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Fig. 1 Giorgio de Chirico, L’enigma dell’oracolo, 1909-1911, private collection.



Beyond the Veil:

Revealing the Mystery of Curtains

Corinna Mairhanser

A glance at the work L’enigma dell’'oracolo by
Giorgio de Chirico, painted between 1909 and
1911, is like a glimpse into ancient spheres or an
introduction to past mysteries. Drawn into the
ancient world implied by the title, the viewer gazes
into a simple brick-walled room that offers an
upward view of the sky (fig.1). The painting
reveals two different, if not contradictory, views of
the mystery, which are enclosed by curtains.

The left-hand third of the picture is dominated
by an arched opening of the interior that reveals a
view of a mountainous coastal landscape. Under a
cloudy sky, a city stretches out across the plain.’
The viewer’s gaze is given the opportunity to
wander out of the room into another pictorial
dimension, an open expanse. At this point of
transition from the static, motionless interior to
the perspectival expanse of the landscape stands a
figure. Turning its back to the viewer, the figure is
wrapped in a long sheet of fabric, its head tilted
downwards, seemingly lost in the view. The title of
the work suggests that this could be the medium of

the Oracle, the Pythia, or the enquirer. A brown
curtain is hung from a rod beneath the arch, which
is open towards the left edge of the picture and is
cut off by it. The textile draws the viewer’s gaze to
this area, enclosing and framing the figure and the
view, thereby staging them. Just as the open
curtain provides insights and views, the Pythia
conveys cryptic responses to the questions posed
to the deity. Both partially unveil, whether it be a
coveted glimpse of something, long-awaited
knowledge, or clues to the unknown future - yet
they never reveal the complete truth, preserving
the mystery by not telling or showing - a deep-
rooted feeling that has existed since prehistory, an
enigmatic sense of foreboding, as de Chirico him-
self expressed it.?

Demarcated by a plain brick wall that defines
the centre, the right-hand third of the picture
shows a spatial area that has been shifted further
back and is occupied towards the front by a black
curtain that appears to cover the entire width of
the picture and is suspended from a pole that

1 Tt is likely that Athens, where the artist spent parts of his youth, served as an inspiration. The city is probably viewed from the
Acropolis with the interior representing a temple, perhaps the Erechtheion or the Propylaea, but comparisons are also made with
the ensemble of the temples at Delphi. Therefore, see C. Crescentini, L’Enigma Velato, Rome, Erreciemme, 2009, pp. 101-102; F.
Benzi, >Giorgio de Chirico e la nascita della metafisica. L'»altra« avanguardia italiana, 19101911, in S. Frezzotti (ed.), Secessione e
avanguardia. Larte in Italia prima della Grande Guerra (1905 - 1915), Milan, Electa, 2014, p. 107.

2 Benzi, »Giorgio de Chirico e la nascita della metafisica. L'»altra« avanguardia italiana, 1910 - 1911¢, pp. 108 - 109; also C. Bliimle,
»Das Bild als Vorhang, in C. Bliimle and B. Wismer (eds.), Hinter dem Vorhang. Verhiillung und Enthiillung seit der Renaissance -
Von Tizian bis Christo, Munich, Hirmer, 2016, p. 36; Crescentini, L’Enigma Velato, pp. 95-96, 102-105; S. Greene, >The Pull of
the Oracle: Personalized Mythologies in Plath and de Chirico«, Mosaic, vol. 25, no. 1, 1992, pp. 107 - 120.
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leaves the upper part of the wall free.’ This area of
the room works with the contrasting means of
staging the textile — instead of showing, it conceals
and refers to the mysterious. The viewer is given a
clue as to what this mystery might be, as the white
shining head of a statue can be seen above the
curtain. The staging is reminiscent of ancient cult
images in temples and refers to the veiled mystery
of the existence of a deity or, more generally, of
divinity. The head behind the curtain appears
distant and detached, creating a historicising ref-
erence.

The joints of the uneven paving stones on the
interior floor direct the viewer’s gaze to the dark
curtain, which is the darkest element in the image.
The curtain appears as an impenetrable black
surface that slowly dissolves, perhaps suggesting
movement. The textile closes off the pictorial
space, shrouding what lies behind it, but still
leaving hints of the divinity and its existence
visible in the form of the head, opening up a new,
mysterious, sacred sphere.*

The architecture acts as a backdrop to frame the
picture and provides a stage for the curtains and
the two figures.” Both elements play with the
viewer, as they interact with vision - on the one
hand allowing insights, on the other restricting and
blocking the view. Both the painting and the
curtains therefore function as a metaphysical mo-
ment. Their complete perception eludes the viewer
in the attempt to see everything, is partially veiled
and thus remains inaccessible. This gives rise to a

mood inherent to the work, an atmosphere that
activates human emotion, intensifies the desire to
see and influences perception. The viewer is left
with an unfulfilled desire to see and comprehend
the invisible veil.®

A Glance at the Curtain

When the curtain rises, this moment of opening
offers new perspectives. What has previously been
hidden is now visible, revealed and staged extraor-
dinarily by the framing textile - a phenomenon
that is not limited to the de Chirico example.
Across cultures and epochs, humans have always
surrounded themselves with curtains. These tex-
tiles have been used to consciously influence
human perception and direct the gaze to what is
between them. There is inevitably something fas-
cinating and exceptional about what is presented
in the act of unveiling.

Researchers using exemplanatory approaches
highlighted that curtains in Late Antiquity, the
Middle Ages, and beyond - apart from their
practical functions - were used as a means of
staging esteemed persons or venerated objects and
of defining transitions between different spheres
such as life and death, ruler and ruled, or human
and divine. They function as media of presenta-
tion, highlighting and marking transitions. At the
same time, curtains hide; they activate the viewer’s
imagination and evoke the unattainable desire to

3 B. Brazeau, >Building a Mystery: Giorgio de Chirico and Italian Renaissance Paintings, The Italianist, vol. 39, no. 1, 2019, p. 31;
A. Gorgen-Lammers, >De Chiricos Be-Stimmung. Zu Einfliissen aus der deutschen Philosophie und Kunsts, in A. Gorgen-
Lammers and P. Baldacci (eds.), Giorgio de Chirico. Magische Wirklichkeit, Munich, Hirmer, 2020, p. 59.

4 Crescentini, L’Enigma Velato, pp. 93 -96; Benzi, »Giorgio de Chirico e la nascita della metafisica. L'»altra« avanguardia italiana,
1910-1911¢, pp. 108-109; A. Gorgen-Lammers, >De Chiricos Be-Stimmungs, pp.59-60; C. Bliimle, >Giorgio de Chiricos
Enigmas, in S. Egenhofer (ed.), Was ist ein Bild? Antworten in Bildern, Munich, Wilhelm Fink, 2012, p. 222; Bliimle, >Das Bild als
Vorhang, pp. 36 - 38.

5 A. Gorgen-Lammers, >De Chiricos Be-Stimmungy, p. 59.

6 Benzi, >Giorgio de Chirico e la nascita della metafisica. L'»altra« avanguardia italiana, 1910-1911, pp. 107 -108; Bliimle,
»Giorgio de Chiricos Enigmas, pp. 221 -222; Bliimle, >Das Bild als Vorhang, pp. 36 —38; Brazeau, >Building a Mystery: Giorgio de
Chirico and Italian Renaissance Paintings, pp. 30-31; A. G6rgen-Lammers, >De Chiricos Be-Stimmungs, pp. 51, 59, 63; V. Noel-
Johnson, >Le voyage sans fin. Giorgio de Chirico and Metaphysical Art (1910-78), in V. Noel-Johnson (ed.), Giorgio de Chirico:
The Changing Face of Metaphysical Art, Milan, Skira, 2019, p. 6. On the artistic influences of A. Bocklin, in particular his work
»Odysseus and Kalypsos, as well as M. Klinger and the philosophical impact of F. Nietzsche and A. Schopenhauer, which also affect
the levels of interpretation of the work see Crescentini, L’Enigma Velato.



Veiling, Wrapping, Concealing, and Revealing. Different Perspectives on Curtains

look behind the veil - to gain an insight into what
is hoped to lie behind it. Thereby, the curtains
movement interacts with fundamental human
characteristics, like inquisitiveness and the power-
ful inner desire for knowledge and insight. The
process of opening generates the viewers’ attention
and intensifies the viewing experience. This inter-
action between veiling and concealing stimulates
the beholder’s imagination and consciously draws
their attention to the space framed by curtains.
Essential to these processes are always the viewers,
influences on their visual experience and thus also
their perception of the situation.

Giorgio de Chirico exemplified this fascination
inherent to curtains through the contrast between
the two painted textiles. He established a delicate
tension between revealing and concealing, which is
expressed above all in the right-hand curtain. The
fascination of this curtain lies in the fact that it
evokes the need to reveal, the longing to open it
and to see what could possibly be hidden behind it
- even if it is partly visible. The mere sight and
perception of the curtain is thus connected with
the need to reveal the unknown, and the fascina-
tion with the hidden. This desire to unveil is
symptomatic of the perception of veils and cur-
tains. Therefore, curtains themselves are a kind of
mystery — the mere sight and perception of a
curtain grabs people’s attention, activates their
imagination, and heightens their expectations
through their dynamic as well as performative
characteristics.

Veiling, Wrapping, Concealing, and
Revealing. Different Perspectives on
Curtains

Late Antique, Byzantine, and medieval visual
culture was particularly concerned with thresh-
olds, staggered spaces, and delayed sensory expe-
riences — and often curtains are used at these
transitions and in liminal situations, marking
spaces and thereby distinguishing them. First in
this volume, Tina Bawden focuses on liminality in

medieval church buildings, an experience that
begins at the entrance with the threshold and the
curtains placed there. This liminality can also be
traced visually within sacred buildings, especially
in representations of donors, where it is revealed as
a link between representation and experience.
Although their spatial qualities are less easy to pin
down, the curtains are part of the material topog-
raphy of the in-between. The textiles convey
transformative experiences at thresholds and in
liminal spaces, structuring spaces while creating
connections between them. Thresholds and tran-
sitions present themselves as areas characterised by
contrasting principles, related to sacred and cult
places, which have a massive influence on the
experience. Looking at curtains from the research
history of liminality, some problems arise in rela-
tion to the original conception of liminality in
ritual and religious contexts. The terminology
needs to be extended to objects and images. The
terms threshold, transitional spaces or passages
and the liminal should be used carefully depending
on the perspective or question at hand. In this way,
they can develop their potential to integrate mate-
rial evidence and perspectives on historical per-
ception and experience.

While curtains, when closed, shield the viewers’
gaze, and evoke their desire to see through visual
withdrawal, when opened, they reveal, frame and
present what one expects to see. Curtains capture
people’s attention, stimulate their imagination, and
heighten their expectations through the fabric’s
dynamic and performative qualities. This staging
and the experience involved are particularly in-
tense when what is hoped to be seen is a sacred
image, of which the open curtains offer only the
illusion of a glimpse. Corinna Mairhanser ex-
amines how curtains in Late Antiquity, through
their function of directing the gaze and influencing
visual perception, helped to establish sacred im-
ages, to express concepts of the numinous and the
arcane sacred, and to mystify and enchant what
they framed. As the veneration of icons became
established, the demands placed on them changed
over the centuries up to the Middle Byzantine
period. Curtains continued to help authenticate

11
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the sacredness and stage faith in the spheres that
unfold around and within the image. Central to
this are the viewers and their multi-sensory expe-
rience, perception, and interaction with the im-
ages, both as individuals and as part of a commu-
nity and social experience. Miracles and physical
changes in icons refer to an invisible divinity,
intensify the perception of those present and lead
the visual perception to a higher level of spiritual
vision and religious feeling.

The afterlife and the long history of the connec-
tion between the staging of sacred images with
curtains and the associated ritual are suggested by
Matko Marusi¢ in his observations of altar retables
in Dalmatian churches of the Early Modern peri-
od. Curtains and draperies made of stone or
marble framed and staged the older medieval
sacred images placed in the most prominent posi-
tion in a church. Due to their age and style, these
so-called imagines antiquae referred to the authen-
ticity of the portrayed saints. They were comple-
mented by various religious concepts and stories of
supernatural powers and miracles, which pointed
to the enduring Christian identity of the commu-
nities that venerated them. The animated, moving
textiles carved in stone enshrined these images and
offered them to the faithful for veneration, drawing
the spectator’s attention to the dialogue with them
in the ritual of concealment and revelation, which
could only be hinted at by the materiality of the
curtains.

Curtains not only play with the human eye and
visual perception, they also utilise acoustics to
create spaces on a holistic physical and emotional
level, influencing people’s perception and sensibil-
ities. Friederike Kranig looks beyond the purely
visual staging of curtains to the acoustics between
Modernity and Late Antiquity. The staging possi-
bilities of sounds and curtains were utilised in
various acoustic productions, especially at the
imperial court in Constantinople. In silence as a
deliberately used acoustic dimension, sound sig-
nals as acoustic stimuli activate interest in what is
shown and refer to the staging of the event. The
sound, consisting of alternating choirs and organs
flooding the space, intensifies the experience and

spans different temporal and spatial levels, acting
between proximity and distance, as well as past
and present. The curtains lend a distant, entranced
mysterious sound that can also become very
present through the performative character of the
textiles.

From the Byzantine imperial court and the
curtains hung in the palace, the focus shifts to the
Ottoman court and its tents as an integral part of
it. Drawing on the example of the Grand Vizier’s
tent from the mid-seventeenth century, a trophy of
the Ottoman wars gained by the Bavarian Prince
Elector Max Emanuel, Priscilla Pfannmiiller points
to the very ability of this special object. Like
curtains, tents have a performative character and
can be transformed from a place to sleep into a
garden pavilion by raising and lowering the tent
curtains. The various panels of the tent, the so-
called hazine, and the curtains share the same basic
functions and uses, as well as the same aspects of
staging — they screen and conceal, they reveal in
the next moment, they stage and represent, they
divide, demarcate, and define spaces and spheres.
Etymological connections also underline these
similarities. Analogies between tents and palaces
represent the highly artificial and philosophical
Ottoman concepts of power associated with tents,
whose transformation was reflected in their chang-
ing design in the late 17th century. There is an
intentional discrepancy between the unimpressive,
uniform, shielding exterior of the tent and the
highly decorated, lavish heavenly garden that is
revealed inside. However, this contradiction can be
resolved by opening up the tent’s panels and
blurring the boundaries between inside and out-
side, between war and paradise.

These previously considered forms of staging
were inspired by and modelled on various forms of
curtains in antiquity. Eva Christof analyses the
omnipresence of these textiles from Late Hellenis-
tic to Roman Imperial imagery. Archaeological
findings provide clues to places and forms of
attachment, while representations in various me-
dia shed light on diverse areas of life they framed
and their facets — from births, marriages, celebra-
tions, visits to the theatre, very intimate and



private moments, and ultimately to death. As two-
dimensional painted or carved illusions, curtains
open up spatial perspectives and visual references
to different pictorial levels between foreground
and background or interior and exterior space,
thus giving depth to the pictorial representations.
They can also span temporal levels in the visual-
isation of narratives or, beyond this expressive
content, be reduced to their purely ornamental
status.

How do curtains interact with people and their
perception? What staging mechanisms do they use
to influence them? What are the challenges they
confront them with? Franz Alto Bauer deals with
this question and the processes that take place
behind the curtain, in people’s minds. Over the
centuries, changing demands and forms of expres-
sion have increasingly blurred the boundaries
between realities, worlds and people, as visual
media shows. Plays, books, newspapers, pictures,
or films interact with viewers on different levels
within their genre and present them with tasks and
challenges. Visual perception is central to this, as
are the associated processes and a visual literacy
that serves to absorb and interpret what is seen.
Curtains act over time as a subdividing and staging
framework for the process of perception, which
takes place as an integral part of the individual’s
mind.

A Glimpse Behind the Curtain

A comparative look back at de Chirico’s L'enigma
dell'oracolo reveals how curtains interact with the
mystery on different levels. They conceal and
reveal at the same time, directing the viewer’s gaze,
deliberately staging views and content. In the
process of concealment, the object or abstract idea
hidden behind the curtain may include religious
beliefs and content that are difficult to depict and
make tangible. This mystery is concealed in the
shadow, wrapped in several layers of textiles. Its
true meaning and what it consists of is left to the
viewer’s perception and imagination. Because of
this individual component, these mysteries will

A Glimpse Behind the Curtain

never be fully revealed, and that is not the aim of
this volume.

These glimpses behind the curtain and the
attempt to reveal some of their secrets were only
possible with the help of a few people and institu-
tions, to whom I would like to express my sincere
gratitude. First of all, there are the many helping
hands that contributed to the success of the
workshop that preceded this volume on 19-20
May 2022 in Munich. I would also like to thank
Franz Alto Bauer and the Ludwig-Maximilians-
Universitdt Munich for making this possible in the
first place. Moreover, I am grateful to the Verein
fur Spatantike Archdologie und Byzantinische
Kunstgeschichte e.V. for the financial support of
the workshop and to the MZAW - Miinchner
Zentrum fir Antike Welten and its doctoral can-
didate seminar Promotionsprogramm Altertums-
wissenschaften for their grants for this volume.
Special thanks goes to Elise Tacconi-Garman, who
undertook the English-language editing of the
contributions. Without the support of all these
people and institutions, it would not have been
possible to take a closer look behind the curtain at
its mysteries.

Figure Credits

Fig. 1: © VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2024; picture from
A. Gorgen-Lammers, >De Chiricos Be-Stimmung.
Zu Einfliissen aus der deutschen Philosophie und
Kunst, in A. Gorgen-Lammers and P. Baldacci
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Fig. 1 Enrico Scrovegni with a model of the Arena Chapel, Cross held by two angels, and entrance to hell. Fresco by Giotto, West wall,
1303-1307, Arena Chapel, Padua.



Curtains in the Context of Thresholds and
Liminal Spaces in Medieval Art

Tina Bawden

This article explores the shift in perspective that
focusing on the threshold as a specific if multi-
faceted space means for the study of those objects
and images placed there. Sculptures, doors, iron-
work, reliefs, carvings and, more recently, textiles
have tended to attract attention within the history
of art according to semantic content, material and
genre rather than placement. Considering them in
the location they were viewed in brings out not
only functional contexts impacting imagery and
questions of sensory address, but also material
aesthetics prized here. Hardly ever extant in situ,
textiles are particularly difficult to firmly associate
with a historical threshold or boundary. Their
appeal for the construction and characterization of
spaces both materially and visually, however, has
often been noted.' Drawing on the relatively recent
interest in evidence for curtains in Late Antiquity
and the early Middle Ages and the scholarship this
has produced, I ask more generally how they
integrate into the visuality and materiality of the
threshold and the idea of liminal spaces. A first

part demonstrates the way in which entrances of
sacred buildings function as connectors of repre-
sentation and experience of space by looking at
donor images. A second part explores the termi-
nology surrounding the liminal and liminality, and
the way in which these concepts have been used in
the last decade to draw out their potential for the
topic. A third and a final fourth part then touch
upon how textile aesthetics and extant curtains
might be further studied as part of the threshold as
a visual and material space.

Engaging with Buildings

The facade of the painted model of the Arena
Chapel in Padua contains a very small threshold -
the threshold of a building within a painting
within a building (fig. 2). Built for Enrico Scroveg-
ni between 1303-1307, the chapel houses the
famous fresco decoration by Giotto. The chapel
model in the image is held by its patron, who curls

1 On material evidence, see: J. W. Stephenson, >Veiling the Late Roman House, Textile History, vol. 45, no. 1, 2014, pp. 3-31; S.
de Blaauw and K. Dolezalova, >Constructing Liminal Space? Curtains in Late Antique and Early Medieval Churches¢, Convivium:
Exchanges and Interactions in the Arts of Medieval Europe, Byzantium, and the Mediterranean, special edition The Notion of
Liminality and the Medieval Sacred Space, suppl. 2019, pp. 11-66. E. D. Maguire, »Curtains at the Threshold: How they hung and
how they performeds, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 73, 2019, pp. 217 -244; S. de Blaauw, >Architektur und Textilien in den
spatantiken Kirchen Roms<, Contextus: Festschrift fiir Sabine Schrenk, Jahrbuch fiir Antike und Christentum, Erganzungsband 41,
2020, pp. 144-163. P. Blessing, E. Dospél Williams, and E. L. Shea, Medieval Textiles across Eurasia, c. 300- 1400, Cambridge,
Cambridge Press, 2023. Two important monographs buttress the topic of the depiction of curtains in art: J. K. Eberlein, Apparitio
regis — revelatio veritatis. Studien zur Darstellung des Vorhangs in der bildenden Kunst von der Spitantike bis zum Ende des
Mittelalters, Wiesbaden, Reichert, 1982; C. Blumle: Schauspiele des Halbversteckten: Eine Bildgeschichte des gemalten Vorhangs,
Paderborn, Fink, 2019.
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his hand under the entrance steps and places the
thumb of his right hand upon its threshold. The
scene is part of the Last Judgement covering the
entire west wall of the building. It is placed just to
the left of the central axis upon which Christ as
Judge presides over proceedings, and adjacent to
the cross, instrument of the Passion held aloft by
angels directly beyond the enthroned Christ.
Scrovegni kneels opposite a cleric in the same
posture as him, who is supporting the model of the

Fig. 2 Detail of Enrico
Scrovegni with a model of the
Arena Chapel. Fresco by Giot-
to, West wall, 1303-1307, Are-
na Chapel, Padua.

chapel on his shoulder. He raises his left hand
towards Mary, who is flanked by St John and St
Catherine, the patrons of the two side altars. Saint
Catherine has placed one hand upon the roof of
the chapel model to signal acceptance of his gift.
Upon closer inspection, we see that the door is
quite detailed, with a tympanum with figures, and
what looks to be one half of the two doors shut and
one open to reveal the signature blue of the
frescoes’ backgrounds inside.?

2 The West wall was among the last parts painted. The transept in the model points to a historical plan for the east end of the
chapel, and the cleric acts as a custodian: M. V. Schwarz, Giottus pictor, Cologne, Bohlau, 2008, vol. 2, pp. 26 -36. The body of
literature on the Arena Chapel and Enrico Scrovegni as historical person is vast. A. Derbes and M. Sandona, The Usurer’s Heart:
Giotto, Enrico Scrovegni, and the Arena Chapel in Padua, University Park, Pennsylvania State University Press, 2008; H. C. Lange,
Giotto’s Arena Chapel and the Triumph of Humility, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2023. The image of Scrovegni’s



The gesture combines several main functional
contexts of church entrances in the Middle Ages,
from the socially binding to the legal, and from the
ritual to the spiritual. By touching the threshold,
Scrovegni is demonstrating that the chapel is his to
give. As pars pro toto, the doorway here stands for
the whole building. It was customary to take
ownership of a house by touching a part of its
doorway in the Middle Ages.’ Likewise, the thresh-
old was where oaths were sworn, and socially
binding contracts were made. Church asylum,
formally introduced at the Council of Orange in
AD 441, meant that sanctuary seekers presented
themselves and were defended at the door.* Phys-
ical interaction with the threshold was moreover
part of one of the central liturgical rites of the
church, the dedication and consecration of a
church, which included the bishop knocking on
the closed door and touching his crozier to the
posts or threshold, as well as performative acts of
lustration and marking.’

By placing his thumb here, at the threshold to a
sacred space, Scrovegni’s ownership gesture is
coupled with the hope that his donation will lead
to his being saved at the end of time. This is
underscored by the placement of the image, on the
corresponding side of the Last Judgement, the side
of the elect (fig. 1). The support and tactile accep-
tance of the saints acting as intercessors on
Scrovegni’s behalf likewise contributes to the
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hopeful outlook. Nevertheless, this is also a ren-
dering of a liminal situation. It is a meeting of
heavenly and earthly representatives, »betwixt and
between« in the well-known description of the
liminal stage formulated by cultural anthropologist
Victor Turner in 1964.° The donation image and
its immediate surroundings are not even really
part of the Last Judgment, but neither are they of
the here and now of the earthly building. Existen-
tial parameters are affected by this liminal stage:
for Scrovegni and for viewers of the fresco, judg-
ment has not yet been cast and everything is
possible. There are pictorial traces of this indeter-
minacy and suspension: Gravity does not seem to
apply equally across the scene, matter and tangi-
bility are contrasted with weightlessness, physical
touch with airy reach. Thus, for example,
Scrovegni’s gentle touch does not contribute visi-
bly to lightening the cleric’s heavy burden.” The
cross, which is clearly rendered as being made of
thick wood, hovers, held aloft by floating angels. At
the same time, it is physically connected to the
ground by a small soul desperately clinging to its
shaft, while devils physically drag and push the
damned souls in the direction of hell opening up
beneath. The represented objects — the miniature
chapel and the cross - are a model and a sign
respectively, and yet their rendering makes them
fluctuate between the insubstantial and the tangi-
ble, the represented and the palpable.

interaction with the church model is usually treated briefly, however, and has interested scholars mainly in terms of what it reveals
about the character of his patronage or Giotto’s approach to portraiture, rather than what it reveals about thresholds.

3 Usually the ring: Traditio per anulum. Cf. H. R. Hahnloser, »Urkunden zur Bedeutung des Tiirrings¢, in W. Gramberg, C. G.
Heise, and L. Moller (eds.), Festschrift fiir Erich Meyer zum sechzigsten Geburtstag. Studien zu Werken in den Sammlungen des
Museums fiir Kunst und Gewerbe Hamburg, Hamburg, Hauswedell, 1959, pp. 125 - 146, with sources. U. Mende, Die Tiirzieher des
Mittelalters (Bronzegerite des Mittelalters, 2), Berlin, Deutscher Verlag fiir Kunstwissenschaft, 1981, pp. 161 -167.

4 W. Chester Jordan, >A Fresh Look at Medieval Sanctuarys, in R. M. Karras, J. Kaye, and E. A. Matter (eds.), Law and the Illicit in
Medieval Europe, Philadelphia, 2008, pp. 17 -32.

5 B. Repsher, The Rite of Church Dedication in the Early Medieval Era, Lewiston NY, Mellen, 1998; H. P. Neuheuser, Mundum
consecrare. Die Kirchweihliturgie als Spiegel der mittelalterlichen Raumwahrnehmung, in E. Vavra (ed.), Virtuelle Raume.
Raumwahrnehmung und Raumvorstellung im Mittelalter, Berlin, Akademie Verlag, 2005, pp. 259 -279.

6 The essay >Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites of Passage¢, was turned into a chapter in V. Turner, The Forest of
Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1967. Turner had first presented the paper in March 1964,
after reading Arnold van Gennep’s book, which had recently been translated into English: A. van Gennep, The Rites of Passage,
translated by M. Vizedom and G. L. Caffee, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1960 (First publ. Les rites de passage, Paris, 1909).
Cf. A. Szakolczai and B. Thomassen, From Anthropology to Social Theory: Rethinking the Social Sciences, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2019, chapter >Victor Turner: Liminal Experiences as the Grounding of Social Theory, pp. 176 — 195, here p. 182.
7 P. C. Claussen, >Enrico Scrovegni, der exemplarische Fall?(, in H.-R. Meier, C. Jdggi, and Ph. Biittner (eds.), Fiir irdischen Ruhm
und himmlischen Lohn: Stifter und Auftraggeber in der mittelalterlichen Kunst, Berlin, Reimer, 1995, pp. 227 - 246, here p. 230.
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It seems significant in this context that the
doorway of the painted Arena Chapel - centre and
nexus of the gestural transactions of donation,
saintly intercession, offer and acceptance in the
business of the soul - is half open and half closed,
expressing the ambivalence it holds, the decision
not yet known or made until the end of days.
Promise, anxiety, a sense of urgency, temporal
suspension as well as anticipation are folded into
this scene.

Giotto’s version of mise-en-abyme, the tele-
scoping of time and space by way of putting real
and depicted places and their connotations into
play, in fact, has a long tradition. Further south
and three centuries earlier, the church of Sant’An-
gelo in Formis was enlarged and decorated under
the patronage of the abbot of Montecassino,
Desiderius, between 1072 and 1087. He had his
donor picture added to the apse, where he offers a
model of the church to the archangel Michael. The
model is recognizably that of the complex here
with the same wide porch. Again, it is the facade
which is one of the most important parts. Raising
his model with his left hand holding up the steps,
he places the fingertips of his right hand across the
central entrance of the porch, likewise indicating
that it was especially significant to be physically
engaged with this area. Among the frescoes adorn-
ing the interior of the same Sant’Angelo in Formis
is a precursor of Giotto’s Last Judgement on the
interior west wall of the church.® While the refer-
ence to the economy of salvation is not quite as

plainly formulated in terms of the Last Things,
therefore, localization and intercession are likewise
fundamental themes.

Another five hundred years earlier and further
east, a mosaic image of bishop Eufrasius shows this
donor presenting a model of his basilica in the
actual church in Croatia’s town of Pore¢.’ In
contrast to Desiderius and Scrovegni, he is pre-
senting the model of his church with his arms
veiled. As in the later donor images, however, the
model is angled in such a way that the fagade with
the entrance of the church is closest to the donor
and facing the viewer. Here, there is a white
curtain with red dots and visible loops half drawn
back as if by the bishop’s mantle, which pictorially
formulates the accessibility of this church.” This is
another invitation, for the depicted threshold re-
lates to a real one, which those viewing these
images have already crossed and yet might think
back to. Small hooks are extant at the major
entrance of the Euphrasian Basilica, supporting the
notion that the actual entrance was also equipped
with a curtain. In Late Antiquity and the early
Middle Ages, door curtains were often an addition
to, not a replacement of, permanent doors." Pic-
torially focusing on curtains in this image height-
ens the sense of the building’s openness. Within
the history of images, curtains swept to one side
predate the depiction of open doors. On occasion,
these motifs were therefore used to signal outdoor
in contrast to indoor settings of a scene."

8 I. Grotecke, Das Bild des Jiingsten Gerichts. Die ikonographischen Konventionen in Italien und ihre politische Aktualisierung in

Florenz, Worms, Wernersche Verlagsgesellschaft, 1997, p. 14.

9 For an accessible photo, see fig. 2 in E. D. Maguire, >Curtains at the Threshold: How they hung and how they performeds,

Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 73, 2019, pp. 217 - 244.

10 Maguire, »Curtains at the Thresholds, p. 219; Eberlein, Apparitio regis - revelatio veritatis.

11 For curtains even in smaller churches in the Byzantine context, see B. Caseau, >Objects in Churches: The Testimony of
Inventoriess, in L. Lavan, E. Swift, and T. Putzeys (eds.), Objects in Context, Objects in Use: Material Spatiality in Late Antiquity,
Leiden, Brill, 2007, pp. 551 - 580. Textual evidence for door curtains in the early medieval West and East is provided by Isidore of
Seville and Jerome, for example (see below). A prominent example of an historiated door with an additional curtain is Santa Sabina
in Rome: Extant holes in the doors’ frames have been suggested as bearing something to support a curtain: Cf. I. Foletti, >Singing
Doors: Images, Space, and Sound in the Santa Sabina Narthexs, in B. V. Pentcheva (ed.), Icons of Sound: Voice, Architecture, and
Imagination in Medieval Art, London, Routledge, 2021, pp. 19 - 35, here p. 31.

12 Cf. Byzantine examples in M. G. Parani, >Curtains in the Middle and Late Byzantine House«, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 73,
2019, pp. 145 - 164.



The list of examples could be extended to
include donor images from further regions in the
Middle Ages,"” but the three discussed here suffice
to make the point: Evidently, the entrance and its
mechanisms of architectural and material accessi-
bility through porch, portal, door and curtain
mattered. They no doubt mattered differently in
different places and at different times, but the
staging of the entrance areas in these three picto-
rial conceptions of individual churches suggest
that there are some communalities which tran-
scend the iconographic type of >donor with model.
All these building models spanning 800 years of
Mediterranean visual culture refer to the church in
question itself, its accessibility, and its role as a
mediator of salvation by way of directing attention
to the entrance. They therefore also relate to
viewers’ experiences. The extent of physical inter-
action between the donor and the hardware of the
entrance is treated quite differently: While
Desiderius and Scrovegni touch the entrance area
with their bare hands, and only Scrovegni’s fingers
appear to actually engage with a modelled object,
Eufrasius’ mantle and the curtain merely overlap,
his covered hands expressing the reverence for the
sacred building. The drawn curtain and the half-
open door both signal accessibility, but they draw
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attention to the different ways in which thresholds
are constructed, managed and claimed as spaces.
While all three donors’ gestures proclaim proxim-
ity and engagement, they can also be located
within a web of roles, meanings and differences
performed and produced at medieval entrances,
and demonstrating that space is always construct-
ed socially."* Touching the door curtain with his
hands would not have been an appropriate gesture
for Desiderius: The visual record suggests that
opening door curtains was an act performed by
servants in late antique culture, and iconographies
such as those of the Annunciation and Visitation

> In the context of

continue this association.'
churches, curtains were managed by the ostiarius,
a variable role and often office established over the
course of the early Middle Ages.'® A letter by
Jerome implies that it was one of the doorkeeper’s
tasks (here ianitor) to ensure that the curtains were
put up in the doorway;"” doorkeepers were also
expected to regulate admittance, excluding those

not allowed in the church.”™

13 E.g. Mals, St Benedikt, fresco ca. 800 of Bishop Remedius on the Eastern wall. Twelfth-century capital from Saint-Lazare,
Autun, with layperson and cleric holding a model of the church with apse. The portal is represented on the aisle wall of the model,
so that it faces forward and is seen by viewers. Donor image of Guglielmo da Castelbarco holding a model of San Fermo Maggiore,
Verona, with four fingers placed across the door opening, fresco in the chancel arch from the first half of the fourteenth century.
14 Cf. M. Low, The Sociology of Space: Materiality, Social Structures, and Action, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, p. vii: »The
constitution of space is a performative act. [...] How we perform the synthesis between objects, how we span the space between
things and people is a highly conventionalized, objectified practice«.

15 See Elizabeth’s house in the scene of the Visitation in the Eufrasian Basilica in Pore¢, Croatia. A key example is the curtained
doorway adjacent to Theodora and her entourage in the wall mosaic of San Vitale, Ravenna, AD 547. The figure in the doorway
was further developed into the figure of witness in many instances, e.g. Annunciation of the Genoels-Elderen ivory diptych, late
8th c., Brussels, Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire. Annunciation scene on the front of a portable altar from Melk, walrus tooth,
oak, porphyr, c. 1050-1075. Darmstadt, Hessisches Landesmuseum, Acc. No. Kg 54:221. On these ﬁgures, see: R. Deshman,
»Servants of the Mother of God in Byzantine and Medieval Art«, Word and Image, vol. 5, 1989, pp. 33 -70; most recently B. Roux,
»La parole observée: Figures de témoins dans des Annonciations médiévales, in H. Griindler, A. Nova, and I. Sapir, Berlin (eds.),
The Announcement: Annunciations and Beyond, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2020, pp. 55-73. The woman spinning in the porch of the
Apparition to St Anne in Giotto’s Arena Chapel is a further instance of these witness figures.

16 J. Day, The Status and Role of Doorkeepers in the Early Medieval West, Studies in Late Antiquity, vol. 6, no. 1, 2022, pp. 148 -
173. On the Byzantine context: V. A. Karras, Female Deacons in the Byzantine Church, Church History, vol. 73, no. 2, 2004,
pp. 272-316.

17 Jerome, letter 60.12 (Corpus scriptorum ecclesiasticorum latinorum 54: 563): »Erat ergo sollicitus, si niteret altare, si parietes
absque fuligine, si pauimenta tersa, si ianitor creber in porta, uela semper in ostiis, si sacrarium mundum, si uasa lucentia.«

18 Day, »The Status and Role of Doorkeepers, pp. 169 -170.
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Notes on Terminology

Key concept within social and cultural studies for
some time now, >thresholds, just like the German
»Schwelle« and French »seuils, signifies an actual or
metaphorical boundary zone beyond which lies
something else.” Even if these terms in their
respective languages have been used slightly dif-
ferently and have had a different development and
impact within cultural theory, the threshold is the
most concrete principle in the semantic realm of
the liminal. A threshold most simply creates a here
and a there at the same time as dividing them. It
sets an obstacle or hindrance, be it high or low. We
therefore speak of pain thresholds or sensory
thresholds. It can also hold a temporal sense, an
event can take place »at the threshold to the 21st
century,« for example. The term always implies a
double perspective, keeping things apart as much
as it joins them together. Janus is a paradigmatic
figure for this, with his two faces looking in
opposite directions.”® The ancient god remained
part of the iconography of January in the Middle
Ages, one of his faces looking ahead into the new
year, while at the same time the other looks back at
the old. The figure demonstrates another key
aspect of what characterizes a threshold: Though
angled forward and back, directed beyond from
either side respectively, the threshold additionally

constitutes a third, a self-sufficient moment or
place between the two spaces or times it separates
and connects. This aspect is of particular interest
to those working on material and visual culture,
because of the way in which the threshold can
become a figure, can be conceived of as a localized
material object or group of objects, or indeed as a
place.

A threshold does not only contrast and connect
two states of being, spaces or times into relation
and possibly conflict with one anothers; it is also a
moment or space of transition, enabling and
channelling a path leading though it. In the way
that it structures time, space and experience, there
are two different ways of understanding a thresh-
old: a hodological one which focuses on the
permeability of the threshold, and a dialectical
one in which the threshold is a >third spaces,
characterized by indeterminacy and negotiation
processes.”!

Both aspects - the hodological and the dialectic
- equally come together in the concept of liminal-
ity. The term, derived from the Latin limen, was
first used conceptually in a cultural context in 1909
by Arnold van Gennep as a classification of all
existing rites.”” He considered transitions as im-
portant within any society, and identified rites of
passage as a category subdivided into three stages:
rites of separation, transition rites and rites of

19 The following adapts and develops - in light of recent publications - the chapter on the theory of the threshold in my book: T.
Bawden, Die Schwelle im Mittelalter: Bildort und Bildmotiv, Cologne, Bohlau, 2014, pp. 20-32. Unlike in 2010, however, when I
completed my thesis, a concise overview over publications in medieval art history which take as central in theory or topic the
conglomerate of terms around thresholds, passages, transitions, barriers, veils, screens and the liminal no longer seems possible to
me. These terms have become ubiquitous in studies on Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages in the last decade. As this has meant
that they are used more loosely and interchangeably, their distinctive meaning has on occasion been watered down. I will outline
here why I regard a careful use of terms as necessary. For a critique of an over-use of >liminal« and »liminalitys, see also V. Bedros
and E. Scirocco, »Liturgical Screens, East and West: Liminality and Spiritual Experience«, Convivium: Exchanges and Interactions in
the Arts of Medieval Europe, Byzantium, and the Mediterranean, special edition The Notion of Liminality and the Medieval Sacred
Space, suppl. 2019, pp. 68 - 88.

20 Cf. Isidore of Seville, Etymologies, 5.33.3, in L. of Seville, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, ed. and trans. S. A. Barney, W. J.
Lewis, J. A. Beach, and O. Berghof, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006, p. 128.

21 This has been one of the key aspects - a term taken over from Frederic Jameson - for Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity in
postcolonial theory, one of the fields for which the spatial metaphors of threshold processes have become important: H. K. Bhabha,
The location of culture, London, Routledge, 1994, ch. 11 »How newness enters the world«.

22 A.van Gennep, Les rites de passage, Paris, 1909.



incorporation.”® A ritual space or phase of transi-
tion is a phase in which a person is no longer what
they were, but is not yet what they will be. Van
Gennep called the middle stage in a rite of passage
a liminal period. In his book, he already ac-
knowledged that rites of passage often go together
with spatial changes. For early Christian rituals, for
example, we might point to the site of baptism,
which was often located at the western end of a
sacred building; to the atrium as the place of
catechumens in Late Antiquity; to marriage rites
celebrated at the portal or the readmission of a new
mother after giving birth, as well as burial in the
porch or ante limina. The spatial aspect, however,
was not important at first for cultural anthropol-
ogists building on van Gennep’s theory, especially
Victor Turner in the 1960s, who followed van
Gennep’s focus on the liminal. Instead, behaviour,
experience, cultic, social and political transforma-
tion were at the centre of consideration. In English,
the use of the compound noun »liminal space« has
only become ubiquitous in the last decade or so.**

In fields concerning not only religion and ritual
conceptually,” but dealing with objects and im-
ages, these terms and concepts acquire different
kinds of potential. Especially in fields involving
concrete visual and material studies (e.g. Art
history, Archaeology, Architectural history), we
do well to think about carefully distinguishing
between thresholds, transitional spaces or pas-
sages, and the liminal. In its most concrete defini-
tion, »threshold« describes an architectural feature,
the step crowned by a door’s frame, even though it

Notes on Terminology

is also used more broadly to mean the door
opening extending above this step, which anyone
entering passes through. To stress this aspect of
crossing from a subjective point of view and to
describe the hodological structure of a threshold
and the way in which it implies movement, we
may further consider it a transitional space or
passage,”® which presupposes its use as such. On
the other hand, >liminal< is not a formally descrip-
tive term for tangible structures and objects. In-
stead, it adds a potential, setting spaces or stretches
of time in relation to experiences and practices. To
describe a church porch as a liminal space, for
example, usually means viewing it in terms of the
rituals enacted there, or in terms of spiritual
preparation associated with it. When inquiring
into historical spaces and built environments, the
notion of liminality implicitly introduces the ele-
ment of experience, thereby multiplying the types
of historical sources to consider. A curtain or the
valves of a door are not in and of themselves
liminal - or rather this would not be a very useful
application of the term -, but their placement, use
or potential use could ensure that they contribute
to a liminal space or a liminal experience, for
example. At the same time, a barrier or threshold
does not need to be physically transgressed in
order to function in a liminal rite.”” A historiated
door in this sense would need to open and close to
function as a door primarily, but it could be
liminal in the sense that it suggests something
about that which lies behind. This experience does
not necessarily rely on the door’s function.”

23 The sequential structure of rites is considered van Gennep’s »central theoretical innovation«: A. Szakolczai and B. Thomassen,
From Anthropology to Social Theory: Rethinking the Social Sciences, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2019, chapter
»Arnold van Gennep: Liminal Rites and the Rhythms of Life«, pp. 23 - 43, here p. 25.

24 Cf. Bawden, Die Schwelle im Mittelalter, p. 11.

25 An important early position is that of M. Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R. Trask,
San Diego, Harcourt, 1959 (first publ. Le Sacré et le Profane, Paris 1957).

26 This aspect of transition is much more inherently part of the German term >Schwelle« than it is of >threshold¢, which makes
working with these concepts across different languages challenging.

27 Cf. Bedros and Scirocco, »Liturgical Screens, East and Wests, p. 85.

28 Cf. Linda Seidel, writing on Moissac, »doors don’t actually have to function at all in order to make suggestions to spectators
about their roles«: L. Seidel, >The Moissac Portico and the Rhetoric of Appropriation, in H. Beck and K. Hengevoss-Diirkop (eds.),
Studien zur Geschichte der europdischen Skulptur im 12./13. Jahrhundert, 2 vols., Frankfurt am Main, Henrich, 1994, pp. 287 -302,
here p. 291.
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With textiles, there is a similar focus on possible
vision and projection in their dialectic of conceal-
ing and revealing.”” Compared to the example of
doors just mentioned, this is encapsulated less by
the objects’ mechanical and spatial range than by
material affordances of coverage, transparency,
mobility and easy manipulation. Textiles were
certainly employed at key moments in liminal
rites, so that their potential of concealing and
revealing something beyond themselves could be
used to aid transformative experiences without
these necessarily being best described in spatial
terms.” Issues of visibility, ritual and space inter-
sect at the threshold and images can add to this
complex situation. It is useful to therefore adjust
terms along with the focal points of inquiries that
move between describing an object, discussing
image functions and characterizing spaces, espe-
cially in historical contexts.

Pliable Borders: The Last
Judgement as a Threshold Image

One of the paradigmatic threshold iconographies,
the Last Judgement, demonstrates that in addition
to structure and visual range, examining threshold
materialities is important. Chosen for church por-
tals in the medieval West from the 12th century
onwards, its iconography and structure was devel-
oped increasingly in tandem with the morphology
of threshold design in the Middle Ages.’" This is

significant, because it points to the role that
sensory experience and affect play in spaces of
transition. Whether chosen, as it was in Sant’An-
gelo in Formis in the 11th and Padua in the 14th
century, to adorn the west wall on the inside of the
church,” whether it served as a sculpted image
above the central entrance, as it was in Ro-
manesque and Gothic cathedrals and churches in
Western Europe, or indeed as a wooden tym-
panum filling the chancel arch of late medieval
English parish churches: The association of the
topic of the Last Judgement with a transitional
space is what these examples have in common. As
highly frequented areas, thresholds guaranteed
visibility and enabled impact, providing powerful
preconditions for address: Those going into the
church, those approaching the chancel and sanc-
tuary, and those leaving the church might be
reminded of their fate and consider their actions
within the larger frame of the judgment awaiting
all of them at the end of days according to
salvation history.

The small soul clinging to the shaft of the Cross
in Padua is, as Peter Cornelius Claussen put it, the
»strongest offer of identification« for a viewer.” I
would add that it is not just the significance of the
Cross, but its position on the central axis of
separation of the damned and the elect, which
contributes to this. The Last Judgement is an image
describing - from the perspective of the pious
viewer — an either/or. The binary structure is one
that many Last Judgement images capitalize on.
However, hope and the potential of being saved,

29 On these principles of visibility as premodern paradigms, see: H. Hofmann et al. (eds.), Enthiillen und Verbergen in der
Vormoderne / Revealing and Concealing in the Premodern Period, Paderborn, Brill, 2021.

30 For a more detailed discussion of the principles - I called them coordinates — characterizing the threshold in the German sense
of Schwelle, see Bawden, Die Schwelle im Mittelalter, pp. 24— 32: ambivalence (Ambivalenz/Ambiguitit), concealment (Verbor-
genheit), promise/invitation (Verheiffung/Aufforderung), transformation (Verwandlung), and mediation (Vermittlung). Scholars
have, of course, also explored the cluster of terms for other fields within art history, for example aesthetically as a particularly
fruitful term for images, as in K. Kriiger, Bildpréisenz - Heilsprisenz: Asthetik der Liminalitit, Gottingen, Wallstein, 2018.

31 Cf.Y. Christe, Jugement derniers, Saint-Léger-Vauban, Zodiaque, 1999.

32 Iris Grotecke lists over 70 monumental depictions of the Last Judgment in Italy, with S. Angelo in Formis being the oldest. I.
Grotecke, Das Bild des Jiingsten Gerichts.

33 P. C. Claussen, >Enrico Scrovegni, der exemplarische Fall?¢, in H.-R. Meier, C. Jaggi, and Ph. Biittner (eds.), Fiir irdischen Ruhm
und himmlischen Lohn: Stifter und Auftraggeber in der mittelalterlichen Kunst, Berlin, Reimer, 1995, pp. 227 - 246, here p. 232
(»das stirkste Identifikationsangebot, welches das Bild des Weltgerichts einem Betrachter bietet).



essential elements for the moralizing and transfor-
mative potential of the image, could be integrated
into the narrative by reference to the place it is set
in. Hints of the not-yet decided ambivalence of an
in-between were also created in pictorial and
sculptural ways. A compelling example is the
Romanesque tympanum at the abbey church of
Ste Foy in Conques, positioned on the pilgrimage
route Via Podiensis to Santiago de Compostela.*
Completed in the second quarter of the 12th
century and over six meters wide, the binary
structure of heaven on the right of Christ and hell
on the left is visible at first glance (fig. 3). Further
complexity is achieved by the division into regis-
ters which add a narrative component to this
particular Last Judgment.*® The relief combines
several visual functions of portal imagery, which
often fuses the locally specific and viewer-relevant
with an iconography bound to the overarching
Christian world view. The Conques Last Judgment
refers to this specific place and its saintly patron
Sainte Foy, who is depicted above the structure of
the heavenly city over the left doorway, and has
risen from her throne to lie prostrate as an
intercessor on behalf of souls before the hand of
God above (fig.4). Scholars have many times
noted that the throne takes the form of that of Ste
Foy’s famous reliquary sculpture held at the abbey

Pliable Borders: The Last Judgement as a Threshold Image

with its prominent rock crystal spheres, so that her
representation on the tympanum can be seen as an
animation of the reliquary.* Furthermore, the
throne is placed in front of an altar, a position the
Book of miracles of Sainte Foy, its first parts
famously written between 1013 and 1025 by Bern-
hard of Angers, mentions for the reliquary.”
Shackles and chains, votive gifts left at the abbey
by the many prisoners the saint was famous for
releasing, hang on a beam over this area, backing
up - spatially as well as causally - her intercession
on their behalf. This image therefore does not only
localize the relevance of the Last Judgment by
offering a preview - as it were — of the church
interior, it distinctively connects the physical ex-
periences of pilgrims with the experience of the
church interior: Here, they would have bent down
to venerate Ste Foy in the same posture she
assumes in the image to make a bid for their
souls.”® Gesture and body position, seen and re-
membered images could mutually support and
enhance the idea that by visiting this church and
its famous relic, pilgrims become themselves by
their physical movement a link in the chain of
intercession. At a time of heightened sensory
experience, such as during pilgrimage, which was
analyzed as an extended liminal state by Edith and
Victor Turner in 1978, the conditions for this kind

34 The following draws on my analysis of the tympanum in the context of threshold imagery, in Bawden, Die Schwelle im
Mittelalter, pp. 211 -227.

35 On the Last Judgement image more generally as a structure used for pictorial argument, see Grétecke, Das Bild des Jiingsten
Gerichts, e.g. pp.2-3. Influential (structuralist) analyses of how the diagrammatic structure of the tympanum in Conques
specifically enables narrative syntax in inscriptions and pictorial content: C. Altman, Conques and Romanesque Narrative, Olifant,
vol. 5, 1977, pp. 5-28; J.-C. Bonne, L’Art roman, de face et de profil: le tympan de Conques, Paris, Le sycomore, 1985; A.-M.
Bouché, Vox Imaginis: Anomaly and Enigma in Romanesque Art, in J. E. Hamburger and A.-M. Bouché (eds.), The Mind’s Eye:
Art and Theological Argument in the Middle Ages, Princeton, Princeton Univeristy Press, 2006, pp. 306-335; S. Biittner, Die
Korper verweben. Sinnproduktion in der franzésischen Bildhauerei des 12. Jahrhunderts, Bielefeld, transcript, 2010, pp. 227 -312; E.
Garland, >Le conditionnement des pelerins au moyen-4ge: 'exemple de Conquess, Les Cahiers de Saint-Michel de Cuxa, vol. 29,
1998, pp. 155-176.

36 W. Sauerldnder, »Omnes perversi sic sent in tartara mersi’. Skulptur als Bildpredigt. Das Weltgerichtstympanon von Sainte-
Foy in Conques’, Jahrbuch der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Gottingen, 1980, pp.33-47, here p.46; Garland, >Le
conditionnement, p. 166. On the reliquary statue and the fundamental questions it raises for early medieval sculpture: B. Fricke,
Fallen Idols — Risen Saints: Sainte Foy of Conques and the Revival of Monumental Sculpture in Medieval Art, transl. A. Griebeler,
Studies in the Visual Cultures of the Middle Ages, vol. 7, Turnhout, Brepols, 2015.

37 Bernhard of Angers: Liber miraculorum sancte Fidis, ed. Luca Robertini, Spoleto 1994 (= Biblioteca di Medioevo latino 10),
Book I, chapter 31, p. 137. English translation: Sheingorn, P., The Book of Sainte Foy. Translated with an introduction and notes,
The Song of Sainte Foy transl. by R. L. A. Clark, Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995.

38 E.g. Liber miraculorum 1, 15; 1, 28.

25



26

Curtains in the Context of Thresholds and Liminal Spaces in Medieval Art

Fig. 3 West fagade portal tympanum, second quarter of the twelfth century, Sainte Foy Abbey church, Conques.

of transformative viewing experience were in-
creased, while at the same time they were not
dependent upon any specific element of portal
architecture.”

As in Padua, the central axis in the Conques
tympanum is exploited to create the possibility of
an in between: A shallow post concludes this axis
at the bottom of the image, separating the an-
techambers of heaven and hell respectively (fig. 5).
An angel and a devil regard one another across the
front of this post; above them, St Michael weighs
souls. Behind the devil trying to influence the
outcome by pushing on the scales with his finger, a
damned soul falls headfirst into the space below,
narrowly missing a blow by the mace-swinging

devil beneath. Standing in front of the left portal
reveals just how mobile and malleable the bands
dividing the registers are, only in this area: Caved
in to give a good view of the scales above the
angel’s head, pushed back by the devil’'s mace and
forward by the soul falling behind, they express
formally, according to Jean-Claude Bonne, »the
tensions staged in this area«.*” There is a strong
sense that it is here, on this axis (marked on the
bands above by crosses), that things are malleable,
changeable. The treatment of the stone also en-
gages thought of what might be beneath the
surface, in the depths of the wall - a thought that
the small figures framing the tympanum and
peering out from behind a narrow band likewise

39 V. Turner and E. Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture: Anthropological Perspectives, New York, Columbia
University Press, 1978. M. Abel, >Intellectual Projection, Liminal Penetration: Programmed Entry and the Tympanum-Less Portals
of Western France and Northern Spaing, in S. Blick and L. Gelfand (eds.), Physical and Spatial Interaction in Late Medieval and
Renaissance Art, vol. 2, Push Me, Pull You: Imaginative, Emotional, Physical, and Spatial Interaction in Late Medieval and

Renaissance Art, Leiden, Brill, 2011, pp. 421 -466.

40 »les tensions dont cette région est le théatre«: Bonne, L’Art roman, p. 101.
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Fig. 5 Central lower register of Conques west tympanum, seen obliquely from left doorway.
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raise, reduced to eyes and hands as they are. Like
the finger-shaped hooks above the door in Hagia
Sophia, they elicit the idea that there might be
something within the density of the church walls
reaching out or drawing in."

The angels rolling back the firmament — resem-
bling a thick layer of gesso — above Giotto’s Last
Judgement in the Arena Chapel likewise point out
the insistence upon layers and the >beyond« often
found at thresholds and their images. They reveal
the gem-encrusted golden walls of the heavenly
Jerusalem. Pictorial inventiveness has often been
noted and attributed to masons and painters for
Conques and Padua, but there is something to be
said for acknowledging that some of the impetus
for ideas like these is due to the place of an image.
One of the qualities of textiles in an architectural
setting is their potential to mobilize the outer
surface of a wall or building, moved by air currants
and those passing by. Softening stone surfaces and
making them appear pliable was a concern of
threshold design throughout,*” and the historical
role of textiles within this aesthetic requires more
research. Indisputably, their visuality was valued
for the interior.”

The following shows that when curtains can be
connected to a specific place and function within
built space based on their material characteristics,
their imagery does at times parallel that of other

material threshold contexts. Understood as at-
tempts to integrate door and intercolumnar cur-
tains into threshold visuality, these thoughts need
to be expanded further in future.

Two Points of Threshold Aesthetics:
Place-bound Pictorial References,
and Material Breaks Used for
Bridging Imagery

The early 11th century bronze doors commis-
sioned by bishop Bernward of Hildesheim present
a total of 16 scenes across two valves.* The
narrative starts on the left door at the top, and
finishes at the top of the right door; its logic
contrasting the fall of man on the left with renewed
hope through the birth of Christ on the right.
Included as a pictorial motif, the door emphasizes
this logic: While the Old Testament wing contains
only one, the New Testament wing has 5 door
motifs.* The notion of promise or anticipation is
therefore strongly connected with the door, and, in
facing a door themselves, the viewers are intro-
duced into this logic of promise and anticipation.

A textile fragment formerly in the Museum of
Byzantine Art in Berlin and missing since World
War II demonstrates that we might also consider

41 There are also finger-hooks in situ above the Pore¢ basilica entrance, cf. B. Caseau, »Experiencing the Sacreds, in C. Nesbitt and
M. Jackson (eds.). Experiencing Byzantium: Papers from the 44th Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, Newcastle and Durham,
April 2011, Farnham, Ashgate, 2011, pp. 59 -77. One bronze example wearing a cross like a ring, dated to the 6th c. in the Malcove
collection at the Art Museum of the University of Toronto.

42 P. Blessing, »Draping, Wrapping, Hanging: Transposing Textile Materiality in the Middle Age<, The Textile Museum Journal,
vol. 45, 2018, pp.2-18. On the interpretation of a late medieval portal in Bristol as a curtain: S. Dohe, >Vorhang auf! Zur
Neudeutung des Hauptportals von St. Mary Redcliffe in Bristol, Wallraf-Richartz-Jahrbuch, vol. 78, 2017, pp. 11 -39.

43 See, for example, K. Bose, »Vorhang auf: Entgrenzung und Transzendenz in den Wandmalereien in der Kirche San Julidn de los
Prados (Oviedo)s, in D. Wagner and H. Wimmer (eds.), Heilige. Biicher — Leiber - Orte: Festschrift fiir Bruno Reudenbach, Reimer,
Berlin, 2018, pp. 229 -241.

44 Early publications include F. Dibelius, Die Bernwardstiir zu Hildesheim, Strasbourg, Heitz & Miindel, 1907; A. Goldschmidt,
Die deutsche Bronzetiiren des frithen Mittelalters, Marburg, Verlag des Kunstgeschichtlichen Seminars, 1926. More recently, M.
Brandt, Bernwards Tiir, 2nd edn., Regensburg, Schnell & Steiner, 2016; H. Hofmann, >Frame, Plasticity and Movement: The
Dynamic Visibility of the Hildesheim Bronze Doorss, in H. Hofmann et al. (eds.), Enthiillen und Verbergen in der Vormoderne /
Revealing and Concealing in the Premodern Period, Paderborn, Brill, 2021, pp. 201 -221. I. Weinryb, Die Hildesheimer Avantgarde.
Kunst und Kolonialismus im mittelalterlichen Deutschland, Imhof, Petersberg, 2023.

45 For an analysis of the scenes with the door motif and its respective roles: S. Bogen, >Tiiren auf Bildertiiren. Zum Ort, Medium
und Selbstverstdndnis christlicher Bilderzdhlungs, in F. Crivellari (ed.), Die Medien der Geschichte. Historizitdt und Medialitdt in
interdiszipindrer Perspektive, Konstanz, UVK, 2004, pp. 239 - 261. See also Bawden, Die Schwelle im Mittelalter, pp. 250 - 260.
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Fig. 6 Curtain (missing since WWII), verbal date: fifth/sixth cen-
tury, Egypt (Faijmun or Achmim). Linen and wool, 371 cm x
162 cm, SMB, Skulpturensammlung und Museum fiir Byzan-
tinische Kunst, Berlin, Ident. Nr. 4832.

this aspect of place-bound significant motifs for
curtains (fig. 6).* Dated to the 5th or 6th century,

this is a very long piece of cloth with visible ties
attached to the upper end. Its imagery consists of a
frame with twist ornament surrounding an arch
with an architrave. There is a peacock visible in the
spandrel, while the lunette contains a smaller
column and some animals. Crux ansata, crosses
and rosettes are placed at regular intervals across
the whole textile. Because of its size, the cloth was
probably used to hang between columns. Here, it
would have echoed the stone forms that character-
ize the space it was intended for, scaling down and
translating architectural structures into a different
medium and material.¥ The description by H.
Swoboda written before the textile went missing
mentions further ties at the bottom left edge,
indicating that the curtain could have been fixed to
something at the side.* This idea adds to the
potentially stationary dividing function of a cur-
tain hanging in an intercolumnium, where it
served to structure space within the church build-
ing. Depending on placement, it could create a
space within another, potentially separating the
clergy from the lay people or the men from the
women.” Further general functions included lim-
iting visibility without prohibiting auditory partic-
ipation or hindering the distribution of light.
Repetition of forms is a common principle of the
visual culture of screens and divisions, which is
significant for the experience of a space. As well as
the citation of forms and their material translation,
layering and doubling of spatial references might
be something to consider further, as Patricia
Blessing, Elizabeth Dospél Williams and Eiren L.
Shea have noted recently: »The design logic of
these textiles suggests a taste for layering textiles

46 Curtain fragment (missing), 5th or 6th c., linen and wool, 371 x 162 cm. Berlin, Museum fiir Byzantinische Kunst, Ident.
Nr. 4832. https://id.smb.museum/object/2275787/vorhang; H. Swoboda, >Ein altchristlicher Kirchenvorhang aus Agypten,
Réomische Quartalschrift fiir christliche Altertumskunde und Kirchengeschichte, vol. 6, 1892, pp. 95-113. C. Fluck, »Spatantike
Textilien mit crux ansata im Museum fiir Byzantinische Kunst, Jahrbuch der Berliner Museen, vol. 59, 2017, pp. 15-26. P.
Linscheid, >Die Textilien von Theodor Graf, vormals im Besitz des Kunstgewerbemuseums Berlin, in C. Fluck, P. Linscheid and S.
Merz, Textilien aus Agypten, Teil 1, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin PreuBlischer Kulturbesitz, Skulpturensammlung und Museum fiir
Byzantinische Kunst, Bestandskataloge, Band 1, Wiesbaden, Reichert, 2000.

47 On the interaction between textiles and architecture, see P. Blessing, >Draping, Wrapping, Hanging, pp. 2-18.

48 Swoboda, >Ein altchristlicher Kirchenvorhang aus Agyptem, p- 96. On ties, see: K. Colburn, >Loops, Tabs, and Reinforced
Edges: Evidence for Textiles as Architectural Elements¢, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 73, 2019, pp. 187 -216.

49 Caseau, »Experiencing the Sacreds, pp. 60 - 64.
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over real architectural elements like columns,
walls, and arcades, perhaps for special occasions
or celebrations to impress guests.«*

Dauterman Maguire has recently discussed a
door curtain pair which accords very well with her
term for curtains, »soft architecture«,” because it
originally had a sort of textile lintel with a pair of
flying Victories holding a medallion with a jew-
elled cross, below which the two halves could be
parted. A red cord with which the two halves could
be knotted together is playfully held in the beaks of
two green birds on either side of the gap, demon-
strating, according to Maguire, that »whoever
assembled the curtains, by the evidence of this
juxtaposition, was humorously sensitive to the
imagery«* - and to their intended place, we might
add. The arrangement allows passing underneath a
victorious image, flanked by cloth pulled to either
side. An aesthetic of separation and encounter, of
parting and joining is core to threshold practicality
and materiality, so it is not surprising to see it
taken up in imagery in different media throughout
the Middle Ages. To introduce a cultural geo-
graphical area not yet integrated into the argument
here, an early example is from the 7th century
porch post in Wearmouth in Northumberland,
where two squat adjacent columns are supported
by a base with a shallow relief of two birds whose
beaks interlace directly below the gap between the
columns.

As an aesthetic possibility building on object
affordance, forging continuity across the opening
of historiated doors is something artists experi-
mented with on several monumental doors.
Among these are the Hildesheim doors, where the
architecture of the gate of paradise from the
Expulsion and the temple of Christ’s Presentation

in the Temple merge visually across the divide of
the two doors, because these are the only neigh-
boring scenes, which conclude with architectural
structures towards the middle of the portal. Mary
presents the infant to Simon outside of the temple,
the door motif connecting the two scenes with the
gabled architecture mirroring the figural group
around Jesus and thus making clear, underscored
by the connecting motif of the door, that the place
of action is just as much the altar inside. The
pictorial narrative technique of overlapping two
sequential images by means of a door motif
ensures that we are granted an unhindered view
into the altar space of the temple - marked of
course in wider theological significance with a
cross as Christian church.” A cortina motif there-
fore serves here to add a sightline into the depths
of the door for a change from the directions of
pictorial narrative, which run parallel to the sur-
face of the doors. Designed in this way with the
potential to lift the building conglomerate from its
narrative web, it is even possible to read it as one
continuous church building, with the first sinners
approaching the entrance at the west, and a calm
view into the east end on the right. As Scrovegni’s
donor image demonstrates, physically touching the
threshold was a gesture giving expression to an-
ticipation, and Adam and Eve are likewise in a
liminal situation: They have been expelled but
have yet to cross the threshold. While Adam faces
and pushes against the door, Eve turns back in
anguish, their bodies together forming the Janus-
faced stage of transformation and change.*

Art historical attention has mostly been re-
served for figural and narrative imagery like that of
the Hildesheim doors, favouring approaches of
reading. The less narrative, more ornamental and

50 Blessing, Dospél Williams, and Shea, Medieval Textiles across Eurasia, p. 63, Fig. 55, referring to a large hanging with large
columns framing a garden space. Egypt? Fourth century. Materials: Wool, linen. Dimensions: L. 213.40 x W. 117.00 cm. The
Textile Museum Collection, The Textile Museum, Washington DC, acquired by George Hewitt Myers in 1925, inv. no. 71.18.

51 Maguire, >Curtains at the Thresholds, p. 223.
52 Maguire, >Curtains at the Threshold, p. 223.

53 Cf. B. Mohnhaupt, Beziehungsgeflechte: Typologische Kunst des Mittelalters, Vestigia Bibliae vol. 22, Bern 2000, p. 100.
54 See H. Stahl, >Eve’s Reach: A Note on the Dramatic Elements in the Hildesheim Doors, in E. Sears and Th. K. Thomas (eds.),
Reading Medieval Images: The Art Historian and the Object, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 2002, pp. 163 - 175.



structural imagery of curtains may alert us to more
fundamental visual aspects: The contrasting prin-
ciples of entanglement and neighbourhood, touch
and distance, merging and parting may always
have peaked the interest of those visitors and
viewers experiencing thresholds, and in particular
those thresholds bearing relation to sacred or cult
spaces. Shifting our attention to place may draw
attention to these principles, formulated in terms
of object materiality, ornamentation or indeed
visualized in figural scenes.

Conclusion: Perspective, Scope and
Method

Foregrounding thresholds understood in a con-
crete sense and spatially has potential with regard
to perspective, scope and method. First, in a field
accustomed to framing inquiry according to medi-
um or pictorial content, starting inquiry by asking
questions about a place, in this case a threshold,
and more specifically the entrance to sacred space,
shifts perspective. It gives opportunity to consider
different media and materials used to equip and
adorn this space together, rather than treating
them separately according to artistic medium as
art historians tend to do. Bronze and wooden
doors are usually studied separately, as are stone
portal sculptures, friezes, and wall and panel

Conclusion: Perspective, Scope and Method

paintings, mosaics, and textiles. Looking at archi-
tectural thresholds beyond these categories, we
might also include ironwork, fixtures such as door
knockers, or (quasi-)autonomous architectural
structures such as porches or Lettner.> Starting
with the question of what sort of images and
objects we find at thresholds opens things up
across divides usually drawn more according to
modern rather than medieval categorization of
architecture, furnishings and material culture, in
addition to art genres such as sculpture and
painting.* Likewise, by shifting attention to space,
there is the opportunity to weigh in on the
dimension of perception and experience more
heavily. Traditionally, the production side of
medieval artworks has been considered more fully,
with questions about patronage, iconography and
intended meaning preferred over those of recep-
tion and use. Indeed, foregrounding senses besides
the visual has already proved fruitful for threshold
contexts.”’

The second potential of the group of notions is
scope. Across the medieval world and its cultures,
there was a range of co-existing, diverse and
sometimes related ways of structuring spaces, such
as urban, domestic or sacred spaces. It was often
the significant thresholds for these spaces that
were enhanced by way of colour, structural form,
placement of objects or images — and also qualified
visibly in their use by practices, gestures or move-
ment patterns. In recognizing that the threshold to

55 Screens in their various regional forms, e.g. as Lettner have been analyzed under aspects of experience and space by Jacqueline
Jung, see esp.: J. E. Jung, The Gothic Screen: Space, Sculpture and Community in the Cathedrals of France and Germany, ca. 1200 -
1400, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2012. On porches and other entrance spaces, see P. C. Claussen, Chartres-Studien.
Zu Vorgeschichte, Funktion und Skulptur der Vorhallen, Wiesbaden, F. Steiner, 1975; C. Sapin (ed.), Avant-nefs et espaces d’acceuil
dans Peglise entre le IV et le XIle siécle (= Acres du colloque international du CNRS [Auxerre, 17 — 20 Juin 1999]), Paris, CTHS,
2002; I. Foletti and M. Gianandrea, Zona liminare. Il nartece di Santa Sabina a Roma, la sua porta e liniziazione cristiana, Rome,
Viella, 2015; H. E. Lunnon, East Anglian Church Porches and Their Medieval Context, Woodbridge, Boydell, 2020. For a strong
concern with experience and perception throughout a study on sculpture, see J. E. Jung, Eloquent Bodies: Movement, Expression,
and the Human Figure in Gothic Sculpture, New Haven, Yale University Press, 2020.

56 Equally, liminality as a metaphor has enabled bringing different media together under one topic, see e.g. L. F. Jacobs,
Thresholds and boundaries: liminality in Netherlandish art (1385 - 1530), London, Routledge 2018.

57 For sound, see: I. Foletti, »Singing Doors: Images, Space, and Sound in the Santa Sabina Narthex, in B. V. Pentcheva (ed.), Icons
of Sound: Voice, Architecture, and Imagination in Medieval Art, London, Routledge, 2021, pp. 19 - 35. For touch, see T. Bawden,
»Palms, Power, and Polished Metal: Medieval church door knockers up closes, in 21: Inquiries into Art, History, and the Visual,
Special Issue Bleib mir vom Leib. Ethik und Asthetik der Distanz, ed. by A. Degler and J. von Brevern, no. 3, 2023, pp. 363 -397. For
a general shift of connecting thresholds with the sensory see B. Baert, Interruptions and Transitions: Essays on the Senses in
Medieval and Early Modern Visual Culture, Leiden, Brill, 2019, esp. »Introduction or Thresholds, pp. 1-10.
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consecrated, sacred space is significant for trans-
mitting the idea of a shift in space and connecting
it to bigger religious notions of how to relate to the
world, there is potential for comparison. Within
the centres of the Christian Middle Ages alone,
from Late Antiquity to Byzantine Mediterranean
cultures and those of the Medieval West, there are
plenty of differences in the treatment of thresholds
and their art. These differences are further com-
pounded by a huge diversity of types of evidence
for these thresholds. Portals and wall paintings
often remain in situ, while the existence of door
curtains and those structuring interior spaces is
known from textual, archaeological and visual
evidence typically disassociated from the extant
material.

The third point, therefore, is methodology.
While liminality has become an aesthetic concept,
it also presents potential to develop approaches to
studying medieval experience, sensory and spiritu-
al, from the basis of material culture. With regard
to textiles in spatial contexts, important research
has been done on Late Antique domestic space,
sacred space in Byzantine cultures and more
specifically the category of door curtains.® A
central point for approaching the question of the
threshold through extant presumed door curtains
is that of material and object affordances and the
way they are reflected in the imagery: The object
itself gives some indication of the characteristics
which make it available for use in particular ways,
even if the exact placement is unknown. One key
factor has been consideration of the size of textiles
in relation to known door openings and colon-
nades. As argued above, sensitivity to pictorial
themes of thresholds or even more basic aesthetics
favoured for transitional spaces may provide addi-
tional aspects.

Figure Credits
Fig. 1: Courtesy of the Regents of the University of

Michigan, Department of the History of Art,
Visual Resources Collections; Fig. 2: Courtesy of
the Regents of the University of Michigan, Depart-
ment of the History of Art, Visual Resources
Collections; Fig. 3: Regents of the University of
Michigan, Department of the History of Art,
Visual Resources Collections, Frances Terpak Col-
lection; Fig. 4: Regents of the University of Michi-
gan, Department of the History of Art, Visual
Resources Collections, Frances Terpak Collection;
Fig. 5: Photograph by T. Bawden (2007); Fig. 6:
Archival photograph, Skulpturensammlung und
Museum fiir Byzantinische Kunst, CC BY-SA 4.0.
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Fig. 1 Shrine, Case Romane del Celio under the church SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Rome.



When the Curtain Rises: Sacred Images
and the Staging of Gaze

Corinna Mairhanser

No one so much as dreamed of
entering the Holy of Holies and
looking upon or touching the curtain
or the mercy seat or the ark.
Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 20,3’

Curtains have always been hung in front of im-
portant religious objects or spaces. Many textual
sources state that the Holy of Holies in the Temple
of Jerusalem and the Ark of the Covenant within
were hidden by a curtain. Gregory of Nazianzus
refers to this circumstance as well. He emphasizes
the significance of the curtain by stressing that it,
like sacred objects, cannot be touched. In his mind,
the curtain, like the ark, is a central religious
component. The textile plays with contradictions;
it is visible but simultaneously conceals something.
In other religious contexts, where curtains are of
great importance in the staging of spaces and
objects, this contradiction is also evident. Even if
the curtain is always closed, there is still the
possibility that it might open, maybe moved by a
breeze. This would allow a glimpse of the covered
mystery. When a curtain rises, the moment of
opening offers new perspectives. What was previ-
ously hidden is now visible and staged extraordi-
narily by the framing textile. The viewers’ eyes
wander along the edges of the visible to catch a

glimpse of the invisible beyond. The curtain’s
movement interacts with fundamental human
characteristics, like inquisitiveness and the desire
for knowledge and insight. The process of opening
focusses the viewers’ attention and intensifies
viewing experiences. This interaction between
veiling and concealing stimulates the beholders’
imagination and consciously draws their attention
to the space framed by curtains. The viewers are
always essential in these processes. They are influ-
enced by their visual experience and perception.
Therefore, curtains fulfilled a remarkable role in
the authentication of sacrality and the staging of
belief.

The curtain is part of a grander staging. It
surrounds and covers something, whether it is an
object or an abstract imagination. Often, in reli-
gious contexts, the hidden objects are images. They
contribute to the visualisation of abstract concepts
through their visual perception and, to a certain
extent, to the visual understanding. Thus, the
questions arise: How do images and curtains
influence each other in these religious contexts?
How do curtains interact with the gaze of those
looking upon them?

This religious veiling of images with curtains in
Late Antiquity and Byzantium will be highlighted
by comparing two examples: First, there is a fresco
from the fourth century AD. This early depiction

1 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, trans. M. Vison, Washington DC, Catholic University of America Press, 2003, p. 109.

37



38 When the Curtain Rises: Sacred Images and the Staging of Gaze

in the so-called Case Romane del Celio in Rome
dates back to a time when concepts and beliefs in
emerging Christianity needed to be established
and, like other religions, communicated clearly
and understandably. This is compared to the
eleventh-century textual evidence of a miracle
concerning an icon in the Blachernai Church in
Constantinople. In one of the centres of the cult of
the Virgin, the sacred image, the icon of Mary, is
given a divergent position underlined by a miracle
performed by a curtain.

Entering Sacrality under SS.
Giovanni e Paolo

In the Case Romane del Celio, under the present-
day Roman church SS. Giovanni e Paolo, an
extremely complex archaeological discovery re-
veals interesting insights, which even after years of
research continue to raise questions. Between the

the Caelian Hill within the city of Rome underwent
multiple phases of expansion and remodelling.
Originally consisting of several dwellings and
storehouses, it was converted into a multistorey
residence. During one of these transformations,
probably in the late fourth century, an intimate
small room was created in a stairwell leading from
an inner courtyard to the first floor.?

Upon entering, visitors would have found
themselves in a completely different world. They
would have been surrounded by a multitude of
images that referred to a Christian context and
indicated that something or someone was being
worshipped there’ Almost immediately they
would have been confronted with the essential
element. A rectangular opening had been cut into
the back wall (fig. 1). This window or niche has
been known as fenestella confessionis since the first
excavator, Padre Germano di S. Stanislao, de-
scribed it. Four partly painted sidewalls of the
confessio opening are visible, which lead to a shaft
that is connected to a room on a lower level. There,

first and fifth century AD, a large private estate on

2 F. Astolfi, »Le case romane dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo«, Forma Urbis, vol. 7, no. 10, 2002, pp. 9-13; F. Astolfi, »La casa celimontana
dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo, in A. Englen et al. (eds.), Caelius II. Le case romane sotto la basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo, Rome,
L’Erma di Bretschneider, 2014, pp. 84-115; K. Bowes, Private Worship, Public Values, and Religious Change in Late Antiquity,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008, p. 89; H. Brandenburg, Die friihchristlichen Kirchen in Rom. Vom 4. bis zum
7. Jahrhundert. Der Beginn der abendlindischen Kirchenbaukunst, 3rd edn., Regensburg, Schnell & Steiner, 2013, pp. 166 -168; B.
Brenk, »Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo. La cristianizzazione di una casa privatas, Rivista dell Istituto Nazionale
d’Archeologia e Storia dell’Arte, vol. 18, no. 3, 1995, pp. 170-175; B. Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spdtromischen Welt. Stadt,
Land, Haus, Kirche und Kloster in friihchristlicher Zeit, Wiesbaden, Reichert, 2003, pp. 84-97; A. Colini, Storia e topografia del
Celio nell’antichita, Vatican, Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana, 1944, pp. 135-197; J. Crook, The Architectural Setting of the Cult of
Saints in the Early Christian West, c. 300- 1200, Oxford, Clarendon, 2000, pp. 44 -45; S. Diefenbach, Rémische Erinnerungsrdume,
Berlin, De Gruyter, 2007, p. 379; A. Karivieri, >SS. Giovanni e Paolo: La casa celimontanas, in J. Hamesse (ed.), Roma, magistra
mundi. Itineraria culturae medievalis. Mélanges offerts au Pére L.E. Boyle a l'occasion de son 75e anniversaire, vol. 3, Lou-vain-la-
Neuve, Brepols, 1998, pp. 204 -206; R. Krautheimer, Corpus Basilicarum Christianarum Romae. Le basiliche Cristiane antiche di
Roma (Sec. IV-IX), vol. 1, Vatican, Pontificio Istituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 1937, pp. 265-300; D. Mondini, »>SS. Giovanni e
Paolos, in P. Claussen (ed.), Die Kirchen der Stadt Rom im Mittelalter 10501300, vol. 3, Stuttgart, Franz Steiner Verlag, 2010,
pp- 69-70; A. Munk, >Domestic Piety in Fourth Century Rome. A Relic Shrine beneath the Church of SS. Giovanni e Paolos,
Hortus Artium Medievalium, vol. 15, 2009, p. 8.

3 Itis uncertain whether there was a fourth wall separating the room from the stairs. The room itself may not have been in use for
long. Only a few decades after its establishment, at the beginning of the 5th c., the basement of the complex was filled in to build a
church above it. The frescoes of the upper register were probably damaged by the construction of this church. Therefore, see F.
Bisconti, »Dentro e intorno all'iconografia martiriale romana: Dal »vuoto figurative« al »immaginaria devozionale«, in M.
Lamberigts and P. van Deun (eds.), Martyrium. In multidisciplinary perspective, Leuven, Leuven University Press, 1995, p. 279;
Brandenburg, Die friihchristlichen Kirchen in Rom, pp. 168 - 169; Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spdtromischen Welt, p. 101; H.
Webhrens, Rom. Die christlichen Sakralbauten vom 4. bis zum 9. Jahrhundert: ein Vademecum, 2nd edn., Freiburg im Breisgau,
Herder, 2017, pp. 189-194.



during further excavations, two cavities or empty
tombs were discovered.*

Searching for the Saints and the Closeness to
Them

Two textual sources provide explanations of who
could have been venerated in this shrine. The
interpretation of these texts also has implications
for the function of the confessio and how the
faithful interacted with the possible saints. Painted
across the walls, impressive images probably depict
these saints’ lives.

According to the sixth-century Latin text Passio
Iohanis et Pauli® under the reign of Julian the
Apostate, the Christians John and Paul were im-
prisoned, beheaded, and buried in their own
house. The narrative of their martyrdom also
includes two priests named Crispus and Crispi-
anus and the noblewoman Benedicta. They were
also martyred after visiting the men during their
imprisonment. Only a year after the martyrdom, in
363,
Byzantius and his son Pammachius to exhume the

Emperor Jovian commissioned Senator

Entering Sacrality under SS. Giovanni e Paolo

saints’ bones and build a church over them.® This
story may be illustrated by the upper register of the
shrine’s side walls. On the right, a woman and two
men are depicted, who have raised their right arms
as a gesture of speech or attention. From behind,
two soldiers identified by their headgear, the pileus
pannonicus, approach them. They seem to be
leading them in the direction of the opening. On
the opposite side, these three are shown kneeling
with their hands tied behind their backs. Besides
them, one soldier’s legs and perhaps the tip of a
sword can be identified. This most likely repre-
sents the moment immediately before they are
martyred by execution.” Combining this legend
with the depictions of the confessio, there would
have been a direct contact with the tombs of the
martyrs through the opening. The sanctuary
would have been located directly above the site of
the martyrdom and burial of the saints.

The paintings could also be interpreted differ-
ently. A Greek legend states that the relics were
those of the martyrs Cyprian, Justina and Theoc-
tistus. Sailors brought their relics to Rome and
gave them to Rufina. This pious matron, also
mentioned in a graffitto in the shrine, was the

4 Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spitromischen Welt, p. 99. See also C. Leyser, »»A church in the house of the saints«: property
and power in the Passion of John and Pauls, in K. Cooper and J. Hillner (eds.), Religion, Dynasty, and Patronage in Early Christian
Rome, 300-900, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 143 - 144; Crook, The Architectural Setting of the Cult of
Saints, pp. 45-46.

5 The text of the Passio Iohanis et Pauli is preserved in the Vetutissimus of Corbie, dated to around AD 600, probably written in
Southern Italy, see Leyser, >A church in the house of the saints¢, p. 142.

6 Leyser, >A church in the house of the saints¢, pp. 140-149; Crook, The Architectural Setting of the Cult of Saints, p. 46; C.
Ranucci, >Le pitture della Confessio«, Forma Urbis, vol. 7, no. 10, 2002, pp. 28 -29; A. Thacker, »Martyr Cult within the Walls:
Saints and Relics in the Roman Tituli of the Fourth to Seventh Centuriess, in A. Minnis (eds.), Text, image, interpretation. Studies in
Anglo-Saxon literature and its insular context in honour of Eamonn O Carragdin, Turnhout, Brepols, 2007, p. 55; S. Stanislao, »Das
Haus der H. Martyrer Johannes und Paulus, in A. de Waal, Romische Quartalschrift fiir christliche Altertumskunde und
Kirchengeschichte, vol. 2, Rome, Herdersche Verlagshandlung, 1888, pp. 140-144; Munk, >Domestic Piety in Fourth Century
Romey, p. 10.

In a 5th c. document, Pammachius and his wife Paulina are mentioned as the founders of the sanctuary. It can therefore be

assumed that its construction took place between Pammachius’ marriage to Paulina in 385 and his death in 410. The church is first
mentioned under Pope Innocent as Titulus Byzantis. It reappears in a synod of 499 as Titulus Pammachii, before being referred to
in the 6th c. as Titulus Johannis et Pauli. See Leyser, >A church in the house of the saints¢, p. 143; as well as Brandenburg, Die
frithchristlichen Kirchen in Rom, pp. 164 -165; Munk, >Domestic Piety in Fourth Century Romes, p. 10; Thacker, >Martyr Cult
within the Wallss, p. 56.
7 For the description of the pictures see Brenk, »Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS. Giovanni e Paolos, pp. 191, 203; Brenk, Die
Christianisierung der spdtromischen Welt, pp. 100 -101; Colini, Storia e topografia del Celio nell’ antichita, pp. 180 -181; V. Gasdia,
La casa pagano-cristiana del Celio. Titulus Byzantis sive Pammachii, Rome, Federico Pustet, 1937, pp. 498 -507; Karivieri, >SS.
Giovanni e Paolos, pp. 209; Munk, >)Domestic Piety in Fourth Century Romes, p. 11; J. Wilpert, Die romischen Mosaiken und
Malereien der kirchlichen Bauten vom IV. bis XIII. Jahrhundert, vol. 1, Freiburg im Breisgau, Herdersche Verlangshandlung, 1916,
p- 639; Wilpert, >Le pitture della »Confessio« sotto la basilica dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo, pp. 517 -519.
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sister-in-law of Pammachius. She deposited the
relics in the back wall’s opening.® The founding
couple Pammachius and Paulina, as well as her
sister Rufina and another family member might be
depicted in the lower registers of the side panels.
On the right are two women, who, in astonish-
ment, stand facing the central wall. Two men are
depicted in the opposite field, one of them holding
a conical object in his hand, perhaps a votive
offering. This theory is supported by the graffitto
naming Rufina. In accordance with the legend, B.
Brenk suggests that the fenestella was never used as
a shaft, but as an inlet of an originally closed
storage construction for relics. Accordingly, the
chapel would not have been the original place of
martyrdom, but rather a private reliquary.’

The depictions of two, now headless, men to
both sides of the opening, provide another clue. In
Padre Germano di S. Stanislao’s publication, he
suggests that these men are John and Paul, after

tations go further, leading him to finally assume
that relics of John the Baptist and the Apostle Paul
were venerated. In other cases, the two depicted
men were generally identified as apostles or mar-
tyrs."

Some researchers suggest that the confessio was
originally an enclosed storage place for relics, a
niche. Later, the back wall was opened to allow
contact with the graves below. The tombs are
thought to date to the medieval period when this
area under the church was accessible to worship-
pers. Thus, the opening of the back of the niche
would be related to a later cult of saints as well.
Consequently, according to this theory, both pre-
viously recorded approaches of the veneration of
saints would have been present at different times."
Regardless, it can be assumed that the opening had
a special significance at the time of its construction
and the decoration with paintings in the late fourth
century.”

whom the later church was named. His interpre-

8 Acta SS. Cypriani, Justinae e Theoctisti MM, Acta Sanctorum Sept. VII, 1867, col. 226; see H. Belting, Bild und Kult. Eine
Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst, 7th edn., Munich, Beck, 2011, p. 93; Brenk, »Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS.
Giovanni e Paolos, p.203; H. Delehaye, >Cyprien d’Antioche et Cyprien de Carthage«, Analecta Bollandiana, vol. 39, 1921,
pp- 314-333; P. Franchi de’Cavalieri, Note agiografiche, vol. 8, Rome, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1935, p. 345; C. Hahn,
»Seeing and Believing: The Construction of Sanctity in Early-Medieval Saints’ Shrines¢, Speculum, vol. 72, no. 4, 1997, p. 1093;
Karivieri, »SS. Giovanni e Paolos, pp. 209 -210; J. Wilpert, >Le pitture della »Confessio« sotto la basilica dei SS. Giovanni e Paolos, in
R. Paribeni (ed.), Scritti in onore di Bartolomeo Nogara: raccolti in occasione del suo LXX anno, Vatican, 1937, pp. 520-522. The
graffitto is located in the lower register of the left wall next to the outer man carrying something, see Brenk, Die Christianisierung
der spdtromischen Welt, p. 103; C. Ranucci, >Le fasi decorative tarde della domuss, in A. Englen et al. (eds.), Caelius II. Le case
romane sotto la basilica dei Santi Giovanni e Paolo, Rome, L’Erma di Bretschneider, 2014, p. 287.

9 Brenk, »Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS. Giovanni e Paolos, pp. 191 - 192; Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spétromischen Welt,
p- 99. It was not uncommon for relics to be found in private households within Rome in the 4th c. Well-connected, wealthy Roman
Christian aristocrats of the time were at the centre of an exchange network and thus had easy access, see Bowes, Private Worship,
pp. 84-85.

10 Brandenburg, Die friihchristlichen Kirchen in Rom, p. 168; Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spétromischen Welt, p. 100; Gasdia,
La casa pagano-cristiana del Celio, pp. 494-497; S. Stanislao, >The House of the Martyrs John and Paul Recently Discovered on the
Coelian Hill at Romes, The American Journal of Archaeology and of the History of the Fine Arts, vol. 6, no. 3, 1890, pp. 270-274.
11 Parts of the Roman house complex were filled in for the construction of the church in the 5th c. However, amphorae findings
that can be dated to up to the 9th c. prove that some rooms were still in use. There are also paintings on a narrow staircase leading
down from the church, dating to the 8th or 9th c. Archaeological findings, frescoes as well as architectural remains indicate that the
Roman house complex was at least partially accessible between the 10th and 12th c. See Bowes, Private Worship, p. 89; Brenk,
»>Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS. Giovanni e Paolos, p. 197; C. Goodson, >Archaeology and the Cult of Saints in the Early Middle
Ages: Accessing the Sacred«, Mélanges de I’Ecole francais de Rome. Moyen Age, vol. 126, no. 1, 2014, http://journals.openedition.
org/mefrm/1818, (accessed 12 February 2023); Karivieri, »SS. Giovanni e Paolos, pp. 208, 211; V. Nicolai, »A proposito di Caelisus
I1. Ancora sul santuario martiriale dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo al Celios, Rivista di archeologia cristiana, vol. 95, 2019, pp. 281 -326; A.
Prandi, Il complesso monumentale della basilica celimontana dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Vatican, Tipografia Poliglotta Vaticana,
1953, p. 124.

12 The dating of the shrine’s paintings is mainly based on stylistic comparisons with catacomb painting and sarcophagus
sculpture. B. Brenk takes a rather early dating approach and places the date of the paintings between 340 and 380/90, see Brenk, Die
Christianisierung der spétromischen Welt, p. 105. Most researchers, however, prefer a later date and place the frescoes between 380
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Fig. 2 Detail of the central panel of the shrine, Case Romane del Celio under the church SS. Giovanni e Paolo, Rome.

Between Decoding and Communication within the oratory. This image was likely one of the
first things that the viewer saw upon entering the

Epiphanically revealed and separated from the  room.
other images by the curtains, the depiction just Attached to the upper edge of the confining red
below the fenestella occupies a prominent position  frame of the image, symmetrically opened curtains

and 400, see Brandenburg, Die friihchristlichen Kirchen in Rom, p. 168; A. Ghetti, »Problemi relative alle origine dell’architettura
paleocristinac, Atti del IX congress internazionale di Archeologia Cristiana. Roma 21 -27 Settembre 1975, vol. 1, 1978, p. 495; J. de
Witt, Spditromische Bildnismalerei. Stilkritische Untersuchungen zur Wandmalerei der Katakomben und verwandter Monumente,
Berlin, Verlag fiir Kunstwissenschaft, 1938, p.58; H. Mielsch, »Zur stadtromischen Malerei des 4. Jahrhunderts n. Chr., in
Bullettino dell’Institut Archeologico Germanico Sezione Romana, vol. 85, Mainz on the Rhine, von Zabern, 1978, pp. 193-197.
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were knotted at the outer edges (fig.2). Lines
indicate the drapery of these painted, light-col-
oured cortinae, each decorated with a pair of
rectangular tabulae. Creating the illusion of a
carefully conceived spaciousness, they frame and
provide an exquisite perspective of the three peo-
ple. The space between them is mainly filled by an
orant standing frontally with his arms raised. He is
dressed in a long-sleeved tunic with manicae and a
wide colobium decorated with delicate segmenta.
No further identification of him or his social
position can be deduced based on his clothing or
hairstyle.”” His head turns slightly to the right, but
his gaze does not follow this direction of move-
ment; his eyes are directed forward. He is looking
out into an area where an observer might have
been kneeling. He is focused on the person in front
of him. It seems as if he is trying to make contact in
a very individual, intimate way. Two people are
kneeling at his feet, prostrating themselves in
adoration."

The representation combines three elements.
Each of them has its individual meaning, which
was probably understood by those who viewed it.
Combined, the individual image’s elements create
its extensive meaning. First and foremost is the
central orans with his arms raised. This posture is
traditionally interpreted as a gesture of prayer.
Since Republican times, it has symbolized the

personified virtue of pietas or evoéfBeix. The orig-
inal meaning of this virtue of dutiful, pious and
reverent behaviour towards the family and its
ancestors was expanded to include duty towards
the gods, the fatherland and the emperor. It was
understood as a gesture of contact between the
people and a god or the deified emperor. Probably
in the third century AD, the motif found its way
into the early catacombs and subsequently became
a popular theme in funerary art. Since the depic-
tions cannot be assigned to a specific tomb or were
combined with other motifs, it can be assumed
that they do not represent individual deceased
persons, but rather symbolize a general piety and
faith. Probably at the beginning of the fourth
century, the concept of the motif changed. By
naming the orants or including them in scenes
from their lives, it can be assumed that they
represent specific deceased individuals and thus
refer to ideas of a possible afterlife. In the post-
Constantinian period, some saints, martyrs, and
finally Mary also appear in this posture. Regarding
the meaning of orants, without temporal or indi-
vidualistic differences, it is difficult to make state-
ments about their exact meaning without an
additional inscription. The general assumption is
that the gesture is still a reference to prayer,
stimulating worship at the same time."

13 Brandenburg, Die friihchristlichen Kirchen in Rom, p.169; Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spdtromischen Welt, p. 100;
Wilpert, Die roémischen Mosaiken und Malereien, p. 638; Wilpert, >Le pitture della »Confessio« sotto la basilica dei SS. Giovanni e
Paolos, p. 518.

14 The gender of the two people bowing is not clear. Researchers have interpreted them differently. Some define them as the
founding couple Pammachius and Paulina, see Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spdtromischen Welt, p. 99; and Munk, »\Domestic
Piety in Fourth Century Rome, p. 15; Wilpert, Die rémischen Mosaiken und Malereien, p. 638.

15 F. Bisconti, >Il gesto dell’orante tra atteggiamento e personificazione, in S. Ensoli (ed.), Aurea Roma. Dalla cittd pagana alla
citta Cristiana, Rome, L'Erma di Bretschneider, 2000, pp. 368 - 372; Brenk, »Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo,
p- 185; J. Dresken-Weiland, Bild, Grab und Wort. Untersuchungen zu Jenseitsvorstellungen von Christen des 3. und 4. Jahrhunderts,
Regensburg, Schnell & Steiner, 2010, pp. 38, 326; J. Dresken-Weiland, >Oranss, in K. Wessel and M. Restle (eds.), Reallexikon zur
byzantinischen Kunst, Stuttgart, Hiersemann, 2013, pp. 529 - 533; J. Engemann, Deutung und Bedeutung friihchristlicher Bildwerke,
Darmstadt, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1997, pp.360-361; T. Klauser, >Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte der
christlichen Kunst II¢, Jahrbuch fiir Antike und Christentum, vol. 2, 1959, p. 130; M. Studer-Karlen, Verstorbenendarstellungen
auf frithchristlichen Sarkophagen, Turnhout, Brepols, 2012, pp. 115-116, 120; M. Sotomayor, >Notas sobra la orante y sus
acompafiantes en la arte paleocristianos, Analecta sacra tarraconensia, vol. 34, 1961, pp. 8-9. Through the orans frontality and
open posture, the figure often comes into contact with an imaginary counterpart, the viewer. As a comparison for our male orant,
there is a representation of a female orans, preserved in the Sala dell’Orante of the Case Romane del Celio that should probably also
be considered. Due to its inclusion in the imagery surrounding this depiction, as well as a difference in dating, the context of these
two orants differs.



The meaning of the orant is supplemented
through a second pictorial element: The two
people kneeling provide another clue. Their ges-
ture, called proskynesis, is based on a long tradi-
tion. In ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Persia,
kissing, bowing, or touching the ground or feet in
front of elaborate people or objects of higher
power was considered an act of worship. Over the
centuries, proskynesis took on various forms, from
a slight bowing of the head to complete prostra-
tion. In Hellenistic and Roman times, the gesture
was partially adopted for the imperial cult. It was
mainly used in the context of triumphal themes,
were the defeated and subjugated are depicted
kneeling before the emperor. It could also be a way
for the nobility to pay their respects to the emper-
or. Modes of proskynesis are also mentioned by the
Church Fathers as a sign of humility and suppli-
catory prayer. During the fourth century, the
gesture found its way into Eucharistic prayer and
hymnology. While in the beginning only God was
to be honoured with this gesture, later, it was also
used to pay honour to Christ, Mary, the saints,
relics, icons, and the altar. Thus, depending on the
context, the meaning varies between defeat, sub-
mission, veneration, sacrifice, greeting and pray-
er.'* Consequently, it emphasizes and at the same
time honours the orant, distinguishing him from
the people portrayed around him. Based on this
gesture, which would otherwise have been directed
at the emperor or a god, it can be assumed that the
orant is not just a civic person. It indicates that his

Entering Sacrality under SS. Giovanni e Paolo

official status is special, if not sacred, which makes
him stand out among those surrounding him."”

The expressive content of the orans and the two
individuals in proskynesis is extended by the third
element, the symmetrically arranged curtains, the
so-called cortinae. They highlight the orans in a
stage-like manner, distinguishing him and staging
his dignity, sublimity, and venerability. The cur-
tains frame and stage, thus becoming a means of
distinction that indicates the privileged sacred
status of the orant. Long before this fresco, divine
or holy figures were staged and venerated through
veils. Written sources attest to the use of veils in
front of statues of gods in temples." Despite the
different uses and concepts of these textiles, they
all served to separate and stage the deity, thus
enhancing its numinous aura.

Although these curtains aren’t real but painted
textiles, they serve the same purpose. Through
their shape and placement, they manage to direct
the viewer’s eye in a specific way. Thus, the
arrangement of the curtains and the composition
of the painting construct a triangle, creating an
eye-catching effect and illustrating a visual axis.
Beginning with the two kneeling figures, one’s gaze
increases towards the orant, which seems to medi-
ate between them and the shrine above. In this
way, he links the earthly and the tangible holiness
represented by the relics in their repository, which
also form the apex of the triangle. Therefore, the
orans assumes an intercessory position for the two
kneeling figures, transmitting their prayers, wishes,

16 The word proskynesis itself means >kissing something« or >throwing a kisss, see S. Alexopoulos, >Proskynesis¢, in C. Hornung et
al. (eds.), Reallexikon fiir Antike und Christentum, vol. 28, Stuttgart, Hiersemann, 2018, pp. 361 -369. See also G. Bravo, >El ritual
de la proskynesis y su significado politico y religioso en la Roma Imperial. Con especial referencia a la Tetrarquias, Gerién, vol. 15,
1997, pp. 178 -181; Munk, >Domestic Piety in Fourth Century Rome, p. 15; I. Spatharakis, >The proskynesis in Byzantine art. A
study in connection with nomisma of Andronicus II Palaeologues, Bulletin antieke beschaving: annual papers on classical
archaeology, vol. 49, 1974, pp. 191, 202.

17 Belting, Bild und Kult, pp. 93 -95.

18 According to written sources, curtains were placed in front of the statues of the gods in Greek and Roman temples and were
opened on certain occasions to set the scene. Curtains were also used in ancient Egyptian temples and in the cult of Isis and
Mithras. Despite different uses and conceptions of the curtain, their common ground is that they served to separate and stage the
deity and contributed to increasing its numinous aura, see C. Brons, Gods and garments. Textiles in Greek Sanctuaries in the 7th—1st
Centuries BC, Philadelphia, Oxbow Books, 2017, pp. 74, 397 - 398; J. Stephenson, »Veiling the Late Roman Houses, Textile History,
vol. 45, no. 1, 2014, p. 7. H. Belting also points out that the cult of heroes can probably be seen as a precursor to the cult of the saint
in the sepulchral area, and that curtains also played an important role in concealing and revealing works of art, see Belting, Bild und
Kult, p. 95.
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and requests to the saints above.” The symmetri-
cally placed curtains orchestrate and intensify this
visual axis. They develop into a means of distinc-
tion that emphasizes the elaborate position of the
orant and provides an indication of his special,
possibly sacred status. In this way, the curtain
directs the beholders’ gaze and carries their atten-
tion away to the representation in another sphere.

Thereby, the curtains define various spheres.
These textiles clearly distinguish between the
viewers’ sphere outside and that of the orant in
the painting. At the same time, they blur the
boundaries between these spheres, create a kind of
line of communication between them, and convey
the impression of a temporal determination of the
view of the orant that they enclose. The curtains
are ready to cover the image again at any time, thus
withdrawing it from view. They therefore give the
believers the illusion of a glimpse into what is
depicted. This creates the impression of a brief and
limited glance into another world. The curtains are
the link between the elusive realm, the concept of
the sacred and the human, and thus symbolize the
transition between them. H. Belting points out that
this image marks a transition between the com-
memoration of a deceased person and the cult of a
saint. This iconic image combines many traditions
and genres that once also depicted gods, emperors,
or portraying the dead.”

In the attempt to picture this paradox of the
religious image, which seeks to make the invisible
visible, the curtain occupies an important position.
In this early example, the curtains gained their
significance through the combination of well-
known pictorial themes and general principles of
perception. The position of the veil in this partic-

19 Hahn, >Seeing and Believings, p. 1095.

ular context determines the meaning of what is
shown.

Sacrality of Images

The individual pictorial elements, the entire ar-
rangement of the paintings, as well as their central
position, give the orans representation a unique
significance.

On the one hand, the picture functions as a kind
of »instruction manual«. The viewers stood in front
of the representation and were guided in how it
was to be worshipped. Furthermore, by combining
familiar pictorial forms, the viewer becomes aware
of the orans’ position. The deliberate staging of the
gaze and the focus on the confessio explicitly link
the depiction to possible relics and imply an
intercessory function of the saint.”

On the other hand, the overall expressiveness of
the image makes it seems worthy of veneration.
The image appears like a votive offering to the
saints. It is a request addressed to them. In this
way, the orant himself is given a sacred status,
which takes this panel back to the beginnings of
sacred imagery. The depiction of the orant could
have been an authentication of the relics, indicat-
ing the active presence of the saints in the shrine,
revealing their role as a contact person in Christian
faith. However, the orans elevation is also a
reference to his function, which is to be a subject
of veneration. This makes the depiction unique, as
it represents the pictorial transition to a cult of
saints, in which images themselves play an in-
creasingly important role.””

20 Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 92; Munk, >Domestic Piety in Fourth Century Rome, p. 15.

21 Brenk, »Microstoria sotto la chiesa dei SS. Giovanni e Paolo, pp. 188 -190; Brenk, Die Christianisierung der spitromischen
Welt, p. 99; Hahn, >Seeing and Believings, p. 1095. Whether the room can be understood as a small, intimate shrine accessible only
to a few people of the household, or as a space frequented by a larger number of visitors, is unclear and probably also differs
depending on the century. Compare Brandenburg, Die friihchristlichen Kirchen in Rom, p.169 and Diefenbach, Romische

Erinnerungsrdume, pp. 381 -384.

22 Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 93; Hahn, >Seeing and Believings, p. 1094; Munk, >Domestic Piety in Fourth Century Romes, p. 15;

Wilpert, Die romischen Mosaiken und Malereien, p. 642.



Perceiving Sacrality Through Viewing the Icon of the Virgin Mary in the Blachernae

In this way, the image develops into an icon.
The term icon etymologically derived from the
Greek eix@v and initially meant image or likeness,
in a general sense.”” In various phases since the
second century AD, some religious images were
given a special meaning that went beyond their
existence as mere pictures or panel paintings.**
What defined these icons was not their appear-
ance, which can be determined by medium, mate-
rial, or style. Decisive was the perception of the
image, what people thought about it, and how the
fajthful interacted with it. An icon was thus a
devotional image that received special veneration.
What is important is the conviction that an icon is
a holy image that shares the holiness of the person
whose image it bears. In the case of the orans, this
sacredness must have been created by the proxim-
ity to the saints’ tangible remains, the relics.””

Perceiving Sacrality Through
Viewing the Icon of the Virgin Mary
in the Blachernae

The concept of the icon has undergone many
changes over the centuries. After the decades of the
iconoclastic controversy, which were characterized
by an intensive discussion of religious images on a
theological level, as well as their different forms of
veneration and social reception, changes took
place.” Almost 700 years after the depiction of the
orans, sacred images faced completely different
challenges. These pictures were now based on an
established position, an essential liturgical mean-
ing, and a certain familiarity with their veneration.
Once again, it was the curtain that was part of the

response to these new requirements. Icons were no
longer static, they were in the process of transfor-
mation. There was a desire for increased contact, a
more immediate communication with the faithful,
which would have had an impact on all their
senses.

In Byzantium, images of the saints no longer
solely remained objects of religious contemplation
but fulfilled other functions and were given an
individual, unique value. Therefore, icons seem to
have developed characteristics attributed to their
will. An icon was not just a work of art. It was
heaven’s door to earth - in a literal sense, a channel
through which Christ, the Virgin, or a saint could
exercise sacred power among people. Icons, thus,
embody miraculous and spiritual components,
because the viewer can only worship a person or a
»mystery< of faith. They were meant to be experi-
enced on a multi-sensory level. An icon was simply
what was recognized by the beholder as an icon.
For them, the concept and the object were affec-
tively defined: a painting became an icon at the
moment of its iconic function. In this sense, the
icon was created »in the eye of the beholder«”

Unique evidence of icons and curtains in the
context of religious image veneration and their
staging in the Byzantine period is provided by the
sources on the key icon of the Constantinopolitan
Church of the Virgin Mary in Blachernae, where
the relic of Mary’s mantle was venerated. In
addition to the maphorion, several other signifi-
cant icons of the Virgin Mary were kept in a
chapel, the Hagia Soros, and in the adjacent
basilica.”®

The most famous of these is the veiled icon
attested in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
Neither the icon nor the church have survived.

23 Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 60; B. Pentcheva, >The Performative Icon¢, The Art Bulletin, vol. 88, no. 4, 2006, p. 631; G. Vikan,
Sacred images and sacred power in Byzantium, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2003, p. 1.

24 The first literary references to the existence of Christian icons can be found in the 2nd c., see T. Mathews and N. Muller, The
Dawn of Christian Art in Panel Paintings and Icons, Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum, 2016, pp. 131 -134.

25 Vikan, Sacred images and sacred power in Byzantium, p. 1.
26 Belting, Bild und Kult, pp. 38, 164.

27 Pentcheva, >The Performative Icons, p. 631; Vikan, Sacred images and sacred power in Byzantium, p. 4.
28 A. Effenberger, »Marienbilder im Blachernenheiligtum¢, Millennium, vol. 13, no. 1, 2016, pp. 275-326.
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For this reason, written sources are the most
important testimonies. The most telling of these is
the Adyog éni Tw év Blayépvaug yeyovét Oavuat
or Oratio de miraculo in Blachernais patrato by
Michael Psellos. The rhetorical description was
presumably written in July 1075 at the request of
Emperor Michael VII Doukas.

The text ensues from a legal dispute between the
general Leon Mandalos and the Constantinopoli-
tan Monastery tou Kalliou over the exclusive rights
to a mill in Thrace. After an inconclusive legal tug-
of-war, the parties decided to let the icon judge.
Depending on whether the curtain would be
opened after the presentation of the evidence,
either the general or the monks would be granted

unusual occurrence of the Virgin’s odvy0es Baipa,
her >usual« miracle.”

In the preface to this narrative, Psellos provides
an introductory reference to the miracle that took
place weekly in the church of the Theotokos at
Blachernae.” As the sun set each Friday evening,
the church was emptied of people, the doors were
closed, and the crowd waited outside.

They enter with commingled fear and joy, while the
drapery surrounding the icon lifts all of a sudden, as if
some breath of air gently moved it. What happens is
unbelievable to those who do not witness it, but for
those who do, <it is>> wondrous and an overt descent of
the Holy Spirit. The form of the handmaiden of the
Lord changes simultaneously with what is accom-
plished, I think, as it receives her animate visitation,

thereby visibly signaling the invisible. In fact, the veil of
the Temple was torn for her son and God when he was
hanging upon the cross so that he might either manifest
the truth concealed in the marks impressed <by his
presence> or summon believers into the inner sanc-
tums and destroy the barrier preventing us from a close
relationship with God. In contrast, the holy drapery
raises itself for the Mother of God in an ineffable
fashion so that she may embrace within herself the

the rights to the mill. Finally, according to the will
of the icon, Leon Mandalos won. The controversy
continued to rage, so a judge decided to uphold the
decision made by the Virgin. To express his
gratitude, the general returned to the icon of the
Virgin. Suddenly, as a miraculous confirmation,
the curtain of the icon lifted again and repeated the

29 See N. Asutay-Effenberger and A. Effenberger, Byzanz: Weltreich der Kunst, Munich, C. H. Beck, 2017, p. 257; P. Chatterjee,
»The Byzantine Icon of the Virgin in the Church of the Blachernae: Michael Psellos on the Problem of Miraculous Timings, Journal
of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, vol. 51, no. 2, 2021, p. 243; E. Fisher, >Michael Psellos on the »usual« miracle at Blachernae,
the law, and neoplatonismg, in D. Sullivan, E. A. Fisher, and E. Papaioannou (eds.), Byzantine religious culture. Studies in honor of
Alice-Mary Talbot, Leiden, Brill, 2012, pp. 191-192; E. Fisher, »Discourse on the Miracle that Occurred in the Blachernai Churchs,
in C. Barber and E. Papaioannou (eds.), Michael Psellos on Literature and Art. A Byzantine Perspective on Aesthetics, Indiana, Notre
Dame Press, 2017, pp. 301 - 302; Michealis Psellis, Orationes hagiographicae, ed. E. Fisher, Stuttgart, B. G. Teubner, 1994, pp. 199 -
200; M. Mavroudi, >Licit and Illicit Divination. Empress Zoe and the Icon of Christ Antiphonetess, in V. Dasen and J.-M. Spieser
(eds.), Les Savoirs magiques et leur transmission de U'Antiquité a la Renaissance, Firenze, Sismel, 2014, p. 444; E. Papaioannou, >The
»usual miracle« and the unusual image. Psellos and the icons of Blachernaic, in W. Hérandner (ed.), Jahrbuch der Osterreichischen
Byzantinistik, vol. 51, Vienna, Austrian Academy of Scientists Press, 2001, p. 183.

30 The Blachernen complex, which included a large basilica, the holy shrine, and a bath, was originally located at the northwest
corner of the city of Constantinople, outside the Theodosian walls. Because of the relics kept there, the complex and its position as a
liturgical place of worship of the Virgin Mary were very present in Constantinople. Since the 6th c., services in honour of the
Theotokos were held every Friday. For centuries, these were followed by processions to important places of Marian devotion in the
city, see A. Carr, >Court culture and Cult icons in Middle Byzantine Constantinoples, in H. Maguire (ed.), Byzantine Court Culture
from 829 to 1204, Washington DC, Harvard University Press, 1997, pp. 90-92; A. Carr, »Threads of authority: the Virgin Mary’s
veil in the Middle Agess, in S. Gordon (ed.), Robes and honor. The medieval world on investiture, New York, Palgrave, 2001,
pp- 62, 64, 79; Chatterjee, >The Byzantine Icon of the Virgin in the Church of the Blachernae, p. 244; M. Parani, »Experiencing
Miraculous Icons in Byzantium: The examples of the Icon of the »Usual Miracle« and the Hodegetria in Constantinoples, in S.
Brodbeck and A.-O. Poilpré (eds.), Visibilité et présence de I'image dans U'espace ecclesial, Paris, Editions de la Sorbonne, 2019,
pp- 174, 181; N. Sevcenko, >Icons in the Liturgy<, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 45, 1991, pp. 50 - 54; B. Pentcheva, Icons and Power.
The Mother of God in Byzantium, University Park, Pennsylvania State University Press, 2006, p. 145. It is difficult to determine the
period during which the miracle happened. However, there are textual references that the miracle took place until the beginning of
the 13th c. In 1434 at the latest, the church was destroyed by fire, see Effenberger, »Marienbilder im Blachernenheiligtums, p. 281;
V. Grumel, >Le »miracle habituel« de Notre-Dame des Blechernes a Constantinople«, Echos d’Orient, vol. 30, 1931, p. 141; Parani,
»Experiencing Miraculous Icons in Byzantiums, p. 177.
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crowd that enters as if within some new inner sanctum
and refuge that cannot be violated.”

Contradictory feelings were aroused in the people
by the staging around the icon and the knowledge
of its presence. When the crowd was allowed to re-
enter the chapel, these feelings intensified when
the elaborate curtain in front of the icon of the
Virgin lifted, revealing the image. Simultaneously,
as the Holy Spirit opened the curtain, the form of
the Virgin changed - instantly she appeared alive
and animated. Mary was given a presence through
the icon that authenticated her appearance at that
moment. Her invisible presence was made visible
and tangible by this miracle. Through the unveil-
ing, the icon became a place of living visitation of
the Theotokos. The veil would remain in this
raised position until the ninth hour of Saturday,
marking the temporal and spatial limits of the
presence of the Theotokos.”

Inspirited Icons and Heavenly Presence

Beginning in the eleventh century, changes in the
appearance of icons occurred, accompanied by a
transformation in veneration and staging. Psellos
defines this circumstance in the term é&uyvyog
ypagy, a new style of painting that attempted to
mediate between theological paradoxes and the
renewed interests of Neoplatonism.” In this philo-
sophical trend, the image was expected to manifest
the presence of the divine through physical change.
The style transcended the usual technical limita-
tions of the creators of art and, consequently, the
visual horizons of the viewers. This was accom-
plished through the intervention of higher powers.
Icons were considered material manifestations of
invisible divinity. They existed independently of
the style of painting. Therefore, they combine and
connect the divine and supernatural with the
earthly and natural. As a reflection of this divine

presence, there are recognisable as well as partly
predictable physical changes in iconography, ma-
terial, or style. Thus, empsychos graphe could be
translated as living and »inspired« painting. It is a
reference to the presence and intervention of the

31 Michael Psellos, Orationes Hagiographicae 206,130 - 146, transl. E. Fisher, in Fisher, »Discourse on the Miracle that Occurred
in the Blachernai Churchs, p. 312.

32 Additional information about the miracle is provided by other sources. A detailed 12th-c. description by an unknown Latin
pilgrim, known in research as >Anonymus Tarragonensis, should be highlighted. See N. Ciggaar, >Une Description de
Constantinople dans le Tarragonensis 55¢, Revue des études byzantines, vol. 53, 1995, pp. 117 -122, 128 -131; Fisher, >Michael
Psellos on the »usual« miracle at Blachernaes, pp. 189 - 190; Parani, »Experiencing Miraculous Icons in Byzantiums, p. 175. For an
translation of the text see Fisher, »Michael Psellos on the »usual« miracle at Blachernaes, p. 189-190; B. Pentcheva, >Rhetorical
Images of the Virgin. The Icon of the »Usual Miracle« at the Blachernai¢, Res: Anthropology and aesthetics, vol. 38, 2000, p. 47.
Furthermore, two Latin sources dealing with the miracle have been preserved. They mention that, during the miracle, the curtain
remained open from Friday evening until Saturday morning, after which it closed. See Grumel, >Le »miracle habituel« de Notre-
Dame des Blechernes & Constantinople, pp. 130-135; Fisher, >Michael Psellos on the »usual« miracle at Blachernaes, p. 190;
Parani, >Experiencing Miraculous Icons in Byzantiums, p. 176; Pentcheva, Icons and Power, p.241. Two Russian pilgrimage
accounts mention the miracle only in general terms, see Grumel, >Le »miracle habituel« de Notre-Dame des Blechernes a
Constantinoples, p. 141; Pentcheva, Icons and Power, p. 241. In the 12th c¢. Anna Komnene also narrates the miracle. By using the
phrase 0dvneg adpa for describing it, she suggests that it is a regularly occurring event, see Parani, »Experiencing Miraculous
Icons in Byzantiums, p. 177.

33 Barber, Contesting the logic of painting, p. 71; Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 292; Pentcheva, »Rhetorical Images of the Virgin, p. 42;
Pentcheva, Icons and Power, pp. 151 - 152; Mavroudi, »Licit and Illicit Divinations, p. 432. Neoplatonism is based on the ancient
philosophical tradition of Platonic metaphysics. This form was adapted in Late Antiquity and finally influenced by Christian views.
For the Neoplatonists, a divine presence leaves a trace in the material, earthly world. Accordingly, it should be noted that not all
images and icons are addressed, see Fisher, »Michael Psellos on the »usual« miracle at Blachernae, p. 202.
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Holy Spirit in the image, as well as the manner of
the viewer’s interaction with the image.™

In this structure, an individual singular value is
attributed to the image of the holy person or scene.
Like the personalities depicted, the icons seem to
develop individual characteristics. They were not
understood as mere static objects. Rather, they
were independent creations, whose appearance
changed, and were thus given a certain life of their
own and an individual will.** This style is charac-
terised above all by the fact that the painting
appears lifelike in the sense of a certain non-
pictorial naturalism, to show human characteris-
tics and to clarify the expression of deep feelings,
thus combining the human and the divine in the
work of art. All these characteristics are inherent in
the inanimate painting. They are intended to evoke
an interaction between the image and the viewer,
to evoke an appropriate reaction.*

The Beholder’s Eye

Psellos assigns an important role to visibility and
invisibility, and thus to the visual perception of the
faithful, in the interaction between the icon and
them. Perception is mediated partly by the eye,
discovering the visible aspects of the icon, and
partly by the soul receiving a mysterious impres-
sion.

The text implies that, due to changes in the
appearance during the performance, one can grasp
the corresponding transformation and the pres-
ence of the invisible divine powers. Thus, one
proceeds from physical seeing to a level of spiritual
seeing. By perceiving changes of the icon through
one’s eye, the observer also perceives the presence
of the invisible divine through the soul. The
individual thereby moves to a higher level of
spiritual seeing. This is taken to an extreme, for
Mary is not only present, but she also receives the
visitation of the Holy Spirit. In this way, the
incarnation is visually and materially enacted
before the faithful. The observer experiences the
mystery of the presence of the Mother of God as
the icon presents itself through visual withdrawal.
Once the visual contact is withdrawn, those
present become aware of the mystery that has just
occurred.”

At the same time, however, Psellos points out
the limits of the human capacity for perception. He
breaks with representational thought patterns to
replace them with a temporal, spatial, yet incom-
plete view. In this way, he points to the limits of
the visible. Simultaneously, he controls the process
of seeing by giving instructions. All these charac-
teristics, peculiar to animated painting, are intend-
ed to create an interaction between the image and
viewer to provoke an appropriate response.*

34 C. Barber, >Living painting, or the limits of pointing? Glancing at icons with Michael Pselloss, in C. Barber and D. Jenkins
(eds.), Reading Michael Psellos, Leiden, Brill, 2010, pp. 121 -124; Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 174; R. Betancourt, >Representation as
indwelling: Contextualizing Michael Psellos’ empsychos graphe across artistic, liturgical, and literary theory<, Byzantine and
Modern Greek Studies, vol. 44, no.1, 2020, p.65; A. Carr, >Icons and the Object of Pilgrimage in Middle Byzantine
Constantinoples, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 56, 2002, pp. 91-92; R. Cormack, >Living Paintings, in E. Jeffreys (ed.), Rhetoric
in Byzantium, Aldershot, Routledge, 2003, pp. 238 -239; G. Peers, >Real Living Painting: Quasi-Objects and Dividuation in the
Byzantine World, Religion and the Arts, vol. 16, no. 5, 2012, pp. 438 —-439; Pentcheva, >Rhetorical Images of the Virgin, p. 41;
Pentcheva, Icons and Power, pp. 150 - 152.

35 Barber, >Living painting, or the limits of pointing?«, pp. 118 - 123; Belting, Bild und Kult, p. 295.

36 C. Barber, »sMovement and miracle in Michael Psellos< account of the Blachernae icon of the Theotokos’, in G. de Nie and T.
Noble (eds.), Envisioning experience in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Dynamic patterns in texts and images, Farnham,
Ashgate, 2012, p. 12; Belting, Bild und Kult, pp.292-293; B. Pentcheva, The sensual icon. Space, ritual, and the senses in
Byzantium, University Park, Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010, p. 187.

37 C. Barber, Contesting the logic of painting. Art and understanding in eleventh-century Byzantium, Leiden, Brill, 2007, pp. 89 -
91; J. Halfwassen, >Schénheit und Bild im Neuplatonismuss, in V. Lobsien and C. Olk (eds.), Neuplatonismus und Asthetik.
Transformationen der Antike, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2007, pp. 43 —44; Pentcheva, Icons and Power, p. 152.

38 Barber, Contesting the logic of painting, p. 72; Barber, >Living painting, or the limits of pointing?, pp. 118 -119; Cormack,
»Living Paintings, p. 245; Pentcheva, >Rhetorical Images of the Virgins, p. 41.
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In this religious context, the author points out
that seeing is a communal experience that reinte-
grates the senses of a vast crowd of spectators. In
consequence, the Virgin appears to all in the same
way and offers refuge. It is not important to be
educated or to have excellent knowledge of the
forms of worship. Everyone perceives the miracle,
and the Virgin appears to all of them.”

The curtain, however, triggers this intense en-
gagement with the icon and heightens her percep-
tion. The rising and falling of the veil therefore
marks both the temporal and spatial limits of the
presence of the Theotokos.* The Virgin is revealed
through the change in the icon’s appearance.

Unfortunately, there are no pictorial represen-
tations of the icon or the curtains. Only a few
references allow us to imagine what this curtain
might have looked like: The anonymous pilgrim
characterizes the material more precisely as silk,
and Psellos adds that it was precious and full of
images."

The curtain acted as a mediator between the
aesthetic perception of the decoration on the
curtain and the impenetrable illusion of the icon,

revealed in the miracle. The icon, whose exact
nature never becomes fully tangible, is thus situat-
ed between the obviously visible and the mysteri-
ously invisible. The latter is to be made tangible to
some extent in the miracle.

Divinity of Images

Above all, the icon’s curtain takes on a comparable
position to that of relics. It opens miraculously,
serves as an aid in judicial decisions, and is used in
a prophetic manner. These are tasks that would
otherwise be performed exclusively by saints or
their relics.? In addition, Psellos refers to the
curtain itself as being holy. He interprets the
tearing of the veil of the Jerusalem Temple and
Mary’s appearance as the breaking down of the
barriers between God and the faithful. As a result,
the unveiling of the icon is analogous to the
incarnation of Christ. This parallelization sym-
bolizes the theological background as well as the
presence of divine power. The tearing of the
temple curtain at Christ’s death refers to his

39 Barber, Contesting the logic of painting, pp.88-89; Barber, >Movement and miracle in Michael Psello’s account of the
Blachernae icon of the Theotokoss, p. 17.

40 Barber, >Living painting, or the limits of pointing?¢, pp. 126 — 128; Carr, >Icons and the Object of Pilgrimage, p. 92; Chatterjee,
»The Byzantine Icon of the Virgin in the Church of the Blachernaes, pp. 243 - 244; Fisher, »Michael Psellos on the »usual« miracle at
Blachernae, pp. 187188, 202; Papaioannou, >The »usual miracle« and the unusual images, pp. 185-186; Parani, >Experiencing
Miraculous Icons in Byzantiumg, p. 180.

41 It is unknown how the images were applied to the drapery. Woven or embroidered images, or attached votive medallions are
possible, see Parani, >Experiencing Miraculous Icons in Byzantium¢, p. 179. In the pilgrimage account, the details about the
installation of the curtain are interesting: It was held in place by two nails at the sides, and it covered only the lower part of the
figure, from the belt down. Consequently, the head, arms and torso of the Virgin were always visible. See Parani, >»Experiencing
Miraculous Icons in Byzantiums, p. 176. B. Pentcheva assumes that the cult image was probably completely covered with a silk
cloth, the upper half of which was woven or embroidered with the image of Mary’s upper body. Based on this assumption, the
miracle of the curtain could also explain the change in the form and expression of the icon mentioned by Psellos. Consequently, the
curtain itself would have had a representation of the torso of the Theotokos holding a medallion in her hands. After opening it, one
would have seen the image of Mary standing with her hands raised in an orant gesture and a medallion depicting Christ floating in
front of her chest, see Pentcheva, >Rhetorical Images of the Virgins, pp. 48-49. M. Parani, on the other hand, suggests that the
curtain could have been transparent and thus the image of the Virgin would have been visible even before the opening of the textile,
see Parani, >Experiencing Miraculous Icons in Byzantiums, pp. 179-180. The icon may have been framed by several types of
curtains. The curtain covering the lower part of the icon may have been a podea. These were often used to support votive
medallions, and, pictorially embroidered, they were also popular donations. On the remaining three sides, the icons may have been
framed by a peplos or, more commonly, an encheirion. These hangings on the sides of the icon could have covered the panel, see
Chatterjee, »The Byzantine Icon of the Virgin in the Church of the Blachernaes, p. 242; V. Nunn, »The encheirion as adjunct to the
icon in the middle byzantine periods, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, vol. 10, 1986, p. 83; B. Schellewald, >Hinter und vor
dem Vorhang. Bildpraktiken der Enthiillung und des Verbergens im Mittelalter, in C. Bliimle and B. Wismer (eds.), Hinter dem
Vorhang. Verhiillung und Enthiillung seit der Renaissance — von Tizian bis Christo, Munich, Hirmer, 2016, p. 126.

42 Nunn, >The encheirion as adjunct to the icon in the middle byzantine periods, pp. 87 - 88.
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earthly absence, while the lifting of the curtain and
the revealing the icon of Mary marks her presence.
Both textiles act without human intervention,
revealing a divine influence.”

The Virgin interacts with the faithful and is
offering them protection. The opening of the
curtain helps to make the invisible perceptible to
the spectators. The curtain hovers between the two
stages, mediating between and interacting with
them. First, with the closed curtain and the asso-
ciated visual withdrawal, the viewer is introduced
to the mystery of the icon and therefore even the
mystery of divinity.* The illusion of a glimpse into
the divinity is created by the process of opening the
curtain, and the appearance of the Virgin through
the open fabric. The curtain thus acts as a mediator
between the aesthetic perception of the image of
the Virgin and the impenetrable illusion of the
icon. The icon and a glimpse of the divine are
revealed in the miracle, but their exact nature is
never fully grasped.

Veiling of Sacred Images, Icons, and
the Beholders Gaze

In both cases discussed in this paper, the curtains
play a prominent role. They provide a frame for
the religious images, surround its content, and
thus emphasize it for human perception.

The viewer’s gaze is directed to the object or
representation between the curtains. By giving the
impression of an exclusive view, the framing
textiles visually stage the content, highlighting it
and giving it a special significance in the visitor’s
perception. The representation in the fourth cen-
tury shrine under SS. Giovanni e Paolo functions
similarly to a set of instructions, showing the
viewer exemplary behaviour. Thus, the fresco plays

43 Pentcheva, >Rhetorical Images of the Virging, p. 50.

with several levels. It attempts to influence the
behaviour of the viewer and to convey the message
of the painting. In the process, the curtain takes on
a framing position and differentiates the scene
being depicted. In the eleventh-century text, it is
no longer necessary to show the viewer how to
venerate the icon. Instead, its individual setting
that distinguishes it from other icons is empha-
sized. The performative nature of the icon ad-
dresses the viewer.

Nevertheless, by drawing attention to essential
elements and processes, through his text, Psellos
attempts to guide the viewer’s gaze. There is also
evidence of a collective influence. The believer is
always part of the crowd, but there is also encour-
agement for the individual’s personal convictions.
The reader is led to a higher level of spiritual vision
and insight through the text. Psellos does not only
refer to the way the spectators perceived the
situation and how they acted in it; he also wants
them to be an active part of the miracle. The
viewers’ interests are aroused by the channelled
gaze, the framing function, and the performative
quality of the curtains. The curtains influence the
perception of those present, actively influencing
them through the staging around the icon.

Furthermore, they make them feel as if they are
glimpsing into other spheres, and thus into higher
truths as well. Both examples are attempts to make
elements of faith tangible and experienceable.
Abstract, elusive elements such as concepts of
holiness or the authentication of holy persons are
difficult to understand and even more difficult to
represent visually. The significance of the repre-
sentations increased exponentially through the
combination of content and iconographic conven-
tions already familiar to the viewer. The represen-
tations consciously and deliberately draw on the
viewing habits and pictorial knowledge, and use
them to create new visual statements. The curtains

44 B. Schellewald, »Vom Unsichtbaren zum Sichtbaren: Liturgisches Zeremoniell und Bild in Byzanz im 11. und 12. Jahrhunderts,
in E. Bierende, S. Bretfeld, and K. Oschema (eds.), Riten, Gesten, Zeremonien. Gesellschaftliche Symbolik in Mittelalter und Friiher

Neuzeit, Berlin, De Gruyter, 2008, pp. 148 - 149.



have also contributed to the clarification of the
authenticity of certain icons and thus of the
persons depicted on them. By directing the eyes of
those present, they helped to emphasize and stage
the significance of religious images. As opposed to
the fourth century, the textile itself is addressed as
sacred and thus receives an explicit distinction.
Guided by the Holy Spirit, the curtain expresses
the divine will itself as an essential part of the
miracle.

Nevertheless, it turns out that curtains have
been interacting with the same principles of hu-
man perception for centuries. As the temple cur-
tain mentioned by Gregory of Nazianzus demon-
strates, these textiles elude the active influence of
the viewers. Curtains develop an authority of their
own, as is evident in certain images and textual
sources. In this way, they assume an important
task of conveying religious truth. They are situated
between the sacred and the divine, until they
themselves, as mediators of a higher truth, seem to
be given a sacred status.
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Fig. 1 Antonio and Gerolamo Capellano, Altar of Our Lady of the Reef (Gospa of Skrpjela), 1796, Our Lady of Skrpjela, Perast.



Curtain Frames of the Altar Retables and
the Early Modern Reframing of the
Dalmatian imagines antiquae

Matko Marusié

The motive of drapery, elaborately carved in
marble or stone, has been a ubiquitous feature of
altar retables, at least from the early seventeenth
century onwards. Scholars have repeatedly stressed
the dazzling visual qualities of the illusionistic
rendering of the fabric, employed to draw atten-
tion to the principal object of devotion enshrined
in the centre of the retable, aiming to increase the
dramatic effect of the composition. These »curtain
frames«, as I will call them in this essay, are
customarily understood as derivates of the ephe-
meral ceremonial architecture and festival decora-
tion set in churches on major occasions of the
liturgical year. For this reason, they are frequently
referenced in scholarly literature, although rou-
tinely in passing, and typically in terms of their
artistry, authorship and materiality. In this essay, I
will observe them from a different angle: not solely
as a framing strategy or a result of Baroque
theatricality, but also as the aftermath of a much
older tradition of veiling religious images with
textile curtains. A more systematic look at curtain
frames as distinctive elements of altar retables will
be cast by examining the relation to the object of
devotion they frame and the movement of the
fabric they neatly freeze in stone or marble.

The essay explores the Early Modern retables
commissioned for the imagines antiquae, a subset
of highly venerated religious images of (late)
medieval origin, predominantly smaller-scale de-
pictions of the Virgin and Child, whose devotional
appeal flourished centuries after they were made,
on account of the miraculous and thaumaturgic
powers they were believed to possess.' Their devo-
tional allure can therefore be fully understood only
when considered in a more extensive timeframe.
Indeed, the alterations they have been subjected to
through time are imminent aspects of their cen-
turies-long existence as a devotional image. These
modifications include frequent overpainting (to
protect them from decay and destruction due to
humidity and the heat of the candles lit before
them), covering in silver revetments and append-
ing other votive offerings. More prominently, the
older images were enshrined on newly-commis-
sioned monumental marble altars as venerable
religious images and relics of centuries of religious
worship.

These recurrent transformations did not weak-
en the status of the imagines antiquae; on the
contrary, they reinforced their alleged ancient
origin, instigated continuous devotion towards

1 For an overview of religious images in Dalmatia, which is the focus of the present study see Z. Demori Stani¢i¢, Javni kultovi
ikona u Dalmaciji, Split — Zagreb, KnjiZzevni krug — Hrvatski restauratorski zavod, 2017. This essay leaves out the issue of crucifixes,
either painted on panel or carved in wood; this group of devotional objects and their Early Modern »reframing« calls for a separate
study. This paper is the result of the research project From Local to Regional. The Art of Adriatic Croatia from the Middle Ages to
the 19th century conducted at the Institute of Art History and funded by the European Union - NextGenerationEU.
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them, and imbued them with additional qualities,
such as that of the status of the venerable proto-
type, pointing to the long and enduring Christian
identity of communities that honoured them.? This
prestige of older images in Early Modern devotions
was principally expressed through the decoration
of the altar retables in which they were enshrined.
For this reason, the role of curtain frames in
promoting the status that medieval images ac-
quired in the post-medieval times, lies at the heart
of this study. However, throughout the Middle
Ages, the sanctity of cult images was best guaran-
teed by keeping them out of sight, covered by
textiles or shutters. Yet, the post-Tridentine altar
retables in Dalmatian churches this paper analyses
had the opposite function: to keep religious images
permanently visible to the faithful, thus offering
them to perpetual prayer and devotion.

Within this framework, the starting points of
this essay are seemingly simple yet highly contro-
versial questions: (I) When did the sacred images
stop being veiled by curtains, and (II) How did
Early Modern religious rituals concerning the
»medieval« images replace the practices of (un-)
veiling that evolved around them for centuries?
Without attempting to propose any definite answ-
ers to these critical questions, but rather to map
out the prospects for future studies, this essay will
examine several imagines antique, and the altars
commissioned to treasure them in the churches of
the cities aligned on the Eastern coast of the
Adriatic Sea, in what is today Croatia and Mon-

tenegro. The working hypothesis, which will be
advanced in the following pages, is that a rather
singular approach was assumed in the Early
Modern period. While abandoning the textile
curtains as means of activation, the lavish retables
in which the older religious images were enshrined
usually retained the motive of animated drapery.
The movement of the fabric, now petrified in
coloured stone or marble, was meant to suggest —
but also to conjure - the long history of the
interconnection of sacred images and textiles in
times when a radically different attitude toward the
enshrinement of holy images was introduced.’

Images, Textiles and Marble Curtain
Frames

During the last decades, considerable scholarly
attention has been devoted to the Medieval and
Renaissance practices of concealing paintings with
curtains and other protective coverings. Scholars
have distinguished several reasons for covering
images, ranging from purely practical to entirely
performative ones: To protect them from dust,
light and moisture, but also to ceremonially reveal
them by lifting the curtain at a specific point of a
liturgical feast.* Regrettably, written sources com-
menting upon the practices of activating images by
raising the curtains are discouragingly slim. Still,
they do attest to the usage of curtains in the public

2 See U. Bergmann, >Reframing mittelalterlicher Skulpturen: Verschénerung, Umnutzung, Neuinterpretation?«, Zeitschrift fiir
Kunstgeschichte, vol. 80, no. 2, 2017, pp. 273-291; V. Luccherini, >Introduzione. Sulla rifunzionalizzazione post-medievale delle
immagini sacre medievalic, in V. Luccherini (ed.), Immagini medievali di culto dopo il Medioevo, Rome, Viella, 2018, pp. 7-18.
3 As succinctly put by Ulrich Lehner, with reference to the > movement« of the curtain frames: »The sacred architecture of early
modern Catholicism invited participation and contemplative awe. (...) Renaissance and Baroque churches eliminated the screen
and allowed a largely unimpeded view on the altar. One could now perceive the elevation of the host and chalice during the Mass,
and visually participate in it. (...) The divine mysteries no longer seemed to be kept at a distance but rather revealed to the visitor.
This was underscored by the putti lifting heavy curtains that previously hid the glory of Heaven«, U. L. Lehner, The Inner Life of
Catholic Reform: From the Council of Trent to the Enlightenment, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2022, p. 128.

4 A. Nova, »Hangings, curtains, and shutters of sixteenth-century Lombard altarpiecess, in E. Borsook and F. Gioffredi Superbi
(eds.), Italian altarpieces 1250 - 1550. Function and design, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1994, pp. 177-189; V. M. Schmidt,
»Curtains, Revelatio, and Pictorial Reality in Late Medieval and Renaissance Italys, in K. M. Rudy and B. Baert (eds.), Weaving,
Veiling, and Dressing: Textiles and their Metaphors in the Late Middle Ages, Turnhout, Brepols, 2007, pp. 191-213. See also
Corinna Mairhanser’s essay in the present volume.



display of images in churches and domestic sett-
ings, respectively.” Indeed, the church inventories
regularly include textiles varying in type and
colour, some of which were arguably used for
covering altar paintings, primarily the ones that
witnessed fervent devotion due to their capacity to
answer prayers or to channel and deliver miracles.
In addition, curtains are specified in the invento-
ries of households in Eastern Dalmatian cities as
standard accessories of religious paintings for
personal devotion, such as una anchona con la
cortina and cortina et figura beatae Virginis (as
listed in two fifteenth-centuries inventories of
households in Dubrovnik).®

Evidence can - if rarely — be gleaned from the
paintings depicting fictive curtains, such as the
mid-fifteenth century Virgin with Child, Our Lady
of the Reef (Gospa od Skrpjela), the central object
of devotion in the Bay of Kotor (whose Early
Modern »reframing« will be discussed below, see
figs. 1, 5). The backdrop of the figures is a soft red
fabric falling in vertical folds ending with harma-
line bordering, suspended from the fictive hori-
zontal rod with rings, implying that it could easily
be pulled aside. The holy figures are, however,
placed before the curtain, as was characteristic for
the representations of the Virgin and Child in
Venetian and Adriatic Renaissance painting (the
standard term for painted textiles backing Mary
and Child is »the cloth of honour«). The attention
to the fabric that clothed the saintly figures can be
grasped from the periodical repainting of images,
considering that a new type of painted fabric was
customarily changed with every new layer applied.
For instance, the icon of Our Lady of anan, from

Images, Textiles and Marble Curtain Frames

Split, carries no less than three different layers of
paint; the textile of the Virgin’s and Christ’s robes
was changed with every single one. The earliest
dates from the beginning of the thirteenth century,
and the most recent one has been determined to be
from the sixteenth century.” In short, the history of
the relationship between textiles (primarily cur-
tains) and the sacred representations, veiled and
unveiled according to the liturgical occasion, was
intertwined for centuries.

The period post circa 1600, following the Coun-
cil of Trent (1545 -63), is characterised — generally
speaking — by a profound shift in the Catholic
doctrine, exerting influence on the veneration of
saints, relics and images. Normally, various atti-
tudes were taken in different European regions,
and the case-specific approach is necessary to
grasp all the nuances of the Early Modern strate-
gies of enshrining and reframing medieval reli-
gious images. There are instances where curtains
continued to be used as principal agents of church
festivities, inspiring awe in all those venerating the
altars and expecting the uncovering of devotional
objects enshrined. Some of the most important
medieval icons from Rome, such as Madonna della
Clemenza, elaborately restaged and reframed at
the closing of the sixteenth century, continued to
be covered by curtains.® Textiles regularly con-
cealed venerable large wooden crucifixes as repre-
sentations of the central event of the faith, the
Passion of Christ.” The evidence for Eastern Adri-
atic churches suggests that panels depicting the
Virgin and Child ceded to be veiled but were
customarily protected with metal revetments, leav-
ing but the heads and hands visible (that is, only

5 D. G. Wilkins, >Opening the Doors to Devotion: Trecento Triptychs and Suggestions concerning Images and Domestic Practice
in Florences, Studies in the History of Art, vol. 61, 2002, pp. 370-393.

6 M. M. Marusi¢, >Hereditary Ecclesiae and Domestic Ecclesiolae in Medieval Ragusa (Dubrovnik)s, Religions, vol. 11, no. 7, 2020,
p.9.

7 See Z. Matuli¢ Bilag, >Splitska romani¢ka ikona Gospe of Znjana: analiticka mapa srednjoviekovnog slikarstva u Dalmaciji,
Portal, vol. 13, 2022, pp. 21 -41. I thank the author for her help in analysing the painted textile of the Split icon.

8 K. Noreen, >Time, Space, and Devotion: The Madonna della Clemenza and the Cappella Altemps in Romes, Sixteenth Century
Journal, vol. 47, no. 4, 2016, p. 897.

9 An illustrative case in post-Tridentine Sicily, see J. Gebhardt, »The Crucifix in the Santuario Santissimo Crocifisso alla Collegiata
in Monreale: The Unveiling of a Cult Image in Post-Tridentine Sicilys, in I. Foletti, M. Gianandrea, S. Romano and E. Scirocco
(eds.), Re-thinking, Re-making, Re-living Christian Origins, Rome, Viella, 2018, pp. 147 - 164.
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the parts of bodies not covered in textile). Addi-
tional proof for the abandonment of the practice of
(un)veiling is that none of the examples with
marble curtains examined in this paper contain
fixings for a metal rail from which the actual textile
curtains could have been suspended on rings and
controlled by a cord located to the side of the altar.
Equally, no written source references the existence
of actual curtains that concealed the central image
of the new Baroque retables."

During the seventeenth century, however, older
and venerable religious paintings were encased in
large-scale curtain frames in stone or marble.
Despite the high level of artistry and illusionistic
qualities, which successfully mimicked the actual
textile by virtue of the finely polished curves and
elaborate cascade-like folds, they did in no way
conceal images, as was characteristic for earlier
centuries. Yet — as the marble cannot move - they
were permanently pulled aside. Nevertheless, the
conspicuous use of curtains as framing devices
aimed at portraying precisely the opposite: the
movement of the textile, that is, the (un)veiling of
the object of devotion, followed by its lifting to the
heavens.

Three distinct but related forms of curtain
frames can be discerned on Baroque altar retables
in Dalmatian churches (but the typology can also
be applied more generally). In the first case, the
curtain enclosed the altar structure entirely, oper-
ating as a ceremonial backdrop for sculptures and
other liturgical equipment placed on the mensa.
Such an arrangement is characteristic of the early-
eighteenth-century altars of the Holy Sacrament in
the cathedrals of Zadar and Rijeka, among others

(fig. 2)."* In the second case, the altar’s surface
occupied by stone curtains is restricted to the
immediate borders of the central devotional image.
Such an arrangement is akin to the positioning of
the curtains at the side of the image upon its
revealing. In the third case, more remarkably, the
stone curtains are the protagonist of the unveiling
of the venerable medieval image treasured in the
middle of the altar retable. Indeed, they freeze the
religious rituals of veiling sacred images in time,
pointing to the long history of their protection and
ceremonial staging (fig. 3).

Although curtain frames are routinely perceived
as conventional and uneventful features of the
retables, they can also have aggregated complex
religious concepts and narratives, such as miracles.
A case in point is the altar dedicated to St. Dominic
in the cathedral of Zadar, carved by Giuseppe
Torretti at the beginning of the eighteenth century
(originally from the city’s Dominican church),
whose »curtain« is lifted by St. Catherine and St.
Mary Magdalen from the sides and the Virgin
Mary from the top. The raising of the curtain is no
ordinary event in the case of the Zadar retable,
given that the female saints lift the veil of the
prodigious image of St. Dominic in the convent of
Soriano (which was miraculously disclosed to the
friars in the house in Calabria, by Mary, Magdalen
and Catherine).”” Another instance of retables with
marble curtains drawing upon the miraculous
qualities of the object enshrined is that of the altar
of the Holy Cross in the Hvar cathedral (1692).
The altar was erected to house two exceptional
devotional objects of the city: the small wall cross
that reportedly bled in 1510 and the sizeable mid-

10 The metal rods are partially preserved on several altars, whose retable decorations do not include the motif of the curtains. Cf.
for instance, the altar of the Holy Cross from the church of Our Lady of Sunj, on the island of Lopud, which presents a simple
architectonic altar with pillars that treasures the large crucifix imported from Spain or Mexico, cf. P. F. Amador et al, >The
Crucified Christ of Lopud, Croatia. A Unique Early Import of Mexican Polychromed Sculpture Made of Maize Stalkss, Zeitschrift
fiir Kunsttechnologie und Konservierung, vol. 32, no. 2, 2018, cf. p. 5, fig. 2.

11 The makers of the Zadar altar (1718 -19) are the Venetian masters Antonio Viviani and Francesco Penso vel Cabianca. The
altar from Rijeka is a decade younger; it was commissioned in ca. 1726 from Pasquale Lazzarini and Paolo Zuliani.

12 1. Capeta Raki¢, >La visione del frate Domenicano Lorenzo dalla Grotteria e gli echi dell'iconografia del miracolo di Soriano in
Dalmazia¢, IKON, vol. 6, 2013, pp. 199 -212. The author has traced dozen instances of depictions of the Soriano miracle, yet none
of them (except for the cited altar in Zadar) displays the motive of curtains.
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Fig. 2 Paolo Zuliani and Antonio Miche-
lazzi, Altar of the Holy Sacrament,

ca. 1725, Collegiate Church (Assunta), Ri-
jeka.

fifteenth-century wooden crucifix.” The smaller,  »marble textile« that »protects« the venerated relic
miraculous cross is encased in a cross-shaped chest  of the bleeding cross just as precious textiles would
in the altar’s tabernacle, whose front is veiled in a  protect an actual relic. Moreover, the miraculous

13 R. Tomi¢, Znakovi identiteta: sveci zaStitnici u umjetnosti 17. i 18. stoljea u Dalmaciji, Boki kotorskoj i Dubrovatkoj Republici,
Split — Zagreb, KnjiZevni krug - Institut za povijest umjetnosti, 2021, pp. 264 -268.
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Fig. 4 Alessandro and Paolo Tremignon, Altar of the Holy Cross, ante 1692, St. Stephen Cathedral, Hvar.
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Virgin. Another and more common reason were
that these small-scale images were initially intend-
ed for worship in domestic spaces, mostly in
bedchambers. How and when they found their
way onto the main altars of churches centuries
after they were made varied from case to case."
The general pattern was that, at a certain point in
time, they had proven to possess supernatural
powers. They reportedly had wept, spoken or bled.
This new status urged for a more appropriate
setting, not in private houses but in the most
important churches, on the public altars enshrined
in elaborate framing apparatuses.

Generally speaking, imagines antiquae were
appreciated for being stylistically rough. This was
not a disparaging esthetical judgement articulated
by those who opposed the veneration of centuries-
old objects and considered them inappropriate for
cultivating devotion. On the contrary, the formal
roughness, rigid frontality and hazy linear render-
ing of the holy figures were seen as arguments that
their portrayal was faithful to the original portraits
of saints.” Their adherence to the »Byzantine
manner« in the Early Modern times, surmised
under the multi-layered term maniera greca (pit-
tura greca, modo greco, etc.), made them similar in
status to icons.” However, their Greek origin or
provenance was but an Early Modern fabrication,
given that they were, bar none, painted by local,
Dalmatian painters of the later Trecento and
Quattrocento. Nevertheless, the gold ground of
the panels was sufficient to venerate them along
the same line as the Byzantine prototypes, not
more than a century after their creation.

Small but arrestingly enshrined medieval panels
are thus a prime example of anachronism in Early

Modern images, that is, their potential to purport a
much older creation date and to act as objects of
devotion whose history of veneration is much
older than it actually was.”” On the one hand, their
style was perceived as archaic (highly positively
connotated). On the other hand, the elegant cur-
tain frames at their sides were an artistic motif that
mimicked the old ritual of covering images. The
significance of the motif of curtains, both actual
textile curtains and »curtain frames, in contribut-
ing to the anachronism of medieval sacred images
has been little explored, but they were central to
the restaging of Dalmatian imagines antiquae.
Several case studies, which will be analysed below,
suggest that curtains did not only direct the
viewers’ attention to these venerable yet indeed
modest images, but they also engaged in a dialogue
with the medieval ritual of veiling and unveiling
objects of devotion.

First, however, a brief mention should be made
about the long history of the textile curtains that
concealed images and the motive of stone curtains
in the Medieval and Renaissance art of the Eastern
Adriatic. The earliest surviving example of curtains
executed in stone is the lunette of the portal of the
cathedral in Trogir (dated by inscription to 1240),
known for its main iconographic subject, the
Nativity and the Bathing of Christ. The open
curtain makes the scenes visible in a theatre-like
two-storey box, and the iconographic »velum«
motif was read in eucharistic terms.'® The sculptor
of the lunette, magister Raduanus (Radovan), is
lauded in the dedicatory inscription for the exqui-
site craftsmanship of the human figures. Yet, he
showed the same high level of execution in the
movement of the petrified fabric he so successfully

14 M. Voulgaropoulou, >From Domestic Devotion to the Church Altar: Venerating Icons in the Late Medieval and Early Modern

Adriatics, Religions, vol. 10, no. 6, 2019, pp. 1-41.

15 These stylistic features were central to the devotional efficacy of icons in earlier centuries as well, see G. Vikan, >Sacred Image,
Sacred Powers, in E. R. Hoffman (ed.), Late Antique and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World, Oxford, Blackwell Publishing,

2007, p. 137.

16 A. Drandaki, >A Maniera Greca: content, context, and transformation of a terms, Studies in Iconography, vol. 35, 2014,

pp-39-72.

17 A. Nagel and C. S. Wood, Anachronic Renaissance, New York, Zone Books, 2010, pp. 7, 9, 13, 97.
18 For the most concise reading of the »velum« motif see E. Papastavrou, »>Il tema della Nativita sul timpano di Maestro Radovan
nel portale occidentale della cattedrale di Trau (Trogir)¢, Thesaurismata, vol. 22, 1992, pp. 22 -24.



carved. The motif of curtains that, when open,
reveal the subject of the work, was employed on
the tombs of saints in the fifteenth century, and
there are two such tomb altars with life-size figures
of the lying saints in the cathedral in Split. Con-
trary to the two-hundred-year-older portal in
Trogir, the Split tomb monuments are more con-
ventional, given that the motif of curtains was
abundantly deployed in the monumental tomb
sculpture throughout the fourteenth century and
later."” One of the tombs treasures the body of St.
Anastasius, an early Christian martyr and one of
the patron saints of Split, who was a weaver.
Fittingly, his early-eighteenth-century reliquary
contained several old textiles from the eighth and
thirteenth centuries, as was recently discovered by
a thorough technical examination of the piece.”
The quoted example underlines that the fabrics
had their afterlives, just like the paintings, and this
nexus lies at the core of the future research the
paper aims to fuel.

The most paradigmatic case of the »curtain
frames« that exhibit deep visual impressions and
the highest qualities in terms of artistry is the main
altar in the Franciscan church in Kotor, dedicated
to St. Clare (fig. 3). The lavish altar retable, which
entirely encloses the east end of the single-nave
church, was funded by prominent patrons, Kotor’s
patricians Ivan Bolizza and his wife Vinka, born
Bucchia. It was commissioned from the Venetian
sculptor Francesco Cabianca at the beginning of
the eighteenth century (1704 -08). The erection of
the retable was encouraged by the deliberation of
the Kotor City Council of 1673, by which the cult
of the Virgin Immaculata and the specific imago
antiqua, for decades venerated in the Franciscan
church, was declared the co-patron of the city.

The Frames for imagines antiquae

Prominent Latin inscriptions placed at the sides of
the retable, however, do not refer to the actual
panel of the Virgin enshrined in the centre of the
retable, which is immersed in memorable stone
curtains, but to the cult of the Virgin Immaculata
in a more general fashion.”

The heart of the triumphal-arch-like structure,
executed in marble of varying colours, treasures
the image of the Virgin and Child - decisively not
eye-catching - encased in a silver revetment. The
image, which is axially aligned with the eucharistic
tabernacle that rests below, is flanked by the life-
size marble figures of St. Clare and St. Francis that
gesture towards the sacred image. The panel has
several frames — the simple quadrangular yellowish
bordering of the actual image shrouded in silver,
an additional reddish marble frame (evenly rect-
angular), and the structure of clouds lifted to
heaven by a pair of angels and even smaller
cherubs. These plural frames are dull compared to
the buoyant curtain in yellowish marble, held with
ease by a couple of angles, calmly resting on the
crowning architrave of the retable. The architrave
is also topped by the imposing figure of God the
Father, which is the closing component of the
central axis of the retable: mensa - the tabernacle -
the venerated panel of the Immaculata - God the
Father.”

The unfolding of the marble curtains, suggested
by the illusionistic movement of the fabric that
resists the retable’s rigid architectonic structure,
unfolds the revered image and is thus a central step
of the multi-layered Early Modern reframing of
the small, venerated image and its reworking into
the new iconography (fig. 3). There are two crucial
aspects to this »iconography of reframing«: the
city’s Franciscan community that treasured the

19 The creators of the tomb monuments are Bonino da Milano (1427) and Giorgio Dalmata (Juraj Dalmatinac), (1448).
20 J. Belamari¢, »Svije¢njaci zadarskih majstora Mateja i Aristodija i dosad nepoznati fragmenti srednjovjekovnog tekstila iz
splitske katedrales, in J. Belamari¢, Studije iz starije umjetnosti na Jadranu, 111, Split, Knjizevni krug, 2020, pp. 60 - 64, for colour

plates see p. 219 ff.

21 SPECVLO SINE MACVLA / LILIO INTER SPINAS SPINIS INNOXIO / DEIPARAE VIRGINI / ABSQV ORIGINALI NOTA

CONCEPTE / SACRUM, see Tomi¢, Znakovi identiteta, p. 332.

22 The architrave is also topped at the sides by the figures of St. John the Evangelist and St. Vincent Ferrer, as the name-saints of

the patrons, Ivan (John) and his wife Vinka (Vincenza).

63



64

Curtain Frames of the Altar Retables and the Early Modern Reframing of the Dalmatian imagines antiquae

image of the Immaculate Virgin (principal saints
of the Order are given a prominent position in the
composition) and the ancient ritual of unveiling
the image (the protagonist of the retable’s pro-
gramme). The marble curtains, although always
»open«, underline that the image is offered to the
faithful for veneration only upon the textile by
which the image is protected as the most precious
relic is lifted. The unveiling of the image was,
however, the initial step of the ceremonial staging;
upon removing the curtain, the image is adored by
the saintly figures while being carried upwards by
angels.

A comparable interplay of frames, fictive cur-
tains and the ritualisation of the veneration encod-
ed in the altar design is that of Our Lady of the
Reef, just off the coast of Perast (the religious
image was briefly already mentioned in the context
of painted textiles behind the saintly figures).
According to the recent reading of the religious
and political circumstances of the image’s venera-
tion, the roots of the upheaval of its cult was the
»political aspiration of the citizens of Perast to
consolidate their dominion over the broader terri-
tory«.” The panel is said to have miraculously
arrived by sea from Negropontes and stranded on
the rock on which the church honouring the
Virgin was later built. However, the image’s stylis-
tic traits argue that it was created by a mid-
fifteenth-century painter active in Kotor and
Dubrovnik, but the question of authorship re-
mains open.** All the same, the miraculous image
generated a significant cult among the local pop-
ulation, which is why the object witnessed several
Early Modern »reframings«.” At the beginning of
the eighteenth century, the new altar for the image
was commissioned in Venice but was replaced less
than eighty years later by a different one. The first

altar retable featured yellowish marble curtains
raised by a group of angels, whereas the image was
encased in a slender dark-green frame. The fol-
lowing retable, commissioned in 1796 (fig. 4), the
one in which the image remains to be venerated to
this day, gives less attention to the curtains and the
unveiling of the image; it is topped by the textile
canopy, one of the most common elements of
ephemeral apparatuses of Baroque altars. The
second retable emphasises lifting the image to the
heavens and carries additional motifs of Marian
iconography, such as gilded flowers at the margins.

By the time the second altar was commissioned,
the image of Our Lady of the Reef had been
covered by a silver revetment, leaving, according to
the custom, only the faces of the Virgin and Child
Christ visible, as shown on the folio volante by
Innocente Alessandri, distributed to spread the
word of the venerated image from the Bay of Kotor
and to instigate much broader devotion to it
(fig. 5).° In such a way, the original painted fabric,
both behind the holy figures (red with the ermine
border) and their draperies, was obscured. This,
along with the exclusion of the elegant marble
curtains from the first altar and the introduction of
a simple textile baldachin on the top of the altar
composition, could attest to the fact that the
importance of textiles in the design of altars for
the Dalmatian imagines antiquae gradually dimin-
ished by the end of the eighteenth century, yet
further instances must be considered to corrobo-
rate this hypothesis.

In view of suggestions regarding the multiple
significances of the curtain frames, it is necessary
to stress that not all medieval images venerated in
Early Modern Dalmatia were framed in this way.
For instance, the main altar of the Sibenik cathe-
dral, installed ca. 1645, was erected to treasure the

23 S. Brajovi¢ and M. Uléar, >Legends, Images and Miracles of the Virgin Mary in the Bay of Kotor in Early Modern Periods,

IKON, vol. 10, 2017, pp. 149 - 158.

24 1. Prijatelj Pavici¢, U potrazi za izgubljenim slikarstvom. O majstoru Lovru iz Kotora i slikarstvu na prostoru od Dubrovnika do
Kotora tijekom druge polovice XV. stolje€a, Dubrovnik, Matica hrvatska - Ogranak Dubrovnik, 2013, p. 112.

25 S. Brajovi¢ and M. Ul¢ar, >Silver Covers, Iron Grids and Sensory Experience. Simultaneousness of Iconoclastic and Iconophilic
Nature of Veneration in the Early Modern Bay of Kotor«, IKON, vol. 11, 2018, pp. 83 - 92; Tomi¢, Znakovi identiteta, pp. 354 - 355.

26 Tomi¢, Znakovi identiteta, pp. 354 -355.
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Fig. 5 Innocente Alessandri, Our Lady of the Reef (Gospa of Skrpjela), folio volante, 1708, private collection, Split.

older image of the Virgin and Child, lifted by
angels and worshipped by St. James and St. Roch at
the lower sides. The image, unambitious in style
and execution, is arguably a late fifteenth-century
work by a local painter. The panel was originally
placed above the eastern city gates (and, therefore,
was not veiled as would have been the case if the

object had been placed in one of the city’s churches
or in a domestic space). The image proved mirac-
ulous when it shed tears in April of 1635, some
hundred and fifty years after its creation. For this
reason, the image was taken off the gate and closely
examined by church authorities, who, upon au-
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placement play a decisive role. Unlike a tapestry, a
curtain implies that something lies beyond. In so
doing, the translucency of such a curtain barrier is
strongly dependent on the type of material chosen.
It should be mentioned that impact and applica-
tions of curtains go far beyond their use as a visual
barrier. However, the curtain as a decorative
element separating the room will be the main
focus of this work.

A closed curtain creates a visual barrier. How-
ever, the separation of space is not necessarily a
permanent condition. It can be dissolved at any
moment by opening the curtain. This visual expe-
rience mystifies what lies behind it. It tells the
viewer that something is invisible yet close, hidden
from sight but still in the same space and almost
tangible. The main questions of this article arise
from the examination of the curtain on a visual
level:

1. What effect does a curtain have on the acoustics
of a room?

2. Is the curtain used to stage the acoustics of a
room or rather, how is the relationship between
curtains and acoustics?

To answer these questions, it seemed necessary to
separate the two factors »acoustics« and »cur-
tains, including their installation. The first part is
devoted to the human perception in general, as
well as to the appreciation and perception of music
in Late Antiquity. In the second part, a setting in
the Great Palace is explained. It is based on a case
study, an example from the book of ceremonies.
The combination of curtains and acoustics utilised
is discussed in third part.

As an introduction, a more contemporary ex-
ample will serve to connect music and curtains and

thus provide valuable impulses for the following
analyses.
Curtain up!

Impact and Applications of a Curtain by the
Example of Cavalleria Rusticana

The issue of acoustic staging by means of curtains
in the Chrysotriklinos of the Great Palace in
Constantinople is problematic in many respects.
Due to the lack of archaeological evidence, state-
ments concerning the appearance of the
Chrysotriklinos can only be made with reserva-
tions. Likewise, little is known about the use of
curtains in Late Antiquity. For an initial classifica-
tion of acoustic effects that can be caused by
curtains, a more contemporary example is suitable
to avoid the difficult situation of sources and to
concentrate on the two main factors, namely
acoustics and curtains. The chosen example comes
from the field of musical theatre since the emo-
tional bond between actor or action and the
audience brings the psychological effects of per-
ception more into focus.

The opera Cavalleria Rusticana by Pietro
Mascagni first opened in 1890. The story is based
on the novella by the same name, respectively the
play by Giovanni Verga. The novella was pub-
lished in 1880 and the play was first presented in
this form in 1884.

While in the novella and the play, the idea of
revenge is still central and strongly influences the
characters, in the opera it is almost completely
replaced by love, jealousy and the suffering that
ensues. The down on his luck main character is in
love with the wealthy Lola. Before Turiddu’s
military service, they had a romantic relationship.
When he returns to his village after a two-year

3 S. Boselli, >The Intertextual Short Play: An Example Using Verga’s Cavalleria rusticana and Capuana’s Il piccolo archivios,
Modern Language Notes, vol. 126, 2011, p. 58. The opera is of the verismo style. This is a style of Italian opera that enjoyed great
popularity around 1900. A characteristic feature is the realistic and tragic plot, which is embedded in the life of a low-class social
environment. See A. Riith, >Von sizilianischer Archaik zu modernistischer Asthetik. Aktualisierungen der Cavalleria Rusticana bei
Verga, Mascagni und Coppolas, Romanistisches Jahrbuch, vol. 67, no. 1, 2016, p. 126.
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Even though optical and acoustic perception are
connected, they function on different levels. To
understand the effect of the curtain on acoustics or
on the perception of acoustics, it is necessary to
have a look at the characteristics of human per-
ception.’

Perception and Experience Through the Curtain:
Visual, Acoustic and Musical Experience

Art and related experiences are closely linked to
human perception. They depend on the senses
they use. A picture wants to be seen, music on the
other hand wants to be heard.

Visual perception and thus visual experience are
primarily related to an object. However, the object
does not function completely autonomously, but is
at least partially dependent on its environment
and/or time. A chair one saw yesterday is of course
the same today as it will be tomorrow. The same
also applies to a curtain in the room that has not
been moved. But if the environment of the object
changes, for example, if it becomes brighter or
darker, the same object evokes different visual
stimuli in its observer. A changing experience of
the same observer may also be relevant in this
context. However, a visual stimulus is always
associated with an object triggering it. The trig-
gered visual stimuli are in turn attributed to this
object as properties. For example, door curtains
would be described as hanging, made of wool,
heavy and blue?

The acoustic experience works differently.
Acoustic stimuli triggered by an object are only
attributed to it to a limited extent. A sound made

by a curtain when opened may be heard as a
rustling or rushing sound; but not as an inherent
property of the curtain. Beating a stick on a metal
object will be interpreted as a loud banging or
clattering sound. However, the noise does not
become a property of the causer (in this case the
stick or the metal).’

The acoustic experience is furthermore a twofold
event: One is the perception of sound through the
listener’s body, while the other involves the listen-
er’s localisation of the sound source in the room.
Both happen in relation to each other and simul-
taneously. The characteristics of sound and thus of
the acoustic experience can be described by the
concept of »distant proximity«.' The event or the
object triggering the sound is in the distance or not
in the immediate vicinity of the listener. The
sound, however, overcomes this distance between
the subject, i.e. the listener, and the object, i.e. the
sound source. The impression of proximity is
established."

Although musical experience seems to function
primarily through the aural perception, there are
differences between listening to a simple noise, i.e.
the acoustic experience, and listening to music, i.e.
the musical experience being described here. In the
course of scientific examination of music, it is
understood as a structure, or an object that needs
to be investigated. As a researcher, the observer has
a differentiated relationship with music as an
object. He grasps, understands, and evaluates.”” In
the reality of a musical experience, however, the
individual is not opposite any musical object, but is
rather a part of it. The perception of music only
primarily happens through the aural sense. The
question arises as to which other senses or sensa-

Provinzstadt in Zeiten der Corona-Pandemies, in D. Pietzcker and C. Vaih-Baur (eds.), Neue Wege fiir die Kultur? Kommunika-
tionsstrategien und -formate im internationalen Kultursektor, Wiesbaden, Springer Gabler, 2023, p. 5. Transl. by F. Kranig).
7 C. Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzug. Zur Theorie der musikalischen Erfahrungs, Archiv fiir Musikwissenschaft,

vol. 58, no. 4, 2001, pp. 317 -336.

8 Pursuant to the English philosopher Roger Scroton. C. Koopman gives the example of a heavy iron ball, the visual stimuli it
triggers and the associated properties of the ball, see Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzug, p. 328.

9 Using the example of an iron ball again, Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzugs, p. 328.

10 Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfiihlung, Mitvollzugs, pp. 326 - 328.

11 The aspect of distant proximity and the properties of sound and its perception are summarised in Koopman, >Identifikation,

Einfithlung, Mitvollzug., pp. 317, 318, 323 -327.

12 Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzugs, pp. 200, 317, 318.



tions are triggered in the audience by music? This
physical participation, which is manifested in a
feeling" that cannot be defined further, is based on
the »visualization of the tendency of the tones«."

The music or the piece of music as a sequence of
time can never be captured in its entity. Only a
small part of it is present at the time of hearing:
That which was heard shortly before, that heard
now, and an anticipation based on experience of
what will be heard in the immediate future. The
mentioned experience is based on familiar, so to
say, aural patterns, which have been shaped by the
prevailing musical tradition of a particular place at
a particular time."” Music as an ongoing continuity
thus becomes a holistic experience, in whose
subjective experience not only the sense of hearing
but the entire organism is involved. It causes a
wide variety of stimuli that extend the acoustic one
and is thus perceived as something very close »to
us« or »in us«.'®

The aspect of »distant proximitys, as described
earlier regarding acoustic experience, is dissolved
during a musical experience. The aspect of distance
recedes into the background or is almost neutral-
ized by the aspect of proximity.

The Material: Introducing the Storylines

Musical Propaganda in Late Antiquity

What influence does music have on the human
mind and the subsequent mindset or behaviour?
The field of music psychology has been dealing
with this question since the early 1970s. Re-
searchers therefore have a rather broad spectrum
of diverse studies and experimental data, which
can be elaborated on, at their disposal. There is a
broad consensus regarding the fact THAT music
influences human action, but there is still uncer-
tainty about how and to what extent."”

Of course, today’s discussion concerning the
influence by music cannot be transferred directly
to Late Antiquity. Nevertheless, there are certain
parallels in terms of the musical perception. While
theoretical tracts on notation, form and structure
constituted the focus of the scientific examination
of music in the Middle Ages, the Late Antique
approach was different. It is less a matter of
creating a set of rules for performing music, but
rather an attempt at understanding the essence of
music."

In the de institutione musica®, Boethius classi-
fies three different types of music: The musica
mundana is like music of spheres or the harmony of
the heavenly bodies, which had been described
centuries prior by Pythagoras. But unlike accord-
ing to Pythagoras, this celestial music is not
created by some superordinate power but con-

13 The »feelings« triggered by music are very diverse. They are not measurable or to be evaluated objectively. They are always of a

completely subjective nature.
14 Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzug, p. 328.

15 Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzugs, pp. 317 -336.

16 Koopman, >Identifikation, Einfithlung, Mitvollzug, p. 328.

17 For further publications, cf. e.g., K. E. Behne, Zu einer Theorie der Wirkungslosigkeit von (Hintergrund-)Musik, in K. E.
Behne, G. Kleinen, and H. de la Motte-Haber (eds.), Wahrnehmung und Rezeption, Musikpsychologie. Jahrbuch der Deutschen
Gesellschaft fiir Musikpsychologie 14, Gottingen, Hogrefe, 1999, pp. 7-23.

18 J. Mc Kinnon, >Christian Antiquitys, in J. Mc Kinnon (eds.), Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Man ¢ Music, London, Palgrave
Macmillan, 1990, p. 85.

19 Boeth., Inst. mus., pp. 175-371; Cf. also A. Heilmann, Boethius’ Musiktheorie und das Quadrivium. Eine Einfiihrung in den
neuplatonischen Hintergrund von »De institutione musica«, G6ttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007, 2007, pp. 203 -222.
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well as the type of staging. The ceremony to be
performed was strictly controlled by the Byzantine
Imperial court.

The Plot: A Delegation in the Imperial Palace

Both curtains and music or acoustic signals play a
central role in Byzantine court ceremonies.” While
they often occur in combination with each other,
they are at no time causally related. A curtain is
placed and Music is played. But a curtain is never
placed because music is playing. Although never
explicitly written, it can be assumed, based on the
enormous number of texts regarding both curtains
and music, that curtains were also used to set the
stage for music, or rather to colour the overall
soundscape of a room in a particular way.

Often, these are merely enumerations of the
actors or objects appearing in a room on a partic-
ular event and, as such, serve primarily to demon-
strate power and wealth. But some passages also
reveal a much deeper intention regarding the use
of music and curtains. The deliberate application
of fabrics and textiles to control the acoustic
atmosphere of a room is illustrated by an example:
the reception of a delegation of the Emir of Tarsos
under Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos.”

The depiction of the actual reception is preced-
ed by an extremely detailed description of prear-
rangements. They include, first and foremost, the
decoration of the palace with the most magnificent
materials and objects, taken from other premises,
such as the Chrysotriklinos, the Nea Ekklesia or
the Church of Saint Mary of Blachernae. The

passage is also accompanied by precise details
about the line-up and dress of the imperial en-
tourage, as well as a list of the actors in atten-
dance’® Among these are the choirs of Hagia
Sophia and the Church of the Apostles, as well as
the golden and silver organs provided in the
Magna Aura and the Chrysotriklinos.

The Magna Aura is the starting point of the
event and serves as the stage of an ostentatious
state reception. Already at this point, different
chants performed by the two choirs are mentioned.
Curtains are not documented in this context. The
choirs are therefore visible and can be heard at full
volume. An acoustically pompous experience, fit-
ting for the official reception.”

The banquet at the Chrysotriklinos completes
the carefully arranged presentation, which sends
the Saracens from the Magna Aura through a
magnificently decorated palace. An arc of suspense
is built up, which reaches its highpoint in the
Justinianos through appropriate waiting times and
the fitting out with new robes. The subsequent
banquet in the presence of the emperor follows a
thoroughly planned out sequence of events.

The Stage: The Chrysotriklinos

The stage is the room itself, whose architecture and
interior decoration can be deduced, at least in part,
from the information contained in the ceremonial
book. According to this, it was a domed central
building. Similar to the church of Sergios and
Bacchos (fig. 2), the dome spans an octagonal
structure.®

32 Berger, »Die akustische Dimension des Kaiserzeremoniells¢, pp. 64 - 69.
33 The necessity exists due to ongoing wars between Byzantines and Arabs in Cilicia, among other places. Summarised by Bauer,
>Potentieller Besitzs, p. 155. Furthermore see F. Hild and H. Hellenkemper, >Kilikien und Isauriens, Tabula Imperii Byzantini, vol. 5,

1990, pp. 430-431.
34 Cf. Cer. I 15, pp. 570-822.
35 Cer. II 15, pp. 576 -578.

36 The 16 windows of the dome also indicate that its construction is similar to that of the church of Sergios and Bacchos. The latter
consists of 16 segments whose shape alternates: »Acht von ihnen, die jeweils iiber den Scheitelpunkten der acht groflen Bégen
liegen und dort von einer grofien Fenster6ffnung durchbrochen werden, sind nur in einer Richtung gekriimmt; sie konnen mit
anderen Worten als Ausschnitte der Oberfliche eines ellipsoiden Halbzylinders beschrieben werden. Zwischen ihnen und damit
tiber den acht Pfeilern bzw. iiber den Ecken des Oktogons liegen acht andere Elemente, die zusitzlich auch in sich selbst, also quer






Acoustic Staging at the Chrysotriklinos

circular niche central building.* In contrast to this
new idea stands the reconstruction proposed by
Jeffrey Featherstone, who assumes an apsidal end
only for the eastern vault. The same vault is also
larger than the others, which gives it additional
importance. Instead of independent and separately
functioning vaults, Featherstone reconstructs a
simple ambulatory (see fig. 3, red line). It gives
the building a certain resemblance to Late Antique
churches such as San Vitale in Ravenna (fig. 1),
Sergios and Bacchos in Constantinople (fig. 2), or
the Palace Chapel in Aachen, all constructed as
central buildings.”

While Westbrook seeks and finds his compar-
ative examples in the dining and reception halls of
Roman palaces, Featherstone uses the model of
central churches from Late Antiquity, a significant
difference that entails diverse levels of interpreta-
tion regarding imperial self-image. Westbrook’s
proposal relies on using old patterns, whereas
to break
through in favour of new ideas (fig. 3). The latter

Featherstone’s reconstruction aims
therefore seems more plausible regarding the im-
perial self-image in Christianity, and will be re-
ferred to in the following discussions. Through its
similarity to the aforementioned Late Antique
church buildings, a particular closeness to God

was established, which is completed with the apse
image of Chrysotriklinos, and the emperor en-
throned below.*

Finally, the dome was equipped with 16 win-
dows, two to each vault. This at least supplied
enough daylight emblazing the octagonal central
room. To what extent the lateral vaults were
equipped with separate windows or whether they
were illuminated only artificially, or likewise via
the central room, is still unknown.*

The Setup: Choirs, Curtains, and Organs

The information taken from the ceremonial book
regarding the inner architecture of the Chrysotrik-
linos allows for an approximate idea of the design
and use of the space on different occasions. Fur-
thermore, the mosaic decoration was subject to
numerous changes. In particular, the image of
Christ enthroned in the eastern apse was affected
by the ongoing disputes of iconoclasm, but was
finally able to prevail® The remaining mosaic
decoration of the Chrysotriklinos is not figural.
Like the Hagia Sophia, the dome is exclusively
covered with a gold mosaic. The wall mosaics,
which were renovated under Constantine VII

38 Westbrook, The Great Palace in Constantinople, pp. 121 -128, and figs. 37, 40.

39 In the attached plan, its floor plan most closely follows San Vitale in Ravenna (fig. 1). It is reinforced by the additional dome
raised by a tambour, which provides more space for the windows. Featherstone, >The Chrysotriklinos as Seen through De
Ceremoniis¢, pp. 833 -840. Compare Featherstone, > The Great Palace as Reflected in the De Ceremoniis¢, pp. 5254, as well as
Bauer, >Potentieller Besitz, p. 157.
40 In this context, cf. a representation from the Codex Aureus of St. Emmeram (Munich, Bavarian State Library, Clm 14000) from
the 9th c., which shows the Emperor Charles the Bald enthroned under a canopy. Above his head, the hand of God can be seen,
reaching out of heaven, and protecting him from above. This kind of legitimation of rule by God could have been inspired by a
Byzantine tradition. The inspiration in this case would be the emperor enthroned under the image of Christ in the apse of
Chrysotriklinos. Compare R. Pizzinato, >Vision and Christomimesis in the Ruler Portrait of the Codex Aureus of St. Emmerams,
Gesta, vol. 57, no. 2, 2018, p. 147. On the self-image of the Byzantine claim to power, cf. also Bauer, Potentieller Besitz¢, esp. p. 161.
41 Westbrook, The Great Palace in Constantinople, p. 123 emphasises the similarity of the dome to that of the Church of Sergios
and Bacchos, and argues for a similarly shallow dome but elevated by a tambour, which would provide space for the windows. An
additional lighting of the lateral vaults would at least be partly conceivable in his proposal. See Featherstone, »The Chrysotriklinos
as Seen through De Ceremoniis¢, pp. 834-849; Featherstone, > The Great Palace as Reflected in the De Ceremoniis<, pp. 52-54.
On the other hand, he dispenses a tambour and sketches a relatively flat dome, which likewise refers to Sergios and Bacchos. An
additional lighting of the vaults is not provided. However, it opens the possibility that the light from the central octagon could enter
the lateral vaults through openings above the curtains by means of arcades.
42 For changing mosaic decoration during the Iconoclasm see especially J. D. Breckenridge, >Christ on the Lyre-Backed Throne«.
Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 34/35, 1980/1981, p. 257; on the image of Christ in the eastern apse see, among others, Westbrook,
The Great Palace in Constantinople, pp. 130-134; A. M. Cameron, >The Artistic Patronage of Justin II¢, in A. M. Cameron (eds.),
Continuity and Change in Sixth-century Byzantium, London, Variorum Reprints, 1981, p. 76.
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Curtains in Mind

Franz Alto Bauer

»We are surrounded by curtains. We
only perceive the world behind a
curtain of semblance. At the same
time, an object needs to be covered in
order to be recognized at all.«

René Magritte'

Curtain up!

The stage curtain is a magical dividing line be-
tween reality and imagination. When closed, it
forms a visual barrier, separating the here and now
from the fictional world of the stage. The closed
curtain raises expectations, makes one wonder
what is hidden behind it, stimulates the phantasy
to imagine the world beyond the curtain. It is the
portal to another world, the partition between
reality and possibility, between expectation and
fulfilment, life and art. The magic of the curtain
lies in not knowing what is going on behind it, in
the simultaneous promise that it can be lifted. It is
erotic in that it creates desire for what is not seen

and turns us into voyeurs in hopeful anticipation
of what we will get to see (fig.2).” When the
curtain rises, we become spectators of a temporary
illusory world that whisks us away into the realm
of fantasy. We decouple ourselves from our reality
and immerse ourselves in the world of perfor-
mance, forgetting the staginess of the theatre world
and allowing ourselves to be captured by the
immediacy of what is presented. But only for the
duration that the curtain is raised: The moment it
falls, this illusory world dissolves, and we are
catapulted back into our reality - just like the stage
actors: They leave their roles and transform back
into contemporaries who step in front of the
curtain and accept the audience’s applause.

Even if the audience participates emotionally in
what is happening on stage, they have no influence
on the action - at least in classical theatre. The
actors play their roles independently of the audi-
ence, which can be grand or small, enthusiastic or
bored. During the performance, communication
between actors and audience is suspended, the
audience remains in this world while the actors act

1 Quote from an interview with Pierre Mazars in 1964 (R. Magritte, Ecrits complets, Paris, Flammarion, 2009, p. 599). Pierre
Mazars: »On voit beaucoup de rideaux sur vos toiles. Pourquoi?« René Magritte: »Nous sommes entourés par des rideaux. Nous ne
percevons que le monde derriere un rideau d’apparence. En méme temps, un objet doit étre couvert afin d’étre reconnu a tous.«
2 G. Brandstetter, >Lever de Rideau - die Szene des Vorhangss, in G. Brandstetter and S. Peters (eds.), Szenen des Vorhangs -
Schnittflichen der Kiinste, Freiburg im Breisgau, Rombach Druck- und Verlagshaus, 2008, p. 25; G. Stadelmaier, »Vorhang auf?
Vorhang zu? Gar kein Vorhang dal¢, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 22. September 2012, B3; C. Ddssel, >Stoff der Traumes,
Stiddeutsche Zeitung, 10./11. October 2015, p. 17; J. Marre, Wenn der Vorhang fehlt. Zum Bedeutungswandel des Theatervorhangs
an deutschen Schauspielhdusern, Weinheim, Deutscher Theaterverlag, 2016, pp. 13 - 15; J. Fischer, >Theatervorhang: Eine Grenze
zwischen Wirklichkeit und Illusions, Bithne 18. February 2021, https://www.buehne-magazin.com/a/theatervorhang-eine-grenze-

zwischen-wirklichkeit-und-illusion/ (accessed 27. December 2023).
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