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SYMBOLIC HISTORY 
Through Sight and Sound 

 
7.  The Dark Ages 

 
 
1) German (Ottonian), c. 950, St. Luke in Ecstasy, Gospel of Otto III; Staats-

bibliothek, Munich; + V details  
1a) Same, upper half (video varies the order of whole and details)  
 

Music: Plainsong Sequence, attr. to Wipo, c. 1000-50, Victimae Paschali 
(Mass for Easter) Haydn Soc. HSL 2071 

 
 To call the birth-phase of Western Culture the Dark Ages — those Gregorian 
centuries from the fall of Rome to the sequences of 1000 and after (this Victimae 
Paschali) — is to invoke a mystery like the cloud of the tabernacle from which God 
speaks.  Since the arts of vision (here St. Luke in Ecstasy, German, c. 950), attain heights 
of mandala.  In such a blaze, where is the dark?  Does it lie within or beyond those staring 
eyes?  
 
2) Spanish Bible, 920, Sign of St. Luke, Cod. 6, f 211, Leon Cathedral, Spain; + 

V details   
 
 Certainly beyond — on the world abandoned:  the earthly fabric of space, time 
and causality.  But the reduction of the phvsical has its inner concomitant, the 
mortification of humanity, so tied to space, time and cause.  Stranger than the eyes' stare 
is that their God-centered inwardness (as in this Spanish 920 Angel-sign of Luke) may 
wear the deformity of being crossed.          (End Victimae Paschali)  
 
3) French Gothic, c. 1250, Angel of the Annunciation, detail of central Portal, 

Rheims (video shows the angel of 3b or V3) 
3a) Maitani and school, 1310-30, detail from Inferno, west façade, Orvieto 

Cathedral (video upper detail only)  
3b) Again, Rheims Portal, Angel guardian of St. Denis, detail of face  
 

Music: French Motet, c. 1230, Ave Maria (close), Seraphim SIC 6052 Side 
1, #5  
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 Whereas, in the Gothic (Rheims, about 1250), mystical love has entered our 
realm, and smiles.  Thus in Dante, it is the sinner who twists his eyes, "Biechi" (Inferno 
VI, 91), and falls into the mud of hell; while Revelation comes as Beatrice:  "Dolce amor, 
che di riso t'ammante" — "Sweet love, mantled in smiling."       (End Ave Maria)  
 
4) Roman Christian, 4th cent., Christ to Jerusalem, from Junius Bassus 

Sarcophagus, Vatican (video:  detail only)  
4a) Double: Naumburg Master c. 1329, Saved and Damned, Choir Screen, 

Cathedral, Mainz  
V4b) Giselbertus, 1125-1135, Christ in Judgment, detail of Tympanum over main 

door, Cathedral, Autun  
4c) Again, 4th-century Christ to Jerusalem, wider view 
 

Music: Gregorian (Solesmes), Lux  Aeterna (close), Mass for the Dead, 
Decca 7532 A  

 
 Though there is a source of confusion here, something hard to clarify, since 
Græco-Roman Christianity had favored a gentle kind of nirvana smile.  It is just that 
change from valedictory lightening to the Gothic surge of energy and delight, which the 
centuries of invasion, the stripping off of outward things and the fierce charging of spirit 
had to accomplish — to transform (by paradox) a motion of withdrawal into a dynamic of 
attack.  Where this 4th-century Christ, even as he enters Jerusalem, seems soothed into a 
neo-Platonic, almost Buddhist, child-teacher and immortal guide.      (end Lux Aeterna)  
 
5) French Romanesque, Gothic 12th cent., Corpus Christi, Bronze gilt, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City (first, video detail, Va5)  
5a) Same, detail of head and shoulders  
 

Music: Leonin, c. 1160, Crucifixum (duplum) opening (Tinayre) Col 
M 431 (1) 

 
 But that proud and terrible agonist would not be tamed; and the smiling Gothic 
grace is coterminous with a twisted Gothic pain (Leonin and Chartres, 12th century) — 
both of which, mediated by the Dark Ages, have become bearers of incalculable force.  
 
 So the darkness is doubly creative; its arts of vision attest the birth of a culture.  
            (Fade Leonin)  
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a6) Apulian Romanesque, 1078-1197, toward High Altar, S. Nicola, Bari 
(CGB '84)  

Vb6) Carolingian, c. 796-804, Karlschrein, relief, Charlemagne dedicates chapel, 
Royal Chapel, Aachen, Germany  

6) Northumbrian before 716, from an Italian 6th-cent. MS, Ezra copying the 
records, Biblioteca Laurenziana, Florence; + V detail  

6a) Milan (or Reichenau?) 11th cent., Christ from Healing of the Possessed, Ivory, 
Hessisches Landesmuseum, Darmstadt  

 
Music: Gregorian (Solesmes), 8th-9th cent., Gallican(?), Media Vita 

opening, Vict. M-87  
 
 If that darkness were not windowed, it would preclude our study.  By the monastic 
continuation of art and learning, we enter a gestation which, with other civilizations, was 
obscure. So in this Northumbrian 700 copy of an Italian 6th-century manuscript, showing 
Ezra — by the resonance of symbol, such a monk in such a study — himself copying the 
Temple records.  Here history presents us with the first luminous Dark Age, the only 
documented Time of Troubles.  Let us consider it in three aspects:  its oneness, its multi-
plicity, its directional transformation.       (Fade Media Vita)  
 
7) Græco-Roman, from Pompeii, 1st cent. A.D., fresco, Perseus and Andromeda, 

National Museum, Naples' + V detail 
 

Music: Greek, 2nd cent. B.C., 1st Delphic Hymn (opening), RCA-V-LM-
6057 (IV, 2)  

 
 When seen in the larger sequence:  from the temporal and humanist command of 
Greece and Rome (the Delphic Hymn, with Perseus and Andromeda from Pompeii),          
(fade Delphic Hymn)  
 
8) Northumbrian, c. 710, Echternach Gospels, St. Matthew, National Library, 

Paris; + V detail  
 
through the 710 Gospel of Echternach, also Northumbrian, where everything spatial and 
human flattens to the hieratic — as in Gregorian reduced to the tread of parallel organum;  
 

Music: Scholia enchiriadis, c. 850, Organum of the fifth, Nos qui vivimus 
(HAM 25, a, 2), Orpheus 349 

(end phrase)  
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9) E.Q. Asam, 1721, St. George and the Dragon, High Altar, Weltenburg 

church, Bavaria (from CGB '59) 
 
and so to the gradiloquence and whelming drama of the Baroque (Asam, 1721) — in such 
a context, the whole span  
 
For 2nd 8) Asturian Romanesque, before 848, Santa Maria del Naranco, near 

Oviedo, Spain 
 
from the Fall of Rome to the 11th century rise of Europe, seems a concave of primitive 
withdrawal, between two vast waves of civilized, assertive force.  
 
2nd 7) Again, Perseus and Andromeda, upper detail  
a2nd 7) Græco-Roman, 1st cent. A.D., Polyphemus and Galatea (detail of 

Galatea), Villa Imperiale, Pompeii  
 
 Let Virgil supply the Classical cognate — when Aeneas sees the fall of Troy 
already depicted at Carthage:  
 

Here is Priam:  even here, worth has regard,  
And there are tears for things, and human hearts  
Touched by the chances of mortality  (CGB) — 
 
...sunt hic etiam sua praemia laudi;  
sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt.  

 
Or the line which for Augustine epitomized the tempting pathos and glory of pagan art:  
the farewell of Creusa's ghost:  
 

Infelix simulacrum atque ipsius umbra Creusae —  
 
3rd 8) Again, Echternach Gospels, detail (video wider view, then detail)  
 
 Set it against the first hymn Caedmon (c. 670) is said to have sung, dream-
inspired.  The shades Augustine loved and feared have been shed from the soul.  
 

Nu we sceolon herian   heofonrices Weard,  
Metodes mihte   and his modgethonc —  
 
Now let praise   the Prince of Heaven,  
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Might of the Maker   manifold of plan, 
Work of the Father   all the wonders he wrought, 
The Lord everlasting   when he laid out the world. (CGB) 

 
a2nd 9) Again, St. George and the Dragon, detail (from CGB '59)  
2nd 9) Again, St. George and the Dragon (CGB '59) [video, using 1st 9, a2nd9, 

2nd 9, and one V9 variant, makes a sequence of five views] 
 
 For the Baroque, music will voice it more richly — a phrase from Bach's "A 
Mighty Fortress is our God."  
 

Music: Ein Feste Burg ist Unser Gott, Cantata 80, opening; Vanguard BG 
508                   (fade)  

 
This victory spills over in earthly pomp and power.  
 
 Whereas in Gregorian chant, the entire phenomenal world  
 
a10) Palace School, early 9th cent., Evangelist, detail of Xanten Gospel, Biblio-

theque Royal, Brussels  
b10) Carolingian Palace School, end of 8th cent., St. Mark, Coronation Gospel, f. 

76v., State Library, Munich  
10) Again, Xanten Evangelist, closer detail 
 
dissolves in self-effacement at the dilating spaceless center of the one melodic line:  
 

O flying world!  that we, sick-hearted, love thee!   
 

Music: Gregorian (Solesmes), 8th-9th cent., Media Vita, cont.; V-M-87  
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The body of Celtic chant is lost; "poor music", says Leonardo, "which dies in the moment 
of its birth."  Solesmes performance assimilates even the Media Vita, probably of 
Carolingian and Gallic origin, to the suavity of Roman practice — a thing Charlemagne 
could never quite school his monks to.  So our parallel has taken us from the Celtic 
flatness of Echternach to the Roman-Christian revivals of the Palace School.  Though for 
all its softness of robe and shadowed mood, this Evangelist is no less timeless, spaceless, 
selfless.  (fade Media Vita)  In the Dark Age invariance of earthly fall and total faith, it 
rears a polarity of technique:  the Graeco-Roman lingering against  
 
Va11) Irish, c. 800, Four Symbols of the Evangelists, Book of Kells, f.290v., 

Trinity College, Dublin  
11) Again, Book of Kells, detail from Nativitas Christi page 
 
the exactly contemporary (c. 800, Book of Kells) linear abstraction in which the Celtic 
(and even Germanic) conspires with the Syrian and Armenian East.  To call such 
labyrinthine sophistication primitive is strange; yet both soul and the world soul inhabits 
share here in a primitive reduction, to a criss-cross of saintly miracle and Mabinogian 
wonder.  
 
For 2nd 10) Again, b1O, St. Mark, detail  
 
 To see the Dark Ages as a mystical and ascetic trough between the breaking crests 
of Græco-Rome and the West is to emphasize its oneness of Augustinian shadow and 
Christian affirmation.  While to juxtapose the meditative humanism of 800 Aix-la-
Chapelle  
 
For 2nd 11) Again, Book of Kells, Symbol of St. Mark, f.130r., detail  
2nd 11a) Again, Book of Kells, Virgin and Child with Angels, f.202v.   
 
against the Irish calligraphs, is to see that trough as a manifold over which run random 
sallies of intersecting waves — a hint at the bottomless complexity of tribal wanderings 
and successor kingdoms, local arts and classical revivals — a variety, however, stretched 
in the same polar field, as if these were all translations in contrasting languages, copies in 
different hands, but of a single sacred text.  
 
 While above that ascetic one and fluctuating many, points the historical arrow, 
such a pregnancy of change that a single image —  
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1st 12) Irish, 7th cent., Bronze head on an enamel base, from a ship burial at 

Miklebostad, Bergen Museum, Norway; video uses V12, + a detail 
 
here an Irish 7th century bronze — opens under the sacrifice of civilized nuance that 
passionate identification voiced again and again in Celtic and Germanic poetry:  thus the 
Anglo Saxon lament of Satan sometimes attributed to Caedmon —  
 

O might of the Maker ... mirth-dream of God ...  
That my hands hereafter   may not reach heaven,  
My eyes never again   be raised to that upland,  
Nor my ears hear   forever and forever  
The hallowed bright peal   of angel clarions ...  (CGB) 
 
Eala drihtenes thrym! ... Eala dream godes! ...  
thaet ic mid handum   ne maeg heofon geraecan,  
ne mid eagum   ne mot up locian,  
ne huru mid earum   ne sceal aefre geheran  
thaere byrhtestan   beman stefne!  

 
a13) Roman Christian, 312-15, Constantine, Head from Colossal statue, Palazzo 

dei Conservatori, Rome  
b13) German (Reichenau), c. 998, Otto III Enthroned, upper detail, State Library, 

Munich  
13) Byzantine, c. 370(?), Barletta Emperor, Barletta (video:  upper part only) 
 
 As in any living complex, we cannot exhibit the constant but as it shows 
alteration.  What dominates Christendom from Constantine at least to Otto III is the lion-
bodied paradox of faith, with the world-abandonment that so appalled Hegel:  
 

But the highest purity of soul defiled by the most horrible barbarity; 
the truth, of which a knowledge has been acquired, degraded to a mere 
tool by falsehood and self-seeking; that which is most irrational, 
coarse, and vile, established and strengthened by the religious 
sentiment — this is the most disgusting and revolting spectacle that 
was ever witnessed, and which only philosophy can comprehend and 
so justify.  

 
2nd 12) Again, Irish Bronze Head (cf. V1st 12) 
V2nd 12a) Irish, late 7th cent., The St. John's Crucifixion Plaque, upper part; 

National Museum, Ireland 
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 One could answer Hegel as the devil did Faust:  "Willst fliegen und bist vorm 
Schwindel nicht sicher?" — "You want to fly, and get dizzy?"  Since, when Spirit 
withdraws (as he says) into itself, it waives the cost.  Hegel's enlightened wish is for the 
Christ-kernel without the hard shell.  But without that shell, how could it have seeded 
itself over the Dark Ages, converting even by combat?  
 
For 2nd 13) Roman Christian, c. 360, Constantius II (sometimes called Constan-

tine I), colossal bronze head, Palazzo dei Conservatori, Rome  
2nd 13a) Same, another view 
 
 Hegel will not see that what depressed him in Byzantine Christianity, "a millenial 
series of uninterrupted crimes," was the other face of Yeats' "artifice of eternity" — of 
that self-scourging piety of anchorites in the desert of the Thebaid.  And perhaps a saintly 
cognate for the schismatic Constantius would be Simeon the Stylite, anchored to his 
column, the rope rotting his flesh, he replacing the maggots as they fell from the sores:  
"Eat what God has given you"; yet from that pillar preaching sacred politics to hordes of 
followers in a church where ascetic soul was power.  
 
14) Again, b13, Otto III Enthroned, whole view; + V detail 
 
 Indeed that mask of religious force is treasured and revived from Constantine to 
the Ottos and beyond.  Eusebius' miraculous history of Constantine's conquest by the 
"salutary sign" of the cross, remains the model for Fulker of Chartres' Chronicle of the 
First Crusade (end of the 11th century), as in this Otto III, the old arrogant humility 
proclaims Christ militant.  Yet something has changed.  The willed conversion of late 
Rome has become the automatic condition of the North.  The impersonal flattening is 
complete; dimensionality itself is allegorical.  
 
1st 15) Byzantine, 6th cent., Hagia Sophia (exterior), Istanbul (CGB '77)  
V15a) Same, another view, from the south (CGB '77) (cf. slide show 2nd 15) 
 

Music: Byzantine Chant, 8th cent. ff. (St.John of Damascus), Ode, 
Anastaseos Imera, RCA-V-LM-6015 (I, 1)  

 
 Another sequence of descent leads from the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople (and 
no doubt from Byzantine Chant, if against the flux of oral tradition we had something 
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stronger than this Brompton Oratory attempt at the 8th century "Golden Canon");  
 (fade)  
 
1st 16) Carolingian, 796-804, Octagon or Chapel of Charlemagne (CGB '74); 

+ V detail from 2nd 16) 
 
across Europe and 300 years, to the Chapel of Charlemagne in Aachen, or Aix, with the 
parallel organizing on octave, fifth, or fourth.  
 

Music: Scholia enchiriadis, c. 850, Nos qui vivimus, Organum of the 
octave, HAM 25 a, 1 Orpheus 349  

 
 Here too what is continued reverts to the primitive; yet that dark and heavy 
narrowing bears the potential thrust of Gothic, a beginning, where Hagia Sophia,  
 
2nd 15) Again, Hagia Sophia, same view as V15a (CGB ‘77); here video gives 

detail only, then inserts detail of buttressing from 1st 15  
2nd 15a) Again, Hagia Sophia, another angle (emphasizing layering) (CGB '77)  
2nd 15b) Italian Byzantine, 532-47, Mosaic detail. Head of Justinian, San Vitale, 

Ravenna [video uses V2nd 15b, then returns to yet another detail from 2nd 
15)  

2nd 15c) Again, Hagia Sophia, interior view with streaming sunlight [slide only] 
 
like its age, is terminal — however strange the word may seem of what, in so many ways, 
begets the West:  the shift to accentual rhythms in Byzantine poetry; in chant (we are 
told) to passionate imploration over a bass drone; in building to the enormous buttressing 
of vaulted stress.  All springs from Classical foreclosure, like the Code of Justinian, that 
final consolidation of Roman law, but with the hardening caste rigor, each worker frozen 
in his father's trade.  In that vitiated Empire, defended by barbarian troops ("the Emperor's 
drunken soldiery"), torn by dogmatic schisms (as Gregory of Nissa says:  "you ask the 
price of bread and learn the Son is inferior to the Father; you inquire of the bath and are 
told the son was made of nothing"), this church rose from the ashes of the Nika revolt, the 
slaughter of 30,000 spectators in the hippodrome; and after a comparable sacrifice of 
beasts, Justinian stood under the dome:  "Glory to God who has deemed me worthy ... O 
Solomon, I have surpassed thee." Twenty years later, its structure of prophetic transcend-
ence fell and had to be rebuilt, but lighter, more windowed.  
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2nd 16) Again, Charlemange's Chapel, another view [slide here (CGB ‘74) also 
used as V1st 16a, above] 

V2nd 16a) Same, wider view (CGB ‘74), from which V takes a detail, returning to 
another detail of 1st 16 

 
Music: Again, Scholia enchiriadis, Nos qui vivimus, Organum of the 

Fourth, HAM 25 a3, Orpheus 349 
 
 Against it Charlemagne's harsh little chapel in the German forest, bound in on 
itself, assumes the vertical cast of what it moves toward, the jewelled dark enclosures of 
Romanesque and Gothic.  Charlemagne's empire hardly outlived him, and the century that 
follows is in a way the darkest of all.  
 
1st 17) Byzantine Ivory, c. 950, Christ crowns Romanos and Eudoxia, detail of 

upper portion, Cabinet des Medailles, Paris 
 
 But by 950 revival is underway, in Byzantium as in the West.  In Byzantium, 
preserved sanctuary of the past, soon to be thrown down by the Crusaders, schooled in its 
arts, no mutation of force has occurred.  The most peerless ivories — this Christ, 
compared by some with Phidian marbles — in impersonal, gentle glory, dream their 
early-Christian life away.  
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18) German, c. 969-76, Gerokreuz, Cathedral of Cologne; + V detail 
 
 Where the Gerokreuz of the 1Oth century Rhine — from a Roman colony 
(Cologne) torn to pieces and savagely rebuilt — like Charlemagne's chapel, is precursive, 
with a drive strengthened now by a hundred and fifty years.  Of the five centuries of 
turmoil and near stagnation, such works, against the Roman Christian and Byzantine, 
make us say with the Shepherd in The Winter's Tale (even of the dead Christ), "Thou 
mettest with things dying, I with things new-born."  
 
2nd 17) Again, Byzantine Ivory, whole; + V detail, shown first 
 
 The heresies of the early church tend to neo-Platonic shocked withdrawal from the 
Crucified body of the God-man — as in the discovered Gnostic Gospels:  "It was another 
... who drank the gall and vinegar ... but I was rejoicing in the height."  So Justinian died 
in a Byzantine heterodoxy — to remove the divine in formal frontality:  that the body of 
Christ was incorruptible, had never experienced the wants and limits of flesh.  
 
2nd 18) Again, Gerokreuz, black and white, detail of head  
 
 But the heresies of the West go the other way, toward a personal self-merger with 
God as man.  In this the Gero Christ has crossed the watershed, as of the Alps, into 
European immediacy,  
 
19) Dürer, 1522, Self as the Man of Sorrows (drawing), Kunsthalle, Bremen; 

+ V detail (after '98: Double: heads of Gero-Christ and Dürer) 
 
where the torment and ecstasy of God and his Kingdom are read over into the I, the here, 
and the now.  Toward the image that lies at the heart of that incarnate dynamic — Dürer's 
Self as the Man of Sorrows, 1522 — the Crucifixion of Gero is already aimed.  
 
Va20) Gallic from Entremont, c. 200 B.C., Four Mask-heads as trophies, lower 

detail only 
20) Same, the group of four 
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 Back now, having sketched the field, to the art-appearance of the Gallic tribes, 
end of the 3rd century B.C., the Heads from Entremont, just past the limits of Greece and 
Rome.  The techniques already learned have sunk into the unrelenting rigors of barbarian 
spirit, sullen with potentiality.  Against these future-haunted beasts, ranked at the 
rampart's pale,  
 
21) Hellenistic (Alexandrian), c. 290 B.C., Ptolemy I of Egypt, Copenhagen  
 
how undercut by self-questioning, the civilized Hellenistic face (here Ptolemy I of 
Alexandria, c. 290 B.C.), which gazed northward, from age-old refinements, toward that 
stirring in the forests.  
 
22) Roman, 1st cent. B.C.(?), Garden fresco, detail, Villa Livia, Thermae, Rome 

(video draws from V22, a wider view)  
V22a) Same, a closer detail of fronds and birds  
 
 By the first century it was Rome; the frontiers were pushed back; but what the 
watchers at the stretched limes  were looking into must have seemed a fabled garden 
(frescoes from the Villa Livia); and what they were waiting for, was surely a sign of 
weakness in the ordered realms.  
 
23) Egypto-Roman, 2nd c. A.D., Funeral portrait from Faiyum. Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York City  
 
 Where, in fact, the whole orchard-empire was rife with soul-sickness, already 
flowing over (2nd century A.D.) into a valedictory Christian denial of the world.  
 
 Striking, the affinity of longing between this hollow ripeness of late Egypt, 
Greece, and Rome  
 
24) Belgic, 1st cent. B.C., (found, Kent) Head from a cremation bucket, British 

Museum, London 
 
and the primitive, implacable, but no less yawning question of the pagan North (here a 
Belgic cremation-bucket detail, lst century BC), subject to the dark enigmas of Wyrd.  
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25) Roman Gaul (Mosel), 3rd cent.(?), Portrait from the Mausoleum of 
Neumagen, Trier; + V detail 

 
 By the 3rd century, when the Gauls and Rhine Germans express the softening of 
Empire, their mausoleum portraits (here from Trier) share exactly in the heavy-eyed 
hunger of the Roman-Egyptian encaustics 2000 miles away.  Bede, in his most famous 
passage, of the year 627, voices that somber clue to conversion:  the missionary Paulinus 
has told the Northumbrian thanes of the faith, and an old man compares life to a sparrow's 
flight through the mead hall in winter.  
 
2nd 24) Again, Belgic head from a bucket  
 
It is the emptiness centuries of art had recorded:  
 

He flies in at one door and out at another, stays a moment in the 
warmth of the fire, and vanishes into the rain and dark from which he 
came ... So the life of man:  but of what was before or of what comes 
after, we know nothing.  

 
2nd 25) Again, Neumagen head portrait  
 

If this new teaching can tell us anything more certain, it ought to be 
followed.  

 
Could this Gallo-Roman stoic of Neumagen have said more?  
 
26) Roman Gallic, early 4th cent., Porta Nigra, Trier (Treves)  
V26a) Same, another view with gate (CGB '74)  
 
Or the nearby Porta Nigra guarding Trier?  The somberest face of gloom could hardly 
convey more of the burden of carrying Rome to the Germans than this gate, to be taken so 
soon, and in turn, by Vandals, Huns and Franks.  
 
27) Gallo-Roman (Neumagen), 3rd cent., Toilet scene on a tomb, Museum, Trier; 

+ V detail 
 
 So the question is academic whether a successor offshoot of the Classical might 
have emerged in Gaul.  Certain carvings, like this family scene of the deceased, also from 
Neumagen, tempt us toward Gandharan parallels.  Though the question, no doubt, 
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becomes one already raised:  could Christianity have been tamed to a gentle continuance 
of its earthly-endowed and Classical phase?  
 
28) Hellenistic Indian (from Hadda), 3rd-5th cent., Genius with flowers, Musée 

Guimet, Paris; + V detail, shown first  
 
— Religion central to the birth of cultures.  
 
 That the Hellenistic, which in the West had to fall into the earth and die, could in 
the East be grafted directly to a living stem (as in this Genius from Hadda, 3rd-5th 
century), must have depended on the millenial growth of Buddhism from the even older 
Vedic ground.  
 
29) Roman Celtic, 2nd-3rd cent. AD, "La Melancolie," from near Auxerre, Yonne  
 
 In Roman Gaul the Celts promised most.  This head from Auxerre, "La 
Melancolie," seems almost to have found a way of succession to the Greek.  But 
barbarian wanderings, which in India were prehistoric, now flooded the whole Western 
world.  
 
30) Visigoth, c. 400, Seal ring of King Alaric, Kunsthistoriches Museum, Vienna; 

+ V detail 
 
 In 406 the Vandals struck through Gaul.  The Visigoths at the same time moved 
through Italy toward the sack of Rome.  It is not just its small size that gives the seal of 
their Arian-Christian leader Alaric its Dark Age stare.  Jerome's lament, from his 
hermitage in Bethlehem —  
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My tongue cleaves to the roof of my mouth and sobs choke my 
utterance when I think that the city that led captive the world is now 
led captive —  

 
might have served for the Western Empire.  
 
1st 31) Gallo-Roman, 2nd-3rd cent., Dancer from Arlon, Belgium  
 
 The Gallo-Roman arts were plowed under.  Though most of what has been dug up 
damps our speculation of a living transplant from the Greek.  Compare one of the dancing 
girls of Arlon (in Belgium)  
 
1st 32) Indian, from Mathura, 1st-3rd cent.(?), Tree Goddess, Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London  
For 2nd 31) Double: details of pelvic regions from [A] Arlon Dancer (31); and 

[B] Tree Goddess (32) 
V2nd 31a) England (Yorkshire), Rock of Ages (video returns to 32, Tree Goddess, 

then to 31, Arlon Dancer; while slide holds to the double of Dancer 
and Tree Goddess) 

 
with an Indian tree goddess of the same time (3rd century?).  The Greek influence here 
has come through Iran, there through Rome; but in both, the classical Aphrodite has been 
sexualized — the Mound of Venus (like the Yorkshire Rock of Ages, where preacher 
Toplady would write his hymn) is cleft.  But in Mathura the erotic nude has become a 
divine being, joyful, fresh, keen.  
 
 That the dancing girls of Arlon have female parts does not make them less 
colonial and drab — heavy-hearted pre-Protestant whores.  
 
For 2nd 32) Indian (late Orissan), c. 1200 A.D., Female figure (Apsara) from tower 

of Rafarani Temple, Bhubaneswar 
 
 The West is our center, but in touch with the world:  so it must be noted again that 
during our Dark Age of ascetic severity, India went on blossoming, century after century, 
in a sacred culture of sensuous humanity and personal grace —  
 
Va33) Indian, 6th-7th cent., Mithuna figures from Cave 1, Ajunta  
33) Same, scene from "The Prince Will Renounce the Throne"  
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what made D. H. Lawrence say of the 6th-7th century Ajanta frescoes:  "Pure 
fulfillment... Botticelli is vulgar beside them... I love them beyond everything pictorial... 
perfect intimate relation between the men and women."  And though Indian music has an 
improvised bearing on any past, traditional Ragas refine modalities ultimately and 
hauntingly Greek to hymn the sanctities of love and life.  
 
3rd 32) Again, Tree Goddess, upper detail 
 

Music: From Raga-Dadra (Uttar Pradesh), Basmillah Kahn on Shenai, 
Odeon MOAE 163  

 
2nd 33) Again 33, central detail  
2nd 33a) Same, detail, upper left  

(fade raga) 
 
34) Honan (China) Lung-Men 6th c. AD, Siddhartha in Meditation, Museum 

of Fine Arts, Boston  
34a) Chinese (Wei) 386-534, Seated Bodhisattva, Art Museum, Portland, (CGB 

'83) [slide only] 
34b) Again 34, Honan Siddhartha, another (color) view; + various video details 
 
 Whether in India or China (this 6th-century Siddhartha from Honan), what would 
seem meditational parallels for the Medieval inhabit another realm of human ease and 
nirvana peace.  Though Buddhism has declined in India, something of what smiled over 
Tibet, to the Hwang Ho and Yellow Sea still sounds in Sanskrit hymns.  
 

Music: From Sanskrit Hymn to Shiva by Dikshitar, sung Sriniva UNESCO 
BM 30 L2021)  

 
a35) Greek (Athens), 520-10 B.C., Piraeus Apollo, detail of Head, National 

Museum, Athens  
35) Chinese, Shang Dynasty, 14th-1lth cent. B.C., Bronze funerary vessel, 

Musée Cernuschi, Paris  
V35a) Again, Piraeus Apollo, another view, upper body (video returns to 35, 

funerary vessel)  
 
 Are civilizations parallel or radiative?  Both in one.  The Chinese sages Lao Tzu 
and Confucius are more or less contemporary with Buddha, with the rise of Greek 
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wisdom and the climax of Hebrew prophecy.  Yet however native Chinese culture, the 
Hellenistic and Roman trade of the silk route, with the eastward spread of Buddhism, 
fostered, as far as Korea and Japan, a vital mutant of something once Greek; as the leap 
from Shang funerary urns (2nd Millenium B.C., and remote as Stone Age Mayan)  
 
36) Chinese (Ku K'ai-Chih), c. 344-405, Silk scroll, Lady at her Toilet, detail, 

British Museum, London  
V36a) From same scroll, "Admonitions to Court Ladies,"  
 

Music: Chinese, 4th cent.(?) (printed 1425), Plum Blossom (chyn setting) 
RCA-V-LM-6057 (I:  2, b)  

 
to the caressing line and personal mood of 4th century A.D. silk painting (with a chyn-
zither setting of a tune, "Plum Blossom" traced to the same time) persuasively suggests.  
 
Va37)  Greek, Tanagra (Bœotia), 4th cent. B.C., Woman with Fan, Louvre  
37) Greek (Tanagra?), 4th - 3rd cent. B.C., Statuette of a Woman, Painted Terra 

Cotta, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City (video upper detail 
only)  

 
 Where had such play of sophistic elegance been explored but in the likeliest 
export product of Greece, those Tanagra figurines, where life is trimmed to the precious 
turns and poses of New Comedy?  
 
38) Chinese, T'ang, 7th-1Oth cent., Lady at her Toilet, Signora P. Varzi Galliate 

Collection; first, V detail 
 
 In China, as in India, the cultured flowering went on and on; this T'ang lady at her 
toilet, from the darkest centuries of Europe, comes a thousand years and more after the 
wares of Tanagra.  Direct influence is not in question; rather the transmission from 
dynasty to dynasty (without the cyclical upheavals of the West) of an incredibly civilized, 
post-Hellenic stance —  
 
39) Japanese (Nara), 645-793, Kichijoten (Mahasri), Nara, Yakushiji; + V details 
 
an ultimate refinement, which by the 7th centurv had spread also to Japan.  
 

Music: From 16th cent. "Lion of Eight Thousand Generations," Kota 
interlude, Kimio Eto: Art of the Kota, Elektra EK S 7234  
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(Fade)  
 
40) Sassanian Iran, mid 6th cent., Palace of Khusro I, Ctesiphon, near Baghdad; 

+ V detail 
40a) Mohammedan (Abbasid), 848-52, Minaret of the Great Mosque of Samarra, 

Iraq (cf. Ars Nova 9) 
 
 While the Buddhist related arts spread East, and the dwindling empire of 
Byzantium encapsuled post-classical Christianity, the old Sumerian and Persian centers 
produced successor kingdoms which, though they seemed to menace Christendom, 
preserved and sometimes advanced, for European revival, Greek knowledge and skills.  
Let the ruined palace of Khusro I (mid-6th century) near Bagdad, with its elliptical vault 
of a hundred foot span, summon from the Parthian wars against Rome, the Persian coup 
and revival, the subsequent complex of interplays east and west, that brief splendor of 
Sassanid Iran.  
 

Music: Islam, 9th cent., traditional, Muezzin's call to prayer, close, RCA-V-
LM 6057 (IV, 4)   

 
a41) Moorish African, 862-3, Kairouan, Sanctuary of the Great Mosque, Tunisia  
41) Islam (Ommiad), 705-11, Mosaic detail, west portico, Great Mosque, 

Damascus; + V detail 
(end Call to Prayer)  

 
Music: Islam (Turkish), Taqsim Bayati, flute, RCA-V-LM 6057 (IV, 5) 
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 Let this mosaic detail from the Great Mosque in Damascus crown the Arabian and 
Moslem adventure, the religious power structure of Islam, which in its phenomenal 
spread, became host to Sassanian, Jewish, and Alexandrian commerce and lore — a fit 
image (landscape, the human form excluded), since here, as in philosophy and 
mathematics, the Hellenistic has been essentially caught and, with something of the 
abstraction of algebra, launched toward the future.       
  (fade Turkish flute) 
 
42) Germanic, 7th cent., four Bronze Bracts from Torslunda, Historical Museum, 

Stockholm; + slide and video singles of Bract C (42a) and Bract D (42b), to 
which video adds Bract B (V42c) and a detail of Bract D (from 42b) 

 
 Meanwhile Europe had gone under.  Beowulf looks back into the Norse and 
German myth-world of the 7th century and before — heroes struggling in mist-hung 
monster-lairs.  To catch mood and action in a patchwork of phrases:  
 

This foe of God   was ghastly Grendel, 
Stalker of moors   grim haunter of marshes; 
Out of fens and oak forests   he fastened on Hartshearth,  
The king's bright meadhall,   with each murk of nightfall...  
Seized a thane sleeping,   slashed him to pieces,  
Bit through the bone-joints,   sucked at the blood-stream,  
Gorged flesh in gobbets ...   Beowulf's death-grip  
Wrenched arm and shoulder;   sinews sprang asunder;  
The axle-hinge opened;   under the towering hall roof,  
That hero flung down   the clawed limb of Grendel. 

(CGB) 
 
Waes se grimma gaest    Grendel haten, 
maere mearcstapa,   se the moras heold,  
fen ond faesten ...   Heorot eardode,  
sincfage sel,   sweartum nihtum... 
(feng) slaepende rinc,   slat unwearnum,  
bat banlocan,   blod edrum dranc,  
synsnaedum swealh;   sona ... he (him) onfeng  
inwitthancum ...   seonowe onsprongon,  
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burston banlocan.    Beowulfe ... alegde  
Grendles grap(e)   under geapne hrof.  

 
a43) Irish carving, 9th cent.(?), Caryatid, with Crozier and Bell, White Island, 

Fermanagh  
43) Roman-Christian, c. 300, Christ-Helios Mosaic, Tomb of the Julii, vault, 

Vatican; + V detail 
 
 To sense the crisis of life-giving reduction as that force sweeps over Europe, 
amalgamates with Rome, becomes itself fiercely Christian, set down first a 4th-century 
Christian burial hymn by Prudentius (with this Apollo-Christ from a tomb under St. 
Peter’s):  
 

Nos tecta fovebimus ossa  
 violis et fronde frequenti  
titulumque et frigida saxa  
 liquido spargemus odore;  

 
that is the close — or as translated by Waddell:  
 

But for us, heap earth about him,  
 Earth with leaves and violets strewn,  
Grave his name, and pour the fragrant  
 Balm upon the icy stone.  

 
44) Merovingian, 8th cent., Reliquary Casket, Virgin and Child with Peter and 

Paul, Musée de Cluny, Paris; + V details 
 
 So leap north and over 400 years to this Merovingian casket and to the 
Wessobrunner Gebet, in the gutteral giant-talk of old German:  
 

Dat gafregin ih mit firahim   firiuuizzo meista  
dat ero ni uuas   noh ufhimil  
noh paum nohheinig   noh pereg ni uuas 
noh sunna ni scein  
noh mano ni liuhta   noh der mareo seo. 
Do dar niuuiht ni uuas   enteo ni wenteo 
enti do uuas der eino   almahtico cot. 

 
Va45) Carolingian (Rheims), c. 820(?), MS 1, f. 90v, Gospel Book of Ebbo, 

St. Luke; Municipal Library, Epernay  

August 5, 1995 The Dark Ages  

20 



C.G. Bell  Symbolic History 

45) Same, f. 60v., St. Mark (first, video detail) 
 
Which we may translate (after Anglo-Saxon):  
 

Among mortal men I have heard with main marvel  
How earth of old was not, nor arched-up heaven,  
Nor tree-bole was none, nor marsh-wone, nor mountain,  
Nor sun did not shine  
Nor moon not lighten; nor the merging mere-world.   
But though nought was not there, beginning nor ending — 
One there and alone was, the all-bending God.   (CGB) 

 
 Having shifted in art to the Book of Ebbo, Rheims, about 820...  Already German 
intuitive wonder wakens in "mareo seo," the fabled sea, with all related possibilities of 
mare, marah, mere.  
 
46) Northumbrian, c. 710, Lion of St. Mark, Echternach Gospel, National 

Library, Paris (first, video detail) 
 
 Where in the cyclical descent did the barbaric reversion and stripping become 
regenerative?  We cannot say.  By the 6th century the Franks had begun the political 
regrouping which led to Charlemagne; while the monasteries of Ireland and Northumbria 
gathered the first fruits of letters and art.  Though the Echternach lion-sign of St. Mark 
(Northumbria, c. 710) does not suffer from being overtamed.  
 
Va47) Northumbrian, c. 720-40, , Lindisfarne Gospel, St. Matthew, detail; British 

Museum 
47) Same, St. Luke (video:  detail only) 
 
 Yet the Lindisfarne Gospel, from twenty years later, suffuses its still metallic lines 
with the growing humanism of that island of learning.  As Ambrose had said at the 
beginning of the Time of Troubles — and every Dark Age monastery tried to enact his 
words:  
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Amid the agitations of the world the Church remains unmoved; the 
waves cannot shake her.  While around her everything is in horrible 
chaos, she offers to all the shipwrecked a tranquil port where they will 
find safety.  

 
48) Northumbrian, Viking-Age relief, 8th-9th cent.(?), Marauders, Lindisfarne  
48a) Viking, 7th. cent., Iron Helmet, State Historical Museum, Stockholm  
 
 Not, however, from the Vikings, who seem to be represented in this Lindisfarne 
relief.  As the Anglo Saxon Chronicle records, January 8, 793:  "The harrying of the 
heathen miserably destroyed God's church in Lindisfarne by rapine and slaughter."  Or as 
Alcuin, from the court of Charlemagne:  "Never before has such a terror appeared in 
Britain."  It was the opening of 250 years of culminant darkness.  
 
49) Irish MS, c. 800, Book of Kells, St. John; Trinity College, Dublin (video 

reduces the page to four successive details) 
 
 Iona was ravaged soon after.  St. Columba's monks fled to Kells north of Dublin, 
probably taking with them the unfinished Book which bears the name of the new 
monastery.  "While the sea spewed forth the foreigners over Erin."  (Annals of Ulster, 
820.)  Living in the world of symbol must have prepared the soul for such raiders.  Each 
Christian, sat like this St. John, holding the Gospel, at the center of a calligraphic Gospel, 
which shows by the cloudy head at the top, the hands at the sides and the pierced feet 
below, that it is the crucified Christ.  
 
a50) Carolingian (Palace School), beginning 9th cent., double page, St. John the 

Evangelist and text, from Reichsevangelair, Munich (video:  first, the page of 
text)  

b50) Same, the page of John (video: detail only) 
c50) Carolingian, 799-818, Ark of the Covenant, mosaic, Oratory of Theodulf, 

Germigny-des-Pres  
d50) Again, Reichsevangelair, Matthew (first, video detail) 
50) Again, John from the Reichsevangelair; + V detail 
 
 On the continent, Charlemagne welcomed scholars from the islands to the shelter 
of his Palace School; and it was an island too, hard-held, between the earlier unrest of 
Germans, Huns, and Moors, and the onslaught of Vikings and Magyars to follow — post-
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Classical, pre-Western, an arctic solstice where the twilight meets the dawn.  Its central 
poem is the Lament for Alcuin (on his leaving Aachen), either by the master himself, or 
by his pupil Fredugis.  The Augustinian memory of his "little house" (with Waddell) —  
 

O mea cella, mihi habitatio dulcis, amata ...  
pomiferis redolent ramis tua claustra per hortos — 
 
and all thy cloisters smell of apple orchards — 

 
yields to the starker burden of loss and faith:  
 

So passes all the beauty of the earth ...  
O flying world!  that we, sick-hearted love thee!   
Still thou escapest, here, there, everywhere,  
Slipping down from us.  Fly, then, if thou wilt,  
Our hearts are set in the strong love of God.  
 
nos miseri, cur te fugitivum, mundus, amamus? ...  
tu fugiens fugias, Christum nos semper amemus.  

 
Such is the ground of the Dark Ages.  
 
 Perhaps the St. John's page from the Reichsevangelair is the somberest art-revival 
of Roman mellowness in that German-Christian winter.  The gathered toga, the bearded 
meditation, the sad little garden of shrubs — as in the Lament:  "undique te cingit ramis 
resonantibus arbos" — repeat:  "Oh flying world!  that we, sick-hearted, love thee!" and 
"Our hearts are set in the strong love of God."  
 
 Here on the threshold of the West, the Western antinomies appear:  against the 
shadowed piety of the Palace School,  
 
1st 51) Rheims, c. 820-30, Utrecht Psalter, Psalm XI detail, University Library, 

Utrecht  
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51a) Again, Utrecht Psalter, Psalm XLIII, battle detail  
V51b) Same, from Psalm CII, Messiah and angels  
51c) Again, Utrecht Psalter, from Psalm XI [these are Vulgate numberings] 
 
the reckless vital line of the Utrecht Psalter.  And in thought, Hrabanus Maurus, pious 
churchman, at his best in monastic greetings, as to Grimold, Abbot of St. Gall (Waddell):  
"And God, who brought us on this earth together, bring us together in his house of 
heaven" — comes into history linked in furious opposition, jailor and inquisitor of his 
fiery ward Gottschalk, the first whom logic led toward Calvin's heresy of predestination.  
Everything about him speaks passion, from his recusant stand to the first personal rhymed 
lyrics he wrote in prison:  "O quid iubes, pusiole ... Carmen dulce me cantare ..."  
 
 Even more prophetically strange was that John Scotus, that wise Erigena (Erin-
born), Irish translator of the mystic Aereopagite, called in to answer Gottschalk, should 
dissolve predestination only in a pantheistic Christian Platonism of the universe as God in 
processu, drawn toward a deificatio,  or resumption of all nature, evil and good, even 
Satan himself, into the Divine:  
 
2nd 50) Again, Matthew from Reichsevangelair (cf. d50; while video repeats John, 

as in slide 50) 
 

Evil will have its consummation and will not remain in any nature, 
since the divine nature will work and be manifest in all...  

 
 In his knowing revival of pagan and Christian antiquity, Erigena shares the robed 
richness of the Palace School.  
 
2nd 51) Again, Utrecht Psalter, Psalm CVIII (video: upper detail only)  
 
In the freedom with which he absorbs the world into God, who "subsists," he said, "as the 
essence of all," he rather suggests the racing sketchwork of the Utrecht Psalter, where 
objects are fused in sacred energies.  
 
52) Irish, c. 800, Incarnation page, fol 34,. from the Book of Kells, Trinity 

College, Dublin; + V details  
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While the Irish tradition from which he stems, least like him in classical surface, may be 
nearest to his visionary ecstasy.  As in this Book of Kells page of the Birth of Christ, 
where the monograms Chi, Rho and the rest, threaded through with live geometries, less 
illustrate than form the divine substance of Matthew I, 18:  "Christi ... generatio."  
 
53) School of Rheims, early 9th cent., St. John, Gospel Book of Ebbo, Municipal 

Library, Epernay; first V detail, then V53, wider variant 
 
 The aim is not to match this with that, but to perceive in the Carolingian ferment 
how the later Western forms of art, of thought, of personality itself are being explored — 
nowhere more masterfully than in the Rheims Gospel Book of Ebbo, which alchemizes 
into one the togaed weight of the Palace School and the expressive frenzy of the Utrecht 
line.  Giant precursors, these miniatures.  
 
a54) N. Italian, 9th cent.(?), Castelseprio frescoes, head of a priest, detail, 

Castelseprio (CGB '80) 
54) Same, detail, Presentation in the Temple (CGB '80) [video reverses 54 and a54, 

then returns to V54a, a wider view of 54] 
 
 Claudius, 9th century bishop of Turin, tried and condemned but never crushed, 
gives the new force an Italian voice:  
 

He is not the apostle who sits in the seat of the apostle, but who fulfills 
the life and office ... Why bend your body to worship vain images?  
God made you erect ... Let no man trust in saints, but as he holds the 
faith and truth and justice of the saints.  

 
So the Castelseprio frescoes, probably of the 9th century, startle us with the prophetic 
eruption of spatial and humanistic power, hung like the Carolingian, between past and 
future.  
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55) Viking, 9th cent., head from a cart, Oseberg Ship Burial, University, Oslo  
55a) Viking, 9th cent., Ship from Oseberg Burial Mound, Oslo  
55b) Germanic, 8th cent., Engraved Tombstone to a warrior:  Viking Vallhalla 
ship, Klinte, Gotland (video, details only)  
 
 The death of Charlemagne (814), the wars of succession, the battle of Fontenoy 
(841) "Maledicta dies illa" (Angilbert), which drained the blood of France, left Europe 
exposed as the islands had been.  The long boats with the carved prows moved up the 
rivers.  The chant went up in the churches:  "A furore Normanorum libera nos Domine."  
The Sibyl's prophecy for 1000 seemed fulfilled:  "A sword age, a wind age, a wolf age."  
Utrecht burned; Charlemagne's palace sacked; the cities of France mowed down:  
Perigeux, Limoges, Angouleme, Toulouse, Angers, Orleans, Rouen; and then the 
Mediterranean.  
 
a56) Gerona Beatus, 975, Warrior spearing a snake, Cathedral, Gerona  
56) Carolingian, 781-85, St. John from the Gospels of Godescalc, National 

Library, Paris; video:  upper part only 
V56a) Carolingian, 781-3, Godesalc Gospels, Beardless Christ, National Library, 

Paris; video:  upper part only 
 
 While Saracens fixed mountain aeries in Italy and Provence, and the Turkish 
Magyars terrorized the east, raiding yearly, often as far as the Rhine.  Even the sacred 
shrines of refuge — Tours, Corbie, Reichenau, Fulda — whence had echoed the greetings 
of Colman, Alcuin, Maurus — were not secure.  
 

And may God give thee in thy hands the green unwithering palm of 
everlasting life —  

 
this by Strabo, also to Grimold of St. Gall — St. Gall, at the Swiss heart of Europe, to be 
plundered in 926 by the Hungarians.  
 
57) Carolingian, 870, Codex Aureus of St. Emmeram, Adoration of the Lamb, 

Staatsbibliothek, Munich (video divides to upper and lower details)  
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 The beloved Bishop Radbob of Utrecht, later visited in his illness by the blessed 
Virgin with Agnes and Thekla, wrote of the time:  (Waddell)  
 

In the year of the Incarnation of our Lord 900 there appeared a 
marvellous sign in heaven.  For the stars were seen to flow from the 
very height of the heaven to the lowest horizon ... woeful calamities 
followed ... untowardness of the seasons and frequent tempests, rivers 
overflowing their banks...and ominous upheavals of men boasting 
themselves against God ...  

 
a58) Fulda Lectionary, c. 975-80, Adoration of the Lamb, Hofbibliothek, 

Aschaffenburg (video: lower detail only) 
b58) Carolingian from St. Gall, first half of the 1Oth cent., Mounted Warriors, 

Book of Maccabees, Codex Perizoni 17, f. 46r, University Library, 
Leyden, Holland  

58) German (Cologne), c. 1OOO, Luke, from City Archive, MS 312, Cologne  
V58a) Reichenau, 1010, The Woes of Jerusalem, Gospel Book of Otto III, f. 

188v, State Library, Munich (video takes first 58 upper part, then V 58a; 
then returns to 58, whole) 

 
The epitaph which follows the record closes:  
 

Long hunger wasted the world wanderer  
With sight of Thee may he be satisfied.  

 
The tenth century moves in the forehall of the doom the millennium was supposed to 
bring.  The synod at Trosle, 909, echoes Gregory on the Lombards:  "The cities are 
depopulated, the monasteries ruined ... Men devour one another like fishes in the sea."  Of 
the end of the century Glaber chronicles:  
 

Perilous times were at hand for men's souls... about the thousandth 
year after the birth of our Lord... almost all the cities of Italy and Gaul 
were ravaged by flames of fire... At this same time a horrible plague 
raged among men...  

 
By 1000 the art of the Rhine has the bare force of sainted bones rising at the last day.  
 
59) N. German (Saxon), c. 700, Hornhausen Equestrian relief, Landesmuseum, 

Halle 
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 We would wish, but there is no way, to resume the sequence in music:  to hear the 
barbarian chanting voices spill down over Rome; the transformation of Gregorian as 
missionaries spread it north;  
 
a60) Court School of Charles the Bald, 870, Incipit page, Gospel of St. Matthew, 

Christ as Lion, Codex Aureus of St. Emmeram f. 16v., State Library, 
Munich  

60) Irish, c. 910, Cross of Muiredach, det., Arrest of Christ, Monsterboice  
V60a) Same, view of whole cross  
 
the varying liturgies, Mozárabic, Celtic, Frankish; to experience as Charlemagne did in 
the churches of his kingdom (so the Monk of St. Gall) distinctions of rhythm, intonation, 
even melody and perhaps harmony — Gottschalk's accuser, Maurus of Mainz declaiming 
against the theatrical style of his singers — innovations no doubt as startling as the visual 
leaps of the Utrecht psalter, or the first monumental carving of the West, the Irish Crosses 
from the "forty year recess" (early lOth century) in the Viking raids.  
 
A of 61) Roman-Christian, 432-40, center detail of The Annunciation, Triumphal 

Arch mosaics, Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome  
B of 61) Mozárabic, 1091-1109, from Beatus on the Apocalypse (upper detail), 

British Museum, London  
61) Double: [A] Roman-Christian, and [B] Mozárabic  
61a) Again, B of 61, Beatus on the Apocalypse (slide: whole; video: a larger 

detail) 
 

Music: Mozárabic, from c. 1100(?), Aleph from Lamentations of Jeremiah, 
Archive 198-459  

 
 Where are the musical parallels for the loss and stripping, the heightening of force 
so clear in the imprints of art — from the ease of Christian Rome (about 440, Santa Maria 
Maggiore, left), through the absorption of Eastern and Barbarian (Coptic, Syrian, 
Moslem, with Celtic and German), to the final cutting edge (right) of the Beatus 
Commentary from 1100 Spain?  If only we could exhibit that vital stiffening in the 
rhythms of song.  Ephemeral poor music:  it is all lost.  Where the notes survive (as with 
the reconstructed liturgy of the same Spain), today's monks, trained in the would-be 5th 
century practice of Solesmes, melt all styles into one —  
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a62) Lower right detail of 62  
62) Carolingian (Rheims), early 9th cent., Four Evangelists, Codex Aureus, f. 13r., 

Cathedral Treasury, Aachen; + V detail 
 
this Mozárabic Lamentation indistinguishable from Ambrosian.  
 
 For the complex of barbarian, Byzantine and classical, hardening as to encapsule 
the radiant of rhymed sequence and polyphony — all we get in effect is the attempt at 
Roman-Christian revival — moody as this page of Evangelists from the Aachen Gospels, 
or as Alcuin's Latin Lament:  
 

nos miseri, cur te fugitivum, mundus, amamus?   
(fade Mozárabic)  

 
An art which looks, over a solemn gulf  
 
63) Byzantine, 6th-7th cent., Peter from an Icon, Monastery of St. Catherine, 

Sinai  
63a) German (Werden), 1064-80, Bronze Crucifix, detail, Werden a.d. Ruhr (video 

returns to 63, Peter from an Icon, detail 
 
to the Roman Christian, whether of East or West (this of the 6th century, from Sinai).  
 
 Against it stands in music a single recorded interpretation of a more strident 
Gregorian, which Guillaume de Van and his group made for Anthologie Sonore — Billy 
Van from Texas, who founded the frenetic style of Gothic, and set himself here, like the 
Gauls (as the Romans complained) "with their barbaric voices crushing the melodies in 
their throats", to recover a Byzantine-affined Gregorian of about 1000.  It lacks the suave 
beauty of Solesmes, but it will in fact  
 
Va64) Again 14, Otto III enthroned, here upper detail  
64) Reichenau School, 1Oth cent., Ascension, Laurentian Library, Florence  
 
accompany the Reichenauer MSS of the lOth century — the lean style of the Ottos — 
which no Solesmes version will do.  
 

Music: Gregorian, before 1000, from "Adjiuvabit eam Deus...", de Van 
group, on AS 34  
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Va65) Ottonian, c. 1010, Mary anointing and wiping Christ's feet, Perikopenbuch, 

Staatsbibliothek, Munich  
65) Same, the Angel to the Shepherds 

(Fade de Van) 
 
 Meanwhile, under those now irrecoverable variants of plainsong,  
 
1st 66) Carolingian, 796-804, Interior of Charlemagne's Chapel, Aachen; video: 

detail only  
 
the practice of organizing in chords was turning, without wish or knowledge, from the 
surrender of Gregorian to what would become the musical command of space.  Here we 
should extend to music the contrast already made, between Charlemagne's Chapel  
 
1st 67) Byzantine 502-37 & 558-62, Hagia Sophia, interior, Constantinople 

(CGB '77) (video also uses detail from 2nd 67) 
 

Music: Byzantine (John of Damascus, d. 754), from Easter Canon, ARC 2533 
413, side A, in band 4 

 
and the irradiation of the Hagia Sophia.  To which Byzantine chant. as practiced on 
Mount Athos, old refuge of the Virgin from the dragon, exhibits, still over 1400 years of 
changing style and notation, some strangely related hypnotic strength.   (fade 

Mount Athos chant)  
 
2nd 66) Again, Charlemange's Chapel, another view (video divides to upper and 

lower details and adds a detail from 1st 66) 
 
while with the cramped and struggling height of Charlemagne's chapel, though we cannot 
hear the harmony Erigena speaks of, we can manage a demonstration attempt at a brief 
phrase, Rex coeli, from the Musica Enchiriadis, a treatise of 850-910 — mostly in paral-
lel organum with some contrary motion:  
 

Music: Scholia enchiriadis, c. 850, Rex coeli, Organum from Musica 
Enchiriadis, Haydn Society L-2071   

(Close)  
 
2nd 67) Again, interior of Hagia Sophia, another view (CGB '77) (video instead 

picks up 2nd 15c, interior with streaming sunlight) 
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 Christendom inherited from Rome two structural modes for churches:  the 
centralized dome we think of as Byzantine,  
 
68) Early Christian 549, St. Apollinare in Classe, interior, Ravenna; + V detail 
 
and the columned hall we associate with Rome, though this is Ravenna.  Here, the change 
from the classical, with Gregorian —  
 

Music: Gregorian (Solesmes), from Gloria IV (Domine Deus … Christis) V-
M-87 

(fade) 
 
69) French Romanesque, 1007 and after, Nave of St. Philbert, Tournus; 

+ V details 
69a) Fortified Church, 9th-12th cent., Les Saintes Maries de la Mer, Provençe  
 
to the first Romanesque at the turn of 1000, St. Philbert, Tournus, scores the end result of 
Dark Age stripping, church like soul narrowed into strength, fortified against calamity; 
yet in that dark, stone-walled weight, appear the new principles of rib-support which 
would empower Gothic heights — as in the hollow organum on the 1020 or so "Veni 
Sancte Spiritus," music too has found in its winter descent a ground of regeneration.  
 

Music: Plainsong with parallel organum, c. 1020, Veni Sancte Spiritus, 
(beginning and end) Col. 5710  

 
Va70) German (Rhine), c. 969-76, Gerokreuz, most of the carving, Cologne 

Cathedral  
(close Veni Sancte Spiritus)  

70) Detail of Gerokreuz, head and shoulders 
 
 At the heart of the change lay the fact of Incarnation:  et homo factus est — of 
which God's pain and death was the literal crux.  In the tragic Gerokreuz, of Cologne, we 
are already launched toward the Gothic humanity which is the source of Western power.  
Early Christian art, in its Orphic gentleness, had avoided the Crucifixion.  
 
For 1st 71) Roman Christian, c. 420, Crucifixion, British Museum, London (video 

reverses order of 1st and 2nd 71) 
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The first representations known are five centuries after Christ's death, and they show the 
eternal surrender only in the aspect of its calm.  
 
72) German Gothic, 1304, Gabel Crucifix or Pestkreuz, S. Maria im Kapitol, 

Cologne 
 
 If one pursues the identification of God and process too far, one reaches the 
Gothic (Eckhardt) and romantic (Hegelian) heresy where Christendom ends;  
 
2nd 71) Roman Christian, 422-34, Crucifixion, door of Santa Sabina, Rome (video: 

detail only, after beginning with the whole of 1st 71) 
 
if one draws back too strongly from that, one comes into the Neoplatonic heresies with 
which Christendom began — the Arian:  Christ as incarnate cannot be of one substance 
with the Father; the Nestorian:  the Logos is in Christ, but not joined with the human 
person as one individual — these with others mark the startled retreat of Classical reason 
from the contradiction of the Man-God.  
 
2nd 72) Again, Pestkreuz, upper detail; + V closer detail)  
2nd 72a) Romanesque, early 11th cent., Sedes Sapientie of Walcourt, Church of St. 

Maternus, Walcourt 
 
 But the tendency of later heresy, from Meister Eckhardt down (just contemporary 
with this Pestkreuz, also of Cologne, 1304) is the opposite:  the identification of Christ 
and everyman, of God and world-soul, of eternity and time, whether history or the 
moment Now...  
 
 Toward that, as toward every essential archetype of the West, the 10th century has 
somehow crossed the line.  
 
a73) Roman Christian ivory, end 3rd cent., Good Shepherd, Louvre, Paris  
b73) Roman Christian mosaic, c. 325 and ff, Cherubs at Grape Harvest, S. 

Constanza. Rome  
73) Byzantine, c. 400, S. Porfirio, mosaic, Church of St. George, Salonika  
 
 Take what had been central to the Christian break with Hellenism, the surrender 
of reason to faith — Paul's "folly" and Christ's "except as a little child."  The most 
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moderate could not avoid the leap of God's paradox — Ambrose:  "I do not require reason 
from Christ; if I am convinced by reason, I reject faith."  
 
74) Byzantine (Ephesus), 5th cent., Bust of Eutropius, Kunsthistoriches Museum, 

Vienna; + V detail 
 
 Tertulian's "quia absurdum" is always quoted, not merely for its violence, but as a 
radical pole of all Christian speculation:  
 

The Son of God was crucified; I am not ashamed, because one must be 
ashamed of it.  The Son of God died — this is credible just because it 
is folly.  He has been buried and resurrected — this is certain because 
it is impossible.  

 
We match it with the Byzantine 5th-century Bust of Eutropius, a carving which breaks, as 
much as any, with classical form.  
 
75) French Gothic, c. 1210, John the Baptist, detail, N. Portal, Chartres  
 
 That incarnate enigma became, through the Dark Ages, the automatic Christian 
home.  By 1200, five centuries of transrational acceptance have so reoriented the mind, 
that thought, from Fredugis to Anselm, can support in the mode of reason (new-born) — 
can prove — the necessity of the very God and Incarnation  
 
2nd 74) Again, Eutropius, another view  
 
which Tertullian acclaimed divine impossibility.  Reason, with the whole fabric of secular 
humanity and world, to which early Christianity had said farewell, has been transplanted,  
 
a2nd 75) Again, Chartres: Simeon, John the Baptist, and Peter, from the North 

Portal  
b2nd 75) Again, John the Baptist, another view (also video variant; Vb2nd 75) 
2nd 75) Again, John the Baptist, detail  
 
and is growing again in the walled close of Creed.  
 
 So the Chartres ascetic Baptist turns the twist of Byzantine conscious other-
worldliness to a Troubador gesture of love, as tender, as lyrical, as the duplum purum of 
Leonin.  
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Music: Leonin, c. 1160, Crucifixum (duplum) close (Tinayre) Col. M-431 (1) 

(end) 
 
76) French Romanesque, c. 1120-50, Christ detail, Portal, Vezelay  
76a) Detail of 4b, Ghiselbertus, Christ in Judgment, Autun; + V closer detail  
 
 Here is Anselm, with the Christ of Vezelay:  
 

One can convince oneself of these truths ... by the force of reason 
alone.  (Of God):  If that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, 
exist in the understanding alone, the very being, than which nothing 
greater can be conceived, is one, than whom a greater can be con-
ceived.  But this is a paradox.  Hence ... he exists both in 
understanding and in reality ...  
 
(Of Incarnation):  God became man by necessity... the satisfaction 
being such as none but God can make and none but man ought to 
make, it is necessary for the God-man to make it.  

 
(To which the monkish interlocutor):  
 

Blessed be God!  We have made a great discovery ... Go on ... I hope 
God will assist you.  

 
77) French before 1020, Church of St. Martin, Chapaise, Burgundy; + V detail 
 
 Thus in all the arts, (here, before 1020, the church of Chapaise in Burgundy), the 
forms which the 12th and 13th centuries would perfect, have their origin before or just 
around the millenium:  the groined and ribbed vault to focus thrust, the regional schools 
of painting and stained glass, the chivalric state, the monastic reform of Cluny, sacred 
drama, a passionate poetry of assonance and rhyme, Guido's solmization of the major 
hexachord, and central to all, a philosophy of reason justifying faith.  
 
78) German (Rhine), 1030 to 12th cent., esp. 1080, Kaiserdom, Speyer (video:  

details only) 
 
 How evident the surge must have been for that chronicler of doom, Ralph Glaber, 
to have written, about 1040 — while this Speyer and the other great Rhine cathedrals 
rose:  
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But every nation of Christendom rivalled with the other which should 
worship in the seemliest buildings.  So it was as though the very world 
had shaken herself and cast off her old age, and were clothing herself 
everywhere in a white garment of churches.  

 
Music: Perotin le Grand, c. 1210, 4-voice. Sedêrunt, close, Cape, Archive 

14068.  
 

79) French Romanesque, 1039-65, Transept Crossing, Ste. Foy, Conques, Aveyron; 
first, V detail 

 
 The transept crossing of Sainte Foy in Conques, 1039 to 1065, looks to the 
miracle of Gothic, as the first polyphony we have heard is trained on Perotin. 
 
80) French Gothic (Normandy), later 13th cent., lantern of Crossing, Coutance 

(CGB '74); + V detail 
 
 Looking back to Sainte Foy from this crossing of Coutances (13th century) we 
realize that around the year 1000 we passed one of those nodes the poet Yeats liked to 
symbolize by the construction of a cone within a cone, and that all things, to use his 
words:  
 

Are changed, changed utterly:  
A terrible beauty is born. 

(end Perotin) 
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