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Abstract 

 

This thesis offers the first synthetic evaluation of Byzantine stucco between the ninth and the 

fifteenth centuries. It brings together the results of disparate studies, with new material and 

textual evidence, to write, for the first time, a coherent narrative of the history of Byzantine 

stucco during the Middle and the Late Byzantine periods. This thesis demonstrates the 

uninterrupted use of stucco in Byzantine architecture from the Late Antique period onwards.  It 

sheds light on the techniques used by Byzantine artisans to work stucco and examines their 

social and legal status in Byzantine society, providing a nuanced vision of both the skills and 

incomes of people in this period. A wide range of Byzantine patrons chose to decorate their 

buildings with stucco: from emperors to local officers and ordinary people. They used stucco 

to convey statements of authority or to underline their participation in networks of power. After 

having analysed stucco in Byzantine society, the thesis turns to wider Mediterranean stucco 

production, and examines differences and commonalities between Byzantine stucco and that 

produced in Medieval Italy and the different regions under Islamic reigns.  

This thesis is an initial framework. This framework is threefold: the single building, the 

broader context of Byzantine art, and the stucco production in the Mediterranean. The case-by-

case approach used revealed how the study of stucco, in combination with the rest of the 

materials used in architecture, is crucial to understand the history of buildings and the 

communities behind them. It is the interaction between micro and macro contexts that provides 

the core for understanding stucco in Byzantine architecture. This interaction is also what makes 

stucco a diagnostic material, which provides us with a new insight into Byzantine architecture.   
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1.111. Ioannina Museum, deposits, fragments of a slab from the Taxiarches church of 

Kostaniani, stucco (© Ephorate of Ioannina).  

1.112 Thessaloniki, Vlatadon monastery, sarcophagus of George Kapandrites, lid, marble 

(after Pazaras 1988).  

1.113a-b. Dećani monastery, coffin of king Stefan III Uroš Dečanski, wood (after Byzantium 

Faith and Power 2004).  

1.114a-b. Copenhagen, The David collection, coffin from the shrine of Mahmud Khayrani (ca 

1340) in Aksehir (© David collection). 

1.115. Iviron monastery, katholikon, narthex, arcosolium, left capital, stucco (ph. M. Vanni 

2019).  

1.116. Iviron monastery, katholikon, narthex, arcosolium, left capital and detail of the arch, 

stucco (ph. Pazaras).  

1.117. Lower Kingswood (London), impost capital (ph. Vanni 2018). 

1.118. Izmir, Archaeological Museum, capital (after Andic 2012). 

1.119. Istanbul, Archaeological Museum, impost capital (after Dennert 1997). 

1.120. Ioannina, Byzantine Museum, capital on colonnette-post from Petrobitsa, stucco (ph. 

Vanni 2019).  



 

1.121. Arta, Blachernae church, northern entrance, re-used pieces from the templon (after 

Vanderheyde 2005). 

1.122. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, entrance to the naos, drawing (after Pazaras 2007).  

1.123. Feres, Panagia Kosmosoteira, exterior, western façade (ph. Vanni 2014).  

1.124. Feres, Kosmosoteira church, naos, capital with stucco revetment (ph. Vanni 2014). 

1.125. Feres (Alexandroupoli), Kosmosoteira church, naos, detail of the frieze, stucco (ph. 

Vanni 2014). 

1.126. Istanbul, St. Andrew in Krisei, capital, marble (ph. Vanni 2018).  

1.127. Edirne, Archaeological Museum, capital (Dennert 1997)  

1.128. Ioannina, Byzantine Museum, epistyle from Petrobitsa, stucco (ph. Vanni 2019). 

1.129. Ioannina, Byzantine Museum, post-colonnette from Petrobitsa, stucco, in red the 

surviving traces of wall paintings (ph. Vanni 2019).  

1.130. Glyki, H. Donatos (11th c.), epistyle (after Vanderheyde 2005) 

1.131. Naupaktos, deposits of the kastron, epistyle (12th c.) (after Vanderheyde 2005). 

1.132. Naupaktos, kastron, exterior, epistyle (12th c.) (after Vanderheyde 2005). 

1.133. Ioannina, Byzantine museum, epistyle from Petrobitsa, stucco (ph. Vanni 2019). 

1.134. Arta, Blachernae monastery, epistyle of the templon re-used in the northern façade (ph. 

Vanni 2019). 

1.135. Crete, Anisaraki (Kandanos), H. Anna, masonry templon (1457) (after Gerstel 2006). 

1.136. Staro Nagoričino, St. George, templon (1313-1318) (after Gerstel 2006).   

1.137. Geraki, H. Nikolaos, templon (ph. Vanni 2015).   

1.138. Nerezi, St. Panteleimon church, proskynetarion frame, stucco (1164) (after Sinkević 

2000).  

1.139. Nerezi, St. Panteleimon church, templon, marble (1164) (after Barsanti 1999).  



 

1.140. Mystras, Peribleptos church, proskynetarion frame, stucco (before 14th c.) (ph. Vanni 

2015).  

1.141. Samari (Messenia), Zoodochos Pege church, proskynetarion frame, marble (ph. Vanni 

2015).  

1.142. Mystras, Metropolis (H. Demetrios), proskynetarion frame, marble (ph. Vanni 2015).  

1.143. Mystras, Pantanassa, atrium, capital, marble (1428) (after Dennert 1997).  

1.144. Peloponnese, Karyta, Panagia tou Katrou capitals, marble (middle or late byzantine) 

(after Dennert 1997). 

1.145. Mystras, Peribleptos, ‘galleries’, cornice in porous limestone (14th c.) (ph. Vanni 

2015). 

1.146. Mystras, Peribleptos, central apse, sculptures in porous limestone (ph. Vanni 2015) 

1.147. Ligourio (Peloponnese), H. Ioannes Eleemon, narthex, eastern wall (ph. Vanni 2018).  

1.148a-b. Naxos, Archatos, Panagia church, proskynetarion frame (1285) (after Konstantellou 

2019). 

1.149. Naxos, Archatos, Panagia church, proskynetarion frame, detail, lionhead (1285) (ph. 

Vanni 2017).  

1.150. Geraki, Zoodochos Pege church, facade, edicula, limestone (14th c.) (ph. Vanni 2015).   

1.151. Geraki, St. Paraskeve church, north wall, edicula, limestone (14th c.) (ph. Vanni 2015).   

1.152. Kokkini Ekklisia, reconstruction and drawing of the window transennae (after 

Orlandos 1927).   

1.153. Ljubostina monastery, Dormition of the Virgin church, narthex, eastern wall, Deesis, 

proskynetarion frame, palster, details (1402-1405). (after Duric 1985).  

1.154. Longanikos, Koimesis, northern wall, proskynetarion frame, detail of the capital (ph. 

Mattiello).   



 

1.155. Kastoria, H. Georgios tou Bounou, southern wall, proskynetarion frame, detail of the 

capital (after Triphonova 2011).  

1.156. Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, MS Vitr. 26–2, fol. 145r, arrival of Nikephoros Phokas in 

Constantinople. 

1.157. Samos, Kallithea, Virgin Makrini church, northern proskynetarion frame, plaster (after 

Mitsani 1998). 

1.158. Samos, Kallithea, Virgin Makrini church, southern proskynetarion frame, plaster (after 

Mitsani 1998). 

1.159. Samos, Kallithea, Virgin Makrini church, southern proskynetarion frame, plaster (after 

Mitsani 1998). 

1.160. Hosios Loukas monastery, museum, fragmentary arched slab (12th) (ph. Vanni 2018).  

1.161. Ljubostina monastery, Dormition of the Virgin church, narthex, eastern wall, Deesis, 

proskynetarion frame, plaster (1402-1405) (after Duric 1985).  

1.162. Euboea, Spelies, Hodegetria church, interior, north wall, Deesis, plaster proskynetarion 

frame (ph. Vanni 2018). 

1.163. Kastoria, Agios Athanasios of Mouzaki (1383-1384), Deesis (ph. Riccardi). 

1.164. Borje (Albania), Christos Zoodothes, Deesis (1380/90) (after Triphonova 2010). 

1.165. Red Monastery, view towards the East (after Bolman 2016). 

1.166. Mount Sinai, St. Catherine monastery, apsidal arch (© Center for Archaeological 

Conservation, CCA).   

1.167. Cefalù, cathedral, apse (© UNESCO).   

1.168. Sopoćani monastery, Holy Trinity church, north-west pillar, stucco cornice (1263-

1268) (© Blago Fund). 

 



 

Chapter 2 

2.1. Roman stucco workers at work using a) movable mouldings, b) moulds, and c) stick 

(after Adam 2018).  

2.2. Formwork used for Merovingian sarcophagi (after Périn 1991).   

2.3. Trylie, Kemerli kilise, view towards west. Detail with protruding bricks (ph. Varsallona 

2013).  

2.4. Mystras, Hodeghetria church, apse, detail of the preparation for the ‘opus sectile’ (ph. 

Vanni 2015).  

2.5. Hosios Loukas monastery, katholikon, naos, preparation for the corbels (ph. Vanni 2015). 

2.6. Hosios Loukas monastery, museum, fragmentary cornice from the base of the dome of 

the katholikon, details of the layers of plaster (ph. Vanni 2015). 

2.7. Hosios Loukas monastery, museum, fragmentary cornice from the base of the dome of 

the katholikon, on the base signs of the tile used for attaching it to the wall (ph. Vanni 2018). 

2.8. Kostaniane, Taxiarches church, northern entrance, lunette, detail of the stamped 

decoration of the window transenna (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.9. Daphni monastery, deposit, back of a stucco cornice with traces of a cloth; the plaster 

clump visible is probably modern (ph. Vanni 2018).  

2.10a-b. Ioannina, Byzantine museum, epistyle from the Koimesis in Petrobitsa, section with 

reeds (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.11. Arta, Archaeological collection of the Paregoritissa, fragmentary slab from the Kokkini 

Ekklisia of Boulgareli (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.12. Arta, Archaeological collection of the Paregoritissa, fragmentary slab from the Kokkini 

Ekklisia of Boulgareli, section with signs of canes and wood (ph. Vanni 2019).  



 

2.13. Ioannina, Byzantine Museum, arch from the Taxiarches of Kostaniane, section with 

signs of canes (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.14. Arta, Archaeological collection of the Paregoritissa church, post from the Kokkini 

Ekklisia of Boulgareli, section with wooden lintel (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.15. Arta, Archaeological collection of the Paregoritissa church, post from the Kokkini 

Ekklisia of Boulgareli, (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.16. Cividale del Friuli, monastery of S. Maria in Valle, reconstruction of the technique of 

the stuccoes used in the Tempietto Longobardo (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.17. Cividale del Friuli, monastero di S. Maria in Valle, fragmentary human figure, signs of 

reeds (ph. Vanni 2019).  

2.18. Brescia, S. Salvatore, stucco, detail of the bunches of reeds attached with nails (ph. 

Vanni 2019).  

2.19 a-b. Ligourio, St. John Eleimon, narthex, proskynetarion frame, pieces of straw visible in 

both the plaster of the wall painting (a) and in the flute of the frame (b) (ph. Vanni 2018). 

2.20. Spelies, Odeghetria church, southern wall, proskynetarion frame, plaster composition 

(ph. Vanni 2018). 

2.21. Spelies, Hodegetria church, southern wall, relation between the proskynetarion frame 

and the frescoes of the eastern side (ph. Vanni 2018). 

2.22. Spelies, Hodegetria church, northern wall, relation between the proskynetarion frame 

and the frescoes of the eastern side (ph. Vanni 2018). 

2.23. Spelies, Hodeghetria church, northern wall, relation between the proskynetarion frame 

and the frescoes of the western side (ph. Vanni 2018). 

2.24 Mystras, Peribleptos church, proskynetarion frame, relation between the paintings and 

the frame (ph. Vanni 2015). 



 

2.25. Mustafapaşa, Timios Stavros monastery, southern church, stucco decoration (ph. Vanni 

2019). 

2.26. Mustafapaşa, Timios Stavros monastery, southern church, scheme with the continuity of 

the layer of stucco and paintings (ph. Vanni 2019). 

2.27. Vatopedi monastery, katholikon, southern choros (after Tsigaradas 1998). The stucco 

elements shown in yellow. 

2.28 a-e. Lower stucco cornice. d-e are a post-Byzantine restoration. (ph. Mamaloukos 2019). 

2.29. Southern choros, post-Byzantine restoration (ph. Mamaloukos 2019). 

2.30. Corner with the connection between the motif in fig. 2.28b and 2.28d (ph. Mamaloukos 

2019). 

2.31. Corner with the connection between the motif in fig. 2.28d and 2.28e (ph. Mamaloukos 

2019). 

2.32. Drawing of the elevation of the choroi with the stucco arches and colonnettes (after 

Mamaloukos 2001). 

2.33. Northern choros, second level window, stucco arch, detail (ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.34. Southern choros, bilobe windows, stucco arch, detail (ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.35. Northern choros, bilobed windows, stucco arch, detail (ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.36a-b. Northern choros, bilobed windows, stucco colonnettes (ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.37. Plan of the katholikon of Vatopedi, in yellow the liti (after Mamaloukos 2001). 

2.38. Vatopedi, katholikon, liti, pentabelon with stucco friezes (ph. Mamaloukos 2019). 

2.39. Vatopedi, katholikon, liti, pentabelon stucco friezes, detail (ph. Mamaloukos 2019). 

2.40. Vatopedi, katholikon, liti, pentabelon stucco frieze, detail (ph. Mamaloukos 2019). 

2.41. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, main door to the naos (after Pazaras 2007). 



 

2.42. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, main door to the naos, stucco arches and colonnettes (ph. 

Pazaras). 

2.43. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, main door to the naos, detail of the colonnette (ph. Pazaras). 

2.44. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, main door to the naos, detail of the base fo the colonnette 

(ph. M. Vanni). 

2.45. Drawing of the arcosolium, narthex of the katholikon of Iviron (after Pazaras 2007) 

2.46. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, arcosolium, detail of arch (ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.47. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, arcosolium, detail of the signs left by the mouldings (ph. M. 

Vanni 2019). 

2.48. Iviron, katholikon, Door from the narthex to the naos, stucco quarter-of archarch, detail 

(ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.49. Iviron, katholikon, Door from the narthex to the naos, stucco quarter-of an arch, detail 

(ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.50. Iviron, katholikon, narthex, tomb of the hegoumenoi George II and George the 

Hagiorite, arcosolium, detail of the arch, stucco (ph. M. Vanni 2019). 

2.51. Vatopedi monastery, trapeza, fragment of the templon, marble (after Pazaras 2001). 

2.52. Vatopedi monastery, choroi, stucco cornice (ph. Mamaloukos 2019).  

2.53. Vatopedi monastery, choroi, stucco cornice (ph. Mamaloukos 2019).  

2.54. Vatopedi monastery, choroi, stucco cornice (ph. Mamaloukos 2019).  

2.55. Vatopedi monastery, liti, stucco cornice (ph. Mamaloukos 2019).  

2.56. Vatopedi chapel of St. Nicholas, templon, post, marble (after Pazaras 2001).  

2.57. Iviron monastery, narthex, main door to the naos, arch, stucco (ph. M. Vanni 2019).  

2.58. Iviron monastery, narthex, southern bay, arcosolium, marble (ph. M. Vanni 2019).  

 



 

Chapter 3 

3.1. Istanbul, Archaeological Museum, fragments of architectural ceramic still mounted on 

stucco from the monastery of Constantine Lips (ph. Vanni 2018).  

3.2. Akhisar museum, stucco fragments from the Çanlı kilise ph. courtesy Ousterhout). 

3.3. Sculptural fragment from the Odalar camii (after Westphalen 1998). 

3.4. Iviron, katholikon, architectural plan, ground floor (after Pazaras 2006). In blue the tomb 

of Euthymios John the Iberian, Arsenios, and John Grdzelisdze. In yellow the tomb of George 

I and III, in green the frame of the entrance.  

3.5. The tomb of Euthymios, John the Iberian, Arsenios, and John Grdzelisdze (after Pazaras 

2006). The arcosolium is made of marble.  

3.6. The tomb of George I and George III the Hagiorite (ph. Pazaras). The arcosolium is made 

of stucco.  

3.7. Stucco frame of the main entrance and painting of the Virgin and Child (ph. © Pazaras, 

M. Vanni).  

3.8. Drawing of the stucco frame and of the marble entablature of the main door (after Pazaras 

2007).  

3.9. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, narthex, inscription mentioning Gregorios (ph. Vanni 2018) 

(after Chatzidakis 2013).  

3.10. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, naos, western wall, first part of the inscription mentioning 

Gregorios (ph. Vanni 2018).  

3.11. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, naos, western wall, second part of the inscription 

mentioning Gregorios (ph. Vanni 2018).  

3.12. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, naos, squinches, view from the gallery (ph. Vanni 2018). In 

red marked the ‘intermediate area’ between the stucco cornice and the mosaics.   



 

3.13. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, bema, central apse, view from the gallery (ph. Vanni 2018). 

In red the ‘intermediate area’ between the stucco cornice and the mosaics.   

3.14. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, base of the squinches, central apse, view from the ground 

floor (ph. Vanni 2014). The ‘intermediate area’ is not visible from the ground floor, except for 

few details.    

3.15. Arta, Kato Panagia, south façade, inscription and monogram. Transcription and 

interpretation of the monogram after Kalopissi-Verti 1992.  

3.16. Boulgareli, Kokkini Ekklisia, naos, western wall, dedicatory inscription. 

3.17. Transcription of the dedicatory inscription of the Kokkini Ekklisia (after Orlandos 

1927). 

3.18. Boulgareli, Kokkini Ekklisia, narthex, donor portraits.    

3.19. Map of the foundations with stucco decorations. 

3.20. Mystras, Peribleptos monastery, katholikon, interior, south-eastern pier, proskynetarion 

frame made of plaster (ph. Vanni 2015). 

3.21. Proskynetarion frame at the end of the nineteenth century (Millet 1910, photos ca 1895). 

In red the wooden beam. 

3.22. Mystras, Peribleptos monastery, katholikon, interior, diakonikon, marble epistyle on 

southern wall (ph. Riccardi 2015). 

3.23. Mystras, H. Demetrios, southern pier, proskynetarion (ph. Vanni 2015). 

3.24. Longanikos, Koimesis, panel with the donors (ph. Mattiello). 

3.25. Euboea, Spelies, Hodegetria, exterior, northern façade (ph. Vanni 2018).    

3.26. Euboea, Spelies, Hodegetria, interior, apsidal arch, dedicatory inscription (ph. Vanni 

2018). In blue the name of ‘Pachomeres’.     

 



 

Chapter 4 

4.1. Cyprus, Kalavasos-Syrma, rural basilica, fragment of a frieze (late 6th -7th c.) (after 

Nikolaou 2020).  

4.2. Cyprus, Kalavasos-Syrma, rural basilica, fragment of a frieze (late 6th -7th c.) (after 

Nikolaou 2020).  

4.3. Cyprus, Kalavasos-Syrma, rural basilica, fragment with the Virgin and Child and capital 

made of stucco (late 6th -7th c.) (after Panayides 2018).  

4.4. Map of marble and stone quarries in the Roman period (Oxford Roman Economy Project: 

www.romaneconomy.ox.ac.uk )  

4.5. Naxos, Archatos, Panagia church, apse, plaster covering of the masonry cornice (ph. 

Vanni 2016).        

4.6. Hosios Loukas, katholikon, interior, naos, in orange the stucco decorations (ph. Vanni 

2014).        

4.7. Istanbul, Hagia Sophia, interior, southern aisle, in orange the stucco decorations casted on 

the sixth-century ones (after Guiglia 2011).        

4.8. Ravenna, Archbishop chapel (494-518), interior, in orange the stucco decoration 

(Wikipedia). 

4.9. Ravenna, Orthodox Baptistry (second half of the 5th c), stucco decoration (after Gierlichs 

1999).         

4.10. Mount Athos, Karyes, Protaton church, interior view towards East (after Tablakis 2003).         

4.11. Drawing of the Late Byzantine paintings and the stucco frames on the eastern piers, 

Protaton church (after Durić 1991).         



 

4.12. Mount Athos, Vatopedi monastery, katholikon, choros, stucco colonnettes and arches. 

The colonnette on the right was removed for providing space to the wall paintings (after 

Pazaras 2002).  

4.13. Mount Athos, Vatopedi monastery, katholikon, choros, Last supper. On the right, the 

stucco arch and the missing colonnette (in red) (ph. M. Vanni 2019).  

4.14. Lyggos, Koimesis church, Late Byzantine stucco post re-used in the post-Byzantine 

façade (ph. Vanni 2019).  

4.15. Lyggos, Koimesis church, Late Byzantine stucco post re-used in the post-Byzantine 

façade (ph. Vanni 2019).  

 

Chapter 5 

5.1. Brescia, S. Salvatore, stucco decoration in the soffits and on the front of the arches (ph. 

Vanni 2016).  

5.2. Cividale, Tempietto Longobardo, stucco (ph. Vanni 2017).  

5.3. Jerusalem, Rockefeller museum, stuccoworks from Khirbat la-Mafjar (724-743) 

 (Wikipedia).  

5.4. Window transenna from Khirbat la-Mafjar (724-743), stucco (after Hamilton 1959).  

5.5. Malles, San Benedetto abbey, church, stucco decoration (ph. 

https://www.suedtirol.info/en/experience/san-benedetto-church_activity_75216 

5.6. Malles, San Benedetto abbey, church, detail of the stucco decoration (ph. 

Architecture.com).  

5.7. Malles, San Benedetto abbey, church, detail of a capital (stucco) (after Le stuc 2005). 

5.8. Brescia, Museo di Santa Giulia, Theotokos from the abbey in Leno, stucco (8th -9th c.) 

(ph. Wikipedia).  



 

5.9. Brescia, Museo di Santa Giulia, Virgin and Child from the abbey in Leno, stucco (8th -

9th c.) (ph. Wikipedia).  

5.10. Rome, Santa Prassede, crypt, ceiling stucco decoration (after Pasquini 2002).  

5.11. Rome, San Marco, crypt, stucco decoration (after Pasquini 2002).  

5.12. Palombara Sabina, San Giovanni in Argentella, ciborium, stucco and marble (ph. Vanni 

2016). 

5.13. Palombara Sabina, San Giovanni in Argentella, ciborium, stucco and marble, detail of 

the stucco (after Acconci 1993). 

5.14. Palombara Sabina, San Giovanni in Argentella, ciborium, stucco and marble, detail of 

the back arch stucco (ph. Vanni 2016). 

5.15. Palombara Sabina, San Giovanni in Argentella, ciborium, capital (stucco) (ph. Vanni 

2016). 

5.16. Palombara Sabina, San Giovanni in Argentella, ciborium, detail of the unfinished stucco 

(ph. Vanni 2016). 

5.17. Formia, S. Erasmo, crypt, arch rim (stucco) (after Miele 1998). 

5.18. Formia, S. Erasmo, crypt, fragments (stucco) (after Miele 1998). 

5.19. Formia, S. Erasmo a Formia, crypt, fragmentary slab (?) (stucco) (after Miele 1998). 

5.20. Formia, S. Erasmo a Formia, crypt, fragmentary of a convex slab/ covering/ structure 

(stucco) (after Miele 1998). 

5.21. Formia, S. Erasmo a Formia, crypt, fragmentary slab (?) (stucco) (after Miele 1998). 

Fig. 5.22-5.23. Olevano sul Tusciano, chapel B, stucco arches and colonnettes (ph. Mattiello 

2018). 

5.24. Olevano sul Tusciano, chapel B, detail of the capital with inscription (stucco) (ph. 

Mattiello 2018). 



 

5.25. Canne della Battaglia, Antiquarium, deposit, fragments of stucco decoration (after 

Bertelli 2002). 

5.26. Canne della Battaglia, Antiquarium, fragment of stucco decoration (after Bertelli 2002). 

5.27. Canne della Battaglia, Antiquarium, fragment of stucco decoration (after Bertelli 2002). 

5.28. Bari, Santa Scolastica, fragment of the stucco decoration (after Bertelli 2002). 

5.29. Milan, S. Ambrose, ciborium (10th c.) (Wikipedia). 

5.30. Milan, S. Ambrose, ciborium (10th c.), (Wikipedia). 

5.31. Milan, S. Ambrose, ciborium (10th c.), detail (after Corgnati 2010). 

5.32. Milan, S. Ambrose, stucco decoration from the apse (after Corgnati 2010). 

5.33. Milan, S. Ambrose, tondo with S. Ambrose, stucco (polychromy not original) (10th c.?) 

(after Foletti 2018). 

5.34. Samarra, style A (after Ettinghausen et al. 2001).   

5.35. Samarra, style B (after Ettinghausen et al. 2001).  

5.36. Samarra, style C (after Ettinghausen et al. 2001).  

5.37. New York, Metropolitan museum, wooden door decorated with the ‘Bevelled Syle’ 

from Takri (Iraq) (ph. Vanni 2019).  

5.38. Cairo, Museum of Islamic art, woden doors from the mosque al-Azhar commissioned by 

al-Hakim (1010) (after Bloom 2007).  

5.39. Cairo, Ibn Tulun mosque, qibla wall, stucco decoration after restoration (© Archnet).  

5.40. Cairo, Ibn Tulun mosque, qibla wall, detail of the stucco decoration after restoration (© 

V&A Creswell online archive).  

5.41. Cairo, Ibn Tulun mosque, stucco decoration after restoration of 2005 (© Wikiwand).  

5.42. Cairo, Ibn Tulun mosque, detail of the stucco decoration in the soffits (© V&A Creswell 

online archive).  



 

5.43. church of al-‘Adra (Dayr al-Suriani, Wadi al-Natrun) in Egypt, stucco decoration  (after 

Ettinghausen et al. 2001).   

5.44. Cairo, Al-Azhar mosque, central aisle, stucco decoration (969-73) (after Bloom 2007).   

5.45. Cairo, Al-Azhar mosque, central aisle, stucco decoration between sanctuary and sahn 

(969-73) in 1920s (© Archnet Creswell online archive).   

5.46. Cairo, Qarafa mosque, detail of the stucco decoration (end of the tenth century) (after 

Bloom 2007).  

5.47. Cairo, al-Hakim mosque, detail of the stucco decoration in the soffits (end of the tenth- 

beginning of the eleventh century) (after Bloom 2007).  

5.48. Sabra al-Mansuriyya, fragments of the stucco decoration, vegetal motif (after 

Barrucand, Rammah 2009).  

5.49. Sabra al-Mansuriyya, fragments of the stucco decoration, vegetal and geometrical 

motifs (after Barrucand, Rammah 2009).  
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marble (after Macridy 1964).  
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A note on names and place names 

 

The geographical areas discussed in this thesis go from Italy to Syria and North Africa. 

Finding a unique way to quote names and place names is always problematic since several 

possibilities exist. I preferred to use for personal names the standard anglicised form where 

they exist and are common in English language (e.g. George, Constantine, Michael). Name 

place and names of churches are in transliteration (e.g. H. Georgios, Kato Panagia) and the 

abbreviation for ‘saint’ follows the rule of the language in which they are better known (e.g. 

H. Georgios for Greek, S. Giorgio for Italian). This choice is to respect the toponyms as much 

as possible and help the reader to locate them easily on contemporary maps.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“The style, proportion, colour or texture has in each case the disturbing quality of pastiche not 

in harmony with adjacent early features and have [sic] caused confusion in the minds of 

observers”.1 

 

With these words, Ernest J. Hawkins opened his discussion of the stucco cornices in the south-

western vestibule of Hagia Sophia. ‘Disturbing qualities’, ‘pastiche’ and ‘confusion’ summarise 

several descriptions by scholars of stucco in Byzantine buildings. This does not mean that every 

scholar had the same impression, but it is important to bear in mind that stucco generates 

confusion because of its ambiguity: it can be easily destroyed and substituted, and it was often 

repainted and restored. Therefore, it is difficult to authenticate. Stucco and plaster reliefs are 

generally associated with the art of the Romans from the first century CE to the Late Antique 

and Early Byzantine period. Later, stucco was widely used in Baroque and Rococo styles both 

in the West and in Ottoman architecture. Finally, stucco is often associated with plaster casts 

and plaster cast galleries, therefore copies of originals in other media (often marble). When we 

apply these filters to Hawkins’ and our knowledge of art history, it is possible to understand 

why stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings generated and still may generate ‘confusion 

in the minds of observers’: it is simply not expected to be there.  

This thesis provides the first synthetic evaluation of stucco (plasterwork) architectural 

decoration in Byzantine buildings dated between ca 850 and 1453. It brings together material 

evidence scattered from Constantinople, Anatolia and the Balkan peninsula, and analyses it in 

 
1 Hawkins 1964, 131.  
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a systematic manner. The goal is to provide Byzantine stucco with a methodology which 

benefits from in situ observations, as well as analysis of the primary sources and secondary 

literature. This allows us to use stucco as a diagnostic material which instead of confusing helps 

in establishing, clarifying, and understanding the history of single buildings and more broadly 

Byzantine culture and society.  

 

A brief state of scholarship 

The majority of handbooks on Byzantine art and architecture do not mention stucco 

decorations. The recent volume of Ousterhout briefly referred to the use of stucco in fourth- to 

sixth-century architecture,2 while Bouras referred to the use of plasterworks and stucco window 

transennae in Middle Byzantine buildings.3 The examples from the Early Byzantine period are 

well-known and published: for instance, the sixth-century cornices of Hagia Sophia in 

Constantinople,4 the fifth- and sixth-century stuccoes from the Baptistry of the Orthodox and 

in the church of S. Vitale both in Ravenna,5 and the Euphrasian basilica in Poreč (543-554).6 

They were analysed in broader works on the use of stucco in Italy and in the West between the 

Late Antique and the Early Middle Ages.7 

Regarding stucco in the Middle and Late Byzantine periods, the evidence seems to be 

scattered. However, its use has been known since the end of the nineteenth century through the 

 
2 Ousterhout 2019, 44, 114, 224.  
3 Bouras 2006, 102-103.  
4 Hawkins 1964; Fobelli 2005, 65; Guiglia, Barsanti 2012, 191-201; Pedone 2013, 939-962; Barsanti, Guiglia 

2014, 271-284; Niewöhner, Teteriatnikov 2015.  
5 Pinza 1970, 151-167; Pavan 1980; Pasquini 2002, 69-71. 
6 Šonje 1967, 51-68; Russo 1991; Peroni 1994, 101-115. See Pasquini 2002 for an evaluation of Late Antique and 

Early Medieval stucco in Italy. 
7 Pasquini 2002; Sapin, Simon-Hernard ed. 2004; Sapin, Allag (ed.) 2006; Corgnati 2010.  
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works of Millet,8 Schultz and Barnsley,9 and Lampakis.10 Monographs, and archaeological and 

conservation reports concerned with single sites are the most common sources of information. 

They usually provide basic data on the chronology of the pieces and brief descriptions; although 

they are sometimes very vague.11 The works of Orlandos,12 Moutsopoulos,13 Louvi,14 

Sinkević,15 Pazaras,16 and Ousterhout17 also evaluated the stucco elements of selected structures 

in light of sculptures found in the same buildings. Grabar in his study of Middle and Late 

Byzantine sculpture occasionally mentioned stucco elements and evaluated them together with 

marble and stone sculpture.18  

Between the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s there was an increased 

interest in Early Medieval stucco (ca 400-ca 1000 CE), specifically the production in the Italian 

peninsula, the Alps, France, Northern Spain, and Germany. The apex can be considered the 

exhibition Le Stuc: visage oublié de l’art medieval held at Poitiers from September 2004 to 

January 2005, and the conference that opened it.19 The proceedings of the conference and the 

catalogue of the exhibition finally brought together studies carried out by art historians, 

archaeologists, and conservators and attempted to synthetise the different uses of stucco 

developed after the fall of the Western Roman Empire. However, the representation of 

Byzantium in these volumes is limited to Poreč and Ravenna (fourth to sixth centuries), not 

 
8 Millet, Benouville 1899.  
9 Schultz, Barnsley 1901. A drawings of the window transennae of the Zoodokos Pege at Samarina is also in the 

notebook SCH 16 at the British School at Athens.  
10 Lampakis 1899.  
11 Some examples are Petsas 1952, 12-13; Orlandos 1953; Dirimtekin 1962, 175; Vokotopoulos 1969; Dakaris 

1965; Aliprantis 1975-76; Asgarı 1984, 45; Westphalen 1998, 149-150.  
12 Orlandos 1927; Orlandos 1933; Orlandos 1953. 
13 Moutsopoulos 1989. 
14 Louvi 1980.  
15 Sinkević 2000.  
16 Pazaras 2001a; Pazaras 2006; Pazaras 2007.  
17 Ousterhout 2006.  
18 Grabar 1976, 54, 106, 148. He also mentioned the proskynetarion of the Protaton but he does not specified that 

it is made of stucco instead of marble, again he does mention the sculpture from H. Achilleios in Prespa but not 

the stucco arched slab.  
19 Sapin, Simon-Hernard (ed.) 2004; Sapin, Allag (ed.) 2006. 
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even Hagia Sophia of Constantinople was included in this debate. The evidence from the 

seventh to the eleventh centuries in Byzantium is missing too, while is covered for the rest of 

Europe.  

Roughly during the same years, the studies of Laskarina and Charalambos Bouras on 

the architecture and sculpture of Byzantine monuments in Greece included stucco elements 

next to the other materials used for architectural ornamentation.20 This allowed for a more 

realistic understanding of Byzantine architecture and its original decoration. The study of 

Kalopissi-Verti on proskynetaria includes plasterworks next to marble sculpture showing how 

flexible artisans and patrons were about materials.21 The stucco liturgical furnishings produced 

by one workshop in thirteenth-century Epiros benefitted from a significant attention by 

scholars, starting with Orlandos,22 they were later included by Vanderheyde in the volume on 

the sculpture of the theme of Nikopolis,23 further explored by Papadopoulou,24 and included by 

Melvani within his evaluation of Late Byzantine sculpture.25 It is important to mention that only 

the study conducted by the Ephorate of Arta under the direction of Papadopoulou benefitted 

from chemical (petrographical) analysis of the plaster used, a type of analysis that has been 

definitively more widespread for stuccoes in the Medieval West.26 Finally, briefly before the 

submission of this thesis, the book of Vanderheyde on Byzantine sculpture (tenth-fifteenth 

century) was published. Her publication has the merit of listing some stucco decorations 

alongside marble, stone and wood to discuss the variety of materials and techniques used in 

Byzantine sculpture. However, the list of stuccoes is not exhaustive, as the aim of the volume 

 
20 Boura 1980; Bouras, Boura 2002; Bouras 2006.  
21 Kalopissi-Verti 2006.  
22 Orlandos 1927. 
23 Vanderheyde 2005, 83-87, 105-106, 147. 
24 Papadopoulou 2006. 
25 Melvani 2013, 27, 30, 137, 143, 199, 207. 
26 See, for example, the studies of Casadio et al. 1996; Palazzo-Bertholon 2004; Palazzo-Bertholon 2006; Palazzo-

Bertholon 2009; Palazzo-Bertholon 2010. 
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is generally sculpture, and the use of stucco is mainly explained as an economical solution to 

the lack of marble.27 This approach is problematic, as we will see in chapter 1 and 4, as it 

encloses the inquiry on stucco into the category of ‘poor’ versus ‘rich’ materials preventing any 

investigation on Byzantine perception of stucco and on the variety of patrons’ and artisans’ 

reasons for choosing it. 

From this brief overview on the state of previous studies, it appears evident that even 

when experts knew about the existence of stucco decorations in Middle and Late Byzantine 

architecture, their knowledge did not have an impact to more general publications, nor it did 

reach Western Medievalists. Indeed, Middle and Late Byzantine stuccoes are absent from any 

debate on stucco production in the Medieval West, even though scholars generically referred 

to ‘Eastern’ and Byzantine influences to explain unique phenomena in regional contexts, 

especially in Italy, such as high percentages of gypsum in stucco mixtures.28 This lack of 

communication between Byzantinists and Medievalists also reveals a gap in the knowledge of 

stucco production for the Byzantine territories. Indeed, there has been no attempt to evaluate 

stucco production as a whole and its changes from the Early into the Middle and Late Byzantine 

period, nor to evaluate aspects of production: from the identification of the artisans involved to 

the techniques used for carving and the recipes of the stucco mixtures. The only exception is 

the stuccoes of Epiros.  

By not analysing stucco production from both a specific and from a bird’s-eye 

perspective Byzantinists are not fully taking advantage of a diagnostic material which a) 

provide access to a more realistic image of Byzantine architecture which was covered, 

decorated and filled with both durable and non-durable materials; b) allows us to inquire into 

 
27 Vanderheyde 2020, 59-61, 122-124, 161, 284. 
28 See, for example, Frondoni 2008b; Mannoni, Ricci 2008.  
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the evolution of a technique and the people who worked with it; c) provides further glimpses 

into local and regional histories and local networks of power which linked patrons and their 

audiences.  

This thesis begins to fill this methodological gap. 

 

What is stucco? 

A confusing material and an ambiguous word: stucco. The meaning of stucco differs from 

language to language and from one discipline to another. In this thesis stucco is used with its 

generical meaning in English and it refers to every architectural decorative element made of a 

malleable material (usually white, pink or cream in colour) which can be moulded and/or 

modelled and carved, and which differs from pure clay and mud mixtures.29 The term stucco is 

used here as a synonym of plasterwork.30 In conservation practices, plaster usually refers to 

gypsum-based mixtures, while stucco to lime-based one.31 For this research it was almost 

impossible to draw this distinction because most of the case studies were not scientifically 

tested and it was not possible for me to do so.32 This means that the range of potential materials 

to which this thesis deals is very wide. From naked eye observation, it can only be deduced that 

stucco architectural decorations in the Byzantine territories were not made of clay or mud, as 

can be the case in Islamic art.33 This is even more plausible due to the current state of knowledge 

of Western Medieval plasters and mortars which demonstrated the use of lime and gypsum as 

 
29 Therefore, I will not follow the definition of stucco made by Bloom and Blair which includes mixtures of mud 

and clay, Bloom, Blair (eds) 2009. 
30 See definition of ‘stucco and plasterwork’ in Hourihane (ed.) 2013. On the ambiguous meaning of stucco and 
the differences between English and Italian, see Gapper 1999.  
31 On a discussion on the use of stucco, plaster and stuccoes in conservation studies, see Gapper, Orton 2011. 

However, their argument does not appear very convincing for Medieval and Byzantine Studies when stucco was 

used by different professionals who used different recipes.  
32 I am going to carry out them in the near future thanks to the generous support of Mary Jaharis Center and in 

collaboration with Ormylia Art Diagnosis center (Ormylia-Thessaloniki).  
33 The use of clay and mud reliefs appears to be more widespread in Islamic art, Bloom, Blair (eds) 2009.  
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main binders.34 Therefore, this research analyses the use of stucco, or plaster reliefs, that include 

every attempt to create low, high reliefs, and three-dimensional elements out of plaster. 

However, the inclusion of all these kinds of decorations and sculptures potentially creates issues 

regarding the identity and the education of the artisans who worked them.  

 

Methodology 

Since there are not, yet, synthetic studies on the use of stucco between ca 850 and 1453, it was 

crucial to approach the subject in a systematic manner, to collect information in as standardised 

way as possible. Therefore, each piece of decoration was studied and approached from the 

smallest detail to the full composition. Whenever it was possible and the stuccoes were still in 

situ, I analysed them in their stratigraphic relationship with the other elements of the wall 

decorations (wall paintings, marble revetments, mosaics). That allowed me to establish the 

moment of the sequence in which the stuccoes were made (e.g. before, after, at the same time 

of the wall paintings). This information was then used to interpret the sequence into a 

chronological hypothesis. The stuccoes were also ‘put in context’ at two levels: a) the buildings 

to which they belonged, meaning the stylistic and iconographic relationship with the painted 

and carved elements; b) the regional and macro-regional context of Byzantine sculpture and 

painting. In all these phases, the study of primary and secondary sources was crucial to 

understand the history of the buildings and to correctly frame the stuccoes.   

One main issue in approaching stucco is the risk of placing each piece into the category 

of the ‘exceptional’. It is true that the number of surviving pieces is definitively smaller than 

marble and stone sculpture; however, this only tells us that there is a possibility that in some 

buildings the use of stucco is a unique creation, but in many others, we are simply missing the 

 
34 See chapter 2 for a discussion on Medieval and Byzantine plasters.  
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context. As we will see later, the context can be sketched through the analysis of the paintings 

and the sculpture contemporary to the plaster reliefs, and will be, hopefully, perfectioned by 

the discovery of new pieces.  

Before going into the description of the content of each chapter, there is another 

methodological premise that I need to cover. This thesis aims at providing Byzantine stucco 

with an updated methodological approach and at promoting the need for a more detailed study. 

However, it does not aim to dissociate stucco from the architectural environment for which it 

was created. The impression that stucco in this thesis is isolated from the rest of the building 

decoration is purely functional, a way to extract from it as much information as possible 

regarding Byzantine art and society. I am not aiming at creating a new sub-discipline (e.g. 

ceramology). Indeed, the impossibility of clearly separating the different expressions of stucco 

from sculpture and painting it is evident from the first chapters onward. It is this bond which 

makes stucco an excellent element for analysing artisans’ skills and labour organisation in the 

progression of the decoration in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings.   

 

Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is organised into five chapters and three appendices.  

The first chapter shows that stucco continued to be used without interruption from the 

Early to the Middle Byzantine period even though substantial changes in iconography and types 

of decorations occurred, and how it further evolved in the last centuries of the Byzantine empire. 

The formal analysis of both the typologies of the decorative elements and the ornament 

demonstrates that generally stucco decorations looked to marble sculpture as a model by 

reproducing the same ornamentations. However, in other cases artisans created unique 

decorative solutions which were characterised by the abundance and richness of the patterns 
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(eg. at the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres) and a multimedia inspiration for the shapes and 

ornaments (e.g. the katholika of Iviron and Vatopedi). This chapter also argues that the imitative 

aspect of stucco to reproduce other materials was used by artisans and requested by patrons to 

create amazement and awe in the aesthetic experience of the viewer, which falls under the more 

general experience of variety.  

The following chapter establishes the ground for comparative analysis of Byzantine 

stucco production in the rest of the Mediterranean by laying out principles and techniques used 

in Byzantine stuccoes between the ninth and the fourteenth century. This is achieved by 

describing the techniques used for producing and working stucco and problematizing the issue 

of mixture recipes. The study of the manufacturing of stucco raises questions regarding who 

was working this material. The latter is the focus on the second part of this chapter which 

explores the figures of ‘stucco workers’, their professional role and, to the extent possible, their 

social condition. Neither Byzantine texts nor material evidence allow us to clearly distinguish 

the plasterers from the stucco-workers, nor even sometimes between them and the painters or 

the sculptors. In few cases, the identification of workshops can demonstrate a specialised 

production. Therefore, I argue that who worked stucco should be determined on a case by case 

basis; it could be either a specialised artisan (in charge of modelling only plaster) or a more 

casual worker (e.g. a painter or a sculptor who occasionally worked stucco). 

The third chapter moves from production to consumption and explores patterns of 

patronage. It shows that in the Middle Byzantine period stucco was used in buildings 

commissioned by the emperor, rulers and the aristocracy, while in the Late Byzantine period 

the imperial patronage almost disappears, and local aristocrats and common people make their 

appearance next to rulers. In some areas where stucco was used in more than a building it is 

clear that there is a link between the different patrons. Plasterworks were used by two of the 
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oldest coenobitic monasteries on Mount Athos to establish their authority. In thirteenth-century 

Epiros stucco templa and liturgical furnishings are the file rouge connecting local aristocrats 

and officers located in the mountains with the Despot in Arta. The case of Mystras and its 

surroundings also shows how the Despot of Morea was able to access well-trained artisans for 

stucco while the aristocrats in the nearby towns only managed masonry imitations of stucco 

reliefs. 

The use of plaster reliefs mainly in foundations made by more than a single individual 

(communal) and by local aristocrats brings up the issue of the actual cost of plaster reliefs and 

their social perception. These issues are the subject of chapter four. Stucco in general has been 

considered as a ‘cheap’ material, an economic substitute for marble. In this chapter I address 

and challenge this idea by analysing cases where the local geology encouraged the use of stucco, 

and cases where stucco is used next to other more expensive materials. Finally, I discuss two 

cases of Late Byzantine restyling of buildings which consciously preserved Middle Byzantine 

stucco decorations. It is clear then that a tangle of economic and cultural values lay behind the 

use of stucco.  

 The last chapter zooms out to put Byzantine stucco into the wider context of the 

Mediterranean. The stuccoes analysed so far are compared with contemporary examples in Italy 

and in the Islamic territories. The distinctive feature of Byzantine stucco is the role which stucco 

had in architecture, which was almost the same as sculpture and differed from Italian and 

Islamic architecture. Indeed, there is no surviving evidence in Byzantine buildings which can 

be compared to the walls covered in plaster reliefs such as the eleventh-century crypt of S. 

Pietro al Monte at Civate (Italy), the church of al-‘Adra (Dayr al-Suriani, Wadi al-Natrun) in 

Egypt (tenth century) or mosques and palaces ranging from Egypt to Islamic Spain.35 However, 

 
35 See chapter 5. 



 11 

one aspect which can be recorded across the Mediterranean is the general ability of stucco-

artisans to move across different media (painting, sculpture, wooden and ivory carving) which 

suggests they were trained in multi-media workshops.  

Appendix A contains the catalogue of all the case studies on which this thesis is built. 

Each entry corresponds to the stuccoes from a building and contains the basic information about 

the history of both the stuccoes and, when necessary, about the architecture. The catalogue is a 

tool for understanding the chronology of the pieces and my opinion on the debate, when there 

are several discordant points of view. It can be consulted at any time to easily follow my 

argument in the chapters. Appendix B lists the major monuments of medieval Serbia where 

there were stuccoes; it is a reference point for the reader, but the list does not claim to be 

exhaustive.36 Appendix C contains a list of Byzantine buildings where window transennae made 

of stucco were found. Window transennae are one of the most widespread stucco artefacts in 

Byzantine architecture, however, their production was connected with glass making and they 

therefore require a separate investigation, which I plan to carry out in the near future.37   

 In conclusion, this thesis aims at giving new space to stucco reliefs in the study of 

Middle and Late Byzantine architecture. Stucco is a material previously overlooked which 

nevertheless provides us with the opportunity for unique insights into Byzantine society 

spanning from artisans’ education to networks of powers to aesthetics. It is an ‘ambiguous’ 

element which links painting and sculpture together, liquid and solid, rich and poor. It ideally 

provides art historians, archaeologists, and historians with a sense of the complexity of 

Medieval society in the Eastern Mediterranean. Finally, it provides material for a fairer debate 

 
36 Further discussion on the material included into the list in Appendix B is in chapter 1.2. 
37 Further discussion is in chapter 1.2.  
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on Medieval plaster reliefs where technical practices other than those familiar in Medieval 

Europe can be defined with more tidy profiles than as ‘Eastern’. 
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1.STUCCO IN MIDDLE AND LATE BYZANTINE BUILDINGS 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to analyse and describe the use of stucco between the ninth and the 

fifteenth centuries in its various manifestations. How was stucco used? What typologies of 

architectural decorations were made with stucco? Are these the same as recorded for the Late 

Antique period or are there new typologies? How did the use of stucco change from the ninth 

to the fifteenth centuries? Did stucco architectural decorations and their ornamentation differ 

from those in marble sculpture, and mural paintings in the Middle and Late Byzantine periods? 

This chapter answers such questions by first describing changes and continuities in the 

use of plaster reliefs in interior decoration from Imperial Rome (first century BCE-first century 

CE) to the Early Byzantine and the so-called Transitional period (fourth to seventh centuries) 

(paragraph 1.3). The second and more robust section (paragraphs 1.4-1.15) sorts and analyses 

stucco production dated to the Middle and Late Byzantine periods according to typologies of 

architectural decorations (e.g. cornices, capitals, arches, arched slabs, etc.) and their associated 

ornamentation. This analysis could not be summarised in a few pages, because currently there 

is no synthetic evaluation of Byzantine stucco production for the period between the ninth and 

the fifteenth centuries.  

Therefore, it is crucial to begin this analysis with a ‘cataloguing’ job, because it provides 

stucco with methodological consistency and helps comparative analysis with marble sculpture 

and other media. This consists of the identification and placement of stucco decorations under 

the correct category of architectural decoration, allowing the exploration of changes and 

continuities in shapes and iconographic choices which can encompass media and time. At the 

same time, it helps to avoid overinterpretation. For example, when we label a piece as an arched 



 14 

slab, we are leaving open the possibilities that the piece may belong, for example, to a ciborium, 

an arcosolium, a canopy in general or a proskynetarion frame. If we then identify the piece with 

one of them, for example, a proskynetarion frame we put it within the box of a very specific 

category of objects: the carved frame of a wall-painting icon.38 Through this label we are also 

providing information about how the frame was experienced by the Byzantines: it signalled to 

the faithful the most important holy figures of the church for intercession, and directed her/him 

towards it. The labelling and interpretation of an architectural decoration is the first step to 

connect an object with a class of other materials. Indeed, proskynetaria frames were not just 

made of stucco but also marble and stone, and sometimes they were two-dimensional mural 

paintings.39 It is with this class of material in mind that the artisan created the plaster relief. Did 

stucco proskynetaria frames differ in shape and iconography from the marble, stone, and 

painted examples? Is there continuity or change? Are there exchanges between these media? 

This discourse is valid also for the rest of the categories of stucco decorations identified.   

 

1.2 Stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings (9th-15th c.). Evaluation of a census. 

Some words on the data collected and the intrinsic limits of this analysis. The issue in dealing 

with stucco in the Middle and Late Byzantine period is the absence of a synthetic analysis. 

Therefore, I carried out a census of published and unpublished stuccoes which provides the 

basis for the evaluation of these decorations between the mid-ninth and the mid-fifteenth 

centuries. 

The census resulted in the identification of thirty-four buildings with stuccoes dated 

between the ninth and the fifteenth centuries mainly located in modern Turkey (five), Greece 

 
38 For a definition of proskynetarion see Kalopissi-Verti 2006.  
39 See Kalopissi-Verti 2006 for proskynetaria in general and bibliography on the topic.  
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(twenty). A smaller percentage of the buildings (six) are on islands (Naxos, Samos and Cyprus). 

The amount of data collected seems, at first glance, exiguous when compared to the amount of 

marble sculpture recorded in Byzantine buildings. Nonetheless, it is significant for several 

reasons:  

a) The high perishability of stucco and plaster reliefs. Stuccoes and plaster reliefs are made 

of an easily removable material which, in most of the cases, does not leave traces when 

it is removed. Most of the surviving Byzantine buildings are churches which continued 

to be used during these centuries, while others simply fell into ruin. The first group were 

often refurbished, and their original aspect was altered; in this process, the decorative 

parts which are the easiest to modify or replace are plaster reliefs. 

b) The chronology of the findings covers, almost without interruptions, the period between 

the mid-ninth century and the fifteenth century. This demonstrates that stucco and 

plaster reliefs continued to be used during the central centuries of the Middle Ages in 

Byzantine architecture. 

c) The geographical location of the findings corresponds to most of the territories under 

direct Byzantine control and those where Byzantine art continued to be the main artistic 

expression, even under other rulers (e.g. Venetian Naxos). This shows that stucco and 

plaster reliefs were considered to be part of the decorative apparatus of Byzantine 

buildings. 

Therefore, I believe that there is room to consider the data collected as a suitable first core 

of information, which allows us to start drawing some general observations about how stucco 

and plaster reliefs were used in Byzantine architecture from the mid-ninth to the fifteenth 

century.  
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It is also important to highlight the limits of this census. One is the underrepresentation 

of Cyprus and Crete in the catalogue. This is an unfortunate consequence of the current 

circumstances caused by the pandemic, which did not allow me to survey in-depth the two 

islands. Moreover, the area of the Balkans is represented only by the most well-known cases 

located in modern Albania and North Macedonia. Serbia is another absence. As it will become 

clear in the following pages, stucco appears to be intimately connected to both architectural and 

sculptural trends. The amount of architectural sculpture in Serbian monumental buildings is not 

comparable to those used in territories under direct Byzantine control; it was definitively higher 

(with the exception of Constantinople). The implications of the inclusion of Serbian buildings 

in this work would also have compromised the evaluation of stucco in comparisons to marble 

sculpture and its economic value (see chapter 4). Therefore, Serbian examples will be used only 

as comparisons to the case-studies included in the catalogue (Appendix A), and a selection of 

those from the most important Serbian buildings is included in Appendix B. The majority of 

the data discussed thus comes from Constantinople, Anatolia and Greece.  

Finally, it is crucial to underline that all of the material evidence discussed in the 

following pages comes from religious buildings. The lack of examples in secular architecture 

is due to the scarcity of information about the decoration of private houses and non-religious 

public buildings that affects the knowledge of Byzantine sculpture and architecture for the 

period examined in this thesis.  

Another important note concerns a category of architectural elements made of plaster 

which are almost omnipresent in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings: window transennae. 

Plaster window transennae were a widespread element in both Middle and Late Byzantine 

architecture and continued to be used in the Ottoman period. They were a widespread element 

in the Medieval West and in Islamic architecture too, even though artisans modelled them in 
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different shapes.40 They were probably worked by artisans involved in glass production, since 

the act of casting and modelling the transennae was contemporary to the insertion of glass 

panes.41 Therefore, it seems plausible that transennae were produced in the same workshops as 

glass panes were made. It is true that the design of the transennae and the light they filtered 

definitively shaped the experience of the Byzantine visitor into a building and, therefore, 

belonged to the decorative apparatus which also included stucco reliefs, marble sculpture, 

mosaics, and wall paintings.42 Nevertheless, the evaluation of window transennae requires a 

different approach than wall stucco, due to the technical differences noted above, and to their 

widespread presence in Byzantine architecture from the Middle Byzantine period onwards. I 

have therefore omitted transennae from this thesis, but the reader can find a snapshot of their 

diffusion in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings and their most common shapes in Appendix 

C.  Despite their omission from the catalogue and more general discussion in this thesis, it is 

worth emphasising that transennae provide a compelling demonstration that stucco continued 

to be widely produced and used across the Middle and Late Byzantine periods, though, as just 

noted, they were not normally made by the artisans responsible for the bulk of Byzantine 

interior decoration. 

What emerges from the analysis of the census of Middle and Late Byzantine stucco 

decorations (Appendix A) can be summarised into three main points: 

a) The relationship with sculpture. Stucco decorations were modelled in accordance with 

the same typologies of architectural decorations as those made of marble and stone, 

 
40 On stucco window transennae between the fifth and twelfth centuries in the Mediterranean and Europe (material 

evidence and written sources), see Dell’Acqua 2003a, 13, 22, 25, 44, 45, 50, 52, 53, 54, 69, 73, 74, 
75, 76, 77, 120, 121, 136, 137, 138, 165, 167, 168. For the use of stucco window transennae in Rome and Lazio 

(ninth -eleventh centuries), see Pasquini 2001, 80-83.  
41 On the production of plaster window transennae in Byzantium, see Papadopoulou 2006, 345-348; Dell’Acqua 

2016, 341-342, 344.   
42 On the role of glass and window transennae both in the West and in Byzantium see Ousterhout 1999, 151-156; 

Dell’Acqua 2003a; Dell’Acqua 2003b; Dell’Acqua 2004; Dell’Acqua 2005; Dell’Acqua 2016; Nesbitt 2012; 

Nesbitt 2013.  
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although there were a few exceptions, which do not find any comparators in marble 

sculpture.  

b) The experimental quality of stucco. The main feature of stucco decorations was their 

rich ornamentation and the experimentalism in creating new combinations of 

decorative patters (e.g. the stuccoes on Mount Athos, and in the Panagia Kosmosoteira 

in Feres). Stucco appeared to be the best material for trying new solutions, since it can 

be worked more quickly and easily than marble;43 moreover, it is lighter than the latter 

and allows for richer compositions to be placed higher in the buildings.  

c) The aesthetic value of stucco. The decorative apparatus of Middle and Late Byzantine 

buildings was composed of diverse materials (media) which were used to answer 

aesthetic, not only economic and functional needs. Stucco was among them, and its use 

appears to be congenial to the building of the aesthetic experience of wonder (thauma) 

in the viewer generated by the richness and variety of the interior decoration. The 

imitative aspect of stucco allowed the creation of reliefs which could resemble marble, 

and sometimes jewels (when covered in gold leaf), but also its malleability allowed 

artisans to create exceptional decorations which captured the eye of the visitor.44  

 

1.3 Backstory: stucco from Imperial Rome to the so-called Transitional period.  

To understand the use of stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings, it is crucial to know 

that this material was used in Mediterranean cultures since the second millennium BCE in 

Knossos; in Pharaonic Egypt stucco was used for finishing sculptures (e.g. the bust of 

Nephertiti), monuments and for figural reliefs.45 While not favoured by the ancient Greeks, the 

 
43 On the interaction between materials and makers, see Peers 2020, in part. 33-37.  
44 This topic will be covered more in-depth at the end of the chapter, after having illustrated the variety of 

decorations made of stucco. 
45 Lucas 1989, 76-79; Cabiale 2011a.   
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Etruscans and Romans made abundant use of stucco.46 It is especially after the reign of the 

emperor Augustus that stucco hit its apex. Stucco was used in combination with paintings in 

figural scenes; at the same time, it was used for marking architectural members in interior 

decoration, for simulating marble ones, and for covering both flat and arched ceilings (figs. 1.1-

1.4).47 Both material and textual evidence show the widespread use of stucco. Vitruvius in book 

V and VII of De Architectura (On Architecture) (35-25 BCE) suggested that in public buildings, 

the cornices at the mid-height of walls should be made with stucco and should be thin and not 

too thick, otherwise, if they fell, they would be dangerous for the population. He advised the 

use of stucco for coffered ceilings for the same reason; indeed, the alternative material for them 

was wood, another ‘light’ material.48 In another passage, Vitruvius returned to the necessity of 

using stucco or wooden cornices in public buildings in order to facilitate the acoustics, because 

it was thought that the cornice would have prevented the dispersion of sounds in vast and high 

ceilings.49  

 
46 Cabiale 2011a, 320; Cenci et al. 2013. 
47 Giuliani 2010, 63-64; Cenci et al. 2013. 
48 «[…] Cum camarae politae fuerint, sub eas coronae sunt subiciendae, quam maxime tenues et subtiles oportere 

fieri videbitur ; cum enim grandes sunt, pondere deducuntur nec possunt se sustenere. in hisque minime gypsum 
debet admisceri, sed excreto marmore uno tenore perduci, uti ne praecipiendo non patiatur uno tenore opus 

inarescere. Etiamque cavendae sunt in camaris priscorum dispositions, quod earum planitiae coronarum gravi 

pondere inpendentes sunt periculosae.» Vitruvius, De Architectura, VII, III. 3(p. 369-370). «After the vaultings 

have been polished, set the impost mouldings directly beneath them. These obviously ought to be made extremely 

slender and delicate, for when they are large, their weight carries them down, and they cannot support themselves. 

Gypsum should by no means be used in their composition, but powdered marble should be laid on uniformly, lest 

gypsum, by setting too quickly should keep the work from drying uniformly. We must also beware of the ancients' 

scheme for vaultings; for in their mouldings the soffits overhang very heavily and are dangerous» English 

translation in Morgan 1914. For a discussion about the chronology of the De Architectura, see Maggi 2002, 15-

17.  
49 «Praetera precigendi sunt parietes medii coronis ex intestino opere aut albario ad dimidiam partem altitudinis, 
quae si non erunt, vox ibi disputantium elata in altitudinem intellectu non poterit esse audientibus. Cum autem 

coronis praecincti partietes erunt, vox ab imis morata, priusquam in aere elata dissipatur, auribus erit intellecta.» 

Vitruvius, De Architectura, V, II. 2. «Further, the inside walls should be girdled, at a point halfway up their height, 

with coronae made of woodwork or of stucco. Without these, the voice of men engaged in discussion there will be 

carried up to the height above, and so be unintelligible to their listeners. But when the walls are girdled with 

coronae, the voice from below, being detained before rising and becoming lost in the air, will be intelligible to the 

ear.» English translation in Morgan 1914. 
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This acoustic value of the stucco and wooden cornices has not been confirmed by 

current audiometric experiments in Late Antique and Early Byzantine buildings, but does not 

exclude a priori the possibility that this was the reason behind the use of stucco and wooden 

string-course cornices.50 

 

From the Imperial period (1st BCE-1st CE) to Justinian (527-565) 

Stucco was used in private and funerary architecture to create refined low reliefs with narrative 

scenes framed by panels, as can be seen, for example, in the stuccoes from the so-called Villa 

Farnesina (first century BCE) now at the museum of Palazzo Massimo in Rome (fig. 1.4),51 in 

the Underground Basilica near Porta Maggiore in Rome (first century CE) (figs. 1.5-1.6),52 and 

in the tombs on the via Latina (e.g Tomb of the Valerii, and of the Pancratii) (figs. 1.7-1.8).53 

In all these cases, we can see a close interaction between the wall paintings and the stuccoes.54  

The interior elevation of public buildings from the Imperial to the Tetrarchic periods 

showed a richer architectural decoration than what we have seen before: the elevation was 

packed with columns, semi-columns, architraves, niches, and corbels which were made of both 

marble and stucco (e.g. the mausoleum of Diocletian in Split).55 The use of stucco was 

congenial to the taste for walls animated with reliefs and recesses combined with opus sectile 

and marble sculptures. This taste lasted until the beginning of the fourth century and saw the 

frequent use of stucco for coffered ceilings. Some examples are the coffered ceilings covered 

in stucco (in the lateral apses and the main apse), probably gilded, made for the restoration of 

 
50 I thank Gianluca Foschi (Newcastle University) for the communication about the current experiments carried 

out in the churches of Ravenna for the ‘The Role of Musical Proportions in Early Christian Buildings’ project.  
51 Sanzi Di Mino 1998. 
52 Carcopino 1943; Aurigemma 1961, 19-27; North 2012; Seri 2016.  
53 Interdonato 2018.  
54 Cagnana 2000, 145-149; 
55 Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 40-103.  
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the temple of Venus and Rome in the Roman Forum by Maxentius (306-312) (fig. 1.9), 56, and 

the ceiling in the so-called Villa di Massenzio on the via Appia (beginning of the fourth 

century).57  

As several scholars have already noted, the architectural choices of Constantine the 

Great often reflected the desire to mark his presence.58 These architectural choices also 

influenced the use of stucco. Indeed, buildings erected from his reign to the second-half of the 

fourth century show a tendency towards new solutions which resulted in the elimination of the 

rich architectural wall decoration, with the exception of niches, in favour of continuous surfaces 

covered in mosaic and opus sectile (e.g. the mausoleum of Constantina in Rome and the 

monumental aula of the so-called Temple of Minerva Medica).59 Niches, architraves and 

cornices left space for the extensive use of incrustationes (incrustations), mosaics, and 

paintings. The alternation of solids and voids which created chiaroscuro effects were generally 

limited to coffered ceilings, as probably in the imperial palace of Daphne in Constantinople.60 

The lack of interest recorded for the architectural decoration in the interiors in the Constantinian 

period corresponded to a decrease in the number of stucco architectural decorations too, 

especially in Rome, where these trends would continue until the first half of the fifth century61. 

Nevertheless, in the fifth century, Ravenna already showed a renewed interest in architectural 

 
56 Ranaldi 1991; Carè 2005; Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 106.   
57 Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 70, 106, fig. 31.  
58 This concept was argued by Krautheimer: Krautheimer 1980, 3-57; and it is considered still valid by recent 

works: Andaloro 2006, 37-52; Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 35-162; Guidobaldi 2016. 
59 Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, in part. 105-109. On the interior decoration of the so-called ‘Temple of Minerva 

Medica’, see Barrano 2019.  
60 « [...] Indeed, so large a measure of Divine love possessed the emperor’s soul, that in the principal apartment of 
the imperial palace itself, on a vast tablet displayed in the centre of its gold-covered panelled ceiling, he caused 

the symbol of our Saviour’s Passion to be fixed, composed of a variety of precious stones richly inwrought with 

gold. […]» English translation Eusebius, Vita Constantini, Book III, ch. 49.On the interpretation of the passage of 

Eusebius, see Cantino Wataghin, 2006; Guidobaldi suggested that the polyvalence of the language used by 

Eusebius might suggest that such coffered ceilings were of gilded stucco and not only of wood Guidobaldi, Pedone 

2011, 98.  
61 Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 115-116. 
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decoration in relief, as can be appreciated in the Baptistry of the Orthodox, where at the level 

of the windows a series of colonnettes, arches, and ediculae framing prophets made of stucco 

(fig. 1.10) emerged from the flat elevation covered by marble plaques and mosaic. In the Eastern 

Roman empire, already under the emperor Theodosios II (408-450), the use of architectural 

sculpture returned, as can be noted in the second phase of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople.62 

This is probably connected to the continuous production of marble sculpture in Constantinople, 

while Rome had already started the process of re-use of previous sculptures.63 The mid-fifth 

century has been defined as period in which both the trends initiated under Constantine and the 

more traditional articulation of the elevations by means of architectural sculpture co-existed.64  

Cyprus between the fifth and sixth centuries showed a widespread use of stucco both in 

private and in religious buildings. Some well-known examples are those from the so-called 

huillerie at Salamis-Konstantia (late fifth century) (figs. 1.11, 4.1), the basilica on the acropolis 

of Amathounta (fifth century), and the church of the Panagia Angeloktistos at Kiti (sixth 

century).65 In most of the cases, gypsum-based stucco was used for marking the interior 

elevation with arches, cornices, and capitals. In the Early Byzantine period, the widespread use 

of stucco narrative friezes and inhabited capitals, even for religious buildings, is confirmed by 

a letter of Nilos of Ankyra (+ 430), who instructed the prefect Olympiodorus not to decorate 

his church with beasts and birds made of stucco, but with crosses instead.66 

 
62 Schneider 1941; Deichmann 1956, 63-68; Mathews 1971; Russo 2009; Russo 2010, 19-34; Taddei 2017, 161-

228. 
63 Barsanti 1990; Brandenburg 2003, 254-255.  
64 Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 138-139. 
65 For the so-called ‘huillerie’ at Salamis, see: Argoud at al. 1980. For the basilica on the acropolis of Amathounta 

see Panayides 2018, 223, fig. 45. For the mention of the mouldings and of a capital in the Panagia Angeloktistos 
in Kiti see: Karageorghis 1962, 295-297; for an updated bibliography on the copious Late Antique stuccowork in 

Cyprus, see Rautman 2003, 46-47.  
66 «[…] καὶ θήρας ζώων (5) παντοίας τοὺς τοίχους πλῆσαι, τούς τε ἐκ δεξιῶν, τούς τε ἐξ εὐωνύμων, ὥστε 

βλέπεσθαι κατὰ μὲν τὴν χέρσον ἐκτεινόμενα λίνα, καὶ λαγωοὺς, καὶ δορκάδας, καὶ τὰς ἑξῆς φεύγοντα ζῶα, τοὺς 

δὲ θηρᾶσαι σπεύδοντας, σὺν τοῖς κυνιδίοις ἐκθύμως διώκοντας· κατὰ δοντας, σὺν τοῖς κυνιδίοις ἐκθύμως 

διώκοντας· κατὰ δὲ τὴν θάλατταν χαλώμενα δίκτυα, καὶ πᾶν γένος ἰχθύων ἁλιευόμενα, καὶ εἰς τὴν ξηρὰν 

ἐξαγόμενα χερσὶν ἁλιευτικαῖς· καὶ προσέτι γυψοπλασίας πᾶν εἶδος ἐκφᾶναι δεικνύμενον, πρὸς ἡδονὴν ὀφθαλμῶν 
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From the end of the fifth and the beginning of the sixth century, the interior wall 

recovered its sculptural and architectural quality and stucco returned to its former importance, 

although often flanked by surfaces covered in mosaics or opus sectile.67 Architecture under the 

reign of the emperor Justinian returned to a taste for chiaroscuro effects in the elevation by 

means of entablatures, cornices and columns showing experimentalism in new typologies of 

architectural decorations and iconographies. Buildings in Constantinople, Ravenna, and Istria 

show this renewed interest in elaborated sculpture for the articulation of the walls through 

cornices, arches, and architraves. In Constantinople this articulation of the interior elevation 

can be recorded, for example, in the churches of H. Ioannes of Studion (ca 450), H. Polyeuktos 

(ca 524-527), H. Sergios and Bakchos (527-536), and Hagia Sophia (532-537). In the latter 

building, stucco cornices marked the passage between the opus sectile and the mosaics on the 

walls (figs. 1.17-1.21).68 Outside the capital, stucco appeared at the Euphrasian basilica in Poreč 

(ca 550) (figs. 1.14-1.15)69 and S. Vitale in Ravenna (532-536) (figs. 1.12-1.13).70 Sometimes 

the use of stucco betrayed Sasanian influence.71 A good example is the vault of the exonarthex 

of the church of S. Vitale in Ravenna (fig. 1.12): the vegetal scroll and the squares with plane 

 
ἐν τῷ οἴκῳ τοῦ Θεοῦ. Οὐ μὴν ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐν τῷ κοινῷ οἴκῳ χιλίους σταυροὺς πήξασθαι, καὶ ἱστορίας πτηνῶν καὶ 
κτηνῶν, καὶ ἑρπετῶν, καὶ βλαστημάτων παντοδαπῶν. » PG, vol. 79, 577-580. 
 «[...] to fill the walls, those on the right and those on the left, with all kinds of animals hunt so that one might see 

snares being stretched on the ground, fleeing animals, such as hares, gazelles and others, while the hunters, eager 

to capture them, pursue them with their dogs; and also nets being lowered into the sea, and every kind of fish being 

caught and carried on shore by the hands of the fishermen; and, furthermore, to exhibit a variety of stucco work 

so as to delight the eye in God's house; and lastly, to set up in the nave a thousand crosses and the pictures of 

different birds and beasts, reptiles and plants. In answer to your inquiry may I say that it would be childish and 

infantile to distract the eyes of the faithful with the aforementioned [trivialities].» English translation Mango 1972, 

32-33.   
67 Guidobaldi, Pedone 2011, 110-153.  
68 For the stuccoes in the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople (original and restorations), see Hawkins 1964; Guiglia, 
Barsanti 2012; Pedone 2013; Barsanti, Guiglia 2014; Niewöhner, Teteriatnikov 2015.  
69 On the stuccoes of Poreč, see Pasquini 2002, 54-62 and bibliography quoted there.  
70 On the stuccoes of S. Vitale, see Pasquini 2002, 40-50, figs 53, 54, 58, 61, 65, 67-72, 76, 78-79, 89-91, 93-95, 

106-110, in part. 40 n. 153 for further bibliography.  
71 Pasquini 2002, 40-49. On Sassanian stucco, see Kröger 1982. Exchange between Byzantine and Sassanian art 

is a complex phenomenon which does not involve only stucco decoration. For word limit I quote only the 

bibliography concerned with stucco. 
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leaves invade the entire barrel vault of the exonarthex transfiguring the wall through the 

rhythmic repetition of the motifs. In this period, in fact, the Sasanian contribution started to 

become more visible in Byzantine art in different media (e.g. the church of H. Polyeuktos in 

Constantinople). The visual culture of the Byzantine empire, which at this stage was still a Late 

Antique culture, absorbed such influences within the Late Antique ‘grammar of ornament’, 

with some exceptions, such as the exonarthex of S. Vitale where the ornament modelled in 

stucco invades the vault in a way more similar to Sassanian stucco rather than Late Roman 

ones.72   

 

Post-Justinianic architecture.  

Stucco elements are more difficult to find in post-Justinian architecture than in the 

previous periods, and in general in the seventh and eighth centuries. This is due to a lack of 

material evidence for both architecture and sculpture.73 Among the few examples of stucco 

production, there are the capitals of the heart-shaped pillars in the basilica of H. Demetrios in 

Thessaloniki recently dated by Bauer to the seventh century (fig. 1.22).74 The rural basilica at 

Kalavasos-Syrma (Cyprus) had stucco reliefs which included a figural low relief with the 

enthroned Virgin and the blessing Child on her lap (late sixth-beginning of the seventh century) 

(fig. 1.23).75 Cyprus seems an exception when compared with the rest of the Byzantine 

 
72 Traditionally, scholars considered the Sassanian use of stucco as a mean to hide the architectural surface and 

transfigure it, see Ettinghausen et al. 2001; recently Wolf 2016. See also chapter 5 in this thesis.  
73 While architecture provided some buildings dated to the seventh century, the sculpture of this period has never 

been systematically investigated. A recent study of the evolution of the entablature from the fourth to the seventh 

century is in Niewöhner 2017; however, for an evaluation of the architectural sculpture in the seventh century see 

the unpublished thesis of Di Bello 2015.   
74 Bauer 2013, 106, n. 97, fig. 66. On the basilica of H. Demetrios, see also Sotiriou and Sotiriou 1952; Farioli 

1964. 
75 Panayides 2018, 224, fig. 47.  
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heartland. Here, gypsum and stucco reliefs were widespread since the Hellenistic period 

probably due to local absence of marble.76  

 

1.4 Stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings (9th-15th c.). 

The data emerging from the census shows that, after a gap roughly corresponding to the seventh 

and eighth centuries, it is possible to start to record stucco elements from the ninth century 

onwards. The first are a frieze found in the area of the Boukoleon palace area in Constantinople 

(cat. No. 1), and, possibly, a fragmentary panel from the Middle Byzantine basilica in Hagios 

Charalambos (Maroneia, Thrace) (cat. No. 6). From the tenth century onwards, it is possible to 

appreciate an increase in the number of stucco elements, with a peak in the twelfth century. The 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries are remarkable for the variety of shapes of stucco 

decorations and techniques which go from free-standing liturgical furnishings to mortar-based 

friezes.  

The Middle and Late Byzantine periods differ from the Late Antique period in the 

almost exclusive use of stucco for architectural decorative elements. Human figures and 

narrative scenes also seem to disappear, in contrast with the Imperial and the Early Byzantine 

periods where, as we have seen, low and high relief figures animated the walls of the Farnesina 

in Rome, the Orthodox Baptistry in Ravenna and the Basilica in Kalavasos-Syrma in Cyprus. 

The Roman examples show a symbiosis between painting and stucco through the creation of 

wall-paintings with low reliefs figures (figs. 1.1-1.8). This symbiosis cannot be recorded in 

Byzantium after the seventh century until the Late Byzantine period, when decorations of the 

 
76 This aspect will be further analysed in chapter 4.  
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haloes ‘a pastiglia’ started to be used. These consisted in making the halo and its internal 

ornament in relief (figs. 1.24-1.25).77    

However, written sources testify to the continuous use of human images made of stucco 

in aristocratic domestic context. Theodore Balsamon, in the comment on canon 100 of the 

council of Trullo, written in the 1170s, complained about the rich who decorated their houses 

with painted scenes of erotes and human figures made of stucco.78 Balsamon does not explain 

whether such images were a relief component of mural paintings, whether they formed scenes 

in low relief, or if they were free-standing statues. The first two possibilities are the more 

plausible, since he referred to painting just before mentioning the stucco images.79 Indeed, 

three-dimensional statues fell out of use after the seventh or eighth century.80 Though there is 

no other known textual or material evidence, the testimony of Balsamon makes it plausible that 

human figures continued to be used, at least in private houses, showing a pattern of continuity 

with the Late Antique tradition. Another use of stucco in Imperial and Late Antique interior 

decoration was for the construction of coffered ceilings, but these seem to disappear from the 

material and textual evidence of the Middle and Late Byzantine periods.81  

 

 
77 Decoration ‘a pastiglia’ was set also for cornices and details of the garments. It is described by Cennino Cennini 

for Italian paintings: Cennino Cennini, Il Libro dell’Arte, ch. 19. On the use of the ‘a pastiglia’ technique on icons 

in Cyprus see the recent contribution of Meyer-Fernandez 2018. For Naxos see Kostarelli 2017. 
78 «[...] Σημείωσαι του̃το· παρά γάρ οἳκοις πλουσίων τινῶν, οὑ μόνον γραφαί τοιαυ̃ται, καί ταυ̃τα χρυσόπαστοι, 

μετὰ πάσης σχημοσύνης ἐξεικονίζονται, αλλὰ καὶ διὰ γυψίνων κατασκευασμάτων στηλογραφου̃νται 

ανθρωπόμορφα εἰκονίσματα», PG, 138: 862. «[...] Note this also: in the houses of some rich, not only are such 

paintings (even gilded ones) indecorously represented, but human forms made of stucco are also set up» English 

translation from Mango 1972, 234. The word ‘indecorous’ is also problematic. It can be used for both erotic scenes 

but also pagan scenes. In fact, indecorous images adorned the walls of the house of Alexios Axouch, protostator, 

which represented the military campaign of the Seljuk sultan Kilidj Arslān II, instead of those of Manuel II, his 

emperor, see Hunt 1984, 138; Magdalino 1984, 92-111. Thus, the category ‘indecorous’ is an umbrella which 
embraced several concepts. 
79 Mango 1972, 234. 
80 This is particularly evident in honorary monuments. After the seventh century there are no marble statues used 

for honorary monuments. Di Bello recently suggested that the capitals with monograms gradually substituted the 

statue of the emperors, as in the monument of Fokas in Afyon, see Asutay 2002; Di Bello 2020.    
81 Generally, written sources do not describe ceilings covered in stucco. An ambiguous passage is the one of 

Nicholas Mesarites about the palace of Mouchroutas, which will be analysed in chapter 5.   
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1.5 Typologies of architectural decoration and their ornament in Middle and Late Byzantine 

stucco. 

As we have just seen, in the Middle and Late Byzantine periods stucco and plaster reliefs were 

mainly deputed to architectural ornamentation. The most common element recorded is 

proskynetaria frames (in fifteenth buildings) followed by cornices, friezes and corbels (recorded 

in twelfth buildings). Stucco was also used for framing entrances, windows and tombs. As in 

Late Antique buildings, stucco was used for underlining the architectural structure of the 

interior by mean of cornices and friezes. Nevertheless, from the Middle Byzantine period, 

stucco begun to be used for different architectural elements resulting from new liturgical and 

community needs. Single elements of the liturgical barrier (from now onwards called a 

‘templon’) such as free-standing epistyles, posts, colonnettes, panels, and frames of the 

proskynetaria icons could be made of stucco.82 Free-standing structures found particular fortune 

in thirteenth and fourteenth-century Epiros, even though there are some antecedents in Cyprus 

in the eleventh century and possibly even in the seventh century.83  

To sum up, the architectural decorations which will be analysed in the following 

sections are: cornices, friezes and corbels, arched slabs, arches, colonnettes and posts, capitals, 

epistyles, proskynetaria frames, and a canopy. The typologies are varied, and they testify the 

diverse use of stucco. 

Each architectural decoration has an introduction with a brief explanation of the types 

of objects, followed by the ornamentation recorded on them. However, friezes, corbels, and 

 
82 On parts of templa made of stucco, see Kalopissi-Verti 2006; Papadopoulou 2006; Vanderheyde 2005, 83-84, 

105-106. For a more detailed bibliography, see later paragraphs 1.10-1.14.  
83 A more detailed analysis is in chapter 4. For the seventh-century examples, see Maguire 2012, 179; for the 

eleventh century in the church of St. Nicholas of the Roof, see Stylianou, Stylianou 1997, 65; Rautman 2003, 46-

47; Megaw 1974 80 n. 95. 
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arches made of stucco shared the same ornamental repertoire, and for this reason they will be 

discussed together after the sections on these types of decorations and not individually. 

 

1.6 Cornices, friezes, and corbels 

The first types of stucco ornaments to analyse are cornices, friezes, and corbels. Cornices made 

of marble and stone were used in Byzantine architecture for dividing the exterior and the interior 

elevation into horizontal and vertical sections by marking the mid-height of the walls, the 

springing of the vaults and the domes, and by framing windows. A cornice could have a load-

bearing function and be composed by a conch or by several blocks joined together by iron 

clamps which were partially inserted into the masonry and had a protruding part visible to the 

observer (fig. 1.26).84 This visible part was decorated (painted, carved in relief, or en-

champlevé) (fig. 1.27). Alternatively, a cornice could have only and aesthetic value that worked 

as visual device by dividing the elevation of the building into horizontal sections, which were 

decorated with paintings, mosaics, or opus sectile. In this case, the cornice was made of plaques 

attached to the wall with nails (fig. 1.28), architectural ceramics, or stucco.85  

Thus, a stucco cornice was not inserted into the masonry, but was a revetment. The 

plaster could cover a load-bearing cornice which in some cases was roughly carved or had a 

standard shape (e.g. a bevelled fillet cornice),86 while in other cases, the plaster cornice was 

attached directly to the masonry through various devices such as tiles (for technique aspects see 

chapter 2).  

Stucco cornices could have carved or moulded ornamentation (fig. 1.36) or be made of 

mortar shaped as standard cornices (e.g. cavetto, bevelled fillet profile). In both cases they were 

 
84 For a discussion about the role of cornices in Byzantine architecture see Müller-Wiener 1977, 188-89; Butler 

1992; Ousterhout 1999, 212-214.  
85 For tiles used as cornices, see Mundell-Mango 2001, 33-40.  
86 The latter case was suggested for the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres (cat. No. 7.2). 
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polychrome. However, the latter differ from the first option because they do not have their 

ornamentation in relief; these are widespread in Late Byzantine architecture and especially in 

buildings with predominant wall painting decoration and few sculpted elements. Some 

examples are in the katholikon of the Vatopedi monastery (the cornice at the base of the 

windows of the ground floor, the cornice at the springing of the vaults and at the base of the 

dome) (fig. 1.29), the semi-circular cornices on the pillars of the church of Resava (fig. 1.30), 

and the church of the Panagia at Archathos in Naxos (fig. 1.31). I will not include these 

examples in the evaluation of stucco cornices, because their iconography is difficult to 

authenticate. In most cases they have been repainted several times, and the layer of paint visible 

today does not belong to the Middle or Late Byzantine phase, making the analysis of the 

decorative patterns impossible.87  

However, with this observation, I do not intend to exclude this category from the study 

of Byzantine art. They demand to be evaluated within the broader context of the development 

of Byzantine architecture in the Late Byzantine period and the gradual reduction of sculpture 

(and artisans involved in the decoration of a building), especially in rural contexts, which is too 

broad for the scope of this thesis.88 Nevertheless, a methodological approach for the study of 

such cornices may benefit from the observations made on the proskynetaria frames later in this 

chapter (paragraph 1.13).89   

The buildings where stucco cornices have been recorded are: the katholikon of the 

Vatopedi monastery on Mount Athos (cat. No. 10.1), the church of the Virgin and the 

katholikon of the monastery of Hosios Loukas (cat. Nos. 19.1-19.2, 20.1-20.4), the katholikon 

 
87 This is the case, for example, of three of the cornices in the katholikon of Vatopedi, Pazaras 2001a, 58-63.  
88 Some insights into the development of a Late Byzantine painters and their ability in working stucco are in 

chapter 4.4. 
89 These cornices have not been discussed in publications concerned with Byzantine sculpture, nor in analyses of 

ornament.  
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of the monastery of Daphni (cat. No. 21), the church of the Virgin in Peshkëpi e Sipërme in 

Albania (cat. No. 27.8.), the church of the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres (cat. No. 7.2), and in 

the church of the Kato Panagia in Arta (cat. No. 14.5). Among them, there are some elements 

which are catalogued as frieze, which means that it is not possible to attribute them with 

certainty to cornices, but they share the same ornamental patterns. They come from: the room 

excavated in 1983 in the area of the Boukoleon Palace in Istanbul (cat No. 1), the Odalar Camii 

in Istanbul (cat. No. 2), the ornamental bands flanking the windows of the liti in the katholikon 

of Vatopedi (cat. No. 10.4), and some fragments from the church of the Virgin at Peshkëpi e 

Sipërme in Albania (cat. Nos. 27.1, 27.6).  

 The second typology of stucco decorations is corbels. Corbels are trapezoidal blocks 

made of marble or stone which are located at the springing of the arches; they have a load-

bearing function, being inserted into the masonry, but they also have a visible part which can 

be carved, painted, or covered by plaster reliefs. As for the cornices, when a corbel is ‘made of 

stucco’ this means that the stucco is the revetment which was applied and modelled on the 

rough surface of the stone corbel, as in the katholikon of Hosios Loukas (cat. No. 20.5). In this 

case, the presence of the same decoration in corbels and cornices provides consistency to the 

building interior.  

Both corbels and cornices made of stucco usually mark the transition from vertical to curved 

surfaces, usually being at the springing of arches, squinches and at the base of domes. In the 

katholkon of Hosios Loukas, they are also the transitional elements between the marble wall 

revetment and the mosaics. This use finds a direct comparison in Early Byzantine buildings 

such as the sixth-century Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and the Archbishop chapel in 

Ravenna (494-518). This is particularly relevant because it testifies to the continuation of 

aesthetic practices from Antiquity to the Middle Byzantine period. Since the time of Vitruvius, 
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as we have seen, stucco cornices were located at the mid-height of the walls and at vaults. The 

Early Byzantine examples from Ravenna and Constantinople seem to further canonise this use 

of stucco as a ‘transitional material’, congenial to the change of media on wall revetment, in 

particular from opus sectile to mosaic. This use of stucco can also be explained by the degree 

of improvisation that the medium provides to the artisan. Indeed, with stucco it is possible to 

cover anomalies of the surface, and irregular edges of the marble and mosaic revetments more 

easily than with a marble cornice, due to the tools employed and the lower level of preparatory 

planning involved.90 

 

1.7 Arches 

Arches made of stucco have been recorded for the katholika of the monasteries of Vatopedi 

(after the beginning of eleventh century) (cat. Nos. 10.2-10.3) and Iviron, on Mount Athos 

(1022-1066) (cat. Nos. 11.1-11.2), in the church of the Taxiarches in Kostaniane (mid-thirteenth 

century) (cat. Nos. 13.2-13.3) and the church of the Koimesis of Petrobitsa (end of the thirteenth 

century) (cat. No. 16.3), both in Epiros.91 The church of the so-called Timios Stavros monastery 

near Mustafapaşa (Cappadocia) (cat. No. 5) will be discussed separately, because its 

fragmentary condition does not allow for a secure identification of the original type of 

decoration.  

Arches made of stucco were decorative and did not have any load-bearing function. 

They were mainly used as framing devices in different parts of the churches: they framed 

bilobed and arched windows (Vatopedi), a tomb (Iviron), and they marked the entrance from 

 
90 See chapter 2 on stucco production.  
91 Papadopoulou suggested that the pieces labelled from the church of the Koimesis in Petrobitsa may also come 

from the nearby church of St. John the Baptist which is located near Petrobitsa and had a Byzantine phase. This 

hypothesis should not be discarded since the arrival of the pieces to the Byzantine museum of Ioannina is not well-

documented. However, Papadopoulou only mentioned this possibility without exploring it in-depth. Papadopoulou 

2006, 348-350 n. 70; Papadopoulou 1988.  
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the narthex to the naos (Iviron). The arches of Vatopedi and Iviron rest on colonnettes while 

those from Kostaniane and Petrobitsa are fragmentary and it is impossible to know whether 

they had capitals at the extremities.  

The decoration of the stucco arches recorded follows the conventions of the cornices 

and corbels, and for this reason I will analyse their ornamentation in the next section. 

However, there is one exception. Unlike cornices, friezes, and corbels, the arches analysed 

here are never decorated with acanthus leaves. There is a preference for scrolls (palmettes and 

half-palmettes), interlocking circles with rosettes, heart-shaped palmettes with interlocking 

extremities, and braid interlace. The arches in Vatopedi and Iviron are composed of two bands 

where the upper one is thinner but more protruding than the lower, while one of the arches 

from Kostaniane (cat. No. 13.2) is differentiated into several parts: the front was decorated 

with a braid motif which marked the profile of the arch and the rest seems now unfinished but 

it was perhaps painted; the soffit of the arch is carved with heart-shaped palmettes. The 

organisation of the ornament on the arches resembles sculpted examples. Indeed, the arches in 

the templa in Mani are round arches composed of one band or two, but they do not show any 

carvings in the soffit. The decoration on the soffits of decorative arches is in general rare, it 

does not appear on proskynetaria soffits either.92 The presence of decoration on the soffit of 

the arch of Kostaniane may suggest that the arch marked a threshold, either the entrance to the 

bema, a chapel, or a door. The other arch from the same church is simply decorated on the 

front with a stylised half-palmette scroll, a motif common on both cornices and arches. The 

specific type of half-palmette scroll employed here can be found in the other fragments of 

 
92 The original function of the piece as proskynetaria can, I believe, be excluded, because of the dimension of the 

arch (see cat. No. 13.2, fig. 5). Moreover, there are not any sign of pins or nails on the walls of the church, nor any 

space left for such a big cornice in the mural paintings. However, the restoration campaign of the wall paintings 

of the church ended this year, so I am waiting for their results to verify if there is any sign on the wall paintings of 

the arches.  
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stucco from thirteenth-century Epiros, but it cannot be found in marble sculpture of the same 

region. The consistency in style and types of decorative patterns on stucco templa in Epiros 

during the thirteenth century was connected to the use of the same stamps by the artisans.93   

The last piece is the fragmentary stuccowork on the front of the big arch in third aisle 

of the so-called Timios Stavros monastery (fig. 1.32), possibly an arch or an arched slab, 

currently unpublished, which I suggest dates to the Middle Byzantine period, around the tenth 

century.94 In terms of style and ornamentation of the stucco, there is possibly a Middle 

Byzantine chronology for the stucco. The use of vegetal motifs, in this case, a scroll, is known 

for arches and arched slabs in sculpture, paintings, and stucco (see Vatopedi and Iviron). In 

Cappadocia, painted scrolls were used both to mark arches and to fill triangular areas (figs. 

1.33-35). Whether the ornament was part of an arch or an arched slab, it is impossible to say. 

On the one hand the lacuna in the plaster above means we cannot guess its original shape, and 

on the other hand the ornamental repertoire of Cappadocian paintings shows the use of scrolls 

for both arches and arched slabs.  

 

1.8 Cornices, friezes, corbels, and arches: analysis of the ornamental patterns. 

The ornamental repertoire of the stucco cornices, friezes, corbels, and arches is very similar, 

and also shares a hierarchy of decorative motifs. Occasionally, proskynetaria frames and arched 

slabs will be mentioned as comparative examples since they have similar iconographies on the 

front of the arch or on the upper cornice.  

These types of stucco decorations usually had a central band decorated with vegetal 

motifs and were often framed, in the upper and lower parts, by smaller fillets with geometric 

 
93 Vanderheyde 2005, 85; Papadopoulou 2006, 345-348.  
94 Further discussion on the chronology of the piece is in chapter 2 and chapter 3.  
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motifs such as interlaces, cubes, bead-and-reel, and rope-like ornaments. These motifs could be 

combined in the same cornice or arch; however, most of the geometrical ornaments, with the 

exception of basket-like motifs, were used for the smaller bands and not for the central one. I 

will analyse first the vegetal motifs and then the geometric ones in order to detect the source of 

inspiration for such iconographies and cross-media connections; this list of decorative motif 

shows, on the one hand, that stucco elements were often carved and modelled following 

sculptural models; on the other hand, it shows the freedom of stucco artisans to pick motifs 

from several media and put them side-by-side, creating very rich effects.  

 

Vegetal patterns 

Acanthus leaves and vegetal stems 

The main decoration of the corbels, string-course cornice and cornice of the dome of the 

katholikon (and possibly of the church of the Virgin, see cat. No. 20) of Hosios Loukas is an 

alternation of acanthus leaves and vegetal stems (fig. 1.36).95 This pattern is consistent with the 

marble door architraves of the katholikon and of the Panagia church and reminds us of 

classicizing patterns still in use in the Early Byzantine period. Some examples of broad acanthus 

leaves alternating with lotus leaves or stems appear on fragmentary architraves and imposts 

dated to the fifth century and preserved in the Byzantine and Christian Museum of Athens (fig. 

1.38).96 In Hosios Loukas the acanthus leaves became more schematic and flat; the points of 

the leaves create a sort of eyelet which in the katholikon’s stucco and marble cornices are 

marked by a double incision (fig. 1.37), while in the Panagia by only one incision (as in fifth-

century examples) (fig. 1.39).97 The stucco cornices and corbels were modelled using patterns 

 
95 For the stucco decoration of the church of the Virgin in Hosios Loukas see cat. Nos. 19.1-19.2. 
96 Sklavou-Mavroidi 1999, 46 no. 42, 58 no. 65, 61 no. 71.   
97 On the cornices of the Panagia in comparisons with those in marble and stucco from the katholikon, see Boura 

1980, 69-70, 95, 109, figs 180-181. 
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with roots in Classical and Late Antique sculpture too, as the thin band of bead-and-reel and 

the cube ornament show.98 However, in the stucco cornice of the dome of the katholikon of 

Hosios Loukas, this ‘classical’ design is renewed with Middle Byzantine innovations. The first 

can be appreciated in the band with an alternation of cubes and ovuli, which is a solution not 

encountered in Late Antique examples where cubes and ovuli were not mixed together, but 

usually formed two different bands. The combination of these two motifs appears to me an 

eleventh-century creation. The second is the protruding openwork bosses, which create a game 

of low and high relief, which is generally defined as ‘two-level’ sculpture, a trend which 

appeared in the Middle Byzantine period, and it was used in the templon in the same katholikon 

of Hosios Loukas (fig. 1.40).99 However, the stucco bosses differed from those of the templon 

of the katholikon, and they find the closest parallels in the lamps from the so-called Sion 

Treasure (sixth century) now in the Dumbarton Oaks museum (fig. 1.41).100 Therefore, the 

ornament of the stucco cornice of the dome of the katholikon of Hosios Loukas is particularly 

interesting, because it displays features of Middle Byzantine sculpture, but at the same time 

shows a closer connection with the Early Byzantine past than the rest of the eleventh-century 

marble sculpture in the same building. This probably suggests a deep knowledge of the Early 

Byzantine and classical past by the artisans who worked the stucco cornices, but also the ability 

to refresh and re-invent the tradition by adding new elements (the bosses and the combination 

of cubes and ovuli which will be discussed later under the section ‘dentils’). Such solutions 

cannot be appreciated in marble sculpture.  

 

Heart-shaped palmettes and hanging and standing heart-shaped palmettes 

 
98 Sklavou-Mavroidi 1999, 46 no. 42, 58 no. 65, 61 no. 71.   
99 On the definition of two-level sculpture, see Grabar 1976, 24-26; Vanderheyde 2005, 104-105.  
100 Boyd 1992.  
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These kinds of palmettes were widespread in all media in Byzantium, and stucco was no 

exception.  It can be appreciated in the soffit of the thirteenth-century arch from the church of 

the Taxiarches in Kostaniane in Epiros, where heart-shaped palmettes with five and six-leaves 

are carved. In the soffit, the palmettes are within circles created by two interlaced ribbons, in a 

fashion that can be easily found in Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture, but which finds also 

close comparisons in the region of Epiros, for example the templon epistyle of the church of 

the Blachernae monastery near Arta now immured in the narthex’s northern façade.101 

The use of a plain heart-shaped palmette has just one occurrence in the cornices in this 

catalogue: that in the katholikon of the Vatopedi monastery, where standing and hanging 

palmettes connected by horizontal stripes are the main motif (fig. 1.42). This motif can be 

identified with the ‘S-curve’ motif recorded by Franz for illuminated manuscripts (fig. 1.43).102 

The palmettes of Vatopedi are extremely rigid, making the identification of the motif very 

difficult at first glance; they can even be confused with ‘S’ motifs such as those carved in marble 

in a different context: the Tempietto Longobardo of Cividale (second half of the eighth century) 

(fig. 1.46). The closest examples in Byzantine sculpture can be found in the fragmentary 

epistyle from the church of H. Gregorios at Thebes (871-872) (fig. 1.44),103 and in the church 

of the Koimesis at Skripou (today Orchomenos) (873-874) (fig. 1.45).104 Therefore, they show 

that stucco was decorated with the same ornamental repertoire as marble sculpture that can be 

found in manuscripts, which draws from more generically aniconic decoration common to 

different media (from marble to textiles to metalworks to architectural ceramics and illuminated 

manuscripts). 

 
101 Recently on the templon epistyle, Papadopoulou 2015c, 83-96; Melvani 2013, 197 no. 29, fig. 49; Vanderheyde 

2005, 79-83. 
102Franz 1934, 61-63, pl. XIV, XVII n. 20. The motif was also used in architectural ceramics, even though with a 

more elaborate palmette, see Gerstel, Lauffenburger (ed.) 2001, 290 cat. No. C4. 
103 Grabar 1963, 95-99, pl. XLIII 1.  
104 Grabar 1963, 90-95, pl. XXXIX-XLII, in part. Pl. XLII 2. More recently, Barsanti 2007, 5-24; Bevilacqua 2011.  
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Heart-shaped palmettes and stems.  

Heart-shaped palmettes and stems can be found in the fragmentary cornices from the narthex 

of the katholikon of Daphni (fig. 1.47). This motif is widespread in Middle and Late Byzantine 

sculpture from Anatolia to Greece, as can be appreciated in the lower band of an eleventh-

century capital from Bursa (fig. 1.49),105 in a fragmentary stone epistyle from Amorion 

(eleventh century) (fig. 1.48),106 in the lower band framing the panels of the tribunes of S. 

Marco in Venice (eleventh century),107 and in Late Byzantine examples such as a corbel from 

the southern church of Constantine Lips (1290-1300) (fig. 1.50),108 in the arcosolium of the 

tomb A in the parekklesion of the Chora church (1316-1321),109 and finally in the sarcophagus 

plaque in the church of the Blachernae in Arta (second quarter of the thirteenth century) (fig. 

1.51).110 Finally, the motif was also used on the collars of two ceramic colonnettes from 

Nikomedia (early tenth- mid-eleventh century).111 In stucco examples, heart-shaped palmettes 

and stems are recorded in the upper cornice of the proskynetarion of Nerezi (fig. 1.138). In none 

of these cases, however, are the palmettes paired with a dentillated moulding. The combination 

of palmettes with dentils can be found in a marble arch from the monastery of Daphni itself,112 

in an epistyle of unknown provenance now in the archaeological museum of Iznik (fig. 1.52),113 

and in a fragmentary arch (proskynetarion?) from Hierapolis (ninth-tenth century).114 

 
105 Grabar 1976, 43-44 no. 15, pl. X c.   
106 Ivison 2008.  
107 Grabar 1976, 75-76 n. 74, pl. XLIX.  
108 Grabar 1976, 127-129, pl. CI n. 128b; Melvani 2013, 190-191. 
109 Melvani 2013,191-192 no. 9. 
110 Grabar 1976, 145, CXXIV n. 152c; Melvani 2013, 197 no 29, fig. 50; Papadopoulou 2015b, 113-114. 
111 Gerstel 2008, 20 cat. No. 24.  
112 Sklabou Mavroeide 1999, 143 n. 198.  
113 The epistyle is not dated but finds close comparisons with the sculptures of the church of Christ Pantepoptes 

(now Eski Imaret Camii) in Constantinople and in general with pieces of the eleventh century, see Flaminio 2008, 

43 n. 23, fig. 10.  
114 Pedone in De Giorgi, Pedone 2019, 385-386, fig. 11a.  
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Therefore, the motif of the heart-shaped palmettes and stems combined with a dentil band is 

another sign of the shared ornamental repertoire of stucco and marble sculpture.  

Another variation of the heart-shaped palmette and stem is found on the arches of the 

katholikon of Vatopedi, where the palmettes are connected by a horizontal strip (fig. 1.53). This 

motif does not find many comparisons in Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture, where it is more 

common to find the motif of a palmette within circles created by two interlaced ribbons. 

However, some comparisons with Vatopedi exist and these are the small impost on the capitals 

of the stucco proskynetarion and the marble epistyle, both from the church of St. Panteleimon 

in Nerezi (figs. 1.54, 1.139). The stucco and marble sculptures from Nerezi were probably 

worked by the same people and is revealed by the repetition of motifs. Therefore, even if the 

version of the pattern in Vatopedi is more schematic than that in Nerezi (the palmettes seems 

to be enclosed into circles), here we can see again that stucco and marble were decorated 

according to the same ornamental conventions.  

 

Palmette/half palmette scroll 

The palmette and half-palmette scroll is an ornament which was used for decorating bands; in 

sculpture it can be found on cornices, friezes and arches, but also on epistyles and proskynetaria. 

Stucco follows these conventions.115 On the basis of the material analysed in this thesis, the 

palmette scroll on stucco is of two types: the type recorded in Vatopedi (fig. 2.54) and Iviron 

(fig. 2.57), and a more complicated format such as in the fragment of the epistyle from the 

Koimesis of Petrobitsa (fig. 1.128). The use of the palmettes scroll is well attested in low relief 

sculpture and en-champlevé (figs. 1.55-1.57), but also in metalwork, in architectural ceramics 

 
115 It is important to note that palmette and half-palmette scrolls were also used to mark the borders of textiles.  
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(fig. 1.82)116 and illuminated manuscripts of the Middle and Late Byzantine periods.117 The 

type of scroll from Petrobitsa  finds its closest comparisons in the stucco production of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth-century Epiros and in Middle and Late Byzantine illuminated 

manuscripts where the scroll starts to become more intricate and includes both palmettes and 

half-palmettes.118  

Half-palmette scrolls are very common in Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture for 

framing panels and for cornices. Some stucco examples of this motif, even if rendered in 

different styles, are a cornice from Peshkëpi e Sipërme (cat. No. 27.1, 27.13), and an arch from 

the church of the Taxiarches in Kostaniani (cat. No. 13.2); the same type of ornaments frieze 

can be found on the lateral bands of the stucco proskynetarion from Mystras (fig. 1.140) and in 

the arched slabs from Prespa (cat. No. 8).  

The use of palmette and half-palmette scroll in stucco decorations follows the same 

norms as in other media, that is to place these motifs on horizontal and framing bands.    

 

Rosettes and circles 

The rosette-and-circle motif is another pattern recorded in the stucco artefacts analysed. It is 

composed of a series of circles made by two interlaced ribbons (figs. 1.59, 2.44). In each circle 

there is a rosette and the space between each circle has some elongated leaves. This motif is not 

an exclusive of stucco, but finds comparisons in sculpture, paintings, architectural ceramics, 

and illuminated manuscripts. Some examples are the canon table painted on fol. 5r of codex 

155 on Mount Sinai (early eleventh century) (fig. 1.58),119 some fragmentary architectural 

ceramics from the Topkapı Sarayı Basilica in Istanbul (beginning of the tenth- mid-eleventh 

 
116 Gerstel, Lauffenburger (ed.) 2001, 181 cat. No. II. 18. 
117 Franz 1934, 60-63, pl. XIII,  
118 For a repertoire of palmette and half-palmette scroll see Franz 1934.  
119 Weitzmann, Galavaris 1990, 51, cat. No. 22, pl. LVIII, 119-122, in part. 119.  
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century) and those now at the Walters Art Museum at Baltimore (beginning of the tenth- mid-

eleventh century) (fig. 1. 60).120 Again, stucco cornices and friezes were decorated using an 

aniconic ornamental repertoire which was shared with different media.  

 

Standing and hanging calyx scrolls  

This pattern is found in only two buildings: the katholikon of the Vatopedi monastery and the 

katholikon of the Iviron monastery, both decorated with stucco reliefs between the beginning 

of the eleventh century and 1066 (figs 1.61-1.62).121 The calyxes do not find any comparisons 

in sculpture but only in tenth-century illuminated manuscripts: the Messan. Fondo Vecchio 8, 

fol. 2v in the Biblioteca Regionale di Messina (beginning of the tenth century) (fig. 1.64),122 

and the fol. 13r of the codex 417 in the monastery of St. Catherine in Mount Sinai (mid-tenth 

century) (fig. 1.63).123 This suggests that the artisans who worked stucco in Iviron and Vatopedi 

enriched their decorative repertoire by studying the patterns found in illuminated manuscripts, 

of which there were numerous examples on site. The stucco production in these two monasteries 

is characterised by the variety of sources for their ornamentation and for the types of 

architectural decorations which span from illuminated manuscripts to architectural ceramic and 

ivory. The artisans who worked these stuccoes were able to create new solutions by taking 

inspiration outside of the repertoire of sculpture.  

 

Geometrical patterns 

Bead-and-reel 

 
120 Gerstel, Lauffenburger (ed.) 2001, 211 cat. No. XII.9, 270 cat. No. A 55. 
121 For a discussion about the chronology of the stuccoes from Vatopedi and Iviron see cat. Nos. 10-11 and chapter 

2.7. 
122 The manuscript was written and decorated between the end of the ninth and the first half of the tenth century 

probably in Constantinople, see Iacobini, Perria 1998.  
123 Weitzmann, Galavaris 1990, 28-31, fig. 32. 
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This is a very common motif which is continuously used from the Classical period through the 

Middle Ages. There are several variations where the proportions of the elements change, as in 

Early Byzantine sculpture, bead-and-reel ornaments continued to be used as a complement of 

other main motifs. They decorate fillets framing the central band in cornices and arches. The 

bead-and-reel pattern is recorded in all the stucco cornices and corbels of the katholikon of 

Hosios Loukas (figs 1.36, cat. No. 20.1, 20.3, 20.5), while it is absent from the marble cornices 

with the acanthus and stems motif in the same monastery; this is another element which shows 

that in stucco cornices there was a more classicising language than in marble ones, perhaps 

because the models for decorating stucco cornices were still anchored to Classical and Early 

Byzantine examples. A tiny and schematic bead-and-reel band frames the main decoration of 

the stucco arch of the arcosolium in Iviron (fig. 1.70), as well as the arches of the stucco 

proskynetaria in the Protaton church on Mount Athos (cat. No. 9.1-9.2), and in the stucco 

proskynetarion in the Peribleptos church of Mystras (fig. 1.140). A more classicising version 

can be appreciated in the stucco proskynetarion of the St. Panteleimon church of Nerezi (fig. 

1.138), and later in the cornices of the church of the Holy Trinity in the monastery of Sopoćani 

(1263-1268) (fig. 1.168).124 In short, bead-and-reel is a very common motif used in Middle and 

Late Byzantine stucco, marble sculptures and in any other media as a complement to the main 

motif which usually occupies a major portion of space.  

 

Dentils  

The use of dentils in stucco follows the conventions of marble sculpture, where they mark the 

tiny bands below or above the main decoration of cornices or arches. In some cases, dentils 

became an uninterrupted series of cubes, as we can see in the stucco cornice of the katholikon 

 
124 See Appendix B for bibliography.  
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of Daphni (fig. 1.47), in the proskynetaria of the Protaton church (cat. No. 9.1-9.2), and in the 

arcosolium of the northern tomb in the narthex of the katholikon of Iviron (fig. 1.70).  

Dentils can also be re-interpreted, as is the case of the cornice of the dome of the 

katholikon of Hosios Loukas, where the lower band has a series of dentils alternated with ovuli 

(fig. 1.36). We have already noted before how artisans in this cornice mixed Classical and 

Middle Byzantine elements, creating a unicum. The fillet with dentils provides us with another 

example. Indeed, while dentils are very common in entablature of the Early Byzantine period, 

and there are some examples in the Middle Byzantine sculpture, such as the Koimesis of 

Skripou (873-874) (fig. 1.65),125 the church of the Virgin in the Lips monastery (907) (fig. 

1.66),126 and a fragmentary arch from the sculptural collection of the monastery of Daphni 

(eleventh century),127 it is very rare if not impossible to find comparisons for fillets where 

dentils and ovuli were combined together in the same fillet.128 Usually, they are on two different 

fillets. Therefore, it seems to me that in the stucco cornice of Hosios Loukas there is a sort of 

fusion of dentils and the egg-and-dart motif, which is the product of the stucco artisans playing 

with the Classical repertoire.  

 

Flutes  

This motif is recorded only in the fragment of a frieze from a room excavated in the area of the 

Boukoleon palace, possibly a small church (cat. No. 1). Mundell-Mango suggested that the 

cornice might have been decorated with a tongue-and-dart motif or with flutes. I believe that 

the flutes are a more likely solution because the number of vertical fillets is too large for a 

 
125 Papalexandrou 2000; Barsanti 2007, 5-23.  
126 Grabar 1963, 100-124, pl. XLVII-LVII, in part. pl. XLIX, 3; Macridy 1964, 259; Mango, Hawkins 1964, 306, 

figs 9-10; Barsanti 2007, 24-30, fig. 18. 
127 Sklavou-Mavroidi 1999, 145 no. 198. 
128 For the fragmentary arch from the Daphni monastery see Sklavou-Mavroidi 1999, 145 n. 198.  
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tongue-and-dart motif. The flutes can have more fillets, as visible on a marble templon epistyle 

at the Çanakkale museum (fig. 1.68).129 Some of the architectural ceramics from the same 

Boukoleon room catalogued as showing ‘tongue-and-dart’ motif display a closer adherence to 

this fluting than to ‘tongue-and-dart’ (fig. 1.69) and should be re-categorised. The flutes can be 

found in marble entablatures and capitals from the fifth to the seventh centuries, while they 

almost disappear in the Middle and Late Byzantine repertoire.130 However, there are a few dated 

cases which are close to the stucco frieze: the marble cornice in the Fatih Camii (H. Stephanos) 

at Trilye dated to the ninth century (fig. 1.67) and the cornices and the impost of the capital 

from the lost church of St. Clement in Ankara.131 Therefore, the frieze from the Boukoleon can 

be placed among these examples which are among the last appearances of carved flutes together 

with the architectural ceramics which decorated the same chapel.132  

 

Interlace 

Interlace can be divided into two groups: interlace with eyelets and basket-like motifs. 

The first appears on the tiny fillet crowning the main band of the cornices and arches of 

the katholikon of Vatopedi, and on the arches of Iviron (cat. No. 10.1-10.3, 11.1-11.2). The 

basket-like motif was used as main decorative motif for the window jambs of the liti (inner 

narthex) of the Vatopedi monastery (cat. No. 10.4), on the outer arches of the door frame of the 

katholikon of Iviron (cat. No. 11.2), on the arched slabs from Prespa, and on an arch from the 

Taxiarches church in Kostaniane. The use of basket-like ornament on the front of the arch is a 

common trait in stucco, marble/stone sculpture, and painted imitation of sculptural artefacts 

 
129Türker 2018, 487, fig. 164.   
130 Niewöhner 2017.  
131 To these we should also add those re-used in the presbytery of the Kalenderhane Camii at Istanbul, and the 

Koimesis church at Nikaia both dated around the end of the seventh century, see Di Bello 2018, in part. 13. 
132 For the architectural ceramics, see Gerstel, Lauffenburger (ed.) 2001, 172-175, in part. I.B. I, I.B.3.  
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(e.g. figs. 1.77, 1.79, 1.141). Interlaces of both kinds are very common decorative patterns in 

every media, so it is not surprising to find them in stucco.  

 

Peltae 

The arch of the tomb in the narthex of the katholikon of Iviron has an unusual crowning 

composed by semi-circular elements with a central ‘stem’ which does not find close 

comparisons with contemporary Byzantine sculpture (fig. 1.70). I suggest identifying them as 

peltae, because of the close similarities with the elements crowning the architecture in the so-

called missorium of Theodosius I (fig. 1.71), and, on a monumental scale, the so-called 

Tempietto Longobardo in Cividale del Friuli, dated to the middle of the eighth century (fig. 

1.72), where they were defined as a variant of the pelta.133 The pelta is a motif which was 

present on Late Antique floors and walls decorated with opus sectile and mosaics. However, 

there are no known cases of the survival of the peltae from the Middle Ages in Byzantine 

territories. This is the reason for the Tempietto Longobardo being the only comparator even if 

it is a monument distant in time and space to Iviron. The peltae in the tomb of Iviron are another 

element which may demonstrate the perpetuation by stucco workers of the Late Antique 

decorative repertory of ornament.  

 

Rope-like ornament 

Rope-like ornaments are used in thin bands complementary to the main motif. This is the case 

of the cornices from the deposits of the monastery of Daphni (cat. No. 21) (fig. 1.49), where 

 
133 On the peltae in the stucco arch of the Tempietto see L’Orange, Torp 1979, 63-64. Pazaras suggested that the 

peltae crowing the arch are similar to the leaves used as crowning of proskynetaria and ciboria in tenth- and the 

eleventh-century ivories, Pazaras 2006, 132 n. 40-45. I agree that the ivory are a good comparator for crowning of 

arches in general and can be taken as a general indicator of the artistic taste. However, they do not represent a 

close comparison for the arch of Iviron, because they do not show any pelta but stylised acanthus leaves and fleur-
de-lis. The choice of the peltae on stucco appears to be peculiar.  
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the rope motif is under the frieze with palmettes and stems, and it also marks the collars and 

the bases of the small columns in the arches of Iviron framing the main motif (fig. 1.115). The 

role of rope ornament in stucco decorations is analogous with its use in Middle and Late 

Byzantine sculpture, once again demonstrating that the ornament on stucco was applied 

following the same norms as marble sculpture.  

 

Triangles  

Triangles can be found in the inner band of the arches crowing the main door of the katholikon 

of Iviron (cat. No. 11.2). From the picture it is very difficult to visualise them, but they perform 

the same function as dentils and cubes: they are in a smaller band framing the central band and 

they are used for providing the arch with chiaroscuro effects. Triangles are also found on the 

capitals of the arcosolium in the same narthex of Iviron (fig. 1.115). The use of triangles in 

capitals is not very common in Byzantine sculpture, but it finds comparisons in stuccoes from 

different periods and in different geographical areas, such as the capital from the church of 

Kalavasos Syrma (seventh century) (fig. 1.23),134 the ninth century frieze in the crypt of the 

church of S. Marco in Rome (fig. 5.11),135 and the window frame of the Hagia Sophia of 

Monemvasia (fig. 1.73). 

 

1.9 Arched slabs. 

Arched slabs made of stucco decorated the Basilica of H. Achilleios on the Small Lake of 

Prespa (cat. No. 8), while the fragmentary decoration in the church of the so-called Timios 

 
134 Panayides 2018, 224, fig. 47. 
135 Pasquini 2002, 79-80, figs. 152-155. 
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Stavros monastery (Cappadocia) (tenth century or later) (cat. No. 5), already discussed in 

paragraph 1.7 may have had the shape of an arched slab.  

The arched slabs from H. Achilleios were found during the excavation of the Basilica 

and are probably today lost, since at the time of their recovery, the archaeologists noted that 

they were very fragile, and that they started breaking in horizontal sections. Moutsopoulos 

suggested that they belonged to a ciborium; this function is suggested by the location of the 

discovery of the stucco pieces, in the middle of the central nave of the Basilica. Since there is 

no additional information available about them, this hypothesis cannot be confirmed neither it 

can be excluded. For this reason, the pieces are listed here under the generic label ‘arched slabs’, 

while I explore the possibility of a ciborium based on their iconography in the following 

section.136  

 

Analysis of the decorative patterns 

The ornamentation of these slabs is composed of a frame and a major image in the middle. The 

frame has in some cases a basket-like motif composed of the intersection of four ribbons (in 

some cases the ribbons have an incision in the middle while in other cases they do not) (fig. 

1.74);137 an interlace could also decorate the frame instead of a half-palmette scroll. The 

pendentives of the arch show two peacocks flanking a central flower or a vase now lost. The 

iconography of two birds flanking a central element is widespread on slabs, panels, and on 

proskynetaria frames. Some examples are the stucco proskynetarion from St. Panteleimon in 

Nerezi (fig. 1.138), a stone example from the church of the Virgin in Koronissa (twelfth 

 
136 On the panels see Moutsopoulos 1989, 331-332; Vanni 2019, 1128-1131.  
137 The absence of the incision can be due to the degradation of the material and not necessary to a stylistic 

difference.  
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century),138 an arched slab (possibly a proskynetarion) now in the museum of Hosios Loukas,139 

a stone plaque now in the Archaeological Museum of Stara Zagora (first half of the eleventh 

century) (fig. 1.76),140 and also a panel of the sanctuary screen from the church of St. Barbara 

in Cairo (eleventh century), now preserved in the Archaeological Museum of the same city141. 

However, comparators with ciboria from Constantinople and Thrace are scarce. The slabs from 

H. Achilleios are closer in style and iconography to sculptures produced on the Adriatic coast 

at almost the same time; among them is one of the faces of the Early Medieval ciborium of the 

cathedral of Rab (Croatia),142  the canopy in the Baptistry of Callistus of Cividale del Friuli 

(730-756) (fig. 1.78),143 and the ciborium of S. Eleucadio in S. Apollinare in Classe (Ravenna) 

(beginning of the ninth century) (fig. 1.79).144 Peacocks and vegetal patterns symbolised the 

resurrection and alluded to Paradise, as is clearly stated in an inscription on the interior of the 

ninth-century ciborium/canopy of the Basilica of St. Martha in Bijaće (fig. 1.77): 

«Here, the soul, like the bird from the 

trap, raises the hope of eternity…. We pray to Jesus Christ, trusting in 

help of holy [Martha?] … most humbly to be surrounded by God’s will 

while we exist and to receive the eternal life. Amen.»145 

Other occurrences of peacocks associated with canopies and structure-like ciboria are 

frequent in illuminated manuscripts and in mosaics, such as the Rabbula Gospel fol. 1b,146 in 

the architectural backgrounds of the images in the Rotunda of St. George in Thessaloniki (fig. 

 
138 Vanderheyde 2005, 55 n. 76.  
139 Grabar 1976, 58-60, pl. XXVI.  
140 An analysis on the piece and the group of sculptures it belongs, see Milanova 2008, in part. fig. 6. 
141 Auber de Lapierre, Jeudy 2018, 60-69, in part. fig. b. p. 62  
142 Vežić 1997, in part. Figs. 9-10.  
143 Chinellato 2011, in part. 61.   
144 Angiolini Martinelli 1968, 36-37, pl. fig. 34. 
145 English translation from Bogdanovič 2017, 124.  
146 Bernabò 2008; Bernabò 2014. 
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1.80), and in the Carolingian Sacramentary of Godescalc, fol. 3v (781–783);147 therefore, the 

stuccoes from Prespa are not an exception, but are decorated following iconographic 

conventions connected to canopies.  

While the stuccoes from Prespa are decorated according to iconographic conventions 

common in the Early Middle Ages, it seems to me that the most satisfying connections are with 

Adriatic marble canopies. These connections are strengthened by the tight stylistic 

comparisons, such as the crude rendering of the birds, the interlaced motifs, and the organisation 

of the ornaments into flat framing bands and animal figures in the pendentives.148 Connection 

with the Adriatic milieu is also strengthened by the types of window transennae made of stucco 

for the same church which belong to typologies common in Italy and dated between the seventh 

and the tenth centuries.  

 

1.10 Colonnettes and posts 

Colonnettes and posts made of stucco were used for several decorative purposes; this is 

reflected by the use of different shapes and their decoration, but mainly their dimensions (from 

ca. 0. 65 m to 1.20 m). The colonnettes that will be analysed below are those recorded in the 

katholika of the Vatopedi and Iviron monasteries on Mount Athos (cat. Nos. 10.2-10.3, 11.1-

11.2) used for framing windows, a tomb, and the main door to the naos (the shape of this 

framing setup is very unusual). In Late Byzantine Epiros there was a specific production of 

free-standing liturgical barriers with simple posts and posts surmounted by colonnettes, which 

were found in the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli (1295/96) (cat. Nos. 15.7-15.13), Kato 

Panagia church (Arta) (mid-thirteenth century) (cat. No. 14.1), Koimesis church in Petrobitsa 

 
147 On the manuscript, see Underwood 1950; Reudenbach 1998; Crivello 2007; Laffitte, Denoël (eds.) (2007), 93-

94 n. 8; Crivello et al. 2011. 
148 For other examples, see the Early-Medieval ciboria from Knin, Bijaće, Zadar. Bogdanovič 2017, 105-108,  
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(end of the thirteenth century) (cat. No. 16.2), the Koimesis church in Lyggos (end of the 

thirteenth century) (cat. Nos. 17.1-17.3), and the thirteenth-century phase of church of the 

Virgin at Peshkëpi e Sipërme (cat. No. 27.9) currently unpublished. Colonnettes made of stucco 

were also used in proskynetaria; the surviving ones are from the Protaton church on Mount 

Athos (end of the tenth century) (cat. Nos. 9.1-9.2), H. Ioannes Eleemon in Ligourio 

(Peloponnese) (twelfth century) (cat. No. 23), and the church of St. Panteleimon in Nerezi 

(Northern Macedonia) (1164) (cat. No. 28). Among all the cases listed here, only the cases in 

Epiros are self-supporting elements, while the others are always attached to the wall (for the 

different technical aspects see chapter 2).  

 

Analysis of the decorative patterns 

Of the examples which appear in the catalogue, only the colonnettes framing the 

windows in the naos of the katholikon of Vatopedi and the tomb in the narthex of the katholikon 

of Iviron have a plain shaft. Plain shaft colonnettes are widespread for both window-posts, 

arcosolia, and framing setups in both the Middle and the Late Byzantine periods.   

Among the stucco examples, the ornament of the colonnettes above the main door of 

the katholikon of Iviron (fig. 1.81) are an exceptional case for their ornament. The shafts show 

a peacock-feather pattern which does not find many comparators within marble or stone 

sculpture of the Middle and Late Byzantine periods with the exception of a post from the 

templon of the Panagia of Skripou (873-874).149 They seem to reproduce with stucco the 

openwork effects reached in ivory carvings and metalwork, such as the plaque with the 

Crucifixion at the Metropolitan Museum (second half of the tenth century) (fig. 1.83) and the 

 
149 Megaw 1966; Barsanti 2007, 5-23; Bevilacqua 2013, 138-145, fig. 53b. On the church see Sotiriou 1931; Pallas 

1976-77; Papalexandrou 2000; Papalexandrou 2001; Bevilacqua 2011; Bevilacqua 2013, 133-154.  



 50 

censer in S. Marco (twelfth century) (fig. 1.85).150 However, scale-ornaments resembling 

peacock plumes appears to be a feature of ceramic colonnettes produced between the ninth and 

the eleventh century (fig. 1.82),151 but they appear also in the stuccoworks from the Umayyad 

palace of Khirbat al-Mafjar (arches of the niches with standing figures) (724-743) (fig. 1.84).152 

Moreover, the bases of the colonnettes are also decorated with circles with rosettes made in 

openwork technique. The combination of these two motifs is a unicum in sculpture which shows 

how stucco was worked, here, with incredible freedom by artisans who gleaned motifs from 

different media.  

Another type of colonnette made of stucco is the knotted colonnettes, which can be 

found in the proskynetaria of the Protaton church on Mount Athos, and in the colonnettes 

surmounting the posts of the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli and the Koimesis of Petrobitsa ; to 

these examples we should add the now-lost example of the Taxiarches of Kostaniane which 

was signalled by Dakaris.153 The Epirote cases differ from the Protaton because they have six 

knotted shafts instead of four.  

The use of knotted colonnettes became widespread in Byzantine sculpture from the 

twelfth century onwards, though it is attested in other media since at least the tenth century. 

Two steatite icons dated to the tenth century are among the oldest surviving examples, as 

demonstrated by Kalavrezou.154 Therefore, the stucco colonnettes of the proskynetaria of the 

Protaton are significant for tracing of the knotted columns on monumental scale, because they 

are probably the oldest known examples, which even pre-date the marble ones. From the Middle 

Byzantine period knotted colonnettes were consistently used in liturgical furnishings and in 

 
150 Weitzmann 1972, 65-69, fig. 27; Kalavrezou 1997, 250-251.   
151 Gerstel, Lauffenburger (ed.) 2001, 221 cat. No. XII.35, 232 cat. No. XV.6, 233 cat. No. XV.9, 234 cat. No. 

XV.11, 260 cat. No. A.50, 287 cat. No. B.15; Gerstel 2008, 22 cat. No. 29.  
152 On Peacock-feathers see Anderson 2001, esp. 120-122.  
153 Dakaris 1961.  
154 Kalavrezou-Maxeiner 1985, 97. More recently on knotted columns see Ćirić 2018.  
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threshold areas, as can be appreciated in the proskynetaria from the church of the Virgin in the 

monastery of Hosios Loukas (end of the eleventh-beginning of the twelfth century) (fig. 

1.86),155 and those made of marble from the church of Porta Panagia in Pylai (Trikala) (1285) 

(fig. 1.87).156 Knotted colonnettes were mainly used in templa, as is the case of the colonnettes 

now in the Byzantine Museum of Athens (tenth to eleventh century) (fig. 1.88), those of the 

Museum of Byzantine Culture of Thessaloniki (eleventh century) (fig. 1.90), and the two 

colonnettes reused in the Ottoman minbar of the Zeyrek Camii (Pantokrator church) in Istanbul 

(ca. 1118 and 1136) (fig. 1.89).157 Finally, knotted colonnettes are also used in window jambs 

and in low relief arches framing the image of the cross in Middle Byzantine marble carvings 

(fig. 1.92). Illuminated manuscripts confirm the use of knotted colonnettes in representations 

of liturgical furnishings and architecture from the eleventh century onwards (fig. 1.91).158 The 

Herculean knot had carried apotropaic and redeeming meaning since Antiquity, and continued 

to be used in the Middle Byzantine period when it was associated with the description of the 

Temple of Solomon.159 The complicated version of the knotted columns encountered in Epiros 

(six shafts, two knots) (figs 1.93-1.94) does not find many comparisons among the surviving 

Byzantine sculpture. However, a close comparator is the twelfth-century re-used colonnette at 

the entrance of the Episkopi church in Ano Volos (perhaps second half of the thirteenth 

century), which has six shafts bound by a double-knot exactly as in the examples from 

Boulgareli (fig. 1.95).160 However, here the capital is different from the Epirote one. The case 

from Anos Volos testifies to the use of the six-shafts and knotted colonnettes at least from the 

 
155 Boura 1980, 131.  
156 Grabar 1976, 149, pl. CXXXI.  
157 Megaw 1963, 340–43; Kalavrezou 1985, 97; Ousterhout 2010, 435-436; Barsanti et al. 2010, 147; Ousterhout 

2018, 229.   
158 Kalavrezou-Maxeiner 1985, 96-97. See, for examples those in Weitzmann, Galavaris 1990, 139, 141, 180-182, 

pl. CXLI fig. 144, CXLII fig. 472, CLXXXVII fig. 670.  
159 Kalavrezou-Maxeiner 1985.  
160 Bouras, Boura 2002, 76-77, fig. 530. 
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twelfth century.  The use of knotted columns can be found in Epiros too, in the church of the 

Paregoritissa of Arta both in the templon post (1250s) now at the Byzantine Museum of 

Ioannina, and in the colonnettes located at the base of the squinches of the dome (1294-1296).161 

The latter are composed of four shafts but two knots (fig. 1.96). 

Moving to the types of posts made of stucco, it is important to say that all the known 

examples are from thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Epiros, and in most of the cases it is clear 

that they continued in colonnettes above (fig. 1. 95);162 the same cannot be assumed for the two 

pieces now walled into the southern wall of the church of Lyggos (fig. 1.106), because it is not 

possible to check whether they were cut or not. The posts ornamentation is composed by two 

panels: the first is a square containing a Solomonic knot or, alternatively, vegetal interlace 

recalling the shape of a Solomonic knot but with four lateral points; the second is a rectangular 

panel decorated by a vegetal scroll. Solomonic knots are not tremendously widespread in 

Middle Byzantine sculpture but they appear to have been used in another monument of Epiros, 

the Paregoritissa in Arta (1250s) on the colonnettes of the templon where it becomes a basket-

like motif.163 The motif of the vegetal interlace with four points also finds some comparisons 

in the carved panel from the episcopal chair of St. Sophia in Ohrid (1317), now re-assembled 

in the Ottoman minbar (fig. 1.108), and in a carved panel from the church of the Panagia in 

Makrinitsa (Thessaly) (fig. 1.107).164 Finally, the same motifs, but enriched with more leaves 

and made in a different technique, can be seen in the portal of the cathedral of Bisceglie (Apulia) 

(second-half/end of the thirteenth century).165 The use of the same pattern in Ohrid and 

 
161 Melvani 2013, 198 no. 32, fig. 41.  
162 The church of St. Nicholas of the Roof in Cyprus had a templon made of stucco, probably dated around the 

eleventh century; we should imagine posts made of stucco too. See Megaw 1953; Megaw 1974 80 n. 95; Stylianou, 

Stylianou 1997, 65; Rautman 2003, 46-47.  
163 Melvani 2013, 198 n. 32; Orlandos 1963, 104.  
164 The panel from Makrinitsa has a more complex ornament which is composed by a combination of foliate square 

knot (or Herculean knot).  
165 Schäfer-Schuchardt 1987, I, 150 n.6; II, pl. 297b; Belli D’Elia 2003, 269-270.  
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Makrinitsa shows that the artisans who made the stucco templa in Epiros used decorative 

repertoires shared by artisans in both the regions of Macedonia and the Balkans; indeed, such 

cultural exchanges happened also on a bigger scale and are visible in the architectural plan of 

the Kokkini Ekklisia of Boulgareli (consecrated in 1295/96) which shares a similar architectural 

type and exterior decoration with the church of the Peribleptos of Ohrid (now Sv. Kliment) 

(1294/95).166 Moreover, the use of a similar (but not identical) pattern in the portal of Bisceglie 

testifies of the circulation of this peculiar pattern which connects Epiros also with the other side 

of the southern Adriatic Sea. The vegetal scrolls used for the rectangular panel of the stucco 

posts are usually the heart-shaped palmette scroll with half-palmettes on either side (1.105), 

which finds comparison with one in the Blachernae church (Arta) (fig. 1.98).167 However, the 

scheme of two posts from Lyggos (fig. 1.106) and Peshpëpi e Sipërme (fig. 1.102) is peculiar 

because the half-palmettes branches interlace in a very specific way which does not appear to 

be symmetrical. This peculiar motif finds again comparisons in some eleventh-century 

sculptures in the transept portals of the new church of SS. Trinita in Venosa (Basilicata) (fig. 

1.103).168 However, in the Venosa example the scroll comes out from a lion’s mouth; again, 

the comparison with Epiros should be taken with a bit of caution and simply as a reflection of 

a common visual culture, because the animal is absent in the stuccoes and because the Venosa 

sculpture dates two centuries earlier than the Epirote stuccoes.  

Finally, among the fragments of templa from Epirote churches there is an occurrence of 

spiral colonnettes which, at least in one case, flanked a post (fig. 1.97). Spiral colonnettes are 

not very common in Byzantine architecture of Greece and Turkey from the Middle Byzantine 

period onwards. However, it seems possible that they were in use at that time since they appear 

 
166 See chapter 3 for the relationship between the Kokkini Ekklisia and the Sv. Kliment in Ohrid.  
167 See Papadopoulou 2015c, 86, fig. 60 and bibliography quoted there.  
168 Garton 1984, 185, pl. XLVIIb, fig. 208. 
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in illuminated manuscripts, such as Vat. Gr. 1162 (late 1140s) illustrated in the scriptorium of 

the Kokkinobaphos monastery;169 in this manuscript spiral columns are mainly associated with 

canopies, especially ciboria.170 Unfortunately, monumental comparisons are scarce. The type 

recorded in Epiros more closely resembles a cordon column. Cordon, or rope-like, ornaments 

can be found as framing bands in Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture. They appear both on 

stucco and marble friezes (see section on rope-like ornament above). In Epiros thick cordons 

appear on the panel from H. Merkourios in Arta (twelfth century),171 the epistyle from the 

church of H. Donatos at Glyki (eleventh century),172 the epistyle from H. Dimitrios tou Katsouri 

(twelfth century),173 the arched slab from Koronissa (twelfth century),174 an epistyle and a door 

lintel from Naupaktos’ fortress (twelfth century),175 and in the lower band of one of the capitals 

of the ‘loggia’ of the Paregoritissa in Arta (1294-1296) (fig. 1.99).176 Other occurrences of the 

cordon ornament appear in the Peloponnese, in particular in the Late Byzantine sculpture in 

porous limestone produced for Mystras (fig. 1.100),177 and the kastron of Geraki.178 Cordon 

ornaments are also common in Apulia, and similar cordons to Epirote ones can be appreciated 

in one of the capitals originally in the cathedral of Bari, today in the Museo diocesano, dated to 

the thirteenth-century,179 and in the splay of the windows of the cathedral of Barletta (end of 

 
169 On the manuscript, see Linardou 2004, 229-247; Linardou 2017 and further bibliography.  
170 See fol. 52r, 90r, 100r, 119v, 190r.   
171 On the sculpture of H. Merkourios, see Vanderheyde 2005, 41-45. 
172 Vanderheyde 2005, 21-24, 28-29 n. 22-24, figs. 22-24. 
173 Vanderheyde 2005, 45-46, 48 n. 60, fig. 53.  
174 Vanderheyde 2005, 55, 56 n. 75, fig. 66. 
175 Vanderheyde 2005, 66-67 n. 92-93, figs 82a, 83a 
176 Melvani 2013, 198 n. 32. 
177 See, for example, those from the church of the Peribleptos (1365-1374), Louvi 1980, 138-168; Melvani 2013, 

204 n. 50.  
178 For a synthesis on the sculpture of porous limestone of Geraki, see Melvani 2013, 205-206 nos. 54-57.  
179 These capitals have been previosuly connected to the lateral ciboria attributed to the sculptor Anseramo da 

Trani and commissioned by the archbishop Romualdo Grisone (1280-1309), Schäfer-Schuchardt 1987, I, 30; II, 

pl. 79a. However, Gioia Bertelli noted that these capitals do not fit with the rest of the sculptures signed by 

Anseramo, suggesting a chronology of some decades before. She also framed these capitals within a broader 

artistic landscape, which includes the capitals of the ciborium of Bitonto (Apulia), and those in the cathedrals of 

Split and Trogir, Bertelli 2015, 41-47.  
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the twelfth-beginning of the thirteenth century) (fig. 1.104).180 Cordon colonnettes also became 

widespread on facades of later Serbian foundations; indeed, they were used at the church of the 

Dormition of the Ljubostinja monastery (fig. 1.101),181 on the northern façade of the church at 

Ravanića, and the southern façade of the church at Kruševak.182 In the case of Epiros, it seems 

that the cordon colonnettes are modelled following an ornamental motif widespread in local 

Middle Byzantine sculpture, but they are also one of the few examples of surviving spiral 

colonnettes from the Middle and Late Byzantine periods. This demonstrates the importance of 

local taste, which was probably enriched by the interactions with the Adriatic, Serbia, and 

Morea.183 It is impossible go further into details on the nature of such interactions (e.g. itinerant 

workshop, movable object etc.) for stucco, because the surviving fragments are decorated with 

motifs widespread in all these territories. Moreover, Epirote stuccoes combine a maximum of 

two patterns on each piece, while Apulian and Dalmatian ones tended to be richer combining 

several patterns on the same architectural decoration. Therefore, while Epirote stucco workers 

used motifs used elsewhere in the Balkans and in the Adriatic, their ‘selection’ seems to have 

been their peculiarity, and possibly their local imprint.184 This is a point to which we shall return 

later in this thesis.  

 
180 Schäfer-Schuchardt 1987, I, 109, 110-111; II, pl. 222a, 233a; Belli D’Elia 2003, 267-268. 
181 Đurić 1985, 51-62, French summary 131-132.  
182 Millet 1919 figs. 184-85, 194-95, 204. For a synthesis on Serbian sculpture in the fourteenth century, see 

Preradović 2016, in part. cordon colonnettes are figs 357, 359, 362. 
183 Contacts between these regions were already frequent for economic transactions, as can be seen in the 

documents preserved in the archives of Dubrovnik, Krekić 1961. Unfortunately, the published documents do not 

preserve any evidence of movement of stucco artisans. However, there is evidence of ‘greek’ (icon) painters and 

goldsmiths living in Dubrovnik, but we do not know if they worked stucco too, Krekić 1961, 207n. 263-264, 266, 

268, 270, p. 215 n. 315. On economic transactions between Epiros, Morea, Venice, Dalmatia and Apulia, see also 

the numismatic evidence compared to social structures of Arta and Ioannina in Shea 2011,  
184 The case of the tiles immured in the facades of H. Basilios at Arta shows a similar but more precise attitude of 
Epirote artisans towards non-local techniques. Recent archaeometrical analysis showed that artisans produced 

these tiles knowing the technique of Italian Archaic maiolica but using local materials. Moreover, some of the tiles 

show a considerable degree of experimentalism from the Italian Archaic maiolica, suggesting that the tiles were 

produced locally by artisans trained in Italian Archaic maiolica or fully aware of the technique. The case of the 

tiles of H. Basilios and the stuccoes suggests, in my opinion, that in Epiros, there were local artisans fully aware 

of artistic production outside Epiros (e.g. technique and decorative patterns). However, they did not simply 

reproduce techniques and decorative motifs, but they englobed them into the local artistic language. On the one 
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1.11 Panels 

Fragments of panels made of stucco have been recorded in Maroneia (Thrace) (cat. No. 6), and 

in five churches of Epiros: the Taxiarches in Kostaniane (mid-thirteenth century) (cat. No. 

13.3), the Kato Panagia in Arta (after the middle of the thirteenth century) (cat. Nos. 14.2-14-

3), the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli (1295/96) (cat. Nos. 15.1-1.5), the Koimesis of Kleidonia 

(end of thirteenth - beginning of fourteenth century) (cat. No. 18.2), and in the church of the 

Virgin in Peshkëpi e Sipërme (near Argirocastro, Albania) (cat. Nos. 27.2, 27.7-27.8) (second 

half of the thirteenth century). 

The fragment from a panel from the area of the Middle Byzantine church of H. 

Charalambos in Maroneia has in the centre a Latin cross with branches that end in small 

triangles (fig. 1.109). To the left, a quadrilobed shape was made with a double ribbon. Inside 

the shape, a leaf remains. The panel with the cross and the quadrilobed shape is framed on the 

upper side by two-stripes forming an interlaced band. The original design of the panel should 

have included another quadrilobed element on the right of the cross. The presence of the 

quadrilobed element and the general design recall Early Byzantine panels; indeed, the 

quadrilobed element finds comparisons with a fragment from the Mangana area in Istanbul (fig. 

1.110), a fragmentary panel found in Traianoupolis in Thrace, and in the panel of the soffit of 

the architraves of the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, all dated to the Early Byzantine period.185 

However, panels dated between the fifth and the sixth centuries usually have flat mouldings, 

while the stucco piece from Maroneia has an interlaced ribbon which is more common in the 

following centuries, such as on the fragments of an ambo from the so-called ‘Three churches’ 

 
hand, this testifies the deep connections of Epiros with the Adriatic, the Balkans and Morea; on the other hand, it 

shows the originality of Epirote artistic production. On the tiles of H. Basilios, see Mastrotheodoros et al. 2018 

and bibliography quoted there.  
185 Yalcın 2004, 239, 286, figs 160-162.  
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of Paros (eighth- eleventh centuries).186 There is not any information on the original function 

of the panel. Aliprantis, who discovered it in 1979, did not provide any information about the 

context and the precise location of the panel. It seems possible that it came from the church 

underneath the Middle Byzantine basilica.187 This subterranean church had the apse painted 

with a foliate cross and the inscription Ι(ησοῦς) Χ(ριστός) ΝΙΚΑ.188 Without any further 

information about the context of the stucco panel, I need to turn only to iconography and style 

for providing a date. On the basis of the already mentioned comparisons, I believe that the panel 

fits well between the seventh and the tenth century.  

The other panels made of stucco are dated almost four centuries later and are located in 

Epirote churches. The unpublished pieces from Peshkëpi e Sipërme (cat. Nos. 27.7-27.8, 27.13) 

which were discovered during the restoration of the church in the summer 2020, seem to belong 

to the same group of stucco furnishings recorded in the Epirote churches. This is visible from 

the use of the same decorative motifs as well the same techniques (formworks, mouldings and 

incision). The fragments of panels show identical motifs (in terms of style and iconography) as 

the panels from the Kokkini Ekklisia (cat. Nos. 15.3, 15.5) and the posts from Lyggos (cat. No. 

17.2). It is important to note that the hearth-shape palmette with a lower pediment recorded in 

the panels on these latter churches does not find many comparisons, with the exception of a 

thirteenth-century capital in the cloister of the church of S. Benedetto in Bari;189 again, another 

(even) small connection with the Adriatic. 

Papadopoulou considered all the fragmentary panels to be part of templa, with the 

exception of those from Peshkëpi e Sipërme which were at the time still immured into the altars 

of the church. This identification is correct for most of the cases; however, the panel from the 

 
186 Pallas 1977, 202-205; Jakobs 1987, 295 pl. 22.  
187 Aliprantis 1975-76, 226, fig. 2.  
188 Aliprantis 1975-76, 226-229, figs 7-9; Aliprantis 1994, 74-94, figs 55-57.  
189 Schäfer-Schuchardt 1987, I, 34; II, pl. 84d; Belli D’Elia 1987, 194. 
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Taxiarches of Kostaniane (second half of the thirteenth century) requires further evaluation (fig. 

1.111), because the shape of the panel is unusual for a templon.190 Indeed, it is not rectangular, 

but its upper end is pointed. There are no comparisons in surviving Middle and Late Byzantine 

templa for panels of this shape. The pointed profile of the Epirote slab is reminiscent of a chair 

or episcopal throne, even though its dimensions (around 72cm in height and 55cm in width) 

would be small for a chair.191 However, there is no trace in the church of a structure such as a 

chair; moreover, if this was an episcopal chair, the church of the Taxiarches should be a 

bishopric seat, which it was not. It is possible that this is the remains of a chair made for a local 

aristocrat (maybe the lord in charge of the settlement), for their use during the service, but there 

are not any comparisons for stucco chairs in either Byzantium or in the Medieval West.192 

Another possible explanation for the shape of the panel is that it imitated a sarcophagus. 

Middle and Late Byzantine sarcophagi were usually made of marble rectangular panels and 

covered by a ‘pediment’ lid (triangle shape);193 therefore, there were no ‘pointed’ panels, since 

the pediment belongs to the lid and the panel. Nevertheless, ‘pointed’ panels are a common trait 

of wooden coffins for Seljuk shrines, such as that of Mahmud Khayrani in Aksehir (ca 1340) 

(fig. 1.114a).194 When we look at the decoration of the stucco panel, we note that the rectangular 

section shows a series of squares framing an eight-pointed star containing an interlaced based 

on the Solomonic knot. The pediment displays a simple vegetal motif composed of two half-

palmette with stems interlocked. The decoration of the pediment with a vegetal motif finds 

 
190 Georgiadou already noted that the triangular ending of the panel is odd for a templon, Georgiadou 2015, 176 

n. 586.  
191 The panel is today fragmentary, lacking part of its left portion. Information about dimensions and the state of 
the piece is in cat. No. 13.1. 
192 For an analysis on the patronage of the Taxiarches of Kostantiane, see chapter 3.  
193 This is not the only type of monumental tomb for the Middle and Late Byzantine period. For a classification of 

Middle and Late Byzantine sarcophagi and tombs see Pazaras 1988; English summary in pp. 168-176.  
194 Sarre 1909, 35, pl. XIV; 33 masterpieces of Islamic art, 4; von Folsach 1985, 60-61; Art from the World of 
Islam 1987, cat.no. 166; von Folsach 1990, cat.no. 293; von Folsach et al. 1996, cat.no. 380; von Folsach 2001, 

cat.no. 433. 
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comparisons in sarcophagi and wooden coffins, as can be seen in the lid of the sarcophagus of 

George Kapandrites now in the monastery of Vlatadon in Thessaloniki (end of the thirteenth-

beginning of the fourteenth century) (fig. 1.112), and on the already mentioned wooden coffin 

of the shrine of Mahmud Khayrani in Aksehir (ca 1340), where the vegetal motif is on the 

pediment of the lateral panel (fig. 1.114). However, the closest comparison for the 

ornamentation of the stucco panel of Kostaniane is the wooden coffin in the shrine of the 

Serbian king Stefan III Uroš Dečanski (ca 1343) (fig. 1.113),195 where an intricate vegetal motif 

fills the pediment of the lid, and a six-pointed star the lateral panel. However, this coffin is 

made in the fashion of Byzantine sarcophagi with a pedimental lid and five plaques. The 

evidence from sarcophagi of the Middle and Late Byzantine period is more conspicuous for 

marble than wooden examples and does not show ‘pointed’ slabs for the lateral sides.196 

Wooden examples have not survived with the exception of that in the shrine of Stefan III 

Uroš.197 In the absence of other comparisons for the ‘pointed’ shape of the stucco panel from 

Kostaniane, other than the fourteenth-century Seljuk coffins, I have turned to the iconography. 

Here, the closest connections are with the coffin of the shrine of Stefan III Uroš which post-

dates the stucco slab, but may show the diffusion of a typology of wooden coffins which may 

already have been in use by the thirteenth-century, since the ‘pedimental’ lid was used in marble 

sarcophagi since the Middle Byzantine period.198 It is impossible to verify whether wooden 

coffins of the type recorded in the fourteenth-century Seljuk shrines were widespread in the 

Byzantine world, because we do not have any surviving material evidence, and even the 

evidence from wall paintings and illuminated manuscripts (e.g. scenes from the Anastasis or 

 
195 Brooks 2004, 114-115 and bibliography quoted there.  
196 For marble sarcophagi see Pazaras 1988 
197 Brooks 2004, 114-115.  
198 For sarcophagi with ‘pedimental’ lid, see Pazaras 1988, 87-88, 170, pl. 1-2, 25.  
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funerals of saints in psalters) generally shows marble sarcophagi with ‘pedimental’ lids.199 

In sum, on the basis of the iconographic comparisons with the shrine of Stefan III, it 

cannot be excluded that the stucco panel imitated the lateral panel of a wooden coffin or a 

sarcophagus. It may have been part of the contents of a shrine, a reliquary, or a memory of a 

tomb which, perhaps, was originally preserved into the church of Kostaniane.200  

 

1.12 Capitals 

Capitals made of stucco are recorded in the proskynetaria of the church of the Protaton on 

Mount Athos (ca. tenth century) (cat. Nos. 9.1-9.2), in the framing of the windows of the choroi 

in the katholikon of the monastery of Vatopedi on Athos (after the beginning of the eleventh 

century) (cat. Nos. 10.2-10.3), in the northern tomb in the narthex and the entrance to the naos 

of the katholikon of the Iviron monastery, also on Athos (1029-1066) (cat. Nos. 11.1-11.2), in 

the proskynetarion of the church of St. Panteleimon in Nerezi (1164) (cat. Nos. 28) (these will 

be analysed in the section on proskynetaria), and in the posts-colonnettes from at least two 

churches in Epiros: the Koimesis in Petrobitsa (end of the thirteenth century) (cat. No. 16.2), 

and the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli (1295/96) (cat. No. 15.8). Finally, there are two cases 

of stucco used on already-existing capitals. The first one is an act of restoration, probably dated 

to the Byzantine period: the restoration with stucco of some broken volutes of a second-century 

capital, which was re-used in the narthex of the Panagia church in the monastery of Hosios 

Loukas (cat. No. 20.3). The second one is a total remaking in stucco of some Byzantine marble 

capitals in the church of the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres Thrace, (1152) (cat. No. 7.1).  

 
199 Some, among many, examples are the scene of the Anastasis in the narthex of the katholikon of Hosios Loukas, 

the katholikon of Daphni, the parekklesion of the katholikon of the Chora monastery, and the Menologion of Basil 

II (Vat. Gr. 1613), fol. 33, 104, 167, 204, 294, 298, 347, 355, 391, 406.  
200 The location of the shrine may have been the diaconicon (right side) of the church, which is the only area not 

covered by paintings, possibly the sign of a ‘sculptural’ decoration for this area. The restorations of the paintings 

of the church which ended in the Summer 2020 may shed light on the original location of the stucco elements too.   
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The capitals in the katholikon of Vatopedi are in the shape of a truncated pyramid with 

no carved or modelled decoration.  

The capitals of the tomb of George the Hagiorite in the katholikon of the monastery of 

Iviron (1029-1066) (fig. 1.115) belong to the typology defined by Dennert as ‘mit einem großen 

Blatt auf den Kanten’ (with a large leave at the edges), usually found on templa up to the 

eleventh century.201 Some comparisons are a capital in the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul 

(fig. 1.119),202 one from the Archaeological Museum of Izmir (fig. 1.118),203 one from 

Constantinople but today in the church of Lower Kingswood (London) (fig. 1.117),204 and 

another in the museum of Çanakkale.205 All these examples are generically dated to the Middle 

Byzantine period. The Iviron example is characterised by a cordon on the lower band and 

triangles on the upper band. One side is also decorated with a form of rosettes (fig. 1.116), 

which are rarely on impost capitals but rather on epistyles such as the two pieces from the 

museum of Izmir.206 A more elaborate version of these ‘rosettes’ can be seen, again, in 

architectural ceramics, where petals are formed by the intersection of two circles,207 while in 

Iviron the petals appear to be come squared, probably due to the narrow space of the capital.  

Thus, the stucco capital from the tomb of Iviron seems to be a richer version of the ‘standard’ 

templon capital ‘mit einem großen Blatt auf den Kanten’.208  

In the narthex of the same church, the stucco capitals of the entrance to the naos are of 

a different typology (fig. 1. 79). They are a derivation of a Corinthian capital where the volutes 

are still visible, but the acanthus leaves are almost unrecognisable; in their place there is a 

 
201 Dennert 1997, 118-122.   
202 Dennert 1997, 121, 209, cat. no.262.  
203 Andiç 2012, 123-124, cat. no.109, inv. n. 413, fig. 109.  
204 This capital is today unpublished, but may come from the Pantokrator monastery in Constantinople.  
205 Türker 2018, 92-95, cat. no.93, fig. 142.  
206 Andiç 2012, 95-96 cat. no.82, 147-147 cat. no.114b.  
207 Gerstel, Lauffenburger (ed.) 2001, 213 cat. No. XII.13, 277 cat. No. A.70, 286 cat. No. B.13.  
208 For the definition of the typology of the capital see Dennert 1997, 118-122, in part. 121.  
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combination of diagonal lines. The two capitals are slightly different from one another even 

though they belong to the same typology. The one on the right has a double ribbon which creates 

circles marked in the middle by a drill on the lower part, while the other lacks this detail. The 

left capital also has less-stylised acanthus leaves. Pazaras, who first published them, rightly 

observed that they do not find any comparisons in Middle Byzantine sculpture. This is another 

peculiar aspect of the stuccoes from Iviron, which do not seem to conform with contemporary 

Middle Byzantine sculptural production, testifying to the extreme freedom and invention of the 

artisans who made them. To the already mentioned aspects (the capitals and the colonnettes), it 

is important add that the entire composition (a central arch flanked by quarter-arches) above 

the entrance to the katholikon is a unicum. The only comparisons are in tenth- and eleventh-

centuries ivories, 209 and, on a monumental scale, in the shape of the windows of Middle 

Byzantine architecture, an example being the windows of the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres 

(1152) (figs. 1.122-1.123). Thus, stucco in Iviron appears to be the medium which synthetises 

iconographies and decorative schemes from different media and objects of diverse scale to give 

life to an original monumental solution.   

The capitals on the knotted colonnettes from the Epirote churches are cubic and carved 

with two rows of scales (fig. 1.120). The use of cubic capitals on knotted colonnettes is not 

exclusive to stucco production nor to Epiros but seems to be widespread in local regional 

contexts. They can be recorded on the marble colonnettes re-used on the façade of the 

katholikon of the monastery of the Blachernae in Arta, which have been variously dated 

between the end of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth centuries (fig. 1.121).210 Other 

examples are from Mani, where the knotted colonnettes and cubic capitals are matched with 

 
209 Pazaras 2007, 50-55.  
210 Vanderheyde 2005, 79-81, fig. 105; Melvani 2013, 197, cat. no.29; Papadopoulou 2015c.  
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posts surmounted by knotted colonnettes, as in the Epirote cases, and they date from the second 

half of the eleventh to the beginning of the thirteenth century.211  

The capitals in Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres present a different case from the others 

already discussed. Here stucco was used for making capitals, but it was applied on already 

carved marble ones. The new capitals made of stucco are a real re-making and update of the 

ornament of the already existing capitals, which were made during the construction of the 

church (consecrated in 1152).212 The impost-capitals are decorated with a medallion framed by 

an interlaced ribbon which is flanked by two leafy branches (1.124). A frieze of heart-shaped 

palmettes with pierced edges provides the lower part of the capital. Above the medallion, there 

is an impost composed of two cornices (fig. 1.125) The upper one is decorated with a basket-

like motif, while the second, which is bigger, has a vine-leaves scroll with cornucopias. The 

vine leaves are almost detached from the background, and it is possible to see the veins that 

have been delicately carved. Dennert described it as a frieze with a vine scroll and cupids, and, 

in the angles, lion heads.213 Due to the current condition of the capital it is only possible to see 

some figures, possibly birds pecking grapes, among the leaves and branches. The peculiar shape 

of the capital is due to its dimensions and to the necessity of englobing the marble capitals and 

the dosserets. Therefore, comparisons are almost impossible and probably unnecessary. For the 

iconography (not for the style), some comparisons are the capitals in the church of H. Andreas 

in Krisei (nowadays Koça Mustafa Paşa Camii) (fig. 1.126) in Istanbul,214 a capital now in the 

Archaeological Museum of Edirne (Adrianopolis) (11th c.) (fig. 1.127), 215 a capital in the 

 
211 Drandakis 2002, 123-132 (H. Dimitrios at Dua Pigadia, Platsas), 159-160 (H. Basilios, Kaphionas), 177-185 

(H. Petros, Kastaneas), 224-230 (H. Nikolaos, Kampinari Platsas), 265-275 (Episkopi), 306-313 (Koimesis, 
Kastania in Messianiaki Mani) figs. 199, 204, 273, 341, 407-408, 456-457, 459 
212 Sinos noted that the mural paintings overlap the stucco capitals, Sinos 1985, 98-101; Dennert 1997, 83; 

Ousterhout & Bakirtzis 2007, 74-75; Vanni 2019, 1134-1137; see also cat. No. 7 for a discussion on the chronology 

of the capitals.  
213 Dennert 1997, 83.  
214 Dennert 1997, 105-107, pl. 39, n. 5. 
215 Dennert 1997, 108-109, n.  225. 
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Museum of Uşak (western Anatolia),216 and a capital with a monogram now at the Museum of 

Bodrum.217 

In general, the majority of the capitals made of stucco are of ‘templon’ dimension, with 

the exception of those from the Kosmosoteira in Feres which are monumental. All the capitals, 

however, have a rich iconography in common and demonstrate experimentalism resulting in 

new solutions. Stucco made this possible. 

  

1.13 Epistyles 

The two pieces identified as epistyles come from churches in Epiros dated between the 

thirteenth and the fourteenth centuries. They are the epistyle from the church of the Koimesis 

in Petrobitsa, now on display at the Byzantine Museum in Ioannina (cat. No. 16.1), and a 

fragment, possibly of an epistyle, from the church of the Metamorphosis in Kleidonia, currently 

preserved in the deposits of the same museum in Ioannina (cat. No. 18.1). This latter piece is a 

small fragment broken on each side which makes impossible any reconstruction; it is decorated 

with a half-palmette scroll. 

In contrast, the surviving pieces from the epistyle of Petrobitsa allow an almost entire 

reconstruction of the original shape. The epistyle was not a simple architrave but had at least 

two arched openings (fig. 1.128). The arches probably rested on the colonnette-posts which are 

displayed in the same section of the museum (fig. 1.129). If my reconstruction is correct, then 

the epistyle in Petrobitsa was composed of arches and an architrave. Templa with arched 

openings can be found in masonry examples dated between the thirteenth and the fifteenth 

centuries, such as the one in the church of H. Anna in Anisaraki (Kandanos) in Crete (1457) 

 
216 Parman 2002, 195 cat no. U49, pl. 127 fig. 172.  
217 Dennert 1997, 119-120, pl. 46, n. 254. 
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(fig. 1.135).218 The epistyle of Petrobitsa differs from masonry examples in its close relation to 

sculpture. The low-relief vegetal scroll in combination with high-relief birds can be traced to 

Middle Byzantine solutions: the epistyle from the church of H. Donatos in Glyki (eleventh 

century) (fig. 1.130),219 the door frames now in the deposits of the castle of Naupaktos (twelfth 

century) (fig.1.131),220 and the architrave immured in the fortress of Naupaktos (twelfth 

century) (fig. 1.132).221 These marble and stone examples also share with the stucco from 

Petrobitsa the way of making the feathers of the bird by oblique lines creating a sort of 

herringbone; the same procedure can be spotted on the feather of the angel and the peacocks of 

the templon of the katholikon of the Blachernae monastery in Arta (fig. 1.134)222 and in the 

stucco epistyle of Petrobista (1.133). The low-relief scroll matched with the high-relief bird is 

consistent with marble and stone sculpture of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in Epiros 

characterised by the perpetuation of iconographies from the Middle Byzantine period.223 On 

the one hand, the stucco epistyle shows an ornamentation in continuity with the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries; on the other hand, the presence of arches seems to me a peculiar aspect 

probably connected to a regional evolution of the templon. Indeed, comparisons to this shape 

exist but come from different areas where the artistic production is characterised by a strong 

regional identity. An arched templon without fixed icons was carved in the Chapel 25 in the 

Göreme valley (Cappadocia);224 and in Georgia, polylobed arches constituted the opening of 

the templon in Goni (eleventh century) and in Satkhe (thirteenth century).225 It is crucial to also 

 
218 Gerstel 2006a, 136, cat. No. 57, fig. 1; Spatharakis 2001, 207, 209; Lassithiotakis 1970, figs. 251-253.  
219 Vanderheyde 2005, 30 no. 28, fig. 27 a.  
220 Vanderheyde 2005, 67 no. 93, figs. 83a-c. 
221 Vanderheyde 2005, 67-68 no. 95, fig. 85.  
222 Papadopoulou 2015c, 91-95.  
223 The reference to the Middle Byzantine past is a trend which is parallel to the innovations recorded in Epirote 

sculpture of this period normally connected to the interaction with Western sculpture, see Vanderheyde 2005, 77-

87; Melvani 2013, 102-106.  
224 Epstein 1981, 16-17 fig. 4. 
225Dadiani et al. 2017, 238, fig, 567; Iamanidzé 2010, 113-116, 238-241.  
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add that one of the colonnette-posts from the same church of Petrobitsa  preserves on one side 

some traces of painted plaster with a band of red and blue (fig. 1.129).226 This side of the 

colonnette-post does not show any kind of decoration and looks ‘unfinished’: the post is flat 

and the colonnettes are not even modelled. It seems possible that the reason for that was that 

this side was intended to be left without decoration from the beginning in order to accommodate 

a plaster painted icon.227 If this is correct, then we should imagine the templon of Petrobitsa  

opaque and with painted icons, similar in a way to the opaque templa from the church of H. 

Georgios in the kastron of Geraki (fourteenth century),228 H. Nikolaos in Geraki in Peloponnese 

(fig. 1.137), and in St. George in Staro Nagoričino (1313-1318) in North Macedonia (fig. 

1.136).229 Therefore, the stucco epistyle and the colonnette-post from the templon of Petrobitsa 

are probably another piece of the puzzle in the study of the gradual development of the templon 

into an opaque screen. The chronology to the end of the thirteenth century is consistent with 

the diffusion of masonry opaque screens in the Byzantium,230 providing us with extra evidence 

for northern Greece, which is underrepresented for the thirteenth century. As Gerstel noted, 

masonry opaque screens were of two kinds: those which combined stone elements and masonry 

(e.g. the one in St. George in Staro Nagoričino), and those made only of masonry (e.g. H. 

Nikolaos in Geraki).231 The stucco templon of Petrobitsa appears to be something in-between 

these two types because it was made of plaster,232 but it was modelled in imitation of sculpture. 

 
226 This is a standard frame for both painted icons and narrative scenes. However, the location of the fragments 

allows us to exclude the narrative scene.  
227 Another explanation for the absence of the decoration on one side of the colonnette-post is that the piece 

originally leaned against on the eastern piers. I believe that we can exclude this possibility because the post shows 
decorative motifs in low relief on the side opposite to the unfinished one. This would have prevented the insertion 

of a templon panel.  
228 Gerstel 2006a, 159 no. 25, fig. 3. 
229 Gerstel 2006a, 152, fig. 21.  
230 Gerstel 2006a, 136.  
231 Gerstel 2006a, 136-138. 
232 See chapter 2 for technical aspects. 
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Therefore, we presented with, perhaps, a ‘transitional’ typology of liturgical screen, in-between 

templon and opaque screen, and in-between marble sculpture and masonry.   

 

1.14 Proskynetaria frames  

As we have seen in sections 1.9, 1.10 and 1.11, stucco was used in Epiros for creating the 

elements which were assembled into liturgical furnishings (panels, colonnettes, posts, 

epistyles). The latter seems to have been a localised episode; in contrast, the employment of 

plaster for modelling other parts visually connected to the templon, the frames of the 

proskynetaria icons, was widespread from the Peloponnese to Macedonia and testifies to 

another instance of stucco used for the taste of poikilia (variety) rather than for necessity, as 

will be discussed in the last section of this chapter. Proskynetaria images were made for 

veneration, generally, of Christ, the Mother of God, or the patron saint, and are mainly located 

on the eastern pillars and/or in the narthex. 233 These images are usually painted on the wall or 

in mosaic, even though they could have been also carved in marble.234 They stand out from the 

rest of the figural decoration because they are usually larger than the other images and they are 

often framed by an arch or an arched slab supported by a couple of colonettes which can be 

made of marble, stucco, or being just be painted.235  

 
233 With the Modern Greek term proskynetaria, scholars usually refer to images of particular devotion. The word 

probably derivers from proskynesis (προσκύνησις), a term that expresses a way to show devotion and that included 

a simple bow, or full prostration, and in case of sacred images, also a kiss (Brubaker, Haldon 2015, 59-61; 

Brubaker, Haldon 2001, 252-53). Scholars now agree that the plural form of the term, proskynesis (προσκυνήσεις) 

can identify icons of special veneration. This is particularly true in typika, inventories of churches, and Saints’ 

lives where it emerges that such images were located next to the templon and they were often illuminated by 

candles and lamps. Typika also tell us that such images represented Christ (the Saviour) and the Virgin, the patron 

saint or a saint venerated on specific days by the community of the church. The typikon of the monastery of the 

Virgin Kosmosoteira in Feres, is a good example «[…]two candelabra with eight candleholders should stand by 
the two icons set out for veneration, that is, in the two parts of the church where my Supremely-good Christ, and 

the Mother of God and Kosmosoteira, are respectively represented with great skill, so […]» soon after, the founder 

of the typikon mentioned the bema that is the epistyle of the templon. Typikon of the Sebastokrator, 802 (ch. 9). 
234 On images of the Virgin carved in marble and their liturgical function, see Paribeni, 2008; on Late Byzantine 

templa carved with sacred images and narrative scenes, see Melvani 2013, 72-81.  
235 Marble and stucco reliefs were certainly painted too. On stucco proskynetaria it is still possible to see traces of 

paint.  
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Due to their location, such images and their frames were seen by both the laity during 

the whole celebration and by the priests during the procession to the altar. Thus, they were 

probably addressed during the liturgy by both communal and individual prayers.236 The specific 

iconographies of Christ and the Virgin in the eastern pillars of the naos emphasise the 

intercession of the Virgin Mary for Humanity and the benevolent response of Christ 

Pantokrator.237 The relationship of the proskynetaria images to the ‘conversation’ happening in 

the liminal space of the templon was made visually clear to the faithful thanks to the big frames 

which surrounded the sacred figures. The frame was a device for establishing a hierarchy of the 

images present in the sacred building. At the same time, it also visually connected such images 

to the sacred barrier, the templon, creating a continuous fence from the central apse to the lateral 

spaces (traditionally called prothesis and diakonikon). The use of similar decorative motifs in 

both the templon and the proskynetaria frames supports this idea.238 

When proskynetaria images were located on the eastern wall of the narthex, they created 

a sort of ‘preparatory’ screen which mirrored the one inside the naos, and introduced the faithful 

into the church; this ‘screen’ was made visible to the faithful through wall-painted frames, or 

carved relief or flat frames made of marble, stone or stucco.239 These types of frames are the 

same as recorded for proskynetaria images in the naos and on the eastern pillars of the church.  

There is no demonstrable correlation between the material of the templon and the choice 

of marble or stucco for the proskynetaria, as we will discuss later in this section. These materials 

 
236 Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 107.  
237 The templon was already charged with intercessional meanings, as can be seen in cases with figural decoration 

on the epistyle such as the one from Selçikler (1019-1025). Both material and textual evidence clearly states that 

the epistyle, and in general the barrier which separated the laity from the priests carried the images of the Deesis 
or the Trisagion (abbreviated Deesis). On the evolution and meaning of the templon there is a wide bibliography, 

I signal here Epstein 1981; the volume Thresholds of the sacred (Gerstel ed. 2016); Vanderheyde 2007; Melvani 

2014. On the templon of Selçikler, Barsanti 2007, in part. 36-43.  
238 Bréhier 1940; Grabar 1961; Chatzidakis 1979; Epstein 1981; Kalopissi-Verti 2006; Vanderheyde 2007.  
239The repetition of the Deesis on the eastern wall of the narthex does not appear to be connected to any specific 

church plan but it might be connected to devotional practices and to the office of the lite, for monastic churches 

Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 130-131.  
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were not exclusive to a specific category of artisans, as will be demonstrated in the following 

chapter, but could be worked by sculptors, painters and plasterers. Thus, a continuous 

comparison with marble and painted proskynetaria frames is required. For a discussion of 

technique and artisans’ identity, see chapter 2.  

 

Types of stucco proskynetaria frames  

The proskynetaria made of stucco can be divided into two categories: those which have the 

decorative patterns in relief (Type A) and those with only the outline of the frame in relief but 

with the decorative pattern simply painted (Type B).  

It is important to make this distinction, because the two types required the artisans to use 

different techniques, and the selection of type A or B also impacted ornamental choices which 

differed between the two formats. Such choices show a closer relation of the proskynetaria type 

A to sculpture and type B to painting.  

 

Stucco proskynetaria Type A.  

The stucco proskynetaria frames belonging to this category are those preserved in the 

Protaton church on Mount Athos (tenth century) (cat. Nos. 9.1-9.2),240 in the church of St. 

Panteleimon in Nerezi (1164) (cat. No. 28),241 and in the Peribleptos church of Mystras (before 

the fourteenth century) (cat. No. 24).242 The use of Type A proskynetaria frames continued in 

the Late Byzantine period also in Serbia, as can be seen for those made during the second phase 

 
240 Οrlandos 1953.  
241 Okunev 1929; Sinkevič 2000. 
242 Louvi 1980, 120-125; Marinou 2002, 86.  
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of the church of the Saviour in the Zića monastery (fourteenth century) and in the Holy Trinity 

church in the Sopoćani monastery (second half of the thirteenth century).243   

In terms of shape, all the examples belong to the typologies of proskynetaria frames 

attested also in marble and stone. Indeed, the round arch-shape of the proskynetarion of the 

Protaton church finds comparison with the tenth-century marble example from the monastery 

of Hosios Loukas.244 These two are the oldest known examples of proskynetaria frames.245 

Therefore, it has been suggested that the use of a simple arch is a sign of the early date, since 

from the twelfth century onward, carved proskynetaria frames are always composed of an 

arched panel.246 Type A proskynetaria indeed, seem to have been a stucco version of marble 

ones. This ‘imitative’ aspect is clear in the shapes of the frames and the iconographies chosen 

to decorate them, which find close comparators with marble examples; indeed, the other cases 

(Nerezi, Mystras, Sopoćani, and Zića) dated between the twelfth to the fourteenth century are 

arched slabs proskynetaria and confirm the trend of using this format of marble proskynetaria 

from the twelfth century onwards. 247   

Among the Type A proskynetaria, only those in the Protaton and in St. Panteleimon at Nerezi 

still preserve the colonnettes. These have been analysed above.  

 

Stucco proskynetaria type A: analysis of the decorative patterns. 

In terms of overall decoration, the frame of the Protaton, apart from the colonnettes, is 

the simplest. In fact, the arch is composed by a huge band of heart-shaped palmettes and by two 

 
243 Kandić, Milošević 1985, 15; Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 16, n. 27; Gugolj, Tešić-Radovanović 2016, 311. 

Unfortunately, these frames of Sopoćani were destroyed but the signs left on the ruined surface suggest that they 

were decorated with carved motifs similar to the cornice of the portal lunette of the narthex, see Korać 1974.  
244 Boura 1980, 105- 109, σχ. 3-4, fig. 168. 
245 Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 108-110.  
246 Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 108-110.  
247 Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 110.  
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tiny bands with a bead-and-reel motif and pointed cubes. I have already discussed the use of 

heart-shaped palmettes and of bead-and-reel motifs in architectural sculpture and in paintings 

earlier in this chapter. 

Mystras provides another example of two-level sculpture in stucco technique (fig. 

1.140).248 The use of two-level sculpture was widespread for marble and stone during the 

twelfth century and became less common in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.249 It is clear 

that the frame is more comparable with marble and stone examples than with painted ones. The 

closest comparators are the twelfth-thirteenth century frames from the Metropolis of Mystras 

(fig. 1.142) and from the church of the Zoodochos Pege in Samari (Messenia) (fig. 1.141), 

which both have openwork bosses on the spandrels and openwork decoration on the arch.250 

The colour element which characterises the Metropolis of Mystras and Samari examples (with 

painting, mastic and opus sectile) was probably also present in the proskynetaria of the 

Peribleptos but in paint, since some traces of blue still survive in the openwork of the arch (cat. 

No. 24, fig. 24.3c). However, the frame also shares some similarities with Late Byzantine 

sculptures in Mystras; for example, the leaves in the background are of a similar shape to those 

that would later be carved in 1428 for the Pantanassa (fig. 1.143). The cabochons with a 

Solomonic knot (widespread in both Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture) find close a 

comparison with the fourteenth-century limestone cornice in the ‘loggia’ of the Peribleptos, 

which displays a similar taste for high relief and rough surface (fig. 1.145). The jutting-out 

masses of the rosettes and cabochons on the stucco proskynetarion are similar to the rosettes 

and fleur-de-lis in the apse’s external façade (fig. 1.146). These comparisons suggest that the 

 
248 Another example in stucco is the dome cornice in the katholikon of Hosios Loukas, which was analysed earlier.  
249 Grabar 1976, 24-26; Outside from Mystras, stucco examples with two-level sculpture are the cornice of the 

dome in the katholikon of Hosios Loukas (cat. Nos. 20.1-20.2), the epistyle of the templon from Petrobitsa (cat. 

No. 16.1).  
250 Bouras1979; Marinou 2002, 85-87; Bouras, Boura 2002, 250-251, figs. 284-285.  
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frame from the Peribleptos was worked by looking at marble and porous limestone examples 

produced in the Middle and Late Byzantine periods.251 

Another proskynetarion frame in located in the church of St. Panteleimon in Nerezi 

(1164) (fig. 1.138), which is in line with the example from Mystras and highlights the close 

relation between stucco and marble. Indeed, the frame has a richer decoration and more delicate 

carving than the marble templon made for the same church. The proskynetarion is composed 

of a trilobed arch surmounted by an architrave and two small columns; the trilobed arch rests 

on two couples of double colonnettes by a high impost and small capitals. In terms of decorative 

repertoire, the frame does not differ from the one carved on the marble templon (fig. 1.139).252 

However, the soft rendering of the pheasants, the abundance of details, and the complex 

architectural structure make it stand out from the rest of the sculptural (marble) decoration, 

which is simpler and characterised by a coarser execution.253 The soft surface of stucco allowed 

the artisans to reach a more refined rendering of the decorative motifs which required more 

time for marble. 

Type A proskynetaria cannot be visually distinguished from marble and stone ones, 

because they shared formats and decorative motifs with them, therefore they were a good 

alternative to marble proskynetaria frames.  

 

Stucco proskynetaria Type B.  

Proskynetaria frames Type B can be both modelled in the shape of an arch or be formed 

of an arched slab on colonnettes with painted decorative ornamentation; the mixture of the 

plaster appears to be less homogenous and rougher than that used for Proskynetaria Type A. 

 
251 For a discussion about the chronology of the proskynetarion frame, see chapter 3.4.  
252 The proskynetaria frames are considered to be made by the same workshop that did the templon, by Grabar 

1976, 105-106; Petrov 1986, 361-362; Sinkevič 2000, 88; Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 113.  
253 Grabar 1976, 106.  
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Indeed, Proskynetaria Type B are basically made of mortar or masonry rubble, which was 

quickly modelled and painted to resemble sculpture, but whose relationship with the latter is 

less close than that of Type A.  

Before drawing some general considerations on Type B proskynetaria, it is important to note 

that the ornamentation and the stratigraphic relationship with the paintings of most examples 

have not been sufficiently discussed by previous scholars. This latter aspect is crucial in their 

evaluation because it reveals the close technical connections with mural paintings which often 

informed the iconographic choices of the artisans. Therefore, I will proceed in this section by 

discussing each case in chronological order.  

 

The proskynetarion frame from the church of H. Ioannes Eleemon in Ligourio (cat. No. 

23) is located on the eastern wall of the narthex. 254 The frame can be dated to the second half 

of the twelfth century, since it was made during the same campaign as the mural paintings (the 

frame and the painting layers do not significantly overlap), as I verified in March 2018. It 

framed an image, nowadays unrecognisable, which was flanked by two female saints (fig. 

1.147). All three saints belong to the same panel which is delimited in the upper part by a 

horizontal red band which follows the stone string-course cornice, and laterally by two vertical 

bands: one marks the right corner and follows the profile of the stone cornice, while the other 

marks the shape of the proskynetarion frame. The string-course cornice has now lost the layer 

of paintings which covered it originally; however, it is possible that it visually functioned as an 

epistyle of a templon. The proskynetarion frame signalled the hierarchy of the sacred images 

of this ‘barrier’. The proskynetarion is composed of a round arch which rests on capitals which 

 
254 On the church of H. Ioannes Eleemon and its construction phases, Bon 1951, 149; Bouras 1974; Dimitrokallis 

1990, 112, 114; Hadji-Minaglou 1994, 172-173, 179, 183. 
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are connected to the arch and to the pilasters by two pairs of fillets. The pilaster has a flute in 

the middle. Some traces of red, blue, and yellow paint are still visible on the frame. From what 

it is possible to see with naked eye, there is a thick red band which covers the interior part of 

the arch. The exterior is covered with both yellow and blue paint. The two pairs of transitional 

bands have three vertical red bands flanked by two yellow ones. The capital appears to be 

painted mainly in blue; however, it is not easy to distinguish whether the blue is the actual 

painting or if it is a degradation of the layer. Finally, the same bluish paint alternated with red 

is visible inside the flutes and covers the pilaster (fig. 2.19b).255 The example from Ligourio 

appears today as a flat arch on fluted pillars. It is impossible to reconstruct the original 

polychromy on the arch front. However, what appears clear is that there was no decoration in 

relief, except for the flutes of the pillars. Therefore, it was probably made by someone who 

belonged to the workshop of the painters.256  

The same can be said for the next example, which is the proskynetarion frame of the 

image of the Virgin and the Child in the church of the Panagia in Archatos, Naxos (cat. No. 30) 

(fig. 1.148).257 The frame was made during the second decorative campaign of the church, dated 

to 1285 by the inscription of the priest Michael, one of the donors and a painter himself, and 

located next to the image of St. John the Forerunner.258 The frame is shaped to resemble an 

arched slab on two colonnette-posts. The lower part of the right colonnette seems to have 

continued into the presbytery forming the lower part of the templon.259 This part has been 

almost destroyed to make room for the movable icons of the post-Byzantine wooden liturgical 

 
255 It is difficult to say with certainty whether the polychromy described belongs to the Byzantine phase of the 
building. Further research on the pigments compared to those of the mural paintings may help to resolve the issue.  
256 See chapter 2 for information about the production of Proskynetaria Type B.  
257 On the church and its painted programme: Dimitrokallis 1981; Kalopissi-Verti 1994: 145-146, fig. 5; Mitsani 

2000, 96, 98; Aslanidis 2017, 336-343.  
258 Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 87-88 (A 35).  
259 However, this requires further investigations. I hope to conduct a survey as soon as possible to verify the 

relationship between the slab and the paintings. 
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barrier. If the proskynetarion frame was connected to the templon, it would have been part of a 

masonry templon, and it would be an exceptional case of a masonry templon paired with a 

plaster proskynetarion frame. Indeed, masonry templa usually do not have proskynetarion 

frames in relief but are simply painted.260  

Another aspect worthy of note is the elliptic (or flat horseshoe) shape of the arch and 

the peculiar form of the colonnettes which do not find any comparison in marble and stone 

examples. However, it may have been a local practice, since a proskynetarion with an almost 

identical shape is found in the church of H. Sozon in ‘Giallous’ on the same island (1315-16) 

(cat. No. 31), in the church of H. Georgios in Kato Potamia (ca 1300-1310) (cat. No. 32), and 

in the church of H. Ioannes Theologos in Kamino Philotio (στην Κάμινο Φιλωτίου) (cat. No.  

33).261 The shape and decoration of the elongated colonnettes in the proskynetarion of the 

Panagia of Archatos find as a close comparator those of the proskynetaria frames of the church 

of the Virgin Makrini in Kallithea, Samos (ca. 1300) (cat. No. 29).  

The proskynetarion of Archatos also shares similar iconographic choices with the 

examples of Samos and H. Sozon in ‘Giallous’: all of them are painted with birds, felines and 

wild animals alternating with interlace and rosettes on a white background. Indeed, the frame 

of Archatos has birds and six-leaf rosettes on the pendentives, while the upper part of the frame 

has two birds (partridges or peacocks) pecking and turned toward a central vegetal motif. The 

capitals are painted with the head of a lion (or lioness) showing its fangs and tongue (fig. 1.149). 

Above the capitals two acronym or initials, ΩΡ ΧΤ, are painted.262 A band with an interlace 

ribbon is above and below the lion. The presence of birds pecking or drinking from a central 

 
260 Results of a survey on Late Byzantine opaque masonry screens is in Gerstel 2006a. Even though Gerstel’s 

chapter is focused on opaque screens (which then include proskynetaria icons within the barrier), the evidence 

from other masonry barriers confirms this tendency. However, the church of the Taxiarches of Kostaniane could 

have had a proskynetarion frame made of stucco alongside the already attested stucco templon.  
261 Kostarelli 2017, 276, fig. 10; Konstantellou 2019, 189.   
262 The acronyms were noted by Konstantellou 2019, 188.  
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element (a fountain or a vegetal motif) is common in marble and stone slabs, as well as on 

proskynetaria frames, and it carries meanings alluding to eternal life.263 Some examples are the 

slab now in the museum of the monastery of Hosios Loukas,264 and the proskynetarion frame 

from the church of the Virgin of Koronissa (twelfth century).265 Moreover, peacocks and small 

birds are also carved and painted on the stucco arched slabs from H. Achilleios in Prespa (fig. 

1.74), on the stucco frame of Nerezi (Type A) (fig. 1.138), on the plaster frame of the Virgin 

Makrini in Kallithea, Samos (Type B) (figs. 1.157-1.159), and the plater frame from H. Sozon 

in ‘Giallous’ (cat. No. 31). Another aspect which shows how the painters looked at carved 

examples for their iconographic choices is in the posts. They are quickly modelled in a 

polygonal shape, to imitate carved posts, and the painters then covered them with vegetal stems 

in a way similar to those carved on the posts and epistyles of marble templa, such as those of 

the Koimesis of Charia266 and the Asomatos in Kolouni both on the peninsula of Mani and dated 

to the twelfth century.267 

What is probably the most striking feature of the proskynetarion frame of the Panagia 

of Archatos is the lionhead capital. The presence of lionheads in Late Byzantine painted 

architectures continued the Ancient tradition of placing them on buildings as architectural 

decorations, as well as architectural structures, furnishings such as thrones, and in combination 

with marble, especially on sarcophagi. Mouriki noted that from the second half of the thirteenth 

century, lionheads and masks became widespread in Late Byzantine paintings which she 

interpreted as a revival and, at the same, a result of closer interaction with the West, occasioned 

by the Latin occupation of Byzantine territories.268 However, lionheads and masks were used 

 
263 On the meaning of peacocks in Byzantine art, see Roux 1991; Weyl Carr 1991.  
264 Grabar 1976, 58-59, pl. XXVI. 
265 Vanderheyde 2005, 55 no. 76 fig. 66.  
266 Drandakis 2002, 238, fig. 359.  
267 Drandakis 2002, 294-295, fig. 432-433.  
268 Mouriki 1980-1981.  
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also before this; in particular, in illuminated manuscripts dated to the tenth and the eleventh 

centuries, but also in some initials of twelfth century.269 During the Middle Byzantine period 

there were few appearances of feline heads in sculpture: the capitals of the New Metropolis of 

Berroia,270 and the waterspouts on the drum of the church of the Virgin in Hosios Loukas.271 

From the second half of the thirteenth century, feline heads and lionheads became more 

widespread in sculpture and stucco reliefs. Some examples are the capitals of double 

colonnettes now at the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul, where lionheads are flanked by 

birds,272 the proskynetarion frame in H. Paraskeve in the kastron of Geraki (fourteenth century) 

(fig. 1.151),273 the aedicula of the image of the Virgin above the entrance of the Zoodokos Pege 

church in kastron of Geraki (fourteenth century) (fig. 1.150), and the feline heads on plaster 

window transennae from the Kokkini Ekklisia of Boulgareli (1295/96) (fig. 1.152). Lionhead 

capitals were used in other Type B proskynetaria: in the church of the Dormition in Longanikos, 

Peloponnese (fig. 1.154), in H. Georgios tou Bounou in Kastoria (second half of the fourteenth 

century) (fig. 1.155),274 and in the narthex of the Ljubostina monastery church (ca 1406–1408) 

(fig. 1.153).275 In Ljubostinja and Kastoria, the lionheads were painted en grisaille following a 

more classicising style, while in Archatos the combination of the yellow of the fur, the red of 

the tongue and the strong facial traits underlined by a black line, makes the lion much more 

vivid and grotesque than the others. A similar taste for the grotesque is seen in the 

proskynetarion frame of the Dormition of Longanikos, where the cat shows pointed fangs, being 

almost demoniac and recalling of Romanesque sculpture, but also iconographic solutions 

 
269 Mouriki 1980-1981, 318, 320-321, 328. 
270 Panayotidi 1970-72, 88-89, pl. 28γ.  
271 On the sculpture from the church of the Virgin of the monastery of Hosios Loukas, see Boura 1980, 22, 36-48, 

figs. 20, 36-48, 59-85 (other waterspouts with lionheads from Middle Byzantine buildings). 
272 Yalcın 1999, 363, n. 53, fig. 18.  
273 Wace 1904, 142; Bouras 2001, 251; on the paintings, see Dimitrokallis 2001, 39.  
274 Triphonova 2010, 173-174, fig 223, 225-226. 
275 Đurić, 1985, figs. 112-128; Djordjević, Marković, 2000-2001, 30-32; Todič 2007; Drpić, 2013, 335. 
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recorded in the Madrid Skylitzes usually associated with a Western hand (fig. 1.156).276 It is 

not impossible that the painters of Naxos and Longanikos included in their repertoire Western 

elements such as grotesque faces, since both the island and the Morea experienced Latin 

occupation.277 Another source of inspiration may have been liturgical garments produced in the 

Palaiologan period and after, where lionhead capitals were used to frame holy figures.278 These 

examples show the various range of media from which the painters of Archatos could have 

accessed this iconographic motif.  

It is almost impossible to provide lionheads with a specific symbolism aside from the 

generical ‘antiquarianism’ and ‘apotropaic’ meaning that had characterised them since 

Antiquity. However, the grotesque aspect of the lions in Archatos together with the original 

function of the church may explain the choice of lionhead capitals as prophylactic and not only 

an antiquarian choice. The recent study of the painted programme of the church by 

Konstantellou sheds light on the presence of healing saints in the northern chapel of the church 

through unusual iconographic choices.279 The healing saints are concentrated in the northern 

chapel, which is located next to the proskynetarion Type B.280 Konstantellou argued that the 

chapel functioned as a veneration chapel for healing purposes. The position of the 

 
276 For a recent study on the artists involved in the illumination, see Tsamakda 2002, 373-379. 
277 However, it is more difficult to verify how the lion was understood in Late Byzantine society. On the symbolism 

of the lion in Western Medieval art, see the synthesis of Pastoureau 2004, 49-63. 
278 See the epitrachelion of Dositheos the Hieromonk at the Byzantine and Christian Museum of Athens (first half 

of the fourteenth century, Woodfin 2012, 255-256, cat. nr. 30 and further bibliography; the epimanikia with Sts. 

John Chrysostom and Basil (end of the fifteenth-beginning of the sixteenth century), Woodfin 2012, 278, no. 8 

and further bibliography; and the now-lost epitrachelion of the Vatican Sacristy which survives in the drawing-

cast of Seroux D’Angicourt (fourteenth-sixteenth centuries), which shows in the lower part a series of felines very 

similar to those painted in the church of Archatos. Unfortunately, the chronology of this piece is very wide, see 

Moretti 2018, 431-452, in particular fig. 1 and 6.  
279 Kostantellou 2019, 192-212.   
280 The series of healing saints starts with the image of St. John the Forerunner the Rigotioktis (Ριγοδιωκτης, he 

who repels the shivers) depicted in the apse of the northern chapel. It is surrounded by a painted proskynetarion 

frame with crosses, six-petal rosettes and a feline (a panther?) showing its tongue framed in a medallion against a 

red background. On the northern wall, there are the images of two saints identified by Konstantellou as St. George 

Diasoritis and St. Kyriakos bishop of Jerusalem, both healing saints. Konstantellou 2019, 143-219, in part. 192-

206. 
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proskynetarion frame Type B leads me to wonder whether the image of the Virgin which it 

surrounds had any specific healing feature and if the lionheads on the frame signalled it. A 

possible answer might have come from the two acronyms above the capitals which are, 

unfortunately impossible to decipher due to the condition of the painting.281  

Therefore, in the absence of more solid data it is only possible to note that the 

iconography of the lionhead in Archatos acquired a specific apotropaic meaning due to its 

location into a place of particular veneration, but nothing more.282 This iconography also tells 

us that proskynetaria Type B in general is that they participated in the revival of lionheads and 

masks, recorded especially in Late Byzantine paintings from the second half of the thirteenth 

century. 

 Additional proskynetaria Type B are those in the church of the Virgin Makrini in 

Kallithea (Samos), dated to ca. 1300 (figs. 1.157- 1.159), 283 which are in shape and ornamental 

choices very close to the example from Naxos. They are decorated with mainly vegetal and 

animal motifs. The frame of the Virgin (fig. 1.190) is characterised by the extensive vegetal 

decoration and two medallions with birds, while the frame of the Pantokrator (fig. 1.159) has 

images of felines (maybe leopards?), birds and a deer in medallions against a vegetal 

background. The shaft of the colonnette of the frame of the Pantokrator has an interlaced motif 

and a Solomonic knot framed by triangles which resembles the band with interlaced motifs on 

the colonnettes of the proskynetarion of Naxos. Solomonic knots are often found engraved on 

columns. The overall decoration of the two proskynetaria imitates marble and stone examples 

 
281 Konstantellou 2019, 188-189; Konstantellou 2020. 
282 The presence of the lionhead capitals on Late Byzantine proskynetaria should be explored in the future, in light 

of the use of Herculean symbols to guard entrances of templa, such as the knotted columns and the hand holding 

a sceptre or a clave in some Middle Byzantine templa. For knotted columns see Kalavrezou-Maxeiner 1985. On 

the iconographic motif of the hand in Middle Byzantine templa, see the different opinion of Vanderheyde 1999, 

and Barsanti 2019.  
283 On the mural painting and the proskynetaria frames see: Mitsani 1998, 96-109. 
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in use since the Middle Byzantine period; for example, the arched slab, now in the Hosios 

Loukas monastery museum, which shows a deer attacked by a griffin (fig. 1.160). The 

iconography is very similar to that already seen in the Panagia in Archatos on Naxos (with the 

exception of the lionheads), therefore I refer to the previous section for them.  

 The last example of proskynetaria Type B frame is not one image, but a Deesis. The 

first one is located on the northern wall of the church of the Hodegetria in Spelies, Euboea 

(1311) (fig. 1.162).284 The frame is composed of three moulded arches crowned by an epistyle; 

in the spandrels there are tear-drop bosses. Compared to the other Type B examples, this frame 

is more accurate. This is not only true in terms of modelling, but also in the proportions and 

measurements of the frame which are extremely regular: the width of the two lateral arches is 

slightly smaller than the central one (48. 5 cm for the lateral arches and 58.5 cm for the central 

one) as is the same for their heights; the different mouldings of the frame maintain the same 

length, being symmetrical. The shape of the frame is peculiar because the arches do not rest on 

colonnettes; the frame looks like three suspended arches whose supports are missing. We do 

not find comparators in Late Byzantine sculpture. Emmanuel, the first scholar to study the wall-

paintings of the Hodegetria of Spelies and its frame in detail, suggested prototypes for the frame 

of the Deesis should be seen in gothic-western art, because the sequence of three ‘suspended’ 

arcades can be found on altars, triptychs and tombs.285 This may be possible, however, the wall 

paintings of some slightly later churches, testify to the use of ‘suspended’ arches framing 

images of the Deesis. These are two churches in Kastoria, H. Athanasios tou Mouzaki 

(1384/1385) (fig. 1.163),286 and H. Georgios tou Bounou (second half of the fourteenth 

 
284 On the iconographic programme of the church see: Fousteris 2006, 80, 194-196; Emmanuel 1990; Ioannou 

1959, XI, 59-77; Zographos 1927, 1, 6.  
285 Emmanuel 1990, 460-461. 
286 Pelekanidis 1953, pl. 142-154, in part. Pl. 150β; Chatzidakis in Pelekanides, Chatzidakis 1985, 106-119 in part. 

fig. 14.  
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century),287 as well as the church of Christos Zoodothes in Borje (Albania) (1389/90) (fig. 

1.164).288 The three churches share with the Hodegetria of Spelies its small dimensions and the 

location of the Deesis on the northern wall next to the step leading to the bema.289 The only 

comparison from plaster proskynetaria frames is that of the Deesis of the church of Ljubostjnia 

monastery (ca 1406–1408) (fig. 1.161).290 Spelies and Euboia were under Venetian domination 

during the fourteenth century, so it is possible that the patron and the artisans of Spelies knew 

of portable icons or altars produced in Italy or Europe which had with such frames.291 What 

appears clearer is that the ‘suspended’ arches continued to be used by Macedonian painters, 

demonstrating the fortune of this scheme which finds its first appearance on the plaster frame 

of Spelies.  

 

Some considerations on Type A and B proskynetaria  

We can draw the following observations from the material presented above for both 

proskynetaria frames Type A and B: 

a) Type A and B proskynetaria frames show a decorative repertoire that is also found in 

marble and stone examples, as well as in painting. This demonstrates that stucco 

proskynetaria frames do not differ from those in other media in their iconographic 

sources.  

 
287 On the church see, Triphonova 2010, in part. 38-39, fig. 62. 
288 Lozanova 2004. 
289 They also show the pairing of this frame with a specific iconography of the Deesis which includes Christ dressed 
as king and sitting on a throne with tall seatback. Moreover, for the H. Athanasios tou Mouzaki and the Zoodothes 

of Borje it has been suggested that they were painted by the same workshop, Chatzidakis in Pelekanides and 

Chatzidakis 1985, 107. 
290 Drpić, 2013, 335; Todić 2007; Djordjević, Marković, 2000-2001, 30-32; Đurić, 1985, figs. 112-128. 
291 See examples quoted by Emmanuel, Emmanuel 1990, 461, n. 66. Probably a closer comparison is the altarpiece 

made by Vigoroso da Siena in 1291 for the church of S. Giuliana in Perugia, now at the Galleria Nazionale 

dell’Umbria, inv. no. 32.  
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b) However, there are some sharp differences between Type A and Type B. Type A clearly 

imitates marble examples; the structure of the frame is articulated in colonnettes, 

imposts, capitals, and epistyles, which find numerous comparisons in sculpture. The 

artisans responsible for Type B looked at marble examples as prototypes too, but the 

manufacture and technique resulted in the creation of different shapes. For example, the 

colonnettes of the frame in the Panagia church in Archatos continued on to a polygonal 

pillar, which we need to see as an attempt at imitating the colonnette-pillar used in 

carved templa. However, the pointed shape of the shaft of the column suggests a sort of 

misinterpretation or a conscious experimentation, moving away from the prototype. 

Another sign of the non-carving mindset of these artisans is, I believe, the unusual shape 

of the arch: on the left side, the arch has two levels of ‘splay’ which gradually disappear 

on the right side. This may be the result of either the lack of a preparatory drawing of 

the frame, or a conscious attempt to provide depth to the frame, creating a sort of niche 

which could be better appreciated from the nave. Another aspect to note is that the 

‘splay’ is painted with an interlace motif. In Type A and marble proskynetaria frames, 

when the interlace marks the arch, the latter always protrudes from the arched slab, but 

in Archatos it is the opposite. The painter then followed ornamental conventions of 

sculpture, while whoever modelled the plaster misinterpreted the carved prototype or 

had another model of proskynetarion frame in mind. Another difference between 

proskynetaria frames Type A and B is that the latters do not conform to the format 

conventions of sculpted proskynetaria frames. Indeed, while the use of the simple 

‘round arch’ basically disappeared from the marble and Type A frames after the twelfth 
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century, it continued to be used in Type B and in painted proskynetaria frames.292 Of 

fifteen proskynetaria frames made of stucco, four have a simple round arch: those in the 

Protaton (cat. Nos. 9.1-9.2), the church of H. Ioannes Eleemon in Ligourio (second half 

of the twelfth century) (cat. No. 23), the church of H. Athanasios in Leontari (1370-90) 

(cat. No. 25), the church of H. Ioannes Theologos in Kamino Philotio (cat. No. 33), and 

the church of H. Georgios tou Bounou in Kastoria (second half of the fourteenth century) 

(cat. No. 12). With the exception of the proskynetarion of the Protaton, all the other 

examples belong to ‘Type B’. This is a further element which associate proskynetaria 

frames Type B with wall paintings.  

c) Colour. The proskynetaria frames of both types were painted. The pigments mostly 

remained on Type B examples, while most of the Type A proskynetaria frames have 

lost their original colours. Their current condition does not allow for a reconstruction of 

their original polychromy, which requires specialist investigations.  

 

1.15 A possible canopy 

The last category of architectural elements made of stucco is a canopy, today lost but 

appreciated and drawn by Barnsley when he, with Schultz, visited the monastery of Hosios 

Loukas in Beotia in 1889-1890 (cat. No. 20.6). They paid specific attention to the materials 

employed. At the time of their visit, the shrine of Saint Luke in the katholikon still preserved a 

pyramidal canopy. The pyramidal cover rested on marble colonnettes (which are today still in 

place), however, Schultz and Barnsley recorded that the cover was made of stucco (today lost). 

At the time of the restorations of the monastery under the direction of Stikas (1938-1964), the 

 
292 With this statement I do not mean that marble and Type A proskynetaria frames were not originally painted. I 

refer to the wall paintings where the frame is not in relief.  
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pyramidal cover was lost. Stikas only recorded remnants of ‘old’ plaster.293 He noted that the 

colonnettes and architraves broke into the marble revetment of the wall, showing that the shrine 

was added after the marble revetment was made; he also pointed out that the presence of the 

shrine was not harmonious with the rest of the architecture of the katholikon.294 In contrast, 

recently Bogdanovič noted how the painted image of Loukas of Stiris should have appeared 

exactly on top of the canopy when seen from the northern arm of the cross of the church.295 On 

the basis of the description of the pilgrimage experience at the monastery of Hosios Loukas she 

suggested that the pilgrims should have looked at the shrine from the area marked by the opus 

sectile ‘omphalos’ in the pavement. Unfortunately, this hypothesis clashes with the objective 

fact that the insertion of the colonnettes and architraves broke into the marble revetment. A 

possible explanation is a change in project while the decoration of the katholikon was still in 

progress. Stikas suggested that the shrine was added somewhere between the end of the eleventh 

century and the twelfth century.296 Chatzidakis, in contrast, considered the shrine to be the 

product of a restoration that occurred around 1792, which is testified by an inscription; 

however, as Stikas noted, the inscription referred to the ‘tomb’ of the saint and not to a shrine 

– and the tomb of St. Luke was located in the crypt of the katholikon by that time. In the absence 

of the original pyramidal cover, it is very difficult to propose a specific chronology. The marble 

architectural elements of the shrine are not part of the same set and were probably in secondary 

use. The pyramidal shape of the stucco cover finds comparison in both sculpted canopies, and 

 
293 Stikas 1970, 133; Stikas 1974-75, 54-74 in part. 55.   
294 Stikas 1974-75, 54-76, 136-137. 
295 Bogdanović 2017, 195-206.  
296 Stikas dated the construction of the katholikon at the time of the emperor Constantine IX Monomakos (1042-

1055) Stikas 1970-1972, 9-33; Stikas 1974-75.  
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in those depicted in the architectural background of mosaics and paintings of the Middle and 

Late Byzantine periods.297  

Some examples are the canopies represented in the ivory of St. Menas now in Milan 

(seventh century),298 the fragmentary marble plaque representing the Holy Sepulchre now in 

the Dumbarton Oaks museum (sixth-seventh century),299 the canopy covering the icon of Mary 

depicted in the Hamilton psalter (ca. 1300), fol. 39v,300 and finally pointy covers are on the 

shrine/proskynetarion in the church of the Taxiarches in Kalyvia-Kouvara, Attica (thirteenth-

fourteenth century?).301 These examples suggest that shrines with pyramidal covers were 

widespread in the Byzantine period; canopies in Orthodox churches of the post-Byzantine 

period tended to have a dome instead.302 Therefore, while the shape of the cover and the mural 

painting of St. Luke just above the shrine makes a Byzantine chronology possible and worthy 

of consideration, it cannot be verified further, nor its potential date be restricted to either the 

Middle or the Late Byzantine period.  

 

1.16 Conclusions  

The present chapter demonstrated that stucco continued to be used from the Late Antique to the 

Late Byzantine periods without interruption. The evidence presented and discussed here, 

showed patterns of continuity and change. Finally, a detailed formal and iconographical 

analysis of Middle and Late Byzantine examples was presented, illustrating the relationship 

 
297 See, for example the reliquary of St. Demetrios (eleventh century), the ciborium painted in the mosaics of the 

apse of St. Sopha in Kiev (eleventh century), the canopy on the ambo and the ciborium in the church of the 

Dormition at Kalambaka (after tenth century), and the ciborium in the scene of the Presentation of the Virgin at 
the Peribleptos church in Ohrid (fourteenth century). 
298 Tasso 2016. 
299 Vikan 1995, 82-86, no. 34. 
300 Belting 1970, 72–75; Spatharakis 1974; Spatharakis 1976, 45–48; Havice 1984; Ševčenko cat. No. 54 in 

Vassilaki (ed.) 2000.  
301 Orlandos 1923, 165-168; Ćurčić 2000a.   
302 The pyramidal cover continued to be used in Muslim minbars. 
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between stucco, marble sculpture, wall painting, and architectural ceramics, and demonstrating 

that, while stucco generally participated in the trends recorded in sculpture, it also differed from 

it in a richer ornamental and formal repertoire which occasionally allowed artisans and patrons 

to create new solutions.  

 To sum up the elements of continuity with the Late Antique period, one evident example 

is the perpetuation of the use of string-course cornices made of stucco (e.g. katholikon of Hosios 

Loukas, Kosmosoteira in Feres), which finds a parallel in Roman written sources, in particular 

in the passage of Vitruvius in De architectura.303 Moreover, the way in which stucco string-

course cornices appear in Middle Byzantine buildings (e.g. the katholikon of Hosios Loukas) 

mirrors sixth-century churches, such as Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and S. Vitale in 

Ravenna where they mark the change in wall revetment from marble to mosaic.304 Stucco 

continued to be used to mark these intermediate zones.  

Another element which seems a reminiscence of the Late Antique interior wall is the 

framing of the windows by means of stucco arches and colonnettes in the interior of the choroi 

of the katholikon of Vatopedi, which create an interplay of solids and voids. The wall of the 

choroi recalls solutions like the ediculae with prophets in the area between the windows in the 

Baptistry of the Orthodox in Ravenna, or the ediculae carved in limestone in the bema of the 

church of St. Anthony of the Red Monastery (fig. 1.165). The window above the apsidal arch 

of the church of St. Catherine on Mount Sinai (fig. 1.166), provides us with another case of 

plaster colonnettes this time covered in mosaic resembling a jewelled colonnette, but still dated 

to the sixth century. It is difficult to say if this was a conscious reference, even though we cannot 

exclude this possibility. 

 
303 Vitruvius, De Architectura, V, II, 2 and VII, III. 3. 
304 See above, paragraphs 1. 3. 
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There were, as we have seen, substantial changes to the ornamental vocabulary and 

forms of architectural decoration in the Middle and Late Byzantine periods. The first, more 

evident change is the gradual disappearance of narrative scenes and human figures from the 

fifth century onwards, the causes of which are still not clear and cannot be answered by this 

thesis. After those in the Baptistry of the Orthodox in Ravenna (ca mid-fifth century), stucco 

ornamentations usually displayed vegetal and geometric motifs. An exception is Cyprus where 

the use of stucco was firmly rooted from the Hellenistic period onward due to the lack of local 

marble,305 and where narrative scenes and human figures are recorded until the late-sixth and 

the beginning of the seventh century. Outside Cyprus, however, the shift away from human 

figures in stucco decorations is not paralleled in sculptural production where human figures 

continued to be carved, even though they were used sparingly.306 This may simply be due to 

the accidental destruction of evidence. Indeed, as we have seen, the passage on the canon of 

Trullo by Theodore Balsamon probably referred to scenes made of stucco representing human 

figures, providing us with a precious snapshot of stucco in lay buildings, since the material 

collected in this thesis comes only from religious contexts.307 In churches, generally, human 

figures are carved in marble and stone in low and high relief on templon epistyles, on capitals, 

and on panels (being low-relief icons); occasionally they appear on tomb slabs (eg. Maria 

Palaiologina in the Lips monastery).308 In thirteenth-century sculpture there was a renewed 

interest in narrative scenes and in the representation of sacred figures which was particularly 

widespread in Palaiologan Constantinople, even though other examples can be registered in 

 
305 See chapter 4 for a discussion on the subject.  
306 Human figures can be mainly found in Middle and Late Byzantine templa (e.g. Serçikler) and in general in 

slabs.  
307 PG, 138, 862; English translation from Mango 1972, 234. It is impossible to say if they were three-dimensional 

sculptures, though there is scarce evidence for three-dimensional sculpture in the Middle and Late Byzantine 

periods, with the exception of the image of the acrobat at the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul, Grabar 1976, 

140-141, pl. CXVIII n. 146; Firatlı 1990, 18 cat. No. 33-34, pl. 15 33a-b, 34. 
308 Melvani 2013, 63-84.   
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Athens, Thessaly, and Epiros.309 This trend does not find comparators in stucco examples. The 

reason for this is not clear. Perhaps, the lack of stucco examples is due to the accidental 

destruction of the evidence or to the growing importance of marble.  

During the Middle and the Late Byzantine periods, it seems that stucco was mainly used 

for making and simulating sculptures, since stucco architectural decorations find close parallels 

in marble, with some few exceptions (e.g. the doorframe of the katholikon of Iviron, the capitals 

in the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres). This connection with sculpture seems to have been 

stronger than in the Late Antique period, when stucco was also used as a complement for wall 

paintings. If we exclude haloes worked in pastille, there is no evidence in Byzantine buildings 

of mixing techniques of wall paintings and stucco as in Roman paintings, or even in eighth- and 

ninth-century stuccoes from Northern Italy, Switzerland and France, where stucco was real a 

complement of the wall painting and vice-versa. Surely, stucco was painted, but it was not used 

to create big narrative compositions on walls, as for example in the crypt of the church of S. 

Pietro al Monte at Civate (Italy) (fig. 5.72). Byzantine stuccoes more closely resembled their 

contemporary sculptures, which were painted, but they were rarely used for big narrative 

scenes.   

Therefore, it seems that we should understand stucco in the Middle and Late Byzantine 

periods within the realm of ‘sculpture’ and that we should consider stucco decorations within 

the broader frame of Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture. The reference to sculpture in some 

cases is closer than others, and it can be summarised as follows: 

a) Cornices and friezes made of stucco followed the conventions of sculpture, without 

innovating dramatically the iconographic repertoire. 

 
309 Melvani 2013, 63-84; Grabar 1976, 23-24. 
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b) The same can be said about the arched slab probably part of a ciborium, from H. 

Achilleios on the Small Lake of Prespa.  

c) Even though, in general, colonnettes, posts, and capitals follow the ornamental 

conventions of marble sculpture, they appear to be innovative in the number of 

decorative patterns used, as well as, in the case of Iviron (both the tomb and the door 

frame) references to ivory carvings, architectural ceramics (the peacock-plumes shafts 

of the colonnettes) and new motifs (peltae).  

d) The free-standing templa from Epiros appear to be conservative in iconographic choices 

(they follow Middle Byzantine conventions) compared to contemporary marble 

sculpture, but they are a precious testimony to the development of the templon into an 

opaque barrier, as the epistyle from Petrobitsa suggests. In this regard, their study could 

contribute to the understanding of the form of liturgical barriers in the Late Byzantine 

period. Moreover, if the plaque from the Taxiarches of Kostaniane was part of a 

reliquary or a shrine, this will testify to a unique use of stucco.  

e) Proskynetaria frames show the variety in which stucco can be worked and lead us to 

wonder how such reliefs were perceived by the Byzantines themselves. Indeed, while 

Type A proskynetaria could be confused with marble examples, in Type B the 

‘imitative’ nature is more evident. This means that Type B proskynetaria were easily 

recognisable as made of a malleable material used to create a sculpture; a sculpture 

which had very little relief and which was really a hybrid in between painting and 

sculpture, more an illusion of a sculpture.310 The view of a Type B proskynetaria can be 

compared to the relative surprise which is raised by the view of the more refined 

colonnettes in relief but covered in mosaic from the cathedral of Cefalù, Sicily (mosaics 

 
310 The same consideration can be made for masonry cornices. See earlier in this chapter for a discussion on this.  
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after 1145) (fig. 1.167). Here the colonnettes are clearly not made of marble, but of 

mosaic on protruding plaster, and the mosaicists played with their medium in suggesting 

and imitating a column. In this regards, Type B proskynetaria are similar, because they 

are a protruding part of the wall paintings (they are made of the same medium, plaster), 

but they are painted and modelled by looking at sculptural prototypes. The more 

widespread diffusion of proskynetaria Type B in the Late Byzantine period, suggests, 

in my opinion, that they were appreciated by Byzantine audiences and patrons for this 

imitative feature.311 This leads us towards the evaluation of the last important aspect, 

which is the architectural context where stucco decorations were experienced and 

understood.  

Stucco decorations were inserted into buildings made and adorned with different materials. 

Stucco is a highly imitative material: it can resemble marble and can be reminiscent of it. So, 

what led to the actual choice of stucco by the patrons and the artisans? This question is central 

also to chapter 4, therefore, the observation which will be made in the following lines will not 

involve the economic aspect of the use of stucco, but instead its value in the planning and 

making of the ornament and how it contributed to the aesthetics of the building. There is not a 

unique answer to this question, but several observations follow. The first is that since stucco is 

a malleable material which can be easily modelled, cast, and carved, there are some cases where 

I believe that the use of stucco was connected with specific needs. This is the case of the stucco 

cornice on the central apse of the katholikon of the Daphni monastery. The cornice is the 

continuation of the en-champlevé one which runs in the perimeter of the naos. Why was stucco 

used in the apse, at the feet of the Virgin Mary, the most sacred space, while the other part the 

 
311 This aesthetic value was probably connected to a change in skills of the artisans during the Late Byzantine 

period. See chapter 4 for a discussion about this.   
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cornice was made of marble, a material highly appreciated by Byzantines? A possible 

explanation is that the apse profile is very narrow and cutting a marble cornice for that curvature 

would have been difficult. At the same it is important to signal that a similar choice was made 

in the Koimesis church of Nikaia in the Middle Byzantine period where a cornice made of 

another ‘ephemeral’, but malleable, material (tiles) was made for the apse in the period between 

843 and 1067.312 Another case is the katholikon of Hosios Loukas where all the string-course 

cornices, apse included, are made of stucco. Here, as in Daphni, the chord of the apse is very 

deep and narrow and the stucco in the apse may have solved the issue of providing the church 

with a cornice that was difficult to prepare.  

The use of stucco can also be seen as a continuation of previous traditions, as we have seen, 

and a perpetuation of aesthetic conventions.  

The final observation involves the aesthetic perception of the interior decoration. Apart 

from those cases where stucco is poorly modelled and is in buildings, or in areas of the building 

with no sculpture,313 the remainder of the cases raise the question of whether the use of stucco 

answered aesthetic needs, and what these needs were. One possibility is that stucco allowed the 

ornamentation of the church to be as rich and varied as possible. This does not only involve the 

investment in the most expensive materials, such as gold, silver, and precious marbles, but it 

also involved any means necessary to generate amazement to the visitor.  

Late Antique and Byzantine authors often described the experience of amazement and 

wonder, thauma (θαῦμα), in beautiful buildings as the impossibility to fix the gaze on anything 

in particular, because of the incredible artisans’ craftmanship and the variety of materials. Some 

examples are the description of the Justinian Hagia Sophia by Paul the Silentiary,314 of H. 

 
312For the tiles and their datation, see Hirschibichler 2001; figure in Tronzo 2001, fig. 18. 
313 A discussion on the economic relationship between marble and stucco is in chapter 4.  
314 Mango 1972, 80-91. Further bibliography in chapter 4.4. 
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Sergios at Gaza by sixth-century rhetorician Chorikios of Gaza,315 and the church of the Virgin 

of the Pharos in the Great Palace of Constantinople by the patriarch Photios (858-867, 877-

886).316 The ability of artisans to work stucco by creating marvellous shapes and, in some cases, 

covering it with gold indeed concurred to make the visitor lost and amazed. Another element 

in the experience of thauma was the amazement generated by the ability of artisans to work 

material to resemble something else, as suggested, for example in the Dionysiaca of Nonnus of 

Panopolis317 and in the epic-romance Digenes Akritas.318 In these two passages, the visitor is 

amazed by the ability of artisans in working wood as it was ivory and onyx pavement as it was 

ice. Stucco is a highly imitative material, as we have seen, and can be easily mistaken for marble 

or can resemble a jewel when covered in gold.319 

It seems to me that one of the reasons for the use of stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine 

buildings is to promote the experience of thauma being part of the devices, which came together 

to make the visitor feel lost and at the same time amazed at the continuous cross-reference of 

different materials in a building. For example, if a Byzantine person entered in the room of the 

Boukoleon palace (cat. No. 1) s/he would be immersed in a multi-material room where 

architectural ceramics imitated enamels, and stucco imitated marble and communicated with 

the limestone inlaid arches, which in turn looked like monumental enamels.320 This exchange 

and dialogue between different media and the game of mirrors created by these cross-references 

 
315 Chorikios of Gaza, Opera, I, 2.17-76. English translation in Mango 1972, 60-68.  
316 Photios, Homiliae, X, 100 v.31-103 v.5. English translation in Mango 1972, 185-186.  
317 The episode is the visit of Bakchos (the protagonist) to the palace of king Staphylos in Assyria, Dionysiaca, 
XVIII, in part. vv. 67-86, p. 69. 
318 This is the description of the palace that Digenis himself build on the Euphrates, where ‘he paved the floor with 

onyx so smoothly polished that those who saw it mistook it for water congelated to ice.’ Mango 1972, 216. For 

the date of Digenis Akritas and its manuscript tradition, see Jeffreys 1998, xiii-xli.  
319 See Chapter 4 for further discussion on this topic.  
320 To these materials we should add that the pavement was covered in opus sectile and that the centre had a marble 

table (probably an altar). Guiglia 2011, 429-430; Asgarı 1984. 
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is well known, for example, for textiles hung on walls representing architectural elements or 

patterns used in mosaic floors.321  

The amazement and confusion generated by a multi-material space where various media 

used similar patterns is based on the assumption that the viewer could, in some ways, perceive 

the different materials as such. The main question is: could a Byzantine person distinguish 

whether a capital or a cornice was made of stucco or marble? The artisans and patrons probably 

yes, because one used the medium and the other paid for it. Other people, who judged by eye, 

maybe not, especially if they were looking at a proskynetarion Type A, at the capitals of the 

Kosmosoteira, or the arcosolium and door frames of Iviron. For these people, stucco was 

perceived as part of the whole alongside the rest of the incredibly rich decoration, which was 

intended to amaze them with its shining colours and extravagant shapes. This latter aspect can 

be particularly appreciated in the rich ornamental solutions recorded on stucco artefacts.  

 In sum, stucco was and continued to be a considerable part of Byzantine interior 

decoration during the Middle and the Late Byzantine periods. Its use represents the 

development of a Late Antique tradition, which was perpetuated because it continued to answer 

both the aesthetic and functional needs of the time.  

  

 
321 Bühl 2019; Dospěl Williams 2019; DeMoor, Fluck 2009. This exchange could also go from the humble material 

to the rich one, as recently demonstrated by Eunice Maguire for the composite-basket capitals which faithfully 

reproduced Late Antique baskets, Maguire 2019. 
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2.WORKING STUCCO: PEOPLE, MATERIALS, AND TECHNIQUES322 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Exploring how Byzantines worked stucco between 850 and 1453 is a hard job. The first obstacle 

is the near absence of any specialist investigation concerned with stucco mixtures and tools 

used for carving and modelling. This lack mirrors a disinterest in stucco to the benefit of wall 

paintings, architecture, and marble sculpture. The numerous cases of wall paintings whose 

plaster was analysed do not involve any investigation of the stucco elements which lie alongside 

them.323 This creates problems and gaps in our knowledge of Byzantine artisanal practices. In 

some cases, the stuccoes were clearly contemporary with the wall paintings and they were 

probably made of the same material; however, sometimes the stuccoes and the wall paintings 

are not contemporary at all. In these cases, the chemical analysis of the plaster of the mural 

paintings is useless to our understanding of the stucco elements.324 The only case of 

archaeometrical analysis of stucco artefacts dated between the tenth and the fifteenth centuries 

was carried out on some Late Byzantine pieces in Epiros. The study published by Papadopoulou 

in 2001 is probably one of the first concerned with ingredients used in stucco mixtures and with 

the technique of modelling and casting Late Byzantine stucco.325 Studies of this kind should be 

routine.  

The knowledge that Byzantinists have of stucco production is largely theoretical and 

based on naked eye observation. It is true that most of the stucco decorations known are still in 

situ, and that taking samples is an invasive procedure. However, infrared and UV light analysis, 

 
322 Parts of an earlier version of this chapter will appear in L. Brubaker, A. J. Kelley, F. Vanni, Skint: Peasants 
and Poverty in Byzantium, forthcoming. 
323 Daniilia et al., 2000.  
324 This is the case for the Protaton church, the katholikon of Vatopedi monastery and the katholikon of the Iviron 

monastery all on Mount Athos. 
325 Papadopoulou 2006.  
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which do not involve the withdrawal of any sample, would help us compare the composition of 

the stucco mixture with the plaster of the wall paintings. Basically, there is still need of a 

specialist archaeometrical bibliography which, I hope, will appear soon.326  

One way to remedy this lack is to use the data from the analysis of wall painting plasters, 

but this requires a critical approach. In fact, as will be demonstrated in this chapter, even when 

contemporary, the ingredients chosen for the stucco mixture might not be the same as those 

used for the base of the wall paintings because we cannot assume that painters and stucco 

workers always worked side by side. The observation of the different phases (not necessarily 

chronology) of the wall paintings and stuccoes is nonetheless a very useful tool.  

Byzantine written sources do not really help in filling gaps concerning stucco 

ingredients and tools used for modelling or in identifying how moulds were used or made. 

Treatises of painters such as the Book of the Art of Cennino Cennini are absent from Byzantine 

literature.327 For the Early Middle Ages, we might consider the work of the monk Theophilus, 

De diversis artibus, but this is not unanimously recognised as a treatise which reflects the 

Byzantine tradition, and was probably German.328 The treatise of Dionysios of Fourna is 

another controversial work, but in any event it is a handbook for painters and does not mention 

anything related to stuccoworks.329 

The aim of this chapter is to establish the ground for comparative analysis of Byzantine 

stucco production in the rest of the Mediterranean by laying out principles and techniques used 

in Byzantine stuccoes between the ninth and the fourteenth century. This will be pursued by 

 
326 I am in touch with Ormylia Art and Diagnosis for conducting non-invasive analysis (XRF, m-Raman, FTIR 
analysis) to identify the binder used in the stucco mixtures of 6 buildings in Greece and analyse the pigments. 

These analyses are funded by the Mary Jaharis Center for Byzantine art.  
327 Cennino Cennini, The Book of the Art.  
328 For a summary on the scholars supporting the German, Benedictine identity of Theophilus, see Tosatti 2000. 

This position has been recently re-confirmed by the study of Gearhart 2017, 1-15. Theophilus, De diversis artibus.  
329 Dionysios of Fourna, Ερμηνεία. For an English translation see Hetherington 1974; for a recent publication on 

the figure of Dionysios and the manuscripts preserving the Hermeneia see Kakavas 2008.  
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describing the techniques used for producing and working stucco; problematizing the issue of 

stucco mixtures; focussing on stucco workers, their professional role and, to the extent possible, 

their social conditions. The evidence from both Byzantine texts and the stucco decorations 

dated between the ninth and the fifteenth century does not allow us to clearly distinguish the 

figure of the plasterer from the stucco-worker. Therefore, here stucco-worker stands for the 

artisan who works stucco either as a specialised artisan (in charge of modelling shapes out of 

plaster) or as occasional experience (e.g. a painter or a sculptor who occasionally works stucco).   

Finally, the last section is dedicated to the presentation of a case study and the discussion of the 

possibility of the identification of a workshop. This will highlight the problems raised by stucco 

decorations and provides a test-case for the analytical tools developed in this chapter.  

 

2.2 Stages of production and techniques 

The cases evaluated show a variety of techniques, sometimes used at the same time.  

Stucco architectural decorations were worked in several stages, which could be done in 

situ or not. When worked in situ, the artisan applied several layers of plaster to the wall in 

decreasing thickness (fig. 2.6) and outlined their geometrical shape (e.g. arch or cornice) with 

a trowel or using movable mouldings (fig. 2.1a, c). The use of movable mouldings is already 

recorded in the stucco production of both the Roman and Sassanid periods, as well as in the 

Islamic territories, such as the panels and cornices found in churches of the area of the Gulf 

(Iraq) dated to the Early Islamic period.330  

The wall was previously chiselled or provided with tiles to grant enough grip to the 

layers of plaster (figs. 2.5, 2.7). It is possible to imagine that nails and reeds were also used for 

 
330 For technique in the Roman period see Bettini 2001; Adam 2018, 245-247; for Umayyad examples see 

Hamilton 1959, 156-293, in part. 273-281, pl. LXI-II; for the Gulf area Lic 2017, section 2.3, 3.2.3, 4.4.  
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the same purpose, as can be noted in Western examples such as at San Salvatore in Brescia;331 

however, this remains an hypothesis for Middle and Late Byzantine examples since I could not 

verify their use in any of the pieces I was able to examine. Features of the masonry could 

provide a perfect grip for stucco elements too. The now ruined Kemerli kilise in Trylie shows 

a level of protruding bricks at the level of the stringcourse cornice in the apse and in the interior 

faces of the springing of the arches (fig. 2.3): this line today provides the grip for the rococo 

stucco decoration, and it could have worked in the Byzantine period as grip for a moulded 

plaster cornice (either flat or with decorative motifs in relief) or for a cornice made of marble 

plaques, as in the Hodeghetria church in Mystras (fig. 2.4).332 Indeed, the sixth-century stucco 

cornice in the south-western vestibule of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, was attached upon a 

‘hollow, boxlike, construction of bricks arranged parallel to the wall face but inclined outwards 

towards the top which was covered by a row laid horizontally and inclining slightly upwards to 

where they are embedded in the wall’.333 An arrangement of tiles was recorded for the stucco 

cornice at the base of the dome in the katholikon of Hosios Loukas, too (eleventh century).334  

After the architectural decoration was outlined, the decorative patterns were sketched either 

with coloured pigment or with incisions on the last layer of plaster while still wet (either with 

spatulae/sticks or pointed tools or with the help of a ruler).335 I have not found any preparatory 

drawing in the Byzantine stucco pieces examined since most of the stuccoes are still in situ; 

however, they were found both in Western and Eastern examples (e.g. San Salvatore in Brescia, 

San Giovanni in Argentella, Khirbat al-Mafjar).336 In these latter cases, the preparatory drawing 

 
331 For Western examples see the volumes edited by Sapin, Simon-Hiernard 2004; Sapin, Allag (ed.) 2006. More 
specific studies are those of Palazzo-Bertholon 2009; Palazzo-Bertholon 2010; Gheroldi 2014.  
332 For a recent analysis of the architecture of the Hodegetria church see Koufopoulos, Myriantheos 2018.  
333 Hawkins 1964, 134.  
334 Schultz, Barnsley 1901, 29. 
335 Signs of ruler, scoring tool, blunt point, dividers, and taut strings were signalled by Hamilton first and by Arce 

later on some unfinished panels from Khirbat al-Mafjar, see Hamilton 1959, 273; Arce 2007, 525-531.  
336 Gheroldi 2014; Acconci 1993; Hamilton 1959.  
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is visible because either the last layer of plaster fell off or the artefact has some unfinished parts 

(e.g. San Giovanni in Argentella).337 It is reasonable to assume that when Middle and Late 

Byzantine stuccoes were worked without moulds (e.g. Hosios Loukas and Daphnì) artisans 

made a sketch of some sort (either carved or painted) as a guide during the carving process.  

The decorative patterns were then carved on the moist surface with a spatula, a knife or 

a stick following a process of ‘cutting away’ the material (fig. 2.1c). Free-hand modelling was 

also practiced, as testified by the proskynetarion frame of Nerezi where fingerprints were 

detected already by Bošković.338 As an alternative, the decorative pattern could have been 

stamped on the wet plaster using a mould (figs. 2.1, 2.8, 2.47). In two cases, the arcosolium of 

Iviron and the architrave from the church of Petrobitsa (Epiros), there were some details (the 

peltae and the birds, respectively) were made in moulds and, once dried, attached to the 

architectural decoration with liquid plaster (figs. 1.128, 2.46).339 The stucco templa from Epiros 

show also some details carved into the dry surface. 

An architectural decoration could also be modelled away from the wall. The fragments 

of a cornice now in the deposit of the Daphni monastery show traces of a cloth on the back and 

the lateral sides (fig. 2.9). This means that the cornice was made by pouring the plaster into a 

wooden box lined with a cloth. When the plaster dried, the cornice was removed with the help 

of the cloth. The same cornice shows signs of carving of the wet stucco with a spatula or a knife 

after having outlined the band with a ruler. 

 
337 On the ciborium made of stucco in S. Giovanni in Argentella (Palombara Sabina), see Betti 2005, 165-179; 

Acconci 1993.  
338 Bošković 1993, 157.  
339 Papadopoulou 2006, 346-347. 
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The production of free-standing elements required a more complex procedure.340 The 

plaster was poured in a formwork from which at least three sides could be removed. The process 

of pouring the plaster inside the formwork happened in several phases so as not to create 

bubbles which would have threatened the density and the stability of the final object. During 

these phases, the artisans inserted some elements such as wooden pieces and reeds (whole or 

cut in half) (figs. 2.10-2.14) used for reinforcing the structure but also for providing resilience 

to the mixture.341 Papadopoulou suggested that the formworks used for the liturgical furnishings 

of Epiros had the decorations carved in negative in order to cast the architectural element with 

the ornamentation; other details were later carved once the element was already dry. She also 

suggested that such formworks, or rather casts, were made of gypsum and that the interior was 

covered in oil or another material which allowed for easy detachment of the final piece.342 We 

know that such casts could also be made of other materials such as clay and wood.343 We should 

then imagine a similar use of formworks as in the Merovingian plaster sarcophagi (fig. 2.2).344 

The cases from thirteenth-century Epiros provide us also with some information on how 

a templon made of plaster was mounted. The vertical architectural elements, post-colonnettes 

had wooden beams inside which exited the upper part of the capital. The beam was probably 

used to provide stability, and possibly to join the colonnette and the capital to the epistyle, 

though the surviving pieces do not show that the beam exited the capital. A wooden horizontal 

stylobate secured the templon to the pavement, as Orlandos noted in the Kokkini Ekklisia in 

 
340 For the production of free-standing elements in Byzantine territories see Vanderheyde 2005, 105-106; 

Papadopoulou 2006, 345-348. However, comparable processes were used for the production of plaster sarcophagi 

in Merovingian Gaul, see Périn 1991.   
341 Reeds arranged in vertical and horizontal lines are also attested in the panels from the church of Santa Maria 

de’ Terreti, now in the deposit of the Museum Archeologico Nazionale of Reggio Calabria. These panels and the 

rest of the stucco decoration from the same church are both considered the product of Arab artisans from Sicily or 

of local Byzantine workshop, Caskey 2008; Orsi 1922.  
342 Papadopoulou 2006, 346 and n. 47-48.  
343 Cabiale 2011b, 339-340; Périn 1991, 299-301; Ragona 1968; Ragona 1960.   
344 Périn 1991; Archéologie des nécropoles 2013, 34-35. 
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Boulgareli.345 It is not clear whether the post-colonnettes were secured to the foundation 

through their inner wooden beam or whether the closure slabs had any inner structure which 

joined to the foundation, since no intact pieces survived. There are three fragments of ends of 

post-colonnettes which clearly show that the wooden beam did not stick out (fig. 2.15); these 

fragments do not show any carved ornamentation; therefore, it is possible that they were the 

lower part of the post-colonnettes. If this is the case, then the post-colonnettes were secured to 

the foundation through another layer of plaster. What seems clear is that the inner structures 

were strategically used for each element. Wooden beams can be found mainly in vertical 

elements, while reeds and canes were used for the horizontal ones. The only exception is the 

lower ‘step’ in a panel from the Kokkini Ekklisia which shows a wooden piece; in this case, the 

wooden beam served to balance the weight of the panel in order to prevent collapse (fig. 2.12). 

Indeed, the plaster mixture used in Epirote templa is very heavy. Panels and epistyles, instead, 

have reeds and canes inside which were probably used to lighten the structure; in some cases, 

they were used to create a grid made of vertical and horizontal canes. However, the use of the 

canes is not so systematic as it is in cases in the West, for example, the stuccoes in Cividale, 

Brescia, and Malles where bunches of reeds form the core of the stucco figures (figs. 2.16-

2.18). In these cases, the considerable number of reeds served both to provide an adequate grip 

of the figures to the wall and to lighten the structure.346 In the Epirote cases the reeds are not in 

bunches, but single reeds are located at some distance one another (figs. 2.10-2.13), which both 

strengthened and lightened the plaster but not as efficiently as in the Western examples. 

 

 
345 Orlandos 1927, 163.  
346 Gheroldi 2014; Peroni 2002; Northdurfter 2002, 67-74.  
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2.3 Stucco mixture and why it matters (or not) 

The definition of stucco has been at the centre of several studies.347 The introduction of this 

thesis already discussed the terminology chosen and the impossibility of drawing a sharp line 

between the so-called ‘and stucco based on lime or gypsum. The reason is that artisans of the 

Middle Ages experimented with a great variety of mixtures which cannot easily be categorised, 

and, as we will see in this chapter, there is no knowledge of the composition of Byzantine stucco 

mixtures dated between the ninth and the fifteenth centuries. Therefore, the word stucco here 

is used as a synonym of plaster relief.    

 In the Middle Ages, stucco mixtures are mainly of two kinds: those based on lime and 

those based on gypsum. In both cases lime and/or gypsum act as the binders and are present in 

high percentages (around 30-40%) and they are mixed with water; other materials, such as sand, 

powdered marble, straw, and broken tiles can be added to strengthen the mixture, to make it 

waterproof, or to just slow down the drying process leaving the artisan extra time for modelling. 

Vitruvius in his treatise De Architectura (35-25 BCE) prescribed the use of lime instead of 

gypsum, and in fact lime-based stucco is attested in Italy and France from the Augustan 

period.348 Moving East, Parthian and Sassanian stuccoes are mainly based on gypsum, though 

they can contain lime as well; this tradition of mixed stucco was later adopted by the artisans 

working for the Umayyad caliphs (661-750) who even used different mixtures for different 

kinds of stucco reliefs in the same building.349 The consistent use of gypsum-based stucco 

 
347 Some of them are in Gapper, Orton 2011; Biscontin, Driussi 2001; Segagni-Malacart 2000; Kühn 1996; Stucchi 
e mosaici alto medievali 1962.  
348 Vitruvius, De Architectura, VII, 1-4; Palazzo-Bertholon 2004.  
349 Arce stated that Umayyad stuccoes were composed by a layer of lime plaster on which a thin layer of gypsum-

based plaster was applied and carved. The mixed technique is suggested by the frequent detachment of the carved 

surface which did not have enough grip. Arce 2007, 529, n. 67. On stuccoes in southern Iraq, see Simpson et al. 
2012, 212.  
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seems to have become widespread in the Islamic territories after the construction and decoration 

of the new capital of the Abbasid dynasty, Samarra founded in 836.350  

The survey published by Palazzo-Bertholon on stuccoes in France, Switzerland, and 

Northern Italy showed a general shift in technology from lime to gypsum which became 

consistent from the ninth century onwards, due to the influence of Islamic technique through 

Umayyad Spain.351 It should be noted that the presence of gypsum can be a result of a chemical 

transformation of calcium carbonate (lime) into calcium sulphate (the main component of 

gypsum) across the centuries because of the changed condition of the building.352  However, it 

is unlikely that consistent use of gypsum recorded for the ninth century onwards can be 

explained entirely by this natural transformation, and it probably does reflect a change in local 

technique.353 

The use of gypsum (calcium sulphate Ca.So4 2H2O) instead of lime (calcium carbonate 

Ca.Co3) has some consequences. In general, a gypsum-based plaster is more compact than a 

lime-based one and allows the creation of high reliefs easily; however, the mixture shows a 

very low resistance to water, therefore it is not suitable for exteriors.  

Before being mixed with water and inert materials, the gypsum or the calcium carbonate needs 

to be prepared. This can be done by cooking the limestone and the gypsum rocks. Lime and 

gypsum rocks were fired in different kilns.354 The φοῦρνος τῆς ασβέστου (kiln for unslaked 

 
350 Stuccoes in the Middle East dated between the eight and the ninth centuries were not scientifically analysed 

(with the exception of Samarra which registered the use of almost pure gypsum, López Borges 2014. However, 

on the basis of the drastic change in composition of the stuccoes from Southern Mesopotamia and Persian Gulf 

region after Samarra (836), which differs from Parthian stuccoes (mixed technique) and Roman stuccoes (lime-

based), Lic hypothesized that Samarra represented a turning point, Lic 2017, section 2.3.   
351 For the connection between France, Catalona and Islamic Spain, see Palazzo-Bertholon 2009, 288-290, 298. 

See also Palazzo-Bertholon 2004; Palazzo-Bertholon 2010.   
352 Gheroldi 2014, 109; Wisseman et al. 2011, 226; Jenssen, Majewski 1974, 333.  
353 The correspondence between the different composition of plasters and phases can also be recorded in wall 

paintings, see Wisseman et al. 2012, 226-227. 
354 The use of both lime and gypsum in the same mixture led Wolff to suggest that gypsum and lime could have 

been fired in the same kiln. Wolff 1966, 126.  
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lime) was the structure for firing lime which required a minimum of 800°C; γυψάρια (kilns for 

gypsum) were kilns whose temperature could be set to two ranges: 120-130°C or 800-1000°C. 

Gypsum rocks undergo reversible transformation at low temperatures of 120-130°C, but, if 

gypsum is fired in very high temperature, such as 800-1000°C or even 1300°C, the mixture 

created with it can be easily moulded because it will dry slowly (between ten hours and two 

days) and once dry it will reach the consistency of alabaster becoming incredibly hard and a 

very resistant to water; usually this latter technique is used for pavements, even though some 

eleventh-century stuccoes in the West used it too.355 Therefore, the use of gypsum instead of 

lime may be due to several factors: the need for a cheap material (gypsum rocks are very 

common in Mediterranean areas and the amount of timber required for the firing process is not 

as abundant as for the production of lime), or the need for strong plaster for high reliefs. If in 

the medieval west and in the Islamic East the ninth century is a sort of threshold for the use of 

gypsum-based stuccoes, is it possible to say this for Byzantine stuccoes too?   

 Recipes and mixtures of Byzantine stuccoes are largely unknown. Some fifth- and sixth-

century stuccoes from Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and Dion (Greece) are known to be lime-

based, and this is in accordance with the general trend of the Mediterranean;356 in contrast, those 

from the so-called ‘huillerie’ in Salamis of Cyprus (fifth-century) are gypsum-based.357 For the 

Middle Byzantine period nothing has been analysed, to my knowledge; but the mid-late-

thirteenth-century stuccoes from Epiros have been analysed and are gypsum-based.358 Table 1 

 
355 Cabiale 2011a, 325; Exner 2003, 657-659.  
356 Hawkins stated that the cornice in the south-west vestibule in Hagia Sophia, Istanbul, was lime-based, though 

he does not provide any evidence for chemical analysis, see Hawkins 1964. Tested lime-based stuccoes are those 
from the Basilica A of Dion. I thank Ormylia Art Diagnosis Centre for the sharing the results of their unpublished 

analysis. A preliminary report is available at: http://www.artdiagnosis.gr/wp-

content/uploads/2017/09/Ormylia_site_stucco.pdf.  

For an overview of the evidence from France and Italy, see Palazzo-Bertholon 2004; Palazzo-Bertholon 2006.  
357 The use of gypsum-based stuccoes and wall painting plasters is peculiar to the island of Cyprus which is 

particularly rich in gypsum see Argoud et al. 1980, 27-28; Rautman 2003, 46-47.  
358 Papadopoulou 2006, 344-345.  
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presents our current knowledge of the mixtures of the Middle and Late Byzantine stucco 

analysed in the catalogue (Appendix A), which is unfortunately based only on naked eye 

observation; I hope to carry out chemical analysis shortly as a separate project.  

Though it is not possible to state yet whether Byzantine artisans used gypsum or lime 

more frequently in their stuccoes, we can say something about the aggregate materials used and 

their relationship to mural paintings.  

 Twelve cases out of thirty-five are probably made with the same plaster as that used for 

the wall paintings. All of them (except Timios Stavros) are proskynetaria frames; all of them 

(except Timios Stavros) do not have any decorative motifs in relief. These features suggest that 

such decorations were worked by the painter or that painter and stucco-worker worked 

simultaneously, side by side, using the same materials.359 In Ligourio the same ‘arriccio’ 

(undercoat) and ‘intonachino’ (topcoat) was used for both the stucco and the wall paintings 

above, which consists of straw pieces (and possibly wood shavings) and small rocks (fig. 2.19). 

In Spelies, the situation is apparently less homogenous: the stucco frame was made at the same 

time of the wall paintings (see paragraph 2.5) but has ceramic fragments in the mixture which 

are not recorded in the plaster of the wall paintings (figs. 2.20-2.22). The use of ceramic 

fragments confers stability to the plaster and allows the creation of the relief without the use of 

reeds as armature.  

The case of the monastery of the Holy Cross in Timios Stavros (Cappadocia) is more 

problematic since the plaster relief is difficult to access and both the mural paintings and the 

relief are covered by a later whitewash which does not facilitate the reading of the surface.360 

 
359 This is in accordance with what has already been noted for stuccoes in France, Italy and Spain, see Peroni 2006; 

Sapin 2004, 21-22. A detailed analysis of the progression of the construction site was made for the San Salvatore 

in Brescia: Gheroldi 2014.  
360 The whitewash has a graffiti with the date 1870 on it but it can be reasonably related to the restoration undertook 

in the nineteenth century, on the church see Ousterhout 2017, 122-123.  
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What is clear is that there is no fracture between the plaster relief and the plaster of the wall 

paintings, therefore they were probably made of the same material (figs. 2.25-2.26).  

 Stucco mixtures were made for reliefs to decorate the interior. Therefore, it is not 

surprising to note the absence of pinkish mixtures which often is the sign of the use of ground 

tiles to make the stucco waterproof.361 The use of ground tiles was recorded in the window 

transennae of the church of the Virgin Kosmosoteira in Feres,362 while their pinkish colour 

suggests ground tiles were also a constituent part of the stucco from the katholikon of Hosios 

Loukas and a Sophia in Monemvasia.363  

 Understanding the ingredients used in Middle and Late Byzantine stuccoes matters. 

Knowing the binder (gypsum or lime) and the aggregates chosen each time will allow 

Byzantinists to take part to the debate about the transition between Late Antiquity and Middle 

Ages in the arts, and especially on stucco, where technical aspects play a crucial role.364 

Verifying whether Byzantines preferred lime or gypsum will also allow Byzantinists to 

contextualise and compare Byzantine stucco production in its Mediterranean context, 

providing, probably, the missing link in the chain between stucco production in Europe (Italy, 

France, Germany, Spain) and the Middle-East (Syria, Jordan, Iraq).  

 

 
361 Ground tiles were also used in hydraulic mortars, Cagnana 2000, 137-141; Adam 2018, 76-79.  
362 Bakirtzis 1997, 507.  
363 Most of the window transennae of the katholikon of Hosios Loukas were destroyed during the second World 
War, but some of the original are now on display in the museum of the monastery, while some still in situ (e.g. the 

one between the prothesis and the bema. In Hagia Sophia of Monemvasia, survives a fragment of the window 

transennae on the wooden beams of two openings of one trifora. These fragments are visible from the interior. I 

thank Athanasios Koumantos for signalling them to me.  
364 On Medieval stucco mixtures, see Exner 2003; Palazzo-Bertholon 2004; Palazzo-Bertholon 2006; Palazzo-

Bertholon 2009; Palazzon-Bertholon 2020. On Roman and post-Augustan stucco mixtures see Jewell 2011, 18-

27.  
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2.4 Stucco workers in written sources  

In the Roman period, Latin authors such as Pliny and Vitruvius used several terms to identify 

stucco workers. The most common were: tectores, albarii, and gypsarii. This is not the occasion 

for going into this matter in-depth; it is enough to say that in this period stucco was used for a 

broad range of objects, such as architectural decorations, but also copies of marble statues and 

funerary masks.365 The existence of three different terms to identify stucco-workers was related 

to the kind of objects which the artisans could make with stucco; however, scholars believe that 

the term tector and albarius, and their combination (albarium tector) is the closest to our 

concept of stucco-worker.366  

In the Late Antique period there was a gradual slight shift in terminology, where the 

word gypsarius and the pairing of gypsum and stucco became more common. 367 A precise 

definition is in the Edict on Maximum Prices issued by the emperor Diocletian in 294 and again 

in 301, where there is a distinction between plastae gypsarii and plastes imaginarii. They were 

two different kinds of workers, both were paid per day, but the plastes imaginarius had a higher 

salary. This is because, according to Blanc, the plastes imaginarius would probably be those 

who made figurative reliefs, while the plastae gypsarii were artisans who moulded cornices, 

architectural decorations, and copies of marble statues made of gypsum.368 In the sixth century, 

Cassiodorus referred to gypsoplastes active in the decoration of the interior of buildings.369 

They were employed next to other qualified workers directed by the owner of the house. 

 
365 Bettini 2001, 8; Blanc 1983, 872. 
366 On the ambivalence of the Latin terms see Bettini 2001, 75-81; Blanc 1983, 861-870. 
367 Bettini 2001, 81-82; Blanc 1983, 870-876. 
368 Blanc 1983, 870-876.  
369 «[...]Quidquid enim aut instructor parietum, aut sculptor marmorum, aut aeris fusor, aut camerarum rotator, aut 

gypsoplastes, aut musivarius ignorat, te prudenter interrogat; et tam magnus ille fabrilis exercitus ad tuum recurrit 

iudicium, ne possit aliquid habere confusum. [...] » Cassiodorus, Variarum, PL, VII, 5, 711. ‘The mason, the 

marble-cutter, the brass-maker, the builder of vaults, the plasterer, and the mosaicist all will asks you about 

anything they are unsure of, and so, an army of artisans will come to you for orders, so as to avoid any kind of 

mistake’, English translation from Zanini 2007, 385.  
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The definition of 'moulding' (de plastis) by Isidore of Seville (ca. 600-625) is useful for 

understanding the connection (and the equivalence) between the Latin and Greek vocabulary. 

He says that 'moulding for walls is representing images and figures out of gesso and tinting 

them with colours'; and he continues ‘plastice’ is the Greek name for what in Latin is 'forming 

likeness from earth or gesso'. Thus, making a shape by pressing into clay is ‘plastice’.370 

Both Cassiodorus and Isidore refer to stuccoworks using a combination of the word 

gypsum and plasso (to mould). However, recent analysis on the stucco fragments from basilica 

A at Dion (Greece) demonstrated that the association stucco-gypsum appreciated in language 

did not always mirror an increasing use of gypsum as main binder in stucco mixture.371   

The Codex Iustinianii, in a quotation of a constitution of Constantine I from 337, called 

the stucco workers ‘deauratores albini (quos graeci koniatas appellant)'.372 Indeed, κονίατας 

(koniatas), from κονίαμα (koniama) meaning stucco or plaster, was used to identify an artisan 

who dealt with plaster next to χρείσαντες (chreisantes) and λευκοτῆς (leukotēs),  but they were 

mainly attested in the second and the third century CE for indicating whitewashers and artisans 

in charge of the moulded cornices.373 However, these terms were not subsequently used in 

Byzantine texts concerning professions, and the association of the word γύψος (gypsos) and the 

verb πλάσσω (plassō) was preferred instead.374   

To find mention of people involved with stucco in later Byzantine texts, we need to 

reach the Middle Byzantine period: here γυψοπλάσται (gypsoplastai) appears in the Book of the 

Eparch (tenth century) in a passage which lists artisans involved in building sites.375  

 
370 Isidore of Seville, Etymologiae, 19, 15. 
371 See footnote no.337. 
372 Eng. Transl: deauratores albini who the Greeks call koniatas. 
373 The difficulty in translating these words can be mirrored in the different translation offered by scholars, see 

Marsili 2019, 213; Borgia 2012, 63; Ruffing 2008, 402, 600-601, 618; Robert, Robert 1954,281-283, n. 162.  
374 However, in the Life of St. Sabas (seventh-eight centuries) the word christes (χρίστης) is used to mean a 

plasterer by trade, called Mamas from Bethlem, who was in charge of the construction of a cistern and a σκεπτούριν 

and worked with an apprentice. Magoulias 1976, 16.  
375 The Book of the Eparch: chapter 22. 
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The same passage is quoted in the later fourteenth-century Hexabiblos, and a similar word, 

γυψεμπλάσται (gypsemplastai), is used in the thirteenth-century Lexikon of the so-called 

Pseudo-Zonaras for indicating those who work gypsum.376 Koukoules suggested that 

γυψοπλάσται (gypsoplastai) needs to be distinguished from those who fired gypsum in structure 

called γυψάρια (gypsaria) (workshop with kiln) whose construction and location within cities 

was regulated by law.377 Indeed, in the Book of the Eparch γυψοπλάσται (gypsoplastai) is 

mentioned next to other artisans active on a building site where the lime-makers (those who 

produced unlasked lime) are absent. A similar attitude can be recorded in the Edict of Maximum, 

where the lime-makers (calcis coctori) are clearly distinguished from the stucco workers 

(plastae gypsarii and plastes imaginarii).378 

A less-clear definition was used by the eleventh-century author of the Life of Saint 

Lazaros in Mount Galesion who mentioned a man who 'was skilled in the art of moulding 

gypsum.379 The man was in charge of building a kiln for firing the gypsum to be used for the 

construction of the tower for the stylite monk. If the task assigned to the man was somehow 

connected to his previous skills, it seems difficult to identify him as a stucco-worker; he was 

rather someone who fired gypsum. Unfortunately, this remains a matter of pure speculation 

since the text does not specify the man’s tasks. Two documents preserved in the archive of 

Dubrovnik and dated to June 1383 mention a gypsarius regarding his salary. However, they do 

not provide more details regarding the gypsarius’ tasks.380 

 
376 Harmenopoulos, Hexabiblos, book. 3, title VIII, 40, p. 446; Pseudo-Zonaras, Lexicon, 1651, l.5.  
377 Harmenopoulos, Hexabiblos, book 2, title IV, 14, p. 246. The same term, but in Latin characters, is used in the 
Langobard Southern Italy to indicate the property of the Langobard duke Arechis II, who owned a gypsaria see 

Chronicon Sanctae Sophiae, 320. Again, on the distinction between gypsoplastai and gypsopooi see Koukoules 

1948, 184. 
378 Diocletianus, Edicum de pretiis,VII, 6.  
379 «ἡ τοῦ γύψου πλάσις [...] ἦν ἐπιστήμη», Life of St. Lazaros in Mount Galesion, ch. 93. For a hypothetical 

identification of this man with another monk ‘skilled in construction’ see Rigo 1995, 23-29. 
380 Odluke veća Dubrovačke republike, 331-332, 378. 
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At first glance, these written sources seem to suggest the existence of specialised 

artisans. However, a deeper investigation into one of these texts reveals a more complicated 

situation. The Book of the Eparch is a collection of regulations of the activities of guilds, which 

came under the supervision of the Eparch of Constantinople, a sort of supreme judge in 

Constantinople and its vicinity.381 It has been dated between the ninth and the tenth century.382  

The Book is organized into twenty-two chapters, each one related to the activity and formation 

of a specific group of professionals.383 

Chapter 22 mentions the γυψοπλάσται (gypsoplastai) alongside other professions 

involved in building-sites: carpenters (λεπτουργοὶ) (leptourgoi), marble masons (μαρμαράριοι) 

(marmararoi), locksmiths (σκοθυραρίοι) (skothyraroi), painters (ζωγράφοι) (zōgraphoi), and 

others (λοιποί) (loipoi). The mention of γυψοπλάσται (gypsoplastai) among other artisans 

involved in building sites can be interpreted as a mirror of a composite presence of specialised 

artisans active in Constantinople. 

Unlike the others, chapter 22 deals only with the obligations of contractors to resolve any issues 

between the employer and the employee, for example, the nature of the contract (verbal or 

written), the condition for breaking the contract, and situations in which the contract could be 

modified. Moreover, the chapter is concerned with the safeguarding of the employer rather than 

the maintenance of equal rights among the parties involved. Indeed, two of the four paragraphs 

refer to the 'malice' of the artisans, revealing a specific and different agenda for this chapter. 

For this reason, I suggest that chapter 22 was intended as a guide to help employers to resolve 

any possible disputes that might have arisen during the construction and the decoration of 

buildings in Constantinople. Hence, it needed to be as inclusive as possible by listing all the 

 
381 On the debate about the existence and the reality of guilds in Constantinople see Maniatis 2001; on the debate 

about the evidence of the involvement of building artisans into guilds, Bouras 2002, 541-543.  
382 Duĭchev 1970, IX.  
383 There are, however, several gaps.  
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roles artisans would have performed on a hypothetical construction site. A construction site 

might have been as big and well-articulated as that for sixth-century Hagia Sophia in 

Constantinople (71x 77 m), or the eleventh-century katholikon of Hosios Loukas (16 x 28 m) 

in Greece where several specialised artisans were required to work at the same time; but it could 

also be smaller, as is the case for the church of St. Panteleimon at Nerezi (15.90 x 9.60 m) 

where there is a clear distinction between painters and sculptors but the latter were also 

responsible for the stuccoes. In other more modest churches, the plasterer or the painter may 

have been involved in the creation of plaster reliefs as is probably the case of the Panagia in 

Archatos, Naxos (6.95 x 3.45) (1285), and the Hodegetria church in Spelies, Euboea (5.33 x 

2.90 m) (1311). These last two churches, despite their small dimensions, were covered with 

high-quality wall paintings made by a local workshop composed of a few painters.384 The 

absence of any surviving piece of stone or marble sculpture and the nature of the stucco 

proskynetaria (typology B), suggests that the painters or the plasterers were likely the authors 

of both proskynetaria. Therefore, the passage from chapter 22 of the Book of the Eparch 

represents an exceptional source because it mentions people involved with plaster; however, it 

is very unlikely that so many specialists were working at the same time in every Middle 

Byzantine construction site.385 These roles, and in particular those of the γυψοπλάσται 

(gypsoplastai), were probably tasks which many artisans could perform. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that there is so little information about stucco-workers in Byzantium: the task was 

frequently performed by plasterers, sculptors, and painters.   

 
384 In the Hodegetria of Spelies Emmanuel identified two hands, Emmanuel 1990, 464-467, while Chatzidakis 
simply identified a local workshop, Chatzidakis 1974, 162-168, of a different opinion is Velmans 1968, 214-224. 

Konstantellou recently suggested that the paintings in the Panagia of Archatos were the product of a local 

workshop active in Naxos in the last twenty years of the thirteenth century, Konstantellou 2019, 143-219, 292-

353.  
385 There is also a lot of debate about the actual application of the Book of the Eparch outside Constantinople. 

Several scholars have suggested that it did not have force outside the capital: Bouras 2002, 540; Dagron 2002, 

407; Ousterhout 1991, 79; Mango 1976, 26. 
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2.5 Stucco workers on site: specialised artisans? 

The evaluation of the presence of artisans specifically deputed to make decorations of stucco 

needs to take into account the narrative provided by the monuments too. A careful observation 

of the stratigraphy between wall paintings and stucco decoration provides information in 

apparent contradiction with the textual sources. It is not always possible to verify this since in 

several cases the original relationship has been compromised (e.g. at Protaton, Vatopedi, 

Iviron). Nevertheless, the cases which allow it, provide us with useful information. 

One source of information is the proskynetaria frames. As already noted in chapter 2 

(stucco in buildings), they are visually connected to both the fresco icon and to the liturgical 

barrier, or templon, since they often carry the same decorative motifs or use a decorative 

repertoire connected to sculpture. As we saw, Type B is more related to painting than Type A 

both in ornamental choices and the shapes of the frames themselves. This link with painting 

can also be detected in the process of moulding.  

One case is the frame from the Hodegetria church in Spelies (Euboeia) (1311). The 

analysis of the stratigraphy of the church shows that the stucco frame and the wall paintings 

were made at the same time: there is no fracture between the painted figures and the frame, the 

surface of the frame continues into the wall paintings seamlessly. The artisans started painting 

the church from the apse and then they moved towards the west by painting the ‘transept’, 

where the stucco frames are located, and then the western barrel vault.386 Indeed, both the 

eastern edges of the stucco frames cover the wall paintings of the triumphal arch (figs. 2.21-

2.22) while the lower western edges are partially covered by the wall paintings of the western 

barrel vault (fig. 2.23). Therefore, the making of the stucco frame belongs to the same time as 

 
386 This is a standard procedure in the decoration of churches. 
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the normal process of frescoing the interior of the church which happens during a campaign, 

not earlier or later.   

 The same observations can be made for all the proskynetaria frames Type B. 

Proskynetaria Type A are more difficult to evaluate. The relations between the frames and the 

painted icons in Protaton is compromised (the icon and the frame are not contemporary); the 

frame in the Peribleptos church in Mystras seems to be clearly detached from the wall paintings 

(a crack runs along the entire inner perimeter (fig. 2.24): this is a sign either of the production 

of the frame through use of a formwork or a moulding, or that it was detached from the wall 

and reattached at a certain point.387 The proskynetarion frame of the image of St. Panteleimon 

in the homonymous church in Nerezi (fig. 1.138) belongs to the same phase of the wall paintings 

and of the marble templon.388 However, it is difficult to evaluate the relationship between the 

frame and the paintings above because the church was restored several times and the plaster of 

the internal edge of the stucco frame looks new.  

 A very good case study is the unpublished fragment of stucco decoration in the middle 

aisle of the Timios Stavros monastery (cat. No. 5).389 Here the upper edge of the stucco 

decoration sits on top of the wall painting plaster while the lower one is contiguous with the 

plaster of the wall paintings of the arch and of the intrados (figs. 2.25-26). This demonstrates 

that here the stucco decoration was worked at the same time as the paintings (and with the same 

material): it is even impossible to distinguish between the painter and the stucco-worker.  

 The close interaction between painter and stucco-worker (when they were not, in fact, 

the same person, which they often were) has already been noted for Roman and Late Antique 

stucco production, and has been verified for the Early Medieval cases such as San Salvatore in 

 
387 I do not think that the frame is a spolia, as suggested by Louvi. The removal of the frame from another building 

and the mounting on the new wall would have ruined the piece. For the thesis of Louvi see Louvi 1980, 122.    
388 Sinkević 2000, 86-88, 90-91.  
389 On the complex see Ousterhout 2017, 122-125. 
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Brescia, the Tempietto of Cividale del Friuli, the stuccoes in Germigny-des-Prés, the San 

Benedetto church in Malles, and the eleventh-century stuccoes from San Pietro a Monte (near 

Civate)390 and Santa Maria Maggiore in Lomello.391 The study of the stratigraphic sequence of 

wall painting and stuccoes made by Gheroldi demonstrated that artisans in charge of the 

paintings and of the stuccoes worked side by side and shared the same tools and materials.392  

 For stucco artefacts made in formworks or mouldings the production process is different 

and involves the creation of mouldings either in wood, in clay, or in stucco. The skills required 

in this case are really for working in three-dimensions, therefore they may belong to a sculptor, 

a carpenter or a specialist in stucco production. The amount of work (in terms of planning and 

realisation) and specialisation required for producing stucco liturgical furnishing (e.g. those 

produced in Epiros) suggests that the artisan who produced them specialised in this technique. 

The production of free-standing elements made of stucco by a specialised artisan or team is not 

an exclusive feature of Byzantium since it is attested also in the twelfth century in Abruzzo and 

possibly at the end of the eleventh century in Calabria.393   

 Can we talk about the consistent presence of stucco-workers as specialised figures who 

are assigned to only the decoration in stucco (an equivalent of the contemporary plasterer)? No. 

The narrative provided by the monuments has shown that it is essential to evaluate case by case 

and that every generalisations risk excluding the variety and complexity of approaches which 

the Byzantines had towards stucco. Technique, and not only formal and iconographical aspects, 

needs to be taken into account. The cases shown above demonstrate that in most cases it is 

impossible to distinguish between a painter and a specialist in stuccowork. These cases are 

 
390 Peroni 2006. 
391 Lomartire 2006.   
392 Gheroldi 2014. 
393 For the workshop of Ruggero, Roberto and Nicodemo in Abruzzo some recent contributions are Nenci 2006; 

Taraborrelli 2004; Gandolfo 2002. For the production in Calabria see Caskey 2011; Di Gangi 1998; Di Gangi 

1995; Orsi 1922.  
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usually proskynetaria Type B and simple moulded cornices with decorative motifs in paint (and 

not in relief), and cases where the layer of the plaster of the painting and the stucco is the same 

show that it was made during the same ‘pontata’. The identification of specific stucco 

production in certain areas (Epiros and Mount Athos, which will be discussed below) is, 

however, the sign of a specialist in stucco production who, in these cases, worked extensively 

with formworks and mouldings. But it is often unclear whether string-course cornices, 

proskynetaria, and other decorations should be assigned to stucco-workers or to other artisans 

who could, on occasion, work in stucco.   

 The evidence from the written sources in combination with the material evidence 

provides us with a complicated picture of the Byzantine artisanal world. On the one hand, 

written sources show a specific terminology for stucco artisans that survived from the Roman 

and Late Antique period. On the other hand, material evidence shows a blurred situation where 

is not possible to find any consistent pattern. The only generalisation that we can make is that 

artisans in charge only of the stucco decoration would have worked in big buildings with a rich 

and varied decoration, while in smaller buildings an artisan would have performed several roles.  

The scarcity of sculpture in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings, and the frequent use 

of spolia, made the sculptors of this period flexible, as Melvani suggested, and able to move 

from one material to another with ease.394 Moreover, proskynetaria made of flat, painted stucco 

(Type B) and the case from the Timios Stavros monastery provide a good witness to the ability 

of painters to work in three dimensions, thus resolving any problems caused by the absence of 

specialised carvers.  

Our contemporary difficulty in identifying the hand of a painter from the hand of the 

carver on a stucco artefact is the consequence of the deep interaction between them which is 

 
394 Melvani 2013, 43-61, in part. 48-50, 60.  
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rooted in their interdisciplinary training. The training of a Middle Byzantine builder took place 

on the construction site, not in a separate workshop, and this was probably valid also for the 

other artisans active in building decoration.395 The collaborative nature of a construction site 

influenced the formation of the artisan who was multitasking and not reducible to a maker of 

just one of our contemporary categories of the arts. 

 

2.6 Stucco workers in society  

As we learn from the Book of the Eparch, people who modelled stucco worked on construction 

sites, therefore their working conditions were roughly the same as carpenters, stonemasons, 

sculptors and painters.396 They worked with a contract which established guarantees for the 

employer and the employee, even though it seems to favour the former. Contractors could not 

leave one commitment for another one, and they would have paid a high fine if the job was left 

unfinished.397 The concern to assure the completion of work is not an innovation of the Book 

of the Eparch; already the Sardis inscription (459) regulated any potential bad conduct of 

building-site artisans by obliging them to not abandon any work before completion.398 

Artisans involved in building construction and decoration worked with a contract in the 

West too. Three titles of the Edict of the Longobard king Rothari (643) were concerned with 

the injuries that could befall artisans, patrons, and third parties and apportioned responsibilities 

and provided the contractors with a list of duties and some rights (e.g. if during the construction 

of a house, stone or wood fell and killed or injured someone, the responsibility fell on the master 

 
395 Ousterhout 1999, 44; on the composition of workshops which were temporary aggregations of artisans see 
Ibidem, 50-57.  
396 Unfortunately, written sources do not help in describing the hierarchy of the construction site; the workforce 

was divided into τεχνήτες  (specialised workers) and εργολάβοι (unspecialised workers); the only figure which may 

emerge is that of the architect, mason and master mason who was an artisan with a leading role, Ousterhout 1999, 

44.  
397 The Book of the Eparch, ch. 22.  
398 Di Branco 2000, in part. 190-191, 198-200.  
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builder and his crew, not on the patron).399 The Edict of Liutprand (713) also lists the prices for 

such artisans, called magistri commacinorum, which shows that they were in charge of the 

construction and decoration of buildings including stucco decoration (opus tectoriis).400   

Middle and Late Byzantine legal sources do not touch on the topic of injures during 

worktime or even establish the responsibilities of people on the building site. The Basilika 

(886), the Tipoukeitos (twelfth century) and the Hexabiblos (fourteenth century) just repeat the 

legislation from the Codex Iustinianii and Chapter 22 of the Book of the Eparch.401  Some 

indirect information can be derived, with the proper precaution, from the inscription at Sardis 

(459) which establishes the number of days that an oikodomos (oikodomos) could claim for 

illness but does not mention sculptors, marble workers, painters or stucco workers.402 We can 

assume that for these latter categories of artisans the conditions were similar but there is no 

direct proof.403 Isaurian stonemasons λατομοί (latomoi) working at the walls of Antioch could 

leave the site for illness but they did not receive any salary in this period: the stonemason whose 

eye was injured was miraculously healed by St. Symeon Stylite the Younger and refunded his 

savings, 12 gold coins,which he had evidently had to spend on living expenses when he was 

out of work.404   

 
399Edict of Rothari, art. 144, 145, 152. On magistri commacini and artisans in Longobard laws, see Azzara 2009.  
400 De mercedibus magistrum comacinorum, II, CLVIII, pp. 244-246.  
401 Carile 2009, 697-700.  
402 On the translation of the term oikodomos and its actual role on the building site in the middle and late Byzantine 

period, see Bouras 2010, cat. no.1, 4, 12, 18, 39, 45; Ousterhout 1999, 4, 42, 44, 47, 51-55, 57, 267 n. 21. For the 
Early Byzantine period, see the recent synthesis in Borgia 2012, 56, 61. 
403 Di Branco 2000. 
404 Life of St. Symeon, vol. 1, 159 (180); vol. 2, 185 (180); Vita S. Symeonis, 378 (F), 379 (198). There are 

differences in the terminology and in the information provided in the Van den Ven edition and in the Acta 
Sanctorum. In the first, the man is described as a ‘Ἄνθρωπός τις τῶν ἐν ταῖς οἰκοδομαῖς λιθοξοούντων’ while in 

the second uses ‘λατομούντων’ instead. Moreover, only the first version mentions that the compensation for the 

man’s work was twelve gold coins.   
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 The evidence from several buildings in the countryside with stucco decoration (e.g. 

Leontari, Archatos) suggests that artisans who dealt with this material were present locally.405 

Artisans in rural areas apparently alternated between artisanal activity and work in the fields.406 

This is clear from the documents in the archives of Mount Athos. From the eleventh century 

onwards, the documents show the presence of artisans among the peasants. Among the listings 

of the paroikoi and the zeugataroi, the praktika mention also artisans such as shoemakers, 

smiths and potters but also sculptors, and carpenters – stucco workers are not specifically 

mentioned, but we can easily imagine that among the professionals listed there was someone 

who would have made stucco decorations. Artisanal occupation follows the names in the 

praktika.407 Therefore, these people were both peasants and artisans suggesting that artisanal 

activity was not a self-sustainable occupation.408  

In the countryside, where villages were the most common settlement, the buildings were 

not on the same scale as cities. The implications of such differences were explored by 

Panayotidi who demonstrated that local painters’ workshops active in the area of Kastoria and 

in the Mani between the tenth and the thirteenth century were probably composed by people 

whose primary activity was not painting.409 In fact, she was able to calculate how many days a 

‘workshop’ employed to paint buildings of small and medium dimensions, and to demonstrate 

that they were not enough to sustain a person for an entire year. The amount of sculpture 

 
405 For the Panagia in. Archatos, Naxoso, the painters have been identified with a local workshop, while in Leontari 

it has been observed that the painters were into the cultural orbit of Mystras, but they were not the same artisans. 

Konstantellou 2019, 295-349, in part. 336-349; Albani 1989, 259–294.  
406 Kaplan 2009, 197-198.  
407 It is difficult at this stage to say whether this connotation may be interpreted as a surname or whether it was a 

sort of nickname, because it usually does not survive to second generation, Laiou 1977, 119-128. 
408 Individuals with artisans’ appellatives recorded by Lefort for the 13th -14th century Macedonia were about 8-

10% of the population, Lefort 2002, 308-310. The appearance of artisanal appellative among the rural population 

was also interpreted as a sign of the effects of demographic growth (from the eleventh-twelfth century to the end 

of the fourteenth century) which has a consequence on the impoverishment of the population and the necessity to 

find extra activities to sustain their life; at the same time it also testifies to the increase in standards of living. 

Kaplan 2009, 157-158. 
409 Panayotidi 2005.  
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produced by the workshop of Niketas marmaras active in Mani between the tenth and the 

eleventh century was probably not enough to sustain those individuals either.410 This is 

debatable because only five of the pieces are ‘signed’; however, if we take into account all the 

other pieces attributed to him by Drandakis, the number rises to fourteen. In any case, there are 

not any other comparable examples to Niketas, and this leads me to think that artisans in the 

countryside needed another job. This brings up the issues of training of the artisans, their 

professionality and whether or not they were different from amateurs. This issue has not found 

any satisfactory answer yet due to the absence of data such as the majority of the contracts. 

However, if stucco was worked alternatively by painters and sculptors, the time for working it 

would have been minimal: some small ‘extra work’ for them which may have taken them an 

extra day or two to complete the job. It is important to bear in mind that painters and sculptors 

did also other jobs which, even slightly, may have increased their final pay.   

That sculptors, carpenters, and painters were part of the rural community is also 

suggested by several dedicatory inscriptions and signatures (e.g. in the Panagia church, 

Archatos, Naxos) and from the presence in the painted programme of some churches of the 

Saints Floros and Lauros, who occasionally hold trowels and are patrons of sculptors and 

masons.411    

 In short, the identification of stucco workers as specific figures in Byzantine society is 

an impossible task. The evidence presented here demonstrate that, if a specialist stucco-worker 

 
410 It is debatable whether the workshop of Niketas was a self-sustainable occupation. There are five templa bearing 

the ‘signature’ of Niketas while there are fourteenth attributed to him and his workshop by Drandakis; if all 

nineteenth should be connected to him, the amount of work required to carve all these templa constituted a 

consistent part of the year for the sculptors. For the inscriptions and the templa see Pallis 2013; Drandakis 2002, 
3-18, 37-62; Drandakis 1975-76; Drandakis 1972.  
411 On the close relationship between a painted iconographic programme and the rural population see Gerstel 2016, 

102-127. The representation of Saint Floros and Lauros holding a trowel is in the church of Saint Peter and Paul 

in Kalyvia, Attika (1232); they are usually represented holding a cross, as martyrs, as in the parekklesion of the 

monastery of Chora in Constantinople, or as anargyroi, as in the Bahattin Samanlığı church, Cappadocia, where 

they hold a physician box, or even as military saints in the church of the Anargyroi in Kastoria, see Jolivet-Levy 

2009, 93-95. 
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existed, this was not recognised as such by society, or at least there was no specific terminology 

consistently employed. Again, this mirrors the difficulty in identifying the ‘hand’ of the 

specialist on stucco artefacts and suggests that stucco-people normally belonged to the general 

category of artisans, more specifically of painters, sculptors and possibly carpenters, rather than 

occupying a specialist niche of their own.   

 

2.7 Workshop(s) at work: Middle Byzantine Mount Athos.  

The identification of workshops active in the Byzantine empire has mainly been applied to Late 

Byzantine paintings (e.g. Panselinos). However, when dealing with sculpture the matter 

becomes more complicated because there is not any evidence in written sources, and artisans’ 

signatures are rare. The sixth century has provided us with several examples of workshops 

active in the trade of marble and marble sculpture, for example those on the island of 

Prokonnesios and in the area of Amorion; however, when we turn to the Middle Byzantine 

period, we are able to identify few workshops active in more than a building, for example 

Niketas marmaras in eleventh-century Mani.412  

Stucco is no exception. Evidence of stucco decorations is even less numerous than 

marble and stone sculpture (because the material is very fragile); only one workshop is known, 

and it operated in thirteenth-century Epiros.413 The modus operandi of this workshop has 

already been discussed in this chapter (see paragraph 2.2), therefore I will not focus again on it 

here.  

 
412 For the exportation of marble and the identification of workshops in the sixth century see Karagiorgiou 2015; 

Castagnino, Paribeni 2015; for the eleventh-century workshop active in Mani see Pallis 2013; Drandakis 1975-76; 

Drandakis 1972. A summary on workshops active in the Middle and Late Byzantine period is in Vanderheyde 

2020, 108-116. 
413 The workshop can be securely identified in the Kokkini Ekklisia (Boulgareli), the Koimesis of Petrobitsa, and 

the church of the Taxiarches of Kostaniane, Papadopoulou 2006.  
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 The stucco decorations in the katholika of Vatopedi and Iviron, on Mount Athos, 

provide an additional case study which requires further discussion.414 In order to do so, I will 

analyse the decoration made of stucco in both buildings with attention to ornamentation, 

technique and chronology.  

The katholika of Vatopedi and Iviron share the dates of their first phases, which are 

established between the end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh century.415 Their 

architectural plan is usually considered to be part of the first stage of the elaboration of the so-

called Athonite type. The sculptural decoration, however, does not show secure signs of a 

connection between the two monuments. The stucco decoration, on the other hand, provides us 

with a link.416 

There are no surviving documents attesting to the establishment of the Vatopedi 

monastery; however, by 985 it must have been founded as its hegoumenos Nikolaos signed the 

act of the protos Thomas.417 Mamaloukos in his study of the architecture of the katholikon, 

dated the naos with the lateral apses (or choroi) and the inner narthex (mesonyktikon) to the end 

of the tenth century, the outer narthex (liti) to the beginning of the eleventh century and the 

 
414 The stuccoes of Vatopedi and Iviron were first published by Pazaras who did not developed further the several 
features of homogeneity shared by the plaster reliefs of both buildings Pazaras 2007; Pazaras 2006; Pazaras 2001a, 

Pazaras 2001b.  
415 It is now common opinion that the current building of the katholikon of Vatopedi was built in several phases: 

first the naos and the mesonyktikon (between 972 and 985), then by the beginning of the eleventh century, the liti, 
finally, by the mid-eleventh century, the chapels of H. Nikolaos and H. Demetrios were built and decorated; the 

only remnants of the Middle Byzantine mosaics were dated around the middle of the eleventh century. For the 

architectural phases see Mamaloukos 2001, 119-131, 381-382; for the chronology of the sculptural decoration see 

Pazaras 2001a; for the mosaic see Tsigaridas 1998, 222-224. Mylonas reconstructed the phases of the construction 

of the katholikon of Iviron: the core (consisting of a cross-in-square naos and a three-bayed two-storied narthex) 

was built between 980 and 983; between 1005 and 1028 the northern chapel was built, followed by the addition 

of side conches before 1029, and the construction of the south chapel during the eleventh century. A second outer 
narthex was added towards the end of the first half of the eleventh century; finally, the stone pavements of the 

naos, south chapel, and in the centre of the outer narthex were executed in the mid-eleventh century. See Mylonas 

1985, 66-68, and Stanković 2017, 61-64 for an updated bibliography.  
416 I want to express my sincere thanks to Professor Pazaras, Professor Mamaloukos and the monasteries of 

Vatopedi and Iviron for providing me with updated pictures and for allowing my father to do a photographic survey 

under my guidance since women cannot access the Athos peninsula.   
417 Actes d’Iviron, I, n. 7, l. 5, 63. Actes de Vatopédi, 9.   
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chapel of H. Demetrios to the first half of the eleventh century, the chapel of H. Nikolaos 

slightly after.418 The interior wall surfaces are articulated by stringcourse cornices and by arches 

and colonnettes made of stucco. Plaster reliefs also decorate the area of the windows of the liti. 

The stucco elements were first published by Pazaras, who dated them to the beginning of the 

eleventh century, while dating the rest of the sculpture of the katholikon between the end of the 

tenth and the beginning of the eleventh century.419 Indeed, stucco shows ornaments used in 

sculpture, ivory and jewellery dated between the end of the tenth and the beginning of the 

eleventh century, but since some stuccoes are in the liti, the entire set of stucco must – if 

Mamaloukos’ dating on the phases of the monument is correct – belong to the beginning of the 

eleventh century. Pazaras also suggested that the stucco ornamentation in the naos was probably 

made at the same time as the mosaic of the Annunciation, on the eastern arch at the base of the 

dome, dated by Tsigaradis around the mid of the eleventh century, but he did not expand on the 

context of this second intervention.420 This is the goal of the following paragraphs. Before doing 

so, it is essential to describe how the stucco elements interact with the walls, the ornamentation 

used, and the technique employed by the artisans. 

The stucco elements belong to the architectural decoration which divides the interior of 

the walls into horizontal sections through three stringcourse cornices, arches and colonnettes. 

However, only the lower stringcourse cornice has decorative motifs in relief (figs. 2.27-2.28). 

The cornice is composed of a thin upper band with an interlaced ribbon and of a lower one 

which shows different decorative patterns which correspond to the different sections of the 

building: hanging and standing calyxes, hanging and standing heart-shape palmettes connected 

 
418 Mamaloukos 2001, 119-131, 381-382; Mamaloukos 1998, 172-174; Mamaloukos 1996, 116.  
419 Pazaras 2001a, 58-61, 77-78, 101-102.  
420 Pazaras briefly commented that this intervention probably involved the arches at the springing of the dome, 

Pazaras 2001a, 58. Tsigaradis noted that the closest stylistic comparison for the Annunciation of Vatopedi is the 

mosaics of the Nea Moni in Chios (1042-1055), Tsigaradis 1998, 224. 
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by a horizontal stripe, palmette scrolls and an alternation of rosettes and reeds bounded by a 

horizontal stripe. Pazaras identified a small section with a post-Byzantine restoration of this 

cornice (fig. 2.28e); indeed, this section shows a different rendering of the leaves and a flat 

background which is absent in the rest of the others.421 Thanks to the pictures taken in May 

2019 (which I commissioned), it was possible for me to also note that the section of the cornice 

with rosettes and reeds (figs. 2.28d, 2.29) shares a similar treatment with the background and 

the dimensions of the moulding. This section also does not fit perfectly with the others (fig. 

2.30), since it is bigger than they are, but it shares the same dimensions with the post-Byzantine 

cornice with calyxes (fig. 2.31). For these reasons, I believe we can consider the rosette section 

a post-Byzantine restoration too. 

Moving to the upper part of the walls of the choroi, the windows are framed by arches 

on colonnettes (figs. 2.32-2.46). As with the stringcourse cornice, the arches have an upper 

band with an interlaced ribbon and a lower band with the main motif (a palmette scroll, an 

alternation of circles and palmettes, and interlocking circles with a five-leaf rosette or flower 

inside) (figs. 2.33-2.35). 

Finally, the last stuccoes to be examined are those flanking the pentabelon of the liti. The space 

between the columns and the modern wooden window frames is filled with a thick layer of 

plaster; the decoration has been partially mutilated by the new wooden frames, possibly in 

substitution for the old plaster transennae with oculi (figs. 2.38-2.40).  

The entire stucco decoration of Vatopedi, except for the two post-Byzantine sections, 

shows consistency. Both the stuccoes in the choroi and the liti show the use of the same 

decorative motifs, such as the five-leaf palmette scroll. However, in terms of style, the carving 

in the liti appears sharper than that in the choroi. This is probably due to the different techniques 

 
421 Pazaras 2001a, 59, 117, fig. 75β. 
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used by the artisans. In fact, the sharper profile and the irregularities in the carvings of the liti 

point towards the free-hand modelling of the stucco (probably with knives and sticks). Instead, 

the arches in the choroi were apparently outlined in situ by means of movable mouldings, then 

the decorative motifs were either modelled free-hand following a preparatory drawing or with 

stamps, since the surface is considerably more regular than in the liti. The semi-colonnettes and 

the semi-columns were worked in situ too.422 

The monastery of Iviron is about 20 km from Vatopedi. Here the stucco decorations are 

located in the narthex: they frame the entrance of the main door, and the arcosolium of the 

northern tomb.  

The framing of the main entrance of the katholikon is composed of a structure entirely 

made of stucco which formed a central arch on colonnettes and of two quarters arches which 

lean on the central one (figs. 2.41-2.42). These arches are composed of an upper, protruding 

band decorated with an interlaced ribbon and a basket-like motif, and a lower band with vegetal 

motifs whose repertoire is shared with Vatopedi, although the style is different. The colonnettes 

have capitals with stylised vegetal and geometric motifs. The shafts have an upper and lower 

collar with a rope-like motif and a sort of peacock-plume carved in relief on the shaft which 

recalls the pattern used in architectural ceramics (fig. 2.43). The base of each colonnette is 

decorated with interlacing circles a with four-petal rosette, as in the arches of the upper windows 

in the choroi of Vatopedi (figs. 2.44, 2.33).  

 
422 Since it is not known how these decorations were attached to the wall, the only way to understand the technique 

used by the artisans is to look carefully at them. The irregularities showed by the friezes in the tribelon as well as 

the sharp profiles of the carving suggest, in my opinion, that this area was worked in situ by modelling the stucco 

with knives and sticks. In the choroi, the stucco elements seem to have been planned more carefully than in the 
liti. For example, the distance between the centres of each rinceaux is more or less the same on the entire cornice. 

Moreover, the carving profile is smoother. These elements suggest the use of at least preparatory drawings or even 

moulds. It is unlikely that these cornices were first worked in wooden moulds and then attached to the wall, because 

the junctions at the corners are very well done. The arches in the choroi are located at a considerable height; it is 

more reasonable to think that they were modelled in situ using movable mouldings for outlining the upper and 

lower band. The columns, which are actually semi-columns, were worked in situ too because they are all different 

in size. 



 124 

The arcosolium in the northern tomb shows a very rich decoration too (figs. 2.45, 1.70). 

The arch is composed, again, of an upper, protruding band with an interlaced ribbon and a tiny 

strip of reels which frame the central motif: palmettes in circles. Finally, the lower band is 

formed of a series of dentils. The arch is surmounted by a series of peltae which do not find 

any direct comparisons with any piece of sculpture or ivory dated to the Middle Byzantine 

period that I know. As noted in the previous chapter, a possible comparison might be the fourth-

century missorium of Theodosius I or the mid-eight-century stuccoes from Cividale del Friuli 

in Italy, but the similarities are presumably coincidental.423 At the end of the arch, the peltae 

are substituted by a sort of capital with luxurious leaves and four-petal rosettes on the sides. 

The colonnettes are simpler than those on the main door. The shaft is smooth but, as in the other 

example, a collar with a rope-like motif marks the transition with the capital and the base. The 

capital belongs to the typology defined by Dennert as ‘with big leaves at the edges’, usually 

found in templa up to the 11th century.424   

Artisans in Iviron worked stucco using several techniques at the same time:  

• The symmetry and precision of the door frame and the arcosolium suggests that the 

shapes of the arches and colonnettes were made in moulds, then mounted on the wall. 

At the same time, we cannot exclude the possibility that movable moulds were used for 

outlining the two bands of the arches as well as the column shafts of the door frame. 

• The peltae were certainly made in moulds and, once dry, applied to the back of the arch, 

as can be noted in photos (fig. 2.46).425  

• I believe we can also hypothesise stamps for the palmettes in circles of the arcosolium: 

here the lower leaves at the base of the palmette show the same imperfection in most of 

 
423 Pazaras did not find any comparisons either. Pazaras 2006, 129-133.  
424 Dennert 1997, 118-122. 
425 This observation was confirmed by Pazaras in private conversation.  
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the frieze: a sort of bleeding of the stucco from one leaf into another. This could be a 

sign of the use of a moulding on the wet stucco or a sort of ‘mistake' made by the artisan 

while modelling the mixture (fig. 2.47). 

• The quarter arches in the main door, on the other hand, show imperfections and 

inconsistencies, such as the presence of six-and-five-leaf palmettes randomly, which is 

a sign of a free-hand carving (figs. 2.48-2.49).  

Chronology: Pazaras dated both the arcosolium and the door frame between 1029 and 1066. 

This chronology is anchored in stylistic and iconographic analysis, which points towards the 

end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh century.426 Moreover, he was able to identify 

the tomb in the arcosolium with the hegoumenos George I (+ 1029) and George the Hagiorite 

(1065, translatio 1066).427 The life of George the Hagiorite, indeed, records that the saint 

decided to move the relics of the first founders (John and Euthymios the Iberians) to the narthex 

and to build a tomb for them on the southern side, and soon after he decided also to make a 

tomb for his predecessor, the hegoumenos George I, for whom he made a tomb on the north 

side.428 The life continues by saying that after the death of the Hagiorite, his remains were put 

together with those of George I in 1066.429 The identification of this tomb with the arcosolium 

made of stucco proposed by Pazaras allows us to have a specific chronology for it. The very 

close resemblances between the stucco arcosolium and the door framing also led Pazaras to link 

the latter to the chronology 1029-1066.430 

 
426 Pazaras 2007, 55; Pazaras 2006, 129-133.  
427 Pazaras 2006, 133-136.  
428 «[…] Car, lorsque le bienheureux eut prit le bâton de l’higouménat, il travailla avant tout à préparer le vénérable 

sépulcre | comme un trésor destiné à recevoir les reliques de notre saint père théophore Euthyme, plus 
resplendissantes que le soleil et plus pures qu’une perle, d’où jaillissent en abondance la source de guérisons et la 

grâce de miracles.[…]» La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, §27,55. 
429 «[…] Mais nous ne choisîmes pas l’endroit où conserver les reliques du bienheureux avant d’avoir interrogé le 

bienheureux Pierre déjà mentionné. <Le bienheureux>resta donc trois jours devant le saint père Euthyme ; puis 

nous l’emportâmes dansl’église de Tous les saints et nous y déposâmes le cercueil du bienheureux […]»å La Vie 
de Georges l’Hagiorite, §97, 112.  
430 Pazaras 2007, 53-55.  
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When comparing the stucco decorations in Vatopedi and Iviron, the similarities are striking.  

1) The arches are organised in the same way: a protruding band with an interlaced pattern 

and a flat one with a vegetal one. The real element of diversity is the colonnettes in 

terms of decoration, scale and technology. The half colonnettes vary between 0.5 to 1.5 

metre in height; the free-standing colonnettes are ca 1 metre. 

2) The stucco elements show the same decorative patterns, such as the palmette scroll, the 

four-petal flowers in interlocking circles, the interlaced ribbons etc. 

3) Style: in both churches, the veins of the palmettes leaves are made in the same way: the 

central vein leaves the leaf ‘open’ (fig. 2.50).  In this way, the main design is created by 

two parallel lines. In the same way, two parallel lines draw together the different 

patterns of the cornice of the choroi of Vatopedi (figs. 2.52-2.53). The same method of 

drawing vegetal motifs can be noted in the epistyle of the marble templon of the 

katholikon of Vatopedi (fig. 2.51).  

At the same time, when we look at how the calyx of the palmette scroll is made in both 

monuments, we can distinguish three manners of carving which are probably the sign 

of different hands rather than different workshops. The first hand was responsible for 

the stucco cornice in the choroi and the stucco window frame in the liti of Vatopedi: 

here the calyx is usually marked by two dots, and it is consistent with the treatment of 

the calyxes in the palmette scroll, and in the marble posts of the chapel of H. Nikolaos 

in Vatopedi (figs. 2.54-2.56). The calyxes in Iviron are slightly different and from them 

two leaves exit as opposed to only one in the Vatopedi examples (fig. 2.57). If we 

compare the palmette scroll of the door frame of Iviron with the scroll on the arch of 

the arcosolium of the southern tomb (fig. 2.58), made of marble, but commissioned by 

George the Hagiorite, there are apparent differences in the rendering of the palmette and 
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the calyxes. That is to say that the calyxes in the stucco arch above the door of Iviron 

have several features in common with the stuccoes and the marble sculpture produced 

for Vatopedi at the beginning of the eleventh century (the chapel of H. Nikolaos and the 

date of the liti are the terminus post-quem), while they do not find close comparisons in 

the sculpture made of stucco and marble made for the same narthex of Iviron. This detail 

(the calyxes of the scroll), is another element which links inevitably the stuccoes of 

Iviron and Vatopedi.  

 

These elements demonstrate that we have in front of us a very consistent group of 

decorations which connects the two monuments.431 The critical link between the two 

monuments is the stuccoes carved in the liti of Vatopedi. According to Mamaloukos, the liti 

was added at the beginning of the eleventh century to the original core (the katholikon and the 

narthex).432 The stylistic connections between the friezes in the liti, those in the choroi and 

those in the narthex of Iviron, allows us to establish the beginning of the eleventh century as a 

terminus post-quem for the creation of the stuccoes of Vatopedi. If we accept the chronology 

proposed by Pazaras for the stuccoes of Vatopedi (mid-eleventh century), the plaster reliefs 

were made in a span of fifteenth to twenty years. Therefore, the chronology and the close 

similarities in the stucco elements of Vatopedi and Iviron allow us to consider them as the 

product of the same workshop or a very homogenous production on Mount Athos which 

continued for roughly two generations. The artisans seem to have specialised in architectural 

decorations made of stucco, and were highly aware of the techniques available, with possible 

 
431 The two churches already shared similarities in architecture which led Mamaloukos to hypothesise the use of 

the same drawings for their construction, Mamaloukos 2003, 119-128. However, similarities in the sculptural 

decoration were not underlined.  
432 Mamaloukos 2001, 205-206; Mamaloukos 1996, 115.   



 128 

connections with the sculptors active at the same time in the two buildings.433 Whether such 

artisans were monks or lay people is problematic. For this specific case there is no evidence 

which can help us. There is evidence for carver and mason monks on Mount Athos but 

unfortunately none of them can be linked to the sculptures and stuccoes produced for Vatopedi 

and Iviron in the eleventh century.434  

Understanding how a workshop worked and how it interacted with the rest of the 

artisans on a building site provides us with information about social organisation and level of 

artisanal specialisation. A workshop can provide us with a pattern which connects several 

buildings and a network of patrons, as demonstrated for thirteenth-century Epiros.435 

The patronage of Vatopedi and Iviron during the eleventh century was monastic: the 

hegoumenoi Nicholas (+ 1012-1018) and Athanasios (ca 1020-1046/48) for Vatopedi, and the 

hegoumenoi George I and George the Hagiorite for Iviron. Vatopedi in this period was 

concerned with establishing its authority on Athos: in 985 it occupied the last place among the 

monasteries of the peninsula, while by 1045 (typikon of Constantine Monomachos) it had risen 

to the second place, and indeed the number of monks increased and its importance grew around 

the middle of the eleventh century.436 In the twelfth century, however, it trailed Iviron until its 

promotion to ‘royal monastery’ in the thirteenth century, which allowed it to be from 1312 

onwards the second monastery in the Athonite hierarchy, followed by Iviron.437 

At Iviron, during the eleventh century, the hegoumenate of George the Hagiorite was a 

crucial moment for the Georgian and Greek communities of the monastery; as shown by 

 
433 It is more difficult to verify whether the mosaicists were in charge of the stucco elements since it is impossible 
to evaluate the entity of the mid-eleventh century intervention in the building. Tsigaridas 1998.  
434 They are Δανιήλ ὁ οἰκοδομος at the Lavra, ὁ Γρηγόριον μαϊστορα at the Lavra, Μεθόδιος μονάχος και μαστόρο 

at Vatopedi (inscription), Σεραπίως μονάχος τέκτων (at Pantokrator monastery in the Meteora), for the references 

see Bouras 2002, 544-545.    
435 For plaster reliefs, see Papadopoulou 2006; for painters, see Babuin 2013, 407-408, fig. 4.  
436 Actes de Vatopédi, I, 11-12.  
437 Actes de Vatopédi, I, 3-36. 
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Bernadette Martin-Hisard, during his hegoumenate George was devoted to reinforcing and re-

establishing Georgian authority in the monastery over the Greeks who were claiming the first 

foundation of the katholikon.438 This attempt can be seen in the hagiographical activity of the 

hegoumenos, but also in the re-decoration of the katholikon which involved the translation of 

the relics of the first Georgian founders into the new tomb in the narthex of the katholikon (with 

a marble arcosolium) and the construction and decoration of another tomb, on the other side, 

for his Georgian predecessor (with a stucco arcosolium). 439 This is not accidental but answers 

specific needs of legitimisation.  

The narrative provided by the stucco decorations of Vatopedi and Iviron opens windows 

to the actual relations between the two monasteries. The use of a similar language is used for 

legitimising their authority, and it suggests a dynamic of competition in the Athos hierarchy -

which will be explored in the next chapter.  

 

2.8 Conclusions 

This chapter focused on establishing a detailed inventory of the techniques utilised, the people 

involved in, and the material used in the production of Middle and Late Byzantine stucco. The 

techniques recorded (free-hand, knives and sticks, movable mouldings, moulds, formworks) 

are in line with those used in the Medieval West and the Islamic East at the same time. However, 

further useful results may come from statistical analysis of the frequency of ingredients used in 

Byzantine stuccoes (e.g. lime, gypsum), as well as on methods used to attach stuccoes on walls. 

For the study of this latter aspect, the use of XR analysis will provide some non-invasive 

possibilities, which will enable us to identify the system of armatures in Byzantine stucco which 

 
438 Martin-Hisard 2006, 132-148.  
439 For the policy of George the Hagiorite in relation to Georgian legitimisation, see Martin-Hisard 2006, 138-148.  
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are mostly still in situ.440 Such results will help in situating Byzantine stuccoes in a 

Mediterranean context and show the transference of skills and techniques across different 

cultures.441  

 The discussion of the stucco mixtures has provided the first raw material on binders and 

ingredients and suggested possible ways to get information in lieu of chemical analysis, for 

example by looking at the composition of wall painting plasters. Nevertheless, much still 

remains to be done for us to understand Byzantine stucco and to reach a decent level of 

knowledge which will allow the dialogue between Byzantinists, Medievalists and scholars of 

the Islamic East.442 Interest in stucco technology, production processes, and carving has been 

raised in studies of Medieval art and the social history of Europe. Petrographic analysis of 

stucco mixtures, identification of the tools used in moulding and modelling stucco have been 

identified, and this has allowed the accumulation of a considerable amount of data from 

stuccoes from the Early Middle Ages to the fourteenth century, in an area which goes from 

Spain and Italy to Germany and France.443 Published research into stucco production and 

carving methods are less frequent for stucco decorations of Syria and Iraq made under the 

Umayyads and the Abbasids. Only recently, the stuccoes from Samarra have benefitted from 

chemical analysis which confirmed the preponderance of gypsum in the mixture.444 A recent 

study on the stuccoes of churches in the Gulf area filled a gap in the knowledge of Eastern 

 
440 A recent presentation of this technique was made by Felici during the Summer school Stucchi e stuccatori 
ticinesi a Roma: Dalla riscoperta cinquecentesca alla grande tradizione barocca, Istituto Svizzero di Roma (28 

luglio – 3 agosto 2019), Felici 2019. 
441 Methods of attaching stuccoes on the wall are a useful tool for identifying itinerant workshops or transferring 
of techniques, see Vanni forthcoming a.   
442 The disparity in knowledge between Medieval West and Islamic East has already been pointed out by Lic 2017, 

2.3.   
443 The volume Sapin, Allag (ed.) 2006, provides a good cross-section of the state of archaeometrical knowledge 

of stucco in Medieval Europe, to this should be added Palalazzo-Bertholon 2010; some other publications are 

Exner 1996; Frizot 1977; Emmenegger 1997; Hoernes 2002; Palazzo-Bertolon, Sapin 2014.   
444 López Borges 2014.   
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stuccoes,445 though the amount of data accumulated is not even comparable to that available for 

Western ones.  

What this chapter has emphasised is that the figure of the stucco artisan was multivalent. 

To the professional figure (or role) mentioned in the Book of the Eparch, the material evidence 

adds variety, by demonstrating that stucco was worked both by specialists and by other artisans 

such as painters and probably sculptors. This depended on the scale of the building, the amount 

of stucco decoration present in it, and the technique used. In any case, the sharp distinction 

between painting and sculpture that we perceive today was distinctly more blurred in the Middle 

Ages. One aspect to consider is also that most of the stuccoes examined still preserve traces of 

colours which made the reliefs a sort of plastic painting, and colours covered sculptures too. 446 

We have also examined the social condition of the people who worked stucco 

(specialists, painters, or sculptors). These people belonged to the category of building-site 

artisans and they worked with a contract. They were possibly organised in workshops which 

could be also itinerant (Epiros, possibly Mount Athos,). In rural areas, it is clear that most of 

them were also peasants, performing artisanal activity as a second job.  

Finally, section 2.7 proposed the identification of a workshop active in the monasteries 

of Vatopedi and Iviron during the eleventh century. Taking into account that evidence from 

stucco decoration is scarcer than that for marble sculpture and wall paintings, the identification 

of this second workshop is remarkable and illuminates the still unlocked potential of the study 

of this material. The identification of the workshops in Epiros and on Athos was possible, I 

believe, because of the concentration of stucco decorations in a specific microregion; all the 

other examples listed are isolated buildings in diverse regional contexts.447 It seems, therefore, 

 
445 Lic 2017.   
446 On colours on Byzantine sculpture, see Pedone 2019.  
447 The distances covered by the two workshops are very different: a sort of 20 km for the workshop on Mount 

Athos and 120 km as maximum distance for the workshop in Epiros.  
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possible that these latter buildings have simply lost their original larger regional context, or that 

it has yet to be fully investigated.  

The study of techniques and the identification of workshops and homogenous groups of 

decorations are useful tools for spotting the connections between buildings and their patrons 

and for revealing patterns of investments and political ideology. But this is material for the next 

chapter.  
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3.COMMISSIONING STUCCO: PATRONS IN THE MIDDLE AND LATE 

BYZANTINE PERIOD 

 

3.1 Introduction 

After having seen how stucco was used in Middle and Late Byzantine buildings and how it was 

worked, it is important to understand how stucco worked in society from the point of view of 

the patrons, the audience and the economy. Patronage will be discussed in this chapter, while 

cost and audience are the subject of chapter 4.   

Past scholarship on Middle and Late Byzantine stucco almost never engaged in 

attributing stuccoes to specific individuals; one reason is that stucco was often difficult to 

authenticate, and the focus of such scholars was rarely on stucco but the whole building or, for 

example, its wall paintings.448 It is also true that, so far, no plaster reliefs are signed or show 

signs of specific personalities, though as we saw in the last chapter, some workshops have 

identifiable ‘signatures’. This may be the result of the fragmentary state of preservation of 

stucco artefacts and the loss of the original polychromy of the pieces. Since our medium is often 

silent about its patrons, most of the information for this chapter was collected through the 

evaluation of the stucco pieces within their buildings and their stratigraphic relationship with 

other media, and through epigraphic material and data from texts associated with the history of 

the relevant buildings. 

Thus, this chapter discusses the data available for patronage of the most significant case-

studies. The buildings are presented chronologically and following the geographical 

 
448 See Introduction for a survey of past scholarship.  
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distribution and order of the Catalogue (see Appendix A for a discussion on the criteria used 

for this order).  

The analysis presented in this chapter demonstrates that for most of the cases it is 

possible to anchor stuccoes to specific chronologies and, occasionally, to specific individuals. 

This does not mean that stucco was chosen as ‘the’ preferred medium to express the ideology 

of patrons, as sometimes happens with sculpture and wall paintings, for example, but that it was 

part of the media used to express their ideology visually. To give an example, we do not have 

– yet – stucco funerary monuments or inscriptions which celebrate a specific personality 

explicitly.449 However, in at least one case (the katholikon of Iviron) it is possible that stucco 

was used to express the agenda of the hegoumenos George III the Hagiorite, or that stucco was 

part of the refurbishments of buildings included withing a larger plan to establish the authorities 

of monasteries (Vatopedi, Hosios Loukas). In other cases, it was possible to identify networks 

of patrons connected by the use of the same stucco artefacts (Epiros) or, where the different 

economic means of the ruler and of the local aristocracy were visible (area of Mystras). Finally, 

this chapter also demonstrates that stucco was used by high-level patrons in the Middle 

Byzantine period and that the range of patrons in the Late Byzantine period included also groups 

of common people who could afford to pay for plaster reliefs which were less elaborate.  

 

3.2 Patronage in the Middle and the Late Byzantine period 

The range of donors who commissioned churches with stuccoes changed from the Middle to 

the Late Byzantine period. This change mirrors patterns already noted for mural paintings 

through dedicatory inscriptions which suggests that from the ninth to the eleventh century, 

 
449 An exception may be the stucco decoration from the church of Kostaniane in Epiros, where the panel ending 

in a tympanum suggests that it was part of a coffin or a funerary memory/reliquary (cat. No. 13.1). Further 

investigations of the complex and the stucco pieces my help in exploring this hypothesis.  
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patrons who left their name in dedicatory inscriptions from Anatolia to Epiros were mainly state 

officials and ecclesiastics, that is representatives of the central authorities.450 Inscriptions and 

donor portraits also tells us that towards the end of the twelfth century there was shift towards 

regional aristocrats.451 In the Late Byzantine period there is again an increased presence or local 

ecclesiastics, administrative and military officers which was probably related to the concern of 

the Palaiologoi to retain the control of the re-conquered land through the dissemination of the 

imperial policy.452 However, another important change in the Late Byzantine period is the 

recording of a considerable amount of groups of local people in dedicatory inscriptions.453 This 

testifies to the practice of ‘collective’ foundations, which is the collaboration of several people 

or a group of people to fund the construction and the decoration of a building.454 Such 

foundations can be identified thanks to inscriptions which list several people, families or even 

entire villages, while in other cases the different donors names are recorded in single 

inscriptions located in several areas of the church (e.g. in the apse, next to the image of a saint, 

on the apsidal arch etc.).455  

When we move towards the evidence provided by stucco, we can see that in the Middle 

Byzantine period, stucco decorations appear in buildings probably associated with the emperor 

(the room in the area of the Boukoleon Palace in Constantinople), those funded by members of 

the imperial family (the Panagia Kosmosoteira in Feres), members associated with the imperial 

family but locally rooted (St. Panteleimon in Nerezi), rulers directly antagonising Byzantium 

(H. Achilleios on the Small lake of Prespa), and notable religious people, probably the 

 
450 Kalopissi-Verti 2015, 136-138.  
451 This had been noted on by Kalopissi 2015, 137. On the state of the study on Byzantine dedicatory inscriptions, 

see the recent volumes edited by Spiesier, Yota ed. 2012; Rhoby ed. 2015.  
452 This is particularly visible in Peloponnese, Kalopissi-Verti 2015, 139.  
453 Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 45-46. 
454 On collective foundations see Kalopissi-Verti 2012, 125–140; Kalopissi-Verti 2007, 333–340.  
455 This is the case of the Panagia church in Archatos, see cat. No. 30. 



 136 

hegoumenoi, for the cases on Mount Athos (Protaton, Vatopedi, Iviron). However, the above-

mentioned foundations are only half of the number of the Middle Byzantine churches listed in 

the Catalogue. The other half no longer have any extant inscriptions and their patronage is 

debated, but it includes two important religious centres (the monastery of Hosios Loukas in 

Boeotia, and the katholikon of the Daphni monastery in Attika). For the remaining buildings 

(the Timios Stavros monastery and the Çanlı kilise in Cappadocia, the basilica in Maroneia, the 

church of H. Ioannes Eleimon in Ligourio and the church of the Virgin in Peshkëki e Sipërme) 

it is only possible to collect information about the community who used them.   

Patrons who commissioned stuccoes in the Late Byzantine period (from the second half 

of the thirteenth century onwards) are more varied. This mirrors the general pattern of patronage 

recorded in dedicatory inscriptions.456 Moreover, the widespread use of such inscriptions allows 

the identification of regional patterns in the use of stucco from the second half of the thirteenth 

to the beginning of the fifteenth century which shows networks of patrons and their hierarchy, 

which is mirrored by the technique used for producing stucco elements. The areas are: Epiros 

under the Komnenoi-Doukai, Mystras and its surroundings between the Kantakouzeonoi and 

the Palaiologoi, and the islands (Euboea, Naxos, Samos). 

In the following paragraphs, I will go over the most significant churches contained in 

the Catalogue (see Appendix A), discussing the evidence available for their patronage and for 

the communities who used these buildings.  

 

 
456 Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 45-46; Kalopissi-Verti 2015, 135–156. 
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3.3 Middle Byzantine period (from the mid-ninth to the beginning of the thirteenth century)  

Constantinople 

In Constantinople, few stucco decorations dated to the Middle Byzantine period survive, but 

they are enough to grasp the level of patronage involved. These decorations come from 

buildings for which no inscriptions survive, but some information can be acquired from the 

written sources. 

The first example is a room from the Boukoleon palace which had a stucco frieze (cat. 

No. 1). The Boukoleon palace was the area of the Great Palace connected to the Boukoleon 

harbour, the entrance by sea to the imperial palace through the southern maritime walls of the 

city.457 It was extensively restored by the emperor Theophilos (829-842) and defensive walls 

were built by Nikephoros II Phokas (963-969) who was eventually assassinated there.458 During 

the reign of Alexios I Komenos (1081-1118) the emperor moved to the palace of the Blachernai, 

but under the Komnenoi some areas of the Great Palace continued to be used and new parts 

were added (e.g. the Manuelites and/or Mochroutas).459 It is not clear, however, whether the 

Boukoleon Palace and the room where the stucco frieze was found continued to be used. This 

is what emerged from the excavation conducted in 1983 by the Istanbul Archaeological 

Museum Directorate, during the construction of the railway, which unearthed the room with 

the stucco frieze, located behind the so-called ‘House of Justinian’, slightly north of the 

railway.460 The room had a decorative apparatus which included, at least in its last phase, a 

 
457 On the palace of the Boukoleon see Mango 1995b, 645–649; Mango 1997, 41–50; Bardill 2006 especially 24-

28, 37-40; Barsanti 2011, 45–58; Kislinger and Heher 2015. On the Boukoleon harbour, see Heher 2016.  
458 On the fortifications of Nikephoros Phokas, see Mango 1997; Bardill 2006, 36-39. On the assassination of 

Nikephoros II Phokas, Leonis diaconi Historiae, Book IV, 7, English translation in Talbot, Sullivan 2005, 113 n. 

51, 136-139;   
459 On the Manouelites, see Magdalino 1978; On the Mochroutas see the Ebersolt 1910, 49–150; Janin 1964, 122; 

Guilland 1969, 159; Magdalino 1978; Hunt 1984, 141–142; Brand 1989, 19-20; Redford 1993, 219; Asutay-

Effenberger 2004; Walker 2010; Redford 2013,  
460 Asgarı 1984, 45-46, figs. 12-19. 
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marble altar or a table, an opus sectile pavement, inlaid panels made of marble, limestone arches 

with glass inlaid, architectural ceramics, and a stucco frieze.461 The room was dated by Mundell 

Mango between the mid and the late ninth century on the basis of the architectural ceramics 

found there.462 Other scholars, on the basis of the design and in the technique used for the 

marble opus sectile suggested a later date around mid-tenth century probably to be connected 

to the intervention of Nikephoros Phokas (968-969).463 It is possible that the stucco frieze was 

part of the same decorative campaign as the architectural ceramics since these two media often 

interacted. This can be appreciated in other two Constantinopolitan buildings, the katholikon 

of the monastery of Constantine Lips where architectural ceramics were attached to the wall by 

a thick, modelled piece of plaster (fig. 3.1), and also in the Sampson hospital where architectural 

ceramics were probably flanked by stucco proskynetaria.464 Since the room with stucco frieze 

is located in the area of the Boukoleon palace, it is possible that it was connected to an imperial 

patron.465 The decorative apparatus chosen for this room plays on the concept of variety and 

imitation of materials through different media, a taste often recorded in other buildings with 

architectural ceramics.466  

Another Constantinopolitan building decorated with stucco was the Odalar Camii, a 

monument which is now almost destroyed (cat. No. 2). The studies carried out before its 

destruction, in the 1950s, and the comprehensive study of Westphalen, later, showed that the 

 
461 Asgarı 1984, 46. 
462 Mundell Mango 2001, pp. 22-24; Gerstel, Lauffenburger (eds.) 2001, 172-175; in Kongaz 2011 the stucco 

frieze is wrongly labelled as ‘terracotta’ and the image is upside-down. 
463 Sodini 1994, 182; Guiglia 1999, 325 n. 29; Bolognesi et al. 2008, 121-123; Barsanti, Guiglia, Paribeni 2010, 
140, fig. 3; Guiglia 2011, 429-430.  
464 For architectural ceramics mounted on stucco mouldings, see Gerstel, Lauffenburger (eds.) 2001, 189-195 in 

part. fig. VI.3.  
465 Bolognesi suggested to identify the room with the chapel dedicated to the Archangel Michael in the palace of 

Kamilas built by the emperor Theophilos. This suggestion was not developed further, and it seems to not have had 

any impact on further scholarship. Bolognesi in Bolognesi et al. 2008, 122-123.  
466 On the aesthetic value of architectural ceramics, see Anderson 2001; Tronzo 2001.   
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church had several phases which date from the seventh to the Late Byzantine period.467 In 

particular, part of the masonry was dated to the eleventh century, with an extensive restoration 

in the twelfth century which included mural paintings, among them, the image of St. 

Merkourios now at the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul;468 the Late Byzantine phase is 

testified by the fragmentary bust of an apostle, also at the Archaeological Museum of Istanbul, 

which finds comparisons with those made for the Palaiologan phase of the southern church in 

the monastery of Lips.469 It is possible that the church was part of a privately endowed 

monastery, even though there are no written sources to confirm this. Of the several 

identifications proposed, recently Asutay-Effenberger convincingly argued that the Odalar 

Camii was the katholikon of the monastery of H. Ioannes Prodromos in Petra one of the most 

important centres in Constantinople.470  

Regarding the friezes described by Westphalen on the basis of the account of 

Schatzmann, it is impossible to advance any suggestion regarding the original patronage since 

even the other fragmentary cornices recorded there are currently impossible to date or see.471 

The only information provided by Westphalen is a broad chronology from the Middle to the 

Late Byzantine period, and that the Odalar Camii was the katholikon of a very important and 

rich monastery in Constantinople.  

The last example of stucco decorations in Constantinople is the proskynetaria frames 

recovered during the excavations of Ramazonoğlu and later published by Dirimtekin in the area 

between Hagia Sophia and Hagia Eirene, identified with the Hospital of Sampson (cat. No. 3). 

The proskynetaria were recovered in a room converted into a chapel (called martyrium in 

 
467 Alpatov 1926; Brunov 1926; Schazmann 1935; Schazmann 1940; Westphalen 1998; Barsanti 2013, 484-490.  
468 Westphalen 1998, 85-140. 
469 Firatlı 1990, 81-82; Yalcın 1999, 361; Melvani 2013, 198, fig. 14c. 
470 Asutay-Effenberger 2008, 299-325. The identification was already suggested by Ousterhout 1985, 117 n.5, and 

by Mango 1995a, 18.  
471 Westphalen 1998, 149-150.  
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Dirimtekin’s article and room 5 in Peschlow’s publication),472 and they were dated between the 

end of the eleventh and the beginning of the twelfth century.473 Dirimtekin justified this 

chronology on the basis of the close resemblance of the stucco proskynetaria with some at the 

Archaeological Museum of Istanbul; the inventory number provided by Dirimtekin does not 

find any correspondence with the published catalogues of sculptures of the museum, and the 

current location of the stucco proskynetaria is unknown; thus, I could not verify this 

chronology.474 In the absence of first-hand data, we can extract some information from the study 

of Peschlow, who dated the construction of the niches with the stucco frames to the eleventh or 

the twelfth century on the basis of the masonry, therefore providing us with a terminus post 

quem  for the stucco frames, if not a confirmation of the chronology proposed by Dirimtekin.475  

There are no inscriptions or direct information about the patronage of the ‘chapel’, and 

there is no mention of the hospital in the written sources of the eleventh and the twelfth 

centuries, even though it was certainly in use at that time, because it was later occupied by the 

Latins between 1204 and 1261 and continued to function as hospital.476 The continuous support 

of the emperors to xenodochoi recorded in the tenth and the twelfth centuries suggests there 

was continued support for the Hospital of Sampson too.477 The Hospital of Sampson was not 

linked to any monasteries for the Early and the Middle Byzantine period, since it appeared to 

be an institution administered by a xenodochos and chartoulari, and it had possessions in Asia 

Minor.478 This situation changed after the Fourth Crusade, but this does not seem to concern 

the chronology of the room where the proskynetaria were found.479 What is clear from one of 

 
472 Peschlow 1977, 146-149, 168-171, 187-188, 190-205, Pl. 1, n. 5.  
473 Dirimtekin 1962, 175. 
474 The inventory numbers provided by Dirimtekin are inv. no. 6156-6181.  
475 Peschlow 1977, 149 n. 266, 170 n. 307.  
476 Miller 1990, 127. For the period under the Latin occupation see Stathakopoulos 2005, 255–273.   
477 Miller 1990, 127-128. 
478 Miller 1990, 126-127.  
479 Miller 1990, 128-135; Stathakopoulos 2005.  
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the written sources concerned with the hospital, the Miracle Tales of St. Sampson, is that it was 

a place frequented not only by poor but also the aristocracy. 480 It is impossible to say whether 

the wall paintings and their stucco frames in the ‘chapel’ were donated by a private donor.481 

The only statement possible is that the stucco was used to decorate a chapel located in one of 

the most powerful charitable institution where both aristocrats and others sought healing.482  

 

Cappadocia 

Cappadocia is a region where it seems that stucco was not widespread. The only two examples 

(one unpublished) are partially connected with masonry architecture. This is particularly 

interesting because it tells us that rock-cut architecture probably did not need to use stucco since 

sculptures could be easily obtained by carving the volcanic rock and by employing the same 

artisans. The presence of stucco reliefs in masonry buildings then may suggest that this material 

was associated with different techniques, modus operandi, and aesthetic criteria than those 

associated with rock-cut churches.  

The first case is the southern church of the so-called Timios Stavros monastery. This is 

a complex of three churches (cat. No. 5) which were made in different periods. The oldest two 

are rock-cut single-nave churches.483 The third church is composed of three aisles: while the 

northern aisle and part of the apse are rock-cut, the pillars, the south-western wall and a small 

 
480 Among the aristocrats who took advantage of the hospital there are the droungarios Leo, the prothospatharios 

Eustathios, Bardas strategos of Macedonia and brother of a patrikios, see Ebersolt 1921, 76; Janin 1969, 561-62; 

Mathews 1971, 79; Miller 1990, 121; Jacoby 2001, 288. 
481 Mango suggested that the room was converted into chapel when the droungarios Leo was in charge of the 
hospital through the charistichion (970s), and that the architectural ceramics found there should be attributed to 

his intervention. However, he does not provide any element to verify this assumption, Mango 2001, 9.   
482 In the account of the celebration of Palm Sunday, the Book of Cerimonies mentions that the xenodochos of the 

hospital of Sampson was the first of the hospitals directors to enter the Chrysotriklinos for the formal reception. 

De Cerimoniis, I. 32, B (p. 173), Engl. Transl. The Book of Cerimonies, I, ch. 32, 173.  
483 Ousterhout 2017, 122-123; Jolivet-Lévy 1991, 187; de Jerphanion 1936, 100-104. Of a different opinion is 

Lemaigre Demesnil 2010, 114-118, in part. 117-118.  
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section of the apse were built with reused stone masonry; the rest is an Ottoman restoration.484 

The stucco, so far unpublished, appears to have been decorating the arch of the northern aisle 

which connects the second and third pillars to the west. The northern aisle was likely converted 

to a sort of parekklesion, as the tomb at the base of the second pillar suggests.485 As noted in 

chapter 2, the analysis of the stratigraphic relationship between the mural paintings and the 

stucco that I carried out during a visit to the church during the summer of 2019, revealed that 

they probably belong to the same phase, dated to the Middle Byzantine period (figs. 2.25-2.26), 

and not to the nineteenth century as previously stated by Lemaigre Demesnil.486 The wall 

paintings of the arch with the stucco, and the stucco itself, are still covered by the thin layer of 

whitewash, which in some areas has fallen, showing the underlying layer of paintings. This 

underlying layer shows an intense red which can be seen also on the soffit of the north-eastern 

arch of the same church (cat. No. 5, figs. 5.5-5.6). The soffit of the arch with the stucco also 

seems to display a series of busts, as in the soffit of the north-eastern arch. The paintings of the 

church did not benefit from in-depth studies due to their covering with the layer of white paint. 

Jolivet-Levy identified at least two phases of paintings in the complex and she dated the oldest 

one, in the apse, to the tenth century.487 It seems to me that the soffit of the arch with the stucco 

may belong to a subsequent phase, which is the one also connected to the north-western arch 

(cat. No. 5, fig. 5.6). The paintings on the soffits of the north-western arch find comparisons 

with those made between the end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh centuries for 

the Direkli kilise. Therefore, if the paintings on the soffit of the arch with stucco belong to the 

same of those on the north-western arch, then we may propose a date to the end of the tenth and 

 
484 Ousterhout 2017, 122.  
485 Ousterhout 2017, 122.  
486 For the dating of the piece to the nineteenth century, see Lemaigre Demesnil 2010, 115-118, in part. 115 and 

117.   
487 Jolivet-Levy 1991, 187. 
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the beginning of the eleventh century for the stucco too. However, since the understanding of 

the soffit of the arch with the stucco is still very difficult, this chronology remains speculative. 

Therefore, we should generally indicate as Middle Byzantine date for the stucco which starts 

from the tenth century.488 It is not possible to state who commissioned the stucco decoration of 

this aisle of the church or if it was connected to the burial next to it, because the tomb is not 

dated and the complex continued to be in use until the twentieth century.489 Ousterhout 

suggested that Timios Stavros developed into the complex with the three-aisled church after 

originating as a centre focused on the veneration of a holy person.490 Unfortunately, this is the 

only information available and we are lacking any knowledge of holy individual active there.  

The second masonry church from Cappadocia with stucco decoration is the well-known 

Çanlı kilise (or Bell-Church) which was a prominent church of the settlement next to the 

Akhisar fortress.491 Ousterhout has argued that this settlement functioned as an administrative 

centre and residence for the families of the high-ranking officials related to the fortress since 

there are no signs of any smaller dwellings in the area.492 They were recorded, instead, on the 

other side of the cliff where there are also utilitarian buildings, and houses with courtyards, 

absent in the Çanlı kilise settlement.493 The stucco pieces found and recorded in Çanlı kilise 

(cat. No. 4.3) (fig. 3.2) were out of context at the time of their discovery in the northern narthex 

 
488 The close location of the soffits dated to the tenth century, and the use of the same red, may suggest that also 

the paintings on the arch and on the stucco belong to the tenth-century phase, and in turn the stucco too. This 

comparison is valid only if the polychromy on the stucco visible today is the original one. Moreover, while the 

stucco shows characteristics which point towards the Middle Byzantine period, these are not resolutive for 

establishing its absolute chronology. This is a task which can be assessed only by the removal of the whitewash 

from all the painted surface which include also the stucco. Therefore, the chronology that I suggest here does not 

pretend to be conclusive, but only hypothetic. 
489 It seems to be a Byzantine burial since there is still trace of the lid which would have sealed the rock-cut coffin, 

as it happens for other Byzantine burials in the region. 
490 Ousterhout 2017, 123. 
491 Ousterhout 2017, 335; Ousterhout 2005, 135-148, in part. 147-148.  
492 Ousterhout 2017, 325-335; Ousterhout 2011, 212-215.   
493 This variety speaks for a social stratification of the society of this settlement, which is absent in the Çanlı kilise 

where were found only houses with courtyard, normally associated with the aristocracy. Therefore, the Çanlı kilise 

settlement has been interpreted as the place where the officials working at the Akhisar fortress and their family 

were living. See Ousterhout 2017, 325-335; Ousterhout 2011, 212-215.   
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and are, therefore, impossible to date.494 The shape of the fragments is also hard to interpret: 

they could be part of a frame of some sort - Ousterhout suggested a tomb -495 or the cover of 

wooden beams of the windows, as found in Hagia Sophia in Monemvasia (fig. 1.73). A very 

close comparison can be made with a fragment of a frieze found in the Odalar Camii but it is 

not clear whether it was made of marble or stucco (fig. 3.3).496  

What seems to emerge from these two cases and from the regional context of 

Cappadocia is that stucco decoration appears in the two churches which makes use of masonry 

but it seems to be absent from the rock-cut ones.497 In fact, even if the aisle of the church with 

stucco was rock-cut, it belonged to a building two-thirds of which was made of masonry (the 

central apse and the two aisles). It is impossible today to link these churches to a patron, since 

no inscriptions survive and there is no record in the written sources. Therefore, it is only 

possible to say that for the Timios Stavros church the configuration of the sacred building above 

a room, probably a monastic cell, suggest a monastic environment or a place of local veneration 

due to the expansion and refurbishments of the complex over the time.498 For Çanlı kilise, its 

original function is not clear since no monastic complex was attached to it; however, it appears 

to have been within a settlement of probably military officers, and the use of very expensive 

materials (e.g. the bricks in the façade and the lazurite and ultramarine blue in the mural 

paintings) suggests that this was a lavish foundation for an aristocratic audience.499  

 

 
494 Ousterhout 2005, 189 n. 29, 206, figs. 254, 269; Ousterhout 2006, 79.   
495 Ousterhout 2005, pp. 189 n. 29, 206, figs 254, 269.  
496 Westphalen 1998, 141 n. 3, pl.38,4.  
497 Among the rock-cut churches there is no record of stucco elements, since all the sculptural elements are carved 

from the Vulcanic tufa.  
498 Ousterhout 2017, 123.  
499 For the analysis of the pigments used in the mural paintings see Wisseman et al. 2011, 223-227.  
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Thrace  

Thrace has two known monuments with stucco elements: a church found in the area of 

Byzantine Maroneia, and the katholikon of the monastery of the Virgin Kosmosoteira in Feres. 

The first excavations of Byzantine Maroneia in the area of Palaiochora were carried out by 

Aliprantis and briefly published in an article of 1975 where he mentioned the discovery of the 

panel made of stucco (cat. No. 6) in a church with an apse painted with a foliate cross.500 The 

panel was dated between the seventh and the ninth century on the basis of its decoration 

considered to be Iconoclast.501 However, this position can no longer be accepted since it has 

been demonstrated that aniconic decorations can be dated from the sixth to the tenth century.502 

The panel and its church do not appear in the publication of the site which focussed on the Early 

Byzantine basilica.503 However, some hints regarding the chronology of the stucco plaque can 

be found its design which finds comparisons in marble plaques from the seventh to the tenth 

century.504 In the absence of crucial information which can help us in narrowing down the 

chronology of the stucco and its church and to identify its patrons, it is only possible to say that 

the plaque was made between the seventh and the tenth centuries.  

However, the church of the Virgin Kosmosoteira in Feres is a well-known monument. 

It was the katholikon of the monastery founded in 1152 by Isaak Komnenos sebastrokrator 

who was the sixth son of the emperor Alexios I Komnenos and Eirene Doukaina; the patronage 

of his family is well-known and it involved the convent of the Mother of God Kecharitomene 

by Eirene Doukaina and the Pantokrator monastery by his brother and emperor John II and his 

 
500 Aliprantis 1975-76, 223–229. In the subsequent publication on Byzantine Maroneia (Aliprantis 1994) there is 
no mention of the plaster panel.  
501 See chapter 1.9. 
502 See the volume edited by Campagnolo et al. 2014 for a summary on the question and different positions. In 

particular, on the crucial cases of Naxos and Cappadocia, see Crow, Turner 2014; Jolivet-Levy 2014 and further 

bibliography. Recently on Cappadocia, see the summary of Ousterhout 2017, 198-204, 208-209.   
503 Doukata-Demertzi 2008. 
504 See chapter 1.11.  
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wife Eirene Piroska, both in Constantinople.505 Isaak sebastokrator was also the founder of the 

monastery of Chora (in its Komnenian phase), again in the capital, established first as his burial 

site.506 After being exiled from Constantinople, he moved his tomb to Thrace, to the church of 

the Kosmosoteira.507 Part of the re-made capitals in stucco are still preserved within the church 

(cat. No. 7.1) which belong to this phase. These stucco capitals played an essential visual role 

within the church decoration due to their size and to the fact that they were probably the only 

pieces of sculpture of the church, except for the templon, the bronze railings to mark the area 

of the tomb of Isaak and the tomb slab.508 These capitals may have both a load-bearing and a 

decorative role. Indeed, the innovative plan of the church, with two pairs of narrow columns on 

the western side, still exhibits severe load-bearing problems, because they are too slim to 

support the big dome.509 The use of stucco does not seem to have helped in consolidating the 

structure; it wraps around the capitals and the imposts, but it does not re-direction the loads 

from the thin columns. The decorative impact of the capitals is unprecedented. In the 

Kosmosoteira, stucco allowed the creation of a rich decoration which mirrors the 

experimentalism recorded in the architecture.510 The result shows that Isaak employed artisans 

who were able to create new solutions both in architecture and in sculpture.  

 

 
505 Typikon of the Sebastokrator, 782.  
506 Typikon of the Sebastokrator, §89, 838. Isaak sebastokrator is also known for his active patronage in the arts 

such as the Octateuch now in the library of the Seraglio in Istanbul, see Uspensky 1907; Anderson 1982, 84- 86, 

91; Ševčenko 2000, 782. Against this attribution is Pelletier 1962, 11. Moreover, when Isaak went to the Holy 

Land, he also paid for the construction of an aqueduct for the monastery of St. John the Forerunner near the Jordan 

river, Kurtz 1907, 102. On Isaak see also Underwood 1966, I, 8-13. Varzos 1984, I, 238-254.  
507 Typikon of the Sebastokrator, §89, 838-839.  
508 Ibidem; Ousterhout 2002, 13-15; Ousterhout, Bakirtzis 2007, 77-88. Recently on the cycle of wall paintings of 

the church, Ševčenko 2012.  
509 Iron tie rods were inserted in the mortar between the capitals and the masonry in order to connect the capitals 

to the perimeter walls to pass on the weight of the dome. Moreover, a flat iron bar was located in an intermediate 

zone between the capitals and the abacus. Both the iron bars and the beams are dated to the Middle Byzantine 

period since they are within the mortar. Sinos 1985, 86-88; Dennert 1997, 82; Ousterhout 1999, 214-216; 

Ousterhout, Bakirtzis 2007, 56.  
510 On the architectural plan of the Virgin Kosmosoteira see Mango 1976, 134; Sinos 1985, 75-176 in part 157-

176; Oustherout 1999, 122-125, 149. 
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Macedonia 

Stucco was not exclusive to Byzantine patrons. Stucco reliefs adorned the basilica of H. 

Achilleios on the small lake of Prespa (cat. No. 8), a church usually connected to the patronage 

of the ruler Samuel I of Bulgaria.511 Though no dedicatory inscription survives intact, scholars 

agreed to identify it with the basilica mentioned by the historian John Skylitzes.512 After Samuel 

I took the Byzantine city of Larissa in 985, he removed the relics of H. Achilleios from the 

cathedral and brought them in the city of Prespa, one of the most important centres of the 

Bulgarian kingdom together with Ohrid.513 The church is monumental (22x44 m), one of the 

biggest in the Balkans, and it was the result of an ambitious project to create an appropriate seat 

for the Bulgarian patriarch - the Bulgarian Church became autocephalous in this period. The 

basilica had stucco arched slabs, possibly part of a ciborium, which were worked in the same 

style and with the same decorative motifs of the stone sculpture of the building.514 While the 

architecture shows clear connections to the Byzantine territories (masonry, proportions),515 the 

iconography and the carving of the stone and stucco sculptures find comparisons with the 

contemporary sculpture on the Adriatic coast, and in the Balkans and less in Constantinople.516 

It is possible that Samuel employed local artisans for the stone and stucco sculptures. I believe 

that the use of stucco for the arched slab may be connected to the desire to use a variety of 

materials in his foundation, in line with the contemporaneous taste in Byzantine buildings.517 

 
511 On Samuel and the church of H. Achilleios, see Grabar 1976, 8; Moutsopoulos 1989, I, 83-85; Moutsopoulos 

1999, 7-18, in part. 17-18. On the stucco reliefs, see Moutsopoulos 1989, I, 189-190, 331-332, figs. 27-28 pl. 31, 

1-2, 32, 1; Moutsopoulos 1999, 248-249, figs. 211-212. 
512 Grabar 1964, 163-168; Ćurčić 2010, 311-12. 
513 Skylitzes, Synopsis, 312-313. The construction of the basilica by Samuel is mentioned only in the manuscripts 
A, C, E, U.    
514 Moutsopoulos 1989, I, 331-332.  
515 The choice of a basilica seems a bit out of date for the end of the tenth century, however, this choice was 

interpreted by scholars as a conscious revival testifying the ambitions of Samuel, or congregational needs, see 

Ćurčić 2010, 312; Ousterhout 2019, 536-538.  
516 See chapter 1.9 for comparisons.  
517 This aspect will be discussed further in the conclusions of this chapter. 
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The other example from the historical region of Macedonia is the church of St. 

Panteleimon in Nerezi, near Skopje (ca 1164) (cat. No. 28) which brings us into the century 

following the defeat of Samuel I by the Byzantine armies.518 This church was located in 

Byzantine territory, founded by Alexios Angelos Komnenos, as the inscription on the lintel of 

the main door testifies, and it was the place where he was probably buried.519 Alexios was one 

of the sons of Theodora Komnene and Constantine Angelos.520 Theodora and Constantine 

started the Angelos-Komnenos family, a branch of the extended imperial family, which 

generated four subsequent emperors. Alexios Angelos states clearly in the inscription that he is 

the son of the porphyrogennete Theodora, sister of the emperor Alexios I Komnenos.521 Alexios 

Angelos Komnenos is partially known from the written sources; they tell us that he was an 

intellectual figure very close to his cousin, the emperor Manuel I Komnenos, and he played a 

considerable role in the synod of 1166.522 Some iconographic choices in the painted programme 

of the church of St. Panteleimon recall the emperor’s position on theological matters discussed 

in the synods of 1156, 1157, 1166 as Sinkević demonstrated.523 The settlement of Nerezi was 

probably a property of Alexios Angelos, and it has to be understood within the context of the 

Komnenoi and their activities, in particular of Manuel I who granted several estates and lands 

to his family in the Balkans. Nerezi was close to Skopje, and a strategic point since it was in 

 
518 On the church see, Sinkević 2000; Ćurčić 2010, 410; Ousterhout 2019, 373, 410. 
519 Sinkević 1996, 39; Ousterhout 2002, 7; Ousterhout 2019, 373.  
520 On the figure of Alexios Angelos Komnenos, see Sinkević 1996; Sinkević 2000, 4-5.  
521 Sinkević 2000, 4-5.  
522 Niketas Choniates, col. 253.    
523 The church of St. Panteleimon is one of the four churches with the Kiss of the Apostles painted within the scene 

of the Communion of the Apostles. Sinkević argued that this signified the Ecumenical unity, and reflected Manuel 

I’s policy based on tolerance, in particular regarding disputes on the different Eucharistic rituals. Moreover, the 

inclusion in the scene of Peter and Paul kissing, and also Andrew and Luke, who were very popular saints in 
Macedonia, was seen as an attempt to promote the unitarian policies of Alexios Angelos (thus supporting the 

emperor Manuel I) to those within the area. Another aspect which shows the involvement of Alexios in dogmatic 

matters of his time, is the representation of the Hetoimasia in the bema of the church which symbolize the Holy 

Trinity in this case; under Manuel I, there were three Constantinopolitan Councils (1156, 1157, 1166) which 

discussed the dual nature of Christ and his status as member of the Holy Trinity. Sinkević 2000, 8, 33-34, 35-39. 

In a previous contribution, Sinkević noted also some disagreements between Alexios Angelos and Manuel I, 

Sinkević 1996, 36-37. 
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the theme of Macedonia, which, since 1004, encompassed the territories taken away from the 

Bulgarians in the time of Samuel. In this area, a foundation such as St. Panteleimon, full of 

references to Constantinople, aims at reinforcing the imperial rule in a peripherical area.524 Such 

references have been identified in the architectural plan of the church, in some iconographic 

choices of the mural paintings and in their style; the sculpture is also in line with the current 

trends recorded in Thessaloniki and Constantinople.525 All this information allows us to 

contextualise the stucco proskynetaria of this church as part of the decorative apparatus of a 

member of the imperial family who was a close collaborator of the emperor Manuel I.   

 

The Athos peninsula  

Three out of four of the most important and ancient foundations on Mount Athos had stucco 

decoration: the Protaton church and the katholika of the monasteries of Vatopedi and Iviron. 

For the Great Lavra, the first monastery in the hierarchy of the Athonite republic, it is unknown 

whether the katholikon or any of the subsidiary chapels had any stucco decoration.526 In all 

three cases stucco was produced for decorating the churches used by monastic communities 

and in at least two cases (Vatopedi and Iviron), it is possible to talk about monastic patronage.  

The Protaton church preserves two stucco proskynetaria dated around the middle of the 

tenth century. The building is located in Karyes, which in the tenth and the eleventh centuries 

was the administrative centre of Athos, seat of the protos (the judicial and administrative 

 
524 Sinkević 2000, 5-10. On the similarities with Constantinopolitan architecture, see Ousterhout 2019, 357, 359 

fig. 15.9C, 411-412, 550.  
525 Architecture and paintings also show some regional elements in typologies and iconographies; however, it 
seems clear that there was a conscious attempt to connect this foundation to Constantinople. Sinkević 2000, 21-

28, 29-84 in part. 80-82; Ćurčić 2010, 410.  
526 The possibility that the katholikon of the Great Lavra had stucco should not be disregarded because this building 

and those of Vatopedi and Iviron have all a similar architectural plan, the so-called ‘Athonite type’ (tryconch), 

which was elaborated in a close amount of time in all three buildings. According to the most recent studies, the 

katholikon of Vatopedi is probably the oldest building with a triconch-shape, followed by the Lavra and Iviron, 

Mamaloukos 2011, 39-50.  
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authority of the monastic peninsula).527 The church was remodelled and redecorated several 

times; Mylonas identified the first building phase within the beginning of the tenth century, the 

second phase with the intervention of the hegoumenos Athanasios who added the transept at 

the time of the emperor Nikephoros Phokas (963-969), and the third with an intervention in the 

time of the emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos (1282-1328), when the external walls were 

reinforced and a new cycle of mural paintings was made.528  The stucco proskynetaria (cat. Nos. 

9.1-9.2) were first published and dated by Orlandos to the tenth century together with the marble 

templon;529 Grabar dated them to the eleventh century on the basis of their inhomogeneity with 

the marble templon, based on observations about style, which were not very convincing;530 

Mylonas, however, provided a wider timeframe for the stucco proskynetaria, dating them 

between the intervention of Athanasios (ca. 960/65) and Andronikos II Palaiologos (1282-

1328).531 Finally, the subsequent mentions of the stucco proskynetaria by Kalopissi-Verti, 

Vanderheyde, and Papadopoulou dated them generically to the tenth century without anchoring 

them to Athanasios.532 As already discussed in chapter 1, a date to the tenth century is possible 

for the shape of the frame and the decorative patterns used. The patronage of Athanasios is 

possible but it is not verifiable, because the evidence connected to his intervention does not 

allow us to connect the proskynetaria to him for sure.533 Another possibility is that the stucco 

proskynetaria were made during another later intervention, possibly connected to the 

hegoumenos of the monastery of Xenophon who donated 36 pounds of gold to renew the church 

 
527 Papachryssanthou 1975, 114-129.  
528 Mylonas 1979, 143-160; Mango 1976, 116. On the wall paintings see, Vasilakeris 2013; Daniila et al. 2007, 
1971–1984; Tsigaridas 2003, 17–65; Daniilia et al.  2000, 91-110; Acheimastou-Potamianou 1994, 26, 236; 

Xyngopoulos 1964, 419–430. 
529 Orlandos 1953. 
530 Grabar 1976, 68.  
531 Mylonas 1979, 146.  
532 Vanderheyde 2005, 84; Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 110; Papadopoulou 2006, 344.  
533 Pazaras already suggested that the templon was connected to him, Pazaras 1997, 236-237. 
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in 1083;534 however, this chronology does not explain the shape of ‘simple arch’ instead of 

arched slab for the proskynetaria. As we have seen in chapter 1, stucco proskynetaria are 

modelled as ‘simple’ arches even later, such as in the twelfth-century church of H. Ioannes 

Eleemon in Ligourio (cat. No. 23), and in the Ljubostinja church (ca 1406–1408) (fig. 1.161). 

Nevertheless, these two cases belong to ‘Type B’ proskynetaria which does not show consistent 

patterns as ‘Type A’ due to the different kind of artisans who were modelling them (probably 

painters). Therefore, it is only possible to say that the stuccoes were made for the church of the 

main centre of Athos and that they were probably commissioned by religious leaders (possibly 

Athanasios). 

The patronage of the stuccoes in the katholika of Vatopedi and Iviron is clearer, and 

allows us to contextualise them within the agendas of the monasteries. As demonstrated in 

chapter 2, the stucco elements were probably produced by the same workshop, or were, at least, 

produced in the same timeframe.535 The narrative provided by the stucco decorations of these 

two buildings opens a windows into the use of stucco as part of the monasteries’ strategies of 

affirming their power on Athos. As we have noted earlier, between the end of the tenth and the 

eleventh century both monasteries were expanding, renovating their katholika and developing 

into the most influential institutions after the Great Lavra, and at the expenses of the protos in 

Karyes.536  

The building activities which enlarged the katholikon of Vatopedi were undertaken 

from the beginning of the eleventh century, and they continued until around the middle of the 

century; the known hegoumenoi of this period are Nicholas (+ 1012-1018) and Athanasios (ca 

 
534 Actes Xénophon, n. 1, ll. 179-180. 
535 See chapter 2.9 for the buildings, the chronology and the artisans.  
536 Papachryssantou 1975, 99-107, 117-118. 
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1020-1048).537 This is the period when the architectural plan of the katholikon of Vatopedi was 

taken as a model by the other two important monasteries: the Great Lavra and Iviron.538 Under 

the hegoumenate of Athanasios (ca 1020-1048), Vatopedi experienced a period of expansion 

both in monastic population and in properties through the purchase of new ones both on Athos 

and in Macedonia.539 This expansion was recognised by the typikon of the emperor Constantine 

Monomachos (1045) where Vatopedi was recognised as second in the Athonite hierarchy, and 

benefitted from special concessions which, on the one hand, enabled it to compete with the 

Great Lavra and, on the other, pushed it to the same level of Iviron.540 Oikonomides noted that 

the active hegoumenate of Athanasios laid the path for the recognitions of 1045.541 Indeed, at 

the beginning of his hegoumenate he signed lower down in the list.542 However, it appears to 

me that before Athanasios, the status of Vatopedi is not entirely clear; in 985 it is the last in the 

list,543 in 998 it is third (while Iviron is eighth),544 in 1020 it is second (after the Great Lavra)545 

before going down in the list between 1030 and 1040. These data shows that Vatopedi 

sporadically jumped to the top of the hierarchy, but only after 1045 did the situation become 

stable for a while.  

 
537 The dates provided or the hegoumenoi on Athos do not always correspond to the actual time they spent in their 

office but rather they are connected to their appearance in the documents. See the list of the hegoumenoi in Actes 
Vatopedi, 51-52; Actes d’Iviron,I, 93-94.  
538 For a synthesis on the studies on the so-called ‘Athonite type’ see Mamaloukos 2011, 39-45. 
539 Actes de Vatopédi, 10-12.  
540 This is clear from the servants each hegoumenos could bring with them during the general assemblies. In the 

typikon of Tzimiskes (972) the protos was accompanied by six servants and the other hegoumenoi without; the 

typikon of Monomakos (1045) established that the hegoumenos of the Lavra was accompanied by six servants, the 

hegoumenoi of Vatopedi and Iviron by four servants each, the Protos by three servants, and all the other 

hegoumenoi by one each. These regulations show the balance of power on Athos in the tenth and eleventh centuries 

and underline the superiority of the three big coenobitic monasteries (Lavra, Vatopedi and Iviron), Actes du 
Prôtaton, 104-105, n. 7 202-215, n. 8 215-23. 
541 Oikonomides also connected the monastery to the aristocracy of Adrianople, see Oikonomides 1998, 44-53. 
542 This can be seen in a document of 1035 Actes de Lavra, I, n. 29, while already in a document of 1044 Vatopedi 

was going up, Actes de Esphigmenou 1973, n.3 l. 36. 
543 Actes Iviron I, n. 7, ll. 5, 63. 
544 Actes Vatopedi, I, n. 2, l. 29. 
545 Actes Iviron, I, n. 24, l. 24. 
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Is the expansion of Vatopedi visible in the architecture of the katholikon and, in 

particular, in the use of stucco? Around the middle of the eleventh-century, the katholikon was 

decorated with mosaics in the naos (today only the Annunciation survives), and later the mosaic 

of the deesis was commissioned in the narthex by the hegoumenos Ioannikios (end 

eleventh/beginning twelfth century).546 As noted in chapter 2, the stucco decorations of 

Vatopedi should be dated to the time of the construction of the liti (beginning of the eleventh 

century) because those made for the naos and those for the liti are homogenous. This 

observation allows us a date to the hegoumenate of Nicholas (+ 1012-1018) or Athanasios (ca 

1020-1048). We know nothing about Nicholas’ activities, while for Athanasios it is clear from 

the surviving documents the community was consistently enlarged: he requested an extra pair 

of oxen to knead bread;547 new properties were acquired, and also the chapels of H. Demetrios 

and H. Nikolaos were added to the katholikon under him.548 Stavros Mamaloukos attributed the 

construction of the liti  to him too.549 This means that after a period of growth (mid tenth -1020), 

in the second quarter of the eleventh century the katholikon of Vatopedi was reshaped with the 

addition of new spaces and the stucco decoration. These changes and investments in the 

katholikon corresponded to its period in the lower place in the Athonite hierarchy but, 

ultimately, they elevated Vatopedi to the rank as second monastery in 1045. Why did Vatopedi 

fall in the hierarchy while it was investing in its main church? Did it have financial problems, 

or this fall was connected to the fortunes of Iviron, the other powerful monastery? Probably the 

 
546 The Annunciation has been dated around the half of the eleventh century, and the Deesis between the end of 

the eleventh century and the beginning of the twelfth, see Tsigaridas 1998, 222-230; Walters 1968, 314. 
547 Actes du Prôtaton, n.8 ll. 93-99, p. 219, 228. 
548 The chapel of H. Demetrios has been dated to the first half of the eleventh century and the chapel of H. Nikolaos 

slightly after. On the architecture see Mamaloukos 1998, 173-174; Mamaloukos 2001, 82-102, 125-128, 160-168, 

206-208, 225. On sculpture, see Pazaras 2001a, 81-100.  
549 Mamaloukos 2001, 205-206; Mamaloukos 1996, 115.  
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latter. And it is significant for this study to note that the rise of Iviron to the second place in 

hierarchy corresponded to some renovations in the katholikon involving the use of stucco.  

As noted in chapter 2, the stuccoes in the inner narthex of the katholikon of Iviron can 

be dated between 1029 (death of the hegoumenos George I) and 1066 (death of the hegoumenos 

George III the Hagiorite) (cat. Nos. 11.1-11.2).550 These years are crucial for the history of the 

monastery’s community and the recognition of the Georgian leadership by both its monks and 

by the rest of the Athos peninsula. I would argue that the stuccoes are part of the George’s 

Hagiorite’s discourse of legitimising the presence of the Georgians on Athos, as several 

elements suggest.  

The known building works in the katholikon of Iviron are those under the hegoumenos 

George I who improved the church, and added the chapel on the southern side; such works are 

confirmed by a document dated to 1020 where Iviron was allowed to have a second pair of oxen 

for the works in the katholikon.551 Some years after his death, probably under the hegoumenos 

Gregorios, George I was buried in the narthex of the katholikon.552 However, the narthex 

acquired a special importance only under the hegoumenos George III the Hagiorite who 

promoted substantial aesthetic and ideological changes, through the translatio of the relics of 

the most important individuals in the history of Iviron, St. Euthymios and John the Iberian (the 

founders of the monastery), Arsenios and John Grdzelisdze, who were placed into marble 

pseudo-sarcophagi at the southern end of the narthex. (figs. 3.5-3.6).553 The creation of this 

 
550 The hegoumenoi of this period are George II (1029-ca 1035), Gregorios (ca 1035-1041), Symeon (1041-1042), 

Stephanos (1042-1044), George III the Hagiorite (ca 1044-1056), Arsenios (1056-1059), Theodoros (1061), and 

George IV Oltisari (1065-1077/78). Actes d’Iviron I, 94; Actes d’Iviron II, 61. 
551Actes d’Iviron I, n. 24, pp. 228-233. The figure of the hegoumenos George I was controversial. He was deposed 

from his hagoumenate because was accused of being part of a cup against the doux of Thessaloniki, Constantinos 

Diogenes, and for this reason he was condemned to the exile, see Actes d’Iviron I, 41-45. His first rehabilitation 

happened under Gregory, but it is under the hegoumenate of George III the Hagiorite that George I was recognized 

as founder and builder of the katholikon, Martin-Hisard 2006, 146-148; Martin-Hisard 2005, in part. 90-95. 
552 Rehabilitation of George I under him and not under George II La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite §98 
553 La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, §97-99. 
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tomb aimed at promoting the cult of the Georgian founders (Euthymios and John the Iberian) 

and, at the same time, at justifying the presence of the Georgians in the church and the 

performing of the liturgy in the Georgian language.554 Indeed, the intervention of George III, 

which included the stucco elements, must be seen in the light of the contemporary events which 

occurred in the community of Iviron: the clashes between the Georgians and Greeks. In the 

eleventh century, the community of Iviron was made up of both Georgian and Greek monks. 

Since the time of the hegoumenate of Euthymios, Greeks were welcomed into the community; 

under George I, the Greeks and the Georgians started to be treated differently, such as using 

different liturgies in their own languages, but the situation exploded between 1029 and 1041.555 

The main disagreement was that the Greeks claimed the church of the Virgin (the katholikon) 

as their own, and therefore they claimed the lead of the monastery.556 In fact, at the beginning 

of the 1030s, the Georgians were using the church of the Virgin, while the more numerous 

Greeks used the one dedicated to the Prodromos, which was smaller and less prestigious. The 

situation reversed under George II (1029- ca 1035) as he supported the Greeks, but it changed 

back to the status quo in ca. 1035, which was later confirmed in 1041 by the emperor Michael 

IV.557 It has been noted that while the Georgian community at Iviron always had the support of 

the emperors and of the Georgian nobility, the Greek community outnumbered the Georgians 

and had the support of the other Athonite monasteries.558 After the interventions of the 

emperors, the Georgians took over, and George III the Hagiorite became hegoumenos.559 Even 

before he became head of Iviron, George III had a clear agenda, seen through his work on the 

 
554 Martin-Hisard 2006, 141-148; Martin-Hisard 2005, 79–100; Actes d’Iviron I, 54-55.  
555 Actes d’Iviron I, 45-59. Martin-Hisard shortened this period to 1033-1041. Martin-Hisard 2006, 132-136.  
556 Martin-Hisard 2006, 139-148; Actes Iviron I, 33-50. 
557 Actes Iviron, I, 46.  
558 Lefort suggested that the accusation (and condemnation) of George I was part of a coup against the doux of 

Thessaloniki was planned by the other Athonite monasteries. Actes d’Iviron, I, 42.    
559 Actes d’Iviron, I, 42-53; Martin-Hisard 2006, 130-141. 
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translation of liturgical texts from Greek into Georgian, continuing the legacy of the Georgian 

founders.560 Moreover, he wrote the Life of John and Euthymios which underlined the will of 

the Mother of God to have them on Athos and her desire that Georgian language was used in 

the monastery and in the liturgy.561 This concept was also visually expressed in the narthex of 

the katholikon, where the Hagiorite built the already mentioned tomb for the bodies of 

Euthymios, John the Iberian, Arsenios, and John Grdzelisdze, and promoted the cult of 

Euthymios by sending his relics to Constantinople and Jerusalem.562 At the same time he also 

established commemorations and rituals to be performed in front of the tomb of Euthymios.563 

It appears clear that George aimed at consolidating the presence of the Iberians on Athos by 

promoting the cult of one of its founders.564  

The stucco elements in the narthex decorate the tomb of George I (figs. 3.4, 3.6) in front 

of the tomb of Euthymios, and they frame the entrance to the naos (fig. 3.7). This latter frame 

leaves an empty space (a sort of lunette) profiled by an arch on colonnettes, a space which was 

probably originally filled with an image. Today it contains a post-Byzantine fresco of the 

Virgin, but we cannot exclude that it originally framed another, older, image of the Mother of 

God, since the Life of John and Euthymios, written by the Hagiorite himself, mentions that the 

katholikon had the image of the Virgin at the entrance.565 In this regard, the peculiar stucco 

frame underlined the importance of the image of the Virgin Mary, fitting perfectly with the 

agenda of George III the Hagiorite who stressed the connection between the Virgin and the 

 
560 Actes d’Iviron, I, 50-53; Martin-Hisard 2006, 141-148.  
561 These aspects were already noted by Lefort, however Martin-Hisard reconstructed the hegoumenate with 

extreme precision by convincingly exploring the complicate agenda of George the Hagiorite both as a monk and 
as hegoumenos. Actes d’Iviron, I, 53-55; Martin Hisard 2005; Martin-Hisard 2006, 139-148;.   
562La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 27-29; Actes d’Iviron, I, 54. On their tomb, see Pazaras 2006, 125–152; Pazaras 

2007, 47–64. For the identification of this tomb with the one of Euthymios, John the Iberian, Arsenios, and John 

Grdzelisdze, see Pazaras 2006.  
563La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 26-29.  
564 Martin-Hisard 2006, 146-148.  
565 La Vie de Jean et Euthyme, §37, n. 168; Actes d’Iviron, I, 63, n. 5-6.  
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Georgian founders. The other stucco element is the frame of the arcosolium of the tomb of 

George I which is very similar in style, dimensions, and ornamentation to the doorframe. These 

analogies suggest that they were made during the same campaign.566 Unfortunately, the Life of 

George the Hagiorite does not fully describe the aspect of the tomb of George I, and simply 

states that the tomb had a sarcophagus made of marble, with no mention of the arcosolium.567 

This silence, even if is probably explained by the interest of the hagiographer in the tomb and 

not in its decoration, leaves us open two possible dates. The first one is the hegoumenate of 

Gregorios (ca 1035-1041), when the body of George I was moved into the narthex; the other 

possibility is that the stucco elements belonged to the period of George III the Hagiorite when 

the narthex acquired considerable importance. The choice of stucco by the Hagiorite may be 

related to this being an intervention made in a short amount of time soon after the construction 

and decoration of the tomb of Euthymios in marble;568 another possibility is that the use of 

stucco signalled a hierarchy between the two tombs, where the marble tomb of Euthymios was 

the focus of the narthex; however, the stucco arcosolium of George I’s tomb has a richer 

decoration than the marble one.569 Finally, another possibility is that the stuccoes were made 

when the body of George III the Hagiorite was deposited with George I (1066), the other 

‘constructor and decorator’.570 If we want to date the stuccoes to this latter intervention, the 

 
566 Pazaras 2007, 54-55.  
567La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 97. The description of the tomb of Euthymios contains information about the 

sarcophagus only. La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 27 In these passages, the interest of the hagiographer is merely 

on the remains of these people, while the ornamentation of the tombs can be simply implied by the appellative of 

George the Hagiorite as ‘decorator’ of the church La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 98. 
568 Stucco is a quick alternative to marble: it can be easily modelled and worked faster than marble/stone and once 

dry it resemble marble. 
569 It is possible that the stucco arcosolium was covered with golden leaf since from the pictures it seems to see 

remnants of the preparation of the gilding (bolo) (but this hypothesis should be tested by proper analysis). If this 
is true, it would be difficult to imagine that stucco was perceived in this case as a cheaper material than marble.   

I am also not considering the possibility of a lack of marble for the arcosolium because Iviron between the end of 

the tenth and the eleventh century was able to import marble from outside Athos and to employ artisans educated 

in Constantinople, Pazaras 2001b.  Moreover, the other works undertaken by George III the Hagiorite involved 

marble since he remade the opus sectile pavement of the entire church and narthex. Liakos 2008; Martin-Hisard 

2006, 142-146; Actes d’Iviron, I, 62-63.  
570La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 99. 
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hegoumenos was George IV Oltisari, who is not known for any interventions into the 

katholikon.571 Therefore, it seems more reasonable to place the stuccoes into one of the 

interventions of the Hagiorite which aimed at reinforcing the presence of the Georgian 

community by strengthening the ties between the founders, the Virgin Mary, and the Georgian 

language. Additionally, the decision to decorate the tomb of George I can be seen as a way to 

remember the predecessor most involved in building activities, and it was indeed there that the 

Hagiorite was buried after his death in Constantinople.572 The motivation behind using stucco 

could be connected to a possible later intervention soon after the construction and decoration 

of the tomb of Euthymios. This intervention required the Hagiorite to fund a quick decoration 

with the greatest effect, both framing the image of the Virgin on the door and re-habilitating 

the figure of George I through his tomb.573  

What does the stucco tell us about the agenda of the hegoumenoi of Vatopedi and 

Iviron? The answer is in the organization of the Athonite peninsula and the balance of power 

from the end of the tenth century to the eleventh. This period saw the promulgation of two 

typika for the Mount Athos by the emperor John Tzimiskes (972) and by Constantine 

Monomachos (1045); the following one was much later, in 1406 by Manuel II Palaiologos.574 

As observed by Denise Papachryssantou, the typikon of 1045 does not cancel the one of 972 

but, rather, it defines some grey areas.575 What emerges from the typikon of 1045 is the concern 

to consolidate the authority of the great monasteries (Great Lavra, Vatopedi, Iviron) at the 

expenses of the protos, but also to regulate and contain their economic expansion on Athos.576 

 
571 Actes d’Iviron, II, 18-19.  
572 The account of his death in Constantinople on 24 May 1065 and the translatio of his body into the katholikon 
of Iviron is in the La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, §93-100. 
573 The hierarchy between Euthymios and George I was respected because the latter tomb is bigger in size and 

more imposing than the George I’s one. 
574Actes du Prôtaton, n. 13.  
575 Papachryssanthou 1975, 104. In the typikon of Tzimiskes there is no mention of Vatopedi, which appears in 

the documents for the first time in 985.  
576Papachryssanthou 1975, 104-107.  



 159 

This aspect is clear from the change in the hierarchical composition of the main attendees at the 

assemblies held in the Protaton church, the seat of the protos, the central authority on Athos. 

The typikon of 972 mentions first the protos accompanied by six servants, followed by the 

hegoumenos of the Great Lavra with two servants, the monk Paul with one servant and then the 

hegoumenoi of the other monasteries without servants (among them Iviron, Vatopedi is not 

mentioned in this typikon).577 In the following typikon (1045), the order changes: first the 

hegoumenos of the Great Lavra with six servants, then the hegoumenoi of Vatopedi and Iviron 

with four servants each, and after them the protos with three servants, followed by all the other 

hegoumenoi with one servant each.578 Papachryssantou noted that this list mirrored the balance 

of power in the eleventh century which was probably very unstable, especially for Vatopedi 

and Iviron.579 The importance of the ‘great’ monasteries is emphasized in the changes made to 

the chairs of the assembly which reunited all the hegoumenoi for the discussion of important 

matters.580 Before 1045 the assembly was simply chaired by the protos, while the typikon of 

Monomachos stated that it should be chaired by the protos assisted by the hegoumenos of the 

Great Lavra and by the other ‘notables’ which Papachryssantou identifies as the hegoumenoi 

of the dunatotera monasēria (Vatopedi and Iviron).581  

The stucco elements which were part of the renovation works undertaken in the 

katholika of Vatopedi and Iviron should be framed within this context of competition and 

internal development of the communities of these monasteries. The lower position of Vatopedi 

 
577 Actes du Prôtaton, n. 7, ll. 27-29.  
578 Actes du Prôtaton, n. 8, ll. 140-154.  
579 The absence of frequently signed documents in this period was justified by her as a consequence of the 
competition between monasteries in this period. She basically suggested that the absence of signed documents by 

lists of hegoumenoi was due to the reluctance of writing down these tensions. The competition between Vatopedi 

and Iviron is also demonstrated by the fact that the copy of the typikon of Tzimiskes (1045) made by the copyist 

of Iviron shows the signature of the hegoumenos of his monastery before the one of Vatopedi. Papachryssanthou 

1975, 114-123.  
580 Papachryssanthou 1975, 114-119. 
581 Papachryssanthou 1975, 117. 
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within the hierarchy while its own katholikon was renovated can be explained by the temporary 

expansion of Iviron before the crisis and as a final step towards the establishment of Vatopedi 

among the most important Athonite monasteries. The disputes between the Georgian and the 

Greek communities in Iviron led to the weakening of the power and authority of the monastery 

which, in turn, lead to the monastery receiving the third place in the typikon  of 1045; this power 

was re-established thanks to the policy of George III the Hagiorite which consolidated the 

community and provided the monastery with a veneration site (the tomb of Euthymios in the 

narthex), the effects of which will be seen at the end of the eleventh century and in the twelfth 

when Iviron became second again.582   

 

Central Greece and Peloponnese 

In the Middle Byzantine period, the churches of two other significant religious centres had 

stucco decorations: the katholikon of Hosios Loukas in Boeotia (first half of the eleventh 

century) (cat. No. 19), and the katholikon of the Daphni monastery (eleventh-twelfth century) 

near Athens (cat. no. 21). In the Argolid, there is also the church of H. Ioannes Eleemon which 

has been considered as a katholikon of a monastery in the settlement of Ligourio (cat. No. 

23).583 The stuccoes of all three churches cannot easily be connected to the intervention of 

specific personalities, as we will see the following section; however, whoever commissioned 

them, invested much of their wealth into very lavish foundations (Hosios Loukas and Daphni) 

and into a locally important religious centre (H. Ioannes Eleemon in Ligourio). Therefore, 

stucco was chosen to decorate significant local and interregional foundations. There is not 

 
582 Despite the incredible job of George III the Hagiorite, by the end of his hegoumenate, the authority of Vatopedi 

was very difficult to challenge since it received higher rents by the emperors than Iviron, it expanded its properties, 

until in 1287 was defined imperial monastery, Oikonomides 1998, 46-47.  
583 No monastery structures were excavated, yet. Moreover, it is almost impossible to distinguish at this time 

between a parish church and a monastery since this distinction is only attested in the later Ottoman cadastre.  
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information about who commissioned the church of H. Ioannes Eleemon in Ligourio; therefore, 

I will not go much into detail for it in this paragraph. Regarding the katholikon of Daphni, it is 

important to quote the recent study of Panayotides-Kesisoglou. She suggested that a possible 

candidate for the construction and decoration of the current katholikon of Daphni (naos and 

inner narthex) is Gregory Kamateros, praitor (πραίτωρ) of the theme of Greece and Peloponnese 

in between the end of the eleventh and the beginning of the twelfth century, which corresponds 

to the chronology of the mosaics. 584 The figure of Gregory is known thanks to his lead seals, 

which survive at the Numismatic Museum of Athens and at the Dumbarton Oaks Museum, and 

Niketas Choniates mentioned him.585 The arguments in favour of his identification are the 

presence of two saints called Gregory (who may call for the patron's name) and the highly 

sophisticated iconographic programme, which may match Gregory's high level of literacy. 586  

The absence of monks and women among the saints represented in the mosaics may also point 

towards a lay patron. However, no inscription survives to confirm this hypothesis. The stucco 

frieze and the stucco window transenna from the narthex should belong to the phase of the 

decoration of the narthex (end of the eleventh -beginning of the twelfth century) and possibly 

to the patronage of Gregorios Kamateros. 

The church for which we have more information, though it is very problematic, is the 

katholikon of Hosios Loukas built in the first half of the eleventh century. The monastery was 

founded in the tenth century by St. Luke in a strategic position at a crossroad of networks which 

connected central Greece with the Peloponnese, and on the pilgrimage route between Rome 

and Jerusalem.587 At the beginning of the eleventh century, the monastery of Hosios Loukas 

developed from being a simple station on the road to Athens (and Jerusalem), to a pilgrimage 

 
584 Panayotides 2019.  
585 Kazhdan 1991. 
586 Panayotides 2019. 
587 Oikonomides 1992, 253-254. 
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site of the tomb of St. Luke with ascribed healing properties.588 This is the period when the 

katholikon was built and covered with marble, mosaics, mural paintings, and stuccoes. The 

majority of scholars believe that the katholikon was built by the third of May 1011 or 1022, 

when the relics of Luke were moved into the finished church,  as the Anakomidi (the account 

of the traslatio of the relics) suggests.589 Another possibility is offered by the account of 

Cyriacus of Ancona who visited the monastery in 1436 and learned that the katholikon was 

founded by the emperor Constantine IX Monomachos (1042-1055).590 The recent 14C analysis 

of two wooden beams still in the putlog holes of the katholikon seems to confirm the chronology 

of 1011-1022 because they provides a range of dates which goes from 991 to 1040 with the 

internal highest probability of 1015-1033 (68.3%). What seems convincing for a circumscribed 

chronology is the evidence from the Life of St. Luke and the Anakomidi which point towards 

1011 or 1022, because they were written soon after the Saint’s death and within a century of it, 

while by the time of Cyriacus of Ancona’s visit in 1436 the information about the foundation 

had ample opportunity for revision. 

Who commissioned the stuccoes (cat. No. 20)? The first candidate is the hegoumenos 

Philotheos who is represented in the paintings of the katholikon offering the church.591 Another 

possibility is Gregorios, the monk recorded in two inscriptions carved on four plaques flanking 

the main door of the naos.592 Gregorios is recorded as monk and as who decorated the church 

 
588 Oikonomides 1992, 254-255. 
589 This was first suggested by Chatzidakis, Chatzidakis 1969, 127-150.  
590 This possibility has been defended by Stikas even though it was not followed by many scholars. Stikas 1974-

75.  
591 The identification of the painting is in Chatzidakis 1969.  
592 The inscription on the two plaques flanking the main door visible from the narthex is an epigram written in 
capital letters with diacritics and breathings, and reads as follows «+Λουκᾶ τρισμάκαρ, τὸ/ φιλόθεον ἔργον/γλυφὲν 

δέχοι/ο ἐκ χειρῶν Γρηγο//ρίου ὅπερ τέτευχε/ πρεσβείαις σου θαρ/ρήσας, διδοὺς εἰς πέ/ρας καὶ λύσ<ι>ν 

ὀφλημά/των +» Greek text from Rhoby 2014, 355 with my addition of inscription’s lines. ‘Three times blessed 

Luke, may you accept the godly work, that has been engraved, from the hands of Gregorios, which he created 

trusting your intercessions, by granting (him) final redemption from sins’. 

The inscription on the two plaques flanking the main door visible from the naos is written in capital letters with 

diacritics and breathings, and reads as follows «+ Χριστέ, μοι δίδου / ὀφλημάτων τὴν λύσιν / Γρηγορίῳ μοναχῷ // 
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with sculptures (ergon glyphen) and marble (marmarosen) (figs. 3.9-3.10).593 Most scholars 

agree that Gregorios held the position of hegoumenos;594 this is the most plausible option even 

though the inscription is not straightforward, because Gregorios is neither qualified as 

‘hegoumenos’ nor as ‘pater’(a word which is used for the identification of the hegoumenoi in 

the wall paintings of the crypt), but simply as monk.595 However, the location of the inscription 

is crucial because it was seen by anyone who entered the church from the narthex and by those 

who were leaving the church. Gregorios’ ergon glyphen (sculptures), were probably the marble 

revetment of the walls where the inscriptions are embedded. He may also be the patron of the 

stuccoes, 596 because the marble revetment and the stucco elements seem to have been made by 

artisans who collaborated and followed the same scheme. This can be observed through the 

relationship between marble, stucco and mosaics. The presence of stucco was planned from the 

beginning to be part of the design of the interior decoration, because, between the wall-opus 

sectile and the mosaics, the artisans responsible for these media left an empty space. This space 

was filled with the stucco cornice but not entirely as one would expect. If we look at the cornice 

from the galleries, we can note that the empty space between the marble and the mosaics was 

not totally filled with stucco: the ornamental border of the mosaic scenes in the squinches is 

 
τῷ σῷ οἰκέτῃ / τῷ κοσμίσαντι τὴν / μαρμάρωσιν ταύτην» Greek text from Rhoby 2014, 355 with my addition of 

inscription’s lines. ‘Christ, grant me redemption from sins, (me) the monk Gregorios, your servant, who adorned 

this marble.’. For a detailed analysis of the inscriptions and their metric, see Rhoby 2014, 354-357. 
593 On a discussion on the meaning of ἔργον γλυφὲν and τὴν μαρμάρωσιν, see Rhoby 2014, 355-357, figs. XLV-

XLVI.  
594 Among them, Chatzidakis 1969, 141; Oikonomides 1992, 251; Chatzidakis 2013, 258. 
595 Bouras suggested that the inscription may refer to a mason, instead. The expression ‘from his hands’ is unusual 

for dedicatory inscription, Bouras 2010, 12 n. 9. Recently on the identification of Gregorios with a sculptor, see 

Vanderheyde 2016. Despite the peculiarity of the inscription, I believe it is more possible that it refers to a donor 

rather than an artisan because of the context of the building. The inscription is not on a capital or on an architectural 
member (the most common place for names of artisans), but on four plaques on a highly visible place, flanking 

the entrance of the naos. Moreover, in the katholikon of Hosios Loukas there is not any reference to any 

personalities, with the exception of the hegoumenoi. In the middle Byzantine period, buildings resulting from a 

considerable investment of money, particularly, do not preserve mentions of artisans but rather donors. The 

situation changed during the thirteenth and fourteenth century when artisans and non-aristocratic people started 

being frequently recorded by dedicatory inscriptions. 
596 Or better, the stuccoes may have been part of the decoration sponsored by Gregorios.  
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slightly irregular and it ends ca 10-15 cm before the stucco (fig. 3.12).597 This is also visible in 

the apse (fig. 3.13). The tesserae draw an irregular border while the stucco cornice is extremely 

regular (as the marble revetment). How can this be interpreted? The likeliest explanation is that 

the stucco cornice was made slightly before the mosaics were finished, but soon after the marble 

revetment was mounted on the walls. Why did the mosaicists did not fill the space with 

tesserae? Perhaps economic reasons: this ‘empty’ band cannot be seen by anyone at the ground 

floor but only from the galleries – the ground floor was the ‘hotspot’ where the relics of St. 

Luke where exposed. Therefore, the mosaicists by not adding extra rows of tesserae could save 

money and time.598 Another possibility is that the lower border of the scenes in the squinches 

and in the apse is irregular due to the optical adjustment necessary to adapt the scenes and the 

image of Mary onto concave surfaces. Moreover, the gap is almost invisible from the ground 

floor showing that the artisans were fully aware of the optic trick (fig. 3.14). In any case, it 

seems to me that if the mosaicists were in charge of the stucco decoration, they would have 

covered this ‘empty’ band with moulded plaster to create a smooth transition between the 

mosaics and the marble revetment.599 The stucco cornice, then, appears to be worked with 

movable mouldings which granted it regular dimensions. The lack of ‘coordination’ between 

the work of the mosaicists and the stucco cornice suggests that the latter was worked by the 

équipe in charge with the marble revetment rather than the mosaicists, and, for this reason, there 

is a chance that Gregorios paid for the stucco elements too.600  

 
597 These measurements are approximative since it is not possible to verify them without scaffoldings.  
598 10-15 cm are not many for a small building, but they make the difference in a construction like the katholikon 

of Hosios Loukas. A similar ‘intermediary zone’ can be noted in a later monument: the church of St, Saviour in 

the Chora monastery in Constantinople.  
599 This empty band may also correspond to the line of the scaffoldings which separated the mosaics from the wall 

revetment. If this is the case, the artisans worked the stucco cornice after the mounting of the marble plaques on 

the wall, and before the removal of the scaffoldings. 
600 An argument can be raised against this hypothesis by noting that this ‘empty’ space is absent in the corbels at 

the ground floor. This can be explained by the fact that at this height a visitor could see the lack of mosaic. The 

stucco cornice at the base of the dome deserves further consideration because the area should not have had any 

marble revetment but only mosaics. The cornice may be the key to understanding the progression of the works in 
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The evidence provided by the analysis of the patronage of Middle Byzantine buildings 

shows that stucco was used by members of the extended imperial family, the aristocracy, and 

eminent monastic foundations both in Constantinople and in the provinces. Several foundations 

which looked to the capital (e.g. Çanlı kilise in Cappadocia) or were founded by members of 

the imperial family (Kosmosoteira in Feres and St. Panteleimon in Nerezi) contain high-quality 

stucco elements. The katholika of Vatopedi and Iviron were commissioned by personalities 

acquainted with Constantinople who were educated or spent considerable time there.601 

Therefore, it is likely that stucco was used in Constantinople too, but it did not survive in the 

majority of cases because it is a perishable material. It is not possible to quantify how 

widespread stucco was in Constantinopolitan buildings because there are very few traces of it 

today. However, the examples recorded in the provinces are probably a reflection of what was 

happening in the capital and in the rest of the empire. Moreover, the use of stucco by members 

of the aristocracy, members of the imperial family, influential monasteries, and monasteries 

which were pilgrimage centres renowned in the Byzantine Empire demonstrates that stucco was 

part of the decorative apparatus of high-status buildings. 602 Stucco was not perceived as a cheap 

material, but it was perfectly thinkable as a legitimate material to be used in an important 

foundation in the Middle Byzantine period.  

 
Hosios Loukas: the mosaicists started working from the top of the dome and the stucco-worker did the cornice at 

the base of the dome, then the mosaicists continued applying tesserae by proceeding downwards. At the same time 

the artisans responsible for the wall opus sectile started covering the wall from the highest point (the base of the 

squinches going downwards); this allowed the stucco artisan to apply the cornice on the ‘intermediary’ zone just 

before the mosaicists finished the squinches.  
601 The founders of Vatopedi were probably members of the aristocracy of Adrianople, Oikonomides 1998, 44–

53; while George the Hagiorite spent a considerable amount of time in Constantinople, where he also died, Martin-

Hisard 2006.  
602 For Hosios Loukas see Schultz and Barnsley 1901; Chatzidakis 1969; Stikas 1974-75; Oikonomides 1992; 

Chatzidakis 2013. For Daphni, the founder is not known but during the first half of the eleventh century it was a 

male monastery and its hegoumenos had a seal, see Millet, Benouville 1899; Lampakis 1899; Bouras 1998; Arletti 

2013; Loukopoulou, Mouropoulou 2013. 
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3.4 Late Byzantine period (13th-15th centuries) 

There is more information about the names and origins of the patrons who commissioned 

churches with stucco decorations after the Fourth Crusade and the capture of Constantinople 

by the Latins (1204), than in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Another difference from the 

Middle Byzantine period concerns geography: stucco decorations appear in churches mainly 

located in mainland Greece and the islands, while they are not recorded at all in Constantinople 

or Anatolia.603 A considerable change also concerns the origin of the patrons who used stucco: 

they are not emperors, nor any member of the imperial family but there is an increasing presence 

of rulers, local officials, and common people. This ‘composite’ patronage of stucco mirrors the 

changes in patronage recorded from the thirteenth and fourteenth century Greece through 

inscriptions.604 The Late Byzantine period also sees an increasing use of plasterwork in a less-

refined techniques which involve mortar and masonry (e.g. proskynetaria Type B); this is telling 

of the artisans available to those patrons and their economic means. The implications of this 

situation will be discussed in the following paragraphs which deal with foundations grouped 

into geographical areas, also corresponding to the division in chronology. The technical and 

economic repercussions of the proskynetaria Type B will be discussed in paragraph 3.5. 

 

 
603 This statement is not valid for window transennae, which continued to be used in Constantinople. Some 

examples are those from the parekklesion of the katholikon of Chora, Ousterhout 1987, 56-57, figs. 85-86; Megaw 

1963, 349 n. 49, 365-366; those from an underground funerary chamber in the exonarthex of the church of the 

Pammakaristos, Ousterhout 1999, 153, fig. 114; Hallensleben 1963, 180-181, fig. 11. Among those used outside 

Constantinople, see those from the from the parekklesion of the Çanlı Kilise, see cat. No. 4.2 and Ousterhout 2005, 

189 n. 29, 206, figs. 254, 269.  
604 Kalopissi-Verti 2015, 136-138; Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 45-46. 
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Epiros  

The first group of patrons commissioning stucco is from the Despotate of Epiros. Their 

commissions were liturgical barriers and in one case possibly a sarcophagus or a 

memorial/reliquary. The production of free-standing stucco elements is not known for other 

areas of the Byzantine Empire with the exception of eleventh-century Cyprus.605 In Epiros, 

stucco templa have been found in six churches: the Kato Panagia just outside Arta (second half 

of the thirteenth century), the Kokkini Ekklisia or Panagia Bellas in Boulgareli (1295/96), the 

church of the Taxiarches in Kostaniane (from 1240 to the beginning of the fourteenth century), 

the Koimesis church in Lyggos (end of the thirteenth century), the Koimesis church in 

Petrobitsa (end of the thirteenth century), and the church of the Metamorphosis in Kleidonia 

(after the end of the fourteenth to the beginning of the fifteenth century). To them, we should 

add also the church of the Virgin near the village of Peshkëpi e Sipërme (Albania), also known 

as Episkopi,606 which belonged to the territories of the state of Epiros. These pieces were nor 

dated nor connected to the Epirote workshop until now.607 The building phases of the church 

and its geographical location make possible to frame it within the network of people and patrons 

of the rest of Epiros, as will be discussed later.  

The analysis of the patrons of these churches shows an active patronage of the local 

aristocracy which was connected at different levels with the despots. This connection was 

expressed through the offices and titles of the patrons and through the exchange of materials 

between aristocrats and between them and the despots. Stucco was one of these materials and 

the people who worked with it were connected with both the despots and the aristocrats.  

 
605 In Cyprus the use of stucco for decorating the interior of buildings is uninterrupted from Late Antiquity to the 

contemporary period due to the high percentages of gypsum in the terrain. See chapter 2 paragraph 2.2, and chapter 

4 paragraph 4.2 on this topic.   
606 Soustal, Koder 1981, 230-231. 
607 Some of them were published more than ten years ago, but at that time there were found only few pieces of 

plaques and friezes re-used into the altars, see Hobdari 2009. 
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Before demonstrating this, it is important to outline the available data regarding both 

the chronology of the stuccoes from these seven different locations, and the information on the 

patrons.  

The only buildings for which we have information about the patrons are the Kokkini 

Ekklisia, the Taxiarches in Kostaniane, and possibly the Kato Panagia. Among them, only the 

Kokkini Ekklisia has an inscription with a date: 1295/96.608 It is essential to state that it is not 

entirely sure that the stuccoes were made when the buildings were finished, or that they can be 

linked to the patrons recorded in the inscriptions of those churches.609 However, stylistic 

features and the fact that the chemical composition of the plaster is identical in all the examples, 

make them a homogenous group of artefacts which were produced in a relatively short period 

and by the same people.610 The only securely dated stuccoes are those from the Kokkini Ekklisia 

of Boulgareli (1295/96): Orlandos found the wooden stylobate of the templon in situ and no 

other templon was found in that church.611 This suggests that the stucco templon was made at 

the same time as the construction of the church and its decoration with wall paintings, or in a 

period close to them. The stylistic and iconographic analysis confirms this date. Therefore, the 

Kokkini Ekklisia acts as a chronological indicator for the other churches too.612 

Before analysing the Kokkini Ekklisia and the other foundations in depth, it is important 

to underline that among all the churches with stucco liturgical furnishings, only one can be 

 
608 Orlandos 1927, 153–169; Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 54-55.  
609 For the pieces labelled as from the Koimesis of Petrobitsa there is no report about their discovery, nor 

documentation about their arrival at the Byzantine Museum of Ioannina, Papadopoulou 2006, 350 n. 70. See cat. 

No. 16 for bibliography.  
610 Papadopoulou 2006, 341-348.  
611 The stucco templon was later substituted by a wooden iconostasis which laid on top of the previous wooden 

stylobate: Orlandos 1927, 163-164. For how a stucco templon was mounted see chapter 2.2.  
612 Papadopoulou 2006, 341-342. This chronology is not unproblematic. As we have seen in chapter 1, the stucco 

templa from the Epirote foundations displays several features which do not conform to the ‘standard’ Byzantine 

templon, but rather there are innovative elements (e.g. the panel from Kostaniane, cat. No. 13.1) which may point 

towards a later date. For these reasons, it would be very useful to analyse the wooden beams still inside the panels 

and posts with a dendrochronological analysis or, eventually, 14C.   
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connected to the patronage of the despots: the church of the monastery of the Kato Panagia (cat. 

No. 14), just outside Arta, the capital of the State of Epiros. The building is usually connected 

to the Despot Michael II Komnenos Doukas thanks to the monogram in bricks on the southern 

wall, interpreted as Μ(ι)χ(αήλ) Δ(ού)κ(ας) (Michael Doukas) (fig. 3.15),613 which suggests that 

Michael was part of the Komnenoi Doukai, the despotate family. There are two possible 

candidates for the monogram: Michael I (+ 1214) or Michael II (1231-67/68). Scholars usually 

identified it with Michael II on the basis on the interpretation of another inscription from the 

same church engraved in porous stone: 

 

+ Πύλας ημιν ανοιξον ω θ(εο)υ Μ(ητ)ερ 

της μετανοίας του φωτός ου- 

σα πύλη

+ Open [for] us, oh Mother of God, the 

gates to of the repentance you (who are) the 

gate of light.

The dedication of the church to the Virgin and the use of the word μετανοία (metanoia), 

meaning ‘repentance’, was seen as an allusion to the Michael II (1231-67/68), who built two 

churches dedicated to the Virgin (one was the Pantanassa in Philippiada) as an act of repentance 

for his bad conduct toward his wife, Theodora.614 If so, the chronology of the church narrows 

to around the middle of the thirteenth century.615 The inscription has also another monogram, 

which was interpreted as Δ(εσπότη) Μ(ιχαήλ) π(αράσχου) ρ(ύσιν ἁμαρτημάτων),616 and as 

Δ(εσπότη) Μ(ιχαήλ) Π(ροσπάτης) Ρ(ωμαίων).617 In both cases, the monogram refers to Michael 

 
613 Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 31, 51-52. 
614 Kalopissi-Verti 1992 31, 51-52. Nicol 1957, 200–201; Orlandos 1937, 70-71. The account of this event is in 

the Life of St. Theodora. Life of St. Theodora of Arta, 332. 
615 According to the Life, Theodora was pregnant when she was exiled, and the exile lasted almost five years. The 

date of birth of her first son, the future despot Nikephoros, is 1240, Life of St. Theodora of Arta,330-331 for a 

chronology of the life of Theodora see ibidem, 323-325.  
616 Orlandos 1936a, 86-87, fig. 19; Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 31, 51-52. 
617 Tsiligiannis 2007, 47, 78.  
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II Komnenos-Doukas, thus reinforcing the identification with the despot. However, Rhoby 

suggested another possible reading, alongside the others, as Δ(η)μ(ή)τρ(ιος) 

μ(η)τρ(ο)π(ολί)τ(ης),618 while recently Velenis read Δ(η)μ(ή)τρ(ιος), which he identified with 

the archbishop of Ohrid Demetrios Chomatenos (+ ca 1236), challenging previous attributions 

and re-discussing the date of foundation.619 Demetrios Chomatenos had a close relationship 

with key personalities of the Epirote state: he crowned Theodore Komnenos-Doukas emperor 

in Thessaloniki and was a close friend of the metropolite of Naupaktos, John Apokaukos. 

Velenis suggested that the Kato Panagia was a foundation of both Michael II and Demetrios 

Chomatenos, at the time when Chomatenos was in Epiros and retired in a monastery (ca 1235), 

and when the church of Epiros began to restore the ecclesiastical relations with the church of 

Nikaia after the schism (1228–33). Velenis also pointed out the strategic location of the Kato 

Panagia, which was on the same road that passed by the monastery of the Panagia tou Brioni 

(distant ca 5 km), connected to the patronage of the patriarch of Nikaia, Germanos II and dated 

around 1238.620  

Regarding the chronology of the stucco pieces, there are some issues if we accept the 

foundation of the Kato Panagia to 1230s. The main problem is that the mixture of the stuccoes 

is identical to the rest of the stucco liturgical furnishings produced in Epiros, which are 

anchored to the date of the Kokkini Ekklisia of Boulgareli (1295/96). If the pieces of the Kato 

Panagia are attributed to the 1230s, they anticipated the others by almost sixty years, making 

the workshop active for almost three generations. There are no occurrences of workshops 

recorded for more than two generations in Byzantium and few in the Middle Ages elsewhere, 

which at least suggests that the stucco pieces of the Kato Panagia should be dated at least to the 

 
618 Rhoby 2014, 153. 
619 Velenis 2018 72-73.  
620 Velenis 2018, 74-75.  
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middle of the thirteenth century.621 What calls for a contemporaneity of the pieces with the 

construction of the church, is the surviving plaster window transenna in the southern side of the 

church, which belongs to the same group of stucco pieces produced for the other Epirote 

churches.622 This reinforces the hypothesis that the church was founded at least around the 

middle of the thirteenth century by the figure of Michael II.623 The original function of the 

stucco pieces is unclear, because the fragments are too few to sustain any hypothesis.624  

The Kato Panagia is the only church with stucco liturgical furnishing in Arta and its 

vicinity: all of the other examples come from peripheral areas, mainly mountainous territories 

associated with the control of the passages between valleys (fig. 3.19). Moreover, two of them 

still preserve the dedicatory inscriptions which testify that the founders were collaborators of 

the Despot at different levels.  

The first inscription is in the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli which was the katholikon 

of a monastery founded by the protostrator Theodore Tzimiskés, his wife the protostratorissa 

Maria, his brother, John, and his wife Anna.625 They are all portrayed in the eastern side of the 

narthex with Theodore bearing the model of the church (fig. 3.18). The church is a cross-in-

square plan with a central dome supported by piers on the east, and columns piers on the west. 

A narthex with a central dome closed the entrance of the church on the western side.626 Finally, 

 
621 The workshop of sculptors around the figure of Niketas marmaras is usually considered to be active around 

1075 but it is difficult to quantify how many years since only one piece is dated, see Drandakis 1975; Drandakis 

2002. Generally, workshops of Byzantine painter cannot be traced for more than a generation. Another famous 

case is the workshop of Roger, Robertus and Nicodemus, which specialised in stucco ambos and ciboria and was 

active in Abruzzo between 1140s and 1160s, see Nenci 2006, 274, n. 12. We have to reach a more conspicuous 

sculptural and architectonical production under the label of the ‘cosmatesque’ to see a workshop active for more 

than two generations, that is the Vassalletto family, see Bassan 2000 for a summary of their activities. 
622 On the transenna see, Appendix C no. 11. 
623 However, I agree with Rhoby that the inscription on porous limestone does not clearly refer to the act of 

repentance of Michael, and that it was probably a formula widespread in monasteries.   
624 Papadopoulou excluded that they belonged to a templon, Papadopoulou 2006, 357-358, n. 102.  
625 Parts of the structures of the former monastery were excavated by the Ephorate of Arta, see Papadopoulou 

2001; for a more comprehensive study see Papadopoulou 2008.   
626 The dome was recently found during the last restoration and study campaign of the church, Papadopoulou 2008.  
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there was an open porch where many burials were recently found.627 On the western wall of the 

naos, just above the door, there is an inscription in twelve lines and twenty-seven 

dodecasyllabes, which has lacunae but the general meaning is clear (fig. 3.16-17); it mentions 

the donors, the dedication of the church to the Theotokos, and the date: the ninth indiction under 

the reign of the despot Nikephoros and his wife Anna. This indicates either the year 1281 or 

1295/96;628 however, the close resemblance between this church and the church of the 

Peribleptos in Ohrid (1294/95), has led scholars to prefer the date 1295/96 for the Kokkini 

Ekklisia.629 As noted earlier, when he visited the church, Orlandos found the wooden stylobate 

of the stucco templon in situ which allowed him to consider the liturgical furnishing as part of 

Theodore’s phase of the church.630  

Theodore is identified in the mural paintings as protostrator in the inscription of the 

narthex and probably in the inscription of the naos too, though it is fragmentary.631 The title of 

protostrator was an office, not a dignity, which was one of the highest ranks after the 

sebastokrator and the chief in command of the army and the fleet.632 In Pseudo-Kodinos the 

title belonged to the emperor’s household, but it also had important military tasks, and the title-

holder was involved in local administration.633 Kyritses, in his doctoral thesis on the aristocracy 

of the thirteenth and early fourteenth century, pointed out that Theodore was the protostrator 

of the despot (and not of the emperor), which means that he was one of the closest collaborators 

of Nikephoros I.634 So, the patron of the Kokkini Ekklisia was a member of the local aristocracy 

 
627 Again, this was discovered on the same occasion Papadopoulou 2008.   
628 Orlandos originally suggested the year 1281 as the ninth indiction fells only in 1281 and 1295/96 of Nikephoro’s 

reign because he thought that he died in 1290. The subsequent studies of Nicol and Hallesleben demonstrated that 
Nikephoros died between 1295 and 1296. Nicol 1981; Hallensleben 1967-74, 310-312.  
629 Hallensleben 1967-74; Kalopissi-Verti 1992, p. 55; Papadopoulou 2002, 125.  
630 Orlandos 1927, 163. 
631 Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 54-55.  
632 Macrides et al.2013, 73-83; Kyritses 1997, 134.  
633 Macrides et al. 2013, 304.  
634 Kyritses 1997, 134.  
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who had strong ties with the despot of Epiros, and he commissioned a church decorated with a 

templon made of stucco (cat. No. 15). 

The next building with stucco elements and information about the patron is the church 

dedicated to the Taxiarches in the village of Kostaniane (cat. No. 13).  The first five lines of the 

painted inscription above the north door provides us with the name of the donor: the 

pansebastos Isaak Theodore.635 

 

Ἀνηγέρθη ἐκ βά]θρων καὶ ἀ[νιστορήθη 

[....] καὶ π[άνσεπτος] ναὸς του π[....] 

Ταξ]ιάρχου Μιχα[ὴλ [....] ὀνο]μαζομένου 

δαπά(?)]νη π[ο]λή τοῦ παν[σεβάστου [....]κυροῦ Ἠσακίου  

Θε]οδόρου και τη[ς [....] Χυρ αμ[....].636   

[…]

 

It was built from foundation and painted 

[…] and venerable temple of […] 

Archangel Michael … called 

with great expense from the pansebastos […] kyr Isaac 

Theodoros and of the […]. 

[…]

The title of pansebastos (or pansebastos sebastos) was a dignity of not very high status 

in the Late Byzantine period. In the Palaiologan period, the emperor regularly granted it to local 

aristocrats of middle and low level, probably a socially diverse group composed of local 

functionaries and local grandees; such people ‘despite their humble origins' and despite the fact 

that they did not reside in Constantinople, had to attend ceremonies in the capital.637 Riccardi 

recently suggested that Isaak Theodore might have had also an office, based on the 

interpretation of the inscription.638 The inscription mentions the title pansebastos followed by 

a lacuna, the appellative kyr, and then the first name (Isaak). In documents of the Palaiologan 

period it is common to mention people by referring first to the dignity, followed by the office, 

 
635 The inscription was originally composed of eleventh lines, of which only six survive today. 
636 The text of the inscription is the version of Babuin 2013, 406; the entire inscription is in Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 

52, fig. 6. 
637 Macrides et al. 2013, 299; Kyritses 1997, 22-28, 409-413. 
638 Riccardi 2015, 359. 
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then kyr, and finally the name;639 therefore, it is possible that the lacuna following pansebastos 

may have originally incorporated the office.640  Thus, the founder of the church, and possibly 

the patron of the stucco reliefs, was a local aristocrat of a middle or low level who had a title 

(pansebastos) and possibly an office too.  

Isaak’s inscription does not provide us with a date. The architecture of the church has 

been dated by Tsouris between 1240 and 1270 based on the ceramoplastic decoration of the 

masonry;641 Babuin has systematically studied the wall paintings of the church and identified 

two workshops which might have worked at two different times.642 The first began to work 

soon after the construction of the church (1240-70), while the second one worked on the church 

around the beginning of the fourteenth century.643 Riccardi has refined this chronology to the 

end of the thirteenth century and attributed all the wall paintings to Isaak Theodore, since he 

sees this church as a product of the policy of the despot Nikephoros I (ca 1240 – ca 1297), as 

will be discussed shortly.644  The stucco pieces which decorated the church can be generally 

dated to the second half of the thirteenth century for the reasons discussed earlier. More 

problematic is to link the stuccoes with Isaak with certainty, because there is no information at 

all about the location of the piece at the time of their discovery.645 The stratigraphy or any other 

method which might help in reading the material relationship of the stuccoes with the wall 

paintings or the masonry commissioned by Isaak is now lost. For this reason, it is only possible 

to say that the stucco elements belonged to a foundation connected to a local officer, which 

 
639 Some examples of such order are in Macrides et al. 2013, p. 298 n. 92. However, this pattern is not always 

followed. 
640 Riccardi 2015, 359.  
641 Tsouris 1988, 185, 202-204; this chronology has been widely accepted by scholars such as Küpper 1990, II, 
151; Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 52. Previously on the building Euaggelidis 1931, in particular 267-268, figs 7-8. 
642 For the study of the wall paintings, their chronology and an updated bibliography see Babuin 2013. During my 

last visit in May 2019, I noted some cleaning surveys on the surface of the incredibly dark paintings. In Spring 

2020, restorations were carried out; they will probably provide extra data on the chronology of the wall paintings.  
643 Babuin 2013, 407-408.  
644 Riccardi 2015, 361-366.  
645 Euaggelides 1931, 266-268; Dakaris 1961, 198 n. 47.  
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served a local community, and, possibly, the policy of the despot Nikephoros I (ca 1240 – ca 

1297). 

 There is not any secure information about the dates of foundation or the patrons who 

commissioned plaster templa for the churches of the Koimesis in Lyggos (cat. No. 17), 

Koimesis in Petrobitsa (cat. No. 16), and the Metamorphosis in Kleidonia (cat. No. 18). What 

is clear is that they were located outside the main urban centres (Arta and Ioannina), and were 

in mountainous areas which may seem at, first glance, remote places.646 However, while these 

areas were peripheral to urban centres, they were on strategic locations for the territory of the 

despotate. A closer glance at their geographical location provides useful information on the 

settlements of the churches and their strategic position. 

Boulgareli and the Kokkini Ekklisia were half-way along the route between Arta and 

Trikkala (Thessaly). The road which today connects the two centres and passes via Boulgareli. 

It is assumed that it traces a medieval one, because there are not any other possible passages 

towards Thessaly from Arta.647 At the time of the dedication of the Kokkini Ekklisia, Thessaly 

was under the rule of Constantine and Theodore Doukas, children of John I Doukas, the 

illegitimate son of Michael II Komenos-Doukas and half-brother of Nikephoros. The 

relationships between Thessaly and Epiros were fluctuating. However, scholars noted that the 

policy of Constantine and Theodore was aggressive against both the Angevins and Epiros and 

that in the years around 1295/96 (dedication of the Kokkini Ekklisia), Thessalian troops invaded 

several territories in the southern Epiros and also arrived in the region outside Arta.648 

Therefore, the Komnenoi-Doukai had every interest in controlling and marking the border with 

Thessaly. This border was also charged with ideological meaning. On the Thessalian side of 

 
646 Today, they can be reached only via car, and the passages between one village to the other are very narrow 

roads which are often dirt roads (e.g. from Kostaniane to Lyggos)  
647Soustal, Koder 1981, 89, 131; Nicol 1984, 241; Riccardi 2015, 364; Georgiadou 2015, 162-163. 
648 Asonitis 2005, 79-80; Osswald 2012, 124-125. 
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the road passing to the Kokkini Ekklisia, there was the church of the Porta Panagia at Pyle, a 

foundation of the half-brother of Nikephoros, John I Doukas.649 Then, it is possible to see the 

Kokkini Ekklisia and its monastery in Boulgareli founded by the protostrator Theodore 

Tzimiskes and decorated with various materials, among them a stucco templon, as part of a 

broader strategy of controlling the borders by Nikephoros through his men.650 

Regarding the locations of the other churches with stucco liturgical furnishings (fig. 

3.19), as noted by several scholars, Kostaniane, Lyggos, and Petrobitsa are located in elevated 

areas controlling mountains passages and overlooking plains.651 To that may be added the 

geographical proximity of Kleidonia to the so-called fortress of Kastraki Agios Menas, still in 

use during the Late Byzantine period.652 Moreover, the settlement of Petrobitsa was close to the 

kastron of Hagios Donatos (Paramythia) which was also in the proximity of the river Kalamas, 

navigable in the Venetian period, at least;653 to the south of the castle of Hagios Donatos there 

was also the church of H. Dimitrios in Kypsele, a possible foundation of the protostrator 

Michael Zorianos who held this office under the despot Thomas (1296-1318), successor of 

Nikephoros.654 Lyggos and Kostaniane were also close to Ioannina and to a major trade route 

which connected the hinterland to the coastal area, and to the road of Paramithya:655 in fact, 

 
649 On the church see, Orlandos 1935b; Bouras, Boura 2002, 273-274. Recently on the proskynetaria, Vassilaki 

2013.  
650 The importance in controlling the borders with Thessaly and the Angevins has already been suggested by 

Riccardi 2015, 361-367. On the strategic location of the Kokkini Ekklisia, see also Georgiadou 2015, 162-167, 

198-201.  
651 Kostaniane was on the road to Paramithya, see Babuin 2013, 395. 
652 Synkellou 2008, 443. 
653 Soustal and Koder 1981, 236-237. South to Hagios Donatos there was the monastery of H. Demetrios in 

Kypsele, probably a foundation of Michael Zorianos, protostrator of the despot Thomas.  
654 Michael Zorianos is a key figure for Epiros in the period between the end of the thirteenth and the beginning 
of the fourteenth century. His patronage activity and his intellectual interests are well known and includes a ring 

now at the Metropolitan Museum of New York, a manuscript (Codice Barocci), but also buildings such as the 

church of the monastery of St, Demetrios in Kypsele, the church of H. Nikolaos and the Taxiarches in Mokista. 

This is an exceptional case which, nonetheless, shows the various patronage activities of the high aristocracy of 

Epiros in this period. On Zorianos and his patronage Zorianos, see Riccardi 2015, 367-384; Vokotopoulos 2012; 

Konstantinides 2001, 243-244; Vokotopoulos 1988, 164-167; Nicol 1984, 221. 
655 Soustal, Koder 1981, 92. 
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nearby there was another important settlement, Bella (today near Kalpaki), which flourished in 

the thirteenth century.656  

When observing how such foundations interacted with the landscape of Late Byzantine 

Epiros, it appears that during the reign of Nikephoros and Anna (ca 1266/8–ca1296/8) and later 

under Thomas (1296-1318), the foundations of the despotes and their family were concentrated 

in Arta and its surroundings, while other members of the aristocracy, especially those who held 

offices, were located in peripheral but strategical areas. In addition to the churches with stucco 

templa, some of the patrons who commissioned these buildings, all of which are churches, are 

known thanks to inscriptions:657 the pansebastos Basilios Tzikos and the oikonomos George 

were founders of the church dedicated to the Virgin Kyriotissa and the H. Theodoroi in Prebetza 

(Akarnania),658 the protrostrator Michael Zorianos, active under the despot Thomas (1296-

1318), founded the churches of Mokista and maybe Kypsele,659 the priest and oikonomos of the 

metropolis of Ioannina Michael Philantropenos renovated the church of H. Nikolaos Spanos (or 

ton Philantropenon) in 1291/92;660 and finally the family of the Strategopouloi associated with 

the church of H. Nikolaos tou Ntilou.661 

Except for the oikonomoi Michael Philantropenos and George, all the patrons were lay 

people with military command (protostratores) or had a dignity of sebastos/pansebastos which 

 
656 Soustal, Koder 1981, 123-124. For the analysis of the importance of Bella/Bela in the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries, see Osswald 2011, 114, 214, 356, 360, 385-389, 401, 405, 413, 419, 423, 438, 448, 464, 532, 724, 770, 

785, 799,  
657 For the second half of the thirteenth century there is a lack of written sources (abundant for the beginning of 

the century), therefore, the only information available about Epirote aristocracy is through inscriptions. Riccardi 

2015, 351.  
658On the inscription: Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 56-57, fig. 16; Vokotopoulos 1986, 264-266; Veikou 1998, 123-125. 
659 The inscription of Mokista which mentions Michael Zorianos was published several times, I signal here the last 

edition in Rhoby 2014, 369-73.  
660 The monastery of H. Nikolaos is now lost but the name of the oikonomos and the date of foundation was 

recorded on an inscription dated to 1541/2 which copies the thirteenth-century one. Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 42, n. 

143; Nicol 1984, 241-242, 247-248; 248; Osswald 2011, 737-738; Fundić 2013, 30. 
661 Acheimastou-Potamianou 1969; Soustal and Koder 1981, 205-206.  
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was frequently conferred to local functionaries of military ranks and civil officers.662 Their 

patronage in these peripheral territories led me to think that they were rooted in these territories 

where they founded the churches. Why? The political situation under the reign of Nikephoros 

and Anna (ca1266/8–ca1296/8) and, later, under Thomas (1296/8–1318) might provide a clue 

for this increase in building activity recorded in the last decades of the thirteenth century and 

the beginning of the fourteenth. Georgiadou suggested that the foundations with inscriptions 

were related to the control of the borders by Nikephoros against the Angevins, and with his 

brother-in-law, John, in Thessaly.663 This suggestion is valid for the foundations of southern 

Epiros, but it does not include the churches with stucco liturgical furnishings with the exception 

of the monastery in Boulgareli, which, as we saw before, was on the route between Arta and 

Trikkala, therefore close to the border with the Doukas of Thessaly.  

Finally, regarding the patronage of the stuccoes from the church of the Virgin at of 

Peshkëpi e Sipërme (Episkopi) there is not much information. The church was built either at 

the beginning of the eleventh century of around the end of the eleventh and the beginning of 

the twelfth century,664 it was provided with a very rich sculptural decoration composed by an 

ambo, altar, templon, and cornices all dated to the Middle Byzantine period.665 In the thirteenth 

century a one nave was added to the southern side of the church.666 This addition shows a 

 
662 On the people holding the title of sebastos and pansebastos, see Kyritses 1997, 22-26.  
663 Georgiadou 2015, 196-201. Riccardi suggested that the foundations of Zorianos and other aristocrats in 

Aetolocarniana, should be interpreted as a result of the policy of Thomas after the battle of 1306, when the 

Despotate took Naupaktos, Bonitsa, and Butrint to the Angevins, see Riccardi 2015, 361-366. Therefore, the 

foundation of the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli as well as the other foundations with stucco liturgical furnishings 

were not part of the policy of Thomas. Boulgareli should be seen as a response (or mirroring of increasing tensions) 

to the incursion into Epiros of Constantine and Theodore of Thessaly in 1295. For the incursion see Nicol 1984, 
48-49. 
664 This is the opinion of Holland 1819, 481; Versakis 1916, 117; Meksi 1975; Hobdari 2009. For a chronology on 

the end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh century, see Vokotopoulos 1975, 188-189; Vanderheyde 

2005, 13-14.   
665 Vokotopoulos 1975, 74-80, in part.80; Vanderheyde 2005, 13-14; Hobdari 2009.  
666 Meksi suggested that it functioned as a narthex, Meksi 1975. For a summary on the phases of the church, see 

also Soustal, Koder 1981, 230-231. 
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similar masonry as the narthex of the H. Theodora of Arta (after the mid-thirteenth century),667 

and for this reason it has been dated between the second half of the thirteenth and the beginning 

of the fourteenth century.668 This chronology matches the stucco pieces and therefore we can 

imagine that they were made to decorate this building or that they were made slightly later its 

construction. The patron for this Late Byzantine phase is not known. However, the location of 

the church is consistent with the borders of the state of Epiros from the second half of the 

thirteenth century, which arrived till nowadays Himarë (Albania).669 The church of the Virgin 

is located near the mountains which connect today Albania to Greece, the same mountains 

where Kleidonia is. Moreover, Peshkëpi e Sipërme (Episkopi) is only 30 km away from the 

monastery of H. Nikolaos at Mesopotam, one of the most important scriptoria of the time for 

Epiros, 670 and it probably belonged to the dioceses of Drynoupolis.671 Therefore, it is clear that 

the area was very much alive and important for the state of Epiros during the second half of the 

thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century.672  

Whether all the churches with stucco liturgical furnishings were part of this capillary 

control of the territory against the Angevins or not, they show a network of people who 

 
667 Meksi 1975. On the H. Theodora, see Orlandos 1935a; Papadopoulou 2007, 45-55.  
668 Meksi 1975.  
669 Asonitis 2005, 87-90.  
670 On H. Nikolaos at Mesopotam, see Meksi 1972; Giakoumis, Karaiskaj 2004; Triggiani 2009; Macchiarella 

2011; Ćurčić 2015, 130; Riccardi 2015; Triggiani 2015.  
671 Vanderheyde 2005, 13.  The frontiers in this area were however, fluid around the middle of the thirteenth 

century, see Osswald 2011, 103-140. On the administrative and ecclesiastical organisation of the territory, see   

Osswald 2011, 347-417. 
672 Perhaps, the area will become more challenging to control during the first half of the fourteenth century. In 

1315, the monks of the monastery of H. Nikolaos at Mesopotam asked, and received, from the Patriarch of 

Constantinopole a decree confirming the status of the monastery as stravropegiake mone and its properties. This 
request was caused by the intervention of the bishop of Chimara, who imposed his authority on the monastery and 

took its possession, Nicol 1984, 76. This incident suggests that the political authority was not strong in this area. 

It may have been the consequence of the political situation, which saw, the Angevins on the coast in Butrint and 

the territories previously belonging to the state of Epiros formally re-united to the Byzantine territories in today 

Albania, Nicol 1984, 76-78. However, the Byzantine presence was probably stronger around Berat and closer to 

the via Egnatia, Christidou 2010, 256-265. Nevertheless, the relevance of the area of Mesopotam and the status of 

the church of Peshkëki e Sipërme should be further investigated.  
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collaborated at different levels with the despot. This collaboration is visible in the exchange of 

artisans and materials between the despots and the aristocracy. 

Indeed, it has been noted that the bricks of the Kokkini Ekklisia are the same of the 

Parigoritissa in Arta, founded by the despot in ca. 1290.673 The same Kokkini Ekklisia shares 

architectural similarities with the Parigoritissa but also with another contemporary foundation 

located in a different territory: the Peribleptos in Ohrid (today Sv. Kliment) (1294/5) founded 

by the aristocrat Progon Sgouros.674 As demonstrated by Babuin, the Kokkini Ekklisia shared 

an équipe of painters with the church of Kostaniane, founded by the pansebastos Isaak 

Theodoros.675 Finally, the connection between Boulgareli, Kostaniane and the despot is stucco, 

because it was used also in the Kato Panagia founded probably by the despot Michael II 

Komnenos-Doukas.  

It is important to say that usually foundations of the despot have marble sculpture,676 

and that the Kato Panagia is an exception. Epiros is a region which in the Late Byzantine period 

was lacking marble. The ancient quarries were closed, so new sculptures were made by reusing 

ancient marbles from the cities of Ambrakia (ancient Arta) and Nikopolis or by re-using Middle 

Byzantine sculptures.677  

One could argue that the transportation of marbles to the mountainous areas would have 

been especially difficult due to the elevation of these locations, their distance from Arta and 

even more from Nikopolis (almost a 100 kilometres), and this would have raised the cost of the 

material. While stucco was easily transportable, the gypsum used in the mixture was quarried 

locally and it is still abundant in Epiros, where several quarries remain active today (fig. 

 
673 Riccardi 2015, 363 n. 101.  
674 Čurčić 2010, 571-572; Hallensleben 1967-74. 
675 Babuin 2013, 407-408, fig. 4. He showed that same cartoons for figures were used in both churches. 
676 The opposite cannot be said because the foundations connected to Michael Zorianos have marble.  
677 Vanderheyde 2005, 91-98; Melvani 2013, 136-137.  
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3.19).678 Two of them are very close to three of the churches with stucco liturgical furnishings 

(Kostaniane, Petrobitsa and Lyggos).  

We know, however, that it was not impossible to bring heavy cargo up to Boulgareli 

because at the time of Theodore Tzimiskes two columns were transported there, though this 

probably required a considerable effort.679  

In this intricate network of despots and local aristocrats, stucco was a relatively 

affordable material, but was also indigenous to the mountainous areas of northern Epiros, so I 

would not exclude the idea that this material was used to express the local identity of the 

patrons. However, stucco was also used just outside Arta (Kato Panagia), becoming involved 

in a discourse of exchange between centre and periphery. The directions of this exchange, 

unfortunately, are difficult to trace. In terms of relative chronology, the first foundation should 

be the Kato Panagia (around mid-thirteenth century) followed by the Taxiarches in Kostaniane 

(between 1240 and the end of the thirteenth century), and the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli 

(1295/96).680 Thus, it seems that the direction of the diffusion of this material is centre-

periphery. However, we cannot also exclude the possibility that this technique was developed 

and rooted in the mountainous areas where the quarries stand, and that we are seeing a 

phenomenon which goes from periphery to centre. But this remains only a hypothesis since 

more precise data about the other foundations in Petrobitsa, Lyggos, Kleidonia, and Peshkëpi e 

Sipërme is lacking.681 

 

 
678 The analysis performed by the Ephorate of Arta showed that the gypsum was quarried in the region. For some 

contemporary gypsum quarries, see Papadopoulou 2006, 347.  
679 There are no quarries or places where to take Ancient or Middle-Byzantine sculptures in the vicinity.  
680 For the original chronology of the churches of Petrobitsa, Lyggos and Kleidonia there is almost no information. 

Indeed, the provenance of the plaster reliefs from these areas is only attested through the labels attached to the 

pieces in the Byzantine Museum of Ioannina.  
681 The ongoing restorations to the wall paintings in the Taxiarches of Kostaniane may provide extra data for the 

establishment of a more precise chronology for the paintings and provide a terminus post quem for the stucco 

elements.  
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Mystras and the surrounding region 

The second group of patrons commissioned stucco in the area of Mystras and its surroundings. 

It includes the despots of Morea and local aristocrats who, in turn, founded the church (and the 

monastery) of the Peribleptos in Mystras, of H. Athanasios in Leontari, and of the Dormition 

in Longanikos. The settlements involved in commissioning stucco were part of the same 

cultural and political environment:682 Leontari and Longanikos were politically connected to 

Mystras, and the painters active in these two locations looked to the paintings of the Peribleptos 

as their main point of reference for style and iconography.  

This group of foundations is different from that in Epiros, because of the quality of 

stucco commissioned by the patrons. Stucco commissioned by local aristocrats was definitively 

of a lower quality than that commissioned by the despotes: the church of the despotes had Type 

A proskynetaria, while those of the aristocrats had Type B proskynetaria (made of mortar and 

ceramic fragments). This subaltern relationship is also visible in the quality of the paintings 

which adorn the churches of Leontari and Longanikos where the workshop was not the same 

of Mystras but was part of the so-called ‘Mystras style’.683 Therefore, in this area of the 

Peloponnese we are dealing with a group of foundations where the hierarchy is clearly 

expressed through the materials used for building and decorating the churches. Stucco is a 

crucial part in this discourse.  

The church at the top of the pyramid of this hierarchy is the Peribleptos of Mystras, the 

centre of the Despotate of Morea. The Peribleptos was located in a peripherical area of the city, 

on the opposite side to the palace of the despots, and of the monastery of Zoodothes,684 another 

 
682 In particular, the connection between Longanikos and other centres under the dioceses of Mystras, Geraki and 

Kastania, were explored by Kappas 2016, in part. 177-179. 
683 Albani suggested that the painters active in the Peribleptos worked for H. Athanasios too, while the paintings 

of Longanikos have the Peribleptos as a model for iconography and composition, Albani 1989, 259–294.    
684 The monastery of Christ Zoodothes has been traditionally identified with the church of the Hagia Sophia in 

Mystras, Chatzidakis 1981, 69; Marinou 2009b. However, recent studies shed light on the architectural phases (at 
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foundation of the first Despot of Morea, Manuel Kantakouzenos (ca 1349 - ca 1380), son of the 

emperor John IV Kantakouzenos and brother of Matthew, the co-emperor. The Peribleptos was 

part of a monastery and it was built by exploiting part of the nearby rock, an aspect which led 

Ćurčić to suggest that the monastic settlement may be associated with a sacred figure in the 

nearby cave.685 The church is a cross-in-square church with a central dome supported by piers 

on the east and two columns on the west. The mural paintings still cover most of the interior 

surface and were probably made by a workshop with numerous painters who also worked in 

the south-east chapel of the Hagia Sophia in Mystras (after 1366).686  

The sculptural decoration of the Peribleptos was systematically studied by Louvi in 

1980, and apart from Grabar, who wrote a few years before her, other scholars have based their 

research on her study.687 Louvi mapped the sculpture of the Peribleptos and noted that it is 

composed of re-used elements mainly dated to the Middle Byzantine period, with a few Early 

Christian details, and a handful of elements carved in the 14th century.688 The templon is no 

exception: the epistyle in the diakonikon is Middle Byzantine, while the central part was carved 

in the fourteenth century by reworking an Early Byzantine marble cornice. This piece 

reproduces the ‘Anatolian’ motif of the arcades on double colonnettes and inserts new elements 

such as fleur-de-lis of the Florentine type, the monogram of Manuel Kantakouzenos, and the 

 
least three) of the Pantanassa church and led Aspasia Louvi-Kizi to identify this latter church with the Zoodothes 

monastery, Louvi-Kizi 2019, I, 151-246, in part. 189-246. 
685 Ćurčić 2010, 595. Ćurčić also signalled other Late Byzantine cases where a church was located on a previously 

holy place in caves, see Ćurčić 2000, 86-87.  
686 On the connection between patrons and painters in the chapel of the Hagia Sophia, see Emmanuel 2003, in part. 

159-186. On the wall paintings of the Peribleptos, see Lafontaine-Dosogne 1964, 50, 52 n.10, 64, 65, 66, 67, 72,73, 

77,78, 86, 87, 88, 89, 101, 104 n. 6, 110, 113, 114, 122, 125, 129, 130, 131, 133, 139, 140, 141, 142, 158, 159, 

168-170, 171, 1712, 173, 174, 175, 176, 177, 178, 179, 180, 181, 191, 193, 200, 202, 205, 207, 210, 212, figs. 51, 
65. 76-77, 92; Mouriki 1970; Chatzidakis 1996, 77–89; Papamastorakis 2001, 12–13; Louvi-Kizi 2003; Kalopissi-

Verti 2013, 238; Emmanuel 2015. 
687 Grabar 1976 148, pl. CXXXV c; Louvi 1981; Marinou 2002, 86; Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 116 no. 29; Marinou 

2009c, 186-187.  
688 Louvi 1980, 138-171 and table pp. 173-184. The recent publication of Louvi-Kizi on the architectural phases 

of the monasteries of the Peribleptos and the Pantanassa (Louvi-Kizi 2019) do not reconsider nor analyse in-depth 

the chronology of the stucco proskynetarion. 
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rampant lion with the four Jerusalem crosses, which was the emblem of the Lusignan family in 

Cyprus.689 There are also other sculptures from the Peribleptos which are now at the 

Archaeological Museum of Mystras, such as the Pantokrator framed by an openwork arch on 

colonnettes and displays a small fleur-de-lis on the cuff of Christ.690 

The only element in stucco is the proskynetarion frame on the south-eastern pillar (fig. 

3.20). It is reasonable to think that there was another one on the other pillar too. Grabar 

considered the frame to be part of the sculptural decoration made in the fourteenth century for 

the church,691 but Louvi suggested that the proskynetarion was Middle Byzantine spolia, 

because its lower-right edge is broken by the marble epistyle (figs 3.20-3.21).692  

This last observation is true, but it provides us with information about when the 

proskynetarion was mounted rather than when the frame was originally carved. Indeed, by 

looking at the relationship between marble epistyle, stucco and wall paintings it is only possible 

to say is that the epistyle was mounted before the marble epistyle of the diakonikon was 

mounted and the southern wall of the diakonikon was painted, because the epistyle breaks the 

stucco proskynetarion frame (figs 3.20-3.21) and the red band framing the painted scenes 

follows the profile of the epistyle (fig. 3.22). On the opposite edge of the epistyle, where the 

stucco is, there is a lacuna in the paintings which does allow us to verify if the paintings were 

made after the mounting of the epistyle. Nevertheless, since the epistyle breaks the stucco 

frame, the latter must already have been already in place. Then the wall paintings on the eastern 

pier were, perhaps, already finished. It seems to me an odd way of proceeding and shows some 

inaccuracy by the stonemasons responsible for mounting the epistyle. The break of the stucco 

frame could have been avoided if the epistyle was located few centimetres behind, as happened 

 
689 Louvi 1980, 142-143, 146-147; Mattiello 2018, 88-89. 
690 For a synthesis, see Melvani 2013, 204 no. 50, figs. 79-84. 
691 Grabar 1976, 147-148. 
692 Louvi 1980, 120-124. The observations made by Marinou are the same as Louvi, see Marinou 2009c, 186-187. 
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in the church of H. Demetrios, also in Mystras (fig. 3.23), where the proskynetaria frames were 

also re-used. The fracture on the left edge of the stucco proskynetarion was probably caused by 

the insertion of the wooden epistyle of the post-Byzantine iconostasis (fig. 3.21). The loss of 

almost the entire section of wall paintings on the pier with the stucco does not permit us to 

identify any other elements of the stucco proskynetarion or to determine whether they were 

made of stucco or marble or be just painted. Therefore, as the proskynetarion stands, there are 

equal possibilities that the stucco was either a re-used Middle Byzantine piece or a Late 

Byzantine creation.  

In support of the first hypothesis is the absence of carved stucco and of proskynetaria 

frames Type A in Morea in this period. The other examples are Type B frames, as we will see 

in the following pages. Stylistically, the frame is made according to general designs of late 

twelfth-century examples, but the treatment of volumes and some motifs find also close 

comparison with the Late Byzantine sculpture made of porous limestone produced for the same 

church, as we saw in chapter 1. However, it seems to me unlikely that a stucco frame could 

survive almost intact its detachment from another church, its transportation and its re-mounting 

on the eastern pier of the Peribleptos, especially since the people in charge of the placing of the 

templon were not very careful, as we have seen. 693 

These observations do not allow us to exclude a Late Byzantine chronology. The 

similarities with Middle Byzantine examples can be explained within the context of the 

sculptural production in Mystras under the Kantakouzenoi, and later under the Palaiologoi, 

which shows a continuous reference to the Middle Byzantine period, with minimal space for 

new motifs aside from monograms and the fleur-de-lis as already observed by Grabar and 

 
693 There is, however, the possibility that the proskynetarion was a spolia from a building on the presumed cell of 

the holy man, but there are is no evidence for that.  
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Louvi.694 In sum, the creation of the stucco proskynetarion, should, I think, be placed within 

the first phase of the church of the Peribleptos which is the one connected to the ruling couple 

of Mystras Manuel Kantakouzenos and Isabelle de Lusignan, 695 where Isabelle played a 

prominent role as supported by the studies of Louvi and later Mattiello.696  

The presence of such elevated patronage is visible in the quality of the masonry of the 

building, which continued local traditions (cloisonné masonry) even with some ‘gothic’ 

elements and was equipped with a marble templon and with mural paintings of very high 

quality. The discordant element was, I believe, the lack of accuracy in the assembling of the 

templon epistyle in the diakonikon which broke the stucco proskynetarion, which is difficult to 

explain. 

The use of a stucco proskynetarion by Isabelle and Manuel followed well known trends 

of matching marble templa and stucco proskynetaria frames, which continued into the Late 

Byzantine period.697 It is noteworthy that in this period in Morea this is the only case of Type 

A proskynetarion frame and that it is linked to a despotal foundation, while the more widespread 

Type B frames can be found in foundations of local aristocrats, and it testifies of the greater 

cost of proskynetaria frames Type A, as we will see later.  

 
694 Grabar 1976, 148. 
695Louvi-Kizi’s identification of at least two phases to be dated to the Byzantine period is crucial. The first is 

associated with Isabelle de Lusignan and Manuel Kantakouzenos (1365-1374), the second with Leo Mavropappas 

and his wife and dated to the Palaiologan rule of Mystras, Louvi-Kizi 2003. This position has been accepted by 

most scholars, Ousterhout 2019, 643; Kalopissi-Verti 2013, 234-235; Marinou 2009c. This interpretation has been 

recently challenged by Mattiello who suggested that the first phase should be dated to the period between 1280 

and 1283 and to be attributed mainly to Isabelle de Lusignana, while the second phase should be connected to the 
personality of Bartholomea Acciaiuoli, daughter of the Duke of Athens, Nero I Acciaiuoli, and wife of Theodore 

I Palaiologos despot of Mystras, on the basis of the presence of Florentine fleur-de lis on the templon epistyle, 

Mattiello 2018, 74-96.  
696 While the two scholars have different opinions on the relative chronology of the building and on the patronage 

of the second phase, they arrived at the conclusions that Isabelle de Lusignan played a prominent role in the 

foundation of the Peribleptos, Louvi-Kizi 2003; Mattiello 2018 74-89, 95-96,  
697 Another case is the church of the Savious in Sopoćani, see Korać 1974, 30, figs. 2, 6, 8. 
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The second case of stucco proskynetarion in Morea is located almost 50 km from 

Mystras, in the settlement of Leontari. Today it is a village; however, it was a settlement of 

some importance during the Middle and especially the Late Byzantine period. Indeed, it had a 

kastron, possibly dated to the eleventh century,698 and it was the temporary seat of the 

metropolite of Chrysoupolis in the Middle Byzantine period.699 Leontarion is mentioned in 

several sources, among them, Cyriacus of Ancona who visited it in 1436 when Thomas 

Palaiologos sheltered there from the Turks.700 It is possible that members of the Leontaris 

family were originally from here. Among them, Demetrios Leontarios was the general of the 

fleet under the despot of Morea Theodore II Palaiologos (1382-1407) and a well-known person 

in that time: when he died, John Eugenikos dedicated two funerary epigrams to his memory.701 

Other members of the Leontaris family are recorded later: John Laskaris Leontarios and his son 

Demetrios Laskaris Leontarios; the latter was in touch with Bessarion and copied several 

manuscripts.702 Finally, a Maria Laskarina Leontarina was buried under the belfry of the 

monastery of the Prodromos of Petra in the fifteenth century.703 Taking all these elements into 

account, it is clear that Leontari had significant importance during the Palaiologan rule of the 

Despotate of Morea.  

The church which preserves the stucco proskynetarion is H. Athanasios, a cross-vaulted 

single nave building. Unfortunately, there is no explicit information about the patrons. Based 

on the choices made in the iconographic programme, Albani suggested a military, aristocratic 

 
698 Athanasoulis, Mamaloukos 2020. 
699 On the settlement of Leontari, see Albani 1992; Zakythinos 1953, 101, 144-145, 215, 217, 260, 287-88, 318-

19, 331-32; Zakythinos 1932, 155, 157, 196, 201, 226, 236, 266-67, 269, 284. 
700 Sabbadini 1910, 203; Zakythinos, 1953, 91; Albani 1992, 175 n. 103. For the Latin text and English translation 

see the Cyriac of Ancona, Later Travels, 298-299.   
701 Zakytinos 1932, 201; Zakytinos 1953, 144-145, 331-332. 
702 On the importance of Leontari, and its close association with the Leontarios family, I refer to Albani 1992, 175, 

179-180 n. 98-99, 101-102.    
703 Schreiner 1975–79, vol. 1 98B–3 (January 16th, 1450), 647; vol. 2, 477; vol. 3, 132; Varsallona 2016, 183. On 

the tower see de Clavijo, Embassy to Tamerlane, 136. 
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patronage for this building.704 The plinth of the nave is painted with a series of saints, which is 

not unusual; however, on the northern wall, soon after Athanasios, three military saints occupy 

an entire half of the nave. In front of them, on the north wall, there is the unusual presence of 

three saints named John: John the Baptist, John Chrysostom, and John the Evangelist. This 

stress on the name of John and the manifest presence of military saints led Albani to hypothesize 

aristocratic patronage for this church, possibly connected to someone called John. The quality 

of the paintings also suggests that the patron hired a workshop which knew the paintings in the 

Peribleptos church in Mystras very well since they used similar iconographies and have a 

similar style.705 These painters also collaborated with the plasterer in the creation of the 

proskynetarion frame. This element is distinct from the Peribleptos in Mystras: the 

proskynetarion in H. Athanasios belongs to the Type B proskynetaria, the creation of which 

was cheaper and did not required an artisan skilled in the art of moulding or carving, but only 

someone skilled with a spatula. The proskynetarion frame could have been modelled either by 

the plasterer and then covered with colours by the painter, or just made by the painter himself.706  

 A proskynetarion Type B can be found in another aristocratic foundation which shows 

ties with Mystras and with the Peribleptos in the painted programme: the church of the 

Dormition at Longanikos (40 km from Mystras and ca 17.5 km from Leontari) (cat. No. 26). 

The church is a single nave building and the painted programme covers the entire surface of the 

church except the western wall where the only painted area is the niche with the representation 

of the donors. This is a peculiar aspect which was explained by Chassoura as a deliberate choice 

 
704 Albani 1989. 
705 Albani 1989, in part. 280, 283-86, 288. Albani also suggested that the paintings of H. Athanasios need to be 

connected to those in the dome of the western gallery of the H Apostoloi in the same Leontari as possibly the 

product of the same workshop, Albani 1989; Albani 1992. This connection between the Saints Apostles and H. 

Athanasios has been challenged by Louvi-Kizi who noted that the masonry of the dome of the H. Apostloloi cannot 

be dated to the fourteenth century but rather to the fifteenth century, Louvi-Kizi 2007.  
706 See chapter 1.12 for proskynetaria Type B. 
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due to the economic restrictions of the patron. In fact, the iconographic programme is not 

incomplete but just ‘compressed' to cover a smaller surface.707 The reading of this compressed 

iconographic programme suggests a funerary character for the church due to the selection of 

the narrative scenes and their placement in the building. The deceased was represented in the 

niche of the western wall which is emphasised by a stucco frame (fig. 3.24). Before turning to 

the stucco frame, let us focus on the representation of the patrons. The niche has at the centre 

the Virgin Mary and two figures: a man and a child. The inscription which once identified the 

people is now illegible. Orlandos first, and Chassoura, more recently, suggested that the donors 

were a layman who recently took monastic vows, and his son, represented in prayer in front of 

the Virgin with the Child. The man has a long beard and wears a dark-red mantle and a blue 

analabos, on his head a white cloth drapes down to his shoulders. This cloth has been 

interpreted by Orlandos as an iconographic detail which signalled that the man was deceased,708 

while Chassoura thought that the white cloth referred to the outfit of a monk.709 The young boy 

painted next to the man wears a richly embroidered long tunic and a belt which suggests the 

high status of the child.710 Therefore, we are looking at an act of patronage of a rich man, based 

in Longanikos, who took monastic vows probably after having lost his child, a practice common 

among the Byzantine aristocracy of this period.711   

 The material chosen to provide visibility to the image of the donor is a frame made of 

plaster. The frame belongs to the Type B proskynetarion and it was created either by the 

collaboration of a painter and a plasterer or only by the painter. A frame made using the same 

 
707 Chassoura 2002, 61.  
708 Orlandos 1938, 482-485. 
709 Chassoura does not think that the white cloth should refer to the deceased condition of the man, but his current 

rank in the monastery. See Chassoura 2002, 220-222.   
710 Chassoura 2002, 220-22; Orlandos 1938, 483. Orlandos also noted the remnants of the dress of a female figure, 

Orlandos 1938, 482. The current state of the wall painting does not show any sign of a third donor, indeed, 

Chassoura mentiojed only the man and the child in front of the Virgin.  
711 Chassoura 2002, 222. On post-humous representation of patrons, see Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 27, n. 33.  
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technique is the one recorded in the already-mentioned H. Athanasios in Leontari, another 

aristocratic foundation. This technical detail also links the chronology of the frame to the 

paintings. A terminus post quem is provided by the comparison of the paintings with those in 

the church of H. Georgios (1374/75) in Longanikos itself, and dated by the donors' 

inscription.712 The iconography in some of the narrative scenes in the church of the Dormition 

provide with another element of connection with the H. Athanasios in Leontari (ca 1370-90) 

and the Peribleptos in Mystras, but also to the later churches of the kastron of Geraki. Chassoura 

defined the style of the paintings of Longanikos as an intermediate step in the transmission of 

the style of Mystras in the Peloponnese and especially to the regional version encountered in 

Geraki.713 Another connection to Geraki is the use of feline heads for the capitals of the plaster 

frame, which recall those carved in limestone in the church of H. Paraskeve in the kastron of 

Geraki itself. As we saw in chapter 1, lionheads were also recorded in the stucco Type B frames 

of the Panagia in Archatos in Naxos (1285) (fig. 1.149) and in the narthex of the church of 

Ljubostinja (ca 1406–1408) (fig. 1.161). This shows that the painters of Longanikos used both 

similar iconographic conventions as those found at the nearby Leontari and Geraki, but they 

also participated of trends which encompassed Peloponnese.  

The plaster frame in the Dormition of Longanikos, then, was commissioned by 

aristocrats who employed painters trained in the so-called style of the Peribleptos of Mystras 

who were also active in the H. Athanasios of Leontari almost contemporaneously. If they were 

not the same workshop, they certainly belonged to the same cultural milieu. The use of 

proskynetaria Type B frames in both churches is probably the sign of a peripheral workshop 

 
712 On the inscription see Orlandos 1938, 479-481; Chassoura 2002, 19, 418, fig. 24; Feissel, Philippidis-Braat 

1985, 339‒40, pl. XXV; Gerstel and Talbot 2006, 484-85.  
713 Chassoura 2002, 311-313.  
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and the limited resources of the patrons who could not afford to pay artisans at the same level 

as those active in the Peribleptos of Mystras. 

 

The analysis of the cases from the area of Mystras shows an intersection of patrons and 

workshops and the stuccoes they could access. The first preliminary conclusion is that here, 

again, the technique used for stucco marked the difference between various levels of patronage 

(Type A proskynetaria for the despots and Type B for the aristocracy). Moreover, the despot 

and his wife had access to marble and could hire sculptors for the re-working of several pieces, 

while the aristocratic patrons of H. Athanasios and the Dormition church did not. They could 

rely only on the masons who build their churches and the painters who decorated the interior 

walls and supplied for the elements in relief through the quick modelling of the plaster into 

proskynetaria frames. The preference recorded by such patrons for plaster proskynetaria cannot 

be interpreted as a direct derivation from Mystras, because stucco was not consistently used in 

other foundations where painters of the so-called Mystras style were active.714 Stucco was even 

an exception in Mystras, where the proskynetaria frames were often made of marble or stone. 

The cases of Longanikos and Leontari show that these settlements located in the Taygetos 

mountains were vibrant communities where the local aristocracy engaged in patronage 

activities and, when possible, wanted to have elements ‘in relief’ for which the collaboration of 

painters and plasterers would suffice to provide them prestige.715  

  

 
714 On the so-called school of Mystras and the churches of Longanikos and Leontari, see Mouriki 1996 (reprint of 

1978), in part. 20; more recently, see Gerstel 2013a, 364, n. 115-118.  
715 On the appreciation of (marble) sculpture in Late Byzantine society see Melvani 2013, 13-25, 154-161.  



 192 

Islands (Naxos, Samos, Euboea) 

The islands of Naxos, Samos and Euboea provide further cases of patronage of plaster reliefs. 

They show a composite society which continued to flourish under the Byzantine and Latin rule 

where aristocrats were not the only patrons.  

For the last thirty years of the fourteenth century, Naxos was ruled by Duke Marco 

Sanudo II (1262-1303) and was part of the Duchy of the Archipelago; Euboea was Byzantine 

but with several settlements of Venetians; while Samos remained under Byzantine control until 

1304 when it was surrendered to the Genoese.716 The examples which will be analysed below 

show that stucco was chosen not only by aristocrats but also by monks, priests, and common 

people.717 Again, what makes the difference is not only the material itself but the level of 

craftmanship employed. Moreover, it seems to me that both ordinary people and aristocrats 

used stucco in the same way they used sculpture: to channel the sight and draw the attention of 

the visitor on relevant areas of the church, and to provide the building with prestige.   

The first case is the church of the Panagia in Archatos, located in the south-east 

hinterland of the island of Naxos, approximately 10 kilometres from the modern village of Ano 

Sagri (cat. No. 30). The building has a cruciform plan and the interior walls are entirely covered 

by paintings.718 While the mural paintings are of very good quality, the masonry is now covered 

by several layers of restorations which makes it impossible to evaluate it in its entirely.719 The 

plaster relief is the proskynetarion which belongs to the second layer of paintings dated to 1285 

by the painted inscription of the priest Michael, donor and painter, next to the image of St. John 

 
716 It was briefly recaptured by the Byzantines between 1329 and 1346, but then it was under Genoese control until 

1475, Gregory 1991.  
717 Interesting enough is the appearance of the spouse and the family members of such donors, as happened in Late 

Antique pavement mosaics in Greece and Palestine. The family members re-appear at the same time in the 

documents concerning the lands and properties of the monasteries on Mount Athos.  
718 The most recent studies on the church are Aslanidis 2017, and the unpublished PhD thesis of Kostantellou 2019.  
719 Aslanidis 2017, 336-343. 
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the Forerunner.720 The church of the Panagia was not just the foundation of the Michael but of 

a series of individuals. A supplication mentions Eugenios, probably a common person, since 

his name is not preceded by any title, office nor by kyr. Other painted supplications (but without 

names) are located in the apse, in the north chapel, in the spandrel of the dome and in the 

western wall.721 These inscriptions, and the identification of the other saints as mainly healing 

saints by Konstantellou, shed light on the beliefs of the local community which gravitated 

around the church.722 The evidence from the church of the Panagia in Archatos tells us that 

proskynetaria frames made by modelling plaster were used in communal foundations of a 

certain importance; indeed, the church was sponsored by several individuals (among them the 

priest and painter Michael and Eugenios) who managed to hire a local workshop of painters of 

good quality to ensure the decoration of the local pilgrimage centre.723 

 The second case of patronage of stucco is another proskynetarion frame in Naxos, in 

the church of H. Sozon in ‘Giallous’, which is located south-east to Hagiassos (cat. No. 31). 

The church is single nave with a central apse, and it was once covered by a barrel vault. The 

building is now in ruins since the roof collapsed and the northern wall is at risk of falling; both 

the northern wall and the apse are now secured by scaffoldings. The remnants of the walls are 

covered with wall paintings. There is very little information about its foundation; the only sure 

thing is the date in the fragmentary inscription which survive from the apse: 1314. The stucco 

proskynetarion had an inscription too which is very fragmentary as well; Kostarelli 

reconstructed it as a dedicatory inscription.724 Therefore, in H. Sozon there were at least two 

inscriptions: one in the apse and another one next to the saint framed by the plaster 

 
720 On the inscription see Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 85 n. 35, figs 58-59. On the painted programme Dimitrokallis 

1981; Kalopissi-Verti 1994, 145-146, fig. 5; Mitsani 2000, 96, 98; Konstantellou 2019, 413-219.  
721 Konstantellou 2019, 150-151. 
722 On healing saints in pictorial programmes or rural churches in general, see Gerstel 2015, 157-165.  
723 On the workshop, see Konstantellou 2019, 295-349, in part. 336-349. 
724 On the inscription, see Mastoropoulos 1983, 126; Kostarelli 2013, 64.  



 194 

proskynetarion; it is thus likely that the decoration of the church was sponsored by at least two 

individuals.725 If we look at other foundations in Naxos between the end of the thirteenth and 

the beginning of the fourteenth century with a similar painted decoration, they are mainly 

‘collective foundations’, which means that their construction was funded by several individuals 

or families.726 Therefore, H. Sozon may be framed within the context of collective foundations.  

 Moving to the island of Samos, the next foundation with plaster reliefs is the so-called 

Virgin Makrini in a grotto just uphill from Kallithea (cat. No. 29). The church was built and 

decorated in several phases; the last is the one which concerns us since it is contemporary to 

the proskynetaria frames made of plaster. The location of the church, the depiction of the Virgin 

Spelaiotissa (literally ‘of the grotto’) and the painted invocation of a monk called George next 

to her lead us to think that this was a church connected to monks possibly living as hermits in 

the surrounding area.727 The paintings were first published by Mitsani who established their 

chronology around 1300, and provided information about the historical context. She also 

suggested that the building be identified with the Panagia Thaumastē, one of the chapels owned 

by the Sinaitic metochion of H. Georgios Kastanias, in Samos.728 The church of the Virgin 

Makrini and its Type B proskynetaria should then be framed within a monastic environment, 

probably composed of hermits.   

 The last foundation with a stucco element to be examined is the Hodegetria church in 

Spelies, Euboea (cat. No. 22). The church has a cross-vaulted plan with a semi-circular apse 

which is polygonal in the exterior. The foundation stands out from the other Late Byzantine 

 
725 However, this is clearly not a decisive proof, because the fragmentary condition of the inscriptions does not 
allow to verify whether the name in the apsidal arch was the same of the proskynetarion. 
726 Some of them are the above mentioned Panagia in Archatos and the Panagia της Γιαλλούς (1288/89). See 

Kalopissi-Verti 1992, 35-37, 45-46, 88-91 for other collective foundations also in Naxos. On collective 

foundations, see Kalopissi-Verti 2012, 125-140. 
727 Mitsani 1998, 108-109.  
728 This information comes from a sigillion of the patriarch dated to 1816 which copies an older of 1776. Mitsani 

1998, 96-97.   
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churches of central Euboea both for architectural features and for its wall paintings. The 

masonry is composed by regular stone blocks with bricks in the vertical and horizontal joints, 

and it is more carefully constructed than the contemporary churches of central Euboea. The 

northern façade has a trilobe window which was subsequently blocked up to provide extra space 

for the painted decoration. The trilobe window is on the side of the current road (north) but 

opposite the lateral entrance (south); it is possible that there was another entrance on the western 

façade, but if so it is now lost.729 The trilobe window does not appear in any other foundation 

in central Euboea between the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth century. 

It required a moderate amount of bricks and masons for carving the big arch of the niche and 

the smaller ones to match the colonnettes (fig. 3.25); for this reason, the patron invested his 

resources on only the side which was seen by people using a road on the northern side of the 

church, as today. This suggests that the patron was unable to commission architectural 

 
729 The later construction of the narthex destroyed the western façade, Emmanuel 1990, 451. 
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decorations on each façade, due to the absence of specialised artisans in central Euboea, or the 

relatively limited economic means of the patron.730 

The interior of the church is completely covered with paintings. The dedicatory inscription of 

its founder runs on the triumphal arch (fig. 3.26):  

 

 

ΑΝΗΓΕΡΤΘΗ Ο ΘΕΙΟΣ ΚΑΙ 

ΠΑΝΣΕΠΤΟΣ ΝΑΟΣ ΤΗΣ 

ΟΔΗΓΗΤΡΙΑΣ ΔΙΑ ΣΥΝΔΡΟΜΗΣ ΚΑΙ 

ΕΞΟΔΟΥ ΤΟΥ ΔΟΥΛΟΥ ΤΟΥ ΘΕΟΥ 

ΓΡΗΓΟΡΙΟΥ ΤΟΥ ΠΑΧΩΜΕΡΗ το 6819 

ἀπὸ το κτίσεως κὸσμου’ 731  

 

‘The divine and most venerable church of 

the Hodegetria was raised through the 

contribution and at the expense of the 

servant of God Gregorios Pachomeres in the 

year 6819 from the birth of the world’. 

 

Gregorios of Pachomeri is an unknown figure who appears only in the inscription of the 

Hodegetria.732 The use of the word kyr suggests that he was an aristocrat, possibly an official 

or a functionary.733 The choice of the narrative scenes and their location within the building led 

Emmanuel to hypothesize a funerary function for the church, where Gregorios was probably 

buried.734  

 
730 We should not exclude the possibility of an architectural decoration on the western façade, now lost. If this ever 

existed, it reinforced the idea that the decoration of the exterior of the church was planned according to the local 
network of roads. Similar choices were made for the Çanlı kilise in Cappadocia, Ousterhout 2019, 443; Ousterhout 

2017, 89-93; Ousterhout 2011, 27-36; Ousterhout 1999, 27-28.  
731 Transcription from Liapes 1971, 129. The inscription is today only partially legible due to the bad condition of 

the wall paintings at the top of the triumphal arch.  
732 PLP, 22205.  
733 Kyritses 1997, 12-16.  
734 Emmanuel 1990, 467. The hypothesis is unfortunately not substantiated by archaeological excavations.  
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The plaster proskynetarion frame belongs to Type B, and this is consistent with what 

we observed for the churches connected to aristocratic patronage in the Late Byzantine period: 

they had access to multi-tasking painters who probably worked in collaboration with the 

plasterers. Aristocrats and the local population seemed unable to hire artisans who could make 

Type A proskynetaria or to stucco decorations with decorative patterns in relief. This was 

probably connected to the different economic value of stucco decorations with patterns in relief 

and also to changes in skills of artisans in the Late Byzantine period, as we will see.    

 

3.5 Some observations on patrons and techniques 

As we have seen in the previous paragraphs, in the Middle and Late Byzantine periods patrons 

of different social background commissioned plaster reliefs: members of the imperial family, 

rulers, aristocrats, local officers, hegoumenoi, and common people. However, there is a 

discernible pattern which is particularly visible for proskynetaria frames (Table 2).  

Proskynetaria Type A frames are in churches mainly dated to the Middle Byzantine 

period and all are in churches founded by members of the highest strata of the society. 

In contrast, Type B frames have a more varied patronage which includes local aristocrats and 

the local population, and they mainly date to the Late Byzantine period (Table 3).735    

Moreover, Type A proskynetaria were commissioned by patrons who had access to marble 

supply and were able to hire sculptors for the templon, while Type B frames were in churches 

where we can verify only the presence of a crew of painters; sculptors seem to not be there. 

This may suggest that patrons of churches with Type B frames, for some reasons, could not hire 

 
735 In Serbia, in the narthex of the church of the Dormition of Ljubostinja, there is another Type B proskynetarion 

frame which is connected to the patronage of princess Milića. On the chronology of the paintings – and therefore 

the proskynetarion frame – see Todić 2007.  
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sculptors for the liturgical barriers and proskynetaria, so they hired multi-tasking painters who 

created architectural decorations in addition to painting.  

The use of proskynetaria Type A and B frames is generally indicative of the status of the 

patron, or, at least, the building. Stucco elements with decorations carved and modelled in relief 

were in buildings with lavish architectural decoration composed by a variety of materials (e.g. 

marble, mosaics, wall paintings). They could be used next to other plaster reliefs, such as 

cornices, with decorative motifs only painted.736 However, stucco elements with decorative 

patterns in relief did not appear in churches decorated only by wall paintings and with templa 

made of masonry or wood. Stucco elements without decorations carved and modelled in relief 

(but only painted) tend to be located in churches or in areas of churches where wall paintings 

are the only medium, but this is not a firm rule. 

What this evidence suggests is that stucco elements with decorations in relief were probably 

more expensive that those without, because they required artisans skilled in modelling plaster, 

and such artisans were not part of the workshop of the painters who decorated these churches. 

Moreover, in one case, the tomb in the narthex of the katholikon of Iviron, it seems that there 

are still traces of the preparation for gilding; if this is correct, then the arch (and possibly the 

colonnettes) were covered in golden leaf, and the stucco would have been expensive. There is 

no trace of gilding in any Type B proskynetaria nor in in cornices without patterns in relief.737 

 

 
736 The use of painting cavetto cornices with decorative motifs can be recorded on both marble and stucco. For 

example, the marble stringcourse cornice of the parekklesion of the katholikon of the Chora monastery in 

Constantinople, Ousterhout 1987, 54, fig. 91; some stucco examples are in the chapel of H. Euthymios in H. 
Demetrios in Thessaloniki (1302-1303), see Bauer 2013, 426-432; in the church of H. Nikolaos Orphanos in 

Thessaloniki, Bakirtzis (ed.) 2003; in the katholikon of Vatopedi on Mount Athos, Pazaras 2001a, 58-59 and in 

many other churches; medieval Serbia had also a high concentration of such reliefs. See for examples, those in the 

church of the Holy Trinity of the Resava monastery, Simić et al. 2011, 54, 82, 88, figs. 40-42.  
737 An exception is the plaster cordons attached to the pillars in the church of the Holy Trinity in the Resava 

monastery, which are painted and show some patterns in golden leaf, see Simić et al. 2011, 82, 88, figs. 40-42.  
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3.6 Conclusion 

In conclusion, patronage of plaster reliefs changed from the Middle to the Late Byzantine 

period. While from the mid-ninth to the twelfth century the aristocracy, the emperor and rulers 

commissioned stucco, from the thirteenth century the local aristocracy and common people 

started to do so as well, as we know thanks to inscriptions. Surely, non-aristocratic commissions 

were made also in the previous period, but there is no direct evidence for this with stucco, since 

any sign of individuals were probably applied through painting, and the original polychromy 

of the stuccoes is impossible to reconstruct for the majority of the cases.  

In the Middle Byzantine period, stucco was mainly used in buildings decorated with a 

great variety of materials (marble, mosaics, wall paintings). From the Late Byzantine period, a 

simplified version of stucco relief (e.g. Type B proskynetaria) started to become common in 

foundations of both local aristocrats and local people; this type of relief seems to have been 

more affordable for patrons who did not employ any marble in their foundations, though there 

are few exceptions. The fact that the majority of the Type B proskynetaria are dated to the Late 

Byzantine period does not mean that they were not used before, as the example of H. Ioannes 

Eleemon (twelfth century) (cat. No. 23) demonstrates it. The lack of evidence from the Middle 

Byzantine period may be the consequence of the casual survival of the material.  

Moving from the snapshots and isolated case studies to our three micro-regional 

contexts adds further precision. The first is Mount Athos in the eleventh century, and in 

particular the monasteries of Vatopedi and Iviron which used stucco for establishing their 

authority on the Sacred Mountain and to address internal struggles within the monastery 

community (Iviron). These cases have also shown that stucco is a good indicator of later 

interventions. The second is Epiros where both the despot and the local aristocracy had access 

to the same sculptures made of stucco. The absence of a differentiation in terms of quality of 
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the carving of these liturgical furnishings, together with the close political ties which linked the 

despot and the local aristocrats, leaves space for looking at the interaction between them by 

means of exchange of artisans and materials. Further studies on the chronology of the pieces 

and of the buildings may help in clarifying the direction of this exchange (centre-periphery or 

the opposite), while it may be possible that stucco liturgical furnishings in Epiros begun to 

represent Epirote identity, as discussed in paragraph 3.4.  

Stucco tells us of a different story about the relationship between centre and periphery 

in Morea, where the different ways of making proskynetaria frames mirrored the hierarchy 

between the despot (Type A frame) and the local aristocrats (Leontari, Longanikos), and their 

economic means expressed in their access (or not) to marble supply. The case of Morea, once 

again, demonstrates that technical aspects mattered. A proskynetarion Type A frame required 

more work and more skills (therefore costed more) than a proskynetarion Type B frame. 

The analysis on the patrons associated with stucco decorations demonstrated that stucco 

was not a cheap choice, and that in micro-regional contexts it can provides us with a glimpse 

into the relationship of a network of individuals.   
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4.SOCIAL PERCEPTION AND THE ACTUAL COST OF STUCCO 

 

4.1 Introduction 

After having discussed in the previous chapter the kind of patrons who commissioned stucco 

and connections between the techniques used to work plaster reliefs and the status of the 

patrons, this chapter evaluates the economic and cultural value of stucco. These two aspects 

cannot be discussed separately, because they represent two sides of the same coin, as will be 

demonstrated on these pages.  

The use of certain materials in architecture can be connected to local availability, but 

material is also a means to display the wealth and identity of the patron and her/his community, 

which is the result of cultural values. One good example is Çanlı kilise in Cappadocia which, 

during its first phase, was built with ashlar masonry made of local stone (hard volcanic tuff) 

and bricks. Bricks were not common in Cappadocia,738 and indeed, in the Çanlı kilise they were 

used strategically: only on the exterior.739 This suggests that bricks were not abundant at this 

specific construction site and that they were not produced locally but they were instead 

imported.740 Why import bricks to a region (Cappadocia) which is rich in stone?741 The answer 

is probably because bricks were used in Constantinople, and the patron or the community who 

used the church wanted to underline ties with the capital.742 Can we say that bricks were an 

expensive material in the Byzantine empire? Not generally, but clearly there were some 

 
738 In Anatolia ashlar masonry was predominant since the Early Byzantine period, Ousterhout 2019, 88; Ousterhout 

2017, 321-322; Ousterhout 2011, 81-88.    
739 Ousterhout 2019, 443; Ousterhout 2017, 89-93; Ousterhout 2011, 27-36; Ousterhout 1999, 27-28.  
740 No kiln has been found yet in the settlement. The other masonry church there does not have any bricks. A case 

where bricks appear to have been imported was supported by chemical analysis, Morganstern 1983, 92; however, 

there is at least a clay deposit in Anatolia along the Kızılırmak river, which is used today, Ousterhout 2011, 82. 
741 The blocks were even quarried less than a kilometre from the church, Ousterhout 2019, 395; Ousterhout 2011, 

131, 136, fig. 189. 
742 Ousterhout 2011, 89-90. 
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difficulties involved in bringing them to the plateau where Çanlı kilise was built. Can we say, 

then, that the patron did not have enough money to buy bricks for the entire church? It is 

possible, but this does not automatically mean that s/he was a common person with limited 

economic means. Indeed, s/he hired painters who decorated the interior using iconographies, 

style, and pigments which were used in Constantinople in the same period.743 Çanlı kilise was 

also located in an aristocratic (possibly military) settlement, and it was built and decorated by 

extremely skilful artisans: it is not an average church. Bricks were not an expensive material 

per se but in some areas, such as Cappadocia, they probably were. Therefore, their 

parsimonious use in Çanlı kilise does not tell us that the patron was ‘poor’ (s/he could not even 

buy enough bricks!), but that bricks represented Constantinopolitan architecture, and this is the 

reason for transporting them to this area of Cappadocia. The display of wealth and identity of 

the patron through bricks is recognised in the scarcity of the material in Cappadocia, which led 

to its strategic use on the façade.744 That is to say that cultural and economic values go hand-

in-hand in architecture.745  

It is with these two parameters in mind that we need to approach the use of stucco in 

Middle and Late Byzantine architecture. Indeed, in some cases it is clear that a tradition of 

working stucco was born out of necessity (Cyprus, Epiros) and responded to an absence of 

marble, but in other cases it seems that stucco was considered to be part of the range of materials 

which continued to be used from the Late Antique period (e.g. Hosios Loukas). It is very 

difficult to say whether in this second case, patrons and artisans were always conscious of the 

economic impact, but we cannot ignore the possibility.  

 
743 Wisseman et al. 2011.  
744 The settlement was probably connected to the nearby fortress of Akhisar. The structure and the dwellings found 

in the Çanlı kilise settlement lead us to think that it was inhabited by the families of the military officers in service 

at the fortress, Ousterhout 2017, 325-335; Ousterhout 2011, 212-215.   
745 Similar observations were drawn by Cutler regarding building decoration in mosaic or wall paintings, see Cutler 

2002 in part. 555-565.  
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This chapter argues that there is not one singular reason for the use of stucco in Middle 

and Late Byzantine architecture. Both economic and cultural reasons were at play.  

In order to understand this, we will follow three paths: 

- The local availability of gypsum 

- Economic return of the use of stucco instead of marble 

- Cultural criteria used for the appreciation of stucco and some examples of conscious 

preservations of Middle Byzantine stuccoes by Late Byzantine audiences.  

 

4.2 Absence and presence: when geology matters.  

As shown in chapter 2, stucco mixtures are mainly of two types: those with gypsum and those 

with lime as a main binder. In general, gypsum-based stuccoes are stronger than lime ones, and 

they allow the creation of high reliefs; however, they suffer water damage, and for this reason, 

they were not used for the decoration of the exteriors. 

There are only two regions where the local availability of gypsum appears to be 

connected to the widespread use of stucco: Cyprus and Epiros.  

The use of stucco in Cyprus is mainly known for the Roman and Late Antique 

periods.746 Both private houses and public buildings had walls decorated with plaster reliefs 

and paintings. A fifth-century dwelling in Salamis-Konstantia shows an entire room with walls 

divided by stucco partitions in the shape of figurative friezes, arches, and half-columns (fig. 

1.11).747 This is not exceptional per se, since paintings and stucco were also used together in 

the rest of the Roman world. However, in Cyprus there is a high concentration of stucco 

 
746 Rautman 2003, 46-47; Megaw 1953, 137; Christou 1994, 689-91; Hadjisavvas 2000, 692-93; Papageorgiou 

1963; Flourentzos 1996, 15 n. 56, pl. XXV; Karageorghis 1962, 412-13, fig. 106a-c; Michaelides 1998, 192 fig. 

8; Megaw 1976, 358 fig. 28; de Gagniers, Tram Tarn Tinh 1985, 94 nos 57-60, 111 n.109; Megaw 2000; 

Karageorghis 1960, 295-97; Argoud et al. 1980, 27-28, 31-36, pl. IVa, XXIII 7-8, XXIV-VIII. 
747 Argoud et al. 1980, 27-28, pl. XXIV-VIII.  
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alongside marble until the collapse of quarrying activity and the marble trade from the seventh 

century onwards. Cypriot Late Antique churches and basilicas show a consolidated tradition of 

working stucco which included friezes with animals, geometric motifs, and spiral columns and 

they corresponds to the description of the church decoration made by St. Nilos of Ankyra in 

one his letters to the prefect Olympiodorus.748 These decorations were also used side by side to 

marble panels and gypsum-stone posts in the bema enclosure and in the solea of the church A 

at Katalymmata ton Plakoton (36 x 14 m).749 In the basilica of Kalavasos-Syrma, the surviving 

remains of the stucco decorations suggest the presence of a larger composition, which was made 

by skilled artisans between the end of the sixth and early seventh century.750 Indeed, the 

fragmentary Virgin with the blessing Child (fig. 4.3) may be part of a larger narrative scene 

(the Adoration of the Magi?), and it is difficult to imagine the capital as an isolated element; it 

probably formed part of the partition of the wall from which survive several friezes (figs. 4.1-

4.2).751  

 In the sixth and seventh centuries, panels with narrative scenes made of stucco were 

located in buildings where the rest of the sculptural decoration was made of re-used marble and 

local carved stone, suggesting that the use of stucco (and local stone) was a response to the 

absence of marble.752 Indeed, the known antique quarries on the island only produced limestone 

 
748 In a letter which St. Nilos of Ankyra (or of Sinai) sent to the prefect Olympiodorus, he refers to the 

contemporary use of decorating houses with hunt scenes and stuccoes, which should be avoided in the house of 

God. He suggested the use of scenes from the Old and New Testaments on walls and crosses, instead, PG 79, 577-

80, English translation in Mango 1972, 32-33. Friezes with images of animals were found in the basilica of 

Amathus, Karageorghis 1962,412-13, Michaelides 1998, 192 fig. 8; an acanthus capital was part of one of the 

phases preceding the seventh century mosaic of the church of the Angeloktistos in Kiti Karageorghis 1960, 295-
97; a half-colonnette with twisted fluting and a capital of a half-column was found in the basilica of Marathovouno 

Papageorgiou 1963. The use of stucco has been interpreted by Megaw as a local feature of Cyprus, Megaw 1974, 

69 n. 46, 74. 
749 Maguire 2012, 178-179; Nikolaou forthcoming. 
750 For the area see Panayides 2018, 224-226, fig. 47. 
751 Panayides 2018, fig. 47.  
752 Megaw 1974, 69, 80; Stylianou 1997, 65; Rautman 2003, 46-47, 51-52, fig. 3.54.   
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and were located in Xylophagou (south-east Cyprus),753 and Paphos (south-west Cyprus).754 

However, Cyprus is rich in gypsum which is still quarried and exported today.755 

The incredible amount of stucco for church and domestic decoration in Late Antique 

Cyprus  does not find many comparisons, and it seems to have continued into, at least, the 

Middle Byzantine period.756 The main innovation seems the appearance of stucco-made templa, 

as the one re-used as filling for a twelfth-century wall in the church of St. Nicholas of the Roof 

near Kakopetria.757 It has been suggested that this piece may be a survival of a wider production 

now lost.758 Unfortunately, stucco production in Cyprus during the Middle and Late Byzantine 

periods has not yet been studied,759 and finding information on this topic requires specific 

surveys on Cyprus, which I could not conduct for this thesis due to the current pandemic. 

Rautman suggested that the stucco tradition survived or was revived in the production of the 

Cypriot traditional decorated shelves, known as souvantza.760 

 A comparative case study can be found in Epiros two centuries later. Here seven 

churches dated between the second half of the thirteenth and the beginning of the fourteenth 

century had stucco liturgical furnishings (mainly templa).761 The use of the same decorative 

patterns, the shapes of the architectural members, and the use of the same techniques 

(formworks, moulding, stamping, incision), including identical ingredients in the stucco 

 
753 Karageorghis 1969, 494. 
754 Maier, Karageorghis 1984, 249-277. 
755 An estimate of the quarry activities is provided by the website of the Republic of Cyprus 

http://www.moa.gov.cy/moa/mines/minesSrv.nsf/dmlquarries_en/dmlquarries_en?opendocument 
756 On the continuity in the use of stucco in Cyprus from the Late Antique to the Middle Byzantine periods and its 

connection to the absence of marble and the use of gypsum (for both moulded plaster and masonry), see 
Papageorgiou 1963, 100-101; Megaw 1974, 69, 74, 80; Rautman 2003, 46-47.  
757 The wall is the one where the image of St. Nicholas is painted, see Stylianou, Stylianou 1997, 65; Rautman 

2003, 46-47; Megaw 1974 80 n. 95. 
758 Megaw 1974, 80 n. 95. 
759 Rautman 2003, 47.  
760 Rautman 2003, 47. 
761 The patronage of the churches was analysed in chapter 3.4. The churches are cat. Nos. 13-18, 27. 
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mixture, showed that these liturgical furnishings were made by the same workshop.762 

Moreover, the stucco is mainly composed of gypsum, which was quarried locally.763 Still today, 

Epiros, like Cyprus, is a region rich in gypsum.764 Some of the contemporary quarries were 

probably also used in the Middle Ages and, as noted earlier, two are very close to three of the 

churches with stucco templa.  

The use of stucco barriers in medieval Epiros is only attested in the north, in particular 

between Arta, Ioannina, Higoumenitsa (Greece), and Episkopi (Albania).765As we saw in the 

previous chapter, all the churches with these templa are also located in mountainous areas, with 

the exception of the Kato Panagia on the plain of Arta. Three of the contemporary quarries are 

located in an area surrounding three of the churches (the Koimesis of Petrobitsa, the Koimesis 

of Lyggos, the Taxiarches of Kostaniane) (fig. 3.19). Moreover, marble is almost entirely absent 

in the churches with stucco elements. The only exception is the Kokkini Ekklisia in Boulgareli 

which has two re-used columns.766 

Marble appears to be absent in Epiros (fig. 4.4). A local limestone called ‘marble of 

Ioannina’ was sometimes used for sculpture, although it did not allow the creation of smooth 

reliefs.767 In the Roman and Early Byzantine period, marble was imported from Eastern Greece, 

the Aegean, and Asia Minor, probably by sea and through the use of navigable rivers such as 

the Arachtos and the Acheron.768 In the Middle and Late Byzantine periods, the importation of 

marble dramatically decreased, and the re-use of previous sculpture became widespread.769 The 

 
762 Papadopoulou 2006. 
763 This is indicated by the petrographical analysis, see Papadopoulou 2006, 347, n. 54-55.  
764 Papadopoulou 2006 347, n. 54-55. 
765 However, we cannot exclude that the actual distribution of stucco templa is due to chance. 
766 Papadopoulou 2001-2004; Orlandos 1927. 
767 Kokkorou-Aleura et al. 2014, 74; Vanderheyde 2005, 91-92. 
768 Veikou 2012, 19-39 in part. 28, 31, 33, 402; Vanderheyde 2005, 91-92. 
769 On Middle Byzantine Epiros see Vanderheyde 2005, 91. This is a general trend in Byzantium and in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. For a good summary on the subject see Sodini 2002; a more optimistic view is in Greenhalgh 2009 

even though he does not analyse Byzantium in-depth.  
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local abundance of gypsum combined with the absence of marble is probably the basis of the 

use of stucco for three-dimensional sculptures in the second half of the thirteenth century.  

It is difficult to imagine that this process, which involves several stages and the use of 

different tools, was developed in the thirteenth century out of the blue.770 The production of 

free-standing elements, such as templa, requires different skills from the modelling of simple 

reliefs: artisans must have been acquainted with formworks and able to secure the stability of 

each piece (see chapter 2.1), and they needed to use a considerable amount of gypsum powder 

and water.771 The process required highly specialised artisans, whose presence is most plausibly 

explained as the result of a continuous tradition for which we have lost previous (Early and 

Middle Byzantine) manifestations. Alternatively, the artisans responsible may have moved to 

Epiros from elsewhere, but even this possibility cannot be verified because we lack 

contemporary productions in the nearby regions (the Balkans, and in general the regions on the 

Adriatic Sea) with which to compared Epiros. The existence of stucco templa in Cyprus in the 

eleventh century allows us to hypothesise that such artefacts were probably used in several 

areas of the Byzantine empire from the Middle Byzantine period onwards. Templa made of 

stucco are also recorded in Calabria and Sicily in churches built between the end of the Islamic 

rule and the beginning of the Norman domination (end of the eleventh-beginning of the twelfth 

century).772 The artisans responsible for these templa used stamps and decorative motifs which 

 
770 On issues of the transmission of techniques in productions processes and in art see Mannoni, Giannichedda 

2003, 1-22. 
771 An idea of the amount of gypsum and water required for a templon may come from the studies of experimental 

archaeology made for the Merovingian sarcophagi of France (fifth century). They have a similar chemical 

composition to the Epirote liturgical furnishings because they are made of gypsum (plaster of Paris) and water, 

and they are three-dimensional too. To make a sarcophagus two metres long (lid excluded) they needed between 
400 and 500 kg of gypsum and between 200 and 500 litres of water. This technique does not involve the use of 

wooden beams, as in Epiros, which lowers the amount of gypsum required. For the technique and procedures of 

production of Merovingian sarcophagi, see Archéologie des nécropoles 2013, in part. 34-35.  
772 Templa and pieces from liturgical furnishing are known for the churches of S. Maria de’ Terreti, S. Maria del 

Mastro, the church of S. Teodoro (also called ‘Annunziatella’) in Gerace, the church of the Panagia of Rossano 

(possibly a ciborium), the Baptistry in Santa Severina  Orsi 1922; Lipinsky 1963; Di Gangi 1995; Di Gangi 1998; 

Di Gangi 2003; Lopetrone 2017. In Sicily, the church of the monastery of S. Giuliano at Caltagirone, and the 
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are mainly Islamic; nevertheless, the presence of this material for the liturgical barriers in 

churches suggests a Mediterranean ‘know-how’ of stucco free-standing structures that 

connected Cyprus, Calabria and Epiros. Calabria is another mountainous region which in the 

eleventh and twelfth centuries mainly re-used ancient marble.773 

 It would be tempting to argue that Cyprus, Epiros, and Calabria are connected, but the 

data is scarce. The presence of stucco templa in these buildings may be a sign that stucco was 

used as a substitute for marble on occasions, and that it was possible for a Byzantine person to 

imagine a templon of a material other than marble.774 It is, however, impossible to quantify the 

diffusion of stucco templa in other Byzantine territories aside from Epiros, since the evidence 

either does not survive or it is unknown.  

 

4.3 Marble and stucco: economic and cultural implications. 

The abundance of gypsum in the terrain can explain the development of a strong and specialised 

stucco tradition, as at Cyprus and Epiros. However, geology is not always responsible for 

reliance on stucco. Economy also plays a role. Economy must be understood as a method of 

 
church of Santi Pietro e Paolo at Itàla, see Bottari 1931; Ragona 1960; Ragona 1968; Mento 2003; Caskey 2011. 
Caskey seems to imply that that the known examples in Sicily are made of lime-based plaster, Caskey 2011, 86. 

For Calabria, scholars usually refer to them as ‘gessi’ which means gypsum-based plaster; however, it is not clear 

whether any of these elements have been tested.  
773 On the re-use of marble in Calabria during the Middle Ages, see Morrone Naymo 2011. The Archaeological 

Museum of Reggio Calabria is currently analysing the fragments of liturgical furnishings made of stucco (late 

eleventh- beginning of the twelfth century); the preliminary results seem to suggest that the binder was lime and 

not gypsum. The results were presented in a communication of Antonino Tranchina, ‘L’allestimento dello spazio 

sacro per i monaci greci dello Stretto: i materiali in stucco da S. Maria di Terreti (Reggio)’, at Liturgical 
installations and their sculpture (4th -15th c.), 27th Annual International Scientific Symposium of the International 

Research Center for Late Antiquity and Middle Ages, University of Zagreb, online event 1 -4 October 2020.  
774 Regarding the stuccoes from Calabria and Sicily, Barsanti suggested that the choice of stucco was not dictated 
by the absence of marble but by aesthetic and cultural affinities with Islamic art which exploited the plastic 

qualities of stucco to create interlaced patterns and complicated decorative motifs, Barsanti 1989, 351-352. This 

observation works for the cultural milieu of Calabria and Sicily which were commercially and culturally connected 

to Maghreb and in general the Islamic world. However, we should not forget that in the Byzantine territories, most 

of the templa were made of marble, or occasionally wood, and that there was probably a hierarchy of materials 

familiar to the inhabitants of the territories under direct Byzantine rule, where marble was the preferred material 

for templa.  
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saving both cost and time. Stucco is a good visual (but not load-bearing) substitute for marble 

and can successfully take any shape that marble can. 

It is a very difficult task to evaluate of the costs of materials, because there are not 

enough written sources about prices, nor is there relevant information covering all the different 

regions where churches with stuccoes are located. Moreover, the political situation in most of 

these areas changed and sometimes influenced (directly and indirectly) the supply of some 

materials. Therefore, I will address this issue by roughly evaluating the amount of stucco and 

marble/stone sculpture used in a building. This estimation does not provide a completely 

realistic picture of all the expenses of a patron because – among other things – it suffers from 

losses of material evidence.  

First, we need to say a few words about marble supply in the Middle and the Late 

Byzantine periods and how this had changed from the Late Antique period. For the period 

between the fourth and the sixth centuries it is possible to reconstruct the almost industrial-scale 

activity of the quarries and of some workshops which exported architectural elements and 

liturgical furnishings to the entire Mediterranean.775 Most of the quarries active in the Roman 

period continued to be used until the sixth century. Evidence of the continuous use of the 

quarries for the Middle and Late Byzantine period is less consistent. From the seventh to the 

fifteenth century, the amount of marble quarried ex novo decreased dramatically.776 This was 

connected to the lowered demand for marble architectural elements due to the decrease in 

construction activities in the seventh and eighth centuries, but also to the gradual change in the 

 
775 This ‘intensive’ production of buildings required a considerable number of specialised artisans, which is 

mirrored by two decrees of the Codex Theodosii and the Codex Iustinianii which made exempt thirty-five 
categories of artisans from munera publica in order to encourage their profession and secure the transmission of 

their skills to new generations of artisans (in this case, their children), see Mango 1972, 14-15; Sodini 1979, 107; 

Zanini 2007, 382-385. For recent analysis on the organisation of the marble production in the Eastern 

Mediterranean between the fourth and the sixth centuries, see Marsili 2019; Castagnino, Paribeni 2015; 

Karagiorgiou 2015; Paribeni 2013; Barsanti et al.  2010.  
776 A lot has been published about the use of marble and the evolution of quarry activity, here I signal the useful 

synthesis of Marsili 2019, 45-51, 66-78; Sodini 2002 and bibliography quoted there; Greenhalgh 2009, 90-138. 
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architectural shapes of the buildings from basilica to cross-in square plans, which required 

fewer sculptural elements.777 Indeed, the number of columns and entablatures which 

characterised the interior of Late Antique buildings, decreased dramatically. Columns did not 

disappear but the new centrally-planned churches required a smaller number than before; 

architectural sculpture was mainly relegated to string-course and dome cornices, capitals, the 

templon and other liturgical furnishings (ambo and ciborium), the altar, and sarcophagi.778

  

 Therefore, when we consider the sources of marble in the Middle and Late Byzantine 

periods, we need to include cities and towns with an Ancient Roman and Early Byzantine 

monuments from which to source architectural material, especially marble.779 It is almost 

impossible to say whether re-used marble was more expensive or cheaper than quarried marble, 

because this would have depended on the control of the areas of marble supply, as well as the 

demand and cost of transportation (transportation by land was far more expensive than by 

sea).780 What seems clear is that stone and marble sculpture continued to be perceived as a 

valuable material which was employed by patrons who wanted to show their prestige, and was 

appreciated by society until and through the Late Byzantine period.781  

This phenomenon is particularly visible in Constantinople thanks to both the material 

evidence and the written sources. Some Middle Byzantine examples of re-use are the 

 
777 On the changes in Byzantine architecture between the so-called ‘Transitional Period’ to the Middle Byzantine 

period, see Ousterhout 2019, 245-265, 306-309; Ćurčić 2010, 251-262, 271-343; Sodini 2002; Mango 1976, 87-

137. 
778 Grabar 1976, 26-31; Melvani 2013, 43-61. 
779 On stockpiling and markets of marble in the Mediterranean see Greenlagh 2009, 116-124; Sodini 2002, 140.  
780 Greenhalgh 2009, 133.  
781 Written sources do not always deal with the description of sculpture. However, when they do it, they underline 

the magnificence of the shapes that the artisan was able to create, and they can also specify the material (marble 

or stone). A Middle Byzantine example is the life of George the Hagiorite where only the marble sarcophagi are 

described, but not the marble and stucco arcosolia, See La Vie de Georges l’Hagiorite, § 27, 97. For a synthesis 

on written and epigraphic sources and sculpture in Late Byzantine period see Melvani 2013, 13-25. 
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sarcophagus of the emperor Constantine V by Michael III for a chancel screen,782 the use of 

marbles from the mausoleum of Justinian for the Nea Ekklisia, and the church of the Virgin in 

the Forum by Basil I.783 In the Palaiologan period, the church of the Saviour in the monastery 

of Chora re-founded by Theodore Metochites, re-used Early Byzantine capitals and a marble 

door, at the very least.784 In general, it has been noted that the use of Early Byzantine sculpture 

by the Palaiologoi in Constantinople also acquired an ideological aspect.785 Outside of the 

capital, we can see a similar phenomenon in cities with an ancient past and surroundings (e.g. 

Thessaloniki, Athens, Sparta, Nikopolis, Epidauros). Less clear is the case of rural areas.  It is 

known that some churches had their masonry made of local stone extracted from quarries 

nearby the church itself.786 In the peninsula of Mani, the high-volume production of sculptures 

between the eleventh and twelfth centuries should be connected to the use of quarries, such as 

those of Proasteio in Messenian Mani.787 Moreover, in some cases, architectural sculpture was 

also composed of re-used sculptures.788 It has been argued that the marbles used to cover the 

walls and the pavements of the two churches of Hosios Loukas in Beotia were re-used.789 At 

the same time, the capitals and the templa produced for the church of the Virgin and the 

katholikon were probably made by quarrying or re-using a considerable quantity of marbles, 

since the same elements were sent to the metochia of the monastery (H. Nikolaos sta kambia 

near Skripou, the Panagia in Politika and Hosios Loukas in Euboea).790  

 
782 Sodini 2002, 138. 
783 See Müller-Wiener 1983 on the general attitude to re-use ancient sculptures in Constantinople.  
784 Melvani 2018a.  
785 Melvani 2018a.  
786 Some examples are in Mani and Attika. On quarring activities and their being part of the vilage life, see Gerstel 

2015, 41, figs 28-29. The masonry of the fist construction phase of the church of H. Nikolaos sta kampia was 
composed of a considerable part of new quarried masonry, Bouras, Boura 2002, 171-174. 
787 Gerstel 2015, 41. On sculptural production in Mani, see Drandakis 2002. 
788 One case is H. Theodoroi in Ano Poula (Mani), see Drandakis 1974, 125-128; Gerstel 2015, 41, 139-142, fig. 

102. Recently on the church, see Katsafados 2015; Gerstel 2020, in part. p. 23. 
789 Lambraki 1992, 31-32; Lambraki 1993, 25-26.   
790 On the workshops that made the sculptures in H. Nikolaos sta kambia, the Panagia in Politika and the templon 

in the church of Hosios Loukas in Euboea, see Orlandos 1952; Boura 1980, 113, 120, figs 171-173, 187-190; 
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It is impossible for this thesis to evaluate case-by-case the amount of newly quarried, 

newly carved sculptures and re-used elements for each foundation with stucco decoration.791 

However, we can analyse some case studies which allow us to estimate the amount of marble 

required for covering the surface occupied by stucco elements in the relevant churches, and use 

this evidence (with all due caution) to consider the economic impact of the use of stucco in a 

Middle and Late Byzantine buildings. Economic impact will be evaluated in terms of ‘saving 

marble’. This calculation is often problematic since we do not always know how much marble 

was originally used in a given church. For example, for the church of Peribleptos in Mystras 

and the katholikon of Vatopedi on Mount Athos, studies have identified re-used material and 

whether it was  re-carved in the Late and Middle Byzantine periods.792 In other cases, such as 

the Protaton on Mount Athos, the original templon was restored in the twentieth century, and 

in others material has simply been lost without any indication of the original extent of marble 

decoration (e.g. the church of the Timios Stavros monastery in Cappadocia, the Odeghetria in 

Spelies in Euboea). Of 34 churches catalogued in this thesis, 14 provided sufficient information 

to calculate how much ‘marble saving’ stucco allowed. 

Table 4 lists these buildings and indicates stucco decorations, as well as sculptures made 

of marble and stone. Several observations about the economic implications of the use of stucco 

may be drawn from this data. 

1) In some buildings the use of stucco helped to reduce the amount of marble required. 

This is visible in the use of stucco proskynetaria Type A (church of the Protaton, St. 

 
Bouras 1988-89; Dennert 1997, 17-19. Sodini pin-pointed a series of cases where sculptures were made from 

newly quarried material and re-used sculpture, Sodini 2002, in part. 140-145.  
791 Such an estimation would help to better understand the capacity of patrons to have fresh-quarried marble, the 

state of quarrying activity in the Middle and Late Byzantine period, and therefore the amount of money invested 

by a patron for sculptures.   
792 For the Peribleptos of Mystras, see Louvi 1980, 103-172, in particular see the inventory table 173-184. For the 

katholikon of Vatopedi, see Pazaras 2001a, 19-78. 
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Panteleimon in Nerezi, Peribletos of Mystras) which reduced the amount of marble 

necessary for the templon by approximately 50%. The case of the arched slabs, 

probably part of a ciborium, in the basilica of H. Achilleios on the Small Lake of 

Prespa (cat. No. 8) helped considerably to reduce the amount of stone necessary for 

the church: here only two of the sarcophagi survive, and probably the fragments of 

the liturgical barrier made of stone.793 At H. Athanasios in Leontari (cat. No. 25) the 

only element in ‘relief’ is the frame of the proskynetarion (Type B) which, as we 

saw, was not carved and was made of mortar covered with plaster and then painted; 

thus, it cannot be really considered as a ‘sculpture’. The templon is today made of 

wood and is post-Byzantine. There is no information about the original sculptural 

decoration of the church; however, the size and the plan of the building suggests 

that there was only the templon. So, yes, the proskynetarion frame helped to avoid 

the procurement of the material for an arch and two colonnettes. The proskynetarion 

frame made of out of plaster in the Panagia in Archatos in Naxos (cat. No. 30) did 

reduce the amount of marble required, since marble and stone sculptures were 

simply not used there: the string-course cornices are made by covering the masonry 

with thick plaster and then painting it (fig. 4.5). This is the same procedure used for 

the proskynetarion frame.794 So, in the church of the Panagia, marble and stone 

sculpture were replaced by plaster and masonry reliefs.795 This may not be an 

isolated case. Indeed, the church of H. Sozon in ‘Giallous’ (cat. No. 31) could be 

another one.  

 
793 The sculptures found alongside the sarcophagi and the stuccoes are a panel, the fragments of two posts and a 

capital which may belong to a templon, see Moutsopoulos 1989 vol. 2, 246-259. 
794 The frame was simply made with more plaster which was roughly modelled with a spatula.  
795 The templon belongs to the category of the masonry templa. However, its contemporaneity with the 

proskynetarion and the second phase of the wall paintings still requires further investigations.  
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2) There are some cases where the amount of stucco is insignificant compared to the 

amount of marble and stone sculpture (katholikon of Hosios Loukas, Panagia 

Kosmosoteira in Feres). This is particularly visible in corbels, string-course 

cornices, and dome cornices. Here the use of stucco did not solve issues such as the 

difficulties in procuring a large piece of marble, but does provide small details, 

which may have helped save marble for use in large areas. The transition between 

the straight and the curved surface is always marked by a cornice, and usually in the 

Middle Byzantine period this cornice is carved in relief (and painted) or en-

champlevé.796 Stucco carved cornices can be worked faster than marble, because 

they do not need to be modelled to the exact size of the wall where they will be 

inserted or attached, the decorative patterns can be ready in few hours, and the 

material allows the quick correction of mistakes. The economy of time and money 

may explain the stucco revetment of both the cornices and the capitals in the 

Kosmosoteira of Feres (cat. No. 7).797 Economy of both time and money can also be 

spotted in the katholikon of Hosios Loukas. Here, the string-course cornice covers 

a perimeter of circa 46.7 metres in the naos; if we add this perimeter to the cornice 

of the central dome and the narthex, the total amount of metres covered by stucco is 

roughly 99. 5 metres. This would have had an impact on the total cost of the marble 

revetment and sculpture. Economy of time and cost is also implied by the stucco 

 
796 From the Late Byzantine period, it became more common to just paint a marble or stone flat cornice (e.g. the 

narthex of the church of the Saviour in Chora in Constantinople). 
797 In the church of the Panagia Kosmosoteira, the stucco capitals cover marble capitals. This is a real re-modelling 
of the capitals with new decorative patterns. Scholars have suggested that stucco was used to make harmonious 

the transition between the thin columns and the massive wall above (the marble capitals were too small), see Sinos 

1985, 97; Dennert 1997, 97-101. However, the final result does not seem to me to be very harmonious. Moreover, 

the marble capitals, even though decorated with the same patterns, differ from each-others in the quality of their 

carving: some are very accurate, while others look like they were carved quickly. The use of stucco may be a way 

to unify the capitals and to make a very luxurious decoration which was definitively more appropriate for a patroon 

such as Isaak Sebastokrator. Vanni 2019, 1137. 



 209 

string-course cornice and the arches in the katholikon of Vatopedi. If we accept that 

they were made when the liti was built (that is after the construction of the naos), 

then the use of stucco compensated for the absence of a string-course cornice of 

masonry and created a rich decoration in a relatively small amount of time.  

3) In areas where there was shortage of marble (Epiros), and where the transportation 

of marble was difficult due to the topography, stucco was the best alternative 

because it could be worked on site, and the transportation of the ingredients of the 

plaster was relatively feasible since the materials could be divided into infinite light 

cargoes. A marble column, colonnette or panel could not be transported so easily 

especially in mountainous areas such as those around Arta and Ioannina.798 This 

does not mean that it was impossible, but that the cost involved in transportation 

was definitively higher than in other places; indeed, the protostrator Theodore 

Tzimiskés and his family managed to deliver two big columns (and probably the 

mullions) to Boulgareli ,which must have taken considerable effort.799   

 

To evaluate the cost of stucco we should also take into account the cost involved in 

crafting the material, which is the wage of the artisans. As we have seen in chapter 2, in most 

cases stucco was worked not by a specialist but by someone who belonged to the crew of either 

the sculptors or the painters. It is not possible to say whether the crafting of stucco by a painter 

or a sculptor was cheaper since there is almost no information about the wages of the painters 

 
798 For transportation of columns see Adam 2018, 29-31.  
799 On the columns see Orlandos 1927, 168-169; Papadopoulou 2008, 329. If the columns were transported from 

Arta to Boulgareli (probably re-used from an ancient building), the workforce managed to move them through a 

considerable difference of altitude: Arta is 30m elevation while Boulgareli is 511m. However, if they were using 

fluvial routes, the Kalentines (a tributary of the Korphito and then Arachtos river) would have landed them at the 

foot of Boulgareli.   
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active in decorating buildings.800 What seems possible to me is that the working of stucco by 

someone who was already doing other parts of the decoration may help in cutting the cost, 

because artisans were usually paid per day, and the salary sometimes included meals.801 In fact, 

since the number of elements made of stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine churches is often 

small, the time which an artisan would devote to them would not have required too many extra 

days of work; artisans could just fit the working of the stuccoes into their daily work and be 

paid only some days extra. For example, if we consider a proskynetarion frame, the plasterers 

in charge of the lower layers of the wall paintings could have laid out the preparation of the 

proskynetarion too. Then, the upper layers of the stucco were carved by one of the sculptors, 

while the other members of the carving workshop were mounting the templon. The plasterer 

and the sculptor would have been on site anyway, maybe a day less if they had not had to work 

the stucco piece. On the contrary, if the person responsible for the stucco was a specialist s/he 

would have needed one day for laying out the preparatory layer and, at least one day to 

carve/model it, and another one to paint it. This is a rough approximative count, but it gives us 

a glimpse into the possible savings made by using already present artisans instead of calling in 

a specialist to prepare the stucco relief.     

This is particularly true for small buildings where the amount of stucco produced would 

not have involved too many days of work for an artisan, and therefore a painter, plasterer or a 

sculptor could have made them during one of their days of work. 

 
800 Cutler 2002, 556, 562-564. 
801 Cutler suggested that painters active in buildings were paid per day, Cutler 2002, 564. On the salary of stucco 

workers see, Diocletian, Edicum de pretiis,VII, 30-31; on sculptors’ and masons’ contracts which shows that they 

were paid per day, see the Epigraph of Sardis (401) in Di Branco 2000. The Life of St Symeon Stylite the Younger 
(521-592) mentions some stonemasons who could not work (and be paid) because they were injured, Life of St. 
Symeon, vol. 1, 159 (180); vol. 2, 185 (180); Vita S. Symeonis, 378 (F), 379 (198); a summary of working 

conditions of masons and sculptors is in Bouras 2002, for daily wages in part. 541. A list of wages including those 

of stone cutters, sculptors, and carpenters is in Morrisson, Cheynet 2002, 864-867. Finally, the mention of the 

gypsarius in the archives of Dubrovnik (1383) includes an annual salary which includes both payment in coins 

and in modis; this way of managing salaries is similar to Venetian documents and it is difficult to say if Byzantium 

used a similar system at this period, Odluke veća Dubrovačke republike, 331-332, 378. 
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The use of stucco has some economic implications; however, this was not the only 

reason it was used. Indeed, other cultural and practical reasons are basic aspects of the use of 

stucco and the shapes that it takes. 

The use of stucco decorations is a legacy of Roman and Late Antique architecture. This 

is particularly evident in cornices used to mark the transition between the straight and curved 

surfaces of the wall.802 The use of stucco corbels, string-course, and dome cornices in the 

katholikon of Hosios Loukas (fig. 4.6), not only answers the need to save square metres of 

marble, but also reproduces aesthetic choices which find parallels with Late Antique buildings, 

such as the Archbishop chapel in Ravenna (494-518) (fig. 4.8) and Hagia Sophia in 

Constantinople (fig. 4.7).803 It also conforms to the indications for the decoration of public 

buildings provided by Vitruvius in De Architectura (35-25 BCE), where he suggested making 

the cornices out of stucco or wood and not too thick, otherwise, if they fell, they would have 

been dangerous for the population.804 The use of arches and architectural partitions to decorate 

the upper part of windows of the katholikon of Vatopedi maybe testify to a look back to earlier 

solutions, maybe something similar to the Baptistry of the Orthodox in Ravenna (fig. 4.9).  

The continuation of Imperial and Late Antique tradition may also explain the use of 

stucco in the Middle Byzantine period for decorating the interior of private houses with ‘human 

forms’ possibly next to painted images of cupids which are condemned by Balsamon as they 

‘satisfy carnal desires’.805 This condemnation appears to be against the ‘pagan’ theme of such 

decorations, a kind of decoration which reminds us of the fourth-century stuccoes in the so-

 
802 See chapter 1. This also always marks also the passage from the dado covered with marble revetment and 

mosaics on the arches, spandrels and domes.  
803 On the Archbishop chapel’s stucco, see Pasquini 2002, 38-39. 
804  Maggi 2002, 15-17. Vitruvius also recommended putting stucco or wooden cornices at the mid-height of the 

interior walls of public buildings in order to facilitate the acoustics, because it was thought that the cornice would 

have prevented the dispersion of sounds in vast and high ceilings. However, it is yet to be confirmed whether 

Middle and Late Byzantine people still used cornices for these purposes. Vitruvius, De Architectura, V, 2.2. 

English translation in Morgan 1914. 
805 See chapter 1.4 for a discussion about this passage.  
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called huillerie at Salamis-Konstantia in Cyprus (fig. 1.11), and those from Kalavassos-Sirmata 

(fig. 4.2).  

 The use of stucco may have been consciously chosen to contribute to the visitor’s 

amazement at the continuous cross-reference of different materials in a building, as we noted 

in chapter 1. The use of one material to refer to another is also well known in sculpture. Sodini 

underlined the close ties between liturgical furnishings that were encrusted marble (e.g. opus 

sectile and incrustation with mastic) and the enamels, by suggesting that in the Middle 

Byzantine period, in particular under the dynasty of the Macedonians, there was a desire to 

make liturgical furnishings appear as if they were made of gold and precious stones. The 

technique of the ‘marbre enstartz’ (encrustation) allowed artisans to reach almost identical 

results with a more affordable material.806 I believe that the Byzantine people experienced this 

ambiguous space and sometimes even appreciated the different materialities.807 Recently, 

Eunice Maguire pointed to the imitative aspects of composite-basket capitals, which replicated 

the shape of baskets produced in Late Antiquity.808 So, there was not only an imitation of rich 

materials through the use of poorer materials, but also the opposite happened. This is the 

ambiguous, playful aspect of the interior decoration of Byzantine buildings where stucco found 

one of its cultural values.  

 Finally, the use of stucco can also begin as a necessity, but then become charged with 

further values. This is, I believe, a possibility, even if impossible to demonstrate, for the use of 

stucco in Late Byzantine Epiros, and especially in the Kato Panagia just outside Arta. As shown 

in chapter 3, all the churches with stucco templa are located in peripheral locations and are 

 
806 Sodini 1995 and later Barsanti 2007.   
807 The same can be said for architectural ceramics, and for the liturgical barriers made out of ceramics such as the 

one from Preslav and now at the Archaeological Museum of Sofia, and the fragments now between the Walters 

Arts Museum of Baltimore museum and the Louvre in Paris, see Totev 1999, 86-89; Gerstel, Lauffenburger 2001, 

243-287.  
808 E. D. Maguire, 2019.  
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foundations of aristocrats and local officers, with the exception of the Kato Panagia which was 

founded by the despot. No marble templon has been found for these churches, and generally 

their sculptural furnishing is limited to mullions, with the exception of the Kokkini Ekklisia 

where there are two columns. It seems difficult to imagine that the despot Michael II was 

running out of marble, since all the other foundations connected with the despots were equipped 

with marble sculptures. I believe that the use of stucco was more intentional. One reason for 

this is that it was a trend which had started around the middle of the thirteenth century and that 

it may well be that Michael II chose it because it was a novelty. During the reign of Nikephoros, 

the despot may have donated templa and other liturgical furnishings to peripheral foundations 

and employed the stucco workshop because the locations were not easily accessible. Another 

possibility is that liturgical furnishings made of stucco started to be produced in the peripheral 

areas and became a sign of the identity of these mountainous areas. Their adoption by Michael 

in the Kato Panagia may take advantage of this local tradition to cement his relationship with 

the mountainous areas, crucial for controlling of the borders of the state of Epiros.  

 

4.4 Late Byzantine perception of Middle Byzantine stucco elements. Two case studies.  

In order to understand stucco within Byzantine society, it is crucial to explore how the 

Byzantine people evaluated it. While marble was appreciated as such for its qualities, such as 

durability and shining colours, stucco almost never appear explicitly in Byzantine descriptions 

as ‘stucco'. Indeed, in the ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia of Paul the Silentiary, the stucco cornices 

are described by their shape and their colour (gold).809 A similar, but not identical, mindset is 

 
809 «[…] The twining vine with shoots like golden ringlets winds it curving path and weaves a spiral chain of 

clusters. It projects gently forward so as to overshadow somewhat with its twisting wreaths the stone that is next 

to it. Such ornaments surround the beauteous church. […]», English translation in Mango 1972, 86; Fobelli 2005, 

vv. 652-657. Hawkins suggested to match Paul’s description with the stucco cornice that runs along the whole 

ground floor of the Church and which is above the marble revetment, Hawkins 1964, 131. This indication was 
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Agnellus Ravennatis (ninth century), who describes the stuccoes from the Late Antique 

churches of Ravenna as gypsea metalla; Agnellus mentions in this case both the material 

(gypsum) and the colour (gold).810 The word ‘gypsum’ was also used by Greek authors of the 

Middle and the Late Byzantine periods. A passage in the Acts of the monastery of Iviron 

mentions a ‘gypsum column’ marking the boundaries of a property.811 It is possible that the 

document referred to either a column made of gypsum stone or of stucco; I believe that the 

latter is possible, because in the following descriptions of the same border, the column 

disappears, and the other markers (a big rock and a tree) remain.812 This was probably the sign 

of the perishability of the material. If this interpretation is correct, it testifies that sometimes 

people perceived stucco decorations as different from stone ones and that their re-used also 

encompassed utilitarian aspects.813    

 Apart from these few mentions, the general silence on stucco in Byzantine descriptions 

of buildings may show the criteria for which a material was appreciated: the shape, the colour 

and its ability to reflect the light. These features can be proper of both marble and stucco, since 

studies have demonstrated that gold leaves as well as pigments were applied on marble 

sculptures from the Early to the Late Byzantine periods.814 Stucco was gilded and covered with 

 
examined in more detail by recent studies on Hagia Sophia that have convincingly argued that the Justinian church 

had stucco decoration, see Fobelli 2005; Guiglia, Barsanti 2012, 191-201; Barsanti, Guiglia 2014, 271-284.  
810 Agnellus Ravennatis, Liber Pontificalis Ecclesiae Ravennatis, 200, ll. 406-407.  
811 The property is the proasteion of Bolbos which in 979-80 became property of the monastery of Iviron. The 

testament of the protospatharios Demetrios Pteleotes (written before 959) mentions the boundaries of the property, 

among them there is a ‘gypsum column’« […] (καὶ) διαχωριζει ὁ ῥάχων μέχρι τοῦ Ῥουσαίου ἐν ὧ ἵσταται 

γύψι[ν]ον κιόνιν » which can be translated as ‘[…] (and) the ridge separates until the (proasteion) of Rousiou, here 

stands a gypsum column’, Actes Iviron I: 171-172, ll. 48-59, esp. l. 49.   
812 The column does not appear in subsequent documents concerned with the boundaries of the same property (Act 

of the censor Andronikos of 1047, chrysobull of Nikephoros III Botaneiates of 1079, praktikon signed by Gregory 
Xèros of 1090-1094, praktikon of John Komnenos of 1104); moreover, in the following two centuries, this part of 

the border did not change considerably, because the proasteion of Bolbos expanded to the South-West, see Lefort 

1982, 39-41; Smyrlis 2006, 47-48, 130-131. Therefore, it is possible that the column was destroyed or removed. 

On the gypsum column see Vanni 2016, 34-38.  
813 These few passages do not mirror the material evidence, and therefore they are not the most suitable tool with 

which to spot unknown stucco artefacts. 
814 Pedone 2018; Pedone 2016; Barsanti 2016. 
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pigments too.815 However, while for marble and stone authors often attach the label λιθιν-

ος,η,ο, εκ λίθου/ (of stone) μαρμαριν-ος,η,ο (of marble), they did not do the same for stucco, 

aside from the few exceptions already discussed.816 It is known that marble was a preferred 

material for architecture, as its widespread use testifies. The reason why stucco artefacts were 

not described by underlying their materiality may be due to the fact that stucco lacks a quality 

which marble has: durability. Indeed, marble and stone are the media for inscriptions and 

tombs; through marble and stone, the individual marked her/his presence and passed on to 

posterity. The absence then of descriptions of decorations and sculptures labelled as made of 

stucco is not the sign of the absence of stucco from Byzantine architecture, since the material 

evidence says the contrary, but instead shows that stucco was appreciated for the artisan’s skills. 

The already mentioned ekphrasis of Hagia Sophia of Paul the Silentiary, the only case in which 

a stucco decoration was matched with a literary description, is therefore instructive. In his work, 

Paul is very specific about the provenance of all the marbles, but he describes the stucco cornice 

for its beautiful shape and because it is gilded.817  

 The appreciation of objects because they were made by skilled artisans may explain the 

preservation of stucco elements during Late Byzantine decorative campaigns of Middle-

Byzantine buildings on Mount Athos. The renovations of the Protaton church in Karyes and the 

katholikon of the Vatopedi monastery between the end of the thirteenth and the beginning of 

the fourteenth centuries demonstrate that stucco was a material worthy of being preserved. Both 

buildings were Middle Byzantine foundations which received a new pictorial programme 

during the reign of the emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos (1282-1328).  

 
815 This has already been discussed in chapter 1 and 2. 
816 The adjective recorded are: γυψιν- ος,η,ο (of gypsum), κονιαματ-ος,η,ο (of stucco/plaster/mortar), 
γυψινοκονιάματ-ος, η, ο (of gypsum-plaster/stucco). 
817 Paulus Silentiarius, Descriptio Sanctae Sophiae, 652-657, English translation in Mango 1972, 86. 
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The Protaton church was heavily restored at the end of the thirteenth century. Tradition 

says that it was set on fire by the Unionists of the emperor of Michael VIII Palaiologos and then 

it was entirely rebuilt by the phylomonachos Andronikos II Palaiologos who re-established 

Orthodoxy there.818 However, the building still preserves the previous phases of the tenth 

century, while only some minor changes have been dated to the end of the thirteenth century. 

Mylonas suggested that these repairs happened after the Catalan period on Mount Athos (1307-

1309).819 In any case, the wall paintings of most of the interior surface of the church, including 

the proskynetaria images on the eastern pillars (figs. 4.10-4.11), were updated. This new painted 

decoration covers the upper interior surface with narrative scenes, and the lower part with 

standing figures. The painters and the person responsible for the organization of the new 

decoration decided to spare the frames of the proskynetaria made of stucco.820 The sacred image 

changed but the frame remained. The chronology of the frames (ca tenth century) (cat. No. 9) 

has already been discussed in chapter 1; it is clear by looking at the Late Byzantine paintings 

that the painters adapted them to the pre-existent frame (fig. 4.11). Why did they keep the stucco 

frames rather than re-make them? An explanation, which cannot be demonstrated, is that the 

monks wanted to keep them in place, since they belonged to the older phases. Another answer 

is that the painters were not able to substitute the stucco frames with new ones, because nobody 

in the workshop was able to mould and model stucco. The painters are the only people who 

could have substituted them since no new sculptures were made during this decorative 

campaign. So, who made the Late Byzantine wall paintings in the Protaton church? The Russian 

traveller Barskij attributed them to the legendary painter Manuel Panselinos, already considered 

a point of reference for painters by Dyonisus of Fourna in his eighteenth-century painter's 

 
818 Mylonas 1979, 152.  
819 Mylonas 1979, 152.  
820 Pazaras 2001a, 59-61.  
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manual.821 The actual existence of this painter is still debated,822 but the paintings both in fresco 

and a secco techniques on a lime-based plaster, are dated between the end of the thirteenth 

century and the beginning of the fourteenth.823 Acheimastou-Potamianou dated the paintings to 

one of the patriarchates of Athanasios I (1289-93, 1305-10), due to the close stylistic similarities 

with the paintings in Sv. Kliment in Ohrid (1295) and the chapel of H. Euthymios in H. 

Demetrios in Thessaloniki (1302-1303), which allows us to frame them in this period.824 The 

workshop active in the Protaton belonged to the cultural milieu of Thessaloniki, which was not 

in any way peripheral. Indeed, the crossing of patrons and paintings with stylistic and 

iconographic similarities showed a network of personalities who were also active in 

Constantinople and the Serbian lands of king Milutin I; Milutin chose ‘Thessaloniki painters’ 

for his foundations.825  

  The second case of the preservation of stucco elements in the Late Byzantine period is 

located in the katholikon of the monastery of Vatopedi (ca 15km away from Karyes). Here, as 

we have seen earlier, there are stucco decorations dated to the eleventh century (cat. No. 10) 

which today lie side-by-side with paintings dated between the end of the thirteenth and the 

beginning of the fourteenth century.826 A similar situation is evidenced at the Protaton church. 

The relationship between the Late Byzantine paintings and the plaster reliefs is mainly visible 

in the area of the choroi. Here, some of the stucco colonnettes were removed to provide extra 

space for the narrative scenes (figs. 4.12-4.13). The Late Byzantine painters struggled to adapt 

 
821 Barskij 1887, 171.  
822 On the wall paintings and debate about the historical reality of Manuel Panselinos there are a lot of publications, 

I signal here Xyngopoulos 1964; Acheimastou-Potamianou 1994, p. 26, 236; the volume Manuel Panselinos and 
his age 1999; Tsigaridas 2003, esp. 24; Milliner 2012; the volume of Tsolakis 2015. 
823 For the analysis of the technique and the pigments used see Daniila et al.  2000; Daniila et al. 2007. 
824 Acheimastou-Potamianou 1994, p. 26, 236. It has recently argued an imperial patronage by Vasilakeris 2013.   
825 Xyngopoulos 1956, 55-57; Milović-Pepek 1967, 54-59; Todić 1987; Vepheiades 2019. 
826 On the paintings see Ioustinos 1983; Tsigaridas 1998, 234-279; Vepheiades 2019. The katholikon also has other 

paintings dated to the twelfth century, but they are not located in areas with stucco decoration, see Tsigaridas 1998, 

220-234. 
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the scenes to the surface outlined by the Middle Byzantine plaster frames. This was not an ideal 

surface for the display of the narrative scenes which, by the Late Byzantine period, become 

crowded and set against elaborate architectural backgrounds and natural landscapes, and 

required a continuous and regular surface. This was not a peculiarity of the workshop active in 

Vatopedi. Équipes of artisans using similar pictorial conventions to those in Vatopedi, such as 

the one active in the Peribleptos (now Sv. Kliment) in Ohrid (1294-95),827 and the chapel of H. 

Euthymios in H. Demetrios in Thessaloniki (1302-1303),828 divided the interior surface into 

rectangular panels. They did not have to deal with walls crossed by stucco arches or vertical 

sculptural elements, with the exception of horizontal string-course cornices which do not clash 

with the painted grid of vertical and horizonal red lines of the panels of the narrative scenes. 

This may show that the painters of Vatopedi were not used to working on a wall already divided 

into irregular sections.829 This observation also shows that such workshops did not have anyone 

able to make stucco cornices or that they did not interact with anyone who was making stucco 

elements at the time of the decoration of these buildings.  

The reason for the maintenance of the stucco frames in the Protaton and in the 

katholikon of Vatopedi may be the presence of the plaster reliefs since the eleventh century, a 

feature in common with the katholikon of Iviron. In Iviron, the image of the Virgin which is 

today framed by the stucco above the main entrance is dated to the eighteenth century, and it is 

possible to imagine that this spot was filled with another image in the eleventh century too, as 

discussed in chapter 3.830 Again, the sacred image changes, the stucco stays.  

 
827 On the paintings of the church see Marković 2011; Djurić 1976, 22-25. 
828 On the paintings of the parekklesion of H. Euthymios see Gouma-Peterson 1976, 168-183; Gouma-Peterson 

1991, 111-159; Kourkoutidou-Nikolaou, Tourta 1997, 170-172; Bakirtzis 1998, 71-77; Tsigaridas 2008; Bauer 

2013, 426-432. 
829 Or that, at least, they did not have any model to adapt to the architectural shapes of the choroi of Vatopedi.  
830 Martin-Hisard 2006, 138 n. 1445. 



 219 

The reason behind the choice of keeping the stuccoes, even in a decoration which could 

have better functioned without them, is perhaps the desire to preserve a traditional aspect, which 

connected three of the four most ancient Athonite foundations. If this is the case, the simple act 

of preserving the stucco frames and adjusting the painted decoration around them is comparable 

to the attitude towards something ‘permanent’ and not easily movable, such as sculpture. 

Buildings could have their wall paintings re-made in different times, but usually the templon, 

the proskynetaria frames, and the mullions were not replaced so easily, due to the cost which 

involved their removal and the making of new ones. Stucco is actually easily removable and 

not too expensive to work. I believe that one possible reason for its preservation on Athos was 

the appreciation of the stucco frames connected to the history of the buildings, and the absence 

of artisans able to make better ones in the Late Byzantine period. A similar, but later example 

is the re-use of two Late Byzantine posts made of stucco into the post-Byzantine masonry of 

the church of the Dormition of Lyggos, in Epiros (figs. 4.14-4.15). Usually, this happens with 

marble and stone pieces. The plaster of the posts is hard, but it is not as strong as marble, and 

still the posts were re-used in the masonry as spolia. Their re-use can probably be explained by 

the prestige of this Medieval piece which was perceived worthy to be displayed on the main 

façade of the church. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

A tangle of economic and cultural values lay behind the use of stucco in Middle and Late 

Byzantine buildings. The actual cost of the material was not the only reason for its use. If we 

look at the price of the raw material and its transportation costs, a block of marble was 

definitively more expensive than gypsum powder (already fired and ready to use). In two cases 

(Cyprus and Epiros), the local absence of marble and the abundance of gypsum encouraged the 
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development of three-dimensional stucco reliefs. However, these examples cannot provide a 

model for the use of stucco in the entire Byzantine world. Indeed, the rest of the known stucco 

reliefs for the other regions is bidimensional and in some cases they were used following Late 

Antique aesthetic conventions. For these latter cases, it is more difficult to say whether stucco 

was used for cultural or economic reasons; attempting to do so would be like trying to solve the 

old riddle “which came first, the chicken or the egg”? 

As we have also seen in the previous chapter, the patrons who chose plaster reliefs are 

often members of, at least, the high aristocracy. Is there a contradiction with the economic value 

of stucco? No. Stucco could be used for expressing a local identity, for continuing (consciously 

and unconsciously) previous traditions, for creating a multisensorial experience, or simply for 

its plastic values which allowed for great and rich decoration in a small amount of time.  

Economic reasons behind the use of stucco also should be contextualised. ‘Saving’ is 

an action common to both poor and rich people, sometimes even in opposition with the values 

of society. This can be understood with an example from a later chronological period: Lorenzo 

Ottoni (1648-1736), one of the most famous sculptors of Late-Baroque Rome who obtained 

commissions from both popes and the aristocracy for sculptures made of marble but also stucco. 

The payments which Ottoni received for stucco sculptures were always circa one-third of the 

price reserved for marble ones – this cost did not involve the cost of the material but only the 

work of the artist.831 The difference in price can be connected to the amount of days necessary 

to make the sculptures, but also to the ambivalent reputation which stucco had even in the Late-

Baroque period.  

 
831 An example is the payments made for the chapel of S. Cecilia in S. Carlo ai Catinari in Rome, see Ferraris 

1991, 216-224. I thank Vittoria Brunetti, Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, for showing me the unpublished 

contracts of Lorenzo Ottoni; a discussion on them is in the forthcoming PhD thesis of Vittoria Brunetti, Lorenzo 
Ottoni and the roman sculpture between XVII and XVIII century, Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa.   
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 In Byzantium, we do not know whether stucco was considered a ‘cheap’ material or not. 

What is clear it that its malleability granted it the appreciation of the public for the shapes that 

the artisan could give it, and sometimes was preserved because artisans were perhaps not able 

to make them anymore. Its use also had some economic implications in helping saving marble 

which, in some areas, was not so easily available as in the Late Antique past or was too 

expensive.  
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5.STUCCO PRODUCTION IN THE MEDITERRANEAN (ca 850- ca1450):  

AN OVERVIEW AND A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Previous chapters of this thesis focussed on understanding and defining what Byzantine stucco 

was, through identification of the types of architectural decorations and decorative patterns, 

technique aspects (ingredients used in stucco mixtures, working techniques), the makers, the 

patrons, and by exploring the economic implications in using stucco (wages, extraction, 

geology). This chapter grounds on these analyses and expands the horizon on the Mediterranean 

stucco production. How did Byzantine stucco relate to its use made by contemporary societies? 

What were the main differences, what the common traits? Since stucco is widespread in Islamic 

art, it is tempting to look for contacts between Byzantium and its Muslim neighbours in stucco 

production; but how much can stucco tell us about these contacts? 

To answer these questions, comparators were selected on the basis of geographical 

proximity to Byzantium, their contacts through commercial routes, and cultural exchanges 

visible also in other media. Stucco production from Italy was chosen as representative for the 

use of plaster reliefs in the west of Byzantium. The Italian peninsula and Sicily appear a very 

fertile grounds for comparisons because their stucco production differs from region to region 

showing connections with France, Germany and the Alps, as well as with North Africa and the 

Adriatic coast.832 At the same time, Calabria and Apulia were until the eleventh century, even 

formally, under Byzantine rule, and followed Byzantine conventions in architecture and 

 
832 For general surveys on the use of stucco in Italy and its heterogenous production, see Gierlichs 1991; Pasquini 

2002; Exner 2003; Nenci 2006; Corgnati 2010.  
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paintings, though in most cases it appears that such conventions were expressed in a local 

artistic language.833 The different dominions of the Italian peninsula entertained with 

Byzantium commercial relations, and the Adriatic Sea, in particular, was a real bridge between 

Byzantium and Western Mediterranean where ideas and people easily travelled.834  

For the eastern and southern Mediterranean, it is impossible to choose only one 

comparator. This is mainly due to the state of studies of Islamic art on stucco which for Syria, 

Iraq, Palestine, Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, Algeria, and Morocco did not benefit from regional and 

micro-regional studies.835 Most of the studies generally seem to aim at framing the use of stucco 

in the ‘evolution’ of Islamic art, and at identifying transfers of ideas and techniques from 

Mesopotamia and Iran to the rest of the territories under Islamic rules.836 The role of Iran and 

Mesopotamia into Islamic art is evident and it is not my intention here to challenge this 

argument. However, this continuous ‘looking East’ for innovations and solutions makes it 

difficult to identify local and historical characters of every manifestation of stucco carving in 

different Islamic territories, as well as the identification of signs of contacts between the Islamic 

territories and Byzantium via stucco.837 Therefore, at this stage of knowledge, it is impossible 

 
833 On the architecture of Calabria and Sicily, see the surveys of Tabanelli 2019; Venditti 1967.  
834 The bibliography on this topic is potentially infinite. I signal here some contributions for the exchanges between 

Byzantium and Italy. One is the exportation of bronze doors from Constantinople to Venice, Rome, Montecassino, 

Salerno, Monte S. Angelo (Apulia) in the eleventh century, see Iacobini (ed.) 2009; For pilgrimage routes see 

recently Campobasso 2020; some territories today between Italy and Croatia were under the same dioceses in the 

Early Middle Ages, and the movement of people is also reflected in the artistic production. In particular on 

sculptural production see Tagliaferri 1981. On Salento, see Safran 2014. On political, economic and cultural 

connections, see the recent volume edited by Skoblar 2021.  
835 For Iran it is different since there are studies on stucco due to the uninterrupted tradition in the use of stucco 

still today. However, most of them mainly analyse stucco in terms of local and foreign ‘influences’ and follow an 

evolutionary approach.   
836 This is the case of the most famous handbook of Islamic art and architecture: Talbot Rice 1965, 33-35, 50-51, 
80; Scerrato 1972, in part. 31-38; Creswell 1978; Creswell 1979; Ettinghausen et alii 2001, 56-61, 102-105, 137, 

178, 186, 212, 286-288; Bloom 2007 where mentions to stucco is continuous throughout the text.  
837 This is also the result of a lack of dialogue between scholars of Islamic art, Byzantinists and Medievalists. One 

example is the case study of the stuccoes from a palace of Sabra al-Masuriyya (tenth century) where the authors 

did not find any comparators in Islamic art for the display of carved eagles nor in Byzantium, while it is known 

that the northern church of Constantine Lips had a full display of marble eagles, Barrucand, Rammah. 2009. See 

paragraph 5.2 for a discussion on the topic.  
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to choose one historical region among the Islamic territories on the Mediterranean which can 

work for us just as one comparator. Therefore, I chose different comparators depending on the 

chronological period trying to match them with geographical proximity. The comparators are 

Abbasid Syria and Iraq (Samarra), Seljuk and Ilkhanid Anatolia whose powers had constant 

relationship with Byzantium, Egypt and the historical region of Ifriqiya (Eastern Algeria, 

Tunisia, Western Lybia)838 for the Fatimid and the Ayyubid period (969-1250 ca), which was 

partially connected to the production in Syria and also of Sicily and possibly Byzantium (see 

later on the discussion about the Mochroutas palace), and finally Islamic Spain.  

The most striking element which emerges from the comparison of Byzantine stucco 

with the rest of the Mediterranean is that outside Byzantium human figures and narrative scenes 

continued to be carved in stucco:839 they were part of the sculptural repertoire of the Middle 

Ages in Italy as well as in the rest of Europe, but also in visual culture of Fatimid Egypt, Zirid 

Tunisia, Seljuk Anatolia and Iran, where stucco was highly figurative since Antiquity.  As far 

as we know, in Byzantium narrative scenes disappeared from stucco after the seventh century, 

at least in church contexts, though they were probably still used in private houses.840 The 

absence of findings from secular contexts definitively skews our current impression of 

Byzantine stucco. Human figures continued to be carved in stone and marble,841 but they were 

not as ubiquitous as in architectural sculpture of Medieval Italy between the eleventh and the 

fifteenth centuries.842  

 
838 For a definition of this historical region, see Dominique 2019.  
839 It is important to bear in mind that the stuccoes from these areas come from secular contexts, while the others 

are all from religious context (mosques, madrasas) where Islamic art tended to be aniconic.  
840 This is what tells us the surviving material evidence. As we noted in chapter 1.4, it is unfortunately a matter of 
speculation whether in Byzantium human figures continued to be carved for private purposes until, at least, the 

twelfth century, or whether the images which Balsamon referred to were similar to Seljuk reliefs but there is 

nothing which can confirm it.  
841 In the Middle and Late Byzantine periods, human figures appear more frequently on marble and stone plaques, 

epistyles, sometimes on arches and capitals, and rarely as small statues. For a recent discussion on the topic, see 

Vanderheyde 2020, 210-282. 
842 Grabar 1976, 13-31; Melvani 2013, 63-84.  
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Another difference between Byzantine, Western, and Islamic stuccoes is that in 

Byzantium stucco was used for architectural elements, while in the rest of the Mediterranean it 

could also cover entire walls (e.g. Civate, the mosque of Córdoba).843 The production of free-

standing elements with stucco can be recorded both in Italy and in Byzantium.844 More 

ambiguous is the fabrication of the liturgical furnishings in Calabria which was attributed to 

Muslim artisans.845 The production processes are somehow similar to those recorded in the rest 

of Italy and later in Epiros. However, I do not know of any other (published) comparators in 

Islamic art with the exception of window frames, and of the balustrades with incorporated posts 

between marble columns on the first floor of the Umayyad complex of Khirbat al-Mafjar.846   

It has been noted that in Italy stucco production anticipated trends which became 

common in sculpture in the following decades; the plasticity of the material, which gave more 

freedom to artisans, explains such experimentalism. This has been noted by Peroni for both the 

stuccoes of Civate (eleventh century) which forerun trends later developed in Romanesque 

sculpture,847 and by Caskey for the late-eleventh-century stuccoes from Itàla in Sicily, which 

are among the first experiments in the creation of a new artistic language by the Normans soon 

after their conquest.848 The use of stucco for experimenting new solutions continued later, in 

the funerary monuments on the Amalfi coast made between the fourteenth and the beginning 

of the fifteenth century, which were among the first examples of gothic funerary monuments in 

Southern Italy.849 Instead, the analysis of Fatimid art in Egypt by Bloom often considered the 

medium as an expression of local tradition and connected stucco to pre-Fatimid trends which 

 
843 The case of Timios Stavros Monastery, even though is fragmentary, might provide for innovative use of the 
material compared to the other case studies. 
844 Cabiale 2011b; Papadopoulou 2006; Di Gangi 1998; Di Gangi 1995.   
845 See footnote no. 935 for bibliography on the question.  
846 Hamilton 1959, in part. 241-figs 222-281. 
847 Peroni 2006.   
848 Caskey 2011. 
849 Caskey 2008; on the patronage of stucco pulpits on the Amalfi coast also Marchionibus 2009.  
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continued, with few changes, until the twelfth century.850 However, his framework does not 

appear to explain satisfactorily the stuccoes in Sabra al-Masuriyya dated to the Zirid period 

(end of the tenth beginning of the eleventh century) (published after Bloom’s book) which show 

a great variety of figurative stuccoes, eagles and animals.851 Stucco was generically interpreted 

by the majority of scholars of Islamic art as a material ‘typical’ of Persia, and that from there 

the new trends generally arrived to the rest of the Islamic world. Therefore, it seems that stucco 

was a material which both expressed local craftsmanship, but it was also open to the 

experimentations coming from Persia.852  

  

This chapter will proceed in sections organised chronologically. Each section contains 

a quick summary of the evidence for Byzantine stucco followed by a more detailed survey of 

the evidence from the Mediterranean comparators. These surveys heavily rely on the 

scholarship available on the topic and do not generally aim at challenging previous 

assumptions. The aim is to display the stucco production in the Mediterranean in order to situate 

Byzantium in the Mediterranean context.  

Technique and production processes will not be fully investigated here. This is because 

the level of knowledge of stucco production in Byzantium, Italy and Islamic territories is deeply 

unbalanced due to trends in scholarship, as already discussed in chapter 2. Moreover, it would 

be impossible to make a comparative analysis without the main term, which is Byzantine 

stucco, for which the knowledge about the mixtures is only based on one study.853 Therefore, I 

 
850 Bloom 2007. 
851 Barrucand, Rammah 2009.   
852 However, due to the widespread use of stucco in the entire Mediterranean, and in Byzantine art, as this thesis 

demonstrated, it would be useful in the future, if scholars of Islamic art would expand their range of comparisons 

to the Western Mediterranean and Byzantium in order to verify possible cross-cultural connections. 
853 The study is the already mentioned Papadopoulou 2006.  
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will occasionally and inconsistently refer to technique processes, especially regarding the use 

of mouldings or ‘free-hand’ production, when the material allows it.  

A warning to the reader about this chapter. Since most of the buildings cited here are 

very well-known by scholarship and benefitted from a wide range of publications, this chapter 

does not attempt at providing with a complete list of publications for each building mentioned. 

Some geographic areas go beyond my expertise and my training as art historian; therefore, on 

several occasions I simply quoted the most relevant publications or the most recent from which 

the reader can have an idea on the bibliography and state of studies on the subject. 

 

5.2 Middle Byzantine stuccoes and their comparators (the ninth and tenth centuries). 

Byzantium  

As we saw in the first chapter, in the ninth and the tenth centuries stucco was used for a variety 

of architectural decorations: proskynetaria frames, a ciborium, friezes, panels, and possibly an 

arch.854 At least in Cyprus, the use of stucco for free-standing elements continued from Late 

Antiquity to at least at the end of the tenth- beginning of the eleventh century.855   

The stuccoes produced between the ninth and the tenth centuries, or at least the few 

remains that we have, attest to the use of both traditional architectural typologies and decorative 

patterns and at the same time new ones. This is clear in the frieze from the room found in the 

area of the Boukoleon palace (cat. No. 1) which seems to have been planned reproducing 

ornaments en pendant with the architectural ceramics.856 The scheme of the decoration of the 

plaque of the Byzantine Maroneia also is pretty archaic (cat. No. 6).857 On the other hand, in 

the tenth century, there are cases which seem to be isolated and that may suggest for the 

 
854 See chapter 1.  
855 Stylianou, Stylianou 1997, 65; Rautman 2003, 46-47; Megaw 1974 80 no. 95. 
856 See chapter 1. 8.  
857 See chapter 1. 11. 
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developments that artisans were doing with stucco. The first is the ciborium from the church of 

H. Achilleios on the Small Lake of Prespa (cat. No. 8) which finds comparisons with 

iconography with stone ciboria produced on the Adriatic coast;858 at the same time, it differs 

from them because it is made of stucco. Another exception is the proskynetaria from the church 

of the Protaton on Mount Athos (cat. No. 9) which are the oldest surviving examples of 

proskynetaria together with those from the church of the Virgin of the monastery of Hosios 

Loukas.859 Finally, the relief from the Timios Stavros monastery in Cappadocia (cat. No. 5) is 

a difficult case due to it fragmentary condition and the poor state of the wall paintings to which 

it probably belongs; however, it should be framed into the Middle Byzantine period and around 

the tenth and the eleventh centuries.860 

In the previous chapters we noted that all these cases show that the artisans who worked 

stucco looked at contemporary sculpture for their creation, but at the same time they may have 

set the foot forward for innovation. The difficult chronology of both sculpture and stucco for 

this period does not allow us to establish with certainty whether stucco or marble came first, 

for example, for proskynetaria frames. However, it is remarkable that the knotted columns of 

the proskynetarion of the Protaton are among the oldest knotted colonnettes in three-dimensions 

and not on illuminated manuscripts, to have survived. Therefore, for this first period, we may 

say that stucco and sculpture were in dialogue and that they had a two-way exchange. We 

cannot say that stucco was simply imitating sculpture.  

 

 
858 See chapter 1. 9.  
859 Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 107-109. 
860 See chapters 1. 7, 3. 3.   



 229 

Italy  

Stuccoes made in the Italian peninsula between the ninth and the tenth centuries are more varied 

than Byzantine ones. There are architectural decorations such as ciboria, panels, colonnettes, 

arches and colonnettes, but also figurative reliefs.861 The most striking difference with 

Byzantium is the continuous use of stucco for human figures which appeared both as isolated 

(e.g. tondos), and in architectural elements (e.g. ciboria, capitals).  

Even though they are outside our chronological framework, it is important to refer to 

the stuccoes produced under the reign of the last Longobard king in Northern Italy, Desiderius: 

those from the church of S. Salvatore in Brescia (ca 750)862 (fig. 5.1) and the so-called 

Tempietto Longobardo in Cividale del Friuli (ca 750) (fig. 5.2).863 Even though they stand out 

from the contemporary artistic production in Italy, they are crucial because they provide us with 

the background in the use of stucco in the Italian peninsula, a production whose language was 

deeply rooted in Late Antique visual culture connecting the Eastern and Western 

Mediterranean.864 This is clear from the close similarities between Cividale’s and Brescia’s 

stuccoes with those produced for the Umayyad palace of Khirbat al-Mafjar in Syria (705-715) 

(figs. 5.3-5.4).865 Scholars are still divided about the identity of the artisans. Some see a direct 

presence of Umayyad artisans in the two Langobard monuments, whilst others have noted that 

both Langobard and Umayyad experience born out of a common visual language which was 

 
861 It is also true that in Italy the material evidence survived is more abundant than in Byzantium. For a first census 

on stucco in Italy (even if with some inaccuracies), see Nenci 2006 and the map provided there. A survey on stucco 

in Italy in the Late Antique and Early Medieval period is Pasquini 2002.   
862 Recently on the chronology of the S. Salvatore at Brescia and the tempietto Longobardo at Cividale, see for 

Brescia Brogiolo, Antonelli 2014, 17-33, 44-87, in part. 77-78 for the 14C analysis of the reeds inside the stuccoes. 

The bibliography on the stuccoes of Brescia is wide. A first study on the stuccoes of Brescia is Peroni 1962. Later 
studies which narrowed the chronology of the stuccoes Peroni 2002; Gheroldi 2014. On glass bulbs in stuccoes, 

Dell’Acqua 2003b. On the chemical composition of the stuccoes of Brescia and Cividale, Casadio et al. 1996. 
863 Torp 2006, 8-9; L’Orange 1979, 129; Torp 1977, 133-139; on the hypothesis of two phases in the Tempietto: 

Lusuardi-Siena 2002, 205-250.    
864 Recently on the subject, Leal 2014; Vanni forthcoming a.  
865 A common element is also the use of glass bulbs in stuccoes from Brescia, Cividale, Qasr al-Hayr West and 

Olevano sul Tusciano, see Dell’Acqua 2003b; Leal 2014, 239.  
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still alive in the newly conquered territories of Syria to the Eastern Roman Empire (Byzantium) 

by the Umayyad caliphs and Italy. 866 This last one seems to me the most reasonable option.867 

Indeed, Cividale is not too far from Ravenna, where in the eight centuries, several fifth and 

sixth-century buildings with stucco were visible, among them the Orthodox Baptistry.868  

 Moving to the ninth century we see that the newly conquered Carolingian northern Italy 

showed an incredible variety of stucco production in terms of decoration and iconographies 

used. The importance of stucco in Early Medieval art was well explained by the definition of 

‘moulding’ given by Hrabanus Maurus (ca 780 –856) in his work De universo, which was based 

on the Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, and it is particularly important because it connected 

plasterworks with paintings: “moulding (on walls) is to create images out of gypsum and to tint 

them with colours”.869 Indeed, the stuccoes made between the eight and the tenth centuries 

always showed this deep interaction and dependence between stucco and wall paintings.870  

This is particularly visible in the stuccoes produced in the Alps in the ninth century. The 

importance acquired by the Alpine arc as a link between the Carolingian central territories, 

Italy, and Eastern Europe stimulated the foundation and decoration of several churches which 

used stucco as their main material for decorations. The first phase of the church of the abbey of 

S. Benedetto at Malles (Bolzano) was decorated by a system of wall paintings and stucco 

elements: colonnettes, panels, cornices (figs. 5.5-5.7).871 The stucco elements were worked by 

 
866 On the hypothesis for a presence of Umayyad artisans in Cividale and Umayyad influences, see Strzygowski 

1908; Åberg 1945, pp. 17-36, in part. 20-21, 36; Gioseffi 1974; Gaberscek 1977; Tavano 1990, 60-70; Vaj 2002. 

On the idea of a mediation through Byzantium and on a common visual language at this stage at the Early Middle 

Ages, Mor 1965; L’Orange 1974; Torp, L’Orange 1974; Mor 1986; Torp 1999; Torp 2006, pp. 16-20; Kiilerich 

2010, p. 95.  
867 This is what I also argued in Vanni, forthcoming.  
868 For the use of stucco in the Early Byzantine period, see chapter 1.3. 
869 Exner 2003, 655-657.  
870 Exner 2003. On the interaction between paintings and stucco in the Carolingian period, Peroni 1986; Peroni 

1994; Gierlichs 1991; Peroni 2002. In the last decade, studies on the stuccoes of Cividale and Brescia managed to 

reconstruct their original polychromy, see Kiilerich 2010; Chinellato 2014; Kiilerich 2020. 
871 Rasmo 1962; Peroni 1986; Peroni 2002; Northdurfter 2002.  
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the same people who did the paintings or by artisans working side by side them: this has been 

demonstrated by the discovery of the preparatory drawings in the plaster for both the stucco 

elements and for the paintings.872 It is impossible to reconstruct the original relationship 

between the wall paintings and the two stucco busts of the Theotokos made for the abbey of 

Leno (near Brescia), now in the museum of S. Giulia in Brescia, (figs. 5.8-5.9). However, here 

the human figures were not part of an architectural element (as with the capitals in Malles), but 

they were the main subject, being icons made of stucco.873 The style of the figures in Malles 

and Leno is entirely different. While in Malles the human figure emerges from the capitals in 

rough proportions and finds comparison in the painting and sculpture of Northern Italy, France 

and Germany, in Leno the elongated figures and the big haloes recall the elegant figures painted 

in Castelseprio (near Varese),874 in the crypt of Benevento,875 and, partially, in the apse of the 

church of S. Ambrogio in Montecorvino Rovella (SA) (in the Southern Longobard 

territories).876 However, the stucco figures from Leno appear to be more slim and schematic.   

A different kind of stucco production is recorded in Rome, under pope Paschal I (817-

824) and Gregory IV (827-844), as can be appreciated in the crypts of the churches of S. 

Prassede and S. Marco (figs. 5.10-5.11).877 In both cases, stucco covers the flat stones of the 

roof with geometrical motifs made by using moulds. The motifs employed (triangles, flowers 

 
872 Rasmo 1962; Verzone 1941-42, 121-128, figs 1, 3; Verzone 1942, 119-121; Rasmo 1966, 189-202; Lorenzoni 

1974, 63-65; Pasquini 2002, pp. 102-104. Spiral columns and system of cornices very similar to S. Benedetto at 

Malles were also found in the church of S. Pietro a Merano, in the same region, Corgnati 2010, 66-67. 
873 The 14C analysis on the reeds used to attach the stucco to the wall allowed to date it between half eight and the 

mid-ninth century; Pasquini narrowed this chronology to half ninth. Pasquini 2002, p. 100; on the results of the 

analysis see Tagliapietra 2006, pp. 197-202.   
874 The bibliography on Castelseprio is wide. I signal here the latest volume on the monument which also re-
examined the building and pictural phases of the church, Brogiolo et. al. 2014;   
875 On the wall paintings Parente 1993.  
876 Peduto, Mauro 1990; Suatoni 2001; Dell’Acqua et al. 2017; Dell’Acqua et al. 2018; Mitchell forthcoming; 
Vanni forthcoming b. 
877 On the stuccoes of S. Prassede, see Muñoz 1918; Baldracco 1941; Pani Ermini 1974, 132-133, pl. XXXIV; 

Pasquini 2002, 77-79. On the stuccoes of S. Marco, Hermanin 1932; Verzone 1941-42, 121-123, pl. XLIII figs 8-

9; Krautheimer et al. 1962, II, 240-241, figs. 194-196; Cini 1976; Pasquini 2002 79-80.  
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etc.) find direct comparisons in those used in Malles, but in Rome no human figures were 

recorded.878 This may be due to the simple lack of survival of material evidence; however, in 

Rome and Byzantium we can record similar aesthetic choices which saw the selection of 

durable materials such as mosaics and marble sculptures as the preferred media to communicate 

theological positions and to mark the presence of individuals.879 

The area around Rome shows interesting artefacts whose chronology has been 

established between the end of the eight and the end of the ninth centuries. They are the 

ciborium in the church of S. Giovanni in Agentella (Palombara Sabina) and the fragments found 

in the church of S. Erasmo in Formia (Latina).880 The ciborium’s arches and pinnacle are made 

of stucco on a core (armature) made of reeds,881 the capitals are made of stucco, while resting 

on marble columns (figs. 5.12, 5.15). An interlace pattern covers the entire surface of the 

ciborium and it changes slightly on each side (figs. 5.13-5.14); it was not made with moulds, 

but with pointed tools and spatulae, as the unfinished part shows (fig. 5.16). Acconci’s study of 

the ciborium is the first which included the capitals in the evaluation of the ciborium, showing 

that the treatment of the leaves finds comparisons with Islamic art, but at the same time the 

interlace of the canopy recalls western examples such as the fragments from S. Erasmo at 

Formia, S. Benedetto at Malles, and insular manuscripts.882 The fragments from S. Erasmo at 

Formia (Latina) were in part found during the excavations of the 1970s, and in part are still in 

 
878 To the ninth century were also dated the restorations of some fifth-century stucco ediculae in the clerestory of 

the church of S. Maria Maggiore in Rome, see Pani Ermini 1974, 110, n. 52-53, pl. XXI; of a different opinion is 

Bonelli in Gandolfo 1976, 301-318.   
879 One case among many is the mosaics commissioned by Paschal I. On this topic see Goodson 2010, in part. 81-

103; Foletti, Giesser 2016; Dell’Acqua 2020, in part. 268-277.  
880 The chronology proposed by scholars for the ciborium in Argentella goes from the seventh to the twelfth 
centuries. On the basis of the detailed analysis and on the striking comparison with S. Erasmo at Formia, I believe 

there is room to agree with Acconci for a chronology around the ninth century Acconci 1993. However, the church 

still awaits a stratigraphic study for the painting and physical and chemical analysis for the stucco. A recent 

analysis of Betti dates it to the second half of the eleventh century on the basis of the similarities of the capitals 

with those of the tour-porche of the abbey of Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire, Betti 2005, 165-179.  
881 This is what I could see during a visit in 2016.  
882 Acconci 1993.  
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situ. On the basis of the comparisons with other pieces of Early Medieval sculpture, Miele 

suggested a chronology between the end of the eight and the ninth centuries (figs. 5.17-5.21).883 

The technique employed for the relief is similar to the ciborium in Argentella: the surface, still 

wet, was carved with pointed tools and spatulae.884 To this group of stuccoes dated between the 

end of the eight and the end of the ninth centuries there are also the two niches framed by stucco 

arches on colonnettes in the chapel B of the cave sanctuary of S. Olevano sul Tusciano (near 

Salerno) (figs. 5.22-5.24), in the territory controlled by the Longobards of Southern Italy 

(Langobardia minor).885 The sanctuary was a crucial religious and political spot on the way of 

the pilgrimage routes to the Holy Land and on the axis connecting centres dedicated to the cult 

of the Archangel Michael, among them, the famous Mount S. Angelo on the Gargano mountain 

(Apulia).886 The interlace motifs and the cross at the centre of one of the arches find 

comparisons with Langobard sculpture from Pavia (Northern Italy) dated to the mid eighth 

century, but also, I also pinpoint that the highly stylised flat leaves of the capitals were present 

in the stuccoes from S. Erasmo in Formia.887 Another aspect in common with the Langobard 

territories in Northern Italy (Langobardia maior) is the insertion of glass bulbs for decorative 

purposes in the stuccoes of Olevano, a feature not recorded anywhere else with the exception 

of Brescia, Cividale, and probably the Umayyad stuccoes from Qasr al-Hayr West (ca. 727).888  

 
883 Miele 1998.  
884 Miele 1998, 214-15.  
885 Di Muro 2011a; Di Muro 2011b; Di Muro et ali 2003.  
886 Di Muro 2011b, 32-40.  
887 One of the capitals still has traces of an inscription which Di Muro interpreted as referring to a Longobard 
prince (fig. 5.24). This inscription, the presence of the archangel Michael on the coinage of the Longobards of 

Salerno, and increasing trade activities in Salerno between the mid-eight and the beginning of the ninth century, 

led him to date the wall paintings and the stuccoes to this period, Di Muro 2011, pp. 32-44. While the historical 

background sounds fascinating and coherent, no serious stratigraphical analysis was carried out on the stucco 

elements, which I hope to do in the near future.  
888 For glass bulbs in Brescia and at Qasr al-Hayr West, see Leal 2014, 239. For glass bulbs in chapel B of S. 

Olevano sul Tusciano, see Di Muro 2001, 112-116; Di Muro et al. 2003, 398. 
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The use of stucco in the ninth and the tenth centuries was not exclusive to Northern and Central 

Italy. Apulia also shows some few but precious remains, which testify to the continuous 

tradition in using stucco since Late Antiquity. The cases are the fragmentary friezes found 

during the excavation of the castle of Canne delle Battaglie (northern Apulia) (figs. 5.25-

5.27),889 and those from the archaeological area of the church of S. Scolastica in Bari (fig. 5.28) 

dated before the tenth century by Bertelli due to the archaeological context in which they were 

found.890 They are decorated with motifs common to the Late Antique repertoire such as 

acanthus leaves, while using also interlaces which are a distinctive mark of Early Medieval 

sculpture in Italy. 

The use of stucco in strategic areas of Italy is not an isolated phenomenon of eighth- 

and ninth-century Europe. In particular, Carolingian territories used stucco as one of their main 

material in crucial monuments, such as the oratory of Germigny-des-Prés founded by the abbot 

Theodulf (806) which incorporated Late Antique and Sassanian motifs,891 and the church of St. 

Laurent in Grenoble which shares with Germigny-des-Prés the use of stucco to cover huge 

interior surfaces, which finds elements similar to both Sassanian examples but also the Alps.892  

 The mid-tenth century saw the renovation of the presbyterial area of the church of S. 

Ambrogio in Milan. On this occasion, the apsidal arch was covered with stucco vegetal motifs, 

with the symbols of the Evangelists, and probably the tondo with the bust of St Ambrose, later 

described by the poet Petrarch (figs. 5.32-5.33).893 The representation of a saint as a bust framed 

by a roundel made of stucco is not a novelty for ninth-century stucco production, since we can 

 
889 Bertelli 2002, 229-231, pl. XXIII n. 223, 225-232.  
890 Bertelli 2018, p. 499-500; Bertelli 2002, 162-163, pl. XLIV-XLV.  
891 For a summary on the bibliography of the stuccoes of Germigny-des-Prés, see Heber-Suffrin, Sapin 2004, 170-

175.  
892 The stuccoes are now lost but they are known through nineteenth-century drawings, see Peroni 1962, 292-294; 

Hubert 1953, 327-334. The stuccoes were first dated to the sixth century Deschamps 1925, 6-98.   
893 Pasquini 2002, 106-110.  
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find a parallel in the one representing St. Sola in the church of Solnhofen an der Altmühl where 

the homonymous saint was buried in 834 or 838.894 The use of making  portraits with stucco 

had also an illustrious antecedent: the image of Charlemagne in his tomb in Aachen.895 But the 

most famous piece in S. Ambrogio is the stucco ciborium on porphyry columns with the 

representations of two male rulers and their wives, identified by most of the scholars as the 

emperor Otto I and Adelaide, and Otto II and Theophano (figs. 5.29-5.30).896 The ciborium 

does not find iconographic and typological comparisons with other known stucco ciboria, such 

as the one made for the church of H. Achilleios on the Small Lake of Prespa (cat. No. 8) by 

Samuel of Bulgaria nor with the one in S. Giovanni in Argentella near Rome. In the ciborium 

of S. Ambrogio, the figures are the main focus and are the centre of the political and 

ecclesiastical message that the entire renovation of the apse conveys. However, what the church 

of S. Ambrogio and H. Achilleios have in common is the choice of stucco by rulers for ciboria 

associated with relics. In the first case, the re-invention of the relics of St. Ambrose, the local 

saint, and, in the second, the appropriation of the relics of an important holy man, St. 

Achilleios.897 Both ciboria demonstrate that stucco was a material considered to be worthy to 

decorate crucial churches; it is more difficult to say whether the association of stucco with relics 

was casual or it had a specific connotation.898  

Another possible aesthetic connection for the crowning of the pinnacle of the ciborium 

in S. Ambrogio is in the peltae crowning the later arcosolium in the katholikon of Iviron through 

the use of (eleventh century) (cat. No. 11.1).  

 
894 De Francovich dated it between 819 (year of the foundation of the church) and 834-838, De Francovich 1955, 
388.   
895 Corgnati 2010, 71-72. 
896 On the ciborium see Foletti 2016, 81-84; Peroni 1996, 25-36; D’Achille 1993, 718-735; Elbern 1990, 395-409; 

Little 1988, 82-101; Bertelli 1981; Peroni 1974, 59-119.  
897 Recently on the re-invention of the relics of St. Ambrose, see Foletti 2018, in part. 181-222.   
898 For example, if it was symbolically connected to stucco used in funerary commemorative monuments in the 

Late Antique period, in particular in the catacombs of Rome. 
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Finally, it is important to look at one detail of the ciborium which shows some 

iconographic and technical aspects common also to Northern Africa and Byzantium: the three-

dimensional eagle grasping a fish which crowns one of the capitals (fig. 5.31). The conventions 

followed in the rendering of the eagle (in particular the wing with scales on the upper part 

interrupted by a middle edge with pearls and then long parallel plumes) is the same used for the 

marble eagles in the cornices of the North church of the monastery of Constantine Lips in 

Constantinople (907) (figs. 5.56-5.57)899 and in the ninth-tenth century stuccoes from Sabra al-

Masuriyya (Tunisia) dated to the Zirid period (figs. 5.53-5.55).900 It is possible that all these 

three very geographically distant monuments used common prototypes, probably textiles (e.g. 

the textile from the reliquary of St. Simiard and the one now at the National Museum of 

Denmark), since Fatimid sculpture produced in the tenth century shows a different way or 

rendering the plumes of wings and the chest.901  

 

Raqqa, Samarra and the ‘Bevelled style’ in Egypt and Northern Africa. 

After 750, the Umayyad ruling family was overturned by the family of the Abbasids who took 

power and moved away from the older capital, Damascus, to Raqqa (Syria), then Baghdad, and 

in 836 to the newly constructed Samarra (Iraq).902 Samarra is well-known for the extensive use 

of stucco for both caliphal, and aristocratic dwellings as well as in public buildings.903 The 

construction of Samarra started in 836 under the caliph al-Mu’tasim. It was built from scratch 

over a very extended area. It had to provide the caliph with a palace, spaces for the 

 
899 Grabar 1963, 100-124, pl. XLVII-LVII; Macridy 1964, 254-258; Mango, Hawkins 1964, 300-301, fig. 1.  
900 Barrucand, Rammah 2009. 
901 The Glory of Byzantium 1997, cat. no. 150, p. 226-227, fig. 149; Hedeager Krag 2010, 17-26. On Fatimid 

eagles, see Bloom 2007, 89-116.  
902 The caliph al-Mu'tadid (892–902) eventually came back to Baghdad.  
903 The stuccoes of Samarra benefitted from significant scholarship which I do not aim to summarise here. I signal 

the pivotal publications on the topic. Herzfeld 1923; Creswell 1979, 277-288. On a re-evaluation of Herzfeld and 

Creswell scholarship, see Northedge 1991, 74-93. More recently Haase 2007; Gonnella 2013, 79-101. 
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administration of the state but also houses for the people and a considerable number of 

dwellings for the state administrative class in a very short amount of time. The interior wall 

decoration of these houses has as its principal element moulded stucco, which is usually divided 

by scholars into three styles (A, B, C or 3, 2, 1) (figs. 5.34-5.36).904 Among them, the third, also 

called ‘bevelled style’, was produced in an almost ‘industrial’ scale in panels made in 

formworks, mouldings and stamps combined together. Samarra also used marble extensively 

for the caliphal buildings, which shows the use of the bevelled style too.  

Samarra is usually considered as a fixed point for the changes in stucco production 

through the three styles (in particular the ‘bevelled style’) and technique, which quickly spread 

from Iraq to Iran and Ifriqiya.905 The stuccoes from Samarra are crucial for their iconographic 

choices and their chemical composition which differ from the previous Umayyad examples.906 

The first difference is that the human figure does not appear anymore (at least on stucco, not 

on paintings), while they were preponderant in Umayyad foundations; the second difference 

involves the ingredients used in the stucco mixtures: in Samarra the plaster is composed of 

almost pure gypsum, while Umayyad examples made use of both lime and gypsum.907 As noted 

by Lic, after Samarra there was a tendency of making stucco out of pure gypsum which was 

adopted also by Christian communities living under Islamic rule.908  

 
904 Herzfeld 1923; Creswell 1979, 277-288. On the perception of the entire decorative apparatus of the stuccoes 

and the other sculptures from the caliphal palace of Samarra, see Saba 2015.  
905 Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 57-59, 65-66, 78-79; on the use of Samarras style stuccoes in the church of Deir al-

Surian at Wadi Natrun (Egypt) as a result of the presence of Iraqi monks, see Immerzeel 2008; other scholars are 

more cautious about it, Bloom, Blair 2009. However, we should use Samarra as a general indicator for the ninth 

century, since recent studies are demonstrating that some changes were already happening in Raqqa between 786 

and 809 under the caliph Hārūn al-Rashīd, Daiber, Becker 2004; Corsi 2017. 
906 This differentiation should not be seen as a drastic change in stucco technique. Indeed, Style A (or 3) stucco is 

still linked to aniconic Umayyad solutions both in iconography and in carving techniques. Herzfeld 1923; Creswell 
1979, 277-288; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 57-59; Corsi 2017.  
907 Burgio et al. 2007; Lòpez Borges 2014.  
908 This has been verified for the area of the Gulf, Lic 2017. In general, the use of stucco by Christian communities 

seem to follow contemporary Islamic iconographies and styles, and not Byzantine ones. Some examples are the 

church of Deir al-Surian at Wadi Natrun in Egypt decorated with ‘Samarra style’ stuccoes marked only by crosses, 

see Immerzeel 2008.This freedom registered in stucco mirrors a similar attitude recorded also in other media, such 

as textiles and woodcarving, by Christian communities living under Islamic rule, as discussed by Thomas 1997.  
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 This is particularly visible in Egypt in the Abbasid period under the Tulunids, in 

particular in the mosque of Ibn Tulun (Fustat, Cairo) (878/879) which displays an extensive 

stucco decoration on the arches and soffits, and colonnettes with carved capitals (figs. 5.39-42), 

which show close similarities with the decoration found in the Great Mosque of Samarra, some 

of whose architectural features (e.g. the minaret) can be observed in the Egyptian mosque too.909 

The circulation of ‘Samarra models’ involved also the production of woodworks, as can be seen 

in the wooden doors with the motifs of the ‘bevelled style’ now in the museum of Islamic art 

in Istanbul and at the Metropolitan Museum in New York (fig. 5.37). The circulation of such 

models in Egypt generated local versions of the Abbasid language which was used also in 

Christian monuments, such as the church of al-‘Adra in Dayr al-Suriani (Wadi al-Natrun) in 

Egypt (913-14). In the church, the plasterwork shows traits common to contemporary Egyptian 

mosques and it only differs from them in the presence of crosses (fig. 5.43).910 There is no 

Middle Byzantine comparator for the covering of half the wall with stucco. Such vast surfaces 

were usually covered with mosaics, wall paintings or marble revetments in Byzantium.  

 During the last three decades of the tenth century, the Fatimids founded several mosques 

in Cairo, their new capital. The mosque of al-Azhar (969-73) still preserves several fronts of 

the arches, squinches completely covered by a continuous palmette scroll, and bands of Kufic 

inscriptions with selected verses of the Quran (figs. 5.44-5.45).911 The appropriation and 

perpetuation of carving styles which originated from the Samarra prototypes is, again, echoed 

in the woodcarving of the doors of the mosque commissioned by al-Hakim in 1010 (fig. 

5.38).912 Another mosque which probably had a very rich stucco decoration similar to al-Azhar 

is the mosque of the Qarafa (976) where the stucco carvings in the mihrab and the window 

 
909 Creswell 1979, 223-227; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 92-94.  
910 Immerzeel 2008, 59-74. 
911 Bloom 2007, 59-65; Rabbat 1996.  
912 David-Weill 1931, 16-18; Lamm 1935, 68-69; Yeomans 2006, 78; Bloom 2007, 63-65.  
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grills of the original qibla wall survive (fig. 5.46).913 From the written sources, we also know 

that these stuccoes were flanked by wall paintings representing illusionistic muqarnas made by 

a painter from Bosra.914 Finally, between the end of the tenth and the beginning of the eleventh 

century,  the stuccoes from the al-Hakim mosque in Cairo were made.915 Here the vegetal scrolls 

which covered the walls of al-Azhar and al-Qarafa disappeared and left place only to the 

floriated Κufic inscriptions which mark the pointed arches (fig. 5.47).  

 Apart from Samarra, some extra evidence on the use of stucco in secular contexts comes 

from the excavations of Sabra al-Mansuriyya, a city founded by the Fatimid caliph al-Mansur 

(946-53) near Kairwan (Tunisia).916 The city, however, spent most of its short life (it was 

abandoned by the eleventh century) under the Zirid dynasty, which was ruling on behalf of the 

Fatimids but was almost independent. Most of the stuccoes were found near the south-western 

palace and were dated to the Zirid period.917 There are three different styles of stucco 

decorations, which belonged to two phases dated between the end of the tenth and the beginning 

of the eleventh century. The first phase stuccoes have aniconic decorations composed of a series 

of palmette scrolls on a blue-painted background.918 The second phase consists of different 

interventions: a re-making of the first phase stuccoes by englobing the stems and leaves of the 

vegetal scroll in bulgy and protruding new scrolls; the creation of new vegetal decorations 

which finds comparisons with late-tenth century ivories produced in al-Andalus (fig. 5.48), and 

other patterns based on interlaced geometrical patterns (figs. 5.49-5.50); 919  the last group is 

probably the most interesting because it is composed of human figures with traces of golden 

 
913 Bloom 1987.  
914 Bloom 1987, 7; Bloom 2007, 62-63. 
915 Creswell 1978, 65-106, in part. 83-84; Bloom 1983; Bloom 2007, 72-81.  
916 Talbi 2012.  
917 Barrucand, Rammah 2009; Cressier, Rammah 2015; Cressier, Vallejo Triano 2015. 
918 Barrucand, Rammah 2009, 350-351. 
919 Barrucand, Rammah 2009, 351. 
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leaf, and animals such as hares, ibexes, quadrupeds, lions, a griffon, and twenty-one eagles, 

some with spread wings others with wings next to their bodies (figs. 5.51-5.55).920 Most of the 

images of human and animals were probably part of a composition representing pleasure 

scenes, such as hunting and playing music which was a popular theme in contemporary Fatimid 

ivories, woodworks, and ceramics.921 The twenty-one eagles decorated a gallery which 

probably functioned as a representative room. Barrucand and Rammah noted that eagles were 

a theme present also in contemporary ceramic production;922 however, the display of so many 

eagles in one place recalls those in the Nero Domus Aurea and in the Domus Tiberiana in Rome 

(both painted and made of stucco) which may suggests that whoever commissioned them in 

Sabra al-Mansuriyya knew such solutions probably through the mediation of Byzantium.923 The 

authors continued by saying that they did not encounter a similar display of eagles in 

Byzantium, yet.924 To this latter point I do not agree, because the church of the Theotokos by 

Constantine Lips in Constantinople displays a wide range of (marble) eagles (figs. 5.56-

5.57).925  

 When we compare the use of stucco of the ninth and tenth centuries of Syria, Iraq, Egypt 

and Tunisia with Byzantium, we note that there are some differences and some common traits. 

The first, most evident difference is the extensive use of stucco in Islamic buildings. 

Scholars explained the use of stucco with the widespread mud-brick building technique and 

rubble masonry.926 This technique allowed the construction of buildings and their rich interior 

decoration in a relatively short amount of time. Indeed, most of the cities built ex-novo by the 

 
920 Barrucand, Rammah 2009, 351-352. 
921 Bloom 2007, 65-70, 89-115. 
922 Barrucand, Rammah 2009, 352. 
923 Barrucand, Rammah 2009, 352. 
924 Barrucand, Rammah 2009, 352. 
925 On the sculpture in the church of Constantine Lips, see Grabar 1963, 100-124, pl. XLVII-LVII; Macridy 1964. 
926 Clévenot, Degeorge 2000, 83-84; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 5, 54; Bloom, Blair 2009.  
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caliphs were mainly built in mud-bricks (e.g. Samarra, Sabra al-Masuriyya).927 The matching 

of stucco with brick architecture has also been interpreted as an inheritance from Persian-

Sassanian architecture, which then passed into Islamic architecture.928 While in several cases, 

the use of stucco can be explained to the necessity to cover interior and exterior surfaces built 

in mud-brick, it is more difficult to justify the widespread use of stucco only as a Persian 

influence. Places such as Egypt, by the tenth century, had a local tradition of mud-brick and 

stucco; after all, mud-brick architecture was practiced there long before the advent of Islam.929 

A good example is the church of Meryem Nazret in Addì Awona, Tigray (Ethiopia).930 This is 

probably the only church with stuccoes known in Ethiopia for the Medieval period.931 The 

church was founded by Egyptians who moved there. The area of Tigray had a strong regional 

building technique in ashlar masonry, the Egyptians did not. So, they cut local stones in small 

and irregular pieces, to make the material familiar to their building practices: rubble masonry 

and mud-bricks.932 The inside of the church was covered by a thick layer of plaster with 

mouldings, which differed from contemporary Ethiopian architecture where rock-cut and ashlar 

masonry churches had their interior decorated with carved geometric sculptures, which were 

not in stucco.933  

 
927 Ettinghausen et al.2001, 51-59. There is an exception which is Madinat al Zahra in Islamic Spain where bricks 

and stones were used in association with stucco decorations both in the interior and the exterior of buildings, see 

Cressier, Vallejo Triano 2015 for a comparative analysis between Sabra al-Masuriyya (Fatimid) and Madinat al-

Zahra (Umayyad Spain). 
928 Scerrato 1972, in part. 31-38; a more cautious position is in Ettinghausen et al.2001, 7-8, 43-45, 51, 52, 54, 59, 
60, 87, 156.  
929 Lucas 1989, 48-50; Bloom 2007, 34, 37-40, 59-65, 72-81.    
930 Muehlbauer 2020, 106-108; Derat et al. 2020.  
931 The excavation on the Islamic settlement of Harlaa (Ethiopia) also may point towards the importation of plaster 

reliefs from probably Egypt or Yemen, as noted in Insoll et al. 2021, 488-494, fig. 3D.  
932 Muehlbauer 2020; Derat et al. 2020.  
933 On Ethiopian architecture and its relation to Byzantium see Ousterhout 2019, pp. 295-300; Muehlbauer 2020.  
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It also can be noted that wherever there was a strong ashlar-masonry building tradition, 

the use of stucco by the locals appeared to be occasional. This is the case of Anatolia where 

stucco is almost absent from the Byzantine period until the arrival of the Seljuks.934 

However, even if the relationship between mud-brick architecture and stucco works for the 

cases already mentioned, it cannot be taken as a universal rule, since in Islamic Spain stucco 

was widespread as well as building techniques in ashlar-masonry and bricks.935  

 

Al-Andalus 

Since 751, much of the Iberian Peninsula was under Umayyad rule. The most famous buildings 

of this period with stucco are the Great Mosque of Córdoba and those in the caliphal city of 

Madina al-Zahra, just outside Córdoba.936 Here stucco was mainly used for the upper zones in 

buildings where the rest of the interior was covered with marble and mosaics, in a similar way 

as in Byzantium. Indeed, here marble continued to be used for pavements and dado, while 

mosaics and stucco appear on the upper portions of the walls. However, the major difference is 

the amount of space reserved to stucco and mosaics. While in Byzantium mosaics cover most 

of the available surface, in Umayyad Spain it is often the opposite. The use of the same materials 

in Umayyad Spain is probably due to its inheritance of the Late Antique building tradition, 

which was rooted both in Syria, origin of the Umayyad dynasty, and in Spain.937  

The Great Mosque of Córdoba is a key building of the Islamic rule in al-Andalus. While 

scholars argued whether or not it sat above a pre-Islamic building, the current fabric tells us 

 
934 Öney 1980, 173-174; Crane 1994; Ölçer 2005, 110; Ettinghausen et al.2001, 256-257. 
935 Dodds (ed.) 1992 for an overview, and above footnote nos. 894, 905, 906. 
936 These are not the only example of Umayyad architecture in Islamic Spain. For a survey on architecture in 

Islamic Spain, see the volume Robinson ed. 1992; a more update vision is Anderson, Rosser-Owen eds. 2007, 3-

114. 
937 On a summary on Umayyad architecture in Syria and Palestine and use of mosaics, see Ettinghausen et al. 
2001, 15-29. On the ideological value of Umayyad Syria in Umayyad Spain, see Calvo Capilla 2010. On the use 

of mosaic in the architecture of Umayyad Spain, Calvo Capilla 2014, 88-96; Dodds 1992, 22. 
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about several phases which started with Abd al-Rahman (785/86-786/7) and continued until the 

fifteenth century when it was converted into a Christian cathedral.938 During the ninth and the 

tenth centuries, the rulers enlarged the building considerably and decorated it with an incredible 

variety of materials, which included carved stucco. Some aspects to bear in mind are the way 

in which stucco was used, in particular in regard to how the same technique was used in 

Byzantium. The first aspect is the use of stucco to cover the horse-shoe arches with alternating 

flat-red panels and carved ones simulating voussoirs. This is visible in the Puerta de San 

Esteban (Bāb al-Wuzarā) of the Great Mosque of Córdoba (fig. 5.59), built by Abd al-Rahman 

II in 855, and in the architecture of Madinat al-Zahra, especially in the so-called Salon Rico, 

built between 953/4-956/7 by the caliph Abd al-Rahman III.939 Coming back to the Mosque of 

Córdoba, it is important to note the development in the use of stucco in the following 

enlargement made by al-Hakam II (962-967) which involved the construction of a maqsura, of 

a second mihrab, and the extension of the qibla (fig. 5.58). In the qibla, stucco was used to 

frame the mosaic inscriptions, and to create polylobed arches on colonnettes just above the 

inscriptions; polylobed arches covered in stucco are replicated in monumental scale in the 

screen of the maqsura (fig. 5.60). Here, stucco is used for the bands of the arches, to fill the 

irregular spaces between the arches, the colonnettes and the epistyles, but also to cover the 

upper part of the wall. The stucco decoration of the maqsura, and in general of ninth and tenth 

century Andalusia, differed from the examples from Egypt, Syria, and Iraq because of the deep 

carving, sometimes for the decorative patterns, but also for the consistent use of flat bands to 

divide and organise the decoration.940 Such frames and bands were present also in Syria, Iraq 

 
938 For a summary on the building and decorative phases of the Great Mosque of Córdoba, see Dodds 1992; Koury 

1996; Calvo Capilla 2014, 51-58, 85-88, 569-571.  
939 Vallejo Triano 1992; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 137-140, 170. On the relationship between stone and stucco 

carvings in Madinat al-Zahra, see Vallejo Triano 2007. 
940 Dodds 1992, 16 fig. 6, 18-24 figs. 9-11; Vallejo Triano 1992, 33-39, figs. 4-6; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 90-91.  
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and Egypt but they were often carved (figs. 5.41-5.42, 5.45, 5.105, 5.107). In the Great Mosque 

of Córdoba, while stucco is used extensively, it is contained into the shape of frames and arches, 

a feature common also to Byzantine practices.    

 The city of Madinat al-Zahra provides us with the use of stucco in secular buildings, 

such as the caliphal palace but also with evidence from aristocratic dwellings.941 One of the 

most iconic and well-preserved ambient of the caliphal palace is the so-called Salon Rico, built 

between 953/4 and 956/7 by Abd al-Rahman III.942 Here, stucco was used for the middle and 

the upper zone: it continued to be contained within frames and arches but these elements are 

not multiplicated to create a continuous surface which rises to the flat wooden ceiling (fig. 

5.61).943 Marble was used too in the finely carved the dado, the columns and their capitals. Both 

marble and stucco were carved with vegetal motifs modelled on the theme of the tree-of-life. 

Each is indistinguishable from the other. The use of stucco for the upper part can be connected 

to both the lightness of the material (more suitable for upper zones) and also the possibility of 

a quick decoration. Indeed, while the caliph Abd al-Rahman had an ambitious project and 

considerable economic means, we need to bear in mind that stucco provided with a quick and 

beautiful decoration, which was particularly suitable for covering large surfaces. 

Some other carvings of stucco arches show less rich and intricate decorations when 

compared with the caliphal palace (fig. 5.62).944 In one case it is possible to see the decoration 

of an arch with a palmette and half-palmette scroll which is framed by a thin flat band. If we 

look at the end of the pendentives, the style of the carving, as well as the half-palmettes and the 

flat band, recall the arch decoration in the church of the Timios Stavros monastery in 

 
941 Vallejo Triano 1992; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 137-140, 170. 
942 Vallejo Triano 2007. 
943 Vallejo Triano 1992; Vallejo Triano 2007. 
944 Talbot Rice 1965, 79-80. 
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Cappadocia (cat. No. 5).945 While it is impossible for me to argue for a direct contact between 

Cappadocia and Andalusia, it is possible to think of a common model. 

 

The comparisons between the use of stucco in Islamic territories, in particular, Syria, 

Iraq, Egypt and Islamic Spain and Byzantium between the ninth and the tenth centuries allows 

us to make some observations which help in framing Byzantine stucco. The ninth century and 

the construction of Samarra (836) represented a turning point in stucco production in Islamic 

art. From this moment, the so-called Samarra styles spread from Iraq to Egypt together with 

changes in techniques which resulted in an increased use of pure gypsum. These changes 

affected also Christian communities living under Muslim rule, such as those in the Gulf area 

and in Egypt, which were formally connected to the patriarch of Jerusalem and in turn to 

Constantinople. While these people kept using Christian iconographies in their wall paintings, 

in stucco they created new solutions following stylistic trends and architectural conventions of 

Islamic art.946 The case of the church of Wadi al-Natrun is exemplary.947 This tells us that stucco 

was not perceived as the main medium to express Christians’ visual connection with the 

Orthodox world, not even, perhaps, as representative of ‘Byzantine’ architecture, but it was a 

local medium, therefore subject to local trends.  

In Constantinople, we do not know whether stucco worked in any of the ‘Samarra’ styles 

was used, though it may perhaps have appeared in the palace of Bryas built by the emperor 

Theophilos on the example of the caliphal palace in Baghdad.948 Whether or not this was the 

case, ‘Samarra’ styles had no lasting impact on Byzantine stucco practice.  

 
945 Talbot Rice 1965, fig. 76. 
946 Thomas 1997; Bolman, Lyster 2002. 
947 See footnote 872. On the use of stucco by Christian communities of the area of the Gulf, see footnote 875.  
948 This aspect will be developed in the conclusion of this chapter.  
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Despite the differences between Byzantine and Islamic stucco, it is possible to identify 

a common ground still in the tenth century. This is the use of decorating interiors of public 

buildings with a system of marble plaques (pavement and dado), stucco (frames and arches), 

and mosaic (conch of apses and upper zones), where stucco usually is the intermediary between 

marble and mosaics. This system belongs to Late Antique architecture, as we saw in chapter 1. 

Some of its traces can be spotted in the Great Mosque of Córdoba, before disappearing 

consistently in the Almohad period when stucco invaded the dado.949    

 

5.3 Middle Byzantine stuccoes and its comparators (eleventh and twelfth centuries). 

Byzantium 

Stucco produced in Byzantium between the eleventh and the twelfth centuries is definitively 

more experimental than that in the previous and the following centuries. Typologies of 

architectural decorations include proskynetaria, tomb framing, doorframes, capitals, cornices, 

friezes, and probably panels.  

What distinguish stuccoes from stone and marble sculpture is the accuracy of the 

carving and, in several cases, the will to experiment with richer compositions (the capitals in 

Feres, cat. No. 7, the arcosolium and the door frame in the katholikon in Iviron, cat. No. 11.2, 

and the proskynetarion in Nerezi cat. No. 28). When they are not directly innovative, stucco 

elements are clearly updated in iconography and style with the rest of the sculptural decoration 

(e.g. Hosios Loukas cat. No. 19).  

 

 
949 The use of stucco in the dado was already recorded in the so-called Salon Rico of the palace of Madinat al-

Zahra and in the architecture during the Taifa period. However, it is from the thirteenth century during the 

Almoravid and Almoad domination that stucco panels started to be used consistently in the dadoes in substitution 

of marble, see Ewert 1992; Dickie 1992. 
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Italy 

The eleventh and the twelfth centuries were an experimental moment for stucco in Italy which 

in parts mirrored and anticipated trends in marble and stone sculpture.  

In this period, several liturgical furnishings made of stucco (ciboria, ambos, barriers) 

were produced in different areas: Liguria, Southern Italy, and Abruzzo. In some cases, they 

were self-supporting structures, while in others the stucco was applied to a stone core. Human 

figures continued to be part of stucco sculptures both as isolated figures and in narrative scenes. 

Stucco in this period continued to be used by artisans for creating new solutions ahead of stone 

sculpture. Both the stuccoes from S. Pietro al Monte at Civate (Lombardy) and those from S. 

Pietro at Itàla (Sicily) anticipates trends which characterised, on the one hand, Romanesque 

sculpture of the following decades,950 and on the other hand, Norman visual culture in Southern 

Italy.951 

In Northern Italy in the eleventh century there was a strong, renewed interest in human 

figures which appeared often isolated and framed by simple friezes and colonnettes, but they 

were also inserted in architectural elements such as capitals. Some examples of isolated figures 

are the surviving fragments from the church of S. Maria Maggiore at Lomello (fig. 5.63), which 

suggest that the military figures in high relief were framed by vertical and horizontal bands of 

geometric and vegetal motifs.952 The same is true for the panel, now lost, from S. Caprasio at 

Aulla where the image of the abbot was flanked by vertical bands (fig. 5.64),953 and of the 

images today re-used in the altar of the church of Vigolo Marchese (fig. 5.65).954  

 
950 Peroni 2006. 
951 Caskey 2011.  
952 Pasquini 2002, 112; Lomartire 2006; Palazzo 2014.  
953 Arslan et al. 2006, 192-196.  
954 Arslan et al. 2006, 193.  
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The most famous example in eleventh century northern Italy is the basilica of S. Pietro 

al Monte above Civate whose chronology is usually fixed around 1097, the year of the burial 

of the archbishop of Milan Arnolfus II.955 The peculiar architecture with an apse in façade and 

the semi-circular atrium, displays on the inside a triumph of stucco.956 The first noteworthy 

aspect is the ciborium (fig. 5.69) which has as a model the ciborium in S. Ambrogio in Milan 

(fig. 5.29), but in Civate the figures acquires features which will be characteristic of 

Romanesque sculpture in the following decades, such as the increased volume of the figures 

and their dramatic expression.957 In S. Pietro al Monte, stucco also marks the three arches of 

the internal façade with fleshy acanthus leaves, which, like an embroidery, frame the wall 

paintings with the scene of the Apocalypse (fig. 5.71). In this area, the only figurative element 

in stucco is the Lamb which completes the iconography of the wall paintings and demonstrates 

that the two media were not only part of the same decorative campaign, but there was a deep 

symbolic interaction between the two. The use of stucco in the church continues with self-

supporting panels dividing the nave from the access to the crypt. They are decorated with 

gryphons and other animals on intricate vegetal background (fig. 5.70). The lower crypt is 

completely covered with stucco: all the capitals (on a stone core), the scenes of the Passion of 

Christ, the Crucifixion and the Dormition of the Virgin in the apse (fig. 5.72). Artisans showed 

excellent mastery in both aniconic motifs and human figures; indeed, Peroni defined Civate as 

the ‘apex in the relationship between painting and stucco’.958 This close relationship is 

undoubtedly true, but we need also to note that in the same building, artisans were able to work 

stucco in a more ‘sculptural’ way by making self-supporting panels. 

 
955 Guiglia Guidobaldi 1994 
956 Peroni 2006; Bertelli 1979; Marcora 1974.  
957 Peroni 2006. 
958 Peroni 2006.  
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The existence of a shared visual culture in north-western Italy is also testified by the use 

of similar schemes for the transennae of Civate in the abbey of S. Fruttuoso in Camogli. Here, 

a number of plaques were part of a wall decoration which included also cornices and decorative 

bands with a perspective meander (figs. 5.66-5.68).959 With the exception of the perspective 

meander, the scheme of the plaques of Camogli recalled solutions from Byzantine silks,960 but 

also the transennae from Civate. Moreover, after the discovery that the stuccoes in Camogli are 

made of almost pure gypsum, some scholars believed that this is the sign of an ‘Eastern’ 

provenance of the artisans, since pure gypsum is not attested in the region of Liguria before the 

sixteenth century.961 Certainly, the case of Camogli is an exception in its region from the 

technical point of view. The statement of Frondoni and other scholars, however, lacks precision. 

What do they mean with ‘Eastern artisan’? Do they mean Islamic production? In that case, as 

we have seen in the previous paragraph, gypsum-based mixtures became widespread from the 

ninth century from Iraq to Ifriqiya, even though we are not sure about the consistent use of 

gypsum in the tenth and eleventh centuries.962 Moreover, we do not know whether and how 

such tradition reached Liguria.963 Matching ‘gypsum’ with ‘Eastern’ is problematic because the 

state of study of Islamic stucco composition is not fully developed yet, with the exception of 

Islamic Spain. However, it is important to note that some decades later, in Calabria and Sicily 

were produced free-standing liturgical barriers and ciboria made probably by Muslim artisans. 

 
959 Frondoni 2008b; Belli D’Elia 2008.  
960 Frondoni 2008b, in part. 46.  
961 Mannoni, Ricci 2008; Panizzoli 2008.  
962 The amount of Islamic stuccoes tested is not high at all. It is known that Samarra stuccoes were almost pure 

gypsum, see López Borges 2014; Burgio et al. 2007. From the ninth century, at least the stuccoes from the Gulf, 
started being composed with high quantities of gypsum, Lic 2017, 2.3. However, Palazzo-Bertholon in her study 

on the composition of stuccoes located between Southern France and Northern Spain, noted an increase in the use 

of stucco around the eleventh century which she connected to a transferring of knowledge and techniques from 

Islamic Spain, Palazzo Bertholon 2009; Palazzo Bertholon 2004. 
963 A possibility is the transfer of pure-gypsum mixtures via France which already had a tradition of pure-gypsum 

mixtures (Merovingian sarcophagi in fifth centuries), and it was probably absorbing gypsum-based stuccoes from 

Catalonia, Palazzo Berthlon 2009. 
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Some of them (Itàla, Sicily and Terreti, Calabria) were made of lime,964 while those from 

Gerace (Calabria) are of three different mixtures with both lime and gypsum in variable 

percentages.965 Regarding Byzantine stucco, there is no information about mixtures of the tenth 

to the twelfth centuries. An aspect to bear in mind is the flexibility of artisans and their 

knowledge of materials which helped them to find the best solution each time. Indeed, the use 

of pure gypsum may be explained to create a very strong mixture suitable for high reliefs and 

for self-supporting elements. Before the case of Camogli, pure gypsum was used for sarcophagi 

in the Merovingian period, the saints in Cividale (around the middle of the eight century), and 

later for the twelfth-century ambos and ciboria of Abruzzo, and the templa from Epiros 

(thirteenth century): all these classes of objects and decorations required a strong material.966  

Sarcophagi made of stucco are not widespread in Italy, with the exception of the one of 

S. Caprasio at Aulla (ca 90 km distant from Camogli), which contained the relics of the patron 

saint (fig. 5.73)967: the object recalls the examples in pure gypsum plaster of the Merovingian 

sarcophagi in France (fifth century), and does not find comparisons in Italy but in Germany, 

where sarcophagi and funerary slabs made of stucco were used since the tenth century.968   

 Moving to Southern Italy, during the last three decades of the eleventh century in 

Calabria and Sicily stucco liturgical furnishings were worked for Christian patrons probably by 

Muslim artisans.969 One of the most striking aspects of these pieces is not only their 

iconography but also the technique used to make them. The decorative patterns were stamped 

 
964 I thank Antonino Tranchina (Bibliotheca Hertziana) for sharing this information with me in spoken 

communication.  
965 Caskey 2011, 86. Di Gangi 1995, in part. 85 n. 12; Di Gangi et al 1991.  
966 A discussion on the benefit of the use of gypsum is in Cabiale 2011b.  
967 Arslan et al. 2006, 193-195, fig. 17.  
968 See for example, the sarcophagus of Lotarius II Walbeck in Walbeck (Sassonia Anhalt) (last quarter of the tenth 

century) made of stucco on a stone core, Adamiak, Prillep 1980; Corgnati 2010, 135-136; the slabs of the abbesses 

in the crypt of Qedlinburgh (1045, 1061, 1095), Panofsky 1924, 87-89; Niehr 1992, 334-336; Corgnati 2010, 135-

139; the slab of the tomb of Windukind of Saxony (1100-1130), Panofsky 1924, 83-84; Corgnati 2010, 135.  
969 On the identity of the artisans, see Ragona 1960; Ragona 1968; Di Gangi 1995, in part. 97; Caskey 2011, 114-

119. 
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by pressing the mould on the wet surface.970 Therefore, the ornamentation in not always in relief 

but it is shallow. Sometimes the application of moulds appears to be cursive: in several pieces 

it is easily possible to spot the signs of the juxtaposition of the moulds (figs. 80-81). In other 

cases, the transition was smoother than in others, and the signs of the moulds did not remain. 

These details shows a modus operandi of an almost ‘industrial’ production, which do not find 

direct comparisons in Italy or in Byzantium, but the workshops in Samarra and Ifriqiya, 

instead.971 A later use of moulds is in the ciboria and ambos produced in Abruzzo, but there the 

artisans used different iconographic sources and were technically more accurate than the 

Calabrian and Sicilian ones.972  

All the pieces recorded are from churches, and they have been connected to the 

patronage of the Count Roger and the beginning of the Norman domination.973 After the 

conquest of Sicily, written sources testify that the booty of Normans was also composed of 

people and resulted in the dislocation of part of the Muslim population from Sicily to Calabria 

as slaves.974 The possible presence of artisans among these relocated people might explain the 

heterogenous experiences in the stuccoes in Calabria and in Sicily for churches.975 The mix of 

Byzantine and Islamic decorative motifs can be appreciated in the stuccoes from the churches 

of S. Maria del Mastro (ca 1083-1084) (figs. 5.74-5.81) and the Annunziatella-S. Teodoro from 

Gerace (fig. 5.82), which belonged to a small ciborium and chancel slabs, probably part of a 

liturgical barrier; all the pieces were worked with moulds except the small capital from the 

Annunziatella-S. Teodoro which was worked with spatulae (fig. 5.83).976 As Di Gangi 

 
970 Di Gangi 1995; Caskey 2011.   
971 Di Gangi 1995.  
972 Gandolfo 2002; Nenci 2006. 
973 Di Gangi 1995; Tabanelli 2015, 98-142; Tabanelli 2019; Lebole 2020, 58-114.  
974 Caskey 2011, 116-117. 
975 Caskey 2011, 116-117.  
976 Di Gangi 1995. 
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demonstrated, the iconography of the decorative motifs, as well as the thin vegetal stems against 

a deep-carved background, show multiple connections to the art of al-Andalus and Maghreb 

rather than to eleventh and twelfth-century western sculpture.977 Some pieces which testify, I 

believe, the use of the same moulds of Gerace were re-used as filling in the altar of the Baptistry 

of Santa Severina (near Crotone), now at the Museo Diocesano.978 Other pieces of liturgical 

furnishings (maybe a ciborium)  with similar decorative patterns worked with the same 

techniques, decorated the Panagia of Rossano (fig. 5.84).979 Northern of Rossano, there are 

some stuccoes similar to those from Gerace in the abbey of S. Angelo in Chirico Raparo.980 

Finally, other examples from this production under the first Norman rule, are the panels 

from S. Maria in Terreti (end of the eleventh century) (figs. 5.85-5.88) which are decorated 

with birds and animals arranged symmetrically to a central stem (fig. 5.85) framed by pseudo-

Kufic inscriptions and recessed stars.981  

While the recessed stars can be found generally in Islamic art, and also in a window 

transenna from the baptistry of Santa Severina (Calabria), the organisation of the plaque with 

symmetric animals into roundels framed by a band with pseudo-script attest to the cross-cultural 

exchanges between Byzantine, Islamic and Western cultures. As noted by scholars, the best 

comparisons for the panels can be found in silk textiles produced by the Normans, whose 

workshops were composed of Byzantine artisans taken from Thebes in 1147 during a raid.982 

At the same time, roundels with animals disposed symmetrically against a stem is a design 

 
977 Di Gangi 1995. 
978 Lopetrone 2017, 81, 115, 180, 186, figs 161. In the Baptistry of Santa Severina a fragmentary window transenna 
was found with a similar star as the panels of S. Maria in Terreti, Lopetrone 2017, 81, 115, fig. 160. On the window 

transenna see also Orsi 1922; Loiacono 1934, 176 -179, fig. 7.   
979 Lipinsky 1963. 
980 Giuliani 1994; Bertelli 2018; Bertelli does not publish any pictures. I plan to visit the abbey soon to verify 

whether the state of the pieces.  
981 Orsi 1922; Lipinsky 1963; Scerrato 1979, 354-355; Barsanti 1989; Zinzi 2003; Caskey 2011. 
982 Monneret de Vuillard 1946; Barsanti 1989. Recently on silk industry in Palermo, Vernon 2019.  
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widespread in Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture, as well as the use of pseudo-Kufic scripts 

to frame panels and decorate liminal spaces.983  

The use of pseudo-Kufic scripts in Calabria is not the only case in Italy. They were used 

since the tenth century in wall paintings of Apulia, and they reappear in the twelfth-century 

sculpture in Abruzzo, and from that moment they would be used in Western art until the 

fifteenth century (e.g. in the David of Donatello).984 Even though the ornamentation used for 

the stuccoes of Terreti and Gerace shows a mixture of Byzantine and Islamic elements, the 

technique of using moulds extensively instead of free-hand carving is more common in Islamic 

stuccoes, while is almost absent in Byzantine ones.985 This is the reason why most scholars 

attribute the stuccoes from Calabria and Sicily to Muslim artisans.986 The use of pseudo-Kufic 

has been defined by Pedone and Cantone as an ‘object of transition’ and a ‘cross-cultural formal 

language’ in relation to the widespread use in Byzantium during the tenth and the eleventh 

centuries in every media, which confirms the close interactions with the Islamic civilisation 

during the Macedonian dynasty.987 The use of pseudo-Kufic on the panels of Terreti is 

emblematic of these continuous cross-cultural exchanges which in Calabria and Sicily were 

particularly encouraged by the political situation and the multicultural society composed of 

Greek-speaking and Arabic-speaking population which was joined by Normans since the end 

of the eleventh century. Scholars identified in these characteristics of the stucco production in 

Calabria the rising Norman visual culture and ideology which will find its most well-known 

apex in Palermo in the twelfth century.988  

 
983 Recently on the topic of the pseud-Kufic in Middle and Late Byzantine sculpture see Pedone, Cantone 2013; 

Melvani 2018b. 
984 Fontana 1999. 
985 Analysis on the similarities and differences of the panels of Terreti with Byzantine and Islamic practices were 

explored by Barsanti 1989; Di Gangi 1995; Di Gangi 2003; Caskey 2011. On the use of pseudo-Kufic in 

Byzantium, see the recent studies of Pedone, Cantone 2013; Melvani 2018b.  
986 Ragona 1960; Ragona 1968; Di Gangi 1995; Caskey 2011. 
987 Pedone, Cantone 2013, 132. 
988 Di Gangi 2003; Caskey 2011; Tabanelli 2019.  
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A design similar to Islamic textile patterns and to Middle Byzantine sculptures made 

with mouldings can be found in the panel in the church of S. Giuliano at Caltagirone in Sicily 

(1071) (fig. 5.89).989 Finally, an outstanding example is the stuccoes from the church of Santi 

Pietro e Paolo in Itàla, near Messina, a church founded for a Greek monastery by Count Roger 

in 1092. The documentation of the church prior to the restorations of the 1950s and the 

surviving fragments help in reconstructing the original decoration. The capitals of the nave 

were all made of stucco with battle scenes, and there was also a structure made of stucco from 

which there survive only a small capital an architrave (figs. 5.90-5.92).990 This structure may 

have been a templon or a funerary monument. The latter hypothesis seems appropriate for the 

battle scenes stamped through moulds on the surface. The rough figures display a narration 

which has been compared for its vivacity to the Bayeux tapestry, another Norman product, even 

though the rendering of the human figure in the stuccoes is clumsy.991 Caskey suggested that 

this can be explained by the use of Muslim artisans who were not used to carve human 

figures.992 The stucco reliefs narrate a war between westerners and Muslims; they appear to be 

one of the first manifestations of figural sculpture under the new Norman rule, and they show 

the immediate concern of the Normans to narrate the conquest.993 This is a tendency which will 

be developed roughly a century later and which finds its first manifestation in stucco before any 

other media.994  

Stucco production in Calabria and Sicily shows some iconographic connections with 

Byzantium, which were, not transmitted by Byzantine stucco but by textiles (e.g. Terreti). 

 
989 For the similarities with Middle Byzantine sculpture, see Barsanti 1989. For similarities with Islamic textiles, 

see Caskey 2011, 110, 113.  
990 Caskey does not specify whether stucco was a revetment or not. I believe that is was since stucco cannot support 

a structure in stone.  
991 Caskey 2011, 93-118.  
992 Caskey 2011, 105-106. 
993 This is clear from the armature of the knights as well by the presence of arms typical of Muslim fighters, and 

camels. Caskey 2011, p. 104,   
994 Caskey 2011, 93-118.  
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However, we can see a similar use of stucco for free-standing structures as in Cyprus (eleventh 

century) and later for Epiros (late thirteenth century). 

 While continuing our survey of stucco production in Italy, the most well-known stucco 

productions of twelfth-century Italy are the ambos and ciboria produced between the 1140s and 

1160s by a family workshop composed of a father, son and uncle: Roger, Robert and 

Nicodemus, known thanks to their signatures and the date they carved on their works. They 

worked in an area that is, today, in the region of Abruzzo (centre of Italy), on the Adriatic side 

of the peninsula, whose arts in this period, sculpture in particular, synthetized both Romanesque 

and Islamic elements and attested to contacts with the rest of the centre of Italy but also with 

Apulia.995   

The ambos and ciboria were made for the churches of S. Clemente in Guardia al 

Vomano, in the church of S. Maria in Valle Porclaneta in Rosciolo dei Marsi, the church of S. 

Maria del Lago in Moscufo and S. Clemente at Casauria and, probably, the church of S. 

Cristinziano in S. Martino sulla Marrucina (figs. 5.93-5.98).996 These works are micro-

architectures where the artisans carefully planned every part with skilful mastery of the 

material. Some parts are self-supporting plaques, while in structural parts, such as the stairs of 

ciboria and the columns, the stucco was mounted on a stone core. This precision and complete 

mastery of the material may be a sign of the specialisation of the workshop in micro-

architectures made of stucco.997 The workshop also used the same models which were arranged 

in different ways for each piece. They also used both mouldings and free-hand carving 

techniques.998 The sculptures of the workshop of Ruggero, Roberto and Nicodemo differ from 

the stucco production of Calabria and Sicily for their mastery and accuracy of the carving, 

 
995 Gandolfo 2002; Nenci 2006. 
996 Nenci 2006.  
997 Nenci 2006.  
998 Gandolfo 2002; Nenci 2006. 
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which cannot always be appreciated in the other reliefs. Indeed, in the cases from Calabria it is 

often possible to see the signs of the connections of the stamps on the surface. Some scholars 

suggested that the Abruzzese workshop was trained in different materials; this is suggested by 

the presence of identical decorative motifs on the wooden doors of Cugnoli (Abruzzo) and a 

possible identification of Roger with the homonym artisan author of the bronze doors of the 

mausoleum of Bohemond in Canosa, Apulia (beginning of the twelfth century).999 However, 

the latter hypothesis did not find any secure proof yet. There is also the possibility that the 

workshop was also trained in woodcarving; stucco workers in the Mediterranean used 

iconographies and patterns common also to other media, so it would not be surprising that the 

authors of the ciboria and ambos in Abruzzo were also able to carve wooden doors. One 

example of this dialogue between media is that both stucco and wooden production of Abruzzo 

saw an increasing use of pseudo-Kufic inscriptions and of vegetal motifs modulated on such 

inscriptions in the twelfth century, a phenomenon recorded in Apulia and in Western Southern 

Italy too.1000 The use of the trefoil arch is connected to an Islamic language, but here it appears 

to be put next to animals snagged into vegetal stems, a motif found in Italian illuminated 

manuscripts and in Romanesque sculpture.1001 Therefore, the workshop of Roger, Robert and 

Nicodemus is a witness of the heterogenous visual culture of the mid-twelfth century which 

shows the use of Islamic motifs possibly mediated by Apulia next to western manuscript 

illumination. The closest connections with artistic production from Apulia may have been 

 
999 Aceto 2001, 56-59. For a summary on the scholarship of the workshop of Roger, Roberto and Nicodemo, see 

Nenci 2006, 274-275.  
1000 Fontana 1999.   
1001 Some examples are the fol. 6v of Lectionary from the Curia Arcivescovile at Chieti, Abruzzo (second half of 

the eleventh century) and the fol. 8v of the homiliary of the Archivio Capitolare at Atri, Abruzzo (thirteenth 

century?), Curzi et al. 2012, 63-164, 167-168, fig. p. 93, 95 
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favoured by the Norman conquest of Abruzzo by Roger II, which started from the southern part 

of the region, at the border with Apulia.1002  

 When we look at the stucco production in Apulia the panorama is patchy and it seems 

that stucco production was definitively of less importance than sculpture in marble and stone, 

even though the few examples are of extreme interest.1003 They are the fragments of a possible 

ciborium from the chiesa matrice of S. Maria in Pietramontecorvino which were connected by 

Bertelli to a cultural milieu influenced by the stucco examples of Abruzzo (figs. 5.99-5.100).1004 

However, the evidence of the Norman conquest of Abruzzo through Apulia may show, in my 

opinion, that the examples from Pietramontecorvino must be at least the product of the same 

cultural milieu, if not the predecessors of the Abruzzo examples.  

Coming back to Sicily, but at the time of the established Norman rule under Roger II, 

we do not find liturgical furnishing made of stucco, but decorations which followed Islamic 

repertoires and were worked by Muslim artisans: two famous examples are the monumental 

Kufic inscription in the Zisa of Palermo, and a window transenna from the church of S. Maria 

dell’Ammiraglio (the Martorana), the church founded by George of Antioch and covered with 

Byzantine (or Byzantinising) mosaics, S. Giovanni degli Eremiti and others in the Museo 

Abbatellis in Palermo.1005 These examples find comparisons with contemporary stucco 

production from northern Africa rather than Byzantium or Medieval Europe.  

Finally, after the stuccoes of Civate, northern Italy does not show a consistent use of 

this material in the twelfth century; it is very sporadic. One example is the fragments of pillars 

decorated with basket-like patterns and interlaces from the abbey of S. Dalmazzo in Pedona, 

 
1002 Bologna 1986.  
1003 The evidence for stucco production is exiguous; however, it is also true that its study has been conducted so 

far only by Gioia Bertelli, a summary on her studies on Apulian stucco is in Bertelli 2018.  
1004 Bertelli 2018, 499; Bertelli, Di Spirito 2000.  
1005 Dell’Acqua 2003a, 75, 76 n. 520, 95, 145, pl. 41. A summary on the stucco production in Palermo under the 

Normans is in Romano 2018. 
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now in the parish church of Borgo San Dalmazzo (fig. 5.101).1006 In this abbey, stucco was used 

for the pavement in a technique which mixed plaster and mastic for creating lively effects (fig. 

5.102).1007 While in twelfth-century Northern Italy it is not possible to appreciate a continuous 

use of stucco for human figures and narrative scenes, this is not the case of the regions today in 

Germany and Switzerland. Here stucco was used for a three-dimensional statue of Charlemagne 

(1160-70) in the Ulrich kapelle in Müstair, and for monumental tombs and choirs where the 

images of Mary, Christ and the Apostles dominated (fig. 5.103).1008 However, such examples 

do not find any comparator in Byzantine stucco.  

 

When we compare the stucco production in the Italian peninsula and in Sicily with the 

one in Byzantium between the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the first, more evident aspect is, 

again, the absence of human figures in Byzantine stuccoes, while they proliferated in Italy. As 

noted above, the absence of human figures in Byzantine stuccoes does not mirror a 

contemporary trend in Byzantine sculpture, where panels with sacred figures and emperors 

continued to be carved. This bring us to the issue highlighted in several parts of this thesis 

which concerns the representativity of the surviving evidence for general consideration about 

stucco in Byzantium. I believe that it is possible that human figures continued to be carved in 

stucco; they just did not survive or are not known yet. 

An element which connects Italian and Byzantine production is the use of stucco to 

experiment new shapes. In Byzantium, this experimentation can be appreciated through rich 

 
1006 Micheletto, Uggè 2004, 222-225. 
1007 Micheletto, Uggè 2004, 225.  
1008 See the two apostles re-used in the altar of S. Remigo at Corzonesco Ticino (end of the eleventh -beginning of 

the twelfth century); the apostle in the sacristy of St. George in Castro Ticino; the monumental tomb in S. Cyriacus 

in Genrode, the three-dimensional Virgin with Child in the lunette under the Maiestas Domini in the cathedral of 

Erfurt (Turingen); the virgins in the cathedral of Hildesheim (1150-1186); the choir in the same cathedral of 

Hildesheim (end of the twelfth-beginning of the thirteenth century); the choir in Halberstadt. For a summary on 

stucco production in Germany, see Corgnati 2010, 133-181; For a recent contribution on these funerary 

monuments, see Fozi 2016.  
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compositions and through the use of an ornamental repertoire which is not exclusive of 

monumental sculpture but also involves ivory carving and metalworks. In Italy this 

experimentation seems to benefit from the relationship between painting and sculpture (Civate) 

or cross-cultural connections (Calabria and Sicily) which guided the directions of future 

developments in Romanesque sculpture in the first case, and the new cultural ideology under 

the Normans in the second.  

It is interesting to note also that the trefoil arch of the proskynetarion of Nerezi does not 

find comparisons with contemporary Byzantine sculpture. The choice of trefoil arch and some 

details of the carving of the peacock in the proskynetarion of Nerezi were interpreted by Grabar 

as Islamic elements.1009 However, while trilobe arches were widespread in Islamic architecture 

(e.g. the mosque of Córdoba), they also appeared in eleventh- and twelfth-century wall 

paintings of Macedonia, and manuscript illumination.1010 On the other side of the Adriatic Sea, 

trefoil arches were used by the workshop of Ruggero, Roberto and Nicodemo for their stucco 

ambos and ciboria. While there is no evidence of a direct contact between the Abruzzese 

workshop and the artisans in Nerezi, the use of trefoil arches on the Adriatic side of Italy 

complicates the issue of the contacts between Islam and Byzantium which may have happened 

independently or mediated by the Italian peninsula.  

Finally, a common element between stuccoes in Italy and Byzantium is technical: the 

majority of the pieces are all carved without the use of stamps. There is an exception which is 

the production in Calabria and Sicily, which has been connected for this reason to Muslim 

 
1009 Grabar 1976, 106. 
1010 Sinkevic already signalled the window of the White Tower at Skopje and the painted cross at the church of H. 

Nikolaos tou Kasnitzi a Kastoria (twelfth century), Sinkević 2000, 90. Other examples are the painter 

proskynetarion frame in the church of the H. Anargyroi in Kastoria (ca 1180) where the trefoil arch frame three 

figures, Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 113; the proskynetaria again in wall painting from the church of St. George at 

Kurbinovo (1190), Kalopissi-Verti 2006, 112-113, figs 8-9; and also the use of trefoil arches can be seen in the 

manuscript Gr. 33 on Mount Sinai, produced by a Constantinopolitan workshop, in the image of St Gregory of 

Nazianzos probably inside the Nea Ekklesia (twelfth century.), Weitzmann, Galavaris 1990, 140-153.   
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artisans; and the stuccoes from Abruzzo, where there is a skilful use of moulds and stamps 

which does not really find comparisons in twelfth century stucco production in the 

Mediterranean.  

 

Egypt 

The eleventh-century stucco production in Egypt does not bear the same tendency towards the 

figurative as recorded in Northern Italy and central Europe. However, in this period Egypt saw 

several innovations in stucco decoration which were both the product of deeper interaction with 

Syria and Anatolia, but also new solutions made by local artisans.1011  

The first element which scholars usually consider as an introduction from Persia (with 

the possible mediation of Syria) is muqarnas. The first known muqarnas in Egypt are made of 

stone and stucco and are all dated around the second half of the eleventh century.1012 Among 

those made of stucco we can see those found in the bath of Abu’l-Su’ud in Fustat (Cairo) which 

were painted with images of musicians, dancers and people drinking (fig. 5.104).1013 Another 

example of stucco muqarnas is in the mosque of al-Juyushi (1085) (fig. 5.106), built in the 

cemetery of Cairo; they are used as a cornice in the tower, so not for domes or niches.1014 In the 

interior of the same mosque, stucco is also used for cornices bearing Kufic inscriptions and for 

the mihrab (fig. 5.105). The mihrab is in the shape of a niche, as usual in Egyptian architecture, 

with vegetal motifs in the spandrels. However, here the vegetal scrolls appear to be more 

geometric than previous examples (e.g. the al-Hakim mosque) and it is filled with geometric 

 
1011 Bloom 2007, 51-87, in part. 85-87.  
1012 Bloom 1988. On the origin of muqarnas see also Creswell 1978, 252-253; Tabbaa 1985; Koliji 2012.  
1013 Bloom 1988; Abbas 2006.  
1014 Bloom 1988. The use of muqarnas in Egypt, and in particular in al-Juyushi mosque display the work of artisans 

who were able to mastery this technique very well and were conscious of its use. He does not think they were 

experimenting by giving a try. He connects the introduction of stucco muqarnas to the advancement which were 

already happening in Syria (congregational mosque of Aleppo) and the mosque in Ani in Turkey. 
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motifs.1015 It seems an evolution of the palmettes and fruits in style B and C of Samarra but 

made in a crisp carving. Egyptians artisans explored new solutions in stucco in the mihrab 

commissioned by the vizier al-Afdal in the mosque of Ibn-Tulun (Cairo) and dated to 1094 (fig. 

5.107).1016 The general structure of the mihrab is similar to the one in al-Juyushi: a pointed arch 

on colonnettes and spandrels. However, in Ibn Tulun the mihrab is not a real niche, but only an 

illusion, since the stucco is applied on the flat surface of a pier; Bloom noted that flat mihrab 

were not common in Egypt in eleventh and twelfth centuries, while they were in Iran.1017 

Another aspect which connects this mihrab with Iran is the use of the Y-fret motif to decorate 

the spandrels, which cannot be found in Egypt before this date. These elements and some aspect 

of the inscription led Bloom to identify here an attempt to introduce some new elements from 

Iran, probably mediated by Syria.1018 I believe that there is possibly another element which 

makes this mihrab noteworthy. The arch of the mihrab is marked by a protruding openwork 

basket-like motif. The use of protruding openwork interlaced ribbons is widespread in 

Byzantine proskynetaria (both made of marble and stucco) from the eleventh to the thirteenth 

centuries.1019 Moreover, if we look at the Umayyad stuccoes from Syria, we will find the use 

of openwork protruding patterns to mark arches (fig. 5.4). In Egypt, and in particular in stucco 

decoration, this element does not seem to me very common. It may be hypothesized then, that 

this similar use of the pattern to underline arches can be the result of interaction through Syria 

or a direct contact with Byzantium.1020  

 
1015 Bloom 2007, 131-134. 
1016 Creswell 1952, 220-222; pl. 116; Bloom 2007, 136-139.  
1017 Bloom 2007, 136-139. Previously on the mihrab Creswell 1978, 221-222. 
1018 Bloom 2007, 134.  
1019 For example, the proskynetaria now in the Church of the Virgin in the monastery of Hosios Loukas (twelfth 

century), the proskynetaria in the Zoodochos Pege at Samarina (twelfth century and those in the Mitropolis of 

Mystras (twelfth century) and the stucco proskynetarion in the Peribleptos of Mystras (second half of the fourteenth 

century).  
1020 The use of openwork bosses can also be found in thirteenth century architectural sculpture of Seljuk Anatolia, 

such as in the Karatay madrasa in Konya (1252), while an arch marked by an interlaced motifs moduled on the 

Sjuk dragon is on a gate of the citadel of Aleppo (thirteenth century), Ettinghause et al. 2001, fig. 375, 387. 
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 In the twelfth century, stucco, as well as stone carving, saw the widespread use of 

muqarnas but also the creation of ‘ribbed’ niches. These are niches which resemble shells but 

with alternated semi-circular and triangular flutes. One of the first occurrences in stucco is the 

mihrabs in the Mashad of Umm Kulthum (1122) (fig. 5.108).1021 The lower conch of the niche 

is covered with a continuous pattern of interlaced ribbons forming stars. Both the lower edge 

of the conch and the arch of the niche are marked by a band with a half-palmette scroll. The 

upper part of the wall is marked by a series of pointed arches which are followed by a 

continuous display of interlaced bands filled by geometrical and vegetal motifs. The structure 

of this mihrab (fluted niche, pointed arch and continuous patterns on both the conch and the 

upper part) will be used also in thirteenth-century stuccoes.1022  

A similar but more complicated and sophisticated example is the main mihrab in the 

mausoleum of Sayyida Ruqayya (1133) (fig. 5.109): here, the arch is marked by a series of 

pointed-arched niches which recall muqarnas; the upper part is now worked following the 

convention of Egyptian stucco which consist of an epigraphic band and by spandrels with 

vegetal motifs.1023 The carving is sharp as in al-Juyushi and previous examples. The renovation 

works undertaken by caliph al-Hafiz (1149-1154) in the mosque of al-Azhar (Cairo) included 

a considerable amount of stucco decoration.1024 The upper zone of the maqsura is completely 

covered with carved plaster (fig. 5.110). In particular, the stucco in the dome is compressed 

into a pattern of polylobed arches carved with vegetal and geometric motifs. The area of the 

spandrels is decorated with inscriptions, but the spandrels now show some vegetal scrolls 

 
1021 Creswell 1978, 239-241; Williams 1983, 41; Bloom 2007, 139, fig. 104. 
1022 See mausoleum of Abbasid caliphs in next paragraph.  
1023 Creswell 1952, 247-253, pl.87b, 119-120; Williams 1983, 44-50; Bloom 2007, 146-149.  
1024 Creswell 1952, 254-257, pl. 90-91; Bloom 2007, 149-152.  
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composed of concentric circles surrounding palmettes and pinecones. Finally, in the maqsura 

there is the first occurrence in Egyptian art of stucco window transennae with coloured glass.1025  

 

Al-Andalus 

During the eleventh and the twelfth centuries there were several political changes in al-Andalus. 

The eleventh century is the century which saw the civil war of 1010-1013 and the formation of 

regional kingdoms usually called Taifa kingdoms.1026 The Córdoba-centred art which 

dominated the Umayyad period encountered a re-interpretation under the new kingdoms and it 

was nurtured by the interaction with the Fatimids of Egypt and the rest of the Mediterranean.1027 

Stucco decoration appears to follow this path of both re-interpretation of Córdoban art and 

innovation. One case is the palace of the Alcazaba in Malaga. Here, stucco continued to be used 

to decorate arches, as in Córdoba and Madinat al-Zahra, but the style of the carving became 

more geometric and the vegetal patterns became more stylised (fig. 5.111). The design of the 

interlaced polylobed arches continued to be used until the Almohad period, where it was 

reduced to the essential, sometimes through the elimination of the carvings (fig. 5.112). 

The use of stucco in Zaragoza, in particular in the palace of Aljaferìa and its mosque, is 

more spectacular (figs. 5.113-5.115).1028 The intersecting polylobed arches of the courtyard are 

not directly filled with vegetal motifs but with architectural ones: small columns sustain 

fantastic arabesques. The small zones created by the intersecting arches and arabesques is then 

filled with vegetal motifs (fig. 5.114). The mosque shows a similar way in dividing the stucco 

decoration by means of thick bands of intersecting ‘arches’ which were filled with vegetal 

 
1025 Creswell 1952, 256; Bloom 2007, 149-150. 
1026 Viguera Molins 2011, 21-39.  
1027 Robinson identified two tendencies of Taifa art: one to dialogue between kingdoms and another to diplomatic 

with outside the Iberian Peninsula, Robinson 1992. 
1028 Ewert 1978, 166; Ewert 1980, 242; Robinson 1992, 56-61.  
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motifs. It is possible also that the stuccoes from the palace of Zaragoza had figurative panels. 

This is suggested by a relatively close palace in Balaguer, the so-called Alcazaba, built between 

1070 and 1080.1029 Here, several figurative stuccoes were found, among them a harpy (figs. 

5.116-5.119).1030 The way in which the style and technique of the carving for decoration is 

carried out suggests that the artisans active in the two palaces belonged to the same cultural 

milieu.1031   

 During the twelfth century until the third decade of the thirteenth century, the art of 

Islamic Spain strengthened its ties with Morocco and the Maghreb. This already ongoing 

process was consolidated by the Almoravid and later by the Almohad rule which had its 

political centre in Marrakesh. Regarding stucco, there is not much which survived until today. 

It is possible that the mosque built at Seville, the new centre of Almohad rule in Spain, had 

stucco decoration but it did not survive. What remains from the twelfth century is the so-called 

Patio del Yeso in the Alcazar of Seville. (fig. 5.120). Here the motif of the intersected arches 

creates a monumental openwork. A similar design made of plaster can also be found on the 

minaret of the mosque of Seville (so-called Giralda) (fig. 5.121). 

Such spectacular use of stucco would not find its way into Byzantine art. While we 

cannot exclude the possibility that that aristocrats may have had their houses decorated in an 

Islamic style, the material evidence seems to suggest that Islamic stucco did not have an impact 

in Byzantine stucco and marble production.1032  

 

 
1029 Giralt Balagueró 1985; Robinson 1992, 59-60; Cabañero Subiza 2011. 
1030 Cabañero Subiza 2011, 551 fig. 16. 
1031 This is also suggested by the family relationship between the rulers of Zaragoza and the one in Balaguer, see 

Robinson 1992, 59-60; Cabañero Subiza 2011.  
1032 The question of Islamic-style buildings in Constantinople and in the Byzantine empire will be addressed in the 

conclusions of this chapter.  
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Syria and Anatolia 

From around the mid eleventh century, both Syria and Anatolia gradually fell under the rule of 

the Seljuks and were politically connected again to Central Asia. One use of stucco was surely 

the creation of domes and semi-domes with muqarnas, as in the Maristan founded by Nur al-

Din (1154), a local governor on behalf of the Seljuks. Here, the muqarnas are used next to a re-

used classical pediment (fig. 5.122).1033 The re-use of Late Antique and ancient sculpture is a 

well-known phenomenon which can explain the small presence of stucco for this period in both 

Syria and Anatolia. In relation to the local availability of sculpture, it is also important to stress 

the strong stone carving tradition in these regions which scholars saw as the cause for the scarce 

use of stucco.1034 Motifs coming from the stucco tradition of Iran and Iraq were carved in stone 

and reinterpreted in the light of monumental stone carving.1035 However, it is possible that the 

first phase of the Kiosk at Konya built by the sultan Kılıç Arslan II (1156-1192) had stucco 

decorations, at least muqarnas. This is suggested by the use of stucco muqarnas in Damascus 

roughly at the same time, and maybe by the Byzantine writer, Nicholas Mesarites, who 

mentioned a pavilion called Mochroutas in the Great Palace of Constantinople ‘made by a 

Persian hand’.1036 Scholars have suggested several possible reconstructions of this pavilion, but 

all agree that the ceiling described must have been covered by muqarnas. The majority believes 

that the Mochroutas was a Seljuk-style pavilion similar to the one in Konya, since the 

description of the ‘cruciform’ tiles of the monumental staircase to access the space points in 

this direction.1037 Recently, Johns suggested that the muqarnas ceiling was probably a wooden 

 
1033 Raby 2004, 299-301; Allen 1986.  
1034 Crane 1994; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 241-243.  
1035 Korobeinikov 2014, 81-110. 
1036 Angold 2017, § 27, 69; Mango 1972, 228-229.  
1037 On the Mochroutas, see Ebersolt 1910, 49–150; Janin 1964, 122; Guilland 1969, 159; Magdalino 1978; Hunt 

1984, 141–142; Brand 1989, 19-20; Redford 1993, 219; Asutay-Effenberger 2004; Walker 2010; Redford 2012; 

Redford 2013.  
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one, very similar to the one in the Cappella Palatina in Palermo.1038 While arguments in favour 

of either a Seljuk or a Sicilian aspect of the muqarnas ceiling seem to me based on valid 

arguments, the text of Mesarites does not help in understanding the original material of the 

ceiling. 

  

The evidence for the use of stucco in Fatimid Egypt, Islamic Spain, Syria and Anatolia 

shows that in these territories stucco was widespread in architecture and it covered large 

surfaces. Secular art, mainly represented by the examples in al-Andalus, shows that figurative 

stucco was common and that it was worked following the same stylistic trends as ivory and 

woodcarving.1039 From the eleventh century muqarnas became widespread generally in Islamic 

art and they were made in stucco as well as in wood or stone. How does this incredibly rich 

production relate to Byzantium? It is very difficult to see common patterns through stucco. We 

know that ivories and portable objects were used as diplomatic gifts between the Abbasid, the 

Ummayads of al-Andalus, the Fatimids of Egypt and the Byzantine emperors;1040 however, 

stucco did not seem to be a receptive material for such interactions. As we just saw, we know 

from written sources that the emperor Theophilos and later Manuel I had two palaces made 

following Abbasid and possibly Seljuk styles. In the twelfth century the historian John 

Kinnamos (before 1143-after 1185) described the suburban house of Alexios Axouch, 

protostator under Manuel I, in 1167 as decorated with scenes from the military campaign of 

the Seljuqs sultan Kilidj Arslān II.1041 Later in the thirteenth century the metropolitan of 

Naupaktos, John Apokaukos, described the ‘Persian’ soufa built by Constantine Komnenos 

 
1038 Johns 2016.  
1039 Holod 1992; Cabañero Subiza 2011, in part. 545-547, 550-551. 
1040 Grabar 1997; Hoffmann 2001. On the circulation of people see also Necipoğlu 2013. 
1041 Magdalino 1978; Hunt 1984.  
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Doukas Angelos of Epiros.1042 While the authors of these descriptions used the connotation 

‘Persian’ as pejorative to denigrate the people who were using them (Alexios Axouch, John the 

Fat, Constantine Komnenos Doukas Angelos),1043 it has been demonstrated that this does not 

mean that there were not any Islamic-style buildings in Byzantium.1044 From these descriptions 

we do not know whether stucco was used in such palaces, but surely Islamic art was probably 

experienced by the upper strata of Byzantine society through not only movable objects.1045 Due 

to ubiquitous presence of stucco in the architecture of different Islamic regions, it is possible 

that it may have been reproduced in Byzantium too, though today we have lost its traces.     

 

5.4 Late Byzantine stuccoes and its comparators (thirteenth-fifteenth centuries). 

Byzantium 

Stucco continued to be used in Byzantium and in territories artistically linked to it (Serbia), 

during the Late Byzantine period. However, as we have seen in chapters 1 and 3, between the 

thirteenth and the fifteenth centuries the use of mortar-based proskynetaria frames (Type B) 

became widespread, while we saw also the production of free-standing liturgical furnishings in 

Epiros, and possibly a Type A proskynetarion frame in Mystras.1046 This varied production 

required also workshops differently-trained. In terms of decoration, as we saw, stuccoes showed 

schemes and designs which looked towards marble and stone sculpture.  

 
1042 Magdalino 1978, 106; Lambropoulos 1988; Riccardi 2015, 253-256. 
1043 On the meaning of ‘Persian’ in Nikolas Mesarites, Magdalino 1978, 106; Walker 2010, 96 n. 9; Shukurov 

2012, 277, 290; Shukurov 2016, 11-64; in the writings of John Apokaukos, see Riccardi 2015, 108-109. 
1044 Though the reasons behind the construction of Islamic-style architectures by Byzantine emperors was also 

dictated by a rhetoric of power and diplomatic relationship, see Keshani 2004; Walker 2010; Walker 2011; Redford 

2013.     
1045 On the transmissions of ideas about architecture through movable objects, Redford 2012.  
1046 There is potentially another case to add to Mystras: the proskynetaria frames of the church of the Holy Trinity 

at Sopoćani (Serbia). The frames are today lost but some drawings survive, see Korać 1974, in part. Fig. 6, see 

also Appendix B in this thesis. 
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 For the period corresponding to the Late Byzantine period (thirteenth to fifteenth 

centuries), any comparison of Byzantine stucco with the rest of the Mediterranean is almost 

impossible. This is caused by the different range of decorations made with this material. For 

this reason, the survey on the comparators will not be carried out as in the previous pages, but 

only the major features useful to the comparison will be pinpointed together with the most 

striking differences.  

 

Italy 

From the thirteenth century onwards, the use of stucco in Italy dropped dramatically. The 

census made by Nenci shows only few examples,1047 though they are meaningful for both their 

monumental scale and for their innovative aspects. The surviving material evidence is mainly 

composed of high reliefs with images of saints, funerary monuments and lunettes with half-

busts of saints or narrative scenes.  

 The production in southern Italy, in the region of Amalfi, while formally different from 

the Byzantine production, offers several insights into workshop practices, patrons and the 

aesthetic perception of stucco, which can be fruitfully compared with Byzantine works. The 

Amalfi-area stuccoes were studied in depth recently by Caskey, who noted that they are the 

first witnesses to the Gothic style in Southern Italy, since the artisans who worked them were 

informed about recent developments in marble sculpture and painting both in Italy (Tino di 

Camaino, Giotto and Pietro Cavallini) and France through the Angevin court in Naples (figs. 

5.123-5.126).1048 Particularly remarkable are the funerary monuments of a series of aristocrats 

 
1047 The use of stucco in Italy after the end of the twelfth century has not been fully investigated. The only attempt 

to make a survey is the one of Nenci which was not developed further, Nenci 2006, 269-271.   
1048 This is visible in the lunette of the sacristy of S. Filippo Neri in Pontone (mid-fourteenth century), and in the 

image of Saint Catherine of Alexandria in the sacristy of S. Giovanni del Toro, Ravello (mid-fourteenth century), 

see Caskey 2004, 190-242; Caskey 2008, 117-118, fig. 5.  
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dated between the fourteenth and the beginning of the fifteenth centuries. They are the funerary 

monuments of Bartolomeo Franconi (1401) in S. Pietro in Teggiano (fig. 5.124), and of 

Marinella Rufolo Coppola (1332) in the cathedral of Scala (fig. 5.123).1049 Here stucco was 

modelled in Gothic shapes creating an incredible synthesis of painting, sculpture and 

architecture.1050 The elaborate canopy tomb of Marinella Rufolo is also the first attested 

example of a Gothic canopy for a funerary monument for the Amalfi area: stucco was, again, 

the material for introducing new trends.1051 For Amalfitan society, stucco was not selected 

simply because it was inexpensive: the same families could and did afford mosaic and marble 

pulpits. The Spina family commissioned the pulpit made of marble and mosaic for the SS 

Annunziata in Minuto (ca 1330). The D’Afflitto family sponsored a pulpit in stucco in the 

church of S. Stefania in Pontone and in S. Maria della Lama, as well as the pulpit in S. Eustachio 

at Pontone made of marble and mosaics.1052 

Finally, stucco in the Amalfi and Salerno areas was also used for decorative vault ribs, 

which did not have any load-bearing or structural purpose, being a revetment which divided the 

compartments of the vault’s surface.1053 There were two types of decorative ribs (squared and 

round), which in the house of Rufolo in Ravello were used to distinguish different rooms, a use 

 
1049 Other stuccoes can be found in in the cathedral of S. Maria Maggiore in Pavia, now at the Musei Civici in 

Castello Sforzesco, Peroni 1975, 37-38; in the abbey of the Agostinians at Vasto (Tuscany) where stucco was used 

for corbels Calò Mariani 1995, 534-535; in the monumental relief with Christ and two saints which decorated the 

tower of the ‘Colombaione’ at Badia at Settimo (Tuscany) (fig. 137-138), before being destroyed in 1944, Cervini 

1999. 
1050 Other funerary monuments made of stucco in the area but which require further analysis are the tomb of 

Giacomo Capograsso in the duomo of Salerno (1340), the tomb of the bishop Martonio (1350-70) in the cathedral 
of Casertavecchia (fig. 5.125), see Chinappi 2018; the tomb of Bartolomeo Franconi (1401) in the church of S. 

Pietro at Teggiano; the funerary monument of Antonio Sirraca bishop of Acerno (1436) in the atrium of the duomo 

of Salerno, Campania, 2012, 509.   
1051 Caskey 2008, 113-114, 120-122.  
1052 The use of stucco by these merchant families is even more remarkable if we think that they put their emblems 

on both stucco and marble pulpits, Caskey 2004, pp. 190-242; Caskey 2008; Marchionibus 2009.   
1053 Caskey 2008, 114-117.  
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that anticipates trends of the heyday of French Gothic under the Angevins in Naples (fig. 

5.127).1054  

It is difficult to compare the use of stucco in Italy and Byzantium in this period, because 

artisans followed iconographic and stylistic conventions which were very different. While Late 

Byzantine sculpture in territories under Latin rule showed the assimilation of Romanesque and 

Gothic elements (e.g. Euboea, Athens, Peloponnese),1055 these trends were not visible in stucco 

production. The proskynetarion frame from Mystras did not incorporate any Latin element, 

whilst it reproduced Middle Byzantine designs; the liturgical furnishings from Epiros possibly 

showed more connections with Serbia than with Italy directly, as we saw in chapter 1. The 

creation of decorative ribs in Southern Italy does not find direct comparison with Byzantine 

examples; indeed, when vault ribs appear, they have a structural function, such as those in the 

church of the Theotokos in Oxylithos (Euboea) where the cross-vault has real ribs in porous 

limestone which were covered and decorated by means of wall paintings (fig. 5.128). Maybe, 

a similar attitude to the Italian decorative ribs can be seen in the cordons made of stucco at the 

corner of the piers in Serbian buildings, such as those in the monastery of Resava.1056 

Finally, the stucco production from Amalfi shows a range of patrons which belonged to 

the local aristocracy, which was active enough to hire artisans familiar with the latest artistic 

trends; however, the ruling family, the Angevins of Naples, never used stucco. In Epiros and in 

Morea, where we have groups of local aristocrats too, we find that stucco was not only used by 

them but also by rulers.1057 In both cases, we see that stucco was highly valued by these 

Medieval societies, even though marble was generically considered to be more appropriate for 

 
1054 Caskey 2008, 116-117.  
1055 Grabar 1976, 21-23; Melvani 2013, 112-113, 117-122. The question of the sculptures of the Paregotirissa of 

Arta is still open, and for this reason I will not include it here. On the topic of cultural memory and the transmission 

and assimilation of architectural forms, see Grossman 2012. On  
1056 Simić et al. 2011, 54, 82, figs. 40-42.  
1057 See chapter 3.4. 
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the representation of rulers. While in Byzantium this statement fits perfectly with Palaiologan 

patronage in Constantinople, Mystras and Arta provides us with some exceptions (Peribleptos 

church and Kato Panagia), which show a more dynamic and varied aesthetic.  

 

Anatolia 

When we compare the stucco production of thirteenth, fourteenth, and the fifteenth centuries 

from Anatolia, Egypt and Islamic Spain with that from Greece and the Dodecannese islands we 

do not find too many elements in common. Stucco was used to cover whole interior surfaces 

(figs. 5.129-5.130), and it followed design which do not find comparison with Byzantine stucco 

(figs. 5.131-5.132).  

However, it is important to see how stucco was used in Seljuk palaces in Anatolia to 

compare it with Byzantine ones, because, as we have seen, there were occasionally buildings 

made in ‘Persian’(that is probably Seljuk) style built for rulers and for the aristocracy since the 

Middle Byzantine period. 

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, Anatolia was under the rule of the Seljuks of 

Rum and gradually came under the Mongols (Ilkhanids).1058 In general, it seems that stone was 

preferred to stucco, following traditions of stone-carving rooted in these territories since the 

Roman period. Stucco appeared to be more widespread in the areas under Seljuk control which 

today are between the states of Iran, Afghanistan and Turkmenistan,1059 where stucco was used 

to create monumental figures, such as those of princes, which are now in museums, among 

them, the Metropolitan Museum of New York and the Staatliche Museum of Berlin, which have 

 
1058 On the architecture of the last Seljuk period and the Mongol domination, see Blessing 2014. 
1059 Öney 1980, pp. 173-174; Crane 1994; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 215-243; Ölçer 2005, 110. These scholars 

interpreted the use to decorate facades with monumental sculpture as a result of the interaction between the local 

tradition in stone carving and decorative patterns in stuccoworks from Iran and Afghanistan. 
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been recently attributed to Western Iran (fig. 5.133).1060 There are not any comparable examples 

from Anatolia. What remains of the use of stucco in Anatolia are some mihrabs in mosques, 

such as the fragmentary mihrabs from the Ulu Cami in old Matalaya (1247) and the Eşhrefoğlu 

Suleyman Bey Hamam in Beyşehir (end of the thirteenth century);1061 the intact stucco mihrab 

friezes in the Sahib-ata Khanigah Madrasa at Konya (1279-80);1062 and finally the stucco friezes 

framing the faience mosaic mihrab in the Arslanhane mosque (1289) in Ankara.1063 

Finally, the most interesting evidence comes from secular architecture: the stuccoes 

dated to the renovation of the pavilion of the Alaeddin Palace in Konya by Kay Qubad I (second 

quarter of the thirteenth century) (fig. 5.135),1064 and the Kubadabad Palace near Lake Beyşehir 

(ca 1236) (fig. 5.134). The stuccoes from these palaces are moulded cornices and arches which 

were used for decorating walls next to tiles, opus sectile pavements, marble and stone 

sculptures.1065 The cornices show images of animals, fantastic animals and in one case two 

horsemen killing a lion and a dragon in a typical Seljuk formula.1066 This shows the continuous 

use of figural sculpture in Seljuk secular buildings of Anatolia, which, however differed from 

a widespread general trend in Seljuk and Ilkhanid territories, where we saw an increase use of 

stucco for creating human figures in high reliefs which will eventually arrive at its highest peak 

in the fourteenth century.1067 This trend was also adopted by Christian communities, especially 

 
1060 Heidemann et al. 2014; Rugiadi 2016, 40-47, cat. no. 1a-j.   
1061 Öney 1980, 173. 
1062 Öney 1980, 174. 
1063 Otto-Dorn 1956; Öney 1980, 174. 
1064 Otto-Dorn 1969, 475-479; Öney 1980, 173; Redford 1993, 221, 223, n. 19; Ettinghausen et al. 2001, 256-257; 

Roxburgh (ed.) 2005, 392, no. 58; Canby et al. 2016, 81-87; Blessing 2014, 29.  
1065 Otto-Dorn 1969, 477-79; Redford 1993; Roxburgh (ed.) 2005, 392, no. 58. 
1066 This iconography shows the intersection and the mixing of cultures of Anatolia in this period, since the 

horseman slaughtering the dragon can be a reference to St. George but also the dragon symbolises the moon and 

the lion the sun for Seljuk culture, Ölçer 2005, 112-113. The same of ‘Seljuk’ dragon can be found in wall paintings 

of Cappadocia of the thirteenth century, see Jolivet-Levy 2008; on the artistic relationship between Christian 

Orthodox of Cappadocia and Seljuk, see Uyar 2015.  
1067 Rugiadi 2016, 40-47. 
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in the area of Mosul, where churches record the use of large figurative panels made of stucco 

worked in a style similar to the Iranian examples (figs. 5.136-5.138).1068 

 The absence of large human figures from the palaces of Konya and the restricted use of 

stucco to only cornices and friezes, as happened in Byzantine buildings, makes Konya as a sort 

of middle point between Byzantium and Iran. Stuccoes from Konya were worked using moulds 

and stamps,1069 a technique not common in Byzantine stuccoes, with the exception of Epiros. 

When we compare the ornamental patterns and the style of carvings of the latter, it seems there 

are not comparisons with Seljuk and Ilkhanid stuccoes. In this period, Byzantine stucco did not 

mirror the increasing political and economic contacts with the Seljuks of Anatolia, which were 

nonetheless visible in other aspects of Byzantine life.1070  

 

5.5 Conclusions 

Looking at Middle and Late Byzantine stucco in comparison with the rest of the Mediterranean 

may leave us a bit disappointed. Stucco does not appear to be the preferred medium to testify 

the continuous exchanges Byzantium had with the different cultures overlooking the 

Mediterranean. This statement is generical and does not pretend to include every manifestation 

of stucco produced in the Middle Ages in Byzantium. Indeed, the Late Byzantine stuccoes 

produced in Epiros probably suggest connections and exchanges with the Balkans and Serbia 

in particular.1071  

 
1068 This is the case of the Syriac monastery church of Mar Benham near Qaraqosh (Iraq) (half of the thirteenth 

century) where, on one panel, there is the representation of a seated figure and, in another, there is a rider on a 
horse and an angel. The images made in stucco are those of Saint Benham and his sister Sarah, see Snelders, Jeudy 

2006 in part. 130-135, pl. 18-19. The images were highly damaged in 2015 by ISIS occupants who also blown up 

the funerary monument of Saint Behnam, Lafleur 2017.  
1069 Roxburgh (ed.) 2005, 392, no. 58. 
1070 On the political, economic, and cultural contacts between Seljuks and Byzantium, see in particular Brand 1989; 

Necipoğlu 2009; Redford 2012; Necipoğlu 2013; Korobeinikov 2014; Uyar 2015; Shukurov 2016.  
1071 See in particular chapter 1.11, 1.13.  
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In Byzantine architecture, there is no evidence for extended surfaces covered with 

stucco, whilst this is clearly the case for Italy and Islam. The role of stucco in Byzantium seems 

to be restricted to frames, free-standing liturgical furnishings and cornices. In a way, it 

perpetuates, even if with some innovations (templa, proskynetaria), the conventions of Roman 

architecture. This is probably the main difference with stuccoes produced in the rest of the 

Mediterranean, and its main feature.  

Regarding iconography, in stucco production it is also more difficult to detect patterns 

directly imported from other cultures which go beyond the general trends recorded in marble 

sculpture. That is to say that stucco does not seem to be a privileged material for exploring the 

interaction of Byzantium with the different cultures of the Mediterranean.1072 One would expect 

the high mobility of stucco-artisans in the Mediterranean due to the relatively easy transport of 

the material, as happened, for example, in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Spain with the so-

called Mudejar style,1073 but unfortunately this cannot be demonstrated for Byzantium. These 

are, however, considerations which resulted from an unfair comparison. Indeed, all the 

Byzantine stuccoes analysed come from religious contexts, therefore they are not representative 

of the entire stucco production in Byzantium. In the realm of secular architecture, we already 

mentioned known cases of importation of foreign artisans to make buildings in a ‘foreign’ 

style.1074 The first is the palace of Bryas built by the emperor Theophilos in the manner of 

Abbasid palaces of Baghdad.1075 Here it is not the place to discuss the political meaning of this 

palace, because the main focus of this chapter is to evaluate to what extent Byzantine stucco 

interacted with the rest of the Mediterranean. We cannot exclude, but neither prove it that in 

 
1072 Textiles, ivory and metal working are a more fertile ground to see these exchanges.  
1073 On Mudejar style, see Robinson 2011.  
1074 See above. For a discussion of the inclusion of ‘foreign’ elements in the representation of the Byzantine 

emperor, see the volume of Walker 2011.  
1075 The palace is mentioned by the Continuator of Theophanes, Mango 1972, 120. On the palace of Bryas, see 

Grabar 1957, 169-172; Ricci 1998; Keshani 2004; Brubaker, Haldon 2015, 421-422.  
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the Bryas palace stucco was used next to marble, as in the Abbasid palace of Samarra (usually 

taken as a point of reference for the lost palace of Baghdad). Even though we do not know 

whether the Bryas palace had stucco inside, it is important not to exclude a priori that there it 

was missing. Indeed, as we saw in the first chapter of this thesis, Byzantines appreciated stucco 

for the elaborate shapes artisans were able to create with it and for its brilliant colours. Its 

materiality was not their concern, and they were rarely explicit to say that something was made 

of stucco.1076 In any case, there is no surviving evidence for the spread of Abbasid style stucco 

in Byzantium in the subsequent period. The same can be said for the impact of the so-called 

Mochroutas palace which has been identified by some scholars with the Manuelites, the palace 

built by the emperor Manuel I Komnenos (1143-1180).1077 Whether we need to imagine the 

muqarnas ceiling as made of wood or stucco, what is clear is that there are not any other known 

mentions nor material evidence for muqarnas in Byzantium. This is not to say that Byzantium 

was impermeable to any other culture, because it is well known that it was indeed permeable. 

However, when we deal with stucco these intersections cannot be easily identified. Indeed, all 

the known examples do not show an extensive use of stamps, which were generously used by 

Seljuk, Andalusian and Northern African artisans.1078 Regarding stucco production in Greece 

and islands under Latin rule, we may expect to see some Western influence in the sculpture in 

plaster, as, for example, happens in Peloponnese with sculpture in porous limestone, but this 

seems only to involve some painted iconographic motifs, such as the grotesque lionheads 

transposing the motif in painting.1079  

 
1076 See chapter 1. 16 and 4.4.  
1077 See footnotes 1003-1004 on this topic.   
1078 This can be seen, for example, in the stuccoes from Calabria and Sicily (figs. 5.74-5.92), in the stuccoes from 

Konya figs. 5.134-5.135), and in the Alhambra (fig. 5.130).  
1079 An exception may be the use of ‘grotesque’ lionhead for capitals in proskynetaria Type B in Longanikos, 

Naxos and Ljubostinja.  
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 Nevertheless, the similar layout in the decoration of Fatimid mihrab and Middle and 

Late Byzantine proskynetaria should be explored more in depth in the future to see whether 

such solutions are resulting from the use of the same source of whether they are the fruit of the 

interactions between Byzantium and Egypt.  

 One aspect which can be recorded across the Mediterranean is the general ability of 

stucco-artisans to move across different media: painting, sculpture, wooden and ivory carving. 

Their rich decorative repertoire and close similarities between the quality of the carvings of 

stucco, ivory and wood suggests that stucco artisans were trained in multi-media workshops in 

Islam, Italy and Byzantium.  

 Finally, the aim of this chapter was to identify the specific aspects of Byzantine stucco 

in relation to the range of stucco production in the regions and political entities geographical, 

politically and economically connected with Byzantine territories. I believe that this aim was 

met and that it is clear that Byzantines used stucco according to architectural conventions which 

gave stucco the same space as marble and stone, which in the rest of the Mediterranean varied. 

In Byzantine architecture, it seems that there was never the will to use stucco to cover entire 

walls or ceilings as in Islamic and Romanesque buildings; this role was simply reserved for 

paintings and mosaics. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

This thesis demonstrated that stucco continued to be used as architectural decoration in 

Byzantine buildings much later than the seventh century. It brought together the results of 

disparate studies, together with new material and textual evidence in order to begin writing a 

more coherent and systematic narrative for the history of Byzantine stucco between the middle 

of the ninth and the fifteenth century. This narrative is not always homogenous and does not 

provide absolute generalisations for the study of this material. This is caused by the availability 

of the surviving archaeological evidence on isolated monuments and few groups of buildings 

connected by geographical location and chronology. Unfortunately, chance survival of both 

structures and their original decorative schemes, and the absence of widespread detailed 

knowledge about stucco in the general scholarship continue to be a hinderance. Therefore, this 

study is the product of a series of snapshots where micro-regional contexts which were analysed 

in their specificity first, providing micro-histories which then allowed for the observation of 

general trends. Thus, the future discovery of further archaeological evidence and the consequent 

enlargement of this corpus, may change some of the general observations made here.  

However, what this thesis stressed from the beginning is the need for a rigorous 

methodology in studying stucco which starts with the systematic cataloguing activity 

undertaken here. This activity is, nevertheless, interpretative, but essential in order to establish 

a dialogue between stucco decorations and the other materials used for decorating Byzantine 

architecture. This process is to provide stucco with a contextual framework. The components 

of that framework are threefold: the single building, the broader context of Byzantine art, and 

the stucco production in the Mediterranean. It is the interaction between micro and macro 

contexts which is the core for understanding stucco in Byzantine architecture.  
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Before this study, the knowledge about Byzantine stucco between the ninth and the 

fifteenth centuries consisted of isolated works concerned with specific studies.1080 Basically, 

there was not an overview of long-term phenomena and intra-regional patterns. In terms of 

long-term phenomena, it was not clear how much the use of stucco in the Middle and Late 

Byzantine period was indebted with the Early Byzantine and Late Antique period.1081 This 

research provided material for understanding patterns of continuity which can be identified with 

the types of architectural decorations employed (cornices, friezes, arches, semi-colonnettes, 

three dimensional liturgical furnishings) and with the decorative motifs used (e.g. acanthus 

leaves in Hosios Loukas, astragals, dentils and dices, and ovuli). In particular, the use of arches 

and colonnettes to mark the windows of the choroi in the katholikon of Vatopedi (beginning of 

the eleventh century) reminds of previous uses such those in the Baptistry of the Orthodox in 

Ravenna (ca. mid-fifth century). This testifies of architectural conventions which passed from 

Late Antiquity to the Middle Byzantine period and the formal changes that they experienced 

too: in Vatopedi there are not the aediculae with saints flanking the windows but only arches 

and colonnettes marking the window’s level.1082  

Some ways of using of stucco which did not survive to the Middle and Late Byzantine 

periods include the revetment entire vaults and soffits of the arches (e.g. S. Vitale in Ravenna, 

the Euphrasian Basilica in Poreč), but also the employment of stucco to complement mural 

paintings as happened in the Imperial period (e.g. the stuccoes from the Farnesina). In general, 

the amount of stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine religious buildings dramatically decreased 

and its place was taken by mosaics and mural paintings. The parts which continued to be made 

with stucco are those which more resembled sculpture. A major change from Late Antiquity is 

 
1080 See the Introduction for a discussion on the state of scholarship.  
1081 See chapter 1.  
1082 See chapter 1.  
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also the apparent absence of human figures in the stuccoes analysed. However, this statement 

should be contextualised before being passively accepted. Indeed, the typologies of stucco 

decorations which survive today are those which statistically contain fewer images in Middle 

and Late Byzantine sculpture (cornices, arches, corbels, proskynetaria frames, capitals). With 

few exceptions,1083 among architectural decorations, the panels and epistyles are usually the 

elements where human figures are carved. The only panels made of stucco that we know are 

either aniconic (Maroneia) or they are so fragmentary that we cannot reconstruct the original 

design (Epiros). The epistyles analysed (Epiros) do not have any human figures. Therefore, we 

need to be cautious regarding human figures and stucco, also because it may not mirror the 

evidence in secular contexts.1084 I believe that with the eventual discovery of new pieces this 

aspect will be clarified in the future.  

The decrease in the use of stucco in Middle and Late Byzantine architecture compared 

to the Early Byzantine period observed in this thesis has consequently raised questions on 

whether the artisans in charge of stucco decorations were stucco-workers by profession or 

people belonging to the crew of painters and sculptors who occasionally were in charge of 

stucco elements in addition to other tasks. As we have seen in chapter 2, the legislation present 

in the Book of the Eparch seems to perpetuate the reality described in previous codes (the 

Diocletian’s edict on maximum prices, a constitution of Constantine I from 337, and the Codex 

Iustinianii) by listing professionals in charge only of stucco elements (gypsoplastes) next to 

painters, sculptors, masons etc.1085 Yet, the comparative analysis of the archaeological evidence 

makes difficult to imagine stucco-workers as independent professionals, especially when we 

look at the small amount of stucco used in most of the middle and late Byzantine buildings, 

 
1083 The sculptural production of Late Byzantine Constantinople, and the arches in the Parigoritissa of Arta in 

Epiros.  
1084 For a discussion on this topic, see chapters 1.4, 1.16.  
1085 See chapter 2.4. 
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with the exclusions of the exceptional case of thirteenth-century Epiros, and possibly tenth and 

eleventh-century Athos.1086 They would not have enough work to do. Moreover, the almost 

complete absence of mentions of stucco-workers in narrative, historical, and hagiographical 

texts makes it impossible to take the passage of the Book of the Eparch as representative of the 

‘standard’ artisanal composition of the Middle and Late Byzantine period when locales very 

different from Constantinople, such as smaller cities and rural contexts, existed. Therefore, the 

comparative analysis of textual and material evidence, does not allow for arguing that in all the 

case-studies evaluated here, there were people who worked stucco for living. What it seems 

more plausible is that in big-scale building projects stucco decorations were entrusted to an 

individual or a group of individuals (e.g. the katholikon of Hosios Loukas), while in smaller 

buildings stucco elements were worked by people who belonged to the group of the sculptors 

(e.g. St. Panteleimon at Nerezi) or the painters (e.g. Panagia of Archatos in Naxos).1087 The 

complexity and the difficulty in finding explicit mentions of stucco-workers in written sources 

is mirrored by some case studies, especially proskynetaria Type B and in the case of the Timios 

Stavros monastery in Cappadocia, where it is not possible to draw a line between the painter 

and the stucco-worker through the progression of the work, suggesting that the stucco elements 

were made by the painter of by someone who was working side-by-side with him, on the same 

scaffoldings.1088 This ‘hybrid’ situation is not automatically synonym of low quality. The ability 

to model and carve stucco depended on the skills of the artisan and of their training.  

Generally, Byzantine artisans used a great variety of techniques and approaches on 

stucco which avoided standardisation. Stucco reliefs were shaped through the use of spatulae, 

knifes, pointed tools, and free hand but also by means of movable mouldings and stamps.1089 

 
1086 See chapter 2.5. 
1087 See chapter 2.5, 2.8. 
1088 See chapter 2.5 and cat. No. 5 on this matter.  
1089 See chapter 2.2  
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The relief was then covered by paint and sometimes the details were carved on the dry surface. 

Other times, especially in works of lower quality (Proskynetaria Type B), the shape was 

outlined with a spatula or a trowel and the decorative motifs were painted to imitate carved 

ones.1090 What still remains to be seriously investigated is the chemical composition of stucco 

mixtures, a fact which cripple our knowledge of Byzantine artisans’ procedures and does not 

allow for a serious comparative analysis with the rest of the Mediterranean.1091  

However, the analysis of the technical, stylistic and iconographical aspects of stucco 

decorations carried out in this thesis have already provided with new insights on the history of 

some buildings. In particular, for the katholika of Vatopedi and Iviron monasteries it helped in 

expanding the historical setting behind the creation of their stuccoes (Vatopedi, Iviron) and 

nuancing their chronology (Vatopedi).1092 The will of the monastery of Vatopedi to establish 

its authority as a coenobitic monastery on Athos was projected through the enlargement of its 

katholikon and new decorations made of stucco in the liti  and in the choroi.1093 On the basis of 

the technical, iconographic and stylistic analysis and the comparison with the rest of the 

sculpture in the katholikon, I argued that the stucco arches in the choroi should be contemporary 

and not earlier to those in the liti and therefore should be dated to the beginning of the eleventh-

century, during the new works in the church. The monastery of Iviron and the personality of 

the hegoumenos George the Hagiorite should be connected to the stuccoes in the narthex of the 

katholikon.1094 They were part of a series of interventions aiming to reinforce the Georgian 

leadership of the monastery at the eyes of the Greek community of Iviron, of the other Athonite 

monasteries, and of the rest of the Orthodox world.  This strategy was based on the promotion 

 
1090 See chapter 2.2. 
1091 For a problematisation and a state of the knowledge about Byzantine stucco mixtures, see chapter 2.3.  
1092 See chapter 2.7. 
1093 See chapter 2.7 for the analysis of the technical aspects and chronology, and chapter 3.3 for the historical 

framework. 
1094 See chapter 3.3. 
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of the cult as saint of one of its Georgian founders, Euthymios, on his connection with the 

Mother of God and the rehabilitation of the previous hegoumenos George I. All these elements 

were concentrated in the narthex of the katholikon (tomb of Euthymios, tomb of George I, 

image of the Virgin). Two of them (tomb of George I and the potential image of the Virgin) 

were framed by rich stucco elements which were probably gilded.1095   

 The case of Iviron also shows us the relevance of stucco in patrons’ strategies through 

architecture. In the Middle and Late Byzantine periods, patrons used stucco together with the 

other materials used for decorating their buildings where they aimed at perpetuating their 

memory. The analysis of the patronage of churches with stucco elements demonstrated that, in 

the Middle Byzantine period, stucco was mainly used by members of the imperial family, by 

aristocrats, and by rich monasteries; the only exception is the church of H. Ioannes Eleemon in 

Ligourio whose patron(s) is unknown. From the thirteenth century onwards, the range of 

patrons became more diverse including also communal foundations and members of the local 

aristocracy, mirroring a more general trend in Late Byzantine architecture already recorded 

through dedicatory inscriptions and donor portraits.1096 Regarding the significance of stucco 

into the discourse of individual patrons, the best results were obtained in areas where there was 

a concentration of buildings with stucco: Mount Athos (tenth-eleventh centuries), Epiros 

(thirteenth century), Mystras and its surroundings (fourteenth century). The evidence from 

Athos was summarised in the previous paragraph. Regarding Epiros,1097 this thesis helped to 

further frame the patrons of the churches using stucco liturgical furnishings (thirteenth century), 

by noting that this material connects a series of foundations of local aristocrats who collaborated 

with the Despots at different levels. The unpublished pieces from the church of Peshkëki e 

 
1095 See chapter 3.3. 
1096 See chapter 3, in particular 3.2.  
1097 See chapter 3.4. 
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Sipërme complicate this picture and may testify of the extension of this network in today 

Southern Albania, an area contended between the despotate of Epiros, the Palaiologoi of 

Constantinople, and the Angevins between the second half of the thirteenth century and the 

fourteenth century.1098 All of them are located in peripheral mountainous areas with the 

exception of the Kato Panagia, on the plain of Arta, the capital of the State of Epiros. The Kato 

Panagia founded, probably by the despot Michael II Komnenos-Doukas around the middle of 

the thirteenth century represents one of the first occurrences of stucco and it raises the question 

of whether the use of this material started in the mountainous areas or rather it started in Arta 

and only later became typical of foundations of officers on the mountains due to easy 

transportation of gypsum in these remote areas.  

The last group of patrons who used stucco were in the Despotate of Morea,1099 in 

particular Mystras and in the settlements of Leontari and Longanikos. The results from this 

region differ from Epiros because here it is possible to see that the despot Manuel 

Kantakouzenos and his wife Isabelle de Lusignan could hire artisans who made a 

proskynetarion type A, while the unknown patrons of the churches in Longanikos and Leontari 

were able to hire multitasking-painters who were able to produce only mortar-based 

proskynetaria (Type B). In this case, then, stucco is an indicator of the means at disposal of the 

patrons and it is not surprising that at the top there is Isabelle de Lusignan and his husband, the 

despot of Morea.  

 The choice of stucco by artisans and patrons was also problematised in terms of 

economic implications (money and time) and cultural values. While this research demonstrated 

that the use of stucco per se helped in saving marble, and that in specific areas and chronologies 

 
1098 Nicol 1984, 50-83; Schreiner 2009; Osswald 2011, 103-140.  
1099 See chapter 3.4. 
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(Early Byzantine Cyprus and Late Byzantine Epiros) stucco was used out of necessity, it also 

showed that its use was imbued with aesthetic and ideological values.1100 The malleability of 

stucco allowed artisans to create extremely rich carvings which were widely appreciated by 

Byzantine authors and were considered worthy to be preserved by the Byzantine themselves 

(see the Late Byzantine redecoration of the churches of Protaton and Vatopedi which spared 

the stucco elements).1101  

 Finally, this thesis outlined a broad comparison between Byzantine stucco production 

and the rest of the Mediterranean.1102 What emerged from this analysis is that Byzantine stucco 

follows some conventions which made it different from the rest of the Mediterranean. These 

conventions are the result of the different organisation of the decoration in Byzantine 

architecture, especially from Italian and Islamic buildings. These differences tend to be 

typological and less related to the ornament. Indeed, while single decorative patterns such as 

palmette and half-palmette scrolls can be found in the Mediterranean in different variations, 

stucco is tied to the shapes and convention of Byzantine architecture and its interior decoration. 

This makes it almost impossible to record entire walls or vaults covered in stucco in Byzantium, 

while this happens in Islamic architecture in different territories and in occasionally in Italy. In 

Byzantium stucco is connected to transitional elements: cornices, corbels, proskynetaria frames 

and templa. It seems that there were nor any dadoes covered in stucco reliefs, as for example in 

ninth-century Samarra (Iraq), Islamic Spain, or the abbey of S. Fruttuoso in Camogli (Italy). 

Again, this aspect is connected with the use of sculpture in Byzantine architecture, at least 

religious ones, where dadoes are either covered with marble panels, possibly with their veneers 

disposed symmetrically, or by paintings, usually reproducing marble panels and/or with images 

 
1100 See chapter 4.  
1101 See chapters 1.16, 4.4, 4.5. 
1102 See chapter 5.  
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of standing saints and Church fathers. This way of decorating churches became consistent in 

the Middle Byzantine period, after the end of the Iconoclasm, and in connections with the 

current developments in architecture seen elsewhere.  

This does not mean that in Byzantine stucco there is no trace at all of the continuous 

visual exchanges taking place with the rest of the Mediterranean; these should have happened 

through other movable media such as woodworks, metalworks, jewellery, ivories and textiles. 

The absence of a specific ‘repertoire’ of shapes and patterns in stucco which goes beyond the 

realm of the aniconic motif may also be the result of the relatively scarcity of professional 

stucco artisans who could have looked at other uses of stucco, as well as other typologies of 

architectural decorations. Future directions for the study of the permeability of stucco to cross-

cultural exchanges should focus on different media and should aim at exploring more in-depth 

aspects concerned with production processes, in particular the chemical composition of stucco 

mixtures. So far, only Medieval European stuccoes have benefitted from systematic testing 

campaigns; here features not labelled as ‘local’ are generally considered as ‘Eastern 

introductions’. However, a more nuanced definition of ‘Eastern’ on the basis of actual technical 

processes is still to come.    

 In conclusions, this thesis provides with the first methodological overview of the use of 

Byzantine stucco between ca 850 and 1453. This work has begun answering some questions 

regarding the continuity in its use, its perception by Byzantine society, the evolution of its 

techniques and its contextualisation into the Mediterranean production, and in providing a 

systematic framework for the study of stucco, has detailed the course for possible future study. 

In the end, the history of a material is the history of the people who worked it, those who 

commissioned it and the society in which they lived.  
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TABLES 

Table 1. Information about plaster composition of stucco decorations of buildings 
contained in Appendix A. They are listed following the order of the catalogue. 
 
              Plaster          
           composition 
 
                    

Building 
 

Gypsum Lime Same as wall 
paintings Unknown Other 

materials 

Boukoleon    X ? 
Odalar Camii    X ? 
Sampson hospital    X ? 
Çanlı kilise ?   X ? 
Timios Stavros   X  ? 
Maroneia    X Straw? 
Feres, 
Kosmosoteira 

     

Prespa, H. 
Achilleos 

   X Linen rags 

Protaton church    X ? 
Vatopedi, 
katholikon 

   X  

Iviron, katholikon    X  
Kastoria, H. 
Georgios tou 
Bounou 

  X   

Kostaniane, 
Taxiarches 

X    Reeds, 
(wood?) 

Arta, Kato 
Panagia  

X    Reeds 

Boulgareli, 
Kokkini Ekklisia 

X    Reeds, wooden 
lintel 

Lyngos, Koimesis X    Reeds, wooden 
lintel 

Petrobitsa, 
Koimesis 

X    Reeds 

Kleidonia, 
Metamorphosis 

X    Reeds, wooden 
lintels (?) 

Hosios Loukas, 
katholikon 

   X  

Daphni ?     
Spelies, 
Hodegetria 

  X  ceramic 
fragments, 
small 
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rocks/wooden 
fragments (?) 

Ligouriou, H. 
Ioannes Eleemon 

  X   Wood 
shavings, small 
rocks 

Mystras, 
Peribleptos 

   X  

Leontari, H. 
Athanasios 

  X  ? 

Longanikos, 
Koimesis 

  X   

Peshkëpi e 
Sipërme, church 
of the Virgin 

   X ? 

Nerezi, St. 
Panteleimon 

   X ? 

Samos, Virgin 
Makrini 

  X   

Naxos, Archatos, 
Panagia 

  X    

Naxos, H. Sozon 
tous Giallous 

  X   

Naxos, Kato 
Potamia, H. 
Georgios 

  X   

Naxos, Kamino 
Philotio, H. 
Ioannes Theologos 

  X   

Cyprus, 
Kakopetria, St. 
Nicholas of the 
roof 

   X ? 
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Table 2. Buildings with proskynetaria frames Type A. 
 

 
 
Table 3. Buildings with proskynetaria frames Type B. 

Cat. No.  Location Church Chronology Patron Audience Bibliography 

23 Peloponnese, 

Ligourio 

St. John 

Eleemon  

Second half 

of the 12th c. 

  Bouras 1974. 

30 Naxos, 

Archatos 

Panagia 1285 Collective 

foundation 

 Konstantellou 

2019 

29 Samos, 

Kallithea 

Virgin 

Makrini  

Ca 1300 Monastic (?)  Mitsani 1989 

22 Euboea, 

Spelies 

Hodegetria  1311 Kyr 

Gregorios 

Pachomeres 

 Emmanuel 

1990 

 

31 Naxos, 

Hagiassos 

area 

Hagios 

Sozon της 

Γιαλλούς 

1314 Collective 

foundation 

(?) 

 Kostarelli 

2013 

26 Peloponnese, 

Longanikos 

Koimesis  Post 1374/75 Male 

aristocrat  

 Chassoura 

2002 

25 Peloponnese, 

Leontari 

St. 

Athanasios  

Ca 1370-90 Male 

aristocrat 

 Albani 1989 

 

 

  

Cat. No. Location Church Chronology Patron Audience Bibliography 
3 Constantinople Sampson 

Hospital, 

chapel 

Middle 
Byzantine 

(12th c. ?) 

 Aristocratic Dirimtekin 
1962 

9 Mount Athos, 

Karyes 

Protaton  10th c. Athanasios (?) Monastic Mylonas 

1979; 

Kalopissi-

Verti 2006 

28 Nerezi St. 

Panteleimon  

1164 Alexios 

Angelos 

Komnenos 

 Okunev 

1929; 

Bošković 

1933; 

Sinkević 

2000; 

Kalopissi-

Verti 2006 

24 Mystras Peribleptos  1365-1374 Isabelle de 
Lusignan and 

Manuel 

Kantakouzenos 

 Louvi 1980 
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Table 4. Estimation of the amount of marble and stucco used in the buildings contained 

in Appendix A. The buildings are listed following the order of the catalogue. 
Cat. 
No. 

Church Marble Stone Stucco/plaster Sculptures not in 
situ/lost 

7 Feres, 

Kosmosoteira 

• 4 capitals 

• 4 columns 

• 3 mullions (min.) 

• Templon: 3 

epistyles, 8 

colonnettes, 4 

slabs, 4 half slabs) 

• 2 doorframes 

• 115 m (ca 

22.24 m2) 

stringcourse 

and dome 

cornices 

• 115 m (ca 22.24 

m2) stringcourse 

and dome cornices 

revetment 

• 4 capitals 

• Altar 

• Tomb of Isaak 

Sebastokrator 

8 Small Lake of 

Prespa, basilica of 

St. Achilleos 

 • 2 sarcophagi 

(8 slabs) 

• 2 columns 

• 4 arched slabs 

(ciborium?) 

• Templon 

• 4 columns 

(ciborium) (?) 

9 Athos, Karyes, 

Protaton church 

• templon (8 

colonnettes, 2 

slabs, 2 half slabs, 3 

epistyles) 

• door frames  

• mullions 

 • 2 proskynetaria 

frames (2 arched 

slabs, 4 pairs of 

knotted 

colonnettes) 

 

10 Athos, Vatopedi, 

katholikon (naos, 

mesonyktikon and 

liti) 1103 

• templon (8 

colonnettes, 4 

slabs, 3 epistyles)  

• 13 columns with 

capitals,  

• 14 slabs  

• 1 stringcourse 

cornice (external) 

• 5 doorframes 

•  1 pseudo-

sarcophagus (2 

slabs) 

 •  23.7 m (ca 4.26 

m2) carved 

stringcourse 

cornice1104 

•  6 arches 

• 10 half-colonnettes 

 

• Altar 

 
1103 Pazaras 2001a. 

1104 There are other two stringcourse cornice made of plaster which do not have carved decoration. If these plaster 

cornices were there from the beginning, then the total perimeter covered with plaster instead of marble was 71 m. 
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11 Athos, Iviron, 

narthex of the 

katholikon1105 

• tomb (1 arch, 2 

colonnettes)  

• 2 pseudo-

sarcophagi (5 slabs) 

• opus sectile 

pavement 

 • 1 tomb: 1 arch, 2 

colonnettes), door 

frame (2 half-

colonnettes, 1 arch 

two quarter of arch) 

 

13 Epiros, 

Kostantiane, 

church of the 

Taxiarches 

  • 1 slab 

• 2 arches  

• Templon? 

15 Epiros, 

Boulgareli, 

Kokkini Ekklisia 

• 6 mullions 

 

• 2 columns • templon (ca 4 

colonnettes, 2 slabs, 

1 epistyle) 

 

20 Beotia, Hosios 

Loukas, 

katholikon1106 

• Templon (6 

colonnettes, 2 

slabs, 3 epistyles) 

• Opus sectile wall  

• Champlevé cornice 

• Opus sectile 

pavement 

• 24 columns 

• Mullions 

• Window slabs 

(interior and 

exterior) 

 

 • Dome cornice 

(24.52 m, 6.13 m2) 

• Stringcourse 

cornice in the naos 

(46.7 m, 8.40 m2) 

• Stringcourse 

cornice in the 

narthex (28.37 m, 

5.1 m2) 

• ca 20 corbels 

 

22 Euboea, Spelies, 

church of the 

Hodegetria 

• Colonnette 

• Capital  

• 3 mullions • Proskynetarion 

frame  

 

23 Peloponnese, 

Ligourio, St. John 

Eleemon, narthex 

• Several Ancient 

marble slabs re-

used in the masonry 

• 2 columns 

 • Proskynetarion 

frame 

 

 
1105 Pazaras 2006; Pazaras 2007. 

1106 Bouras 2015, 60-85. 
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24 Peloponnese, 

Mystras, church of 

the 

Peribleptos1107 

• Templon: 3 

epistyles, 2 slabs, 

possibly 6 

colonnettes 

• 7 imposts 

• 2 columns 

• 2 mullions 

• 2 fragmentary 

cornices 

• 1 slab 

 

• 2 cornices in 

porous 

limestone 

• 3 slabs 

• 3 plaques  

• Proskynetarion (1 

slab, possibly 2 

colonnettes) 

 

25 Peloponnese, 

Leontari, church 

of St. Athanasios 

 • 2 mullions • Proskynetarion 

frame (arch, 2 

colonnettes) 

 

28 Nerezi, church of 

St. 

Panteleimon1108 

• Templon (2 slabs, 2 

half-slabs, 4 

colonnettes, 1 

architrave)  

• 11 mullions 

 • 2 proskynetaria 

frames (2 arched 

slabs, 4 

colonnettes) 

Altar? 

30 Naxos, Archatos, 

church of the 

Panagia 

  • Proskynetarion 

frame (arched slab, 

2 colonnettes)1109 

 

 

 
 

  

 
1107 Louvi 1980. In the table are mentioned only the pieces which were used in the Kantakouzenos-Lousignan 

phases.  

1108 Sinkević 2000. 

1109 The church has also a flat stringcourse cornice made of plaster, and a masonry templon whose chronology 

of the latter needs to be verified.  
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