Alexios Angelos Komnenos, A Patron Without History ?7*

IDA SINKEVIC
Lafayette College

Abstract

This article focuses on the superb quality of the
painted cycle of the twelfth-century Byzantine church
of St. Panteleimon at Nerezi. Rather than extolling the
high quality as an end in itself, however, the article
uses the cycle’s excellence as a way of gaining access
to the figure of the donor, a distinguished but historically
almost wholly unknown Byzantine aristocrat, Alexios
Angelos Komnenos. Reading in the cycle’s aesthetic
and iconographic choices the characteristics of its donor,
the paper maintains that Alexios was a man with ex-
quisite artistic taste, high social aspirations, and a keen
interest in current political and ecclesiastic events. More-
over, as a patron of an important monastic foundation
in twelfth-century Macedonia, Alexios also played a sig-
nificant role in the political and cultural dominion that his
family established in the region at that time.

Alexios Angelos Komnenos is a rare member of the
famous Komnenian dynasty in that he has remained almost
entirely unknown.! The obscurity of Alexios Angelos Kom-
nenos reflects the paucity of evidence about his life and his
activities. In fact, in the preserved literary sources, Alexios is
mentioned only once, in the documents of the Church Council
of Constantinople of 1166.% These documents indicate only
that Alexios, along with his brothers, John, Andronikos, and
Isaac, was present at the Council. Lacking information either
about Alexios’ political activity or about his military achieve-
ments—both of which distinguished other members of his
family—historians commonly ignored him.

While little known in historical literature, Alexios is a
prominent, if equally shadowy, figure in the art world. He is
the patron of one of the most important monuments of
twelfth-century Byzantine art, the church of St. Panteleimon
at Nerezi in former Yugoslav Macedonia (Fig. 1).3 Well rec-
ognized for its artistic merits, Nerezi is one of the conspic-
uously few Byzantine monuments that has actually made its
way into a textbook of Renaissance art.* The church also
reveals much information about its patron.

The painted cycle at Nerezi provides insight into the
activities of the patron and distinguishes him as an important
figure in twelfth-century Byzantium. In addition, Alexios’ in-
scription placed on the marble architrave above the main en-
trance to the church informs us about his family origins and
his aspirations. The inscription, written in Greek, reads: “The
church of the holy and renowned great-martyr Panteleimon
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For my mother, NataSa Sinkevi¢

was beautifully made with the aid of Lord Alexios Kom-
nenos, son of the purple born Theodora, in the month of
September, indiction 13, 1164, Ionnikos the monk being he-
goumenos.”5 The inscription thus informs us that Alexios
was a member of the imperial family. His mother, “the purple
born Theodora,” was the youngest daughter of the emperor
Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118), the founder of the Kom-
nenian dynasty.6

If recognized as a grandson of a famous Byzantine em-
peror by his mother’s ancestry, Alexios belonged to a much
more humble social stratum according to his father’s lineage.
Alexios’ father, Konstantine Angelos, came from an un-
distinguished family in Philadelphia, Asia Minor, and re-
ceived recognition and the title of pansevastohypertatos only
through his marriage to the princess.

The marriage of a princess to a man of a common back-
ground was described as unwise by the contemporary his-
torians.® It was also looked down on by the imperial family,
who expressed their disapproval through a considerable re-
duction of gifts and financial support to the newlyweds.9 Al-
though Konstantine became an important military official at
the time of erection of Nerezi, Alexios’ decision to use his
mother’s surname is by no means surprising.10 The Komne-
nian period was an era when lineage meant everything, and
when kinship to the emperor determined a place in the so-
cial hierarchy.11 As a result, it was quite common, especially
among the aristocracy, for children to use their mother’s, or
any other name which could bring them social recognition.
By using the name of the Komnenoi and emphasizing his
mother’s lineage, Alexios stressed not only his descendance
from the founder of the Komnenian dynasty, but also, indi-
rectly, his relation to the current emperor, his uncle Manuel I
Komnenos (1143-1180).

Alexios’ wish to emphasize his privileged social status is
also apparent in the painted decoration of his church. The
emotive richness and sheer beauty of the images at Nerezi
have attracted much attention—from scholars and lay view-
ers alike. Elegance and sophistication of figures, dramatic
coloristic effects, and masterful handling of line resulted in
a program of high stylistic refinement, a feature which has
been emphasized in numerous studies.'? One important as-
pect of this beautiful and sophisticated decoration, however,
has been ignored. The high aesthetic quality and refinement
of Nerezi’s decoration reflect both the superb skills of the
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FIGURE 1. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, interior (photo: author).

artists who executed them, and the distinguished taste of
their patron. After all, it was most likely Alexios who had
chosen, commissioned, and paid the artists.

The question of Alexios’ choice deserves special atten-
tion. Artistic production around the middle of the twelfth
century in Macedonia exhibits a rather high level of quality,

as can be seen in the painted decoration of the church of
Hosios David in Thessaloniki and the church of the Trans-
figuration at Chortiatis near Thessaloniki.!3 It is even pos-
sible, given their stylistic and iconographic similarities, that
some of the artists who worked at Hosios David were also
employed at Nerezi. 14 Thus, Alexios likely had many choices
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FIGURE 2. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, diagram showing distribution of paintings on the north walls (drawing: L. Minter, revised from

R. Hamann-MacLean).

and exercised a great deal of care in selecting the members
of his artistic team. His success is apparent not only in the
beauty of Nerezi, but also in the fact that the workshop
from Nerezi became popular in Macedonia. After Nerezi, this
workshop either worked at or made a strong impact on other
twelfth-century Macedonian monuments, such as the church
of the Virgin Eleousa at Veljusa, and the church of H. Niko-
laos Kasnitzi in Kastoria.!?

Alexios’ sophisticated taste and aspirations are further
exhibited in the unique, coherent, and systematically devel-
oped iconographic program of the cycle. This is particularly
evident in the arrangement of the figures of saints and in
the introduction of a new scene in the bema.

Considering the images of saints, the naos of Nerezi
exhibits the earliest known example of the organization of
saints in terms of their respective categories (Figs. 2, 3, 5).
While the north and south walls are exclusively devoted to
warriors, the west wall exhibits only images of martyrs
dressed in courtly costumes, and the arms of the cross empha-
size monastic saints. The entire zone of the north wall displays
famous Byzantine hymnographers (Fig. 5). This distinct divi-
sion of saints emphasizes their importance and articulates the
multiplicity of their roles within Byzantine society. Saints are
shown as defenders of the faith (military saints), pillars of
Orthodoxy (monastic saints), martyrs (courtly images), and
intellectuals (hymnographers).
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Alexios further expressed his respect for the institu-
tion of the holy man by assigning a special prominence to
hymnographers (Figs. 2, 5). Five holy poets, St. Kosmas
Melodos, St. John of Damascus, St. Theodore Studite, St.
Theophanes Graptos, and St. Joseph the Hymnographer are
distinguished from the other saints and displayed on the
north wall of the north arm of the cross.'® Poetic verses in-
scribed on their scrolls are derived from liturgical sources
and related to theological messages communicated in the
scenes above.!” The hymnographers at Nerezi exhibit the
earliest grouping of this kind in monumental painting, and
clearly reflect both the educational and intellectual level of
the patron and the importance that Alexios assigned to the
institution of the holy man.

The distinguished status of the saints at Nerezi is in di-
rect opposition to the politics of Manuel I and the writings
of the twelfth-century hagiographers. Both Manuel I and the
contemporary writers displayed a great skepticism and ques-
tioned the whole institution of the holy man.'® The corruption
and moral and spiritual decline within twelfth-century mo-
nastic circles tarnished the cult of saints in the public domain
and contemporary literature. However, judging by the cycle
at Nerezi, the saints preserved their importance and contin-
ued to act as a powerful vehicle in the economy of salvation
in the minds of Byzantine aristocrats. 19 The distinct grouping
and selection of saints at Nerezi thus reflect a dichotomy be-
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FIGURE 3. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, diagram showing distribution of paintings on the south walls (drawing: L. Minter, revised from

R. Hamann-MacLean).

tween political propaganda and Byzantine reality. It also tells
us that Alexios was interested in current ideological issues;
his foundation enabled him to express his opinions publicly.

Alexios’ involvement in current issues is also evident in
the new scene rendered in the bema of the church: the pro-
cession of bishops who are shown officiating, carrying open
liturgical scrolls and inclined towards the Hetoimasia (Figs.
1-3, 4, 6). The procession is, as indicated by scholars, closely
related to current theological disputes which were carried out
during numerous sessions of the Church Councils held at
Constantinople between 1156-1 176.20 Among other issues,
the Councils debated the mystery of Eucharistic sacrifice and
the question to whom the sacrifice was offered during the
Eucharistic rite. The debate was resolved in favor of the
traditional dogma maintaining that Eucharistic sacrifice is to
be offered to the Holy Trinity, inseparable and divine.”!

In the apse at Nerezi, the Hetoimasia, an image of the
prepared throne, symbolizes the Holy Trinity, with the Gos-
pel Book and cross surmounted by a crown of thorns, refer-
ring to the presence of Christ, and the dove representing the
Holy Spirit (Fig. 4).22 The procession of bishops inclining
toward the Hetoimasia thus offers the Eucharistic prayers,
inscribed on their open scrolls, directly to the Holy Trinity, as
prescribed by the Church Councils.?3 The iconographic debut
of officiating bishops at Nerezi becomes even more inter-
esting in the light of the literary account which attests to

Alexios’ presence at one of the Church Councils.?* 1t is thus
reasonable to believe that Alexios was personally involved in
the contemporary theological disputes, and that he introduced
new iconographic features to the painted program of his
foundation in order to express his own political views.

The iconographic features of the cycle at Nerezi also
help us determine Alexios’ motives for building the church by
indicating its possible funerary function. Since no recurrent
or canonical scheme of imagery has been identified as yet
in Byzantium that would permit us to identify particular
programs with certainty as “funerary,” each program, Ner-
ezi’s included, has to be examined in its own right to ascertain
the likelihood of its funerary implications.?> At Nerezi, the
prominence given to the themes of Passion and intercession
in the selection and organization of the program suggests that
the patron may have conceived the church as a place for his
own burial.

The theme of intercession is particularly emphasized by
the prominence that Alexios’ patron saint, St. Panteleimon,
received within the church (Figs. 1, 7). St. Panteleimon is
honored three times. First, the hagiographic cycle of the saint
is displayed in the narthex, thus providing the first visual
environment for believers upon entering the church. Second,
a single standing figure of the saint is rendered under an or-
nate sculpted proskynetarion frame flanking the south side
of the iconostasis, and this draws the immediate attention of
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anyone entering in the naos. Finally, four other physician
saints, St. Kosmas, St. Damian, St. Kyros, and St. John, are
represented in close proximity to St. Panteleimon at the
entrance and on the walls of the diakonikon. They are fur-
ther distinguished by their unusual, round frames. Although
screened from the eyes of the beholder by the templon, these
physicians further emphasize both the charitable deeds and
the medical profession of St. Panteleimon, and indicate that
Panteleimon’s healing charity held special significance for the
patron.

Portrayal of the life of the patron saint and his prominent
position on the proskynetarion were common features in the
twelfth-century Byzantine churches.?® The grouping of the
physician saints in the diakonikon is, however, without pre-
cedent in the surviving monuments. The pictorial glorifica-
tion of St. Panteleimon, which honored his sacrificial life as
well as his profession as a physician, shows both Alexios’
respect for and his expectation from the patron saint. Like
other Byzantines, Alexios, too, believed and hoped that the
intercessor in whom he placed his trust would protect him
both during and especially after his terrestrial life.

The funerary function intimated by the emphasis on Pan-
teleimon’s intercessory grace gains more pointed force from
the treatment of the theme of Passion. More than one third of
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FIGURE 4. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, Hetoimasia (photo:
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FIGURE 5. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, hymnographers (photo: author).
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FIGURE 6. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, procession of bishops (photo: author).

the preserved scenes of the life of Christ illustrate his Pas-
sion and sacrificial death.2” The themes of Passion and sacri-
fice are further emphasized through the program’s organization
in terms of paired images, so that the scenes of the Incarna-
tion, theophanies, and miracles of Christ are spatially related
to the scenes which either anticipate or portray his sacrificial
death (Figs. 2, 3). Above all, the program of the narthex, al-
though dedicated to St. Panteleimon, also gives the greatest
prominence to the events of his passion, death and burial.28

The funerary function of the church is confirmed by an
arcosolium located in the north-west chapel. The arcosolium
is 1.90 meters long and 0.68 meters wide and was large
enough for the body of an adult. The existence of an actual
arcosolium within the church shows that Nerezi was built
as a burial site. It is thus quite plausible that Alexios in-
tended the church to be his own final resting place. After all,
Middle Byzantine aristocrats were commonly buried in their
monastic foundations.?’

In addition to symbolizing the social rank, wealth, and
spiritual values of their founders, private monasteries were
also powerful vehicles for patrons’ salvation. As indicated by
the twelfth-century Typika, the founders of the monasteries
and their immediate families were repetitiously commemo-
rated during the Liturgy, and the day of a founder’s death was
one of the most elaborately celebrated feasts. Among the

important duties of the monks was the performance of inter-
cessory prayers for the founders of the monastery and their
families, appealing for their patrons’ protection both during
and after their terrestrial life.3% As apparent from the program
of Nerezi, Alexios likely took advantage of these practices.

If Alexios indeed intended to be buried and maybe even
spend some time of his life at Nerezi, one important question
remains. What was a Komnenian aristocrat of Alexios’ dis-
tinction doing in the distant Byzantine thema of Skopia in
Macedonia?3! Ostrogorsky’s hypothesis that he was dux of
the thema at the time when he built Nerezi is difficult to
sustain because we have no evidence to prove it.32 Also, if
Alexios had held such a high office, he would surely have
confirmed it in the inscription of the church, in the same
manner in which he stressed his imperial lineage. More-
over, dux, like strategos, was an administrative function that
hardly ever lasted for longer than three or four years, and
those officials rarely built their foundations on the land that
they ruled for such a limited time.33

We can be also quite certain that Alexios was not in-
volved in any major military operation, because such activi-
ties would not have been left unnoticed. After all, all three
of his brothers, John, Andronikos, and Isaac, along with
their father fought for the emperor and were noted for their
military deeds.>* There is no reason to believe that Alexios
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FIGURE 7. Nerezi. Church of St. Panteleimon, St. Panteleimon (photo:

author).

would have been omitted from the written records if indeed
he joined with his brothers. Rather, from what we can deduce
by analyzing Nerezi, Alexios was a member of an intellectual
elite, and it seems that his profession is by and large respon-
sible for his anonymity. While holding soldiers in the highest
social regard, the eleventh- and twelfth-century Byzantine
society by and large showed little interest in the biographies
of intellectuals and learned men.?’ However, Alexios’ ana-
chronistic profession made him an important asset to the
Komnenian family in Macedonia.

The period of the eleventh through the late twelfth
century is marked by the Byzantine expansion on the Balkan
peninsula.36 For their military and political missions in the
northern Balkans, the Byzantines needed a stronghold and
found it in Macedonia. In order to strengthen their power
within the Macedonian themes, the Komnenian rulers ap-
pointed people from their own clan to the highest ecclesias-
tic and administrative posts.37 By doing so, the emperors
secured the loyalty and centralized rule of the provinces.

As a result of such politics, many members of the
Komnenian family resided in or were associated with Mace-
donia. This is particularly true of the reign of the emperor
Manuel I Komnenos, whose rule coincides with the erection
of Nerezi. The emperor’s cousin, Adrian-John Komnenos,
was appointed the archbishop of Ohrid, thus securing Man-
uel’s powers over religious matters.>® In addition, Manuel’s
brother-in-law, John Dalassenos Rogerios, husband of Man-
uel I's oldest sister, who had the high administrative rank
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of caesar, was in charge of thema Strumica and most of the
lands east of the Vardar river.>° Manuel himself made a num-
ber of visits to Macedonia.*

Needless to say, Emperor Manuel was Alexios’ uncle,
and John Rogerios, the caesar, was the husband of his aunt.
Moreover, John Komnenos, the archbishop, was his close
cousin. In addition, Alexios’ brothers and his father were also
fighting in the Balkans at the time, as has been mentioned
earlier. There is even a hypothesis that his brother John was
the dux of Skopje around the middle of the twelfth century.41
Although this hypothesis has been challenged by scholars,
the overwhelming presence of Alexios’ close relatives in
Macedonia is apparent and may account for his presence in
the region.

It is quite conceivable that Manuel I gave some land
around Skopje to his distinguished and educated, yet militar-
ily uninvolved nephew.*? After all, in addition to military
bases, religious foundations were a well-known means of
strengthening imperial power in the provinces.43 If, for what-
ever reason, not fit for battle, Alexios could certainly lobby
for the family in the intellectual strata of the society. In
addition to their religious function, monasteries were often
centers of social affairs, current gossip, and places of gath-
ering. Moreover, a monastic foundation at the outskirts of
the town, headed by a faithful member of the family, could
provide safe grounds for his brothers when going to battle,
for the emperor when in Skopje, which he visited frequently,
and for Alexios himself. In fact, by coming to Skopje, Alex-
ios was probably much closer to his family than he would
have been if he had stayed in Constantinople.

A thought of Nerezi immediately brings to mind a
highly refined work of art with aesthetically pleasing scenes
and figures. Scholars tend to complement their appreciation
of these works with numerous questions regarding their
origin, influence, and other art-historical concerns. The pur-
pose of this paper, however, has been to shift the perspective
and consider the church as a reflective image of its patron.
After all, behind the elongated, sophisticated icons of the
church stands the equally sophisticated man who commis-
sioned them.

There has been a tendency in contemporary scholarship
to disregard images as unreliable and almost exclusively use
literary sources when discussing the questions of patronage.
While one can not but agree with such approach, Nerezi
obviously challenges it. Eight centuries after their creation,
the images at Nerezi still provide precious information about
their founder.

NOTES

*  An earlier version of the paper was presented at the Thirtieth Interna-
tional Congress on Medieval Studies at Kalamazoo in May, 1995. 1
would like to thank Lois Drewer, Annemarie Weyl Carr, and Lori
Dobbins for their valuable comments. My thanks are also extended to
the Institute for the Conservation of monuments in Skopje for grant-
ing me a permission to photograph the interior of the church.
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