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The city of Ravenna prospered under Roman rule. In 402 CE, emperor 

Honorius transferred the capital of the Western Roman Empire from 

Milan to Ravenna. The transfer was made partly for defensive purposes. 

Ravenna was surrounded by swamps and marshes and perceived to be 

easily defended.  

 

In 409, King Alaric of the Visigoths simply bypassed Ravenna and went to 

on to sack Rome in 410 and to take Galla Placidia, the daughter of 

Emperor Theodosius I hostage. 

J.N. Sylvestre. 

Sack of Rome by 

the Visigoths on 

24 August 410, 

1890.  



In time, Galla Placidia returned to 

Ravenna with her son, Emperor 

Valentinian III and the support of 

her nephew Theodosius II. Ravenna 

then enjoyed a period of peace 

during which time the Orthodox 

Baptistery (seen here) and the so-

called Mausoleum of Galla Placidia 

were built. 



Mausoleum of Galla Placidia (Ravenna), c.425 



The “mausoleum” is laid out in a Greek cross plan with a central dome on 

pendentives  and barrel vaults over the four transepts.  

 

The building was formerly the oratory of the Church of the Holy Cross and now 

contains three sarcophagi. The largest was thought to contain the remains of Galla 

Placidia (died 450), daughter of the Roman Emperor Theodosius I.  

 

The building is not currently used as a mausoleum. It is unknown what the building 

was intended for when it was built. The most common story is that the structure was 

built by Galla Placidia, who was a well-known patron of the arts, to be used as a 

mausoleum for her and her family. There seems to be no evidence to prove or disprove 

Galla’s connection to the building. 



Christ as the Good Shepherd, from the Mausoleum of 

Galla Placidia (Ravenna), c. 425 



The image of the Good Shepherd is the most common 

of the symbolic representations of Christ found in 

Early Christian art. Initially it was probably not 

understood as a portrait of Jesus, but a symbol like 

others used in Early Christian art, and in some cases 

may also have represented the Shepherd of Hermas, a 

popular Christian literary work of the 2nd century.  

However by about the 5th century the figure more 

often took on the appearance of the conventional 

depiction of Christ, as it had developed by this time, 

and was given a halo and rich robes, as here at 

Ravenna.  

 

Here, his shepherd’s crook has been replaced by a 

cruciform martyr’s staff, which alludes to his own 

death by crucifixion.  Likewise, Christ’s robe of purple 

and gold is a sign of his assimilation of the emperor’s 

royal status, as well as of his future as King of Heaven.  

He sits on a rock, which is divided into three steps, 

evoking both the Trinity (the number 3) and the role of 

Saint Peter (the rock) in establishing the church.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyptothek
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glyptothek


Schematic rocks at the front place the scene beyond the frame and provide 

a solid base.  Spatial recession is indicated by the foreshortened sheep, the 

twisting pose of the Good Shepherd and the pale-blue sky gently darkening 

towards the zenith. Conceived the tradition of emblemata, it is so placed as 

to suggest an opening on to the exterior from inside a tent or awning of 

imperial richness. Above the crossing the vault is transformed into a starry 

night sky with a gold cross gleaming at its center, symbolizing the kingdom 

of heaven. 



In accordance with the preference 

of the time, Christ is portrayed as 

a young man in the familiar pose 

of a philosopher.  The rest of his 

attributes, however, have been 

adapted from Imperial art, which 

provided a ready supply of motifs 

that was mined heavily in the 

early fifth century, when 

Christian imagery underwent 

intensive development.  The halo, 

for example, was taken from 

representations of the emperor as 

sun-king, and even the cross had 

been an Imperial device. 





The late 400s saw the dissolution of Roman authority in the west, and the 

last person to hold the title of emperor in the West was deposed in 476 by the 

general Odoacer. Odoacer ruled as King of Italy for 13 years, but in 489 the 

Eastern Emperor  Zeno sent the Ostrogoth King Theoderic the Great to re-

take the Italian peninsula. After losing the Battle of Verona, Odoacer 

retreated to Ravenna where he withstood a siege of three years by Theoderic. 

Theoderic took Ravenna in 493, supposedly slew Odoacer with his own 

hands, and Ravenna became the capital of the Ostrogothic Kingdom of Italy. 

(Theoderic’s Mausoleum, just outside Ravenna, is seen above right.) 



The Arian Baptistry in 

Ravenna, Italy was erected by 

the Ostrogothic King 

Theodoric the Great between 

the end of the 5th century and 

the beginning of the sixth 

century, at the same time as 

the Basilica of Sant' Apollinare 

Nuovo. 

 

Theodoric was an Arian and 

decided to let the Goths 

(Arians) and the Latins 

("orthodox" in the sense that 

they followed canon doctrine), 

live together but separately, 

and so there were separate 

neighborhoods and separate 

religious buildings. 



Ravenna became the capital of the Ostrogothic Kingdom of Italy. Theoderic, 

following his imperial predecessors, also built many splendid buildings in and 

around Ravenna, including his palace church Sant’Apollinare Nuovo (seen 

above), an Arian cathedral. It was dedicated by Theoderic in 504 CE. 



Mosaic from Sant’Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna, c. 504 

 

Arianism is the theological teaching attributed to Arius of Alexandria, 

Egypt. He asserted that the Son of God was a subordinate entity to God the 

Father. It is therefore opposed to the traditional Trinitarian Christological 

doctrine. The term “Arian” is sometimes substituted for “nontrinitarian”. 



The intact sequence of original 

mosaic at Sant’Apollinare 

Nuovo seems to emphasize the 

Arian view of the nature of 

Christ. It tells stories of Jesus 

Christ’s life on earth. On the 

north side of the church the 

miracle worker and teller of 

parables is depicted as a young 

beardless man, while on the 

south side, which shows the 

Passion and the Resurrection, 

he is portrayed as older and 

bearded. So the Redeemer lives 

his life and grows and matures 

as a truly human being who 

suffers as a human and yet is 

resurrected for our sakes.  



Despite bombing hits in both world wars of the 20th century, Sant’ 

Apollinare and the other Ostrogothic survivals in Ravenna are 

among the few witnesses to Arian culture and literature, when 

virtually everything else produced by the Arians has been 

deliberately erased from the record. Here we glimpse the splendor 

and richness of Arian Christianity, elsewhere so successfully 

obliterated by the medieval Latin Church of the West. 



This detail of the nave mosaic at the west end of Sant’Apollinare Nuovo 

depicts Theodoric’s palace. The mosaic dates from c. 504 CE under 

Theodoric, but in c.560, the Arian king and his court were excised from the 

palace and replaced with dark backgrounds and curtains. A hand belonging 

to one of the original occupants can still be seen on some columns. 



Barberini Ivory (Justinian as world 

conqueror), mid-sixth century, ivory 

 

In the sixth century, Byzantine 

political power, wealth, and culture 

reached its height under Emperor 

Justinian I (ruled 527-565). Ravenna 

became the administrative capital of 

Byzantine Italy.  The pope, although 

officially subject to Ravenna, remained 

head of the Western Church.  However, 

the Byzantine policy of caesaropapism, 

whereby the emperor was head of both 

church and state, became a growing 

source of friction between the two 

halves of Christendom. To centralize 

his government and impose a uniform 

legal system, Justinian began a 

thorough compilation of Roman law 

known as the Justinian Code.  Written 

in Latin, this code was later to serve as 

the foundation for the legal systems of 

Europe. 



The church was begun by Bishop Ecclesius in 527, when Ravenna was under 

the rule of the Ostrogoths, and completed by the 27th Bishop of Ravenna, 

Maximian in 548 during the Byzantine Exarchate of Ravenna. The architect 

of this church is unknown. The church is of extreme importance in Byzantine 

art, as it is the only major church from the period of the Emperor Justinian I 

to survive virtually intact to the present day. 



San Vitale (Ravenna) 527-547 

 

 



The church has an octagonal plan. The 

building combines Roman elements: the 

dome, shape of doorways, and stepped 

towers; with Byzantine elements:  

polygonal apse, capitals, and narrow 

bricks.  

 

San Vitale is thought to reflect the 

design of the Byzantine Imperial Palace 

Audience Chamber, of which nothing at 

all survives.  

 

According to legend, the church was 

erected on the site of the martyrdom of 

Saint Vitalis. However, there is some 

confusion as to whether this is the Saint 

Vitalis of Milan, or the Saint Vitale 

whose body was discovered together with 

that of Saint Agricola, by Saint Ambrose 

in Bologna in 393. 



The apse is flanked by two 

chapels, the prothesis and the 

diaconicon, typical for 

Byzantine architecture. 

 

The diaconicon is the name 

given to a chamber on the 

south side of the central apse 

of the church, where the 

vestments, books, etc, that are 

used in the Divine Services of 

the church are kept (the sacred 

vessels for the liturgy are kept 

in the prothesis, which is on 

the north side of the 

sanctuary). 











Christ enthroned, apse mosaic at San Vitale (Ravenna), 526-547 

 

These mosaics were executed shortly after 540 CE, when Ravenna 

with the rest of Italy was won back from Theodoric and as such, they 

probably have political overtones. 



Justinian and his Attendants from San Vitale (Ravenna, Italy), c. 547, mosaic 



Justinian is depicted (with a nimbus and in imperial purple) as a 

bond between church and state.   

He presides over a theocracy.  Rank and status are suggested by the 

objects they hold (Justinian holds a paten reserved for the 

Eucharistic bread), their clothing, and even the positions of their feet.   



Although the emperor appears to be slightly behind the bishop, the sacred vessel he 

carries overlaps the bishop’s arm.  Thus, symbolized by place and gesture, the imperial 

and churchly powers are in balance.  Justinian’s paten holding the Eucharist bread, 

Maximianus’s cross, and the attendant clerics’ book and censer produce a slow forward 

movement that strikingly modifies the scene’s rigid formality.  No background is 

indicated.  The artist expected the observer to understand the procession as taking 

place in this very sanctuary.  Thus, the emperor appears forever as a participant in the 

sacred rites as the proprietor of this royal church. 



The shield in front of the army bears the 

chi-rho monogram, a reference not only 

to Christ’s initials but also to 

Constantine, the first Christian emperor 

who defeated Maxentius at the Battle of 

Milvian Bridge. 



In Christian art, especially, an early interest in capturing the visual 

appearance of the material world gave way to a new hieratic-formally 

abstract or priestly- style that sought to express essential religious 

meaning rather than exact external appearance.  Attempting to 

create tangible images that would stand for intangible Christian 

concepts, artists rejected the space, light, color, and physicality of the 

real world in favor of a timeless supernatural world. 



Theodora and attendants, from San Vitale (Ravenna), c. 547, mosaic 



Theodora is depicted on the opposite side of the apse, holding a chalice for 

the Eucharistic wine. Her purple robes bear a depiction of the Three Magi.   

Theodora participated in Justinian's legal and spiritual reforms, and her 

involvement in the increase of the rights of women was substantial. She had 

laws passed that prohibited forced prostitution and closed brothels. 



The empress stands in state beneath an imperial canopy, waiting to follow 

the emperor’s procession.  An attendant beckons her to pass through the 

curtained doorway.  The fact she is outside the sanctuary in a courtyard 

with a fountain and only about to enter attests that, in the ceremonial 

protocol, her rank was not quite equal to that of her consort’s. 



Theodora worked against her 

husband's support of 

Chalcedonian Christianity in 

the ongoing struggle for the 

predominance of each faction. 

In spite of Justinian being 

Orthodox Christian, Theodora 

founded a Monophysite 

monastery in Sykae and 

provided shelter in the palace 

for Monophysite leaders who 

faced opposition from the 

majority Orthodox Christians. 

 

Her influence on Justinian was 

so strong that after her death, 

he worked to bring harmony 

between the Monophysites and 

the Orthodox Christians in the 

Empire. 



IMAGES OF POWER: 
EARLY BYZANTINE ART 

(Justinian and the church of San Vitale in Ravenna) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

The work on the left comes from Faiyum, Egypt and dates to the 2nd century CE, 

during the Roman empire. It is a mummy portrait painted in encaustic (wax mixed 

with pigment). 

 

Compare and contrast the use of portraiture in these two works. How does the 

stylistic treatment of each portrait relate to the function of each work? 



STUDENT 

PRESENTATION 

#2: 

 

Both of these 

mosaics are located 

in Ravenna. Which 

one dates from the 

Early Christian 

period and which 

one dates from the 

Early Byzantine 

period? Discuss how 

the image of Christ 

changes from one 

period to the other 

and explain why.  



Use this chart to 

address three 

features  for the 

image above 

related to each of 

the following: 

form, function, 

content, and 

context.  
	


