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Helen Saradi 

BEHOLDING THE CITY AND THE CHURCH: 

THE EARLY BYZANTINE EKPHRASEIS 

AND CORRESPONDING ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE 

η ascriptions and praises of cities (ekphraseis and enkomi-
astikai ekphraseis) were an attractive theme of early Byzan­
tine rhetoric. They appear also as a component of various lit­
erary genres including historiography1. While such descrip­
tions followed rhetorical rules established earlier by orators 
of the Roman empire, especially Menander, the originality 
of each ekphrasis consists in the ways the theme of the 
praised city was used, the creative adaptation of the topoi in 
each literary work and the translation of rhetorical clichés to 
a new context. One of the themes developed in some early 
Byzantine texts is that of the praised city as seen by the ora­
tor who describes it. The visual comprehension and the visu­
al or eye contact is known from earlier Greek literature, es­
pecially the epic and erotic poetry2. It was rather typical in 
descriptions of art objects of the Roman period, when the 
narrator described the object as he saw it with a formulaic 
language with the verb όράω or its synonyms3. In ekphraseis 
of cities of the Roman period, the description was usually 
done without the involvement of the author as a viewer4. In 
contrast, in the early Byzantine literature we observe a 

change in the treatment of the subject: the author states 
clearly that he observes the described city. Drawing on 
rhetorical conventions, this involves an emphasis on the visu­
al aspects of the description, which produces vividness5. At 
the same time the process of viewing the city creates a sense 
of emotional involvement of the viewer. The distance be­
tween the author and the described city of the earlier style of 
description is eliminated. The narrator who is the eyewitness 
of his object of praise now produces a sense of closeness. 
Libanius in his Antiochikos (Oration XI) in praise of the city 
of Antioch repeats the theme of beholding the city in a vari­
ety of images. The imperial palace on the island of Orontes 
offered a splendid view of the city: "It reaches to the middle 
of the island, which we have called an omphalos, and ex­
tends to the outer branch of the river, so that where the wall 
has columns instead of battlements, there is a view worthy of 
the emperor, with the river flowing below and the suburbs 
feasting the eyes on all sides"6. Further in the description of 
the suburb of Daphne the orator describes vividly the su­
perlative beauty of the site and the spectator's emotional re-

1. C. J. Classen, Die Stadt im Spiegel der Descrìptiones und Laudes urbium 
in der antiken und mittelalterlichen Literatur bis zum Ende des zwölften 
Jahrhunderts, Zürich, New York 1986. H. Saradi, The Kailos of the 
Byzantine City: The Development of a Rhetorical Topos and Historical 
Reality, Gesta 34/1 (1995), p. 37-56. 

2. Cf., for example, G. Nagy, Irreversible Mistakes and Homeric Poetry, 
in Euphrosyne. Studies in Ancient Epic and its Legacy in Honor ofDimitris 
N. Maronitis (eds J.N. Kazazis and A. Rengakos), Stuttgart 1999, p. 261. 
3. Cf. Philostratus the Elder, Imagines, 1.1.1, 2; 4.3; 6.3, 7 etc; Philostra-
tus the Younger, Imagines, 2.2,4; 3.1,4,5; 5.2, etc; Callistratus, Descrip­
tions, 1.3,5; 2.3; 3.2,4,5, etc. This had roots in earlier literature. Cf., for 
example, J.B. Burton, Theocritus's Urban Mimes. Mobility, Gender, and 
Patronage, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London 1995, p. 97 and n. 24. 

4. Cf., for example, Aelius Aristides' Panathenaikos (ed. F. W. Lenz and 
CA. Behr), P. AeliiAristidis Opera, Lugduni Batavorum 1976, c. 351 ff. 
with the city's description. There is only a reference to the theme of be­
holding the city in the phrase τους δήμους πάρεστι δήπου θεωρεϊν (c. 

351, p. 124.15). In Aristides' Oratio XVIII.3-4, 5 (Έπί Σμύρνη Μονω­

δία) the act of viewing the city is formulated in a comparison with that 

of beholding a statue: ώσπερ δέ άγαλμα ακριβώς πεποικιλμένον πάντη 

περιόντι θέαν έ'χει ούτω σοι τη πρότερον μέν ωραιότατη πόλεων... 

περιήν αφ' ότου τις άεί θεωροίη· νυν δή τό κάλλιστον είδος παρέσται 

δοκεΐν, τοϋτο μέν εξαίφνης εκφανής... έγγιγνομένη... (ed. Β. Keil), 

Berolini 1898. Also in Oratio XXVII.6 (Πανηγυρικός εν Κυζίκφ περί 

τοΰ ναοϋ): γνοίη δ' αν τις και προς την θέσιν ευθύς αυτής άπο-

βλέψας... 

5. Cf. Aristides, Τεχνών ρητορικών, A, Ç, L. Spengel, Rhetores graeci, 
II, Lipsiae 1854, p. 496.11-15: Κατά δέ σχήμα έμφασις γίνεται, όταν τις 

δεικτικοΐς χρήται... και πάλιν εν συμβουλευτικοΐς, όρατε ταύτην την 

πόλιν... 

6. Libanius, Oratio XI.206 (ed. R. Foerster, I, p. 508.2-5): ώστε και τό 

τείχος άντ' επάλξεων κίονας δεξάμενον θέα βασιλεΐ πρέπουσα κατε-

σκεύασται τοΰ ποταμού μέν ύπορρέοντος, τών προαστείων δέ παν­

ταχόθεν εύωχούντων τάς όψεις. Transi. G. Downey, Libanius' Oration 

in Praise of Antioch (Oration XI). Translated with Introduction and 

Commentary, PAPS 103 (1959), p. 675. 
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action to the display of physical and architectural beauty: 
"When a man sees this he cannot but cry out and leap for joy 
and skip and clap his hands and bless himself for seeing the 
sight, and, so to speak, soar on wings from pleasure. One 
thing from one side and one thing from another enchants 
and astonishes; one thing holds one, and another tears one 
away, and there pours upon the spectator's eyes an arresting 
brightness, the temple of Apollo, the temple of Zeus, the 
Olympic stadium, the theatre which furnishes every plea­
sure, the number and thickness and height of the cypresses, 
the shady paths, the choruses of singing birds, the even 
breeze, the odors sweeter than spices, the stately aqueducts, 
the vines trained to form banqueting halls..."7. The suburb 
of Heraclea is worthy of seeing (ίδεΐν άξιον: e. 233). In the 
Monody for Nicomedia, the orator laments the city's de­
struction by an earthquake with emotional tones. He is pre­
sented as an eyewitness (είδον)8. The city is viewed from the 
sea up to the hill, while to those coming from the mountain it 
appears below splendid9. In Oration XIII. 19 referring to the 
studies of the emperor Julian in Athens, the visual contact 
with the city is emphatically repeated: Julian looked at the 
city of Athens, and the city was viewed by Julian (σύ τε γαρ 
έώρας την πόλιν ή τε πόλις έκτατο σύμμαχον... ώφθαι δε 
υπό σοϋ την πόλιν εφην). In this process, Julian's philo­
sophical mind was captured by the cultural greatness of the 
eternal city. It was a way of experiencing the city. The theme 
of beholding the described object reappears in Libanius' 
Ekphraseis of works of art10. 

In the Dionysiaka of Nonnus of Panopolis, references to the 
visual comprehension are abundant in a variety of contexts11. 

7. Libanius, Oratio XI.236 (Foerster, I, p. 519.15): ην ίδόντι μή βοαν ουκ 

εστί και σκιρτάν και άνάττειν και κροτεΐν και μακαρίζειν αυτόν της 

θέας και οΐον υπό της ηδονής πτεροΰσθαι... περικέχυται τοις όφθαλμοΐς 

αυγή περιστρέφουσα τον θεατήν... Transi. Downey, op.cit., p. 677-678. 

8. Oratio LXI.8 (Foerster, IV, p. 333.13). 

9. Ibid., e. 7 (333.6-11): άναβαίνουσα όέ έπ'ι τον λόφον, στοών δύο 

δυάσι διειλημμένη διηκούσαις τοϋ παντός, λάμπουσα μέν δημοσίοις 

κατασκευάσμασι, τοις δέ ιδίοις συνεχής έκ τών υπτίων έπ'ι τήν άκραν 

οίον κυπαρίττου κλάδοι άλλος έπ" άλλω. νάμασι διαρρεομένη, κήποις 

δορυφορουμένη; α 8 (Foerster, IV, p. 333.17-334.1): παραμείψαντες 

δέ τών ορών τους ελιγμούς, έπε'ι φανείη τό άστυ.τοϋτο δέ έγίγνετο της 

αποστάσεως έν πεντήκοντα σταδίοις ούσης και εκατόν, όπότ' ούν 

έκλάμψειε. περί μέν τών άλλων σιγή ήν, ό λόγος δέ άπας ή πόλις. Cf. al­

so Aristides, Oratio XVIII.3 (Έπί Σμύρνη Μονωδία): προσιόντι μέν 

ευθύς αστραπή κάλλους και μεγεθών αριθμοί και μέτρα και συστάσεις 

ώσπερ αρμονίας μιας- πόδες μέν έπ' ήιόνων και λιμένων και αλσών 

έρειδόμενοι, μεσότης δέ ίσον τοϋ πεδίου τε ύπεραίρουσα και τών 

άνωθεν άπολείπουσα, εσχατιά δέ μεσημβρινή κατά μικρόν υψούμενη, 

δι' όμοιου τοϋ παντός λάθρα λήγουσα εις άκρόπολιν. σκοπιάν της τε 

θαλάττης και της πόλεως εχουσαν. C. 5: ... νΰν όή τό κάλλιστον είδος 

The city of Tyre is described with lyric tones, baroque taste of 
Asianic rhetoric, and Dionysian passion. The god Dionysus is 
presented approaching Tyre, looking at its location from a 
distance, praising the beauties of its idyllic surroundings, and 
being captured by a love for the city. City and surrounding 
countryside are described with vivid words as if the reader 
were a spectator12. Tyre is presented through the eyes of the 
god who is shown wandering "through the city casting his eyes 
about"13. The god admires the city's architectural features: 
the streets, the fountains and the splendid glorious mo­
numents14. Aphrodite modelled the city of Beirut after re­
nowned ancient cities which she saw through her mind: "she 
sent her imagination wandering swiftly round, and driving her 
mind to wander about the whole earth surveyed the founda­
tions of the brilliant cities of ancient days"15. She looked at 
Athens, saw there the column of Solon's Laws, "and turned 
aside her eye to the broad streets of Athens"16. Envying 
Athena, she made Beirut a major centre of legal studies. 
In Nonnus' epic, we detect two models of seeing the city. 
The one is panoramic, when the god approaches from a dis­
tance and sees the city as a broad transversal picture. This 
model of seeing recalls the Hellenistic planning of cities 
built on hills and offering a splendid view to the approaching 
visitor. Similar was the description of Nicomedia by Liban­
ius. At the same time, however, the gods of the Dionysiaka 
experienced the city-space directly with a visual comprehen­
sion of the city's interior, by physically moving through the 
streets and the buildings or by focussing the eyes on specific 
urban features, or through a mental observation. The reader 
through the eyes and the mind of the gods and in direct con-

παρέσται δοκεΐν, τοϋτο μέν εξαίφνης έκφανής... έγγιγνομένη. τοϋτο δέ 

άπαντικρύ γιγνομένω. τοϋτο δ' έκ προαστίων έκ πορθμών έκ πε­

λάγους, έκ γης έκ θαλάττης. Himerìi declamationes et orationes (ed. Α. 

Colonna), Romae 1951, Or. XXXIX.7 (p. 162, Π. 53-57). 

10. Libanius, Εκφράσεις (Foerster, VIII), p. 460.10-461.2 (εγώ δέ θεα­

τής γενόμενος μάχης τοιαύτης έθέλω σοι δεΐξαι λόγω τήν θέαν). The 

words used are ειδον (465.5), έωρώντο (465.8), βλέπων (480.16), ΐδης 

(482.13), τεθέαμαι (485.8), θεωρήσαι (507.18), θαϋμα ίδεΐν (531.12), 

etc. In the description of a beautiful girl the erotic theme imposes a 

greater development of the topos: τήμερον εΐδον κόρην (541.3), είδον 

(544.9), ίδών (545.15), and the reaction of the viewer and the response 

of the person viewed through the eye-contact (545.15-24). 

11. Cf. the terms όμμα. όράω, όπιπεύω, δέρκομαι, etc. in W. Peek, 

Lexikon zu den Dionysiaka des Nonnos, Berlin 1968. 

12. Nonnus, Dionysiaka, XL.304-336 (ed. Β. Simon), Paris 1999. 

13. Ibid., XL.353 (transi. W.H.D. Rouse, ed. Loeb): παράμειβε δι' 

άστεος όμμα τιταίνων. 

14.Ibid.,XL.353-365. 

15. Ibid., XLI.264-266 (transi. Rouse, op.cit.). 

16. Ibid, XLI.274. 
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tact with the city pervades the urban space. This focus on 
parts of the city recalls depictions of urban segments in Ro­
man paintings17. 
The theme of beholding the city, implying an immediate 
contact with the urban space, is not found in the literature of 
the sixth century. Instead, in church descriptions the theme 
of beholding the church is developed in a variety of rhetori­
cal compositions. In addition, such descriptions do not iso­
late the church from the city but they emphatically refer to 
the urban context of the churches. In the first enkomion of 
bishop Marcian of Gaza by the orator Choricius, we find a 
strategy of parallels between church and city, a play between 
connection and dominance. Choricius praises bishop Mar­
cian by including in his oration an enkomiastike ekphrasis, a 
praise of the church of St Sergius constructed by him. The 
orator begins the description of the church by explaining to 
those who were viewing it what was the purpose of his ora­
tion. He stresses repeatedly the act of beholding the church, 
and that his description aimed at offering an imitation of the 
viewed monument: "To those of you, who are viewing it [the 
church] I may perhaps appear to be doing something super­
fluous. For if the purpose of an oration is to imitate that 
which is seen (μιμεΐσθαι την θέαν), and every imitation is 
somehow inferior to the real thing, it is evident that I enter­
tain you less than a pleasure that appears through the eyes 
(της δια των ομμάτων ένιδρυθείσης ύμΐν ηδονής). But a 
written account will, I think, instruct more vividly than an 
imprecise verbal report - those who have not experienced 
the place with their own eyes (τους όψει μη παρειληφότας 
τον τόπον) but who some day perhaps will come upon what 
is being said [in this oration]; and even more to the point, the 
oration offers a certain pleasure to those who are seeing it 
[the church] now (μάλλον δε και τοις όρώσιν ύμΐν εισάγει 
τινά τέρψιν ό λόγος); for if it is pleasant to behold things, it 
is also agreeable to hear about them (ειπερ ά βλέπειν ήδύ, 
τούτων άκροασθαι τερπνόν)"18. 

17. Lise Bek, "Venusta Species'. A Hellenistic Rhetorical Concept as 

the Aesthetic Principle in Roman Townscape,,4/ia/ecta Romana Instati­

ti Dania 14 (1985), p. 139-148. 

18. Έγκώμιον είς Μαρκιανόν έπίσκοπον Γάζης. Λόγος α': Choricii Ga­

zati opera (eds R. Foerster, E. Richtsteig), Leipzig 1929, c. 16 (p. 7), 

transi. F. Κ. Litsas, Choricius of Gaza: An Approach to his Work (Intro­

duction, Translation, Commentary), PhD, Univ. of Chicago, p. 115. On 

the construction of the early Byzantine ekphrasis of the Christian 

church cf. R. Macrides and P. Magdalino, The Architecture of Ekphra­

sis: Construction and Context of Paul the Silentiary's Poem on Hagia 

Sophia, BMGS 12 (1988). p. 47-82. Cf. also R. Webb, The Aesthetics of 

Sacred Space: Narrative, Metaphor, and Motion in Ekphraseis of 

Church Buildings, DOP 53 (1999), p. 59-74. 

The visitor walking to the north approaches the church from 
the agora, turning to the left. There the propylon of the 
church makes a strong impression on him and he is puzzled 
as to whether to stay longer and enjoy its architectural beau­
ty or enter the church and the internal beauty of the build­
ing19. In the first and in the second enkomion for bishop 
Marcian, Choricius stresses the aesthetic importance of the 
propylon and the colonnaded forecourt in various literary 
modes: their ornamental role and their practical function as 
shelters from the rain20. The theme has been celebrated in 
Libanius' Antiochikos21. Choricius applies it to the church's 
exterior colonnades. The strategy of parallels between tradi­
tional urban features and Christian churches is found also in 
another passage in the first oration: the four columns from 
Carystos inside the church of St Sergius were superior to 
those in the portico of the agora both "in size and in the 
beauty of their placement"22. In another section, the orator 
pushes the theme of the city's connection with the church 
even further. He creates a unique parallel of the praised 
church of St Sergius with the cities of the empire in a twofold 
composition. First, cities famous for the production of mar­
ble supplied the material for the construction of the church, 
and they take pride in it. Second, the church is found to have 
received all of the fame, which some cities enjoyed for con­
struction of palaces, their beautiful location, the quality of 
their materials, their size and the brightness of their paint­
ings23. In this comparison, the church and the cities share 
equal fame. The elaborate rhetorical composition elevating 
the excellence of the church to that of the cities is novel, hav­
ing only a thin precedent in the Oration XXVII of Aelius 
Aristides24. 

Choricius repeats the topos of beholding the church in his 
description of the interior. The visitor upon entering the 
church would observe everything, turning his eyes to each 
one of the interior elements of the church: "Thus, entering 
the church, you will be astounded by the diverse beauty of 

19. Laudatio 1.17 (p. 7.12-17): Βαδίσας τοίνυν προς αρκτον του άστεος. 

έξ αγοράς είς εύώνυμον παρακλίνας, έν προθύροις έστώς έν άμφι-

βόλψ γενήση τον λογισμόν. εϊτε δει των προπυλαίων άπολαύειν εις 

κόρον εϊτε προς την εϊσω δραμεΐν εύφροσύνην, άπο της έκτος ευ­

πρεπείας τήν ένδον οϊα πέφυκε τεκμαιρόμενον. 

20. Laudatio 1.17 and 18 (p. 7); Π.30-34 (p. 35-37). 

21. Libanius, Oratio XI.196-202,213-218. 

22. Choricius, Laudatio 1.18 (p. 7), transi. Litsas, op.cit., p. 115. 

23. Ibid., 1.41-43 (p. 13). 

24. The theme may derive from a passage of Aelius Aristides in the Ora­

tio XXVII. 19 where the size of the sanctuary of Kyzikos is compared to 

the size of a city: τον δ' αύ περίβολον τοΰ νεώ πόλεως άποχρώντα 

γίγνεσθαι. 
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the sight (τω ποικίλω των όρωμένων); and struggling to ob­
serve everything at once, while your eyes glance here and 
there, and trying not to pass over anything without seeing, 
you will leave having observed nothing properly (και πάντα 
φιλονεικών αθρόως ίδεΐν ουδέν έναργώς οίχήση τεθεα-
μένος περιφερόμενων σοι τηδε κάκεΐσε των οφθαλμών ου­
δέν άόρατον καρτεροϋντι παραλιπεΐν). For whatever part 
you may omit, you will lose the best"25. 
In the second praise of Marcian, Choricius returns to the 
theme of beholding the church and its architectural features 
in the description of the churches of St Sergius and St 
Stephanus26. The church of St Stephanus was notably visible 
from afar and guided the visitor to it after he had descended 
from the city's eastern gate and turned to the left (του νεώ 
περιφανώς όρωμένου και προς αυτόν άρκοϋντος Ίθύνειν).27 

The theme of urban landmarks making the city visible is 
known from rhetorical treatises28. The church was built on a 
high ground and it was approached through a great number of 
steps29. In the oration in praise of dux Aratius and archon 
Stephanus, Choricius returns to the theme of the interplay of 
the city and the church. Archon Stephanus contributed with 
personal funds (ση φιλοτιμία) to the construction of the 
church of St Stephanus30. Its location was most appropriate 
for pointing to the city from afar while guiding spiritually 
those who were going there (τους δεϋρο πορευομένους 
ψυχαγωγεί πόρρωθεν έμφαίνων την πόλιν)31. The Christian 
message, implied by the verb ψυχαγωγώ, is artfully inter­
twined with the image of the city, which emerges still powerful 
next to that of the church. Now the view of the city from afar is 
dominated by the Christian church. 

Procopius, in his Buildings, describes the church of Saint 
Sophia rebuilt by Justinian after its destruction during the 
Nika revolt. He praises the superlative excellence of the 
church, its grandiose architectural plan, the variety of mate­
rials and colours. The building, as described by Procopius, is 
transformed by religion into the place where mystical expe­
riences and contacts with the divine are achieved. Procopius 
begins his praise with the word θέαμα, spectacle, an emphat-

25. Choricius, Laudatio 1.23 (transi. Litsas, op.cit., p. 117). Cf. also c. 24: 

... άπορήσας δε πάλιν περισκοπήσεις· ουκ έχων δέ κρίνειν άντερωτφς· 

συ δέ τίνι μάλλον ήσθης των όρωμένων; the theme of viewing is repeat­

ed in c. 36,39 (p. 12), 45 (p. 14), 54 (p. 16). 

26. Ibid., 11.21 (p. 33), 26 (p. 35), 34 (p. 36-37), 36 (p. 37), 49 (p. 40), 57 

(p. 42). 

27. Ibid., 11.28 (p. 35). 

28. Aphthonius, Προγυμνάσματα, Spengel, op.cit. (n. 5), 48.25-29. 

29. Choricius, Laudatio 11.29 (p. 35.22). 

30. Ibid., III.60 (p. 64.10-11). 

31. Ibid, III.61 (p. 64.14-15). 

ic rhetorical device32, calling for a visual comprehension of 
the building: "So the church has become a spectacle of mar­
vellous beauty, overwhelming to those who see it, but to 
those who know it by hearsay altogether incredible"33. He 
returns to the theme of beholding in the description of the 
architectural parts of the interior (arches, the dome, etc.): 
"... and yet do not permit the spectator to linger much over 
the study of any one of them, but each detail attracts the eye 
and draws it on irresistibly to itself (ου παρέχονται δέ τοις 
θεωμένοις αυτών τινι έμφιλοχωρεΐν επί πολύ την όψιν, 
άλλα μεθέλκει τον όφθαλμόν εκαστον, και μεταβιβάζει 
ραστα εφ' εαυτό)34. The movement of the eyes was constant 
(άγχίστροφός τε ή της θέας μεταβολή ες αεί γίγνεται)35 to 
observe the multitude of architectural forms and their har­
monious combination in a broad synthesis. The beholder 
(τοϋ έσορώντος) could not decide which part to observe 
and admire more than the others. Viewing is further empha­
sized with a reference to the beholders' "contracted brows" 
(ως άποσκοπούντες πανταχόσε τον νουν, τάς τε όφρϋς επί 
πασι συννενευκότες)36. No one felt that he could ever have 
enough of the magnificence and the beauty of the spectacle 
(τούτου κόρον ουδείς τού θεάματος έλαβε πώποτε), but 
people inside the church enjoyed what they saw (τοις όρω-
μένοις) and made it subject of their conversation37. 
In the first section of his description, Procopius connects the 
church with the city by placing it into the urban setting in a 
composition of balance and contrast. We may easily discern 
a similarity in language and in thematic motif with the de­
scriptions of Choricius mentioned above. Using opposition 
in the ideas and the forms of the composition38, the images 
of the church and of the city are intermingling, the one com­
plementing the other: "For it (the church) soars to a height 
to match the sky, and as if surging up from amongst the oth­
er buildings it stands on high and looks down upon the re­
mainder of the city, adorning it, because it is a part of it, but 
glorying in its own beauty, because, though a part of the city 
and dominating it, it at the same time towers above it to such 
a height that the whole city is viewed from there as from a 

32. Aristides, Τεχνών ρητορικών, Α, στ, Spengel, op.cit. (n. 5), p. 496.3-

4: έμφασιν δέ ποιεί και το έπισημαίνεσθαι ταΐς ποιότησιν, οπού λέγει, 

θέαμα όεινόν... 

33. Procopius, Buildings, 1.1.27: Θέαμα τοίνυν ή εκκλησία κεκαλλι,-

στευμένον γεγένηται, τοις μεν όρώσιν ύπερφυές, τοις δέ άκούσυσι 

παντελώς άπιστον. 

34. Ibid., 1.1.47. 

35. Ibid., 1.1.48. 

36. Ibid., 1.1.49. 

37. Ibid., 1.1.63. 

38. Hermogenes, Τέχνης ρητορικής. Περί ευρέσεως, Spengel, op.cit. 
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watch-tower"39. It would appear that this way of viewing the 
city and the church from a distance continues the Hellenistic 
description of a townscape40, as we have identified it in Liba­
nais' Monody of Nicomedia, and in the Dionysiaka of Non-
nus. Procopius describes the church of Saint Sophia as rising 
high up to the sky above the other buildings of the city. Be­
low, the church beautifies the city. The church is intimately 
connected with the city: it belongs to it by being part of it. 
Yet, the church dominates the city with its mass and majesty 
of construction. From its height, the spectator could enjoy a 
panoramic view of the entire city. Next to the Hellenistic and 
the Roman ways of beholding the city, a third theme emerges 
in Procopius' description: the church's command of the 
sixth-century urban landscape. This theme forms the con­
cluding image in the parallels and antitheseis, in the interplay 
of words and imagery of the opening paragraph of Saint 
Sophia's description. 

This literary theme in the ekphrasis of the early Byzantine 
church appears in the sixth century. It is also fully document­
ed in the archaeological evidence. The location of early 
Byzantine churches depended on the availability of land. 
Thus, some were built on vacant civic land, some on lots do­
nated to the Church, and others occupied the sites of pagan 
temples. Most of them were very large and indeed dominat­
ed the surroundings. An early Christian basilica was built in 
the fifth century on the site of the temple of Aphrodite north 
of the agora of Aphrodisias in Asia Minor. The Christian 
church was much larger and more commanding than the pa­
gan temple41. In contrast, other churches were small and un-

(n. 5), p. 238.2-4: το δέ εναντίον αναστρέφει τό πράγμα άπό των δρώ-

ντων εις τους πάσχοντας, και άπό των πασχόντων εις τους δρώντας. 

39. Procopius, Buildings 1.1.27 (transi. Η. Β. Dewing, ed. Loeb): έπήρ-

ται μέν γαρ ές ΰψος ούράνιον δσον, και ώσπερ των άλλων οικοδο­

μημάτων άποσαλεύουσα έπινένευκεν υπερκείμενη τη άλλη πόλει, 

κοσμούσα μέν αυτήν, οτι αυτής έστιν. ώραϊζομένη δέ, δτι αυτής ούσα 

και έπεμβαίνουσα τοσούτον άνέχει ώστε δή ένθένδε ή πόλις έκ πε­

ριωπής άποσκοπεΐται. 

40. Cf. supra, n. 17. 

41. Cf. R. Cormack, The Temple as the Cathedral, Aphrodisias Papers 

(eds Ch. Roueché and K. T. Erim), JRA, Suppl. 1, Ann Arbor 1990, p. 
75-88. 

42. G.M.A. Hanfmann, The Fourth Campaign at Sardis (1961), BASOR 
166 (1962), p. 49-54. 
43. Cf. R.H. Smith, A.W. McNicoll, The 1982 and 1983 Seasons at Pella 
of the Decapolis, BASOR 1986, Suppl. 24, p. 106, and the famous 
Cathedral Church at Gerasa. 
44. J. Guyon and G Cardi, L'église Β, dite 'basilique cruciforme', in Ν. Du­

val, V. Popovic (eds), Cariati Grad, I, Belgrade, Rome 1984, p. 12,19 ff. 

45. J. E. Packer, Report from Rome: The Imperial Fora, a Retrospec-

pretentious next to large impressive pagan temples, as the 
"Temple Church" at Sardis42. Many churches were built on 
high grounds or raised platforms accessed with monumental 
staircases43. But this was far from being the rule44. The pref­
erence for high grounds for many early Christian churches 
follows the Roman tradition of placing temples on podia or 
elevated sites45. Archaeological evidence indicates that early 
Byzantine churches were often built on a high podium so 
that they were raised above the surrounding buildings46. 
Other churches were built on hilltops offering spectacular 
views over a plain or the sea: the sixth-century Justinianic 
basilica on the summit of Mt Berenice of ancient Tiberias 
was constructed on a cliff from which a panoramic view over 
the Sea of Galilee could be enjoyed47; the emperors Zeno 
and Justinian built a church and a monastery on top of the 
mountain that dominated the city of Neapolis (mod. 
Nablus)48. In smaller settlements similar variety has been 
observed in the selection of sites for churches. In some small 
towns in the East, churches were architecturally totally inte­
grated into the towns, with building materials and tech­
niques similar to those of the towns' other buildings49. In nu­
merous other sites, however, early Byzantine churches occu­
pied the top of a hill on the slopes of which were built the 
settlements, or the summit of small forts50. Representative 
of the sixth-century urban planning is Justiniana Prima 
(Caricin Grad), where the bishop's church dominates the 
city on the hilltop surrounded by a strong wall51. In the new 
model of city emerging in the sixth century, the church was 
conveying a powerful statement of dominance over the ur-

tive,A£4 101(1997),p.327. 

46. Cf., for example, Z. Weiss and E. Netzer, Zippori-1992/1993, Exca­

vations and Surveys in Israel 14 (1994), p. 43. 

47. Y. Hirschfeld, The Anchor Church at the Summit of Mt. Berenice, 

Tiberias, BiblArch 57 (1994), p. 122-133; id., Tiberias, Mt. Berenice -

1992, Excavations and Surveys of Israel 14 (1994), p. 33-38. 

48. Y. Magen, The Church of Mary Theotokos on Mount Gerizim, 

Christian Archaeology of the Holy Land, 1990. 

49. B. de Vries, Jordan's Churches. Their Urban Context in Late Anti­

quity, BiblArch 51 (1988), p. 222-226. 

50. For example, T. Gregory, Diporto: An Early Byzantine Maritime 

Settlement in the Gulf of Korinth, ΔΧΑΕ IB' (1984), p. 287-304, esp. 

293,295,302,304; S. Aydal et al., The Pisidian Survey 1995: Panemotei-

chos and Ören Tepe, AnatSt 47 (1997), p. 141-172; St. Mitchell, Pisidian 
Survey, AnatArch 1 (1995), p. 17. 

51. N. Duval, L'architecture religieuse de Tsaritchin Grad dans le cadre 
de rillyricum oriental au Vie siècle, in Villes et peuplement dans ΓΙΙ-

lyricum protobyzantin. Actes du colloque organisé par l'Ecole française de 
Rome (Rome, 12-14 mai 1982), Rome 1984, p. 399-480, esp. 406-419. 
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ban space. The theme of the visual interrelation of the 
church with the city is reflected in the mosaic representa­
tions of cities with churches of the sixth and seventh cen­
turies52. 
In conclusion, the rhetorical theme of beholding the praised 
city was developed in the early Byzantine period to create 
greater emphasis in the enkomiastikai ekphraseis. The Hel­
lenistic city planning and the Roman way of depicting cities 
were the models for such descriptions. In the sixth century 

-Ι\.ατά την πρωτοβυζαντινή εποχή στις περιγραφές 
των πόλεων -εκφράσεις ή έγκωμιαστικάς εκφράσεις-
εμφανίζεται η προσωπική παρέμβαση του ρήτορα, ο 
οποίος παρατηρεί την περιγραφόμενη πόλη, τα μνη­
μεία της ή την περιβάλλουσα περιοχή της. Η ρητορική 
αυτή τεχνική προσέδιδε έμφαση στο κείμενο, παραστα­
τικότητα στην περιγραφή και τη δυνατότητα έκφρασης 
των συναισθημάτων του ρήτορα, που προκαλούσαν 
ανάλογες αντιδράσεις στον ακροατή. 
Η οπτική επισκόπηση στην περιγραφή των πόλεων πα­
ρουσιάζεται κατεξοχήν σε λόγους του Λιβανίου και 
στα Διονυσιακά του Νόννου. Σε αυτά τα κείμενα ανα­
γνωρίσθηκαν δύο τρόποι περιγραφής της πόλης: α) Η 
περιγραφή από μακριά, η οποία αποδίδει την ελληνι­
στική οργάνωση του οικιστικού χώρου, β) Η εστίαση 
της περιγραφής σε συγκεκριμένα τμήματα της πόλης, η 
οποία παρουσιάζει ομοιότητες με τον τρόπο απόδοσης 
της πόλης στη ρωμαϊκή ζωγραφική. 
Το θέμα της περιγραφής της πόλης από το συγγραφέα, 
με τη γλαφυρότητα που προσδίδει η προσωπική οπτική 
παρατήρηση, μειώνεται στα κείμενα του 6ου αιώνα. 
Αντ' αυτού εμφανίζεται η περιγραφή της χριστιανικής 
εκκλησίας μέσα στον αστικό χώρο. 

52. Cf. Ν. Duval, Représentations d'églises sur mosaïques, La Revue du 
Louvre et des Musées de France 22 (1972), p. 441-448; R. Farioli Campa­
nari, Città, edifici e strutture architettoniche nei mosaici pavimentali 

the ekphrasis of the church emerges in elaborate rhetorical 
compositions as a parallel to the city, but also as an opposi­
tion to it. Ultimately the church appears dominating the city. 
The development of this rhetorical theme is fully document­
ed in the archaeological evidence. It corresponds to the his­
torical reality of diminishing urban vitality in the sixth centu­
ry. Thus through various rhetorical forms, the texts of the 
period depict the increasingly dominating role of the church 
in the urban architecture. 

Χαρακτηριστικά παραδείγματα προσφέρουν οι περι­
γραφές των εκκλησιών του Αγίου Σεργίου και του Αγίου 
Στεφάνου της Γάζας από το ρήτορα Χωρίκιο, καθώς και 
η περιγραφή της Αγίας Σοφίας από τον ιστορικό Προ­
κόπιο. Σε αυτά τα κείμενα η οπτική περιγραφή του εξω­
τερικού και του εσωτερικού της εκκλησίας γίνεται πλέον 
τόπος. Η σύνθεση των κειμένων αυτών περιλαμβάνει ά­
φθονα ρητορικά σχήματα με παράλληλες εικόνες της 
πόλης και της εκκλησίας, από τις οποίες προκύπτει η 
υπεροχή της δεύτερης σχετικά με την τοποθεσία, την 
ποιότητα των υλικών κατασκευής, το μέγεθος και τη λα­
μπρότητα της διακόσμησης. Ιδιαίτερα τονίζεται η υπε­
ρυψωμένη θέση της εκκλησίας και ο επιβλητικός της 
όγκος. Κατ' αυτόν τον τρόπο κυριαρχούσε στο αστικό 
τοπίο, αποτελώντας ταυτόχρονα τμήμα της πόλης. Το 
λογοτεχνικό αυτό θέμα ανταποκρίνεται στα αρχαιο­
λογικά δεδομένα, σύμφωνα με τα οποία αρκετές πρω-
τοβυζαντινές εκκλησίες ήταν κτισμένες πάνω σε υπερυ­
ψωμένο κρηπίδωμα ή στην κορυφή ενός λόφου, στις 
πλαγιές του οποίου απλωνόταν η πόλη, χωρίς βέβαια να 
πρόκειται για γενικευμένο φαινόμενο. 

del vicino Oriente: Giordania e Siria, FelRav 1993-1994 (CXLV-CXLVIII), 

p. 259-291 with earlier bibliography. 

Ελένη Σαραντη 
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