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Introduction

The Parma Gospel Book, Bibl. Palatina, MS gr. 5[1] is a Tetraevangelion (the Four Gospels)|[2]
believed to have been compiled in the latter half of the eleventh century in Constantinople. In
Byzantine manuscripts, there is no strict style governing the number or content of miniatures
and their positions within the text. Most miniatures are illuminations of initials and botanical
or geometric motifs, and do not include human figures. In a Tetraevangelion, Evangelist
portraits [3] are often inserted at the beginning of each Gospel, but some manuscripts,
although few in number, include Christological illustrations (full-page, half-page, column
picture, initial, marginal) or texts other than the Gospels and their miniatures [4]. The Parma
Gospel Book is a manuscript representing the middle Byzantine era (from the ninth to the
thirteenth century), and not only includes a preface with a headpiece (ff.3r, 5r) but also a
number of miniatures including a full-page miniature of The Nativity, Constantine and Helena
(£.13r) [5], narrative Christological illustrations (ff.91v-92v) [6], Evangelist portraits (ff.13v, 93v,
138v, 215v), and headpieces at the beginning of each Gospel (ff.14r, 94r, 139r, 216r) [7] (see the
Table). However, research on this manuscript has been scarce, and has not been conducted
comprehensively on the manuscript in its entirety. Previous attempts, such as those by Millet,
Lazarev, and Bonicatti, have been limited to iconographic and stylistic analyses [8]. In this
paper, we will study the Maiestas domini (£.5r) of the Parma Gospel Book, which serves as the
frontispiece of four Gospels.

The Maiestas domini [9] is an iconography representing theophany, and is not a represen-
tation of a historical episode. The iconography is based on a number of texts, such as the
descriptions of the visions of Ezekiel and Isaiah in the Old Testament and the description of
John in the Apocalypse, and is also based on texts such as the Irenaean preface and the
liturgical texts. This image is located in or around the apse in a church, and strongly bears the
iconic characteristics. It is a theme common to all the genres of Byzantine art, related to the
iconodulistic teachings that support the veneration of religious images which became par-
ticularly popular in the wake of iconoclasm [10]. During the middle Byzantine period, new
ideas such as the significance of the apocalypse and the Second Coming were further added to
this image [11]. Though the motifs and characters may vary according to the given situation
and context, the iconography of the Maiestas domini is basically constructed around the figure
of Christ sitting on a throne with the four living creatures (the zodiac) [12] surrounding Him,

the four living creatures in turn surrounded by Seraphim, Cherubim, and the prophets.
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Table: The structure of the Parma Gospel Book. The shaded area indicates the figural miniatures.

Folia Content
f.3r Eusebius and Carpianus
ff.3r-4v Prefaces Epistle of Eusebius to Carpianus
f.5r Maiestas domini
ff.5r-6r Hypothesis of the Harmony of the Evangelists
tf.6v-7v the Chapter Lists (Kephalaia) of Matthew
ff.8r-12r Canon Tables
f.12v Eusebius and Carpianus, Ammonius
£13r Matthew| Nativity, Constantine and Helena Standing on Both Sides of the True Cross
£13v Matthew the Evangelist
f.14r Journey to Bethlehem
ff.14r-89v the Gospel According to Matthew
f£.90r-91r the Chapter Lists (Kephalaia) of Mark
Marriage Feast at Cana, Transformation of the Water into Wine
£91v Miraculous Draught of Fishes (Calling of the Apostles)
Preparation for Washing of the Feet, Washing of the Feet
the the Last Supper, Preparation for the Last Supper
Christological Christ’s Prayer at Gethsemane,
£.92r Mark Cycle Betray'a'l c‘)f Judas, Repentance of Peter
Crucifixion, Descent from the Cross
90y Entombment, Holy' Women at the Sepulcher
Ascension, Pentecost
£.93r Blank
£.93v Mark the Evangelist
£.94r John Baptizing the People
ff.94r-135v the Gospel According to Mark
ff.136r-137v the Chapter Lists (Kephalaia) of Luke, Hypothesis
£.138r Blank
£.138v Luke Luke the Evangelist
£.139r Birth of John the Baptist
f£.139r-213v the Gospel According to Luke
ff.214r-v the Chapter Lists (Kephalaia) of John, Hypothesis
£.215r Blank
£f.215v John John the Evangelist
f.216r Anastasis
ff.216r-270r the Gospel According to John

f£.270v-285v

Synaxarion
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1. The Maiestas domini (ff.5r-6r)

I would like to begin by describing
this particular miniature and its accom-
panying text, and organizing the matter
in question. In the Parma Gospel Book,
prior to the Four Gospels, there are
prefacing texts [13] titled ‘The Letter of
Eusebius to Carpianus’ and ‘The Hypo-
thesis of the Harmony of the Evan-
gelists’ [14], which are accompanied by
a headpiece of Eusebius and Carpianus
(£.3r) and the Maiestas domini (f.5r), re-
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faces of the Cherubim and the four

living creatures (f.5v). Introductions to
the Gospels by Mark, Luke, and John follow. I will describe the miniature upon quoting the

entire text of the Hypothesis, which is as follows [15]:

Know that the Gospel according to Matthew, written in the Hebrew language, was
published by him in Jerusalem, and translated by John. The Gospel describes the
anthropomorphic birth of Christ as a man [16].

One must know that there are no more and no less than four Gospels. Since there are four
universal winds, there are also Four Gospels, blowing immortality from all of them and
regenerating men. From these Gospels, it is evident that He, who was shown to men
sitting among the cherubim, gave us the four-part Gospel, just as David, praying for His
advent said, “‘You who sit on the cherubim show yourself.” These Cherubim have four
faces, and their faces are the images of the dispensation of the Son of God.

The one like the lion indicates the efficacious, royal, and authoritative nature. The one like
the ox presents the sacerdotal and priestly nature. The manlike form depicts the

incarnation, and the one like the eagle represents the visitation of the Holy Spirit [17].

Know that the Gospel according to Mark was dictated by Peter in Rome. It began with the
prophetic word of Isaiah, which proceeds from on high, and shows the winged image of
the Gospel [18].
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Know that the Gospel according to Luke was dictated by Paul in Rome. Since it was of

priestly character, it began with Zacharias the priest burning incense.

Know that the Gospel of John was dictated by John in the time of the Emperor Trajan on
the island of Patmos. It describes the lordly, real, and glorious generation of Christ from
the Father [19].

The miniature in question depicts the abstract and theological concept of ‘the harmony of
the Four Gospels’ as stated in the Hypothesis [20]. In the middle circle within the rectangle [21]
sits the figure of Christ encircled by a mandorla. Below the two pairs of Seraphim supporting
the mandorla are two pairs of Cherubim, between which four wheels of fire are depicted. The
four symbols bearing the Gospels are placed within the small circles positioned in the four
corners, while the sitting Evangelists are arranged facing the lectern in the external square
frame. The four living creatures are referred to in the Apocalypse according to John (4 : 6-8),
and their characteristics and symbolic significance are described by theologians in the preface
of the Gospels. In the upper left corner sits Mark-man, in the upper right corner, Matthew-ox;
in the lower left corner is Luke-lion and in the lower right corner, John-eagle. Standing in the
margins on both sides of the rectangular picture are David and Isaiah. David is referred to in
the Hypothesis as ‘the One who prophesied the Advent’, whereas Isaiah is described in the
phrase, ‘(Mark’s Gospel) began with the prophetic words of Isaiah’. Peter and Paul are shown
standing on the left side of the title written in majuscule letters, and John the Evangelist and
the Emperor Trajan stand on the right. The three Apostles are dressed in tunics and himations
and are holding their Gospels. As John the Evangelist is the only one to appear twice on the
page, his standing figure is represented as an old man, with the frontal part of the head shown
bald for the sake of variety. The Emperor Trajan is clad in a tunic and himation, is carrying a
labarum in his right hand, and has a nimbus attached to his crown. All the four figures (the
three Apostles and the Emperor Trajan) are referred to in the introduction to the Gospels in the
Hypothesis. The Fountain of Life is painted in the upper part of the square frame, and is
depicted under a canopy, along with birds, deer, and vegetation [22].

Significant preceding studies on the miniature in question include works by Galavaris and
Nelson [23]. Both researchers deal with the relationships between the preface and the
miniatures of the Gospel manuscripts, and refer to this particular miniature as part of the
above-mentioned subject. Both also share the standpoint of studying the miniatures by
making comprehensive comparisons between iconographies and texts relating to the Parma
Gospel Book. Needless to say, an approach that compares a number of similar iconographic
examples in search of the greatest common factor is vital in the study of manuscripts.
However, in the case where one particular miniature is under examination, it is also critical to
focus on the manuscript it belongs to in its entirety, as some results may only be attained
through monographic research. This paper aims to study the Maiestas domini of the Parma
Gospel Book while taking into consideration the manuscript in its entirety.
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2. The positions of the Evangelists

In the miniature under study, Mark is positioned in the upper left corner, Matthew in the
upper right, Luke in the lower left, and John in the lower right corner. On the other hand, in
the Tetraevangelion, the four gospels appear in the order of the Gospels of Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John; the Hypothesis too begins with a description of Matthew’s Gospel. It is
strange that Mark is placed in the upper left, since this is the position that signifies the
beginning, suggesting that it would have been more appropriate to place Matthew here.
Doubtlessly, the switch in the positioning of both Matthew and Mark is an intentional
manipulation on the part of the painter [24]. This is apparent from the arrangement of the
Evangelists in the four corners, since the names of only the two Evangelists in the upper half
are included in the illustration.

The Maiestas domini in the lectionary of the Athens National Library (cod. 2645, f.1r) has
been highlighted by researchers as having structural similarities with the Maiestas domini of the
Parma Gospel Book, such as the positions of the Evangelists in the four corners and the
arrangement of characters in the left and right margins [25]. In the Athens Lectionary, it is
John who is positioned in the upper left of the four corners, the part which signifies the
beginning. As in the text of the lectionary the manuscripts are stated in the order of John,
Matthew, Luke, and Mark’s Gospels, the arrangement of the four Evangelists in the Athens
Lectionary is in accordance with their order in its text. Through comparison, it should be
noted that it is peculiar that Mark should be placed in the upper left corner of the Parma
Gospel Book, which is a Tetraevangelion.

In addition, the positioning of the Evangelists in the Maiestas domini of the Parma Gospel
Book, with Mark in the upper left corner and Matthew in the upper right, are at variance in
their correspondence to the four living creatures. If Matthew had been positioned in the upper
left corner and Mark in the upper right in accordance with the order in the Gospel, the
positioning would also have corresponded with the order given by Athanasios, which is in the
following order: Matthew-man, Mark-ox, Luke-lion, and John-eagle [26]. However, as a result
of having had Mark placed in the upper left corner and Matthew in the upper right, ‘man’ is
positioned next to Mark and ‘ox’ next to Matthew, which prevents any semblance of order
between the Evangelists and the symbols. Galavaris explains the disaccord between the
Evangelists and the symbols by stating that though the reason is unclear, the symbols are
associated with the Cherubim in the preface and are not described in accordance with any
specific Gospel [27]. I do not intend to oppose Galavaris’s opinion that the symbols are
strongly associated with the Cherubim. However, as each symbol is shown bearing a Gospel,
it is inconceivable that the symbols are totally unconnected with the Evangelists. It does not
seem natural to position the four Evangelists and the symbols in the four corners without
making any associations between the two. In fact, associating the Evangelists and the symbols
does not weaken the connection between the symbols and the Cherubim in any way. Above
all, Galavaris’s interpretation does not directly explain why Mark is positioned in the upper
left corner. It is reasonable to suppose that there was some valid reason behind positioning
Mark in the upper left corner, the order of the Four Gospels and discrepancy with the symbols
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notwithstanding.
3. Accompanying figures described in the Hypothesis

When considering the positions of the Evangelists, we must also take into consideration
their accompanying figures as mentioned in the Hypothesis [28]. As the Hypothesis states ‘The
Gospel according to Matthew was translated by John, the Gospel according to Mark was
dictated by Peter, the Gospel according to Luke was dictated by Paul, and the Gospel
according to John was dictated in the time of Trajan on the island of Patmos’. Based on this
text, Peter, Paul, John the Evangelist and the Emperor Trajan are positioned on both sides of
the title, two on each side. The critical difference among the Evangelists lies in whether or not
they were members of the Twelve Apostles, who were the original Disciples of Christ.
Matthew and John were inspired directly by Christ as they were among his Twelve Apostles,
whereas Mark and Luke were not. The fact that the canonical Gospels were written by men
who were not direct followers of Christ could prove difficult to accept, so lore was created that
the Gospels according to Mark and Luke were dictated by Peter and Paul, who were among
the Apostles [29]. In other words, the figures of Peter and Paul were included in the miniature
to guarantee the legitimacy of both Mark’s and Luke’s Gospels. Mark and Luke are often
depicted along with Peter and Paul [30], whereas Matthew and John are combined with
various characters. Matthew may be paired with Christ [31], and there are examples of John
being paired with his disciple Prochorus [32], or with Mary [33]. The reason John and Matthew
are combined with various characters is probably that they do not need to be associated with
any specific authority, since they are the original Disciples of Christ. As a matter of fact,
Matthew and John may each be represented independently even when Mark and Luke are
combined with a secondary character. Evangelists may be depicted along with accompanying
figures as per the requirements of the text, such as the preface, but cases have been confirmed
where accompanying figures are represented without any such request from the text; therefore
the situation seems to vary according to each manuscript.

One of the reasons why Mark was positioned in the upper left corner and Matthew in the
upper right in the Parma Gospel Book may have had to do with their associations with the
four accompanying figures. First, Mark and Luke, who were not among the Twelve Apostles,
are aligned on the left, and Peter and Paul placed beneath them. Matthew and John, who were
direct followers of Christ, are aligned on the right, and John the Evangelist and the Emperor
Trajan are placed beneath the two. This shows the ingenious structural attempt to vertically
separate the Apostles from the Evangelists who were not direct Disciples of Christ [34], and to
position characters described in the Hypothesis beneath the Evangelists they are associated
with. However, if the aim had been to separate the Twelve Apostles from the others, it would
also have been possible to place Matthew and John on the left and Mark and Luke on the right.
With those among the Twelve Apostles on the left side and the others on the right, it would
have been possible to include Matthew in the upper left corner in accordance with the order of
the Four Gospels. Why, then, did the painter position Mark and not Matthew in the upper left
of the illustrations? It is in the sequence of the accompanying figures that a major change
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would have been effected with the switching of the Evangelists. With Matthew and John on
the left and Mark and Luke on the right, the four figures would be positioned in the order
(from the left) of John, the Emperor Trajan, Peter and Paul, and Peter would not be positioned
in the beginning as in the existing miniature. Mark is believed to have been placed in the
upper left corner so that Peter could be positioned at the head of the four accompanying
figures; in other words, it was necessary to have Mark in the upper left corner, even though it
would be going against the order in the Four Gospels of having Peter placed first.

The subsidiary characters, including Peter, are based on the introduction to the Four
Gospels in the Hypothesis. In general, secondary characters are paired with Evangelist por-
traits, and it is very rare for them to be incorporated in the Maiestas domini, as in this miniature.
In addition, the introduction to the Four Gospels is generally placed before the text of each
Gospel, and it is extremely rare to have the introduction to the Four Gospels collectively
described in the Hypothesis, as is done in the Parma Gospel Book [35]. As Nelson states, it is
doubtless that both the miniature and the text are attempting to create ‘the harmony of the
Four Gospels’ as advocated in the Hypothesis. Furthermore, the innovative attempt to
incorporate accompanying figures in the Maiestas domini may have been made in response to a
request to have Peter painted on the frontispiece. In other words, it would not have been
possible to have Peter depicted on the frontispiece without incorporating the four characters
associated with the Evangelists in the Maiestas domini.

The same iconographic manipulations as those seen in this miniature for emphasizing
Peter are also used in the narrative cycle of Christ’s life (ff.91v-92v) [36]. Each of the three
pages of this manuscript dealing with Christ’s life is divided into four sections, with one or
two scenes arranged within one section. In The Marriage Feast at Cana, the portrait of Peter
deviates from standard iconography by being positioned opposite Christ, where ‘the governor
of the feast’ (Jn 2 : 8) should be placed. The scene which can be referred to as The Miraculous
Draught of Fish is described twice in the Gospels, first in The Calling of the Apostles (Lk 5 : 1-11)
and thereafter in The Appearance at the Sea of Tiberias (Jn 21 : 1-8). The former is an episode that
occurred in the early ministry of Christ, while the latter is an episode that took place after his
Resurrection. The difference between the two lies in the movements of Peter. In The Calling of
the Apostles, Peter gets on the boat with the disciples, while in The Appearance at the Sea of
Tiberias, he plunges into the lake alone. The subject positioned next to The Marriage Feast at
Cana is not an episode after the Resurrection but The Calling of the Apostles [37]. However, this
miniature borrows the iconography of The Appearance at the Sea of Tiberias in which Peter
plunges alone into the lake’, in order to represent The Calling of the Apostles. In The Washing of
Feet, the page is divided into the top and bottom sections, and the disciples are depicted in the
former, while Peter is sitting face to face with Christ in the latter. The unprecedented challenge
here lies not only in the painting of a subject with Peter as the main character, but also in
isolating Peter from the other disciples and representing him alone. The Repentance of Peter is
an episode that took place between The Betrayal of Judas and The Crucifixion. It would have
been possible to insert Christ Before Pilate in this section, but a subject in which Peter is the sole
main character was selected instead [38]. In fact, Peter appears in nine out of thirteen scenes,
and plays a primary role in all the sections, except for the four scenes concerned with the
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Death and Resurrection of Christ. Furthermore, these three pages are positioned between the
chapter lists (Kephalaia) of Mark, which precede the text of Mark’s Gospel, and the portrait of
Mark [39]. In my previous paper, I had been unable to explain the reason for this strange
arrangement, but further examination for this paper has clarified this point, which is that
Christological illustrations placing emphasis on Peter have been placed before the text of
Mark’s Gospel, which was ‘dictated by Peter’, as if they form the headpiece of the Gospel. In
addition to the portrait of Mark (£.93v) and the headpiece John baptizing the people (f.94r) for
Mark’s Gospel, three pages of Christological illustrations have been inserted in front of the text
of Mark’s Gospel in order to place an emphasis on the presence of Peter. This, in fact, was the
philosophy behind the iconographic program of the Parma Gospel Book.

4. The sequence of the symbols

Unlike the case in Western Europe, there are several corresponding relationships between
the Evangelists and the symbols designated by theologists in the Byzantine world, and there is
no exclusive order. But if we are to assume that the positions of Mark and Matthew have been
switched, it is reasonable to assume that our miniature had originally adopted the order given
by Athanasios (Matthew-man, Mark-ox, Luke-lion, John-eagle) [40]. It is believed that under
the request to position Mark in the upper left corner with the aim of emphasising Peter, the
two Evangelists in the top area were switched from left to right and vice versa, which resulted
in the breakdown of the corresponding relationships between the symbols and the Evangelists.
Of particular interest is the fact that the symbols were not inter-changed when the two
Evangelists were switched. If the symbols of man and ox had been switched, the discord
between the Evangelists and the symbols could have been avoided even if Mark was
positioned in the upper left corner, with only the change in the sequence of the Four Gospels
necessary. However, the painter had chosen to represent the symbols in the correct sequence
of the Four Gospels and only switched the two Evangelists on both sides. It is impossible to
discern at a glance who is positioned where from the sitting figures of the Evangelists painted
in the section. However, if the symbols of man and ox were to be inter-changed, it would be
quite obvious that they did not follow the order of the Four Gospels, since they were too
obviously different in shape. However much the emphasis that had been placed on Peter, it
was probably difficult to disrupt the symbolic order of the Four Gospels. At the cost of
sacrificing the corresponding relationship between the Evangelists and the symbols, man, the
symbol that stands for Matthew, was placed in the upper left corner, the home position for
Matthew.

Needless to say, the Parma Gospel Book is a Tetraevangelion. Matthew’s Gospel is the first
text mentioned in the Four Gospels, and the Hypothesis begins with the introduction to this
Gospel, which speaks of the doctrine of the Incarnation. Just as three pages of Christological
illustrations preceded Mark’s Gospel, the text of Matthew’s Gospel is preceded by two pages of
miniatures, the headpiece of Eusebius and Carpianus, Ammonius (£12v) and The Nativity,
Constantine and Helena (£f.13r), in addition to the portrait of Matthew and the headpiece of
Journey to Bethlehem (f.14r). The placement of the miniatures within the entire manuscript is
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clearly more inclined towards Mark and Matthew than towards Luke and John. Among the
Evangelists in the four corners, only Mark and Matthew bear inscriptions.

As images were deemed to be copies of the celestial world, it was the duty of the
Byzantine painters to make truthful reproductions of the model, and they were prohibited
from making arbitrary changes[41]. Restrictions stemming from norm are quite strong in
Byzantine art. However, when attempting to reflect some sort of intention in artistic works
without relying on the use of letters such as inscriptions and colophons, the cliché was
sometimes broken. There were numerous methods for doing so, such as the switching of the
head of a character with that of the emperor who commissioned the picture [42], or implicating
the reason for the donation by selecting a biased subject [43]. Changing the sequence of the
Evangelists, as was done in this miniature, was another way of doing so. The challenge faced
by the painter lay in how to make the miniatures reflect special meaning into the miniatures
while observing tradition. The change in Matthew’s home position could not be termed a
blatant, easily identifiable transgression. Even after switching the two Evangelists on either
side, the symbols followed the order of the Four Gospels. However, the two Evangelists bear
inscriptions within the narrow space of 2 cm x 2 cm, describing the figure on the left as Mark
and the one on the right as Matthew. Would it be too fanciful to suppose that the painter had
been trying to strike a precarious balance between norm and deviation?

Conclusion

This paper studied the Maiestas domini (£.5r) of the Parma Gospel Book, and explored why
Mark, as opposed to Mathew, was positioned in the upper left of the illustration, the place
usually accorded to the first among the four Evangelists. The paper concludes that Mark was
positioned in the upper left corner because he was the author of the Gospel that was ‘dictated
by Peter’. It also concludes that Mark was positioned in the upper left corner so that Peter
could be placed first among the four characters positioned below. Accompanying figures were
incorporated in the Maiestas domini simply so that Peter could be painted on the frontispiece.
The emphasis placed on Peter is a characteristic also noted in the illustrations of Christ’s life
(f£.91v-92v). These three pages of Christological illustrations have been inserted before of the
text of Mark’s Gospel, which was ‘dictated by Peter’.

Though the positions of Mark and Matthew have been switched from left to right and vice
versa, the positioning of the symbols seems to give priority to the order of the Four Gospels
rather than to the symbols’ associations with the Evangelists, and thus man, the symbol for
Matthew, is positioned in the upper left. As a result, the miniature ended up with the
combinations of Mark-man and Matthew-ox, which do not comply with any order. With
inscriptions describing only Mark and Matthew implying the switching of their positions, it is
assumed that the symbols have been left untouched because it was not possible to belittle the
presence of Matthew, who is the first Evangelist in the Four Gospels, and it was necessary to
avoid the blatant disruption in the order of the Four Gospels. Iconographic manipulations
have been made in the Maiestas domini of the Parma Gospel Book with the intention of placing

an emphasis on Peter without deviating from its function as a frontispiece of the Four Gospels.
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I had previously pointed out that the Parma Gospel Book may possibly have been a

manuscript donated to a church or monastery associated with Peter, or may have been

sponsored by someone by the name of Peter [44]. The fact that there is an emphasis on Peter in

this miniature seems to complement the conclusion of my previous article.
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