THE FEASTING CYCLE AND THE MEANINGS
OF HYBRIDS IN BYZANTINE CERAMICS

Henry MAGUIRE

RESUME : La premiére partie de cette communication examine le cycle des scénes associées aux banquets représentées sur
les vaissaux en argent et sur les céramiques dans le monde byzantin aux Xlle et XIlle siécles (scénes de chasse avec chiens,
félins et faucons ; personnages a table ; femmes offrant des pichets ; musiciens ; danseuses ; acrobates). On trouve aussi des
créatures hybrides, particuliérement des sirénes et des sphinx. Le cycle entier apparait sur certaines piéces de vaisselle en
argent, tandis que sur les céramiques les différents motifs apparaissent séparément, a raison d'un ou deux par piéce. La source
de ce cycle est a chercher dans le monde islamique. La seconde partie de la communication propose une explication pour
l'association des créatures hybrides avec les banquets ; elles servaient de métaphores aux splendeurs du banquet (la cuisine
avec ces combinaisons exotiques ; les prouesses des acrobates). En méme temps, les splendeurs du banquet représentaient

métaphoriquement la puissance de I'héte.

A striking feature of research into Medieval ceramics,
as opposed to the study of ancient vases, is the compara-
tive lack of iconographic studies in the Medieval field.
The decorations of ancient Greek pottery and of Late Ro-
man red ware are viewed as a rich source of information
about Classical and Late Antique art and culture. Howev-
er, in the case of Medieval pottery, while there is a wealth
of studies on materials, techniques, production, prove-
nance, and chronology, there is relatively little analysis of
the motifs that adorned the ceramics. In part this may be
because ancient Greek and even some Roman pottery has
been inscribed within the modern field of art history,
while Medieval pottery has tended to be the exclusive pre-
serve of archaeology. A more significant reason for the
relative disregard of the motifs on Medieval pottery, how-
ever, may be the view that they were essentially decorative
in nature, and devoid of meaning. The true art of the Mid-
dle Ages has been seen as the religious art of mosaics,
frescoes and icons in churches; the decoration of pots, on
the other hand, has been seen as secular, frivolous, and
devoid of significance. But any motif that appears on a
pot, however decorative, has involved a choice, either on
the part of the maker or the purchaser of the vessel, and
where there is choice there is meaning. This paper, there-
fore, is a small attempt to redress the balance, by looking
for meanings in a particular cycle of scenes that is com-
mon to vessels produced in both the Islamic and the Byz-
antine world, namely the scenes associated with courtly
feasting and dining. I will first present this cycle as it ap-
pears on metal vessels and on their imitations in ceramic,
and then I will consider a puzzling problem of meaning,
namely why this cycle of dining scenes often includes hy-
brid creatures, such as sirens and sphinxes.

In Byzantine art, the feasting cycle appears in its most
complete form on metal bowls, which were emulated by

ceramics. A group of Byzantine silver bowls usually dated
to the 12th century, and now preserved in the Hermitage
Museum in St Petersburg, presents the cycle in its entirety.

A good example is an elaborate vessel found near Ber-
yozovo which is decorated with engraved motifs around
the rim, and with a dense pattern of raised imbrications on
its body, each filled with a different motif executed in
repoussé (Darkevich 1975: 78-99). The scenes begin on
the rim with the hunting of animals for the feast. Here
dogs and spotted felines (hunting cheetahs) are seen pur-
suing game animals, such as hare and deer (Fig. 1). In the
imbrications are shown motifs illustrating the feast at
which the game is consumed, including a crowned woman
at table with a goblet and food set before her (Fig. 2), and
a servant pouring drink from a long-necked vase (Darke-
vich 1975: 85). There are also entertainers at the feast - in-
cluding musicians with pipes and stringed instruments
(Fig. 3), dancers with long floppy sleeves (Fig. 4), and ac-
robats doing somersaults and hand-stands (Darkevich
1975: 89-90).

This cycle of scenes of hunting, feasting, and entertain-
ments is usually accompanied by depictions of hybrid
beasts, especially, as on the imbricated bowl, sirens, that is
birds with the heads of beautiful women (Fig. 5), and
sphinxes, that is lions with women’s heads (Fig. 6).

Most of these subjects appear also on the other Medie-
val Byzantine silver bowls that are preserved in the Her-
mitage, as well as birds of prey which evoke the hunting of
food with hawks (Darkevich 1975: 24, 29, 32, 46, 52, 56,
120). The ultimate source of the cycle was Islamic. For ex-
ample, it is almost certain that Islamic artists were respon-
sible for the cycle of paintings that decorate the ceilings of
the reception hall that Roger II constructed in the middle
of the 12th century in his palace at Palermo — the hall now
forms the nave of the palace chapel, the Cappella Palatina
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Fig. 1. St Petersburg, Hermitage Museum. Silver bowl from Beryozovo, detail. Dog hunting hare. After Darkevich 1975: fig. 109.

Fig. 2-3. St Petersburg, Hermitage Museum. Silver bowl from Beryozovo, details. Banqueter at table and musician. After Darkevich 1975 fig. 115 and 128.

(Tronzo 1997: 57-62). In these paintings, which cover both
the nave and the aisles of the hall, we find the entire cycle
that appears on the 12th-century Byzantine bowls. Thus
there are game animals, such as deer (Monneret de Vil-
lard 1950: fig. 136), as well as scenes of hunting with hawks
(Monneret de Villard 1950: fig. 247-248), and raptors with
their prey — for example a bird which has seized a hare
(Monneret de Villard 1950: fig. 157-158, 160-162). There
are feasters eating and drinking (Monneret de Villard
1950: fig. 178-195, 225), who are entertained by musicians
with stringed instruments of various kinds (Monneret de
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Villard 1950: fig. 201-217). There are also the dancers
with scarves or long sleeves (Monneret de Villard 1950:
fig. 219-220), and acrobats — in this case a pair of wrestlers
(Monneret de Villard 1950: fig. 218). Finally, there are the
hybrids, including sirens and sphinxes (Monneret de Vil-
lard 1950: fig. 8, 12, 241-244),

On the central ceiling, these motifs are accompanied
by kufic inscriptions which convey messages of power,
prosperity and well being: The inscriptions read “health,”
“blessing”, “good fortune”, “power”, “magnificence”, “pros-
perity” and “perfection” (Tronzo 1997: 60-61).
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Fig. 4-6. St Petersburg, Hermitage Museum. Silver bow! from Beryozovo,
details. Dancer, siren and sphinx. After Darkevich 1975: fig. 136, 139
and 135.

This feasting cycle was emulated both in Islamic and in
Byzantine pottery. In Byzantine ceramics of the 12th and
13th centuries we can find virtually all of the motifs that
occur on the silver bowls. However, in ceramics we do not
find the whole cycle presented in its entirety on any one
vessel, as we do in silverware. Instead, in the pottery, the
individual motifs from the cycle were presented piece-
meal, with usually only one motif appearing on any given
vessel. As a result, in the pots the coherence of the feast-
ing cycle tends to be lost, especially as the individual mo-
tifs were often treated with an inventive humor and whim-
sy. Among the motifs that appear in 12th- and 13th-century
Byzantine ceramics are scenes of hunting with dogs and
with felines. For example, on a fragment of cut slip ware
from the Agora excavations, a hunting hound can be com-
pared with those engraved into the rim of the imbricated
silver bowl in the Hermitage (Fig. 1, 7). We also find many
scenes of hunting with hawks, including engraved depic-
tions of hawks seizing hares on plates from the Alonnesos
shipwreck (The Art of Sgraffito 1999: 126-127; see also Ma-
guire 1998: 387, fig. 15). In addition, there are depictions
of game animals, such as the famous bowl excavated at
Corinth, showing a deer and hares in a park-like setting
(The Art of Sgraffito 1999: 181; see also Glory of Byzantium
1997: 255-269 and Armstrong 1997: 9-13).

Musicians make relatively frequent appearances on
Byzantine pottery — for example, there is a fragment of cut
slip ware from Corinth with two players of wind instru-
ments (Morgan 1942: 163, 337, fig. 53m) and another mu-

sician with a lute on a shard from Thebes (The Art of
Sgraffito 1999: 31). Dancers also occur. A fragmentary 12th-
century sgraffito plate recently excavated at Marmarion,
near Amphipolis, is decorated with a male musician play-
ing a harp in accompaniment to a long sleeved female
dancer (Fig. 8; see Archaeological Museum of Amphipolis:
8). Acrobats appear on the chafing dishes excavated at
Corinth (Morgan 1942: 38). Byzantine potters also depict-
ed the hybrids that were associated with the feasting cycle
on the silver bowls and in Roger’s reception hall at Paler-
mo. For example, there is a pair of sirens, back to back,
engraved into the bottom of a bowl now in Berlin (Elbern
1972: 43, fig. 3). On a well-known bowl from the Corinth
excavations there is a more active siren, apparently seizing
a long-legged water bird that is eyeing a passing fish (Fig.
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Fig. 7. Athens, Agora excavations, sgraffito shard. Hunting dog.
Fig. 8 Amphipolis, Archaeological Museum. Sgraffito shard. Musician
and dancer.

9; see The Art of Sgraffito 1999: 169, and for another siren,
ibid.: 30). A fine bowl with a sphinx was discovered at Ve-
ria, Chalkidiki (Fig. 10; see The Art of Sgraffito 1999: 61).

Several of the motifs from the feasting cycle appear in
other ceramic traditions within the sphere of Byzantine
influence, especially in Levantine pottery produced in the
Crusader orbit and in wares from Cyprus, although in
these cases their origins may as well be Islamic as Byzan-
tine. Among the finer examples may be noted: a falconer
with his birds, depicted on a 13th-century bowl from the
workshops of Paphos (Papanikola-Bakirtzis 1996: 87); a
woman holding a cup in her left hand on a cup of the 14th
century, now in the Pierides collection of Larnaca (Bvia-
vouwvj Meoaiwvizaj Kompog 1997: 143); a dancer holding
clappers, or castanets, in a bowl from Paphos (Papanikola-
Bakirtzis 1996: 102); and a sphinx in a 13th-century “Cru-
sader” bowl of St Symeon Ware (Bviavrivi Meoatwvixij
Kvmoog 1997: 151).

Most of the individual motifs that make up the feasting
cycle — the hunting of game, the eating and the drinking,
and the dinner theater — belong together according to an
apparent logic. But what is less obvious is the rationale
that connects the hybrids — the sirens and the sphinxes —
with the other motifs. Sirens could be associated with the
pleasures of music and song (Darkevich 1975: 322), but
this still leaves us without an explanation for the sphinxes.
In the remaining portion of this paper I will explore the
significance of these hybrid creatures within the feasting
cycle —and at the same time try to suggest some of the ide-
as conveyed by the whole cycle to Byzantine observers.

Even though such creatures as sirens, sphinxes, cen-
taurs, and tritons had their origins in pagan antiquity,
their connotations changed over time. In both Byzantine
church literature and secular literature, these hybrids sig-
nified the concepts of novelty and invention. For eccle-
siastical writers, this was a matter of blame. The early 9th-
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century iconodule Patriarch Nikephoros, for example,
wrote in his first Antirrhetic: “The idol is a fiction of those
things that do not exist and have no being in themselves.
Of such a kind are the shapes that the pagans fatuously
and irreligiously invent, such as of tritons, centaurs, and
other phantoms that do not exist” (PG: col. 277B). But
Byzantine writers of secular texts found the novelty of
such creatures admirable. The historian Niketas Chonia-
tes, for example, in praising the ancient statues of Con-
stantinople which were destroyed by the crusaders in 1204,
includes among what he calls “marvelous works of art”
sculptures of sphinxes. He says that the sphinxes are “like
comely women in the front, and like horrible beasts in
their hind parts, moving on foot in a newly-invented man-
ner, and nimbly borne aloft on their wings, rivaling the
great winged birds” (Dieten 1975: 650.22-26).

Thus Byzantine writers condemned, or praised, depic-
tions of hybrids in art because of the novel ways in which
they mixed what cannot normally be mixed in nature. Just
the same qualities, of innovation and unnatural combina-
tions, were stressed by Byzantine writers in their descrip-
tions of banquets — especially in their accounts of the cui-
sine, where the host displayed his power by mixing togeth-
er ingredients that in nature could not be found together.
Psellos, for example, when describing the culinary abil-
ities of the Emperor Constantine VIII, declared in his
Chronographia: “He was wonderfully skillful in the art of
concocting rich sauces, embellishing the dishes with col-
ors and perfumes, and summoning all of nature to excite
the palate” (Renauld 1926: 29). In the 10th century, Liud-
prand of Cremona, on his second embassy to Constantin-
ople, was greatly impressed when the emperor Nikepho-
ros Phokas sent him a curiously concocted dish. This dish
was a combination in which a fat young goat stuffed with
garlic, onion, and leeks was drenched with a copious fish
sauce. The gift was all the more impressive since during
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that summer Constantinople was suffering from a severe
food shortage (Chiesa 1998: 196.322-327, 201.529-531;
Koder, Weber 1980: 85-91). A letter written by the 12th-
century intellectual and court rhetorician Michael Italikos
graphically describes the combination of opposites to
create a novel cuisine. He lists the dishes of a banquet
where, in his words, “fish [are] forced to take the forms of
birds, and birds remodeled into fish, those novel confec-
tions and enchantements of the new artistry” (Gautier
1972: 157).

Perhaps the clearest statement of the significance of
such novel combinations in the feasts given by the power-
ful is a curious passage in the Romance, Rodanthi and Do-
sikles. The Rodanthi and Dosikles was written by Theo-
dore Prodromos, who was active as a court poet in Con-
stantinople during the reign of John I Komnenos, in the
second quarter of the 12th century. Since Theodore Pro-
dromos composed many panegyrics of the emperor and of
prominent members of his court, he was well acquainted
with the symbolism of imperial power.

The fourth book of the Rodanthi and Dosikles is main-
ly devoted to a long description of a royal reception, in this
case given by a pirate named Govryas on behalf of his
master, the pirate king Mistylos. Their guest is Artaxanes,
an envoy who was sent to Mistylos by Vryaxes, the king of
Pissa, in order to demand tribute from the pirate. Mistylos
and Govryas entertain the ambassador, Artaxanes, at a
banquet, which is designed to intimidate him. This is how
the verses of Prodromos describe the feast: “The dinner
was full of delight and wondrously prepared. For a roast
lamb was set in the middle, but when Artaxanes lay hold of
it and started to cut and separate it so as to eat it, new-
born sparrows peeped out from the midst of the [lamb’s]
belly, and, rising on their wings, flew around the head of
the satrap [Artaxanes].”

For Prodromos, the strangely stuffed lamb demon-
strates the supernatural nature of imperial power. The
poet continues his tale as follows: “Govryas [the host]
said: <So you see, greatest Satrap, the power of my mas-
ter Mistylos, how he has the might to change even nature
with novel changes and in manifold transformations, turn-
ing everything and changing it as he wishes. For you see
how the lamb is pregnant with little sparrows, having con-
tradicted the law of nature, namely [the law] that a winged
bird should bring forth a winged bird. But rather the lamb
obeys the law of Mistylos and engenders winged creatures
from its insides... My greatest master ... in presenting this
monstrous invention, forms what nature does not know,
nor any law>".

Finally, Govryas makes the symbolism more specific,
and concludes with a threat, when he says that Mistylos:
“...if he commanded, even perchance in the midst of bat-
tles, could cause warriors, strong men at arms with their
swords and their shields, to bring forth many little dogs

Fig. 9. Ancient Corinth, Archaeological Museum. Sgraffito bowl. Siren
with water bird and fish. After Morgan 1942: no. 668.

Fig. 10. Ouranoupolis, shipyard of the Prosphorion Tower. Sgraffito
plate from Veria. Sphinx. After The Art of Sgraffito 1999: no. 54.

and he could induce their bellies, though protected by cui-
rasses, to become pregnant with strange offspring, for he
can pull nature this way and that way, as he wishes” (Con-
ca 1994: 150.122-152.172).

As Roderick Beaton points out, the word employed by
Prodromos for the “little dogs”, owthaxeg, is very close to
oxwAnxes, which means worms, and presumably the pun
was intended (Beaton 1996: 74-75). That is, Mistylos could
cause the bodies of his enemies to putrefy on the battlefield.
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So the dish, with its mixture of opposites, is evidence of
the pirate-king’s mastery over nature, which in turn is ex-
pressed by his prowess on the battlefield, where he trans-
forms his enemies into worm-ridden corpses, which would
be eaten by dogs. We may imagine that the dish that Ni-
kephoros Phokas sent to Liudprand was intended to con-
vey a similar kind of message; its richness in a time of
shortage and famine, and its marvelous combination of in-
gredients, a goat, fish, and vegetables, was evidence of the
emperor’s power and control over the elements of nature.
While the actual cuisine of the imperial court was obvi-
ously more subtle and less outlandish than that of the fic-
tional pirate king, the subtext may have been similar.

In a similar way, the entertainments at imperial ban-
quets carried the message of the host’s extraordinary pow-
er. Liudprand recounts his amazement at the acrobatic
entertainment that accompanied a banquet given by Con-
stantine VII in the Decanneacubita, the dining room in the
Great Palace in Constantinople. The performance con-
sisted of a man balancing a long wooden pole on his head
while two small boys climbed up it and performed various
tricks at the top. Liudprand admits that these feats left
him astounded because they seemed to him marvelous
and scarcely possible (Chiesa 1998: 148.130-136). In the
Rodanthi and Dosikles the pirate king’s banquet also con-
cluded with a seemingly impossible performance, but this
time the trick involved a simulated suicide and resurrec-
tion (Conca 1994: 154.215-156.242).

The pirate’s feast in the Rodanthi and Dosikles is a kind
of parody of a Byzantine imperial banquet. The same ele-
ments are there — the food with unnatural combinations of
ingredients, and the entertainments with marvelous tricks,
but they are exaggerated for literary effect. However, the
symbolism that Prodromos proposes for these elements of
the feast is not an exaggeration. In the real Byzantine court
also, the imperial banquets gave food for thought about
the extraordinary nature of imperial power, and even the
aftertaste of a threat.

It is this aspect of imperial banqueting, the exotic, the
amazing, and the unnatural, that is represented by the hy-
brid creatures that are associated with the feast cycle on
Byzantine silver bowls and their ceramic derivatives. The
sphinxes and the sirens, which subverted the natural or-
der with their novel combinations, were metaphors for
the marvels of the banquet, just as the marvels of the
banquet were metaphors for the power of the host. On
the plate from Corinth, therefore, our siren had several
roles (Fig. 9). She represented the hunt that provided
the food, she represented the bewitching songs that ac-
companied the feast, and, last but not least, she repre-
sented the cuisine, those marvelous combinations that
surpassed nature.

210

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Archaeological Museum of Amphipolis : Archaeological Museum
of Amphipolis, Archaeological Receipts Fund, Athens, n.d., 8.
Armstrong 1997 : ARMSTRONG (P.). — Byzantine Glazed Ce-
ramic Tableware in the Collection of the Detroit Institute of
Arts, Bulletin of the Detroit Institute of Arts 71, no. 1/2 (1997), 4-15.
Beaton 1996 : BEATON (R.). — The Medieval Greek Romance,
Routledge, London 19962,

Butavrivf Meoawwvenj Kvmpog 1997 : Bulaviivij Meoawwvixj
Kvmgog (eds. D. Papanikola-Bakirtzis, M. Iakovou), Exhibition
Catalogue, Thessaloniki, Museum of Byzantine Culture, 1997,
Bank of Cyprus, Nicosia 1997.

Chiesa 1998 : CHIESA (P.) (ed.). — Liudprandi Cremonensis ope-
ra omnia, Brepols, Turnhout 1998.

Conca 1994 : CONCA (F.) (ed.). — Il Romanzo bizantino del XII
secolo, Unione Tipografico - Editrice Torinese, Torino 1994.
Darkevich 1975 : DARKEVICH (V.P.). — Svetskoe iskusstvo Vi-
zantii, Iskusstvo, Moscow 1975.

Dieten 1975 : VAN DIETEN (J.L.) (ed.). — Nicetae Choniatae
Historia, 1, De Gruyter, Berlin 1975 (Corpus Fontium Historiae
Byzantinae 11).

Elbern 1972 : ELBERN (V.H.). - Mittelbyzantinische Sgraffito-
Keramik: Neuerwerbungen fiir die friihchristlich-byzantinische
Sammlung, Berliner Museen, n.s. 22, no. 2, 1972, 41-51.

Gautier 1972 : GAUTIER (P.) (ed.). — Lettres et discours de
Michel Italikos, Institut Frangais d’études byzantines, Paris 1972,
334 (Archives de I'Orient chrétien 14).

Glory of Byzantium 1997 : The Glory of Byzantium, Ant and
Culture of the Middle Byzantine Era, A.D. 843-1261 (eds. H.C.
Evans, W.D. Wixom), Exhibition Catalogue, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York 1997.

Koder, Weber 1980 : KODER (J.), WEBER (T.). - Liutprand von
Cremona in Konstantinopel, Osterreichische Akademie der Wis-
senschaften, Vienna 1980 (Byzantina Vindobonensia 12).
Maguire 1998 : MAGUIRE (H.). — Feathers Signify Power: the
Iconography of Byzantine Ceramics from Serres, in: Ot Zépoeg
xat ) AEQLOYT] TOVS and TV apyaia oty uerafulavrvij xowvwvia,
11, Zéppeg 1993, Thessaloniki 1998, 383-398.

Monneret de Villard 1950 : MONNERET DE VILLARD (U.).
- Le pitture musulmane al soffitto della Cappella Palatina in Paler-
mo, Rome Libreria dello Stato, Roma 1950.

Morgan 1942 : MORGAN (C.H.). — The Byzantine Pottery,
Corinth X1, Cambridge, Mass. 1942.

Papanikola-Bakirtzis 1996 : PAPANIKOLA-BAKIRTZIS (D.). -
Meoaiwviz]f eguadouévy xepapuxj g Kvmoov. Ta egyaotijoia
ITdgov xar Aamijfov, Thessaloniki 1996.

PG : Patrologiae cursus completus. Series graeca, 100 (ed. J.-P.
Migne), Paris 1865.

Renauld 1926 : RENAULD (E.) (éd.). — Michel Psellos, Chro-
nographie, 1, Les Belles Lettres, Paris 1926.

The Art of Sgraffito 1999 : Byzantine Glazed Ceramics. The Art of
Sgraffito (ed. D. Papanikola-Bakirtzi), Exhibition Catalogue,
Thessaloniki, Museum of Byzantine Culture, 1999, Archaeolog-
ical Receipts Fund, Athens 1999.

Tronzo 1997 : TRONZO (W.). — The Cultures of his Kingdom:
Roger II and the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, Princeton Univer-
sity Press, Princeton 1997.



	Thessaloniki 205
	Thessaloniki 206
	Thessaloniki 207
	Thessaloniki 208
	Thessaloniki 209
	Thessaloniki 210

