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Chapter VII

A Note on the Chludoff Psalter*

The fascinating originality of Byzantine marginally illustrated psalters has
long been recognized, as it is difficult to resist the vivacity and variety of
an imagery triggered by the poetical and rhetorical wealth of the Psalms
themselves. Among these psalters the most famous is no. 129d in the
Historical Museum in Moscow, which is known as the Chludoff Psalter.
The manuscript is incomplete and has been retouched; there is some
discussion about its exact date (the twenties or, more likely, middle of the
ninth century), but none about its being one of the earliest manuscripts of
the group of marginal psalters and about the relationship of its illustrations
to Iconoclasm and its aftermath.1 The recent complete publication of the
manuscript with color illustrations2 is, therefore, a major scholarly event
and, like all historians of medieval art, I spent some time looking at its
lively and so often unexpected images. For reasons to be developed shortly,
two of them struck me as unusual and as possibly related to a near
contemporary development in Islamic Jerusalem. Without wishing to enter
into the controversies surrounding the date and place of manufacture of the
psalter, I share my observations with Byzantinists, leaving it up to them to
accept or reject these observations and to draw whatever conclusions may be
appropriate. I would have discussed my views with my old friend Ihor
Ševčenko under any circumstance, but I am using this festive occasion to do
so in written form rather than verbally, hoping that he will forgive me for
not providing him with the complete bibliographical apparatus for which he
is justly famous. My excuse, a flimsy one, is that, by venturing outside my
own field, I would only have provided him with information he already
possesses. [262]

The first miniature (Figure 1) illustrates Psalm 51.18 in the King James
version: “Do good in thy good pleasure unto Zion; build thou the walls of
Jerusalem.” The two personages below are David and presumably a
personification of Zion or Jerusalem. But the curiosity is the architectural
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construction above them. Its main feature appears to be a church of a
basilical type with three naves, of which the central one and one side nave
are shown, as well as two of three apses. A narrow tower is depicted to the
side of the building. A clear distinction is made between windows with
white lines separating window panes and entrances which are surrounded by
a wooden (?) frame and painted in black. Here three entrances are shown on
what seems to be the side of the nave, and they are surmounted by three
blind arches, as though it was a façade. Below the church, but connected
somehow with it, is depicted the corner of a large building, with, to the

1 Chludoff
Psalter, fol. 51
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right, a majestic portico and, to the left, an entrance closed by a curtain and
preceded by a long flight of steps.

The second miniature (Figure 2) illustrates Psalm 87.5: “And of Zion it
shall be said; this and that man was born of her; and the highest himself
shall establish her.” The representation of the church is the same as in the
first miniature; the tower is proportionally larger and physically more clearly
separated from the church; there is no curtain in the entrance below and the
steps have been squeezed closer to the walls, thus looking more like a

2 Chludoff
Psalter, fol. 86v



134 jerusalem
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Cahiers archéologiques, 15 (1965), pp. 61 ff., modifying some of his earlier conclusions in
Iconoclasme.
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moving ladder; there is no portico, but, instead, an image of David worshiping
an icon of the Virgin and Child.3

Although sharing several details (distinction between windows and
entrances, basilical form of churches) with the rather small number of
architectural representations in the Chludoff manuscript,4 these two images
are strikingly different from the others by their monumentality, by the
curious emphasis on a flight of steps outside a blank wall that leads to a sort
of underground passageway, and, in the instance of our first example, by a
monumental portico. In later marginal psalters, like London British Library
Add. 19.352 and the Barberini one (Vat. gr. 352), these peculiarities are
picked up and, in the latter, lead to an almost perfect example of iconographic
change through the misunderstanding of the original.5 [263]

To my knowledge, the only scholar to have brought attention to these
and several other representations of architecture in early psalters is André
Grabar.6 He acknowledges the iconographic peculiarities of these buildings
and interprets them in the light of what he regards as an important trait of
these psalters – namely, that their representations are a “living language,”
not a set of images decorating a manuscript. His conclusion is that our two
miniatures and two others in the Chludoff manuscript which are quite
different from them (fols 79 and 92v) are four evocations (the term is mine)
of the concrete church of Zion in Jerusalem through the representation of a
number of characteristics of the early medieval church on Mount Zion (its
location on the highest part of the city, its basilical plan), which could
reasonably be expected of an early Christian church (atrium and lateral
entrances in order to explain the peculiarities of our Figure 1), or which
recalled the recollections of Jerusalem that could have been or actually were
transmitted by pilgrims (for instance, the existence in the western part of the
city of the ruins of a citadel called the Tower of David).7 In other words,
these images would have been ad hoc creations in which standard units of
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representation (a tower, a church, an entrance) would have been adapted to
visual, literary, or oral memories of a specific place.

I shall return in my conclusion to some implications of the creative
procedure that is suggested here, but, if one confines oneself to concrete
features, André Grabar’s explanation does not seem to me to explain
adequately two characteristic details of our images. One is the set of steps
which is so prominent in both images, and the other is the combination of
a portico with lateral entrances to the presumed church. Yet there is in
Jerusalem itself a monument which, in the ninth century, was entered
through a set of steps leading up to an underground passageway: the old
Temple area that was slowly being transformed into the Haram al-Sharif.8

From the recent Israeli excavations to the south [264] and southwest of the
Haram, it has been possible to give some physical tangibility to Josephus’s
description of the Herodian temple. Uncertain though it is in many details,
the reconstruction which emerges includes a portico, the Royal Stoa (Figure
3).9 This grandiose monument was, as is well known, destroyed by the
Romans and left fallow in Byzantine times. But, starting with the very
beginnings of Muslim rule in Jerusalem, the Temple area was slowly rebuilt,
and the same Israeli excavations have shown that a group of large buildings
was erected, probably in Umayyad times, along the southern walls of the

3 Herodian
Temple from the
southwest, sketch
reconstruction
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10 Yadin, Jerusalem Revealed, pp. 97 ff., contains the most accessible description in English.
I have many reservations about the conclusions in the study by Ben-Dov found there,
but agree that the buildings are early Islamic. See the drawings conveniently gathered by
Dan Bahat, Jerusalem: Selected Plans (Jerusalem, 1969).

11 For the history of the Aqsa Mosque, see R. W. Hamilton, The Structural History of the
Aqsa Mosque (Jerusalem, 1949), especially pp. 70 ff. My own interpretation of this
building is a little different from Hamilton’s, but that does not affect the point of this
article; for ninth-century work, see Le Strange, Palestine, p. 99.

Haram.10 A partly speculative reconstruction (Figure 4) suggests that there
was a set of steps leading to an entrance on the platform of the Haram, but
it is certain that the old Herodian gates were redone in Umayyad times
and that some way, probably less grandiose, of entering from the southwest
also existed. Finally, on the platform itself was built the Aqsa Mosque
consisting of several parallel naves with a higher one in the center. By the
early ninth century, this mosque had the peculiarity of having a series of
lateral entrances, and a new façade with a portico had been erected under
the sponsorship of Abdallah b. Tahir between 828 and 844 (Figure 5).11

The hypothesis I would like to propose is that the two illustrations I have
singled out from the Chludoff Psalter contain motifs taken not from the
church on Mount Zion, but from the new monument built on the
acknowledged site of David and Solomon’s temple. Specifically, these motifs

4 Early Islamic
Haram and area
to the southwest,
sketch
reconstruction
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5 Aqsa Mosque,
plan and sketch
of the ‘Abbasid
mosque
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12 This is all the more likely since early minarets were particularly important in
predominantly non-Muslim cities, as Jerusalem was until after the Crusades.

13 It is perhaps idle to speculate on these associations in the eighth and ninth centuries,
but by utilizing the complicated ways in which the later Middle Ages created what may
be called a hagiography of stones, it may be possible to imagine how extensive work on
a uniquely holy place operated within the pious mentality of all these faiths.

14 R. Krautheimer, in his “Introduction to an Iconography of Medieval Architecture,”
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 5 (1942), has brilliantly introduced a
subject which has not subsequently been developed as much as it should have been.

are: monumental steps, underground entrance, portico, lateral entries, and
possibly the tower which, if my hypothesis is acceptable, would demonstrate
the existence of a minaret in Jerusalem by the early ninth century.12 [265]

This explanation of the two miniatures has, it seems to me, two advantages.
One is that, while maintaining the relationship to Jerusalem proposed by
André Grabar, it explains why they differ from most of the other architectural
representations associated with that city. It strengthens the argument that
these images were part of a “living language,” for it was during the last
decades of the eighth century and the first decades of the ninth that the
mosque was completed and the southern parts of the walls of the sanctuary
rebuilt. In a small city, as Jerusalem was then, this must have been the
architectural event of the century, involving the energies and labor of the
whole population, regardless of religious allegiance, as well as affecting a
series of emotional and pious associations which today can only be imagined.13

The other advantage of this explanation is that, by transforming these two
images into documents, it helps in suggesting what had remained visible of
the old Herodian building and how the early Muslims fitted their new needs
within old sacred ruins.

Yet it would be wrong to understand these images as representations of the
Aqsa Mosque and of the Haram, for there is, for example, no doubt that the
formula for the representation of a building was the three-aisled basilical
church with apses, just as the tower is depicted according to a pre-existing
visual type which may have little to do with the actual minaret. Earlier I
used the term evocation, meaning by it that the painter or his model was not
trying to represent the Haram or the Aqsa, but rather to evoke or to recall
something from Jerusalem. The implications of this hypothesis occur at two
levels. One level is the theoretical, for these images illustrate once again the
complicated web of formulas and idiosyncracies which characterize the
iconography of architecture.14 The other level is the much more specific one
of whether this interpretation helps in identifying the psychological, if not
physical, milieu in which the Chludoff Psalter was illustrated. I hardly wish
to enter into the long-standing discussion among Byzantinists on Byzantium
versus Palestine or monastic versus courtly patronage, and only hope that
these remarks contribute positively to its resolution.


