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Introduction 
 The spread of Byzantine artistic influence across the Italian peninsula has been relatively well 
studied by scholars both in modern times and in previous centuries, especially within the context of the 
precipitation of the Renaissance. Less studied or acknowledged has been the Byzantine influence on 
the continent in western and northern Europe that persisted through the latter half of the Middle Ages, 
partly in France but particularly in Germany, where intense Byzantine artistic influence is testified from 
at least the tenth century. Previous scholarship has generally viewed this Byzantine influence as having 
flourished during the reigns of Theophano as empress-regent (984-91)1 and Otto III as king (983-1002), 
and then having been reduced during the reign of Henry II (1014-1024) and the Salians. In fact, the 
Byzantine artistic influence that was spread into Germany during the period of Theophano produced a 
lasting effect on the development of German art, one that continued through the Ottonian period and 
that was rapidly absorbed and domesticated into established schools of production. 
 
Two Works on the Marriage of Otto II and Theophano 
 The degree to which artistic production in Germany directly increased as a result of 
Theophano’s influence is perhaps incalculable, so I will begin with the marriage of Theophano to the 
emperor Otto II in 972 (he died a decade later in 983 while his heir was still a child). The manner in 
which Byzantine art seems to have burst into the German scene all at once with the marriage of Otto II 
and Theophano is considerable. The marriage was marked, for example, with the production of the 
Marriage Charter of Empress Theophanu, undoubtedly a masterpiece of both the so-called ‘Ottonian 
Renaissance’ and of Medieval western art on the whole.  
 Aside from the Marriage Charter, one of the earliest Ottonian pieces to be clearly influenced by 
the marriage of Otto II and Theophano was the commemorative plaque created around 982/83 (fig. 1). 
Byzantine ivory carving arguably reached its apex through the ninth and tenth centuries with regards to 
such pieces as the Harbaville Triptych, the Borradaile Triptych, and the Romanos Ivory (fig. 2). The 
last of these pieces is especially relevant: the Romanos Ivory, created around 945-949 and likely 
depicting the emperor Romanos II and his wife, a daughter of Hugh of Arles named Bertha, seems to 
have served as an almost exact model for the Ottonian ivory, which clearly attests Byzantine influence 
if it was not an exact copy.2 Figural forms from the Harbaville Triptych (mid-tenth century) were more 
assuredly copied: for example, the form of Christ in the deesis of that piece bares a closer reference to 
that of Christ in the Ottonian piece in its replication of Byzantine plasticity.3 Either way, it is clear that 
established mid-tenth century Byzantine ivory carving played a notable influence in the design of the 
Ottonian plaque, and that the plaque was ultimately a product of interest in the Byzantine court that 
stemmed from the marriage. Indeed, the influx of a multitude of styles associated with the Byzantine 
court into Germany can be traced to the period of Theophano. Ivory plaques (specifically mounted onto 
the covers of manuscripts) are certainly among them, but the first to be discussed here will be the 
importation and integration of Byzantine senkschmelz enamels. 
 

 
1 Davids, 37, 53. 
2 Duckett, 294; Kalavrezou-Maxeiner argues the plague depicts Romanos IV and that the Ottonian work was more likely 

influenced by the Harbaville Triptych (see below). 
3 Kalavrezou-Maxeiner, 320-322. 
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Enameling 
 The exportation of Byzantine enameling styles to German artistic schools has stood out as a 
primary example of the German integration of Byzantine types into domesticated styles, and so they 
will be discussed here within the context of their origins in the tenure of the empress Theophano. 
Probably the most obvious example of this phenomenon is the Imperial Crown of the Holy Roman 
Empire itself (fig. 3). While speculation as to its productive origin has been scattered, Byzantine 
influences in the design itself are clear. It was probably made around the late tenth century, placing it 
during or after the influx of Byzantine influence to Germany that came with the rise of Theophano, 
with additions later added during the reign of Conrad II (1027-1039).4 Before discussing the designs of 
the enamels themselves, it should be noted that the enameling patters on the Crown have lead some 
scholars to posit an origin in Italy under heavy Byzantine influence. This is because the enameling 
styles of the crown are said to have been based explicitly on Byzantine prototypes, and as such it was 
likely produced in an area under direct Byzantine influence.5 Among certain Byzantine characteristics, 
Peter Lasko points out that enamels rounded at the top are very uncommon in northern Europe up to 
this point, while they are evident in the East.6 Specifically, he notes that the rounded enamels are 
present in the Byzantine Monomachos Crown (fig. 4), an analysis that can be extended to include the 
only other extant Byzantine crown, the Holy Crown of Hungary. While the pendila of the German 
crown do not survive (they were depicted in the Marriage Plaque), the Byzantine-inspired senkschmelz 
portraits themselves bare striking stylistic semblance to both the Holy Crown of Hungary and the 
Monomachos Crown, although a specific discussion of their iconography is beyond the scope of this 
paper (the cherubim on the German Crown seem to be modeled of off Byzantine types, although a 
more rigorous analysis can be conducted).   
 The defining characteristic of the enameling of the German Crown must be said to be the use of 
the senkschmelz technique of sunken enameling, a pattern that ‘enjoyed its greatest popularity’ in 
Byzantium up to this point.7 The earliest extensive use of the pattern in Germany was begun with the 
Egbert Shrine, done around 977/93, placing it directly during the period of Theophano’s political 
influence.8 That being said, the style continued to be used in various settings well after the coming of 
age of Otto III, although it clearly originated with Theophano’s court. 
 The use of senkschmelz on the covers of German manuscripts itself might be treated as a 
separate development. Perhaps the origin of this pattern can be traced to the Golden Gospels of 
Echternach, specifically regarding the cover of the work (fig. 5) in which Byzantine-style senkschmelz 
enamels are employed extensively. The decorative mount of the cover was commissioned by 
Theophano herself around 990, and manifests more Byzantine influence than just the enameling – 
specifically in the ivory plaque.9 
 Connections between the influence of Theophano and developments regarding the use of 
senschmelz have already been established, but perhaps the most evident example of this connection is 
not the Imperial Crown or the Golden Gospels. A collection of jewelry discovered in Mainz dating 
from the era of Theophano, the Gisela Treasure, which was clearly produced in western Germany, can 
be characterized by intense albeit not entirely successful attempts to imitate Byzantine types and 
patterns as well as a frequency of Byzantine-style senkschmelz enamels. The Gisela Treasure also 
includes a second collection also found in Mainz containing a ring with a portrait of the Byzantine 

 
4 Lasko, 84. 
5 Ibid., 86. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid., 85. 
8 Ibid., 84-85. 
9 Metz, 44, 59. 
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emperor Romanos III Argyros, who ruled from 1028 to 1034.10 It is clear that these treasures were 
made to imitate Byzantine jewelry, and as such it can be inferred that this want for a Byzantine 
imitation can be derived from the tastes of Theophano, in part because the popularity of Byzantine 
court aesthetics originated during the reign of Otto II and her tenure as queen-consort.11 
 Senkschmelz is also attested in a number of crosses, including those donated to the Essen 
cathedral by the abbess of Essen, Matilda. Two crosses, the Matilden-Kreuz and the Senkschmelz-Kreuz, 
evince Byzantine stylistic influences. The Senkschmelz-Kreuz (ca. 985) obviously used Byzanatine-
style senkschmelz enameling, as did a third cross, the Otto-Mathilden-Kreuz (ca. 985), the enameling of 
which is of a high quality and was based on Byzantine models (fig. 6).12 The enamels of the 
Senkschmelz-Kreuz, produced at the Trier workshop, have been said to represent a greater quality from 
those done on the Egbert Shrine, clearly evidencing that the Germans were attaining a high degree of 
skill with regards to sunk-enameling within their own workshops by as early as still during the tenure 
of Theophano as empress-regent.13 The later of the three crosses, the Mathilden-Kreuz (early eleventh 
century), is also decorated with senkschmelz enamels, evidencing the continued use of the style. 
 This style of crux gemmata continued at Essen through the tenure of the abbess Theophano (a 
granddaughter of the empress Theophano who governed the abbey from 1039 to 1058), specifically 
with regards to the Theophanu-Kreuz (fig. 7). A number of the materials used in that work have 
Mediterranean origins. The most prominent of these is perhaps the cedar wood core: its ultimate origin 
was likely Lebanon, although it has been hypothesized that, because the Cross itself was produced in 
Rhenish territory, the cedar was inherited by the Essen Abbesses from the Empress Theophano 
herself.14 Many of the enamel tablets on the Cross have also been shown to have had a specifically 
Byzantine origin.15 So, it is notable that even as late as half a century after the death of the Empress 
Theophano herself, Byzantine motifs and even materials were still being imported into Germany for 
use in religious works of art, while even her own possessions may have been used to further this pattern 
of Byzantine or ‘Eastern’ influence. More notably, Byzantine-style senkschmelz enamels were also 
being produced in Germany, even as they continued to copy, in some cases, Byzantine prototypes, with 
respect to both the crosses at Essen and the Gisela Treasure. With this in mind, a pattern can be cited, 
one that stretches back from the tenure of Theophano at Essen to the tenure of the Empress Theophano: 
Byzantine artistic forms were becoming integrated into domestic German production.  
 
Ottonian Manuscripts: Ivory Plaques, Covers, and Iconography 
 Already by the beginning of the eleventh, it seems that Byzantine influence has permanently 
permeated the production of German gospels and other such manuscripts. This influence may be 
represented by a particular theme: the inclusion of ivory plaques on book covers, although Byzantine 
iconography is well attested within the pages of the manuscripts themselves, and as such both 
phenomena will be discussed here within the context of the Byzantine influence stemming from the 
empress Theophano’s tenure.  
 A primary example of this spread is the Gospel of Otto III: on its cover is a Byzantine-style 
ivory plaque surrounded by Byzantine bloodstones, produced around the year 1000 (fig. 8). The work 
is significant: the mounting of the gems is known from Byzantine types, while the ivory itself is 
actually Byzantine, and indeed it has been said to mark an ‘unquestioning acceptance of a Byzantine 

 
10 Little, 503-504. 
11 Lasko, 87. 
12 Ibid., 101. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Beuckers, 91. 
15 Ibid., 91. 
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work of art’.16 The pattern of the ivory plaques on book covers continued in Germany for decades, and 
seems to have originated in Theophano-era covers clearly affected by an increase in interest regarding 
Byzantine ivories that can be traced back to the Marriage Plaque, although examples of contemporary 
Byzantine book-covers with ivory plaques are also attested (fig. 9). Representations of the emperor 
Otto himself in the Gospels seem to also have been influenced by Byzantines styles, even where they 
coexist with Carolingian ones. The scene with the emperor enthroned has been characterized as highly 
influenced by Byzantine models: 
 
“The hieratic effect and ponderous ceremonial impact of the miniatures mark a return to the iconlike 
quality of the Byzantine consular diptychs of the sixth century.”17  
 
 It must be said that the development of the Ottonian miniature tradition during this period 
largely stemmed from the influence of the Master of the Registrum Gregorii, one of the few singular 
artists of the period to have been identified and who was widely copied. The most bare assessment of 
his style is that it was Late Antique: his iconographic sources have lead scholars to assume that he held 
a great debt to late antiquity and that he studied art of the period intensely.18 The nature of his work, as 
such, was influenced by Byzantine art of that period: it has been posited that he based a model of Otto 
II or Otto III on a portrait of a Theodosian prince, while the introduction of Byzantine christomimesis 
imagery in Ottonian manuscripts can be correlated with the advent of his work, and he also influenced 
the tradition of depicting the Roman personifications of the German provinces (Germania, Alemannia, 
Francia, and Italia) in the Registrum Gregorii.19 That work can also be correlated with the influence of 
Theophano: it was done around 983, and the Codex Egberti, which he also worked on, was done 
around 985.20 Other authors have been more blunt regarding their assessments of the Late Antique 
influence in the Registrum Gregorii – Thomas Head simply states that Otto III is depicted ‘in a 
Byzantine manner’ (fig. 10).21  It is impossible to verify that the Master of the Registrum Gregorii’s 
interest in Late Antique iconography, including with specific models such as the Theodosian prince and 
the personifications of the provinces, can be associated with the influence of Theophano directly. That 
being said, the interest in Late Antique Byzantine motifs and iconography of the Master clearly 
coincides, chronologically speaking, with the period of maximum Byzantine influence in German art as 
traditionally accepted, and so his style can be associated with general increased interest in Byzantine 
and eastern motifs that was introduced by Theophano during both her time as consort and as empress.  
 Returning to the covers, the cover of the Book of Periscopes, executed for the future emperor 
Henry II around the 1010s, is framed by a number of exquisite Byzantine enamels surrounding another 
ivory plaque (fig. 11).22 Although the ivory was not of a Byzantine derivation (a Carolingian origin has 
been advanced), its presence has been fitted within a composition that was ultimately derived of a 
Byzantine influence, that of the gilt-surrounded ivory; if it was a Carolingian type, its inclusion was 
influenced by the introduction of Byzantine ivories during the period of the Empress beginning at least 
with the Marriage Plaque, when they seem to have been popularized, although, as stated, examples of 
similar contemporary Byzantine ivory-plaque covers can be produced. The iconography within the 
Book of Periscopes has also been referred to as having ‘a strong Byzantine cast’, while it had also been 

 
16 Lasko, 109; Backes and Dolling, 163. 
17 Calkins, 75-76. 
18 Lasko, 106-107. 
19 Beckwith, 103-106. 
20 Ibid., 98-102. 
21 Head, 75. 
22 Beckwith, 111; Backes and Dolling, 166. 
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posited that additions were made directly by a Byzantine artist.23 In other near-contemporary examples, 
it is also clear that the Germans were attempting to synthesize Byzantine and Carolingian models, for 
example in a crucifixion scene from the Sacramentary of Henry II.24 
 Before moving on into the commissions of the emperor Henry III, the Hitda Codex should be 
discussed: its style is strikingly Byzantine, although only its internal contents will be addressed here. 
The codex was ordered at Cologne (and obviously produced there) by the Abbess Hitda of Meschede 
(978-1042).25 It was primarily influence by two isolated styles, both of which were heavily influenced 
by Byzantine: the contemporary Cologne style and the style of the Master of the Registrum Gregorii. 
Cologne, it has been noted, was a center of interaction between Germans and Greek merchants and, as 
stated by Beckwith, ‘there can be no doubt that the artists of the Cologne school had knowledge of 
tenth and eleventh-century Byzantine manuscripts’.26 And so, in this instance, while Byzantine 
influence was continuing to penetrate and integrate itself into Germany well after the death of 
Theophano through Cologne, it must be stated that Byzantine styles had already been integrated by the 
ordering of the Hitda Codex through the styles of the Master of the Registrum Gregorii, which 
themselves can probably be associated with the affects of the empress Theophano on German cultural 
trends.  
 The cover of the Golden Gospels of Echternach (fig. 5), also known as the Codex Aureus 
Epternacensis, is designed in a generally similar manner to those of the Gospel of Otto III and the Book 
of Periscopes: an ivory plaque in the center surrounded by a gilt background and framed by Byzantine-
style senkschmelz enamels. Although the plaque itself was not influence by Byzantine styles,27 it may 
be said to represent a continuation of the Byzantine-influenced style of inserted plaques into manuscript 
covers. Also, the iconography within the Codex Epternacensis does manifest a number of direct 
Byzantine influences, the most intriguing of these being explicit imitations of Byzantine silk fabrics 
that preface the gospels of Saint Matthew, although why exactly they were imitated is unclear.28 The 
imitation of Byzantine silks in the Ottonian period can perhaps be traced to the Marriage Charter and 
thus the inception of Theophano’s period in Germany.29  
 Ultimately, the Codex was hugely important for the later development of German art because 
when it was seen by the emperor Henry III he was so impressed by it that he commissioned a number 
of manuscripts in a similar style.30 It was through these  manuscripts that the continuity and integration 
of Byzantine styles and techniques within the German schools becomes most clear. It should be said 
that exactly why Henry III commissioned manuscripts after seeing the Codex Epternacensis is not 
obvious, and as such it is not possible to assume that he was specifically influenced by the manuscript’s 
Byzantine styles, a hypothesis that would probably be rejected by traditional scholars who have viewed 
Henry III’s reign as a period when Byzantine influence in German art declined. That being said, the 
purpose of Henry III’s commissions to do not contradict the result, which was that Byzantine types 
were perpetuated, and so why exactly they were commissioned in the first place is not relevant to the 
outcomes. 
 The Speyer Gospels were among the first of these commissions, done around 1045/46 at 
Echternach. The iconography of the manuscript itself, while following models of the Carolingian 

 
23 Beckwith, 115. 
24 Beckwith, 112-115. 
25 Beckwith, 118. 
26 Ibid., 118-119. 
27 Ibid., 136. 
28 Calkins, 221. 
29 Cutler and North, 176-178. 
30 Beckwith, 122. 
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school at Tours, seems to have been so heavily influenced by Byzantine types to that it has been 
suggested that a Byzantine artist worked on the piece, specifically in relation to the scene of Henry III 
and his wife Agnes presenting the book to the Virgin (fig. 12).31 Furthermore, patterns of Byzantine 
silks were also copied or represented in the Speyer Gospels just as they were in Codex Aureus 
Epternacensis.32 This seems significant in particular because it becomes clear by this time that 
Byzantine motifs and styles have been wholly domesticated at the German school at Echternach and, in 
that way, have probably become partly divorced from direct Byzantine influence, at least a pragmatic 
one (political interests, etc.). 
 The manuscripts commissioned by Henry III, however, were not the only ones in Germany by 
the mid-eleventh century to bear Byzantine artistic influences. Another such piece was commissioned 
by Theophano’s granddaughter, the abbess of Essen of the same name: the Theophanu-Evangeliar (the 
Theophanu Gospels), produced some time during Theophano’s tenure at Essen. This work manifest a 
particular Byzantine influence regarding the inclusion of prayers in Greek as well as in some 
iconographic effects in the border painting and ornamentation.33 The cover of the Gospel (fig. 13) also 
manifests Byzantine influences: Theophano is shown in proskynesis to the Virgin in the lower register, 
while the whole piece is ultimately dominated by an ivory plaque in the center.34 It is thus notable that 
no element of the cover seems to have been produced outside of Germany: the ivory seems to have 
come from Cologne and was based on a model from Liege, while the origin of the frame has been 
posited as Cologne.35 This indicates that, by the time of the production of the Theophanu-Evangeliar, 
the tradition of inserting plaques into the cover molds was already integrated into localized German 
schools, while individual actors such as Theophano continued to effect the spread of Byzantine 
iconography in terms of ornamentation, among other elements such as the proskynesis.  
 
Conclusion 
 The manner in which Byzantine artistic styles were, from the tenure of Theophano as queen and 
empress to the reign of Henry III and the end of the Ottonian dynasty, integrated and domesticated into 
German schools has been well-attested through a number of phenomena. The first of these is the 
importation and subsequent integration of senkschmelz enameling, a style that was most popular in 
Byzantium and that clearly represented Byzantine court culture to the Germans as they adapted it. 
Although this have begun as a phenomena within the Byzantine influenced court of Theophano with 
items such as the jewelry of the Gisela Treasure or the Imperial Crown, it is clear that by well into the 
eleventh century the technique was fully integrated into domestic German schools, for example with 
the later horde of the Gisela Treasure which was made entirely in Germany, and in the enamels on the 
crosses commissioned by the abbesses of Essen, many if not most of which were made in Germany. 
The second of these Byzantine-inspired artistic phenomena was the adoption of plaques on the covers 
of Ottonian manuscripts. A renewed interest in ivories can certainly be attributed to the influence of 
Theophano, as they had already been imported into Germany as early as her marriage to Otto II with 
the commissioning of the Marriage Plaque. From there, we can trace the spread of the plaque-cover 
from Theophano’s commissioning of the cover of the Golden Gospels of Echternach to the 
commissions of Henry III decades later that were based on that work, although other manuscripts such 
as the Gospel of Otto III (ca. 1000), the Book of Periscopes (1010s), and the Theophanu-Evangeliar (ca. 

 
31 Beckwith, 124. 
32 Ibid., 123. 
33 Beuckers, 100. 
34 Ibid., 94. 
35 Ibid., 94-98. 
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1039/58) serve as evidence that the trend was continuous, and that the plaque-cover style became 
highly popular among German schools themselves. Lastly, the spread of Byzantine iconography within 
these various manuscripts is also attested from the era of Theophano to the reign of Henry III. This 
trend was largely begun during Theophano’s tenure with the Registrum Gregorii and the Codex Egberti, 
but continued well after her death with the Byzantine influences at the Cologne school as manifested in 
works such as the Hitda Codex and the Speyer Gospels, all done around the first few decades of the 
eleventh century, as late as mid-century. What we might glean from an overall analysis of how these 
phenomena developed in relation to the fluctuating nature of the Byzantine influence is a more 
comprehensive analysis of the development of German art during this period, and how exactly the so-
called ‘Ottonian Renaissance’ truly took its form. 


