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At the beginning of my paper I would like to commend the old and noble
classic by C.Bayet, Recherches pour servir a [’histoire de la peinture et de la
sculpture chrétiennes en Orient avant la querelle des iconoclasts (1879). It
paved the way for my work. Apart from Bayet’s essential studies I would like
to recall two more recent books which have made an outstanding contribution
to ancient studies and to the humanities of the 20" century with their significant
reflection and erudition. I am thinking of W.Speyer’s Biichervernichtung und
Zensur des Geistes and M.Pape’s Griechische Kunstwerke aus Kriegsbeute und
ihre Offentliche Ausstellung in Rom (1975). The evidence they have collected
discloses a paralysing scale of the annihilation of works of art and art collections,
books and libraries effected by diverse means, from criminal robbery through
destruction to systematic and organised devastation. They have painstakingly
assembled a vast databank of widely dispersed documentation and arranged it in
a systematic and clear classification.

Some time after the dedication of St.Sergius’ Church in Gaza, when
Choricius delivered his first oration in honour of the founder Bishop Marcianus
(before AD 536), the rhetorician was commissioned a second oration for the
inauguration ceremonies, this time of St.Stephen the Martyr’s Church also in
Gaza. His dedicatory oration which contained a prolonged ecphrasis of the
church became yet another panegyric speech in honour of the same man, Bishop
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Marcianus, its founder'. It is impossible to determine an exact date for the oration.
All we know is that the speech was delivered in public in all likelihood between
536 and 548, that is a decade or two after his previous dedicatory speech (LM 1)
St.Stephen the Martyr’s was raised in the open country outside the city walls, on
a hill surrounded by a garden (LM I1, 28). The church’s out-of-town positioning
is also symptomatic of the location of other martyria in Syria and the Holy Land,
as pointed to repeatedly by I.Pefia in his book on the churches of Syria (1997),
for example the Bizzos Church in Ruweiha dated in the 6% century.

Choricius devoted a large part of his ecphrasis on the Church of St.Sergius
to the description of its rich figural decoration (LM I). Although his ecphrasis
of St.Stephen’s offers material interesting in many respects for studies of the
Christian art of painting, its content is substantially limited. As a result we are
unable to determine whether the church interior was actually only modestly
decorated with mosaics and paintings, or whether - more likely - Choricius
deliberately relegated the figural decoration, making it a secondary subject
of his ecphrasis, and focusing on the architecture and its wooden and marble
revetment.

Following Choricius’ order, the pictures in the chancel are as follows:

1. The picture of ‘everything the sea brings forth and all the tribute of the
earth’ (trans.C.Mango: 6ca pev 0GAatTo pEPELY, 600 81 YA TEQPUKE CVVTEAETY
LM I, 34). It seems that this was a floor mosaic located along the easte wall of
the atrium (6 mpoOg HAlov &vioyovia Tolxog), perhaps in the narthex, which is
otherwise not specified in the description.

2. A mosaic composition of Christ flanked by two holy men, of whom one
was St. John the Baptist. The mosaic covered the concave wall of the apse (LM
II, 38, ibid.45).

3. A Nilotic landscape with its wild life, which adorned the walls behind
the columned porticoes, that is the walls in the side naves (tadtnv éni T@V
TolxV TNV £VEPocHVNV ol otoal oot duddact) (LM II, 51) (the porticoes
would give you this pleasure of looking at their walls, where ... etc. [the nilotic
landscape is located]). Choricius adds that the aisles were well lit thanks to
numerous and spacious windows.

! Marcianus also restored the Church of the Apostles in Gaza, and another small church
outside the town, Glucker 1987, p. 55; Laud.Marc.II 17-18; ibid. 19-20; K. Stark, Gaza und die
Philistdische Kiiste, Jena 1852, s. 625. Marcianus’ building activities encompassed stoas along the
streets of Gaza, a new bath-house, and a repair of the city walls, Glucker 1987, p.55

2 Kirsten 1894, pp. 7-24; Glucker 1987, p.71, n.204; Abel 1931, p. 23
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At one point Choricius mentions a stone revetment which covered an
elongated band running between the upper row of columns (yvvoukovitig) and
the row of windows in the central nave. According to his information the band
was adorned with animal figures (AlOwv £T€pa TPOGONKT ONPLOY TETOLKIAPEVT
popooic) (LM I, 48).

Passage No. 1 offers some difficulties in interpretation. Let us read it in
its integral context: ‘These things the colonnade offers you on the right and left,
while on its eastern wall you may see everything the sea brings forth and all
the tribute of the earth: there is hardly anything you could look for that is not
included, and a great deal that you would not expect to see. How faithful to nature
is this art! What splendid, what charming execution! This rich adornment befits
a sanctuary of such golden opulence’ (LM II, 34: trans.C.Mango). Now let us
read the passage in the original version: To0T0 ool Tfig 6T08G KopNYOLONG £E
E£KOTEPOG YXEPOG O TPOG AoV divioyovta Totxog 6idwol PAEmely, Goo LevV
06ratTo EEpeLy, 6oa 8 YH TEQUKE GUVTEAELY, Kol oyedov pev 0 {nthoavrti
GOl U1 TPOCKELTOL, TOALA &€ GOl pm Kot VOOV E€mdvio Bedon. & TEXVNG
TOAATV TPOG TNV QUOLY Tappnoiav £xovong, @ Aapnpotntog Epymv ndovi
KEKPOUEVNG. £8eL yop TELEVOG OVTW TOADYPLOOV EXELV EYKOAADTIGHOL
TA00TOV.

Downey appended the passage with the following commentary: ‘The
eastern colonnade, on the side toward the church, was paved with the mosaics so
popular at this time, showing the creatures and the foods produced by both the
sea and by the land. Fruits, grains, vegetables, birds, fish and shellfish — all were
portrayed in decorative patterns which illustrated the bounty provided for man
by God. The mosaicists, with their consummate skill, were able to depict each
plant, each bird, and each fish with the most accurate detail and most lifelike
air’. In my opinion Choricius was describing the mosaics located in the narthex,
although he did not actually say so unambiguously. Downey surmised this from
the context, applying the keen intuition of an art historian. I am of the opinion
that the concluding words of the passage allude to a mosaic decoration (‘such
a rich decoration befits a church adorned with so much gold’), and the gold in
the church apparently refers to the mosaic decoration and coffer ceiling. Downey
had in mind a colourful floor mosaic carpet (the colonnade was paved with the
mosaics). Thus we can interpret the key passage 6 mpog fjAtov @vioyovio
Toilyogas referring to ‘the mosaics by the wall of the eastern portico, or along
this wall.’

3 Downey 1963, p. 134
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PL.1: Pompei VIII,2,16. Marine scene. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Naples, ¢.100
BC, Dunbabin 2006, fig.46

The question remains what the mosaic looked like, or more correctly
which class of the mosaic decoration did it represent. Was it an emblema mosaic,
which showed marine life, fish and shellfish, set against an impressive navy
blue background, in a well known type of hellenistic mosaic decoration, as may
appear judging by Choricius’ highly generalizing and economic wording or an
eloquent interpretation of Downey, which is suggestive of such an interpretation?
(PL.1). I do not think so. I would say that St.Stephen’s narthex mosaic decoration
represented a popular Late Antique genre of floor mosaics which depicted hunting,
pastoral, gardening, fishing or genre scenes. They were favourite subjects for the
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The mosaic and painting decoration in the church of Saint Stephen of Gaza...

P1.2: Deir el-‘Adas, Church of St.George, Bosra Castle, AD 722, Donceel- Voite 1988,
fig.23

decoration of floors in churches, public buildings as well as private villas in late
Roman Syria, Palestine and North Africa. Their bibliography consists of a vast
collection of books and papers and is still growing.l would like to refer only to
a couple of selected studies and examples: 1.Lavin, The Hunting Mosaics of
Antioch and Their Sources (1963), M.Piccirillo, The Mosaics of Jordan (1993),
P. and M. Canivet, I complessi cristiani di Huarte (1980), J.Balty, Mosaiques
antiques de Syrie (1977), K.Dunbabin, Mosaics of the Greek and Roman World
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Pl. 3: The general pattern of the floor mosaic decoration, Deir el-°Adas, Church
of St.George, Bosra Castle, AD 722, Donceel- Voiite 1988, fig.20

(1999), A.Ben Abed-Ben Khader, E.de Balande, A.Uribe Echeveria, Image in
Stone. Tunisia in Mosaics (2003), the last-mentioned being one of the most
impressive art books ever published.

Choricius’ highly condensed wording may be supplemented with
a commentary drawn from Asterius’ sermon de divite et Lazaro (PG 40, 166-
168). The rhetorician compares the richly woven garments of his time to the
painted walls (og tolyxol yeypappévol) in the houses of people who wore such
costly apparel (tag oixiag xoopetoBo). Their vividly coloured garments were
adorned with a variety of animal forms and different figures (xoi néviov {owv
701G MEMAOLG TG LOPPAG EVONUOIVETAL, TV GVOLVAV KAl Luplolg eldMAOLG
METMOLKIAPEVV QLAOTEYVOVOLY €0BTjtal). Asterius enumerates lions, panthers,
bears, bulls, and dogs, pictured among the forests and rocks. Asterius also speaks
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Pl.4: Hunting games, the overall pattern of the floor mosaic decoration, the Church
of Mezra’a el-Ulia, 5 century, the National Museum of Aleppo, Donceel-Voite 1988,
fig.159

of hunters and all the subjects exploited by the art of painting to imitate nature
(Méovteg kol Tapddiels, GpKrTol, kol Tadpot, Kot KOveg, DAoL, Kol TETPaL,
Kol Avdpeg ONPakTOVOL, KOl 1 RO THS YPOPLKTG EMLTABEVCLS HILOVHEVN
v @Oowv). [ cannot resist a feeling that we are perfectly familiar with mosaics
like the ones described by Asterius of Amaseia with his usual feeling for the
beauty of the figural arts. I would like to refer to P.Douceel-Voite’s meticulous
catalogue of the Syrian and Lebanese churches, and in particular to the carpet
mosaic from the Church in Bir Abu-Radi (Kibuts Kissufim), which parallels and
supplements Asterius’ catalogue;* a lion and a bull from the church in Sordje’;
hunting and gardening scenes from the nave of the church in Deir-el-‘Adas,
which is crowned with a camel-tender leading four dromedaries (P1.2-3)°; or

* Donceel-Voute 1988, I, figs. 450-452
5 Ibid. Fig.453
¢ Ibid. Fig. 20
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a nave mosaic in the church of Mezra’a el-Ulia (P1.3-4) filled with a dense pack
of running animals, all of which seem to illustrate Asterius’ description. One
can see bears, lions, bulls, panthers and dogs, and in addition hares, deer and
long-horned antelopes.” In this connection we can also refer to a splendid mosaic
decoration in Saints Lot and Procopius’ Church or the Chapel of Prester John
on Mount Nebo with their catalogues of hunting games entwined in a prolific,
highly decorative panoply of stylised palm or vine branches (P1.6-7).

The interpretation of the apsidal decoration, Number Two in Choricius’
sequence, although evidently Number One in the theological hierachy, is more
complex. The passage runs as follows: €0TL qUEOTEPWOEY OGLOV AVIPDV
ovvopic, €xdTepog T oLVNON GUUPOAC QEPWV, O HEV TO TELEVOG EXWV
&v 3e€Ld tolg Bewpévolg, mopd. de ThHv Aoy tov IIpddpopov Syel(LM 11,
38) (‘Two holy men are represented, one on either side, each carrying his usual
insignia: the one on the spectators’ right with the church (10 Tépevog), while to
the left you will see the ITpddpopog (Forerunner)’).

Choricius’ allusive, indirect, highly rhetorical and metaphorical wording,
as well as the idiosyncratic sequence of descriptive entities bring some questions
which call for answers. Who was actually represented in the apse? Wessel in his
paper Apsisbilder (1966) only wrote that in St.Stephen’s of Gaza it was Christ
enthroned who was represented in the apse between figures represented in the
act of adoration, one of them being St. John the Baptist®. At yet another point of
his synthetic paper Wessel referred to the scene of traditio coronae martyrum
pictured in St.Stephen’s of Gaza,’ that is Christ giving St.Stephen the martyr’s
crown. The cited passage contains nothing warranting such an interpretation.
Mango (2004) imagined the scene in quite a different way: ‘The person on the
right is described as ho men to temenos echon. 1 understand this to mean “he who
owns the church”, i.e. St. Stephen, rather than “he who bears the church in his
hand.” The latter description would be appropriate to the image of the founder,
i.e. Bishop Marcianus, but the absence of St.Stephen would be surprising.’'’
Downey (1963) interpreted the two figures as ‘the donor of the church, on the
right, bearing in his hands the model of the building, with St.John the Forerunner
on the left.’" Abel’s translation of the passage (193 1) ‘I’un, a droite du spectateur,
tenant 1’église; ’autre, 4 gauche, représentant le Précurseur’ is appended with
a commentary which may only increase the reader’s confusion: ‘probablement

7 ibid. Fig.159

8 Wessel, Apsisbilder ¢.270
° Ibid. ¢.280

10 Mango 2004, p.70, n.84

' Downey 1963, p. 136
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