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MS. Gr. 3, each of whom had access to a set of 
models or exempla of wall paintings and icons 
dating to the late 12th and early 13th centuries in 
Cyprus. Hutter also emphasised that most of the 
Oxford drawings have not been copied directly 
from paintings but from tracings or cartoons,3 
methods often employed by Byzantine masters 
in their own work, as is well documented in the 
Painter’s Manual of Dyonisius of Fourna.4 It is 
obvious that the draughtsmen responsible for 
these drawings in the margins of the manuscript 
didn’t reproduce the scale of their possible mod-
els, whether those models were tracings or car-
toons. They made free-hand copies from some-
thing known as `anîàbola, patrones or patterns, 
which was probably available in their own work-
shop and they reduced its monumental scale to 
the size that suited the pages of the codex. For 
this reason the Magdalen manuscript may rightly 
be called a Musterbuch, a sort of working tool 
for a group of wall and icon painters who used 
these tracings and cartoons as a compositional 
model from which to sketch varied figures on 
the margins of the codex. Their apparently iso-
lated and random distribution throughout the 
manuscript, and the fact that these depictions 
were not finally coloured, allows us to visualise 
something of the original <anîàbola and assess 
their reception by a creative monumental paint-
ing workshop. Most of the sketches of Painter 
A, whose work is characterized by slender, gen-
tly animated figures [1], are closely related to the 
work of the painter Theodore Apseudes at two 
sites in Cyprus: the monastic churches of Hagi-
os Neophytos at Paphos, particularly the tiny 
founder’s cell within the early Enkleistra [2], 
dated to 1182-1183, and Panagia tou Arakou, at 
Lagoudhera, dated to 1192.5

To this extent, the so-called <anîàbola, patrones 
or patterns were important in both the making 
of the drawings of the manuscript and in that of 
the above-mentioned wall-paintings. In the first 
case, the patterns were an inspirational model 
for the drawings, in the second they acted as 
a genuine prototype to be transferred into the 

Few drawings linked to pictorial practice 
survive from the 12th century. The innu-
merable cycles of wall paintings that once 

covered churches in the Mediterranean are not 
accompanied by sets of sketches or cartoons that 
act as guides or better enable us to understand 
the secrets of their artistic creation. Many schol-
ars even discount the suggestion that models 
or copies were a part of Romanesque and By-
zantine painting practice. In their opinion, 12th 
century painters used mnemotechnical methods 
– essentially visual memory triggered by oral 
instruction, in marked contrast to Renaissance 
practice.1 However, Magdalen College, Oxford 
MS. Gr. 3 has the capacity to dispel one’s doubts 
as to 11th or 12th-century model books.
The codex contains a partial copy of John Chry-
sostom’s Homilies on Genesis (Homilies 31-
67) and was probably made at Constan tinople 
during the 11th century. By the 12th century the 
manuscript was in Cyprus, as is indicated by the 
scholia in the margins of folios 120v-123v (Hom-
ily 44) which date to the second half of the 12th 
century. It is highly likely that by the end of that 
century over 100 drawings had been complet-
ed in pen in the margins of most of the folios. 
Moreover, there is evidence that the book was 
in use during the Venetian mandate in the island 
(1489-1571), as a number of additional drawings 
and scholia appear to have been made in the late 
15th century. The Ottoman conquest of Cyprus 
in 1570-1571 probably lies behind the book’s 
migration to the West. Its present binding car-
ries the initials G. K., a known Oxford book-
binder documented in the second half of the 
16th century. The manuscript then entered the 
Library of Magdalen College in Oxford around 
1600, where it remains.2

This peculiar and understudied collection of 
drawings raises the controversial question of 
whether there were Byzantine model books and, 
if there were, whether they might have been cir-
culating the West around 1200. As Irmarg Hut-
ter has pointed out, three painters – Painter A, B 
and C – were involved in illuminating Magdalen 
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wall. In recent years, Maria Andaloro, Serena La 
Mantia and Marcell Restle have happily drawn 
attention to the early use of patterns or sagome 
in Byzantine art, such as the examples of the 
paintings of Küçük Tavsan Adasï (6th-7th century), 
Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome (8th century), and 
the paintings and mosaics of Hosios Lukas (11th 
century). They were probably made in different 
materials, such as parchment, papyrus and even 
paper, and it is very likely that their respective 
workshops had access to a variety of drawing 
tools from the <anîàbola – a sort of flexible 
tracing paper – to the patrones or rigid patterns 
through which it was possible to reproduce the 
shape of a figure or object on the wall.6

Moreover, it is very probable that the Oxford 
manuscript was kept at a monastery in Cyprus 
that was in contact with the monastery of Saint 
Catherine on Mount Sinai, or at least with Sinaitic 
metochia. Painter B, whose style emphasises vol-
ume and who employs sfumato effects, seems to 
have been aware (directly or indirectly) of the 
magnificent collection of the icons of Sinai. His 
depiction of Saint Catherine wearing the Cru-
sader cross on her robe (f. 49v) reminds us of a 
celebrated icon dated to the early 13th century in 
the monastery on Mount Sinai.7  More intriguing 
are the drawings depicting the Deesis on folios 
10v [5] and 11r  [3]: these truly seem to be taken 
from a cartoon deriving from the contemporary 
panels of the Grand Deesis at Sinai [4].8 Most 
notably, the figure of Saint John the Baptist was 
reversed with regard to the others, demonstrat-
ing that the model for the representation in 
Magdalen College, MS. Gr. 3 was not an actual 
artwork but a tracing or cartoon [5]. A further 
example, I believe, reinforces this privileged re-
lationship with the Sinai models: both the iso-
lated warrior saint in proskynesis (f. 219r) [6] 
(Painter B) and the series of angels in worship 
(ff. 234v, 240v 312v) [7] (Painter A) could be 
compared with very similar figures depicted in 
an icon of the Archangel Michael with donor at 
Sinai (ca 1200) [10].9

Both references to Cypriot painting and icons 
from Mount Sinai are very interesting points to 
consider. In my opinion, beyond her formal and 
iconographic analysis, Hutter didn’t sufficiently 
take into account the very peculiar context of 
the island between 1183 and 1200, and in par-
ticular the emerging figure of the sainted-monk 
Neophytos (1134-1214).10 It is likely that Mag-
dalen College MS. Gr. 3 is related to the saint 
himself, and to his artistic and intellectual en-
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4. Sinai, The Holy 
Monastery of Saint 
Catherine, icon,Virgin 
from Grand Deesis, 
Sinai, ca 1200 
(By permission 
of Saint Catherine’s 
Monastery, Sinai, 
Egypt).

5. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 10v, Painter B, 
drawing of Saint 
John the Baptist 
from a Deesis (the 
figure was reversed 
with regard to the 
model), Cyprus, 
1183-1192 
(© The President and 
Fellows of Magdalen 
College, Oxford).

6. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 219r, Painter B, 
drawing of a warrior 
saint in proskynesis, 
Cyprus, 1183-1192 
(© The President and 
Fellows of Magdalen 
College, Oxford).

writings of this Orthodox church father is prob-
ably related to his own life of self-sanctification. 
He learnt how to read and write at the age of 
twenty in the monastery of Saint John Chrysos-
tom at Koutsovendês (Cyprus), whose library 
was probably rich in Chrysostom’s works, and 
years later could provide books for the library 
of his cell in Paphos. Like Saint John Chrysos-
tom himself, Neophytos withdrew to a cave be-
fore being ordained priest and was later an out-
standing preacher, able to denounce the abuse 
of authority by political leaders.13 Furthermore, 
the brief marginal notes made by a 12th-century 

terprises. Neophytos collected a number of 
important manuscripts for the monastery he 
founded (initially simply known as the Enkleis-
tra – or enclosure) near Paphos, most of them 
works of ecclesiastical literature. As Catia Gal-
atarioutou pointed out, the works of Saint John 
Chrysostom were among the favourite readings 
of the saint, especially, his Homilies on Genesis, 
of which two copies have been identified (Par-
is, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Cod. Gr. 
605; Cod. Coisl 65).11 I have recently looked at 
the Paris, BnF, Gr. 605 (olim Colbert 864). This 
manuscript, which was probably made at Con-
stantinople during the 11th century and contains 
the Homilies 5-32 on Genesis by John Chrysos-
tom, belonged to the library of Neophytos in the 
Enkleistra (f. 341v).12 By its contents, size – mm 
313 x 232 (original mm 333 x 242) –, division 
of the text in two columns and ornamentation it 
could have perfectly been the twin of Magdalen 
College, Oxford MS. Gr. 3 (mm 312 x 230; orig-
inal mm 334 x 248), which – for including the 
Homilies 31-67 – seems to be a continuation or 
second volume of the Paris manuscript. In my 
opinion, Neophytos could acquire both manu-
scripts in order to have a complete edition of the 
John Chrysostom’s Homilies on Genesis.
The enthusiasm shown by Neophytos for the 

Front page:

1. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 134v, Painter A, 
drawing of a woman 
saint, Cyprus, 
1183-1192 
(© The President 
and Fellows of 
Magdalen College, 
Oxford).

2. Paphos (Cyprus), 
Hagios Neophytos 
(Enkleistra), cell, 
north wall, mural 
paintings, Theodore 
Apseudes, Deesis, 
detail of the Virgin 
and Neophytos 
kneeling at Christ’s 
feet, 1182-1183 
(photo Author).

3. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 11r, Painter B, 
drawing of the Virgin 
and Christ from 
a Deesis, Cyprus, 
1183-1192 
(© The President 
and Fellows of 
Magdalen College, 
Oxford).
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7. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 312v, Painter A, 
drawing of an angel 
in worship, Cyprus, 
1183-1192 
(© The President 
and Fellows of 
Magdalen College, 
Oxford).

8. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 136r, Painter 
A, drawing of the 
Samaritan woman, 
Cyprus, 1183-1192 
(© The President 
and Fellows of 
Magdalen College, 
Oxford). 

9. Oxford, Magdalen 
College, MS. Gr. 3, 
f. 149v, Painter 
C, drawing of the 
Abraham’s bosom 
(Abraham with the 
soul of Lazarus), 
Cyprus, 1183-1192 
(© The President 
and Fellows of 
Magdalen College, 
Oxford).

10. Sinai, The Holy 
Monastery of Saint 
Catherine, icon, 
archangel Michael 
with donor monk, 
Sinai, ca 1200 
(By permission 
of Saint Catherine’s 
Monastery, Sinai, 
Egypt).

11. Lagoudhera 
(Cyprus), Panagia 
tou Arakos, naos, 
south wall under 
the dome, mural 
paintings, Theodore 
Apseudes, Virgin 
Arakotissa flanked 
by angels of the 
Passion, 1192. 
Notice the detail 
of the angel’s wing 
where the fresco 
was scraped away 
in order to insert 
patches of fresh 
plaster to give the 
effect of relief 
(photo Author).
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scale up the designs for use in monumental 
commissions, but simply a sketchbook intend-
ed to improve the skills of the individual artists. 
Drawing was a means of refining their work as 
well as stimulating their memory. This explana-
tion fitted with the apprehension that the late 
12th-century ‘sketches’ were unrelated to the 
contents of the manuscript. However, given that 
in some instances text and image are related, this 
is potentially misleading. 
How can we explain such a quantity of images 
and their obvious relationship with the cycles at 
the Enkleistra (Paphos) and Lagoudhera? As far 
as the paintings of the Enkleistra are concerned, 
the cell and bema were completed and signed by 
a painter called Theodore Apseudes in 1183.16 In 
my opinion ‘Apseudes’, which in Greek means 
‘who doesn’t lie’, is probably a monastic epithet 
rather than a surname, suggesting that the painter 
was reliable and trustworthy. His classical court 
style distinguishes him as a first-class Byzantine 
painter from Constantinople who had travelled 
to Cyprus. Besides the murals he also painted 
two icons for the Enkleistra that are currently 
displayed in the monastery: Jesus Christ Philan-
thropos and the Virgin Eleusa.17 Moreover, both 

hand on folios 120v-123v in the Oxford man-
uscript were intended to underline the content 
of Homily 44: God protects good men such as 
Abraham or Lot from the destruction (Sodom 
and Gomorrah) but condemns the wicked; He 
is merciful with the elect, such as the women 
from Samaria and praises the chastity of Joseph. 
In the margins of the same glossed Homily and 
those that immediately follow, the artists drew 
the same subjects: Christ and the Samaritan 
woman (Homily 44) (ff. 135v-136r) [8], Abra-
ham’s bosom and Joseph (Homily 45) (ff. 149v 
and 158r) [9] as well as Zachariah and Elizabeth 
(Homily 48) (ff. 178r and 179r) in allusion to the 
promise to the elderly Sarah that she would be-
come pregnant.14 This correspondence between 
text and image changes our perception of the 
sense of the drawings in the manuscript, and 
poses once again the question of its original use.
Until recently, I rather sympathised with Robin 
Cormack’s analysis of the Oxford codex. Disa-
greeing with Hutter, Cormack argued that the 
Oxford manuscript was not a Musterbuch or 
Model-Book, but a means whereby artists prac-
ticed their work.15 As such, it is not a collection 
of models created so that a workshop might 

12. Paphos (Cyprus), 
Byzantine Museum, 
icon of Panagia 
Theoskepasti 
(Hodegetria 
Dexiokratousa), 
Kato Paphos, 
Cyprus, ca 1190 
(photo Author).

13. Paphos (Cyprus), 
Hagios Neophytos 
(Enkleistra), bema, 
mural paintings, 
Theodore Apseudes, 
portrait of Neophytos 
escorted by the 
archangels Michael 
and Gabriel, 1182-
1183 (photo Juan 
Antonio Olañeta).
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of Theodore Apseudes can be identified in the so-
called painter A (Christ and Samaritan woman, 
Joseph, Elizabeth, Zacha riah) (ff. 135v-136r, 158r, 
178r, 179r), while one of the figures of the series, 
Abraham’s bossom (f. 149v) [9], must be attrib-
uted to Painter C, who was probably a different 
artist fully integrated within the Apseudes’ work-
shop.21 This last is the model for the three por-
traits of Neophytos in the paintings of Enkleistra. 
In the Deesis, he is kneeling at Christ’s feet; in the 
bema, he is at the very top of the ceiling escorted 
by archangels Michael and Gabriel [13]; and, fi-
nally, he is shown in the naos.22 In all depictions 
he resembles the Abraham of Magdalen College 
MS. Gr. 3, f. 149v: an old man, with a full white 
beard and a drooping moustache, deep-set large 
brown eyes and flowing hair.
This direct link between the saint monk, one of 
God’s elect like Abraham, his painters, and the 
illumination of Magdalen College MS. Gr. 3 is 
enormously helpful in developing our under-
standing of how a medieval painting workshop 
operated. The rest of the numerous figures in 
the book are nothing like so closely linked to the 
text, but are to the painting cycles of Enkleistra 
and Lagoudhera. After all, both the book and 
the walls of his cell were surfaces where his sanc-
tity was imprinted. The paintings and the draw-
ings, which were also probably made between 
1183 and 1192, were part of the same project.
Following Cormark’s mnemotechnichal view, 
the artists could practice or sketch in the man-
uscript some of the compositions they would 
go on to use at a monumental scale, and could 
memorize them through their drawings, as Lu-
dovico Geymonat has pointed out regarding 
the so-called Musterbuch of Wolffenbüttel.23 

the second phase of Lagoudhera paintings and 
the two icons that were kept in the church until 
1970 have been confidently attributed to him.18 
As an itinerant painter, like Theophanes the 
Greek or Andrei Rublev,19 Theodore Apseudes 
worked on both small-scale icons as well as on 
large-scale commission for painting a church. 
One technical detail of his work noticed by 
David and June Winfield – the way in which 
areas of completed fresco were scraped away 
in order to insert patches of fresh plaster [11] 
might be interpreted as an attempt to create 
relief surfaces for hands, halos and garments 
in the manner of Cypriot stucco-relief icons, 
such as the icon of Panagia Theoskepasti in 
Kato Paphos (ca 1190) [12].20

With regard to the Oxford manuscript, it must 
be emphasised that the relationship between text 
and image is closest when it comes to the figures 
in the margins of Homilies 44-48, related to the 
story of Abraham and its interpretation. The hand 

14. Lagoudhera 
(Cyprus), Panagia 
tou Arakos, 
sanctuary, center 
of the reveal of 
the apse arch, 
mural paintings, 
Theodore Apseudes, 
Mandylion, 1192 
(photo Juan Antonio 
Olañeta).

15. Lagoudhera 
(Cyprus), Panagia 
tou Arakos, north 
bay, under dome, 
lintel over north 
door, mural 
paintings, Theodore 
Apseudes, the 
Holy Tile, 1192 
(photo Juan Antonio 
Olañeta).
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without inverting the image to depict the Kera-
mion [15], as usually happened in Byzantine art. 
The same thing happened in the Oxford manu-
script where the figure of Saint John the Baptist 
(f. 10v) [5] was reversed in a scene of Deesis.
As such, the Oxford manuscript seems to re-
flect both the artist’s desire to practice drawing 
before painting, and the coeval existence of 
patterns circulating through a workshop. This 
point is important here, because, in my opinion, 
Painter A, whose compositions relate to monu-
mental art, is a potential key to an understanding 
of the transmission of styles and compositions 
in contemporary painting and mosaic across the 
Mediterranean. His angel in a position of wor-
ship (Magdalen College MS. Gr. 3, f. 312v) [7], 
for example, resembles the depiction of angels 
conserved in the mosaics of the main aisle of the 
basilica of the Nativity in Bethlehem (ca 1167-
1169), created by the Syrian deacon, Basilius 
Pictor [16].24 Likewise, the busts of the ancestors 
of Christ – in the same mosaics – seem to an-
nounce the style of the miniatures of a Book of 
Prophets now in Oxford (New College MS. 44 – 
see in particular the Prophet Jeremiah on f. 68v) 
[17], which was produced at the end of the 12th 
century either in Constantinople or in Cyprus.25 
In this respect, it is worth reminding ourselves 
that an international workshop operated at 

However, the Oxford manuscript seems to re-
flect something more complicated than this. It 
suggests there was a direct relationship between 
the auctor intellectualis and recipient of the pro-
gramme – Neophytos – and the painters, but 
that the painters might then redeploy some of 
these same compositions at another place, like 
Lagoudhera. Indeed, at Lagoudhera there is 
proof of the use of cartoons. Unexpectedly for 
a Byzantine master, the specular images of the 
Mandylion and Keramion (or Holy Tile) were 
created following a single pattern: the Mandy-
lion [14], whose structure is simply repeated 

16. Bethlehem, 
basilica of the 
Nativity, central nave, 
north clerestory, 
Basilius Pictor, 
mosaic depicting an 
angel in procession, 
1167-1169 (photo 
Author).

17. Oxford, New 
College MS. 44, 
f. 68v, Book of 
Prophets, miniature 
of Jeremiah,
Constantinople 
or Cyprus, end 
of the 12th century 
(© The Warden and 
Scholars of New 
College, Oxford).
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Similarly, on the other side of the Mediter ranean, 
the mysterious Master Alexander’s workshop 
– responsible for altar frontals of Sainte-Ma-
rie d’Oreilla [18], Saint-Genis-des-Fontaines 
(known through a 19th-century drawing) and 
Sant Andreu de Baltarga (MNAC 15804) [19] 

Bethlehem, which acted as a genuine crossroads 
among Greek (Ephraim), Syrian (Basilius Pictor) 
and Latin artists, whose styles, and composition-
al strategies merged to form an amalgam of the 
artistic traditions of Eastern Mediterranean at 
that time.26
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he was from Cyprus, and quite possibly raised 
in the orbit of the workshop of Theodore 
Apseudes. He probably arrived in Catalonia at 
the end of 12th century. To ensure and reinforce 
his peculiar training, he gathered together some 
tracings or cartoons before setting out. Subse-
quently, many of these tracings and cartoons 
were used and reproduced by his new team of 
collaborators in the workshop he established in 
Catalonia. Moreover, the striking incidence of 
his signature – ‘Magister Alexander’ – was un-
precedented in Catalonia, where all previous 12th 
century panel painting had been anonymous.32 
His signature could be read, as was the case with 
Theodore Apseudes in Cyprus, as proof of his 
foreign background and self-confidence. In-
deed, certain iconographic details point directly 
to a Byzantine milieu for the painter. Firstly, the 
lock of hair on the left side of Christ’s forehead 
in Oreilla [24] and Baltarga [25] is a direct refer-
ence to the face on the Holy Tile (Keramion), or 
the imprint on the Mandylion of Christ.33 More-
over, the depictions of the Evangelists as scribes 
writing upon their scrolls at Oreilla brings to 
mind Komnenian Gospel Books, such as that 
made in Constan tinople ca 1100 and now in 
Florence (Biblio teca Medicea Laurenziana, MS 
Plut. 6.23, f. 100v).34 One further feature, I be-
lieve, reinforces this Byzantine background: the 
scrolls inhabited by birds made in stucco-relief 
along the frame of the frontal of Oreilla [26]. 
This is unique in Catalan panel painting and is 
reminscent of the carpet-pages of certain Byzan-
tine manuscripts like that of a Gospel Lection-
ary produced in Constantinople ca 1100 now in 
Venice (Istituto Ellenico, MS IE 2, f. 3v).35

and whose activity in Catalonia can be dated be-
tween 1195 and 1210 in the vicinity of the Ben-
edictine abbeys of Saint-Martin-du-Canigou and 
Saint-Michel-de-Cuxa – is likely to have used 
preliminary drawings as a result of the earlier 
training of its principal painter in Cyprus.27 Both 
Baltarga and Oreilla betray typically Byzantine 
features, which probably came from parch-
ment folios or cartoons. That cartoons or model 
drawings were used can be deduced from the 
incisions made by the artist on the plaster lay-
er prior to painting [20]. The workshop seems 
indeed to employ Byzantine drawing tech-
niques, using circles for both in the full and the 
three-quarter faces [21]. In addition, the fine, 
elongated heads and necks of the figures, along 
with their asymmetrically modelled faces, point 
directly to the types of facial composition used 
in Komnenian painting [22-23], as in the con-
temporary painting from Santa Maria di Cer-
rate (Apulia),28 or in its previous assimilation in 
the scriptorium of the Holy Sepulchre around 
1135-1140 (Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum, 
MS McClean 49, f. 73v).29 
The conquest of Cyprus by the Latins in 1191 
under Richard the Lionheart effectively trans-
formed the social structure of the island provok-
ing the impoverishment of most of its Orthodox 
population.30 This is the context that might have 
seen an initial migration of Byzantine and Cru-
sader artists to the Western Mediterranean – a 
process that would have been preceded by the 
conquest of Jerusalem by Saladin in 1187.31

The artistic personality of Master Alexander, al-
ien to Catalan panel painting traditions, might 
be the result of something similar. It is likely 

20. Barcelona, 
Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya, 
Magister Alexander’s 
workshop, altar 
frontal from Sant 
Andreu de Baltarga 
(Baixa Cerdanya), 
upper register, right 
side, detail of the 
incision on the 
plaster to draw Saint 
James (the Great) 
the Apostle’s drapery, 
ca 1203-1210 
(© MNAC-Calveras/
Mérida/Sagristà).

21. Barcelona, 
Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya, 
Magister Alexander’s 
workshop, altar 
frontal from Sant 
Andreu de Baltarga 
(Baixa Cerdanya), 
detail of Saint John 
the Apostle and 
Virgin Mary, 
ca 1203-1210 
(upper register, 
left side) (© MNAC-
Calveras/Mérida/
Sagristà).

Front page:

18. Oreilla 
(Conflent), Sainte-
Marie, Magister 
Alexander (?), altar 
frontal, ca 1195 
(photo Author).

19. Barcelona, 
Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya, 
Magister Alexander’s 
workshop, altar 
frontal from Sant 
Andreu de Baltarga 
(Baixa Cerdanya), 
ca 1203-1210 
(© MNAC-Calveras/ 
Mérida/Sagristà).
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the manner of Byzantine book covers, like those 
of the Skeuophylakon Lectionary, in the Grand 
Lavra at Mount Athos (ca 1100).36 This interest 
in creating a multiplicity of surface effects at 
Oreilla is indebted to the aesthetics of contem-
porary icon painting, whose kinetic qualities, as 
Bissera Pentcheva pointed out, were intended 
to suggest the presence of the divinity.37 Both 

Finally, with regard to Oreilla, the materials used 
in the panel are striking. The surface combines 
sheets of painted parchment with what seems to 
be gold leaf. Moreover, golden lines articulate 
some of the drapery [27], while on the central 
figure fake gems modelled in plaster decorated 
the clothes [18]. The artist was attempting to 
emulate precious metals, enamels and gems in 

22. Oxford, 
Magdalen College, 
MS. Gr. 3, f. 189r, 
Painter B, drawing 
of Saint John the 
Apostle, Cyprus, 
1183-1192 
(© The President 
and Fellows of 
Magdalen College, 
Oxford).

23. Squinzano 
(Apulia), Santa 
Maria di Cerrate, 
apse entrance, 
right wall, mural 
paintings, Sainted 
deacon, late 12 th

century (photo 
Svetlana Tomeković).

24. Oreilla 
(Conflent), Sainte-
Marie, Magister 
Alexander (?), 
altar frontal, detail 
of Christ’s face, 
ca 1195 (photo 
Author).

25. Barcelona, 
Museu Nacional 
d’Art de Catalunya, 
Magister Alexander’s 
workshop, altar 
frontal from Sant 
Andreu de Baltarga 
(Baixa Cerdanya), 
detail of Christ’s 
face, ca 1203-1210 
(© MNAC-Calveras/
Mérida/Sagristà).
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[21-22] is on the face of it a surprise. To pur-
sue this intriguing issue further, it is necessary 
to raise the controversial question of wheth-
er Byzantine model books or drawings might 
have been circulating in the West at this date. 
We should reconsider as well the role played by 
Catalonia – a land open to the Mediterranean – 
in the making of the Mediterranean Art around 
1200. Works such as the altar frontals from Bal-
targa and Oreilla deserve a place in any larger 
discussion of the nature and consequences of 
Byzantine and Crusader Art for Western Art, 
wherein the travelling artist and models seem to 
have developed a major role.38

those painted icons adorned with chasing, and 
the brilliant icons of this period (see the icon of 
the Annunciation at Sinai of ca 1167), possess 
this same dynamic transcendence. This is clear 
at Oreilla, but then disappears with the Baltarga 
frontal. We are unaware of why this may be so, 
though I do wonder whether Master Alexander 
died after making the Oreilla and Saint-Génis 
frontals.
It seems that from the beginning Magister Alex-
ander had his own workshop into which he re-
cruited a number of local artists. This is prob-
ably the only way that an icon painter would 
have been able to familiarise himself and adjust 
to the tastes and expectations of Catalan pa-
trons, particularly in terms of format, structure 
and theme. This strikes me as the most plausi-
ble explanation for the Oreilla frontal, a work 
it is still otherwise difficult to classify. It is very 
likely that Master Alexander’s knowledge of 
Komnenian art derived from a Cypriot train-
ing, and was progressively tempered by local 
traditions so as to produce more assimilated 
panel paintings, such as can be seen in the altar 
frontal from Sant Andreu de Baltarga (MNAC 
15804) [19]. 
How this process of assimilation was effected 
is unclear. However, there are certain trails that 
ought to be explored if we are to get closer to 
understanding with any subtlety the nature of 
artistic relations between East and West around 
1200. The striking similarity between the faces 
of the apostles in Oreilla and Baltarga and those 
drawn in the margins in the Byzantine copy of 
John Chrysostom’s Commentary on Genesis 
(Oxford, Magdalen College, MS. Gr. 3, f. 189r) 

26. Oreilla 
(Conflent), Sainte-
Marie, Magister 
Alexander (?), altar 
frontal, detail of 
the vivid inhabited 
scrolls with birds 
made in stucco-
relief along the 
upper frame, 
ca 1195 (photo 
Author).

27. Oreilla 
(Conflent), Sainte-
Marie, Magister 
Alexander (?), altar 
frontal, detail of 
the drapery of an 
apostle with traces 
of the technique 
of the chrysographia, 
ca 1195 (photo 
Author).
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the classic study by R.W. SCHeller, Exemplum. Model-
Book Drawings and the Practice of Artistic Transmission 
in the Middle Ages (ca. 900- ca. 1470), Amsterdam 1995, 
especially pp. 383-393.
2 For a general description and study of the manuscript, 
see H.O. COxe, Catalogus codicum mss, collegii B. Mariae 
Magdalenae, Oxford 1882, p. 2; I. Hutter, Corpus der 
Byzantinischen Miniaturenhandschriften. Band 5.1. Oxford 
College Libraries, Stuttgart 1997, pp. 71-89; ead., The 
Magdalen College Musterbuch. A Painter’s Guide from 
Cyprus at Oxford, in Medieval Cyprus. Studies in Art, 
Architecture, and History in Memory of Doula Mouriki, 
edited by N.P. Sevcenko, C. Moss, Princeton 1999, pp. 
117-146.
3 «It is obvious that these drawings were not copied from 
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or cartoons such as the seventeenth-century cartoons with 
mirror images of the Anastasis and the Baptism in Benaki 
Museum. The drawings at Oxford prove that this technical 
aide for copying, documented from the fifteenth century on, 
preserved from about 1600, and described by Dyonysios 
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century», Hutter, The Magdalen College Musterbuch, 
p. 128. For drawings or intermediate transfer patterns 
(anthivola) in the Benaki Museum in Athens see SCHeller, 
Exemplum. Model-Book Drawings, pp. 388-389, n. 21, fig. 
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study made by M, VaSSilaki, Working Drawings of Icons 
Painters after the Fall of Constantinople. The Andreas 
Xyngopoulos Portfolio at the Benaki Museum, Athens 
2015, in part. pp. 17-31. Furthemore, M. Vassilaki had 
previously pointed out in her analysis of the Cretan painter 
Angelos Akonantos’ will (1436) the use of tesenißsmata 
and skißsmata in his workshop (The hand of Angelos, an 
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coeval and participated both in the illustration of the codex 
and in the painting of the enkleistra.
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Miniaturenhandschriften. 5. 1. Oxford College Libraries, p. 
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Oxford 1882, pp. 11-12.
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V (2014), pp. 63-82.
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Alexander, in the Digital Index of Artists Magistri 
Cataloniae: Alexander, Magister (www.magistricatalo niae.
org). His signature on the lost altar frontal from Saint-
Génis-des-Fontaines reads «MAGISTER ALEXANDER: 
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Epigraphie Roussillonnaise, Perpignan 1868. Subsequent 
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workshop. See W.W.S. COOk, J. gudiOl i riCart, Pintura 
e imaginería románicas, Madrid 1980, p. 142; M. durliat, 
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natural space until 1160, when it became the enkleistra 
or enclosure (meaning it enclosed Neophytos). In 1170 
bishop Basil persuaded Neophytos to be tonsured as a 
priest and to take up one disciple. See galatariOtOu, 
The Making of a Saint, pp. 14-15, 205-225. During his 
life, Neophytos discussed and denounced in writing 
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in Cyprus and the Eastern Mediterranean – hence his 
resentment of usurper ruler of Cyprus, Isaac Komnenos 
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Constantinople in 1204, galatariOtOu, The Making of 
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J.-P. Migne, Paris 1862, coll. 405-422, 434-443
15 COrMaCk, Painter’s Guides, pp. 24-26.
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p. 30; MangO, HawkinS, The Hermitage of St. Neophytos, 
pp. 197 and 206; galatariOtOu, The Making of a Saint, p. 
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17 MangO, HawkinS, The Hermitage of St. Neophytos, 
pp. 160-62; PaPageOrgHiOu, The Monastery of Agios 
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28 According to M. Falla Castelfranchi, the apse paintings 
in Santa Maria di Cerrate are an example of the late-12th-
century dissemination in Southern Italy of Late Komnenian 
painting then widespread in Cyprus (Perachorio and 
Lagoudhera) and Byzantine Macedonia (churches of 
Hagioi Anargyroi and Hagios Nikolaos Kasnitze in Kastoria 
and Saint George in Kurbinovo). See M. CaStelfranCHi, 
Pittura monumentale bizantina in Puglia, Milano 1991, pp. 
123-137. However V. Pace, on the basis of late records 
certifying the presence of Greek painters in the Salentine 
peninsula, prefers a later date for the Cerrate paintings, of 
between 1220 and 1235. See: V. PaCe, La chiesa di Santa 
Maria delle Cerrate e i suoi affreschi, in Obraz Vizantii. 

OxfOrd, Magdalen COllege, MS. gr. 3: 
PratiCa artiStiCa, diSegni Bizantini e MOBilità nella Pittura Mediterranea 

intOrnO al 1200

Manuel Castiñeiras

Gli studi più recenti sui disegni eseguiti alla 
fine del XII secolo nei margini di una copia del 
Commento sulla Genesi di san Giovanni Criso-
stomo (Oxford, Magdalen College, MS. Gr. 3) 
hanno ravvivato la controversa questione sulla 
circolazione all’epoca di libri di modelli bizan-
tini in entrambe le sponde del Mediter raneo. 
A mio avviso, il manoscritto di Oxford è una 
buona prova dell’esistenza di modelli che cir-

colavano negli atelier così come della volontà 
dell’artista di disegnare prima di dipingere. 
Alcuni di questi disegni somigliano molto allo 
stile e all’iconografia dei pittori attivi in questi 
anni o poco dopo in Terra Santa, al Sinai e in 
Catalogna. Questo ci permette di riconsiderare 
il ruolo svolto dalla Catalogna – una terra aper-
ta al Mediterraneo – nella costruzione dell’arte 
mediterranea intorno al 1200.
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