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At the same time, we know from the sources that both the state and the
Church recognized the aesthetic value of the monuments of the ancient
religion. Thus, for example, in an edict of the emperors Gratian,
Valentinian and Theodosius, in 382, there is mention of a pagan temple in
Mesopotamia, which was to remain open so that people could enjoy the
aesthetics of the statues which were on display.

In an edict of 399, Arcadius and Theodosius ordered that the decorations of public
buildings be preserved, while another, by the same emperors, forbade any
destruction of temples which were devoid of idols and, even if there were any idols
there, no destruction of them was permitted unless sacrifices were still being
carried out[1]. Canon 58 of the Council of Carthage (401) urged the emperors to
order the destruction of the idols in Africa. The ancient temples had also to be
destroyed, but only if they were bereft of decoration[2]. Moreover, an edict from
the year 365, which was published by emperors Valentinian and Valens indicates
that in certain cases, Christians were actively involved in saving ancient temples[3].
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Another indication of the recognition of the aesthetic value of ancient works of art
is the transfer, by Constantine |, of statues from Athens and other cities in the
empire to Constantinople in order to adorn squares and other public and private
places[4]. According to Eusebius: “The whole city named after the emperor was
filled with bronze statues of exquisite workmanship, dedicated in every nation”[5].
Statues were also brought to the capital in the reigns of Constantius Il, Valentinian
and Theodosius Il. Many of these were authentically Attic or Hellenistic. Among
them was the gold and ivory stature of Zeus from Olympia, most likely transported
at the time of Theodosius Il, after the prohibition of the Olympic Games in 394.
Some time between 465 and 470, in all probability, the bronze statue of Athena
Promachus was taken to Constantinople and erected in front of the renovated
senate building in the Forum of Constantine[6]. And even in the 6th century,
Justinian ordered General Narsis to destroy ancient temples in Egypt and to send
the statues to Constantinople[7].

In a well-known article, Cyril Mango, who examined the attitude of the Byzantines
to ancient statues, expressed his astonishment at the large numbers of them which
adorned the capital. He interpreted the phenomenon as the result of a firm
religious policy on the part of the first Byzantine emperors, claiming that the
statues even had a religious character. It is beyond question, however, that this
tactic demonstrates acceptance of the aesthetic value of ancient sculpture, and the
statues which adorned public places became objects of attention and admiration
for the population of the capital as a whole, even the ordinary populace[8]. This
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would certainly have involved a popular familiarity and enduring contact with
ancient art.

It is therefore obvious that, in the first Christian centuries, and even later,
Byzantines lived alongside works of antiquity, of which the fundamental aesthetic
principles were also accepted by the Fathers of the Church. They often remained in
churches which had been ancient sanctuaries and retained their pagan decoration
and it was possible for the statues to be admired in the squares of the major cities,
especially Constantinople, while scholars and artists studied and copied the
illuminated manuscripts of antiquity. This is why a relationship of dialogue with the
ancient tradition continued in Byzantium, which often influenced Byzantine art in
creative and innovative ways.

The effect of ancient artistic practices can also be seen in Early Christian sculpture.
Elements of classical morphology was adopted into Christian architectural features,
such as, for example, in a parapet from the basilica which was built in the
Asclepeion in Athens[9], in the epistyle of the Christian Parthenon[10], and in a
cover from the ancient Roman market in Athens, which are on display in the
Byzantine and Christian Museum in Athens[11].

In Byzantine church building, sketches have been found in which harmonious
proportions are observed, which indicates the continuation of a high quality of
architectural and constructional knowledge[12]. In certain Byzantine churches, it
has been shown that that their facades demonstrate a harmonious ratio similar to
that of the “golden section”[13]. In Athens, the Church of the Mother of God “Swift
to Hear” (the Small Metropolis) is decorated on the inside, in the form of a frieze,
with a large number of reliefs, many of which come from ancient monuments of the
city, some “purified” by the inscription of a cross[14].

The basic principles of ancient Greek painting, such as the domination of the
human form in compositions and the role of line, also characterized Byzantine
painting. It was typical for the Byzantines to talk about their art in terms and with
criteria which were in common usage in ancient art. While we know that Byzantine
art is not naturalistic, the Byzantines themselves did not at all see it allegorically or
symbolically, in the way it is sometimes interpreted today, but as “naturalistic” in
the extreme, in the sense that it depicts its subjects vividly and vibrantly, and in a
manner which continues the artistic tradition of Pheidias, Appelles and Zeuxis[15].
Thus Saint Fotios, in his 17th homily, which was given in 867 in the Church of Holy
Wisdom (Ayia Sofia), most likely at the unveiling of the mosaic representation of
the Mother of God Holding the Child in the apse, remarks that: “the painter’s art
has thus accurately copied nature”[16]. Emperor Leo VI, commenting on the



mosaic depiction of Christ in the dome of the main church of the Monastery of
Kavleas (891-901), at the opening ceremony for the church, says that it does not
seem like a work of art, but rather as if Christ Himself had stopped in order to teach
and that the silence had spread to His lips[17]. Nikiforos Khoumnos, a scholar at
the court of Andronikos Il Palaiologos, urged the writers of his day to have those of
antiquity as their models, just as painters looked to Lysippos and Apelles and
anyone else who could render “vivid paintings not devoid of breath and
movement”[18].

There are figures in Byzantine iconography, such as the angel in the marvellous
icon of the Annunciation in the Monastery of Sinai[19], John in the Crucifixion in the
Monastery of Dafnio[20] and the Virgins in the Entry of the Mother of God in the
Protaton, a work by Pansellinos[21], which recall ancient Classical and Hellenistic
works.

And so the Byzantines, particularly after the “Byzantine Renaissances” which
certainly have no connection with that in the West, proved themselves to be the
real bearers of Ancient Greek tradition, not so much in terms of forms and the
imitation of models, but on the level of basic principles and spirit. Years ago, the
late Panayiotis Mikhelis wrote: “The Romans first and then the Renaissance and the
Neo-Classicists misunderstood the spirit of Greek art. The Byzantines, on the other
hand, were its direct heirs”[22].
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