Just as the Medieval allegorical figures of Ecclesia
(Christianity) and Synagoga (Judaism) are distinguished through the former's ability to see and
the latter's blinded eyes (for the Old Testament has yet to experience the Incarnation), this
metaphor is further strengthened through other typological imagery. Paschal's use of "velamen"
in his inscription evokes the curtain inside the Tabernacle that was used to veil the Holy of
Holies, the highly restricted inner sanctum into which only the High Priest had access (and at
that, only once a year).153 This veil was notably rent in two at the moment of Christ's crucifixion,
thereby making the sacred mysteries of the Jewish religion accessible to all.154 Iconophiles cited
this comparison often, arguing that images of Christ functioned to make the holy visible in a
similar way.155
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Thunø notes that such imagery was already established in Rome by the ninth century.
The mosaic in SS. Nereo ed Achilleo, for example, was reportedly completed in 815 and was the
earliest scene of the Transfiguration in Rome (fig. 95). A copy of the now demolished apse
depicts a jewel studded cross set against a purple hanging veil. In the triumphal arch above, an
enthroned Mary is spinning the purple wool for the Temple curtain, as attested in the apocryphal
infancy gospels.156 On the other side of the arch, the act of spinning the wool is balanced by her
conception of Christ, who sits on her lap, drawing a direct connection between the Temple veil
and the flesh of Christ. This apse's theme—how the sacrifice of Christ superseded the Old
Testament veil and provided access to the invisible—is further developed in each of Paschal's
apse mosaics.
Color, too, played an integral role in this transformation of dissolving the materiality of
images into objects of spiritual devotion. Gregory of Nyssa, following the writings of Plato and
Aristotle, asserted that it is through color that form is given life.157 Cyril Mango notes that in the
writings of John Chrysostom, he typologically compares the sketch to the underlying shadow
(the darkness of the Old Testament), with color that brings about light and truth, and by
extension, Christ himself.158 Without color, it was impossible for the under drawing to convey an
authentic version of the archetype. Iconophiles were quick to equate the denial of color with the
representing and accessing experience of the invisible, 400-1000", ed. G. de Nie, et. al. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005),
276-77.
156
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denial of Christ, calling iconoclasts, "persecutors of color (χρωµατοµάχος), rather, persecutors of
Christ (Χριστοµάχος)."159 Like God, the original Creator/painter, colors completed the mimetic
process and breathed life into an image.160 It had the ability to fundamentally alter the make up
and meaning of an object. Take, for example, the Seventh Ecumenical Council's explanation of
the issue: when ordinary wool is dyed purple, the color transforms the commonness of the object
into a dignified garment fit only for kings.161 Just as the relic symbolized the saint's liminal state
of intercession, the colors of the mosaics acted as a medium that also transcended the divine and
human realms, bring the image to life and shine visibility on the truth it illustrated.
Color brought the image to life, and the symbolism that was assigned to each color was
derived from the Bible and would have been well known to the Medieval viewer. Gold, the most
precious of the colors, was synonymous with divine light.162 In S. Prassede and S. Cecelia, Christ
appropriately wears a golden toga—just like the shining garments that "exceeded white as snow"
during the Transfiguration—as he floats on heavenly clouds with God's hand reaching down to
bestow a crown of martyrdom upon him.163 The golden backgrounds on both the mosaics, as
with the golden bejeweled chair upon which Mary sits in S. Maria in Domnica, are allusions to
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divine radiance and revealed truth. Heaven is further evoked through the use of blue, the color of
clarity, truth, and the rebirth.164 In S. Maria in Domnica, the overwhelming use of green evokes
the gardens of Paradise and to the eternal life that possible through Christ's divinity, thus
connecting it with ideas of eternity, power, and Creation.165 Even the white and red flowers that
spot the landscape in the mosaic are purposeful as they suggest the purity and innocence of the
soul and the blood spilt for the passion of one's faith.166
Finally, the materiality of the mosaic alluded to the dual natures of the human and divine
Christ. In Medieval thought, stones were precious, spiritual objects that served as a direct
reference to Christ, the "corner stone,"167 "living stone,"168 and precious stone"169 of the Christian
faith. Mircea Eliade explains its power came from the fact that a "stone is. It always remains
itself and exists of itself...in its grandeur, its hardness, its shape and its color, man is faced with a
reality and a force that belong to some world other than the profane world of which he is himself
a part."170 Their ability to glisten and sparkle with light allowed artists to create a visual analogy
to the dual natures of Christ. His human nature, rooted in the rough physicality of stones found in
the Earth, was contrasted with the divine brilliance created from the same material in its light-
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catching gem forms.171 This metaphorical play of light versus darkness, knowledge versus
ignorance, salvation versus damnation, has already been discussed at length. The theme of the
manifestation of the sacred in Paschal's mosaics—of how the Word transformed into flesh just as
the materiality of his churches transformed them into vessels for the divine—combined with
their specific locations to produce spaces that reinvented the sacred topography of Rome as a
landscape of Papal sovereignty and power.

Conclusion
The city of Rome is unique for its substantial corpus of extant monuments and documents
that aid in painting such a vivid picture of the ideological and topographical developments
throughout the Medieval period. This chapter examined the Early Medieval period in particular,
with regards to how this era's shift in religion, politics, and ideologies manifested itself in the
sacred topography of the built environment. With the legalization of Christianity in the fourth
century, the religious and civic center of Rome relocated from the Forum to the periphery. The
Lateran episcopal complex served as the new bureaucratic and religious headquarters for the
bishop of Rome, and on the other side of the city, the basilica of St. Peter's grew to be a sacred
cultic site of martyrdom for the faithful to visit. Interestingly, each of these monuments illustrate
the tension inherent throughout this work of what produces sacred space: is it due to an action or
an event that took place on that site (i.e. St. Peter's death), or is it produced through a careful
manipulation of ritual, art, architecture, which was created and perpetuated by man? A failed
171
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attempt at the example of the latter is illustrated by John VII's brief attempt to relocate the center
of papal power to the Palatine Hill, a site instilled with a historical reputation of power and
wealth in pre-Christian Rome.
The building projects of Paschal I in the beginning of the ninth century serve to
contextualize the similar modifications initiated in Ravenna several decades later. By relocating
relics from the extra-mural cemeteries and installing them in key pilgrimage sites throughout the
urban center of Rome, Paschal inscribed a new poetic geography over an already existing
physical geography, effectively remapping the networks of sacred space throughout Rome. The
architecture and decorations of his churches worked in conjunction with martyr's relics to
produce a transcendent space where the divine could manifest. Paschal's ideological program had
a great effect on the other ecclesiastical centers of Italy, who were also looking to use sacred
relics as an instrument in achieving temporal power. This dissertation argues that the archbishops
of Ravenna specifically employed Paschal's model of urban regeneration in their own city,
creating an architectural and ideological dialectic with its rival in order to assert its own
sovereignty.
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CONCLUSION:
THE RELICS OF APOLLINARIS AND THE ECCLESIASTICAL APPROPRIATION
OF SPACE IN MEDIEVAL RAVENNA
The previous chapter has addressed the evolving sacred topography of the city of Rome,
from its Christianization in the fourth century up to the building program of Pope Paschal in the
beginning of the ninth century. Paschal's three major commissions—S. Prassede, S. Cecilia in
Trastevere, and S. Maria in Domnica—were the architectural manifestations of an ideology that
sought to inscribe a new symbolic geography over the extant physical landscape that was the city
of Rome. The sites upon which Paschal chose to build shared several key features: each was
located in thriving Medieval neighborhoods, easily accessible from heavily trafficked
thoroughfares, and along a route that accessed an established Christian monument. Mosaics in
each of the churches' apses further underlined Paschal's role as personal benefactor as well as
communicated the authority of the papal office. The translation of relics into these churches
created a highly organized urban cult scheme in Rome that utilized new methods of veneration in
order to re-craft the intramural topography of Rome around a new loca sancta. The organization
of relics within the setting of Pascal’s churches infused the buildings with the praesentia of the
saint, which in turn highlighted the churches’ new dual purpose as sites for the performance of
the liturgy as well as a home to the cult of relics. Paschal's model of claiming and reinventing
sites through an orchestration of art, architecture, and ritual, I argue, was the model for the
translation of Apollinaris' relics a half century later. My conclusion will address the specific
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question of why the archbishop chose to translate Apollinaris' bones to the church of
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo rather than the more traditional choice of the city's cathedral.
First, it is important to note the layout and development of Ravenna in order to begin to
deconstruct the possible political and theological ideologies embodied in its built environment.
Ravenna’s geographic conditions have altered the city’s modern topography and appearance. The
city rests on an alluvial basin, and the rivers and streams that flow through it have deposited
sediment in the Roman-era harbor located to the south of Ravenna. Today, the harbor no longer
exists, and the coastline has changed significantly from ancient times (see fig. 14).1 As a result,
the pre-Roman and Roman remains are sparse and difficult to excavate. This, along with the
spoliation, destruction, and rebuilding of the city’s monuments makes it nearly impossible to
thoroughly and accurately reconstruct the ancient city.2 In addition to the constant post-Medieval
alterations made to the original Roman and Late Antique buildings, the current conditions further
hamper modern contemporary archaeological excavations and definitive chronological dating.
Archaeological reports, however, have determined that the walls of the original urban nexus
were first constructed under Augustus (31 BCE-14 CE).3 Roman Ravenna followed the typical
castrum layout, a linear grid plan employed by the Roman army when establishing military forts
and later settlements (fig. 96). Again, it is not possible to definitively reconstruct the exact
topography, but scholars generally accept that the cardo, the main road that ran north-south
within the city walls, began at the Porta Aurea, while the decumanus, the main road that bisected
1
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the city laterally, ran parallel to the Fossa Lamisa, bisected the cardo and then led westward to
the Porta Asiana.4 With its establishment as the imperial capital in the fifth century, Ravenna
experienced a rapid growth, forcing the city walls to extend further to the north and east. Palatial
complexes built by fifth and sixth century emperors distinguished this new eastern half of the
city from the original Roman oppidum (see fig. 39).
By the Early Medieval period, the Italian city of Ravenna was uniquely divided—
physically and ideologically—into two competing poles of authority. To the west lay the
episcopium, where the seat of ecclesiastic authority was symbolically reinforced by the
grandiosity of the cathedral and the archbishop’s continually expanding palatial residence.
Across the central canal that divided this older Roman section of the city from the eastern urban
expansion was the palatial residence. Secular rulers occupied this residence beginning in the
early fifth century and drew authority from its imperial hegemonic space. The stark division of
Ravenna’s urban topography was noted in the thirteenth century document, Aedificatio civitatis
Ravennae, which records the distinct polarity that existed in the Medieval mind between the
newer “secular” part of the city (named the Regio Caesarum) from the original oppidum that was
occupied by Ravenna’s bishops since the fourth century.5
By the sixth century, Byzantine presence had re-established itself on the Italian peninsula,
and the exarch, the Byzantine emperor’s appointed representative, took up residence in
Ravenna’s palatial complex. It was during this period that the urban organization of Ravenna
was altered to reflect its intimate connection to the imperial heart of the Empire. As one may
4
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recall from Chapter 3, the Roman-era entry gate into the oldest part of Ravenna where the
cathedral and episcopal palace were located was renamed the Porta Aurea, a clear reference to
Constantinople’s Golden Gate, the main ceremonial entrance into the city. Agnellus also refers to
a place in Ravenna called ad Calchi—most likely the area near the main entrance to the palace—
which draws associations to the famous Chalke, or Brazen Porch of the Great Palace of
Constantinople, built by Justinian and named thus because of its great bronze doors.
Furthermore, Ravenna’s secular royal hall is referenced in medieval chronicles with the epithet
“in Lauro,” which most likely gets its name from a Latin translation of the palace of Daphne, one
of the major wings of the Great Palace of Constantinople.
Thus, when Byzantine era pillars of Ravenna’s ancient Via Porticata that connected the
episcopal palace and the palatial complex were discovered beneath the present day Via Mariani,
scholars quickly sought to draw parallels to other colonnaded streets in antiquity—specifically,
Constantinople and its own grand thoroughfare, the Mese (fig. 97).6 Such thoroughfares had
become regular features of the Roman urban landscape by the end of the first century CE. These
streets were integral aspects in the fabric of daily life, functionally linking essential locations
throughout the city, and formally establishing a framework of common imagery that contributed
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to its cultural and political identity.7 Colonnaded streets were vital instruments in the propagation
of such ideological frameworks, and this section will argue that that the ninth-century bishops
purposely appropriated the Via Porticata as a means to extend its presence and autonomy into
the Regio Caesarum.
Archaeological evidence and ninth-century documentation point to the location of this
important thoroughfare; the route has survived on the modern day street grid (fig. 98).8 The Via
Porticata begins at the present day Piazza Arcivescovado (the modern day entrance to the
Orthodox Baptistery and the Palazzo dell'Arcivescovado) and traces west along the Via R. Gessi,
Via Gordini, and Via Angelo Mariani. It culminates at the intersection of the Via di Roma, where
the Byzantine moneta aurea (government mint) was located. If one takes a right turn on Via di
Roma and travels half a block, one arrives at Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, which occupied the northeastern corner of Theodoric's (and later the exarchs') palatial complex.
The implications of this archaeological discovery are profound. As a functional element
within the urban topography, the Via Porticata (like other colonnaded streets of antiquity)
bound, fixed, and located buildings with other urban elements, both joining them together and
providing a context for their display. Carved out of the otherwise dense, dark, and tightly packed
lesser streets surrounding them, it provided necessary spatial ventilation and a systematic order
that was sharply in contrast to the energetic movement of daily urban life. The rhythmic
repetition of the columns, the continuous lines of the framing entablature, and the fixed outlines
7
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three-dimensional forms insured a sense of stability and urban cohesion. The beauty and
grandiosity of such architectural features not only gave articulation to a unity of otherwise
incongruent forms, but perhaps more subtly, these great streets acted as social manipulators by
directing gazes and moving people along an axis with intentional direction. When one engages
with the architecture and walks through the space, it becomes apparent how such thoroughfares
determined the progress of an individual, channeled them, and provided the backdrop for the
cacophony of activities that characterized urban life in antiquity.
Among the porticoed walkways that flanked each side of the Via Porticata would have
been shops, markets, baths, and other public spaces for commercial activities, which served as
the main artery for social, cultural, and economic activity. It was ultimately a place to see and be
seen, where the formal hierarchy of defined spaces not only ordered daily life, but it also
provided the framework for a common imagery of cultural and political identity. Finally,
colonnaded streets such as the Via Porticata would have served as stages for processions and
provided rulers with the ability to show off their military spoils with ostentatious displays of
imperial power. Just as the earlier triumphs of Republican Rome, subsequent adventi—both by
Ravenna's secular and religious leaders—would have made similar use of their own surrounding
topography by processing up and down the length of the Via Porticata.
Although evidence of specific to Ravenna's stational liturgy does not survive, there are
contemporary sources that discuss how the processional movement of people and objects (such
as relics) thorough out urban spaces was fundamental for generating a collective social Christian
identity and perpetuating ecclesiastical hierarchy and hegemony. 9 The fourth-century bishop of

9

Two articles that discuss the writings on this topic by John Chrysostom are Nathanael Andrade, "The Processions
of John Chrysostom and the Contested Spaces of Constantinople," Journal of Early Christian Studies 18:2 (2010):
161-89: Luke Lavan, "The Agorai of Antioch and Constantinople as Seen by John Chrysostom," in Wolf
Liebeschuetz Reflected, ed. John Drinkwater and Benet Salway (London: Institute of Classical Studies, 2007), 157-
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Constantinople John Chrysostom, for example, notably held liturgical ceremonies and organized
psalm-singing processions throughout the city after a dispute with the Byzantine imperial family
drove his congregation from their churches.10 John’s writings express his wish to turn the city
into a church, where the streets, public spaces, and even the air had become holy through the
nobility of faith and prayer.11 We begin to see how in the Early Medieval period processing
through space was just as important as building upon space. Such demonstrations, which often
featured communal singing, fiery torches, candles, and the burning of incense not only physically
transformed the material properties of the civic space through a dissemination of light and sound,
but they also symbolically altered the space’s meaning in the minds of the populace. The street,
in essence, became a sanctified extension of the church itself.
From John's writings, it is clear that contested space could be claimed through Christian
communal processions. Evident in this belief is the pre-Constantinian conception of sacred
space, which asserted that the holy was not limited to physical structures, but was rather an
omnipotent force that could be activated through a shared belief and consciousness. However, it
must be acknowledged that John was living and writing just after the legalization of Christianity,
when the revolution of sacred space and the building of monumental Christian structures were
beginning to take place. I read in his writings a desire to combine these two interpretations—the

67. The three main homilies in which John comments on processions are the Homilia dicta postquam reliquiae
martyrum (= reliq. mart.) (PG 63:467-72), the Homilia de studio praesentium et de ignavia absentium (= hom. de
studio) (PG, 63, col. 485-92), and the De sancto hieromartyr Phoca (= pan. Phoc.) (PG, 50, col. 699-705). Two of
John's sermons in particular--reliq. mart. and pan. Phoc.--were delivered after processions carried relics through the
streets of Constantinople to suburban churches.
10

The anonymous author of the Funeral Oration for John Chrysostom writes of John's desire to create an "ideal
Christian politeia. Oratio funebris in laudem sancti Iohannis Chrysostomi: epitaffio attribuito a Martirio di
Antiochia (BHG 871, CPG 6561), ed. M. Wallraff, trans. C. Ricci (Spoleto: Fondazione Centro italiano di studi
sull'Alto Medioevo, 2007), 82-4, 31.18-20.
11

Chrys. De statuis 15.1 (PG, 49, col. 153–55); Chrys. pan. Phoc. 1–2 (PG, 50, col. 700–1).
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utopic and the site-oriented—in order to incorporate the entire built environment of
Constantinople under the mantle of a singular sacred Christian space.
At the end of such a procession in Ravenna, which would have begun at the episcopium
(the literal and figurative center of ecclesiastical authority) was Sant'Apollinare Nuovo. From the
Via Porticata, the archbishop and his faithful followers would have paused in the small piazza
outside of Sant'Apollinare before solemnly entering the church and reaching their sacred
terminus: the relics of Apollinaris. Above them in the nave, the processions of glittering martyrs
invite the visitor to participate in their journey eastward. Eugene Vance has recorded his personal
interactions with the mosaics of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo over several occasions, and his
observations further serve to underline how the placement, design, colors, and lights of the
mosaics interact with the space itself to promote the active participation of the viewer.12 He
observed that throughout the course of the afternoon, the setting sun shone less through the nave
windows in the clerestory and more through the facade window that faced west. The church
became progressively darker, and the rays of the afternoon light moved upward from the floor to
highlight the martyrs' processions. The more intense the light, the more backlit the figures of the
martyrs became against the shining golden background, and the individuality of the saints
became even less distinct as they were enveloped in golden light. The effects of negative and
positive light values were only fully produced by movement through the space, Vance noted.13
Subtle cues in the mosaics further inform the viewer how to participate: saint Lucy, for
example, who was martyred by having her eyes plucked out, appears here with her vision in tact,
underlining the importance of witnessing the miracle of the Eucharist in the altar to which she is
12

Eugene Vance, "Dante in God's Court: The Paradise at the End of the Road," in Rhetoric and the Discourses of
Power in Court Culture, ed. D. R. Knechtges and E. Vance (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2005), 285320.
13

Vance, "Dante in God's Court," 310-11.
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processing. The angels who flank both heavenly courts gesture either towards the throne,
perform a tradition legis motion, or put their hands to their lips in a sign that warrants silent
contemplation for the viewer. Thus, we may begin to see how this is a multivalent, constantly
changing space that is only truly activated through the procession and participation of the
faithful, who are in turn guided by the didactic movements and gestures of their heavenly
counterparts.
The visual analogy of art and ritual provides a link between the congressional procession
towards the crypt and altar by worshippers with the Christian heavenly marriage of the martyrs
and Christ depicted in the mosaics. Architecture, art, and ritual combine to create a new sacred
space, in which the timeless and eschatological meaning in the mosaics is repeatedly reenacted
through procession, liturgical ritual, and relic veneration. The church’s function moves beyond a
one-dimensional receptacle for the sacred relics as the faithful move within and throughout the
dynamic space. This transformation of function and meaning from a private palatine church into
the site of Apollinaris’ cult was integral in the Christian conquest of space of the western half of
Ravenna in order to extend its presence within the built environment.
The power of the relics, the alterations of the church’s architecture, and its physical place
within the Regio Caesarum of Ravenna produced in Sant’Apollinare Nuovo an active and
complex space for the end of the grand processional that would have begun at the episcopal
complex. As the faithful departed from the cathedral through the colonnaded walkway and
toward the relics housed in the subterranean crypt of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, the liminal space of
the Via Porticata linked these two sites and was made sacred through the movement of holy
processions. By claiming the power the relics of Apollinaris and installing them within the
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church of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, the structure had in essence become the body of Apollinaris
himself, with the surrounding city of Ravenna as its church.
Returning to what at first seemed like an anomalistic decision to translate Apollinaris’
relics to a locus other than the seat of ecclesiastical power, when considered within the
framework of the surrounding urban topography of Ravenna and how such space is produced,
this choice instead exemplifies how public space was contextually re-appropriated in order to
signify new abstracted concepts of religious, political, and social power. Through its reinvention
as a space for ecclesiastical processions, the Via Porticata thus became an extension of the
sacred space of the church. Its previous history as a Byzantine imperial monument was remapped
within the new sacred topography as a connector between the episcopal complex with new the
resting place of Ravenna’s patron saint. Like an outstretched arm, the Via Porticata reached out
across the canal to Sant’Apollinare Nuovo—the symbol in the fallen secular rule of the city—
and enveloped it along with the rest of the Regio Caesarum into the new ecclesiastical landscape
of Ravenna.

249

APPENDIX I: LIST OF RULERS
BYZANTINE
EMPEROR
Justinian I (527-65)

Justin II (565-575)
Tiberius II Constantine
(578-82)
Maurice (582-602)
Phocas (602-610)

Heraclius (610-41)

Constantine III (FebMay 641)
Heraklonas (Feb-Sept.
641)
Constans II (Sept. 641668)

Constantine IV (66885)

ROME POPE

RAVENNA
ARCHBISHOP

Felix IV (526-530
Boniface II (530-2)
John II (533-35)

Ecclesius (522-32)
Urscinus (533-36)
Victor (538-45)
Maximian (54656)
Agnellus (556-69)

Agapetus (535-36)
Silverius (536-37)
Vigilius (537-55)
Pelagius I (556-61)
John III (561-74)
Benedict I (575-79)
Pelagius II (579590)
Gregory (590-604)
Sabinian (604-06)
Boniface III (607)
Boniface IV (60815)
Adeodatus (615-18)
Boniface V (61925)
Honorius I (625-38)
Severinus (638-40)
John IV (640-42)

Theodore (642-49)
Martin I (649-655)
Eugene I (654-657)
Vitalian (657-72)
Adeodatus II (67276)
Donus (676-78)
Agatho (678-81)
Leo II (681-83)
Benedict II (684-85)
Sergius I (687-701)

Peter (570-78)

LOMBARD
KING

Alboin (565-72)

John II (578-95)
John III (606-25)

John IV (625-31)
Bonus (631-42)

Maurus (642-71)

Reparatus (67177)
Theodore (677-91)

Damian (692-708)
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Authari (584-90)
Agilulf (591-616)

Leontios (695-8)
Tiberius II Apsimar
(698-705)
Justinian II (705-711)

Philippikos
Bardanes(711-13)
Anastasios II (713-15)
Theodosios III (71517)
Leo III (717-741)
Costantine V (741-75)

Leo IV (775-80)
Constantine VI (78097)

John VI (701-05)
John VII (705-07)
Sisinnius (708)
Constantine (70815)

Liutprand (71244)
Gregory II (715731)
Gregory III (73141)
Zachary (741-52)

Michael II (820-9)

Theophilos (829-842)
Michael III (842-867)

John V (726-44)
Sergius (744-69)

Stephen II (752-57)
Paul I (757-67)
Stephen III (767-72) Leo (770-78)
Hadrian I (772-95)
John VI (778-85)
Leo III (795-816)

Irene (797-802)
Nikephoros (802-811)
Staurakios (811-12)
Michael I (812-13)
Leo V (813-20)

Felix (709-25)

Stephen IV (81617)
Paschal I (817-24)
Eugene II (824-27)
Valentine (827)
Gregory IV (82744)

Gratiosus (786-89)
Valerius (789810)
Martin (810-18)

Petronax (818-37)

George (837-46)
Sergius II (844-47)
Leo IV (847-55)
Benedict III (85558)

Deusdedit (84649)
John VII (850-78)
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Aistulf (749-56)
Desiderius (75674)

APPENDIX OF IMAGES

Figure 1: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, exterior, west facade, built 493-525. Campanile, 10th century,
Facade, 16th century.
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Figure 2: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, interior, Baroque apse.
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Figure 3: Smith's illustration of the zones of hierarchy in Temple in Jerusalem (After Smith,
1993)
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Figure 4: Trier Ivory, early 5th century.
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Figure 5: Opicinus de Canistris, Cathedral of Pavia, made in Avignon, France, 1335–50.
Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Vatican City, Pal. Lat. 1993
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Figure 6: Byzantine Exarchate of Italy, 584-751.
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Figure 7: Lombard migration route from Scandinavia to Italy
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Figure 8: Map of the spread of Islam, 7th-8th centuries.
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Figure 9: Map of Merovingian Gaul, c. 481-752.
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Figure 10: Lombard Italy at its greatest extent, 751-6.
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Figure 11: The Formation and Development of the Papal States, 8th-13th centuries.

262

Figure 12: The extent of the Carolingian empire at the death of Charlemagne in 814, and the
subsequent divisions among his heirs after the Treaty of Verdun, 843.
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Figure 13: The Ottonian Empire, c. 1000.
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Figure 14: Location of Classe, south of Ravenna and the Roman era harbor, mapped atop the
present day topography. Note the location of Sant'Apollinare in Classe at the bottom right. (After
Deliyannis, 2010).
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Figure 15: Map of Ancient Roman Roads. The Via Flaminia was the main route that connected
Rome and Ravenna via Pesaro.
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Figure 16: Map of Early Christian Rome, c. 500. St. Peter's Basilica is located outside the city
ways to the northeast. The Lateran Basilica is just inside the walls in the southwestern corner of
the city (After Krautheimer, 1980).
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Figure 17: Nave and apse of Sant'Apollinare in Classe.
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Figure 18: Sant'Apollinare in Classe apse scene of the Transfiguration.
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Figure 19: Apse of St. Catherine's Monastery at Mt. Sinai, c. 540.
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Figure 20: Apse mosaic of the Transfiguration, Sant'Apollinare in Classe, detail.
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Figure 21: Apse mosaic of the Transfiguration with Apollinaris as witness, Sant'Apollinare in
Classe, detail.
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Figure 22: Sinope under-drawing of cross and peacocks, Sant'Apollinare in Classe (Bovini
1974).
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Figure 23: Mosaics of Bishops Ecclesius, Sanctus Severus, Sanctus Ursus, and Ursicinus,
Sant'Apollinare in Classe.
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Figure 24: Detail of Bishop Ecclesius, Sant'Apollinare in Classe.
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Figure 25: The conferral of "privilegia," north apse wall, Sant'Apollinare in Classe.

276

Figure 26: The sacrifices of Abraham, Abel, and Melchizedek, south apse wall, Sant'Apollinare
in Classe.
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Figure 27: View of the apse and presbytery of the Church of San Vitale,
Ravenna, c. 538-45.

278

Figure 28: Sacrifice of Abel and Melchizekek, south wall of presbytery, San Vitale.
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Figure 29: Plan of Sant'Apollinare in Classe, including the later campanile
(Mazzotti 1954).
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Figure 30: Crypt of Sant'Apollinare in Classe, view from the north ambulatory.
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Figure 31: Map of Ravenna, c. 500.
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Figure 32: Ursiana Cathedral, nave and apse, 18th century reconstruction.
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Figure 33: Ursiana Cathedral and Episcopium (After Deliyannis, 2010).
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Figure 34: Mosaic of the Orant Virgin, from the original apse of the Basilica Ursiana, recovered
from the collapse of the original apse in 1743. Currently housed in the Museo Arcivescovile of
Ravenna.
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Figure 35: Four haloed saints identified as Barbatianus, Ursicinus, Peter, and John from the
original apse of the Basilica Ursiana, recovered from the collapse of the original apse in 1743.
Currently housed in the Museo Arcivescovile of Ravenna.
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Figure 36: The Medieval Episcopium of Ravenna, based on schematic and hypothesized data
(After Cirelli, 2008).
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Figure 37: Plan of the domus on the Via d'Azeglio, fifth- and sixth-century phase (After Cirelli,
2001).
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Figure 38: Plan of the domus on the Via d'Azeglio, seventh-century phase (After A. Augenti,
2006).

289

Figure 39: Map of Ravenna, c. 600 (After Deliyannis, 2010).
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Figure 40: Hypothetical reconstruction of the Palace of Theodoric and its location relative to
Sant'Apollinare Nuovo (After Augenti, 2005).
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Figure 41: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, view of the procession of male martyrs on the south side of
the nave.
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Figure 42: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, view of procession of female martyrs on the north side of the
nave.
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Figure 43: Detail of the Palatium, with a hand of one of the original orant figures, south wall.
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Figure 44: Detail of Classe, with evidence of the reconstructed city wall, north wall.
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Figure 45: Diagram of the images of the Palatium and Classe with the areas replaced in the 560s
shaded in gray (After Penni Iacco, 2004).
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Figure 46: Detail of Mary enthroned holding the Christ child and flanked by angels, north wall.
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Figure 47: Detail of the Three Magi, north wall.
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Figure 48: Detail of procession of female martyrs, including St. Agnes
with her lamb, north wall.
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Figure 49: Detail of Christ enthroned and flanked by angels, south wall.
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Figure 50: Detail of Palatium, south wall.
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Figure 51: Detail of procession of male martyrs, led by St. Martin of Tours, south wall.
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Figure 52: Mosaic panel of Emperor Justinian and attendants, San Vitale, Ravenna, c. 547.
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Figure 53: Mosaic panel of Empress Theodora and attendants, San Vitale, Ravenna, c. 547.
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Figure 54: Ground and elevations plans of San Vitale, Ravenna, 526-47.
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Figure 55: Semi-annular crypt, Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, ninth century (After Penni Iacco, 2004).
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Figure 56: Ground plan of Sant'Apollinare Nuovo, with Baroque apse extension in gray (After
Deliyannis, 2010).
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Figure 57: Bishop Maximian's throne, mid-sixth century.
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Figure 58: Detail of the story of Joseph, Bishop Maximian's throne.
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Figure 59: Detail of four evangelists flanking John the Baptist, Bishop Maximian's throne.
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Figure 60: Isometric drawing of the Lateran palace in the ninth century, including the footprint of
the original Constantinian church and the two triclinia of Leo III (After Goodson, 2010).

311

Figure 61: M. Cartaro, Map of Rome, 1576, detail of papal quarter churches (After Krautheimer,
1980).
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Figure 62: M. Cartaro, De Lateranensibus parientinis, Lateran, Triclinium of Leo III, before
1625.
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Figure 63: M. Cartaro, De Lateranensibus parientinis, Lateran, Triclinium of Leo III, as restored
in 1625.
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Figure 64: Lateran, Triclinium of Leo III mosaic detail of St. Peter with Leo III (l) and
Charlemagne (r), eighteenth-century copy.
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Figure 65: Hypothetical ground plan and reconstruction of Old. St. Peter's Basilica, Rome, built
by Constantine, c. 326-60.
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Figure 66: Reconstruction of the tropaion of Peter (in yellow), in relation to the Roman
necropolis and Constatine's church, c. second century AD.
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Figure 67: St. Peter's annular crypt and raised presbytery, added by Pope Gregory the Great, c.
600, isometric reconstruction (After Krautheimer, 1980).
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Figure 68: Plan of San Pancrazio, Rome (After Webb, 2001).
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Figure 69: Plan of San Crisogono, Rome (After Webb, 2001).
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Figure 70: San Crisogono's excavated ring crypt, under the present day church (Photo by author).
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Figure 71: Plan of San Marco, Rome (After Webb, 2001).
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Figure 72: Plan of San Martino ai Monti, Rome (After Webb, 2001).
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Figure 73: Plan of SS. Quattro Coronati, Rome (After Webb, 2001).
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Figure 74: Plan of Santo Stefano degli Abissini (After Webb, 2001).
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Figure 75: The Palatine Hill in the mid-seventh century (After Augenti, 2000).
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Figure 76: S. Prassede, isometric reconstruction (After Krautheimer, 1980).
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Figure 77: Plan of S. Prassede, Rome (After Webb, 2001).

328

Figure 78: Map of Early Medieval Rome, including the routes and churches mentioned in the
Einsiedeln Itineraries. Paschal's churches are in all capital letters (After Goodson, 2010).
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Figure 79: Detail of apse mosaic, S. Prassede, Rome, c. 817-24.
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Fig. 80: SS. Cosmas and Damian, apse mosaic, Rome, early sixth century.
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Figure 81: Apse and triumphal arch, S. Prassede.

332

Figure 82: Detail of Christ and agnus dei, apse, S. Prassede.
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Figure 83: Detail of scenes from the Book of Revelation, triumphal arch, S. Prassede.
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Figure 84: Detail of deesis scene with Prassede, triumphal arch, S. Prassede.

335

Figure 85: Plan of S. Cecelia in Trastevere (After Goodson, 2010).
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Figure 86: Interior of S. Cecelia in Trastevere, with original ninth century apse, Rome.
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Figure 87: S. Cecelia in Trastevere, apse mosaic.
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Figure 88: Plan of S. Maria in Domnica (After Webb, 2001).

339

Figure 89: Exterior of S. Maria in Domnica (present-day name S. Maria in Navicella)
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Figure 90: Interior of S. Maria in Domnica

341

Figure 91: Detail of Mary and Paschal, S. Maria in Domnica, apse.
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Figure 92: Apse and triumphal arch, S. Maria in Domnica.
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Figure 93: Madonna della Clemenza icon, S. Maria in Trastevere, Rome, c. 705-7.
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Figure 94: Maria Regina wall painting, S. Maria in Trastevere, Rome, c. 570.

345

Figure 95: Copy (c. 1596) of the demolished apse of SS. Nereo ed Achilleo (After Thunø, 2005).

346

Figure 96: Map of Roman-era Ravenna, with later walls in gray (After Cirelli, 2001).
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Figure 97: The Mese, Constantinople.

348

Figure 98: Modern day map of Ravenna. The Via Porticata began at the Cathedral (9)
and culminated at the intersection of Via Mariani and Via di Roma, near Sant'Apollinare Nuovo
(13) and Palace of the Exarchs (14).
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