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COURSE SUMMARY 

At its greatest extent, the Byzantine Empire was vast and powerful and the influence of its 

cultural outputs endured long after its demise. Beginning in 330 with the move of the capital of 

the Roman Empire from Rome to Constantinople and ending with the capture of the latter by 

the Ottoman Turks in 1453, Byzantine history extends over eleven centuries and covers a 

region stretching as far east as Iraq and as far west as Spain. Throughout the ‘middle ages’, 

Constantinople was the ultimate city, its name evoking grandeur; its patriarchal church, Hagia 

Sophia, was unrivalled in splendour and inspired countless imitations; the manuscripts, 

enamels and silks of Byzantine workshops represented the highest degree of refinement and 

its icons continue to inspire the art of the Eastern Orthodox Church today. This course surveys 

the buildings and works of art of the Byzantine world, adopting a loosely chronological 

sequence. The lectures are organised according to the key themes and issues which inform the 

study of Byzantine art and architecture. Each object and building will be examined in its 

historical and cultural context, as products of the shifting societies that comprised the Eastern 

Roman Empire as its borders fluctuated throughout its history. Starting with the seismic 

geopolitical, religious and aesthetic changes of late antiquity we will consider the so-called 

demise of the Greco-Roman world and the beginning of the ‘middle ages’. We will chart the 

emergence of Early Christian art and the changes that occurred as Christianity gained imperial 

support. Lectures will address themes such as the changes to art following the period of 

Iconoclasm, the corporeal and sensory experience of Byzantine buildings and objects, the 

relationship between art and political ideologies, the construction of gender in Byzantium, and 

the continuity of Greco-Roman visual culture for the duration of the Empire. The final part of 

the course will address the relationship between Byzantine art and the Latin West. By the end 

of the course students will have acquired knowledge of significant and representative works of 
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Byzantine art and architecture, and the ability to place them within a larger art historical 

context. 

 

COURSE AIMS 

• Provide a broad knowledge of the history, society, culture, and art of Byzantium. 

• Develop a good understanding of how works of Byzantine art relate to their 

specific historical context. 

• Develop an understanding of where Byzantine art sits within the framework of 

global art production. 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

On successful completion of the course, students will be able to: 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING 

K1a demonstrate an in-depth knowledge and understanding of Byzantine art within 

its proper historical, social and cultural context 

K3a show knowledge of how works of Byzantine art were made, and how their 

materials pertained to their meaning 

 
SUBJECT SPECIFIC SKILLS 

S1a evaluate and present accurately Byzantine buildings and works of art in various 

media, using ordinary and specialist language as appropriate 

S3a demonstrate an awareness of the various approaches to the interpretation of 

Byzantine art 

 

TRANSFERABLE AND PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 

T1a present, evaluate and interpret unfamiliar artefacts, issues and ideas 

T3a work independently and in groups with some support, meeting published 

deadlines 

 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Students will have the opportunity to engage with: 

• 1 x virtual learning environment (VLE) 

• 25 x large-group hours 

• 5.5 x tutorial hours (individual or group tutorial) 

• Weekly office hours 

Students are required to attend and participate in all timetabled sessions for this course and, 

with the ongoing support available, to manage their directed learning and independent study. 

Total study hours for this course are: 300. 
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EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

• An increased understanding of the culture and history of eastern Europe and the 

Near East. 

• The ability to present with visual aids, both in the classroom and in the gallery 

space. 

• The ability to articulate arguments about visual material in a variety of written 

forms. 

• Critical thinking. 

 

ASSESSMENT 

FORMATIVE 

Students will be formatively assessed during the course by means of set assignments. These 

do not count towards the end of year results, but will provide students with developmental 

feedback on how to improve writing and essay structure, critical analysis and interpretation of 

works of art, and how to employ primary sources and comparative material.  

SUMMATIVE 

Assessment will be in two forms: 

AE: Assessment Activity Weighting 

(%) 

Online 

submission 

Duration Length 

1 Oral presentation 20 N/A 20 

minutes 

N/A 

2 Examination 80 N/A 3 hours N/A 

 

The examination will include an image recognition component, and a number of questions from 

which the student will have the choice of answering a specified number. Both the oral 

presentation and the examination will be assessed in accordance with the assessment aims set 

out in the Programme Specification.  

 

FEEDBACK 

Students will receive formal feedback in a variety of ways: written (including via email 

correspondence); oral (within one-to-one tutorials or on an ad hoc basis) and indirectly 

through discussion during group tutorials. Students will also attend the formal meeting, 

Collections, at the end of Michaelmas and Hilary in which they will receive constructive and 

developmental feedback on their term’s performance.  

Feedback is provided on written assignments (including essays, briefings and reports) and 

through generic internal examiners’ reports, both of which are posted on the College’s VLE. 
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INDICATIVE READING 

Note: Comprehensive and current reading lists for courses are produced annually in the Course 

Guide or other documentation provided to students; the indicative reading list provided below 

is used as part of the approval/modification process only. 

BOOKS  

Elsner, J. (1998). Imperial Rome and Christian Triumph. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

James, L. (Ed.). Women, Men and Eunuchs: Gender in Byzantium, London: Routledge. 

Mango, C. (1972). The Art of the Byzantine Empire: 312-1453, sources and documents. 

Englewood Cliffs N.J.: Prentice Hall. 

Safran, L. (Ed.). (1998). Heaven on Earth. Art and the Church in Byzantium, University Park, 

PA: Penn State Univ. Press. 

Schibille, N. (2014). Hagia Sophia and the Byzantine Aesthetic Experience, Farnham, UK: 

Ashgate. 

JOURNALS 

Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies  

Dumbarton Oaks Papers 

 

INDICATIVE TOPICS 

Students will study the following topics:  

• What was Byzantium?  

• Decline and Fall in Late Antiquity? 

• The Emergence of Early Christian Art: The Clash of the Gods 

• Propaganda and Piety in Early Byzantine Churches  

• Art and Power I: Imperial Art in and beyond Constantinople  

• Icons, Iconoclasm, and the Triumph of Orthodoxy  

• Art and Power II: Imperial Art and the Church  

• The Persistence of Classicism  

• Holy Spaces and Centre-Periphery Relations  

• The Embodied Experience of Byzantine Art  

• East-West Relations and the Twilight of Byzantium  
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Title: NCHAH419 The Art of the Byzantine World Course Descriptor 

Approved by: Academic Board 

Version 

number 

Date 

approved 

Date 

published  

Owner Location Proposed next 

review date 

2.0 June 

2021 

June 2021 Susan 

Green 

1 Academic Handbook > 

Course Descriptors 

2 VLE 

April 2025 

1.0 June 

2020 

June 2020 Susan 

Green 

1 Academic Handbook > 

Course Descriptors 

2 VLE 

April 2025 

Modifications (As per AQF4) 
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